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I’m writing this in March 2025, but the book won’t come out for another 11 months and who know what the world will look like then? I’ve never been less certain of the future. My early years were spent in the shadow of the Cold War, but I always believed there were enough decent people in high places to counteract the would-be tyrants. It sure doesn’t seem that way now, as paranoid tsars, narcissistic billionaires and empire-building chairmen play RISK with our lives during a climate meltdown and global recession.

As such, it’s very stressful just being alive right now, which is why (yet again) this book is dedicated to the person who keeps me going: my wonderful wife Kerry, the most loving, honest, caring person I know, someone who makes me smile every day and shares all my burdens. I’m so fortunate to have such a partner, and hope there’s someone in your lives who helps you through, too.

Thank you for reading, best wishes, and stay strong.

David Hair

Hastings, New Zealand

March 2025
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What Has Gone Before

The world of Coros is being devastated by droughts, rising seas and failing harvests. The Hierophant, Eindil Pandramion III, ruler of the massive Triple Empire founded by Eindil’s ancestor, the messianic Jovan Lux, fears he is presiding over a disaster. But his mage-scholars assure him it’s just a natural super-cycle, and won’t last.

At least one scholar disagrees. Nilis Evandriel has been declared renegade for claiming that the crisis is caused by elobyne shards, crystal pillars sited throughout the empire, that he claims are leeching life from all living things, including people. That energy is used to wield glyma, a magic power used by the Vestal knights, defenders of the Triple Empire. It is also used by the shape-changing vyr, who wage guerrilla warfare against the empire. Neither will relinquish that power, and all the while, Coros is falling deeper into crisis.

Mastering glyma requires immense mental and physical control, so the Vestal knights demand rigorous discipline of their knights and mages, which means most Vestals have an active career of only a dozen years. In contrast, the vorloks (mages) and draegar (knights) of the vyr surrender to the ‘maelstrom’ of the glyma, making them even stronger than the knights and able to incite battle-fury and shape-changing among their followers – but their lack of control turns most into raving monsters who perish quickly. Nevertheless, the vyr rebellion is growing, a campaign of devastating fires to destroy the elobyne shards, that worsens the ecological crisis. The future of Coros is at stake and the battle lines are drawn.

THE EVENTS OF SUMMER 1472

(AS NARRATED IN THE BURNING LAND)

Romara Challys leads the Falcon Century, one hundred men-at-arms of the Vestal Order, led by the glyma-users of her ‘pentacle’: Jadyn Kaen (who Romara loves), Ghaneen Suul, the veteran Abuthan Obanji Vost and the mage Elindhu Morspeth. The Falcons have gone to Avas Island to help evacuate the islanders, whose livelihoods have been destroyed by wildfires lit by the vyr.

Amid the chaos, three fateful events occur. First, during a life-or-death mêlée, Romara loses control of her glyma. Her comrades cover for her, but her career is effectively over. Secondly, Ghaneen is slain by the vyr – but a young refugee, Soren var’Dael, unwittingly sparks Ghaneen’s elobyne blade to life, revealing a latent magical gift. Soren is taken from his family and inducted into the Order as an initiate. Thirdly, the Falcons capture one of the attackers, Gram Larch. As Gram showed no signs of shape-changing, Jadyn and Romara decide to interrogate him – despite the rule that only lictors, imperial inquisitors, are permitted to question vyr. They are desperate to understand why the vyr are destroying the land, something that’s still unclear despite two centuries of conflict.

Under questioning, Gram echoes the words of the renegade scholar Nilis Evandriel: that elobyne shards are destroying the world. But he also reveals a new thing: a spell, Oculus Tempus, that he says will prove Evandriel’s claims. It’s a spell on the ‘forbidden list’, one even Elindhu doesn’t know how to cast.

The Falcons are evacuated to Gaudien, a port on the mainland, where they are debriefed by the lictor Yoryn Borghart, who has learned of the interrogation and threatens Romara and Jadyn with severe penalties. They expect her Order’s commander, Corbus Ritter, to support them, but he is entangled with House Sandreth, enemies of Romara’s family. The heir of the House, Elan Sandreth, tries to force Romara into marriage, to gain her family’s wealth.

Her faith in the Order shattered, Romara breaks into the dungeons and frees Jadyn, along with Gram and another prisoner, Auranuschka Perafi (‘Aura’), a Nepari thief. Aura proves invaluable, using her contacts to enable the knights to escape by ship, along with Obanji, Elindhu and the young Soren: Romara’s loyal Falcons.

Now outlaws, the Falcons decide to investigate Nilis Evandriel’s claims. They sail to Solabas, en route to Neparia, where Gram says Nilis Evandriel can be found. They’re pursued by Yoryn Borghart, Elan Sandreth and Tevas Nicolini, Romara’s former mentor. Borghart uses portali gates to enter the Talam-Argith, a ‘Shadowland’ where time and distance are distorted, which enables rapid – if disquieting – travel.

During the chase, Romara is increasingly drawn to Gram, while her relationship with Jadyn is becoming strained. Their love grew in the regulated world of the Order, where passions must be supressed. Outside that environment, it begins to fray, partly because Romara’s loss of glyma-control is mitigated by Gram; as a potential vorlok (a vyr-magus), he is able to leech glyma-energy from her, saving her from a breakdown but creating a co-dependency. Meanwhile, Aura is revealed to share an unnamed precognitive talent with Jadyn.

Closely pursued by Borghart and the Order, the Falcons cross Semmanath-Tuhr, a mountain valley peopled by erlings, the oldest inhabitants of Coros. They once dominated the north, but are now few and scattered across the wilds, just a remnant of an ancient civilisation. When the Falcons are assailed by a wild erling, Jadyn kills it – and is accused of murder by the erling rulers. To prevent retribution, Elindhu is forced to reveal her deepest secret: she herself is an erling and has been masquerading as human, using her people’s shapeshifting skills, to learn the truth about Nilis Evandriel’s claims. This severely strains the pentacle’s unity, but friendship prevails, mostly thanks to Obanji, who is quietly in love with Elindhu and doesn’t care what race she is.

When the Falcons reach Sancta Cara, a village in Neparia, they meet the vyr-witch Agynea, who knows Evandriel and tells them the scholar has gone into the nearby mountains, seeking a mythic base of the Sanctor Wardens, an ancient order of knights who preceded the Vestal Order. The Wardens used a type of magic known as the aegis, which doesn’t require elobyne, but they were massacred centuries ago by the Vestal Order. She also speaks of ninneva, a state of grace some vyr can attain, which can hold the glyma-madness at bay.

Disillusioned by increasing evidence that their beloved Order is really the iron fist of a tyranny, Romara’s pentacle press on, hoping to overtake Evandriel and learn the whole truth, but Borghart and his allies are close behind. The lictor kills Agynea after forcing her to reveal where Romara’s group are going.

The Falcons find a mountain-top stone circle of eight thrones etched with ancient runes. The sun goes down as Borghart’s men are closing in – but somehow, they manage to open a mysterious portal, which transports them to the ruins of an ancient Sanctor Warden base. Jadyn and Aura discover they alone have runes etched into their palms, which further tests Romara’s bond with Jadyn. Despite their love, the universe seems to be driving them apart.

The Falcons find the lost monastery of Vanashta Baanholt, where legend says the Sanctor Wardens learned the aegis, but as they arrive, they are surrounded by soldiers of the Vestal Order, led by Vazi Virago, the Exemplar or champion knight of the Order. She is there with her century to study the monastery – and then destroy it.

Romara persuades Vazi that her Falcons are there for the same reason, and Vazi is excited to learn of Jadyn’s palm-marks, which match symbols found on doors in the caverns beneath the monastery. Romara’s deception is revealed when Borghart and his men arrive. The Falcons escape to the caverns, where Jadyn and Aura use their hand-markings to open the marked doors, which lead to a broken bridge over a vast void. The Falcons are trapped, until, without understanding how, Jadyn and Aura cause the bridge to reform, though it will only bear those with the aegis marks. As Jadyn and Aura escape over the mystic bridge, Vazi kills Obanji and captures Romara and Gram, while Soren and Elindhu fall into the void.

The bridge takes Jadyn and Aura to an atoll off the coast of Neparia, where they find a note from Nilis Evandriel, urging those who follow to journey on to the centre of the world.

The void beneath the ledge was illusory, concealing an underwater river. Soren almost drowns, but Elindhu saves him. Exhausted and still perilously close to their enemies, they are rescued by another erling, Fynarhea of Semmanath-Tuhr, who has been shadowing Elindhu to protect her.

Gram and Romara wake to captivity. Wounded and bereft, they take comfort in each other’s presence. Their captors, Vazi Virago and Yoryn Borghart, face their own dilemma: during the final confrontation, the aegis-bridge momentarily bore their weight, hinting that they too might be capable of the forbidden aegis. To pursue Jadyn and Aura, they will need that power, but embracing it risks falling into heresy themselves.

THE EVENTS OF AUTUMN 1472

(AS NARRATED IN THE DROWNING SEA)

Summer turns to autumn. Jadyn and Aura believe they’re on a path laid down by past Sanctor Wardens that will lead to gaining full control of the aegis. They set out for the ‘Centre of the World’, which they believe to be the renowned city of Bedum-Mutaza, a thousand kylos east of Neparia. They’re saved an immense overland journey when they find Sergio, Aura’s erstwhile lover, at a nearby port. Despite tensions when Aura discovers Sergio is already in a new relationship, they join his crew sailing eastwards towards Bedum-Mutaza.

Meanwhile, Romara and Gram are captives of Vazi Virago, Yoryn Borghart and the Vestal Order at Vanashta Baanholt in the Nepari mountains. Vazi and Borghart, who also have the potential for the heretical aegis, decide to pursue it, justifying this as the need to understand their enemy. They instruct their remaining men to take the prisoners to the Order’s fortress in Folkstein, while they pursue Jadyn and Aura on their own.

Romara and Gram are taken north by Order men under the command of Foylish magus Arghyl Goraghan, the nobleman Elan Sandreth and the ex-Order mercenary Tevas Nicolini, a former mentor of Romara’s. They head for Foyland, Goraghan’s homeland, as his clan control a portali gate which will shorten the journey, pursued by Elindhu, Soren and Fynarhea. Elindhu enlists the help of Keffrana, Goraghan’s estranged sister, who leads a hidden erling and vyr enclave near Goraghan lands. Keffrana’s people attack, killing Arghyl and rescuing Gram, but Sandreth and Nicolini manage to escape through the portali gate with Romara still their prisoner. They seal the gate behind them and flee to Folkstein, while Elindhu’s party must pursue overland, falling days behind.

Meanwhile, Jadyn and Sergio are experimenting with the aegis as they sail. After helping to repel a pirate attack, they reach Bedum-Mutaza, and despite regrets, Aura farewells Sergio and enters the city with Jadyn, to whom she is attracted. Meanwhile, one of Sergio’s crew, the former Vestal knight Largan Rameleau, reports Jadyn’s presence to the local Vestal bastion, just as Vazi and Borghart arrive via a portali gate. They all converge on a religious landmark, the Hejiffa Dhouma, which houses a famous mosaic map of the world with Bedum-Mutaza at its centre. Vazi and Borghart are awake to the aegis too, and using its predictive insights, almost capture Jadyn and Aura. The elusive scholar Nilis Evandriel aids their escape. Jadyn and Aura join Evandriel on his sailing ship, following clues about the aegis out into the Pelasian Archipelago.

Vazi and Borghart give chase on an Order warship, despite Vazi being commanded to remain in Bedum-Mutaza by the Hierophant Eindil Pandramion himself. Piqued at having the woman he idolises rebuff his affections, Eindil asks the mysterious Alephi, apparently immortal ‘angels’, to watch over Vazi. His father, the former Hierophant-turned-Alephi Genadius, takes the task on himself.

In Folkstein, Romara is tortured by sadistic lictors, in preparation for her trial as a heretic. However, her story reveals too much about Vanashta Baanholt and the aegis, so Archon Corbus Ritter resolves to have her put to death before she goes on trial. Tevas Nicolini has a change of heart and warns the archon’s powerful rival, Lady Augusta Martia, who uses her own authority to have Romara removed from the lictor’s custody. Corbus is furious, especially when his estranged brother, Dranit Ritter, is assigned to defend Romara in a hearing before the Order’s High Council in Hyastar. Tevas is murdered in retaliation, but not before he kills Elan Sandreth, freeing Romara from her fake marriage.

Elindhu’s group arrive in Folkstein and attempt Romara’s rescue. But they fail, Fynarhea is killed and Gram falls from the battlements and is separated from the others. The local vyr help him, taking him to see the vyr rulers, Sadithil and Quyan. Meanwhile Elindhu and Soren, who despite age and racial differences are forming a strong emotional bond, set out for Hyastar via the Shadowlands, still seeking to help Romara.

In the Pelasian Sea, Evandriel, Jadyn and Aura reach Sherkaza Island, site of the Library of Balkhezamun, a famed source of arcane information. Genadius finds them there, and guides Vazi and Borghart’s pursuit. Knowing his weak son Eindil adores Vazi, Genadius forcibly infects the Exemplar with his immortal elobyne-infused blood, to enslave her. He and his two colleagues attack Sherkaza, determined to capture and kill Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, but with their burgeoning aegis skill, the fugitives trap the Alephi in a deadly furnace, incinerating them. The librarians evacuate, while Jadyn’s party move on, still seeking the elusive Wardens. Vazi and Borghart arrive too late to catch them. Vazi, sensing the nigh-immortal Genadius is somehow still alive inside the furnace, leaves him to die.

In Hyastar, Romara is put on trial before the Order, testifying about Vanashta Baanholt, and the spell Oculus Tempus – the Eye of Time – as well as Corbus Ritter’s involvements with House Sandreth. The presiding Justiciar permits Oculus Tempus to be cast, and it reveals strong evidence that elobyne use is indeed destroying the ecology. Though still slated to die, Romara is vindicated and the Order is thrown into turmoil.

Corbus is cornered by three members of the Night Court, who command him to hold a Blood Trial, an ancient, discredited and barely legal form of trial by combat, to have Romara’s testimony erased from the record. Corbus complies, further dividing the Order.

Elindhu and Soren are still trying to reach Romara, until Soren vanishes in the Shadowlands. Elindhu makes a startling discovery: the ‘ghosts’ of the Shadowlands are in fact illusion-wielding giant arachnids and insects. She finds Soren wrapped in spiderwebs, about to be fed to the soil; the site is a vivalocus, a place of magical power. From the guardian spirit Elindhu encounters, she learns that the insects are survivors of the Talam-Argith when it was destroyed by Jovan Lux’s creation of elobyne at Nexus Isle (the ‘master’ vivalocus of the region), making glyma the dominant magical force. Distracted, Elindhu is bitten by a venomous spider. Realising she’s about to share Soren’s fate, she burns the webs binding Soren and they plummet into the vivalocus, which they discover is an underground reservoir of untainted magical energy.

Romara prepares to fight in the arena to defend her words and her honour. With her tortured, broken body barely functioning, she has no hope, until, on the eve of battle, Dranit permits Gram a supervised visit, and he reveals to Romara that ninneva, the love-bond that allows some vyr to refrain from berserk fury, can be used to heal oneself. As Romara enters the arena she does so, giving herself a fighting chance, though she doesn’t realise she’s facing an Alephi, who can only be killed by brain trauma. Moreover, the Alephi she faces is Voltan Karax, an unbeaten former Exemplar who is now almost invincible.

She finds herself overmatched, but lures Karax into a fatal error, forcing him to reveal his magical nature, then killing him by impaling his skull: the observing Alephi panic and flee as the crowd erupts in uproar. Gram, hidden in the crowd with other vyr, protects the badly wounded Romara as violence threatens, until Corbus Ritter loses his nerve and flees and Vyr-King Sadithil offers Augusta Martia a parley.

Far away in the Pelasian Archipelago, Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel survive a tsunami caused by a volcanic eruption to reach an island chain where the empire has planted thousands of elobyne shards, accidentally triggering the eruption. On Huntaru, an island on the prime meridian – the real ‘centre of the world’ – they find an operational Sanctor Warden base. The Warden elders are stunned when the trio arrive, but welcoming.

However, Vazi and Borghart are hot on their trail, and they in turn are being hunted by the Alephi, led by Genadius, who has been brought back from the brink of death. The Alephi attack, capturing Vazi and Borghart and killing many Warden trainees and masters, although the remaining masters get the survivors, including Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, out via a portali gate, before triggering another volcanic explosion that annihilates the Alephi.

During the chaos, Vazi and Borghart face death at Genadius’ hands, but Borghart, seeing premonitions of Vazi killing the Falcons and saving the empire, sacrifices himself to ensure her survival. But Vazi knows she is still infected and subservient to the Alephi, so she seeks death by hurling herself into the volcano – only to be ‘saved’ by another Alephi.

The Wardens open an oceanic portali gate into the seas of the Shadowland and, with Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, sail for the mainland. In Hyastar, the Vestal Order faces a schism over elobyne use, with some joining Corbus and the loyalists, but others joining with Augusta Martia and her allies, including the vyr, in rebellion. Meanwhile Gram battles to save Romara’s life.

But perhaps the most significant event has occurred in the Shadowlands. Elindhu and Soren are not dead – instead they’ve been mysteriously returned to the field in Miravia where they had been camped, purged of glyma and suffused with vitality. Disoriented and overwhelmed by the experience, they fall into each other’s arms, remembering too late that sex could unleash glyma-energy that might kill them both. Instead, they experience only natural pleasure, because the energy now coursing through them isn’t harmful. It comes from the vivalocus, not a new energy source but an old, lost one. Despite being bewildered at their relationship – between an ageing erling and a young human – they realise they have made a vital discovery, one which could change everything.

But blocking the path to change are mighty forces: the Hierophant and his court are determined to cling to power; the bulk of the Vestal Order are still loyal to him, as is the Church; and most of all the deadly Alephi are determined to preserve their secret control of the Triple Empire. Elobyne is still poisoning the world, and those who could stop that process are too intent on power, control and wealth to care. Coros may already be doomed, as the dreaded End of All Things, prophesised in The Book of Lux, appears inevitable.

The Falcons are scattered, but they’ve mastered new skills and unearthed ancient secrets. Their greatest trials lie before them now, in a world about to implode.


Prologue

The Beginning of the End

Immortal Fantasies

Everything dies. This is a truth we all learn sooner or later. People perish, and few are remembered even a few years on. Perhaps that’s why we tell ourselves wistful tales of cheating death and living for ever, or cling to the notion that the part of us that is immortal, our ‘souls’, will live on for eternity. There’s no evidence that souls exist, but we keep regurgitating this nonsense. That tells us much about ourselves.

Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1470

Bedum-Mutaza

Autumn 1472

Eindil Pandramion III, the Hierophant, God-Emperor of Talmont, Triple-Emperor of Coros, sat on the Throne of Sand in Bedum Palace, lord of all he surveyed and yet thoroughly miserable. The Sunburst Crown was a crushing vice, squeezing his skull and bowing his head to his knees. This morning, he felt utterly inadequate, as he had ever since his shining light, Vazi Virago, fled the palace a month ago. Each day his fears for her mounted.

There’s been no news of her, and my holy father who I sent to watch over her hasn’t returned either.

He’d been afraid for her – and angry with her – when he asked the Alephi to protect her, but that had felt like a terrible mistake when his dead father Genadius was the ‘guardian angel’ who’d answered his call. He prayed daily for news of her, but all he got was the usual deluge of dire tidings about everything else.

I didn’t think things could get worse, but every day they do.

Famines and fires were ravaging Abutha and Zynochia, while refugees flooded the Bedumassa coast, fleeing earthquakes, volcanoes and a tidal wave that had overwhelmed the Pelasian Islands. Failed harvests triggered bread riots in Aquinium, Bravantia and Neparia, the unrest spreading into the north. The half-mad vyr were still unleashing fires to destroy elobyne shards, and all the upheaval was breaking down trade, as every nation in his empire hoarded their precious resources, exacerbating shortages everywhere.

A distant bell jangled, jolting him out of his reverie and back into the heat and humidity of Bedum-Mutaza. As Hierophant, he mostly dwelt in Petraxus, in Talmont, but every second year he was obliged to reign from either Dagoz in Abutha, or Bedum-Mutaza, sovereign city of the Zynochian confederation. He hated both places. They were too hot, and peopled by a bewildering array of races and faces with strange costumes and stranger customs. Even though each imperial palace was constructed to be almost identical, the differences spoke louder than the similarities, constantly disorienting him. Here in Bedum it was the wailing of the Zynochi priests, the dusty stench and obsequiousness that grated. Itchy sweat constantly crawled over his skin and soaked his brow, armpits and crotch.

And this blasted throne is the worst.

The Bedumi Throne of Sand had a base of desert sand to sit on, to remind the ruler of his mortality. Symbolic and cautionary it might be, but mostly it was damnably uncomfortable, especially for a scrawny sixty-year-old man.

The bell that roused him came from a side door, and Robias, his stentor, herald, secretary and major-domo in one, had gone to see what it portended.

Nothing good, that is certain, Eindil expected, as he contemplated the vast marble hall. In daytime it was thronged with people, but on evenings like this it was a vast mausoleum of pillars, statuary, latticed stonework and impenetrable shadows. He and Robias were alone, except for a few sentries on the doors. The Day Court had departed, the sun was setting, and Eindil desperately wanted to bathe, eat and sleep.

Oh, and have one of my wives, if I can be bothered.

The thought wasn’t enticing. All thirty of his wives were grasping strangers to him.

‘Well?’ he asked tiredly, as Robias returned. ‘Are we done for today?’

‘Not yet, Divine Lord,’ the shaven-headed Robias told him. He was Aquini, a race prone to baldness, with a clever face. ‘Great One, there’s a member of the Night Court demanding to see you.’

Eindil suppressed a shudder. ‘Can’t it wait? I’m seeing the Night Court tomorrow night.’

‘She says it can’t.’

The Night Courtiers were mostly male, but regardless of gender, they were all hard and cruel. They assembled most nights, after the day’s business was done, to ‘advise’ Eindil on strategic matters, in tones of criticism, carping and even contempt. Tradition allowed them to be masked – so the Hierophant couldn’t single them out for punishment or favour – and he loathed every one of them. But they were also a vital counterpoint to the Day Court whose nobles, merchants and supplicants were venal and self-serving.

‘Send her in,’ Eindil sighed.

Robias scurried away, returned with the Night Courtier, a stiff figure in black robes with her face concealed by a silver owl mask. The stentor took up his normal place, kneeling at a lectern to Eindil’s right.

What fresh disaster does this portend? Eindil wondered.

‘Greetings to thee, Great One,’ Owl intoned flatly. ‘I come here after witnessing events in Hyastar, at the Blood Trial of Romara Challys.’

Eindil’s weariness gave way to unease, for he sensed fury and fear in the masked woman’s demeanour. Three days ago, she and two other Night Courtiers had bullied him into signing a very unusual warrant: an instruction to the Justiciary to put aside legal convention and call a Blood Trial against a fallen knight-turned-vyr, Romara Challys. Such trial-by-combat duels were not just unprecedented, but outmoded, barbaric and tyrannous – but the Night Courtiers had insisted this one was vital, to ensure malignant lies told by Challys under oath were erased from the record. They’d told him only a Blood Trial would ensure her lies were invalidated.

‘Is the news good?’ he asked, unsure what ‘good’ was in this matter.

Owl’s response was surprisingly uncertain. ‘Great One, I . . . uh . . . unexpected setbacks . . . betrayed . . .’

Eindil had never seen such a lack of composure from a Night Courtier, and Robias was equally startled. ‘Explain,’ the Hierophant demanded curtly.

This time she managed a more coherent response. ‘Great One, the Blood Trial went ahead, yesterday at midday. But such things are never a surety. We were reliably informed that the defendant was crippled, and the champion we sent into the arena was formidable. It should have been a foregone conclusion . . .’

‘Was this Romara Challys victorious?’

‘Worse,’ Owl replied. ‘Her victory exposed the Alephi to those attending; ten thousand people saw our fallen brother’s nature revealed. His body couldn’t be recovered.’

Eindil swallowed. He aspired to be Alephi, and suspected they and the Night Court were the same people: immortal ‘angels’ who controlled his Triple Empire. But he’d been told that preserving their secrecy was paramount. ‘What is the situation in Hyastar now?’

‘Siera Challys’ victory, under the letter of the law, allows her testimony to stand as a legal fact,’ Owl replied uncertainly. ‘It included allegations that the Order of Akka’s Light have wilfully accelerated the planting of elobyne shards despite evidence that it is destructive, and causes failed harvests, fires, earthquakes and other disasters.’

‘But that’s . . .’ All true, Eindil thought bleakly, floundering for the right word. ‘Unprovable,’ he tried.

‘It is now an attested fact. That was the gamble of the Blood Trials: kill her and her testimony would be eradicated from the public record; if she won, her words would stand validated. It’s about what people believe now, Great One.’

‘How has the archon reacted?’

‘By fleeing. The craven Corbus Ritter has surrendered control of the moment to his rivals in the Vestal Order, who have coalesced around Augusta Martia. Her faction dominates the High Council – they are currently passing writs for the arrest of Ritter, and have demanded you send emissaries to them in Hyastar to negotiate a way forward.’

‘This was your idea,’ he reminded her angrily. ‘How have the people of Hyastar reacted? Surely they’ve risen to defend my honour and the unity of the empire?’

Owl hung her head. ‘Great One, the city of Hyastar has always aligned more with the Vestal Order than the empire: it’s the Order’s base. When the Vestal High Council declared for Augusta Martia, people took to the streets in support of her – and of Romara Challys.’

Eindil felt his throat tighten, then his indignation flared. How dare a mere sword-swinger make demands of him? Who the jagat do these women think they are? He was of imperial blood, the scion of a sacred dynasty – and elobyne was the foundation of his empire, not a commodity to be bartered over.

‘Nobody tells me what to do,’ he snapped. ‘Who are the High Council but a few hundred Order veterans, too old and feeble to use glyma any more? Wipe them out!’

‘It’s not so simple,’ Owl responded dourly. ‘The local Order centuries have rallied to her and vyr have flooded the region, offering alliance to Lady Martia.’

‘You are the Night Court – and Alephi, yes?’

She went still, then cautiously nodded.

‘Then deal with it!’ he commanded. ‘Rid me of this problem you created.’

‘We will, Great One,’ she insisted. ‘But it can’t happen overnight. We Alephi are potent, but we are few, and secrecy remains paramount. Your armies must contain this insurrection before it spreads and becomes an existential threat.’

An existential threat, his mind echoed. These ‘angels’ do indeed know fear . . .

But they were his path to immortality and eternal bliss with Vazi Virago at his side. He had no choice but to be committed to their cause. ‘What must I do?’

‘Command your regional lords to isolate the rebels and crush all local dissent. Muster armies and march. The situation is recoverable if swiftly contained.’

‘It shall be done,’ Eindil said. ‘What of Corbus Ritter? How should I receive him?’

‘We’ll deal with him,’ Owl replied. ‘If he can defend his actions, he may continue as archon, but if not . . .’ She shrugged. ‘A scapegoat must be found.’

Indeed, Eindil thought. As long as it’s not me.

‘And what of your own fortunes, Owl?’ he dared to ask. ‘You helped instigate this Blood Trial, after all.’

‘My colleagues drove that decision,’ she croaked. ‘I was a minor partner . . . No one can blame me . . .’

Oh, but they will, Eindil thought, without sympathy. ‘I wish you good fortune,’ he said insincerely, remembering how she and the other two had menaced him into signing the Blood Trial warrant. ‘After all, who could have predicted that an Order-trained fallen knight could have defeated one of you?’ he added sarcastically. ‘If you’d just executed her as planned, her testimony would have been forgotten inside a year.’

‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing,’ Owl retorted, with a flash of bitterness. Then she spun and strode away, the dark quickly swallowing her.

Eindil wondered who she really was – or more accurately, had been – for the Alephi were a secret order of powerful people from the past, now preserved as immortals. The whole concept appalled him, but as he was promised a place among them, his unease was, he knew, entirely hypocritical.

‘Well, Robias, I’m sorry but you must labour a while longer,’ he said, his weariness for now banished. ‘Call a military council meeting for tomorrow and send coursers to all the lords of Miravia, Vandarath and Bravantia, telling them that Hyastar is in rebellion and all communications with Augusta Martia and her faction are forbidden. We need this contained, as Lady Owl says.’

Robias rose, bowed, and went to leave, until the Hierophant spoke again.

‘My friend, you see and know much – these Alephi are the true rulers, are they not? I am just their puppet.’

‘You are the master of the known world,’ Robias replied, his voice flat.

‘One day soon, I will join them,’ Eindil said. ‘I will have eternal life and luxury, in a hidden palace with the greatest men and women of all time as company, the greatest rulers, the holiest clergy, the finest composers and artists, warriors, writers and beauties. A true paradise, here on Coros. This has been promised.’

‘Who would not wish for such a thing?’ Robias remarked, with a hint of wistfulness.

‘Dear Robias, I have leave to choose others to join me in this paradise. May I place your name on the list?’

Robias blinked, as if stunned. ‘I am not worthy,’ he said, almost automatically.

‘You are more than worthy, my friend,’ Eindil said hoarsely. My only friend.

They looked at each other in awkward silence, a moment of uncharacteristic emotional intensity, then both flinched. Robias bowed assent, and fled. Eindil slumped against the throne, feeling like he’d secured at least one good thing for the future.

But immortality would only be worth having if it included Vazi Virago. His thoughts returned to his missing idol as he slipped back into a reverie, wondering where she was. Why haven’t you returned? And what does my father have to do with it?

For Vaziella al-Nuqheel – or Vazi Virago, as she went by in the Order – waking up was a crushing disappointment. Her last memory was of standing on the lip of Huntaru volcano and casting herself into the inferno, seeking a death that would obliterate the Alephi blood in her veins and grant her oblivion.

But even as she blacked out, just yards above the molten lava, with the heat crisping her skin and flaming her hair and clothing, she felt cold arms wrap round her. She fell, not into nothing, but into a nightmare that had haunted her for a decade, made all the worst because it wasn’t imaginings, but her worst memory.

Kymeera, she wailed, for her lost sister, as she relived awaking pressed to her cold body amid the iron stink of blood.

That dreadful memory woke Vazi fully and she found herself curled up like a fearful child, in a dusty stone-walled bedroom full of shrouded furniture. Cobwebs festooned every corner and the light through the cracked or broken windows was distorted by vines snaking in from outside. The air smelled of damp and rot.

But she registered that only peripherally, because her eyes instantly settled on a man seated in a chair beside her bed. He was wearing simple Zynochi robes, though he was a pale-skinned Talmoni, with shoulder-length brown hair and a full beard. His blue eyes were clear and steady, set in a gentle face full of wisdom.

A god, insofar as gods exist, she realised, because the stranger looked exactly as he was depicted in his own holy book. ‘My Holy Lord,’ she croaked, because it was JOVAN LUX, one hundred and fifty-seven years after his supposed death. She was overwhelmed by feelings of unworthiness – and terrified about why he might be here.

‘Good morning, Vaziella,’ he replied, his voice formed of exquisite musical notes drawn from an antique violin by a master. ‘It is a sin to take one’s own life. According to The Book of Lux, anyway,’ he added with light irony. ‘I’m sure I put that in somewhere.’

She shuddered, remembering that self-destructive impulse, and for a moment it flooded her again. She tried to rise, then realised that beneath the sheet she was naked, and every inch of her skin was cracked and weeping. Her hand flew to her scalp and she realised it was hairless, covered in welts and burns. She went rigid, convulsed and began to scream—

But Jovan touched her forehead, flooding her with salving numbness, and the pain vanished: a miracle.

She sobbed in relief and gratitude.

‘There, my angel,’ he said. ‘You’ll heal, as good as new. Better, as you’ll be perfected.’

No, she thought, I sought death to escape this . . .

But that thought was followed by the realisation that her revulsion stemmed from her encounters with Genadius, the former Hierophant-turned-monster, who’d infected her with his own blood not to aid her, but to enslave.

Surely Jovan Lux is different? she thought. He must be – he’s our Saviour!
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A Love Unconquered

Who is Jovan Lux?

People speak now of Jovan as a god: the Son of Akka, who descended from Paradise to save us. But he was a man – a Sanctor Warden who betrayed his comrades, then terrified Abutha and Zynochia into thraldom: a tyrant who committed crimes on a scale beyond imagining.

Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1464

Hyastar, Miravia

Autumn 1472

Gram Larch was worn out after a day and night of helpless dread, spent in a small candlelit room near the Hyastar amphitheatre. The room was frigid, but Jed Burfitt, medicalus of the disbanded Falcon Century, was snoring in the corner, having tended Romara Challys, his former commander, all night. On the bed, Romara, pale as a cadaver and breathing in fitful gasps, clung to life.

Help her, Gram pleaded silently, unsure who his prayers were to. Though he’d been raised to revere Akka, he was now the worst of heretics, a vyr – and so was Romara. They were monsters, according to the Church. Yet the only peace he’d ever found was in her eyes.

If something didn’t change, he would lose that peace for ever.

She had many wounds from the Blood Trial, but only the primary one was truly grave. Faced with a foe whose ability was beyond hers, she’d taken a desperate gamble, deliberately letting Enzo Karax – or whatever his real name was – drive an Order flamberge into her belly, so that she could trap that weapon and prevent him from parrying her counterblow. Only her ferocious strength as a vyr had allowed her to survive, but Gram feared she was now sliding into the abyss.

Fear for his lover wasn’t the only thing keeping him awake. The city was in ferment, as High Councillors went from one barracks to the next, trying to explain complex matters to simple men: that the elobyne the Vestal Order relied on was deadly to the land; that it was essential the imperial authorities were held to account for the destruction of their world.

Most of that went over the heads of the soldiers, but having the corpse of ‘Enzo Karax’ to display, luminous ichor still bleeding from his body, was another matter. Many had been present when the supposed nephew of Voltan Karax, the legendary former Exemplar, fought Romara in the arena. Some had even known Voltan personally and attested that this beautiful ‘angel’ was truly him, miraculously restored to youth. And they’d all seen the two Night Courtiers, in their black robes and silver masks, shooting into the sky after Karax fell.

Augusta Martia and her adherents were making much of that: ‘These creatures are the Night Court ruling our Hierophant – we must free ourselves from this hidden tyranny!’

Gram had all this second-hand from the former Falcon men-at-arms, Centurion Argon Roper, Medicalus Burfitt and others, who had stayed loyal to Romara. Amazingly, the knights, mages and soldiers of the Vestal Order were listening. Corbus Ritter, the Order’s archon, had fled, so contrary voices here were now few.

Even so, with thousands of vyr encamped outside the city, Hyastar was jittery and the streets dangerous. They still feared a mob might storm in and drag Romara out to be burned at any minute, but they couldn’t risk moving her.

Abruptly, a glint of pallid sunlight shone through the east window, casting shadows into the corners. He rubbed gritty eyes and rose to peer out. The alley below was just a muddy lane, but he could see bodies in blankets in doorways, refugees unable to find a roof for the night. A patrol tramped through, the red ribbons on their arms denoting support for Augusta Martia. Then someone knocked and a male voice called, ‘It’s me, Dranit.’

Burfitt stirred as Gram unbolted the door and let in a burly, coarse-faced man with a mop of black hair, clad in a heavy maroon cloak.

‘Mornin’,’ Burfitt muttered, ushering Romara’s attornalus in. ‘She’s still asleep.’

Dranit Ritter, the archon’s disinherited brother, went to the bed and leaned over the pale redhead, wincing at her state. ‘I’m amazed she’s still alive . . . except that it’s her.’

‘She’s a fighter, m’lord,’ Burfitt agreed. ‘But it’s a belly wound. They always kill. If ye don’t bleed out, the infection from your leaky gut gets ye. We had to open her up and sew it all closed, drain it all and cauterise. Ordinary man couldn’t survive that, but I guess her being . . . uh, what she is . . . gives her extra . . .’

Even Burfitt struggles with her being a vyr, Gram knew. But the medicalus had been fighting day and night for his former commander. There were now scores of former Falcons in the building too, rallying to their former commander despite having seen her in her horrifying vyr-form in the arena yesterday. Romara always had inspired that sort of loyalty. Even Dranit was emotionally invested.

‘Can you use your vyr-powers to fight the infection?’ the attornalus asked.

‘Maybe,’ Gram replied, ‘if she regains consciousness to guide it.’

Gram was a vorlok, a vyr magician. He’d come into his power very recently, and glyma was far better at harming than healing. However, he and Romara had attained a magical harmony called ninneva which meant they could use glyma without going berserk, bending it to gentler uses. It was a self-guided, internal process, which he’d used on himself to heal his own broken bones.

‘Have you tried waking her?’ Dranit asked.

Gram sighed. ‘She needs to rest. This can’t be hurried.’

‘Are you sure we can’t move her? Most people are scared and staying home, but some fear the vyr more than the Alephi, and if they knew she was here . . .’

‘We can’t risk moving her,’ Burfitt warned.

‘Then we must hope Augusta can secure the city. She’s about to meet with the Vyr-King . . . um, is he actually called “Toad”?’

Gram gave a tired laugh. ‘His name’s Sadithil. There’s a queen too, but she’s not here. They’re only loosely organised – I didn’t even know they had royalty until a few days ago.’

‘You say “they”, not “we”,’ Dranit noted, looking up at Gram. Dranit wasn’t a short man, but Gram, at more than a foot taller, towered over most.

‘I still think of myself as a trapper from Avas,’ Gram admitted.

Dranit looked sympathetic. ‘I came here to see if Romara could join the parley talks, but I see the answer is no. Will you come in her stead?’

‘I don’t want to leave her side . . .’

‘It’s important,’ Dranit insisted. ‘You’ve made this journey with her. We need your perspective.’

‘I’ll take care of her,’ Burfitt told Gram. ‘You know me an’ the fellas will keep her safe. You go.’

Gram worried that if Romara went into decline, he’d need to be present to give her a chance of reviving. And if she woke, he wanted to be the first person she saw. But Dranit was right; these talks needed her tale, and if she couldn’t relate it, only he could.

‘All right, I’ll come. Where and when?’

‘In an hour or so, but it’ll take us that long to get there. Can you leave now?’

Gram glanced at Burfitt. ‘Aye, just gi’ me a few minutes.’

After tipping water over his head and smoothing his shaggy hair, he made one last check on Romara, fighting despair when he saw the way her chest barely rose. Then he and Dranit descended to the street and headed for a near-deserted market square where Dranit bought them bread, cheese and a hide of small beer for breakfast. After eating they headed for the amphitheatre where Romara had fought the previous day, through cordons of Vestal soldiers.

In the corridors beneath the stands, they encountered a cluster of rough-clad men and women with feral eyes and the stink of the wilds. They thumped their chests when they recognised Gram. ‘Xaltos,’ they called him, a vyr honorific. ‘We’s prayin’ fer yer lady.’

‘So am I,’ Gram mumbled. ‘She’s sleeping – the medicalus is optimistic.’

‘Praise be.’ Then they looked at Dranit. ‘Are ye truly the archon’s brother, Lor’?’

‘No,’ Dranit replied, adding with a wink, ‘He disowned me, the prick.’

The vyr grinned tightly and the tension eased. ‘Go on through, an’ bes’ luck.’

They walked into an underground chamber, where the tons of stone above them would block any attempts at scrying them. The room contained a long table with a dozen chairs at each end, but only one in the middle.

‘Gram,’ called Sadithil Vyr-King, a burly, ugly man with a mane of grey curls, who presided over the near end of the table. ‘Where’s Romara?’

‘Poorly,’ Gram replied. ‘You only get me.’

‘You’ll do, I’m sure,’ Sadithil replied, before asking Dranit, ‘Which end of the table are you, Master Ritter?’

‘That’s my seat in the middle,’ Dranit replied. ‘I’ll run this meeting, if that suits?’

‘F’sure, if Lady Augusta is content.’

‘She’s approved it. I’m the only one with an ear in both camps.’ Dranit gestured to the far end, where men and women in Order tabards were filing in behind a woman in heavily brocaded robes and carefully coiffured pale grey hair. ‘Give me a minute and we’ll get started.’

‘Seems a good man,’ Sadithil muttered, as he left. ‘Tho’ he makes me look pretty.’

‘Hardly,’ Gram replied, and Toad guffawed.

‘Maybe we share a father,’ he suggested.

Just then an old woman in a shawl and the dirty garb of a waggoneer bustled in, fixing Sadithil with a cold eye. Her brown skin, flat features and narrow eyes marked her as being of Kharagh descent. ‘Starting without me, Husband?’

Sadithil’s marriage was very much ceremonial and that was all. He tsked, waddled up to her and formally kissed her hand. ‘Quyan, my darling wife, I’m glad you got my messages. I feared you wouldn’t make it on time.’

‘Jag off, you arse. You sent no messages, but I’m neither deaf nor blind.’ Quyan turned to Gram. ‘I see you disregarded my instructions, Master Larch.’

She’d told him to stay out of the conflict. ‘I had no choice,’ he said quietly.

‘There’s always choice,’ Quyan replied. ‘You two put thousands of our people at risk for the sake of one woman. It’s blind luck you’re still here to crow about it.’

‘Leave off, Qu,’ Sadithil retorted. ‘This is the opportunity we’ve been praying for, a chance I seized when you’d have passed it by. Now we can make some real gains.’

‘You didn’t seize an opportunity, you gambled recklessly.’

‘Sometimes you must. Done is done. It’s what happens next that matters.’

Quyan’s face flared, but Dranit called, ‘Ladies, gentlemen, shall we begin?’

Scowling, the Vyr-Queen sat opposite Sadithil, who leaned in and muttered in Gram’s ear, ‘She’s just sour about being bypassed, but she’ll come round – or get pushed aside.’

Sadithil believed his estranged wife’s inherent caution was misplaced, because the End of All Things was coming and the long game was over. Gram feared he was right, but worried that their personal dispute might affect these negotiations. They were both bad losers. And those with them, all vorloks or draegars, the mages and knights of the vyr, had a shared mad-eyed wildness that did nothing to ease his worries.

At the far end were Lady Augusta Martia, and her closest adherents in the Vestal high council, bastion commanders from nearby towns, including Desantium, Romara’s home. Carid Theomore, the magus who’d cast the Oculus Tempus spell and confirmed the deadly role of elobyne in the current crises, sat at her right hand, a thin blade of a man with an unctuous manner. The Order elders were a sharp contrast to Sadithil’s horde.

Somehow, common ground had to be found.

After the introductions, Dranit said, ‘This is our situation: Siera Romara’s victory in the arena yesterday has made a legal fact of her allegations: that the empire has sanctioned the planting of elobyne shards in places that have been strictly forbidden by standing treaties. The Oculus Tempus spell also highlighted to all present that the destruction caused by elobyne is far deeper and more widespread than we knew.’

‘More than you knew,’ Sadithil put in. ‘We vyr have known for decades.’

‘Many inside the Order have also raised questions,’ Augusta replied sharply, ‘but instead of lighting fires and ruining lives, we used official channels to lodge our complaints.’

‘And where’d that get you?’ Sadithil retorted. ‘We—’

‘Oh, shut up, Husband,’ Quyan snapped. ‘There is no monopoly on goodwill or suffering here. We’re all fighting the same fight. Carry on, Master Ritter.’

Dranit nodded thanks, then addressed the table again. ‘Furthermore, we have the mystery surrounding the man known as Enzo Karax,’ he said. ‘If man he was.’

‘He was a man, or used to be, but he wasn’t “Enzo Karax”,’ Augusta said. ‘I was still in service when Voltan Karax was Exemplar. That corpse is Voltan, despite its apparent youth. But his blood contains elobyne! How can that be?’

Sadithil jabbed a finger at Carid Theomore. ‘What do the scholars know of this?’

Theomore was clearly reticent when it came to discussing secrets with old enemies. But Augusta nodded, so he spoke up. ‘It’s been suspected for some time that the Night Court is more than it seems. They have vast influence, but their identities have always been secret.’

‘We should’ve been looking in cemeteries,’ a veteran knight remarked.

‘Indeed,’ Augusta said, sounding outraged. ‘It looks like the Night Court is peopled by long-dead potentates whose veins now run with liquid elobyne, ruling us from the shadows. This is more than criminal – it’s an abomination. These people need to be dragged into the light and exposed for what they are.’

There was a growl of agreement from both ends of the table.

‘But what are they?’ Quyan asked. ‘How are they made? Who chooses them? What are their powers? We’ve seen that they can be slain, but Siera Romara –a glyma-warrior – could barely stand against Karax. What chance do lesser mortals have against them?’

‘We don’t know enough,’ Theomore admitted. ‘All we have are legends of Serrafim dwelling on Nexus Island, tales of Great House families being haunted by a revered ancestor; or stories of encounters with “angels”. Imperial mage-scholars like me are forbidden to study elobyne, yet clearly these Night Courtiers know everything about it.’

‘And they’re unaccountable to anyone but themselves,’ Augusta emphasised. ‘A hidden tyranny ruling us.’

Everyone nodded, but wariness still pervaded the room. The conflict between Vestal and Vyr was two hundred years old, even though both relied on elobyne for their power.

To Gram they were two sides of the same coin. ‘We all use glyma,’ he reminded everyone. ‘Without it, both the Vestal Order and the vyr are nothing. We all told ourselves elobyne wasn’t the problem, until the Oculus Tempus spell proved otherwise. But we’re not the ones ordinary folk look to for truth: to them, the Order is untrustworthy and the vyr worse. It’s the Hierophant and the Church they listen to, and those are saying the harvest failures are natural, or bad luck, or the vyr’s fault. They believe that.’

‘How do we convince them otherwise?’ Lady Augusta wondered.

‘We may not have to,’ Quyan said. ‘I’ve travelled widely and even in Bedumassa and Zynochia, crops are failing. Civilisation only holds when bellies are full. Starving refugees are flooding the southern coasts and working their way north. This winter is going to be a catastrophe – I’m talking mass starvation. This is real: there’ll be bread riots in every town and city. What’s anyone doing about that?’

A few Order councillors retorted angrily, not used to being hectored by enemies, but Augusta cut them off. ‘We know, Queen Quyan. We’re not blind. But only the regional lords and the imperial courts can deal with that. Our battle is against the throne, the Night Court, the Lighters and Corbus Ritter.’

It was a fair response, but Gram felt it missed the point: that there was a complete societal breakdown coming. ‘The north is about to be flooded by refugees, Lady,’ Quyan replied. ‘Those who can’t feed them will face insurrection. The imperial ship is heading for rocks – if it sinks, millions will perish.’

There was another long contemplative silence, then Klyne Barron, a former archon, raised a hand. ‘I agree with that assessment,’ he said gravely. ‘There’s a wave coming. We either ride it or be swept away. We must seize the moment, so when the people rise, we are at the forefront.’

His colleagues looked queasy at that. ‘We do not side with insurrectionists,’ Cordonius, an Aquini senator, replied. ‘The Order stands for the protection of the lowly.’

‘Not protection, but oppression,’ Quyan snarked.

‘That’s Corbus and his leadership,’ Augusta retorted.

‘If you side with the lowly, then what will you do when the lowly rebel?’ Sadithil challenged her. ‘Listen, the common enemy is the Night Court. They set the agenda, and now we know – or begin to know – what they are. A cabal of . . . un-dead . . . ghouls masquerading as angels.’

There was a murmur of consensus, then Klyne Barron asked, ‘But what do they want?’

‘Apart from being the rulers of the world for ever?’ Augusta said drily.

‘If they let Coros die, there’ll be no for ever for them, either,’ Sier Klyne noted darkly.

Sadithil leaned forward. ‘On the streets, people are speaking of the End of All Things. In such times, ordinary wants and desires go out the window. People who see no future behave like there’s no tomorrow, neglect survival and seize transient pleasures. What point sowing seeds you won’t live to harvest? Such a mood can be as destructive as the actual weather.’

‘It’s true,’ Quyan agreed. ‘People today see no hope.’

A despairing sigh filled the room, but Carid Theomore’s analytical mind was whirring. ‘The Oculus Tempus spell showed us that the empire isn’t easing back on elobyne usage – in fact they’ve increased the number of shards tenfold. It’s like they’re on a runaway horse heading for a cliff, but instead of hauling on the reins, they whip the beast faster.’

‘Yes,’ Augusta mused, ‘and when the horse falls, they have wings.’

Quyan jabbed a finger at her. ‘That! Exactly that! They’re using us – we mere dross – as fodder, to fuel their journey to some higher state. They don’t care if we drop dead, so long as we propel them into paradise.’

‘I think you have it,’ Theomore agreed. ‘They see no consequences for themselves in the disaster we face – why would immortals give a damn about the impending collapse of our world, when they can fly above it?’

‘And clearly, they’ve offered a place in their ranks to anyone they consider “worthy”,’ Augusta added grimly.

‘Voltan Karax was an Exemplar,’ Klyne Barron agreed. ‘Presumably the whole Night Court is made up of people like him: great knights and mages, past hierophants, scholars and clergy and so on.’

‘They’re populating paradise,’ Quyan remarked sourly. ‘Handpicking the “best people” for some future world that doesn’t need scum like us, except maybe as slaves to work their fields and clean up their shit? I bet there’s a haven they’ve ring-fenced against this collapse, where they can dwell in luxury and pleasure while we all burn.’

It sounded horribly plausible.

‘How do we counter them?’ Gram asked the room. ‘Especially knowing that at any time they could swoop out of the sky and kill us, if they know where we are?’

The whole room visibly gulped and glanced at the stone ceiling.

‘We vyr endure that fear every day,’ Quyan answered. ‘We’ve built a rebellion by sending people into every town and village, knowing many will be betrayed to the authorities, tortured and executed. We take three steps forward and two back, if we’re lucky. We build slowly, we move in shadows, seek out kindred spirits and never shit in our own nests.’ She glared at her husband. ‘That’s how you build a movement.’

‘Aye, but we’re out of time,’ Sadithil said forcefully, because this issue was, Gram knew, at the heart of their broken relationship. ‘You said it yourself: this winter everything comes to a head. There’s no time left for web-spinning. We’re not on a slow trek any more; we’re racing towards the end.’

‘You don’t know that,’ Quyan fired back, but then she threw up her hands. ‘All right, yes, this is a crisis, but we’ve seen many crises.’

‘None like this,’ Sadithil insisted. ‘The End of All Things is coming. I can feel it.’

Quyan closed her eyes, sagging. ‘So do I, damn it. So do I.’

There was another long silence, broken by Carid Theomore. ‘Call me elitist, but our message is too complex for the ordinary farmer or burgher to understand. Where the empire is strongest, in the heartland of Talmont, people don’t know there’s a crisis at all. And those who do know believe the priests’ explanations. We can dangle Karax’s body and call him a monster, but they’ll point at Romara and say the same. Sheep follow their shepherds or their bellies. The reason you vyr have never become a mass movement is that you look and act like monsters. Some of you revel in that. Meanwhile, we at this end of the table will be painted as treacherous oath-breakers, fallen knights and jealous has-beens.’

‘He’s right,’ Klyne Barron said. ‘The Order of Akka’s Light have been rivals of the Vestal Order for decades. Jovan Lux purged the Sanctor Wardens and made the Vestal Order his champions. Now we’re being set up to be replaced in the same way.’

‘By the Lighters, or the Alephi?’ Gram asked.

‘They’re probably about to become the same thing,’ Augusta remarked. ‘The Hierophant will need glyma-knights, and if he can’t rely on us, there’s really only the Lighters . . . who will bargain for all they can get.’

She’s right. Gram glanced at Sadithil, who winced, but nodded.

‘So, what do we do?’ the Vyr-King asked, screwing up his misshapen face.

‘Go for the throat and win,’ Sier Klyne replied crisply. ‘First, we must unify the Order – which means ousting Corbus Ritter. That swine ran our Order like his personal fiefdom.’ He looked at Dranit. ‘I know he’s your brother, but we have to tear him down.’

‘I’ve been trying for years,’ Dranit drawled.

‘It’s the High Council’s right to appoint the archon, not the Hierophant’s,’ Augusta said. ‘We replace Corbus with our own choice, call for the Vestal Order to unify behind us and make a stand for truth. We’ll make the Hierophant listen to us.’

Another grey-haired woman knight raised a hand. ‘I’m Siera Sharn Toivahl, commander of the Desantium bastion, Siera Romara’s home. She didn’t visit her family often, but we remember her well. Desantium is with you.’

There was a chorus of agreement and support from the other bastion commanders present.

‘It’s a start,’ Sier Klyne noted. ‘But we need everyone.’

‘Then start with us.’ Sadithil stood up. ‘I have ten thousand vyr outside the walls: if the empire moves against us in force, with the regular army, are you prepared to let us in and fight beside us?’

It was an obvious question, and Augusta Martia answered instantly. ‘In principle, yes. But it’s a delicate matter. Many people have lost homes, farms or family to vyr raids. My soldiers remain hostile to yours, and I’m sure it’s mutual. We have to move carefully.’

Sadithil and Quyan exchanged looks. ‘We’ll do the same, but if the empire marches on us, we’ll need walls, or we’ll have to go to earth,’ the Vyr-Queen said. ‘We’re skirmishers, unarmoured, untrained. But we know how to raid and kill. So, what are your plans? How do you intend to win?’

That triggered a long debate over whether to make a stand here in Hyastar, to create a rallying point, or to march.

‘We know so little about our foe,’ Augusta said. ‘The sensible way is to consolidate here, until we know more. Remember that the north is currently untouched by this crisis, so any move on Petraxus will face undivided resistance.’

‘Anyone we recruit, we have to feed,’ Theomore put in. ‘Do we have enough stores?’

‘We do for now,’ Sier Klyne replied, ‘enough to last for three, maybe four months.’

‘Then let’s begin by rallying support,’ Augusta ordered. ‘King Sadithil, Queen Quyan, please speak to your people; we’ll speak to ours. I want a representative from every bastion here to hear Romara speak. Let’s create a movement.’

There was general agreement, followed by a warning from Sadithil. ‘The Night Court will seek to trap us here. Get your messengers out fast, or you’ll lose the chance.’

‘We’ll despatch our riders immediately,’ Augusta promised.

As the meeting broke up, Sadithil nudged Gram. ‘It’s a fair start, though it’s highlighted so many problems we must solve if we’re to stand a chance.’

‘I know,’ Gram muttered. ‘Two groups who hate each other, fighting for a cause that’s hard to define, against an enemy who controls the Church and the Throne. That’s not a fight you’d bet on winning.’

‘We won’t hire you to write the speeches,’ Sadithil chuckled. ‘Get back to your lady.’

They made their way out into the sunlight. Looking up to ensure they weren’t about to be set upon, Gram took a moment to wonder if Jadyn and Aura were still out there somewhere, and Elindhu and Soren, too. Or were they dead, and was Romara the last of her pentacle?

Where are you, friends? he thought. Are you still out there?

Folkstein, Miravia

Running for home wasn’t a calculated step, but Corbus Ritter knew when to follow his gut. Perhaps he should have struck back immediately against Augusta Martia and the vyr, but after Voltan Karax was slain and the Night Courtiers fled, he felt he had to get out.

The Night Courtiers will blame me for everything, but they’re the ones who failed.

Even as the amphitheatre crowd acclaimed Romara Challys, Corbus was dashing for the nearest portali gate. After a three-hour gallop along the misty paths of the Shadowlands, he and his escort emerged in Tar-Brigida, the Order’s bastion in Folkstein and his home base, and he began to feel a modicum of safety.

Alephi could fly, though. They could already be on their way here.

With that in mind, he posted guards outside his office, barred the windows and spent hours drafting letters to every bastion and regional lord in reach, telling them what to think and how to react: Vyr have hit Hyastar. Ignore the lies about Romara Challys. The High Council have betrayed the Hierophant. Muster your soldiers and prepare to march on Hyastar.

Then he summoned his stentor and despatched him with instructions to get his messages out. It was midnight and his feverish energy was finally burning out. His fingers ached from gripping the quill and his head throbbed from all he’d seen and endured.

The crowd saw Voltan Karax die, but only after he’d been exposed as unhuman. The Challys testimony is now fact, and Augusta will use it to seize control of the Order.

Surely the only remedy was aggression, but to strike too soon against the dissidents was to risk disaster, especially when he didn’t know who was with him.

Abruptly, he felt a moment of dizziness, then froze: a cowled man in black robes and a silver lizard mask was standing before his desk.

How the—? Corbus opened his mouth to shout, but the masked man cut him off.

‘Strange to see you here, Archon,’ Lizard said coldly, ‘when the crisis is in Hyastar.’

For a moment Corbus was too shocked to speak. The doors were locked and warded, and the windows barred.

They’re beyond me, he thought in alarm. But they promised to make me one of them . . .

Fear fuelled his defiance. ‘I lacked the manpower to deal with both vyr and dissidents,’ he retorted. ‘The High Council itself has rebelled – only I remained loyal! Immediate action was doomed, so I made the wise decision to get out and rally support.’

‘You abandoned your headquarters,’ Lizard said dangerously.

‘If I’d stayed, who would speak for you inside the Vestal Order?’ Corbus countered, aware he was haggling with a Serrafim. ‘I will regain everything, mark my words. The majority support me . . .’

Lizard considered him with eyes that glinted gold through the eye-slits. ‘What do you believe you saw in that arena yesterday?’

Corbus hesitated, because what he’d seen was heretical and dangerous. ‘I met “Enzo Karax” before the bout,’ he answered cautiously, ‘and I knew him instantly as Voltan Karax. He hasn’t aged a day in twelve years! But that bitch Challys rammed a horn through his skull, and your colleagues in the owl and moon masks flew away. Everyone saw the monster slay an angel, and the other angels flee. People are saying it’s an omen of the End.’

Lizard pondered, and Corbus, sensing indecision, began to hope.

‘What do you conclude from that?’ the Night Courtier asked.

‘That there are people in the Night Court who can turn ordinary people into . . . angels,’ Corbus replied. ‘Karax’s colleagues – they had moon and owl masks – promised that I would receive that same gift.’

‘Did they?’ Lizard grunted. ‘How do you feel about that?’

Horrified? Terrified? Jealous?

‘Advances in magic fascinate me,’ Corbus said, while not believing it was new magic at all. ‘I’m intrigued.’

The Night Court’s been around since Jovan Lux’s time . . .

‘Very well, Archon,’ Lizard said. ‘You are sanctioned to remain in command. Crush this schism, retake Hyastar and restore faith in the Order. This is the command of the Most High.’

‘The Most High?’ Corbus blinked. ‘You mean the Hierophant?’

Lizard paused, then said, ‘Of course.’

So not the Hierophant, Corbus guessed. Their own leader, whoever that is.

He blinked again, reeling, as another wave of tiredness washed over him, and when his vision cleared a moment later, the masked man was gone.

Only then did he allow himself to tremble.


2

Crysophalae

The Erling Homeland

As humanity spread, erling-kind melted into the wilds. But in Tyr was a castle known as ‘Tirnamel’, the seat of their kings. They couldn’t bring themselves to abandon it. The price of that decision was defeat and being forced to bend the knee to Jovan Lux’s Vestal knights. In an act of mercy, the survivors were permitted to remain there in peace.

The Annals of Talmont, 1428

A once-proud people, the erlings are being worked to death as slaves. Half their children are now demi-human, the progeny of rape by those who ‘guard’ them. Tyr is a stain on Talmoni honour.

The Shadow Chronicle, pamphlet, Secordium, 1469

Miravia

Autumn 1472

There was so much happening, Soren var’Dael couldn’t take it all in. Images and sensations flooded his senses – Elindhu’s big amber eyes filling his gaze, the rush of breath from her open mouth, the velvet feel of skin against skin, the sweaty fug of bodily fluids and wet grass, the taste of her salty perspiration and saliva, the all-consuming thrust of his hips and the building urgency of the need to climax again, the throbbing, almost painful rawness of his phallus, the weight and urgency of his fluids building. With a cry he lost control, going rigid as his seed flowed like blood in a primal moment of triumphant relief . . . bliss enveloped him as he collapsed into her, clung to her shuddering body and breathed . . .

For some time, that was all he could do, revelling in the hot, wet ache in his loins and the glowing bloom of affection for the woman he held. He kissed her neck blindly, then found her mouth again as her long hands caressed his back. Her hair had a life of its own, writhing through the grass beneath her as if it too had been thoroughly pleasured. Even the stream beside which they’d coupled gurgled in contentment, light dappling through the willows along the bank, the wind kissing their skin.

This is heavenly, he thought.

He propped himself on his elbows and gazed down at her, trying to etch her exotic features onto his memory for ever. Her nut-brown face with its beak-like nose was flushed, her big amber eyes were dilated and her grey hair snaked about her. An erling woman, timeless and still full of mystery, even after such an encounter.

‘Was it good?’ he murmured hopefully.

She stroked his face and smiled her wise smile. ‘You don’t have to ask, lad. It was wonderful. But we need to push on or we’ll never arrive.’

‘I guess,’ he replied, not moving. There was nowhere else he wanted to be. ‘But when you gave me that look, I couldn’t help myself.’

‘Mmm, well, that’s appreciated, and I confess, it wasn’t an accident,’ she said, with a smoky chuckle. ‘But now it’s mid-afternoon and we’ve a few more kylos to go. There’ll be patrols, too: we need our wits about us.’

With that, she planted her hands on his chest and gently shoved. They disentangled, giving him another chance to admire her ample brown-nippled breasts, narrow waist and hips and strong thighs. Not conventionally beautiful in any human way, but the most wonderful being in existence, to his adoring eyes.

Much of the day had passed like this, in a kind of waking dream. He and Elindhu, former Order magia and erling princess, had woken after falling into a cavern of light beneath the Shadowlands. The cavern, a vivalocus, had somehow returned them to their camp in the wilds of Miravia. Dazed, filled with incredible vitality, they’d made love – which should have killed them. Glyma energy became uncontrollable during sexual intercourse, which was why the Vestal Order was celibate. But the urge had been beyond control . . . and nothing happened except the bliss of two bodies joining as one.

They’d realised it wasn’t glyma energy inside them any more, and done it again and again, all the long-pent-up desires of enforced abstinence released in a flood of desire.

I’m seventeen . . . and she’s fifty-ish, Soren occasionally remembered. Not that he cared. He’d been falling for her day by day without realising, sharing their grief for lost loved ones – Obanji and Fynarhea – and sharing dangers. But this new intimacy consumed his senses, and he wanted to wallow in it for ever.

But life wouldn’t stop for them, and Elindhu was right about needing to move on.

Their packs were still where they’d left them, though they’d lost the weapons and clothing they’d been wearing in the Shadowlands.

‘Do we go back to Hyastar then?’ Soren asked, as they dressed.

Her response wasn’t what he expected. ‘Perhaps you should, but I have another duty. A couple of hours via the Shadowlands and I could be in Tyr. I need to share this discovery with my own kind.’

He felt a sudden pang of anxiety. ‘Do you not want me with you?’

‘I very much want you with me,’ she answered, ‘but your duty is to the Order.’

‘I only want to be with you.’ She was his new perfect place.

She tsked under her breath as her body flowed back into the human shape she used to conceal her true nature: body fat shifting from bosom and hips to her belly as she lost a foot in height and became the plump, grey-haired aunty she pretended to be to the world.

‘Darling boy, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you; mine is mostly over,’ she said frankly. ‘I can’t have children, and I can’t keep up with you physically. This isn’t some romance from a ballad.’

‘We’ve been fine so far,’ he replied. They’d made love five times in the past few hours and even in her deliberately plain human form, he still ached for her. ‘You match me blow for blow.’

‘Maybe, but frankly, I’m spent,’ she said. ‘Believe me, I feel like you’ve taken a mallet to my nethers. I’ll be limping for days. You can do better than me, a handsome boy like you.’

‘It’s not just physical,’ he insisted. Then he flinched and added, ‘At least, not for me . . .’

She took his hand. ‘Nor for me, I promise you that, lad.’

His heart chimed and uncertainty fled. ‘Then I’m coming with you.’

She grimaced. ‘All right, but I must warn you, the erling homeland in Tyr is not for the faint-hearted. There’s an Order garrison who run it like a slave plantation. My brother is the erl-king, a prisoner in his own castle, but he won’t be pleased to see me.’

‘Then all the more reason for me to come,’ Soren insisted, and finally she agreed.

Before leaving they stole boots from the back porch of a nearby farmhouse, leaving coins in payment – a very erling thing to do, Elindhu told Soren. ‘We steal from humans all the time, but we try to leave something in compensation,’ she said.

‘Father told tales of erling gifts,’ Soren recalled. ‘They’re enchanted and dangerous.’

‘More likely poorly made and useless,’ Elindhu chuckled ruefully. ‘Come on: time’s wasting.’

She led the way to the portali gate and for the next few hours they crept northwards through the misty half-world of the Talam-Argith, navigating by the Shadowland stars, which Elindhu knew well. They emerged late afternoon in a copse of willows bordering a stream that marked the edge of the wilds. Their destination was in sight, a sprawling, dilapidated castle on a distant hill, above a mass of crudely built huts, on the far side of a valley of wheat fields. Tirnamel, the erling capital, looked like a dismal place, in contrast to the Vestal Order military camp on a hill to the east, with its serried palisade walls, smart tents and pennants. The contrast said everything about where true power lay in Tyr.

They took the opportunity for a badly needed wash. Soren scrubbed his curly black mop of hair, uncut in months, while admiring the water streaming over Elindhu’s skin as she rose, and the way her grey braids re-knotted themselves into a tower.

‘Shouldn’t you be in erling shape here?’ Soren asked her hopefully. In human form she was deliberately plain, while her erling form utterly beguiled him.

‘That depends, lad. If we encounter soldiers here, it’s better to look human.’ She pulled a serious face. ‘Before we go anywhere else, though, we need to think about what’s happened to us in that vivalocus.’

With that she raised her hands, gesturing and mouthing rune-words. As a mage-scholar of the Order, she knew dozens of spells, not just the basic magic-combat techniques a knight like himself learned. As she drew on the benign power coursing through them, she conjured flame, light and shields, concentrating hard.

‘It’s good,’ she breathed. ‘Not the same potency, but much easier . . .’

Soren went through his own, less varied repertoire: using Pulso to slam a burst of force into a tree stump; then Flamma to unleash flame, Salva to shield himself and Negatio to dismiss it and the rest. All worked much as before, though none of the violent spells felt as strong. But that was offset by the absence of the glyma’s jang, that set one’s teeth on edge and made violence intoxicating.

‘The basic spells all work for me as before, but cleaner and easier,’ he agreed.

‘There’s other benefits,’ Elindhu said, distractedly conjuring tiny whirlwinds on the river’s surface, making waterspouts dance. ‘This sort of thing is too delicate for the glyma . . . Fascinating . . .’ She winked at him. ‘Watch this.’

She closed her eyes and faded from sight, creating the strange sight of an Elindhu shaped hole in the water, until even that vanished as the light rippled around her, barely distorted. She laughed joyously and reappeared, standing resplendently naked and wet on the riverbank.

Soren gasped. ‘How?’

‘It’s an old spell that shapes the way light hits the skin,’ she told him, an intrigued look on her face. ‘No one’s ever been able to sustain it for more than a second, though, so it’s been just a curiosity . . . Oh, Soren, the possibilities . . .’ She gestured like a dancer and slowly spiralled up into the air, then gently set herself down again, wide-eyed and gloriously exultant. ‘I can feel the vivalocus inside me. It’s effortless.’

If he wasn’t already in love, Soren was now. She was like some nature goddess to his eyes, wonderfully mysterious and powerful, and he felt like a worshipper. And he could feel that power too, tranquil and potent. I can more too, he realised. I just don’t know how, yet.

But then a horn sounded, alarmingly close, and they flinched. Hooves thudded, then through the willows they saw a clutch of horsemen in Vestal tabards, cantering down a dirt track between stubbled, already harvested wheat fields, towards where they bathed.

Were they drawn by the energy we just used? he worried. What if they’re glyma-knights?

Even with potential discovery threatening, Elindhu was still distracted by Soren’s beautifully smooth coffee-coloured skin and taut musculature. After thirty years of enforced abstinence, she’d thought herself immune to the messy urgency of lust, but no. Her loins were an aching wound only he could salve.

Mind on the job, she told herself, pulling him up onto the banks and then scuttling for cover, in the deepest of the undergrowth.

‘Don’t do anything rash, boy,’ she whispered, as he slithered in beside her. ‘Stay low.’

This was Tyr, her homeland, but she knew not to expect a welcome: Tirnamel was a reservation, a place where erlings were worked to death. She’d been lucky to be exempted that, being of the royal blood, but her family suffered a different kind of exploitation. They were made to parrot phrases the occupying Talmoni wrote for them, praising the Hierophant’s mercy and exhorting their own kind to work harder, while soldiers abused them, even hunting runaways for sport.

All her youthful anger returned as she watched the squad of Talmoni cavalry walk their mounts down to the brook to water them, cackling about whether it was more fun when erling women were pliant or fought back. She was fizzing at the potential of all these new-old spells opening up to her, longing to try them, but until she’d properly assimilated them, the risk was too great. Fortunately, the soldiers remained oblivious to their presence, soon riding off in a knot of careless bravado.

Elindhu and Soren rose, shivering now as the sun sank west and the cold wind grew. Pulling on clothes and stolen boots, she wondered how best to reach her brother in the castle. It was just an hour or so until sunset. ‘We’ll have to hurry now,’ she muttered. ‘We wasted too much time grinding hips.’

‘Not a waste, Aunty,’ Soren said fervently. ‘Never that.’

They broke into a jog, taking the same dirt track as the riders, as distant bells signalled the end of the working day in this dismal prison-land. They felt horribly exposed crossing open ground, but no alarms were raised as they padded down tracks between fields, able to hear but not see either erling workers or human guards. As they approached open ground, she put a cautionary hand on his arm. They crept forward to the edge of the field and cautiously peered out between stalks.

Even knowing what she’d see, she still hissed in anger.

Before them were lines of erlings, all shapes and sizes, dressed in rags and filthy from the fields, linked by chains fixed to neck-manacles, shuffling along with bowed heads while soldiers in black-and-white tabards shoved, struck or bellowed at them. She saw erlings with the height and bulk to flatten a man with a single blow limping morosely by, while hunchbacked erling women strove to hide their faces and shape, lest they be singled out and pulled aside. Everyone was caked in dust and every bared back was scarred.

Two thousand, she estimated: half the number who had worked the fields when she was last here. By the look of it, many of those fields now lay fallow. The erlings were a dying race. This was their graveyard.

‘Why don’t they run away?’ Soren whispered. ‘Surely it’s better to die than live like this?’

‘It’s more complex than that, lad,’ Elindhu murmured. ‘This place exists so that erlhaafens like Semmanath-Tuhr can thrive. If everyone left here, it would alarm the empire; then they’d find and destroy our havens. This place reassures the empire that we’re no threat.’

She’d lived here until she developed the glyma-gift in her mid-teens, not long after losing her virginity. At that point she’d been slipped out to an erlhaafen to learn of magic and life; then in Elidor she’d learned how to pass as human so she could join the Order, initially as a magia-scholar, then as a front-line magus in the Falcon pentacle. When Jadyn Kaen was wrongly arrested, events spiralled out of control and here she was.

The Order gave me the best years of my life, yet they’re part of the system that oppresses my people, she reflected. But those stationed here are the worst of us. I served with the best.

Her people’s plight made her simmer, but the new, calming magic inside her helped her stay rational. ‘We can’t cross open ground in daylight,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll have to wait until everyone’s penned inside, then find a way in after dark.’

After planning a way forward to the partly ruined keep overlooking the pile of houses, she pulled Soren back into the corn, where they rested until darkness fell and they could steal forward, using ditches and stone walls to mask them, dodging patrols whose flickering torches did nothing but blind the holders to their surroundings. They reached the back of the castle hill and with no soldiers in sight, clambered up a bare, rocky slope to some tumbledown walls Elindhu remembered from childhood games. She went straight for the drainage hole they’d used to get in and out and led the way through and into a low, dank tunnel.

Only then did she conjure light, revealing a rat-infested mausoleum leading to an old wine cellar with broken shelves empty. Tiptoeing carefully through broken glass, they reached a poorly lit hall guarded by a bent, grey erling in the familiar ragged green tunic, with warty brown skin, a pot-belly and a horse-like head.

Elindhu cautioned Soren to stay hidden, then called softly in Jerathi, the erling tongue, ‘Incalla su, Gombaro. Huila, consa mai.’

The old erling turned, his wizened, big-eyed face puzzled, then astounded. ‘Ei rahye?’

She stepped fully round the corner, spreading her hands, to show they were empty. ‘Consa mai, Gombaro. Fenai awei, baentros.’

The old erling’s jaw dropped, as he took in a face he’d not seen in thirty years. But he knew her and blurted her honour-name. ‘Crysophalae?’

Then he burst into tears.

She hurried to hug him, letting the old steward bawl against her neck. ‘Yes, it is I,’ she said, switching to Talmoni, the universal tongue. ‘It’s so good to see you, old friend.’

The old steward’s face twisted between misery and joy. ‘Oh, you too, Crysophalae.’

Erling royalty had two names; honour-names were ceremonial, bestowed at birth, and Elindhu was the name she had chosen for herself.

‘Oh, we’ve missed you, my merry girl,’ Gombaro sobbed. ‘This place has been a graveyard since you left, and your parents just wasted away. But you shouldn’t have come back – the masters’ll kill ye.’

‘I came to see my brother on a matter of great moment. I must see him alone.’

Gombaro didn’t look happy, but he bobbed his head obediently. ‘Of course, Crysophalae. But you can’t go before him dressed like that. Let’s get you clothed proper-like.’ He grinned suddenly and said, with something of his old spark, ‘You’re still a fine looker, my princess.’

‘My man appreciates me,’ she told him, and indicated behind her, calling, ‘Soren.’

Soren stole into the light and Gombaro’s eyebrows shot up. ‘By the Twelve, it’s like the old days – you creeping into the mausoleum with some wild buck or doe!’

She snickered at the memory. ‘This is Soren var-Dael, from Avas Isle.’

Gombaro frowned – because her lover was human – then he shrugged. ‘You haven’t changed, my princess. Is he part-Abuthan? He looks young.’

‘Aye,’ she said, with a touch of pride. ‘Young and virile. You mentioned clothing?’

Gombaro unlocked the door, took down the lamp and led them through. She glimpsed the main hall through the far doors; voices carried, some she recognised, but Gombaro took them up the back stairs to the living rooms and her old bed chamber.

‘Your room’s not been used since you left,’ he told her. ‘Your parents kept it locked.’ He produced a ring with many keys. ‘Ah, here we are.’ He unlocked the door, then bowed. ‘I will find your brother and bring him here. He’ll be overjoyed,’ he added, without conviction.

Elindhu doubted it, too, as she closed the door behind him and surveyed the place. A rush of memories, of her parents and siblings and her earliest years, overwhelmed her. Even then the castle was ravaged by decay, the air cold and damp; the tapestries were tattered and papers from long-ago lay yellowed on her desk.

‘So, this your room?’ Soren asked, wrinkling his nose.

She patted the bed, making dust rise in a cloud. ‘Aye,’ she whispered. ‘That it was.’

‘They could have kept it clean.’

‘Erlings aren’t sentimental,’ she replied, though she certainly was right now.

Her priority was clothing, though. She opened the wardrobe, fearing everything would be in mouldy tatters. Fortunately, they’d lasted well, but thirty years was still a long time, and she wasn’t the skinny creature she’d once been. She found a robe that looked like it’d fit and make her look somewhat regal, by erling standards at least.

‘There’s male clothing in that chest in the corner,’ she told Soren. ‘My old things from when I tried out being a boy. They’ll be small, though: I wasn’t much for muscle.’

‘Are you inviting me to get into your pants?’ Soren quipped.

‘I thought I’d worn you out, boy,’ she snorted.

She pulled on the robe, finding it fitting a touch more closely than she’d have liked, but it covered breasts and hips. Soren found baggy trousers that once clothed her first male lover, and a ceremonial tabard in royal green big enough to cover his torso. Then he looked round and asked, ‘Did you keep any weapons here?’

‘Only the Order goes armed here,’ she replied. But she prised up a floorboard, pulling out an old scianfhada – a curved erling long-dagger – she’d hidden here long ago. ‘This is all I’ve got, for now.’

Soren took the weapon before darting into hiding as footfalls approached. Elindhu faced the door as her brother Cimarrel burst in, gaped at her and rocked back on his heels.

‘Lindhu?’ he blurted. ‘Is it you?’ He took in her lack of Order insignia, glanced back and closed the door, leaving Gombaro outside. ‘Have you left the Vestals?’

‘Yes, and I no longer use the glyma,’ she replied, which was both true and misleading.

Her brother had an inch or two on her, but her tower of hair made her look the taller. He shared her large nose, but his hair was pale brown, lank and greying at the roots. He’d never been a warrior and tended towards genderless clothing, as if he still hadn’t chosen his final state. She knew from letters that he had a wife and children, but he’d never been fatherly.

‘It’s good to see you, Brother,’ she said, remembering games and pranks and laughter, though his face had the ingrained misery lines of someone who hadn’t smiled for a long time.

‘Why are you here?’ Cimarrel asked, but then he saw Soren and shrank – he’d always been anxious, and clearly living under the Order’s fist hadn’t alleviated that. ‘Who—?’

‘Don’t be afraid,’ Elindhu said. ‘This is Soren, my comrade and lover.’

It felt good to say that, and came out proud, not hesitant, to her faint surprise.

Her brother took in Soren’s race with discomfort. Erlings were casual about such liaisons, but royals like her were expected to breed true, erling to erling. ‘Welcome to Tirnamel Castle, um . . . Soren.’

‘Milord King,’ Soren replied gravely, sounding older than his seventeen years. ‘I am proud to make your acquaintance. I place myself at your family’s service.’

He might be only a boy, but he bears himself like a man, she thought approvingly.

Cimarrel looked flummoxed. Facing her again, he switched to Jerathi. ‘Why are you here, Sister? If the Vestals find you, they’ll do terrible things.’

‘I’m here because Ahn Lar’Imecht has come.’

The Day of Vanishing.

As she’d told Soren earlier, Tirnamel remained populated – by the barest minimum of erlings – to draw the eye of their human overlords. If it emptied, the empire would begin hunting for them in the wilds and truly exterminate her people. By maintaining a presence here, they purchased freedom for many more. It required a hideous sacrifice from those who stayed here, but they had ways of mitigating the suffering: pregnant women and babies were constantly smuggled out and deaths were faked to give those who’d taken too much some respite. But it was still a terrible price. Her parents – and now Cimarrel – had made some horrific life-or-death decisions over the years, including officially siding with the oppressors against dissenters who might betray them all.

But Ahn Lar’Imecht – the Day of Vanishing – would end all that, placing her people in their greatest jeopardy, all in the name of freedom. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that test, and suspected her brother never would be. But surely the time was now.

Cimarrel collapsed into a dusty armchair and stared. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Brother, do you not see the signs? Our world is collapsing. The time has come for our people to take up arms in the final struggle, for our right to live free.’

‘Final struggle,’ he echoed fearfully. ‘Sister, we have no fight left.’

‘Not here, but in the erlhaafens are many glyma-warriors, and strong trulkas and hunters. We are recovering our strength. Surely you know this—?’

‘How? I’m blind to the outside world, Sister. We’ve been forgotten.’

‘But messengers used to come all the time—’

‘It became too risky – I put a stop to it.’

‘What? But you can’t—’

‘What right do you have to come here and place demands on me?’ Cimarrel snapped. ‘You were supposed to be my heir! Ten years, I was supposed to reign – just ten years – and I’d be disappeared, and you’d take over. But you got the damned glyma and left me to rot. Our parents took their own lives and I got this prisoner’s crown, which I have worn for thirty jagging years.’

Elindhu felt her stomach curdle. ‘I’m sorry, but I had no choice—’

‘You could have concealed your gift! You could have—’

‘And not served my people as best I could? For shame, Cim!’

She threw Soren a pained look, knowing he didn’t understand the Jerathi words but could see the distress. Then she went to her brother, knelt at his knee and took his limp hands. ‘I’ve come back to set you free. This is Ahn Lar’Imecht. It’s time to vanish and reclaim your life. It’s not too late.’

Cimarrel’s face was full of resentment, loneliness and despair, his gaze a silent wail of recrimination. She also saw fear, absolute terror that his world was about to be ripped apart. She’d seen songbirds refuse to leave their cages, and Order knights who’d been so scared of life outside the Order and without glyma that they’d hurled themselves into suicide missions rather than retire. His visage held all of that and more.

Once he’d been flamboyant and funny. She barely recognised this paralysed shell.

‘There’s a world out there that needs us,’ she said softly. ‘It’s full of wonders, Cim, and it’s waiting for you. The time has come. You must lead our people into that world.’

Finally, he met her gaze again, his eyes wistful. ‘Remember how we used to dream of sweeping the empire from our lands?’ he whispered. ‘We waved sticks about pretending we were knight-slayers.’

‘I remember,’ she told him.

He clutched her hands in his cold grip, so hard it felt like he was trying to break her fingers. ‘Elindhu, the Order sent a lictor here, who told me you’d been unmasked as a traitor. He said he’d torture me if I sheltered you . . . then he took my family away as surety.’

Tears crawled down his cheeks.

She stared, then asked in Talmoni, for Soren’s benefit, ‘Did you tell this lictor I’m here?’

Cimarrel nodded woodenly. ‘I sent a runner before I came here . . . I’m sorry . . .’

She felt glyma flare below, and boots thudded on the stairs.

Soren and Elindhu exchanged stricken looks as they heard the thump, clank, and grunting of soldiers. And knights, Soren realised from the shivering ripple of glyma.

Looking at Elindhu’s brother, slumped over in misery, Soren felt pity, that life had ground him down so badly he’d betray his only sister. But I’m still going to kill the prick, he resolved, if we survive this. He drew the erling scianfhada as Elindhu ran to the door and placed a palm against it; light rippled as she bound the barrier to the frame. Seconds later a fist slammed into it and a male voice shouted, ‘Open up, in the name of the Hierophant!’

Elindhu kept her hand on the door, radiating energy, while Soren took in the weight and heft of the scianfhada. Despite the years hidden, the long knife’s curved blade still had a keen edge. Slash and move, he told himself, before glaring at Cimarrel.

‘Your own sister? What’s wrong with you?’

The slender erling lord cringed. ‘You don’t understand what it’s like—’

‘Don’t tell me what I don’t understand.’ He jabbed his blade towards Cimarrel’s face. ‘You help them, you die.’ Then he looked around. ‘Is there another way out?’

Cimarrel shook his head. ‘Only the window, but that’s a fifty-foot drop.’

Soren cursed and joined Elindhu, who was sweating with the strain of keeping the barrier closed against the fists and boots smashing against it. She couldn’t keep it up for ever – and if she walked away, her locking spell would collapse instantly.

‘What can I do?’ Soren asked her.

The door warped and cracked as the bolts and hinges turned glowing red. Sensing that she was losing the battle, he placed a hand on her shoulder, trying to gift her strength. He’d never done such a thing before, but somehow, it came naturally, perhaps because of the physical and emotional bonds they’d forged.

She steadied and gave him a grateful smile, though it was still just a matter of time.

‘When the door gives way, it’ll wreck the room,’ she said. ‘Cimarrel, take shelter!’

The erling king scuttled behind the bed, to Soren’s disgust.

‘Coward,’ he muttered.

‘He’s my only brother,’ Elindhu said. ‘Listen, when this barrier goes it’ll splinter – we’ll have to dodge left. But first, get this dress off me – cut it if you must. You strip too.’

‘Why?’

‘Remember that invisibility spell? It only works on skin, not cloth. Hurry – I can’t hold this much longer.’

He yanked off his borrowed clothing, then more carefully removed hers, an awkward task as she had to maintain contact with the door throughout. Then they shifted to the left, while the door frame shimmered and crackled.

‘Now, get behind me, keeping a hand on my shoulder. Be ready to move.’ She winked up at him, despite the exertion, and added, ‘Try to take one alive.’

Take one alive? he thought, as he palmed the scianfhada. We’ll be lucky to survive!

But she mouthed, ‘On three . . . One . . . two . . . three—’ She released her locking spell, the door warped and came apart with a devastating boom, sending shards and splinters blasting through the room. Glyma fire burst through, along with two crossbow bolts, which thudded into the opposite wall.

Soren and Elindhu pressed themselves against the side wall, their bodies fading from view, which was an eerie feeling. Soon only the scianfhada remained visible – Soren pulled it behind him an instant before the first of the knights burst in.

We have about thirty seconds, Elindhu whispered into his mind. Wait ’til they relax . . .

There was nothing relaxed about the Vestal pentacle storming in: two knights with gleaming flamberges flanking their mage, a grey-haired, heavyset woman, followed by two more knights shouldering crossbows and drawing their own blades. They scanned the room, saw Cimarrel and roared at him to lie still.

A woman-knight on the right flank was closest – she looked straight through Elindhu and Soren as they held still, letting the light wash round them. Soren was close enough to see the colour of her eyes, the freckles on her cheek and the beads of perspiration seeping from beneath the band of her helm.

He counted down in his mind: Thirteen, twelve . . .

‘Where is she?’ the magia demanded of Cimarrel. ‘Your message said your sister was here!’ She seized him by the hair and jerked his face to hers. ‘Where is she?’

‘I’ll make him tell,’ a new voice said: a skinny, bookish-looking lictor strode in, black robes flapping like crow wings. ‘One way or the other. Search the room.’

Seven . . . Six . . . Five . . .

Soren felt the spell begin to fade just as the knights and the lictor, turned to each other to sort out who would do what.

Now, Elindhu breathed.

Soren saw himself reappear in an opposite mirror – another uncanny moment – just as he launched into battle. The man looking over the shoulder of the female knight caught sight of him, but by then the hilt of his scianfhada was smashing into the back of her skull. She went down as if pole-axed, dropping her flamberge. Soren pushed mercy from his mind as the knight before him started to conjure, driving the long knife through the man’s vestigial shields into his throat and ripping. Blood sprayed everywhere as the knight crumpled.

Elindhu shrilled something as she too reappeared, twin beams of energy shooting from her hands into the other two knights, even as they drew on the glyma, their orbs glowing like small suns . . . fed not just by them, but also by the energy Elindhu shot into them—

The orbs overloaded and both men lost control, their eyes flashing scarlet, the hands gripping their elobyne orbs searing black. Howling as glyma-fury gripped them, they unleashed their fire at Elindhu – but she vanished again, their lethal bolts blasting into the walls, igniting the decaying tapestries.

The lictor grabbed Cimarrel, and jammed a dagger to his throat, shouting, ‘Hold—’

—and everyone ignored him.

Soren flashed towards the embattled knights, who barely saw him coming through their blood haze. He drove his scianfhada up under one chin, killing his man instantly, then spun away a split-second before the magia sent a blast at him, which put the last standing knight between them. The magia couldn’t adjust in time and instead of downing Soren, sent her bolt of force into her own man’s back. His neck snapped audibly.

A moment later Elindhu appeared and slammed a heavy candlestick into the back of her fellow magia’s skull. She too went down, as Soren whirled to face the lictor.

‘Stop!’ the lictor shrilled. ‘Move and he dies! I know who you are, Elindhu Morspeth!’

‘Then you should also know that I don’t give a jagat about my brother,’ Elindhu spat back. ‘Kill him, Soren.’

The lictor – clearly more investigator than warrior – froze, torn between carrying out his threat and defending himself. As a result he managed neither. Cimarrel rose behind him and slammed another scianfhada into the lictor’s back. The black-robed man wobbled, his clever face becoming childlike in shock, as Cimarrel continued hammering blow after blow into the lictor’s back until he fell. Straddling the stricken man, he went into a bloody frenzy before leaving the blade buried and collapsing over him, sobbing.

Elindhu caught her brother by the shoulders and held him, leaving Soren to check the fallen magia and knights. The man whose throat had been slashed was dead, as was the one he’d stabbed under the chin. The two women were out cold, still breathing.

‘Two live ones,’ he reported. ‘What’d you do to their glyma to overload them like that?’

Elindhu, still holding her brother, looked over her shoulder. ‘I fed them energy: it’s an old spell, weak and easily countered, but they’re young and probably never learned it.’ She looked very, very pleased with herself. ‘Sometimes old girls have the best moves.’

‘You don’t have to convince me of that,’ Soren chuckled, though he was a little disturbed at how little guilt he felt having killed two people. ‘I can tie these two up, but you’ll need to bind their powers.’

‘Let’s do it,’ she replied, before patting her brother’s shoulder. ‘Cim, are you alright?

The Erl King blurted, ‘More will come. Lindhu, did you mean that . . . that you’d have let him kill me?’

‘Pure bluff,’ Elindhu snorted, as she used the spell Ruqaz to chain the prisoners’ glyma.

Soren peered through the shattered door. ‘Gombaro? It’s all right, we’re safe.’

The old erling’s amazed face appeared around a doorway. ‘By the Twelve,’ he whispered. ‘The world is truly ending.’

‘It’s just changing,’ Elindhu told him, pulling on her ripped gown as Soren, too, hurriedly dressed. She paused to kiss his lips, murmuring, ‘Thank you, Lover.’ Then she turned to the bewildered Gombaro. ‘Bring the Gallarhorn – hurry!’

The steward sparked up, his expression amazed and excited. ‘I have the key to the hidden cache,’ he replied. ‘I’ll fetch the sacred horn.’ He scurried away, all purpose now.

Cimarrel, staring at the bloody corpses, swayed and sat, covering his face.

Elindhu checked the prisoners, touching their brows and bringing them back to awareness. The two women blinked, mewling in distress as they saw their dead comrades. The knight was young and hard-faced, but the magia had a lugubrious, aged face. It was she who spoke.

‘You’ll get nothing from me,’ she said, though her eyes were fearful.

Elindhu crouched before her until their noses were almost touching. ‘There’s nothing you could tell me that I need to know, except your names, for the grave-markers.’

The shaking magia gulped, then muttered, ‘Korajana.’

‘Bledys,’ the woman knight mumbled sourly.

‘You were assigned to protect this man, yes?’ Elindhu asked, jabbing a thumb at the bloody wreckage of the lictor. ‘Enjoy working for a torturer?’

‘I signed up to fight for the empire, not whip slaves,’ Bledys replied defensively.

‘We overheard soldiers discussing whether it was more fun to rape a passive erling, or one who fought back,’ Elindhu said darkly. ‘Which do you think’s better?’

‘I’m not a man,’ Korajana replied anxiously.

‘Nowt to do with us,’ Bledys added.

‘Did you try stopping them?’

The magia’s face went sickly. ‘You don’t know what it’s like—’

Elindhu rammed her face into the other woman’s. ‘Shut your stinking mouth,’ she snarled. ‘I know exactly how it is: I was born and raised here. But for an accident of fate, I’d have been on the throne when you showed up, not my brother. Reckon your mates would have enjoyed a feisty fanny like mine?’

A look of dread crawled across the magia’s face. ‘Please . . . you have to blend in here, or they rip you down . . .’

Soren had no idea what his lover intended, except that it wouldn’t be torture, so he was content to just look menacing. Behind him, Cimarrel remained huddled over the lictor, so drenched in blood himself he looked like he’d been mortally wounded, too.

Elindhu gestured, making the two women flinch. Instead of violent fire and force, however, coloured flames danced on her fingertips, a delicate ripple of colour and beauty.

Korajana stared, her fear changing to troubled, grudging fascination. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked, as if intrigued despite herself.

‘I’m showing off,’ Elindhu replied drily, passing her hand over the woman’s face, demonstrating that the flames didn’t burn. Then the erling princess made herself vanish inside her still-visible green gown, then reappearing.

Korajana’s eyes went wider. ‘That’s not glyma.’

‘I’ve moved well beyond glyma,’ Elindhu told her. ‘I’ve found a new source of power that opens up all kinds of spells.’ She jabbed a thumb at Soren. ‘And what’s more, see that gorgeous young man there? He’s using the same power and we’re screwing like rabbits, with no ill effects. It’s the answer to the prayers of every Vestal in the empire.’

The captives gaped. ‘You’re lying,’ Siera Bledys accused.

‘Do you want to watch?’ Elindhu asked slyly. ‘I don’t mind.’

The women coloured – as did Soren.

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Korajana mumbled. ‘I can see it’s not glyma, but what is it?’

‘I’d love to tell you all about it,’ Elindhu chuckled, ‘but unfortunately, we’re enemies. I tell you what, though: how about I let you go, so you can go back to your bastion and tell everyone that Elindhu Morspeth of the Falcons has found a power superior to the glyma, one that permits normal loving relations, and she’s willing to teach it to anyone who seeks her out. Agree to that and I’ll let you go.’

Soren stared: his thinking hadn’t progressed as far as telling the knights and mages of the Order about their discovery without getting themselves locked in a dungeon, or treated like rats in a scholar’s experiment.

When Jovan discovered the glyma, it resulted in the destruction of the Wardens and the rise of the Order. What might this discovery do? he wondered.

The prisoners looked both appalled and livid with envy. ‘It’s not right – it’s not fair,’ Bledys bleated. ‘You’re a demon from the Maw—’

‘Shut up, you idiot!’ Korajana snapped, glaring enviously at Elindhu. ‘New powers . . . and getting laid as well? Dear Akka, I’ll do whatever you want. Anything.’

‘Treacherous bitch,’ Bledys cried.

‘Ignore her, she’s dim as a cow,’ Korajana told Elindhu. ‘You and I are magia: we understand each other. What you’re sitting on is diamonds and moondust. I’m yours.’

Soren found the magia’s avarice no more trustworthy than Bledys’ blinkered hostility, but their discovery needed to reach the wider Order somehow, and she might be the ideal mouthpiece for it.

Evidently Elindhu thought so too. ‘Then this is how it’ll work, Korajana. We’ll let you both live, though you’ll remain bound and locked in separate cells until your comrades rescue you. What you tell them is up to you – but if you want what Soren and I have got, you’ll need to break ranks and find us.’

‘I’ll tell anyone I can, and follow you like a dog,’ Korajana vowed. ‘I want that!’

‘Don’t fall for her lies, Kora,’ Bledys pleaded. ‘She’s one of that Challys’ Falcons—’

‘What?’ Soren exclaimed, rounding on her. ‘What do you know of Romara Challys?’

‘Jag off,’ the knight spat.

‘Gag her,’ Korajana advised. ‘I’ll tell you all you need to know.’

Elindhu chuckled. She torn some cloth from a sheet and tied it over the furious Siera Bledys’ mouth, then invited the magia to speak.

‘A courser brought news from Hyastar yesterday,’ the magia said breathlessly. ‘Romara Challys was made to give testimony before the High Council, who permitted a forbidden spell to be cast. It was called . . . um . . . Oculus something – Oculus Tempus, that was it. It apparently proved that elobyne really is killing the land.’ She pulled a wry face. ‘As everyone knew but couldn’t say. Anyway, the archon made Challys fight a Blood Trial – sanctioned by the Hierophant himself, they’re saying – and when she killed her opponent, who turned out to be a Night Courtier, the two other Night Courtiers who’d organised the trial flew away like they had wings,’ she added. Disbelief was strong in her voice. ‘The courser swears it’s all true.’

‘What happened to Romara?’ Soren demanded.

‘She’s still alive, best anyone knows,’ Korajana answered. ‘The archon fled and Augusta Martia and the High Council have declared themselves in charge of Hyastar. But the archon’s written to everyone too, telling us all to trust in him.’ She snorted. ‘As if anyone would trust that self-serving shit-smear.’

Bledys lashed out impotently with her feet, her eyes burning in fury.

Elindhu leaned into Soren. ‘Hyastar is the Order’s headquarters. If Romara’s there, that’s where we must go,’ she whispered. Then she faced Korajana again. ‘Sorry about your colleagues, but they were too dangerous to use less than lethal force.’

The magia glanced at the dead lictor and knights and shrugged indifferently. ‘I wouldn’t waste any sympathy on them. Worst people I’ve ever served with.’ She eyed up Bledys coldly. ‘She’s just as bad – she likes to pretend to release erlings, then hunts them down for sport. Free me. I’ll gladly deal with her.’

Bledys shrieked behind her gag, then began pleading to Elindhu for mercy, her words garbled by the tight cloth round her mouth. Soren, disgusted by both, whispered in Elindhu’s ear, ‘Is Korajana any better?’

The erling woman had a way of seeing through lies. ‘I suspect they’re as bad as each other,’ she replied. ‘Whoever is rescued first will betray the other. Frankly, it makes little difference. Korajana won’t speak for us, because she doesn’t have the guts to tell her superiors – or a lictor – the truth. We’ll leave them both bound and let fate decide.’

They took Cimarrel out into the hall, where Gombaro was cradling a massive brass horn, its hammered silver decoration tarnished almost black. ‘The Gallarhorn,’ he said, his voice shaking. He offered it to Cimarrel. ‘My liege, this is your hour.’

The erl-king stared, then he bowed his head. ‘I’m not worthy.’

Elindhu turned on him. ‘Brother, it is your sacred duty to sound this horn.’

‘I can’t,’ Cimarrel croaked, pushing it away. ‘I betrayed you . . . betrayed my people.’

‘The king must blow the horn! Take it to the tower and sound it!’

Cimarrel, huddling over, muttered, ‘I can’t.’

Then his hands blurred, a flash of light on metal, he made a choking sound and toppled sideways. Soren gaped, only comprehending when he saw the scianfhada’s hilt protruding from Cimarrel’s left breast. The skinny erling twitched, his tortured face going slack and peaceful.

Elindhu made a choking noise, swayed and would have fallen had Soren not caught her. For what felt like aeons, he held her as she keened softly.

‘Oh, my brother,’ she moaned eventually, ‘you were always such a happy child . . .’ She buried her head in Soren’s chest and sobbed.

Soren had all but forgotten Gombaro, who was watching them with eyes shining with emotion, until the ancient steward dropped to one knee, placed the Gallarhorn on the floor and pulled the coronet from Cimarrel’s brow. He held it towards Elindhu.

‘The king is dead,’ he said, in a voice thick with emotion. ‘Hail Crysophalae Erl-Queen. May her reign please the Twelve.’

Elindhu stared at the silver coronet, feeling the spiders of destiny winding their tangled webs around her. She’d grown up the youngest of five royal children, with four brothers ahead of her in the line of succession. One by one her siblings had died, two at the hands of Vestal knights, until by the time she’d manifested her Gift, there’d been only Cimarrel and her. That glyma-gift had changed everything: instead of being able to serve for a time, then hand the poisoned chalice that was the throne to her, Cimarrel had been stuck here for his whole life, ruling a defeated, enslaved nation.

She had no doubt it’d been ghastly. No matter how horrible some of the experiences she’d had in the Order, she’d been the fortunate one. She’d come here to set her brother free – instead, she’d killed him.

He betrayed you, and all his people, her rational side whispered, which might be so, but she didn’t want this.

She looked again at the coronet – and at Gombaro’s wizened face and big, tear-laden eyes shot through with hope. Time was passing as she dithered. Feeling trapped, she bowed her head and sighed, ‘Aye, let it be.’

She knelt and allowed the old retainer to crown her. ‘Hail Crysophalae Aramanath, High Queen of Tyr and the Erling Nation,’ he croaked. ‘Blessed be.’

Soren was staring at her, pride and fear warring on his face – the fear that he had lost her, she realised.

But she had no time for tangled emotions. She rose and took up the Gallarhorn. ‘This instrument was made for men with big lungs, so a queen has the right to have her champion sound it. This is Soren var’Dael, my consort and champion. He may sound the horn.’

The retainer looked uncomfortable that such a sacred task should fall to a human, but he bowed again as she offered the horn to Soren.

‘What’s going on?’ the young man asked. ‘Why should we blow this thing?’

‘It’s an ancient signal, devised long ago,’ Elindhu replied. ‘We erlings have endured our enslavement so that mankind might think we are broken. When the horn sounds, all in hearing – every erling here in this keep and the slave pens outside the walls – will know the time has come.’

‘To do what?’ Soren asked. ‘We need to get out of here.’

Elindhu smiled grimly. ‘And we will, darling. But we’re taking everyone with us. This is Ahn Lar’Imecht: the Day of Vanishing.’

Soren was awed, hearing how the erlings had allowed themselves to be imprisoned here just so the empire would think they were fully subdued. It took his breath away that they also had a plan for when that needed to change.

Gombaro summoned one of his staff, a goblinesque runner who returned with seven beast-visaged erling warriors bearing Order flamberges. Elindhu sent them straight out to the slave-pens with orders to kill the human guards and take the keys. The freed erling slaves, with a handful of terrified erling and half-erling children, were swiftly herded into a maze of hidden tunnels leading to caves in the hills.

With them secure, Elindhu asked Soren to wind the Gallarhorn. Fortunately, his father had taught him how, long ago. Once he’d summoned those memories, he’d managed to make the Gallarhorn vent a long, deep lowing, like cattle on the hills. Immediately, torches flared in the Order camp across the valley. This was an act of war. Once the empire realised the erlings of Tirnamel had fled, they’d assail every erlhaafen they knew of. The long game is over, Elindhu had told them. The time has come to risk all.

‘What now?’ Soren asked, afraid that this was the beginning of losing her.

‘We take our people to safety,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Then you and I seek Romara. Don’t tell my people that – they’ll want to cosset me, but the time for safety is over. Romara and her people need the power we have, so our path leads to Hyastar.’

That was reassuring, but . . . ‘What about us? You’re a queen now.’

She squeezed his hand, looking up at him with her wondrous erling eyes. ‘And you’re my champion, my consort, my lover . . . if you still want to be?’

He swallowed, suddenly terrified because this felt like committing his life to something completely unknown, to a woman he adored but barely knew.

But the world is ending, he thought. We may neither of us get another chance to love.

He silently dropped to one knee. Seizing her hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed it.

‘I’m yours,’ he vowed. ‘For as long as you want me.’
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A Sea of Shadow

The Ghosts of the Talam-Argith

The Shadowlands are haunted, this is known. Scholars say there’s no such thing as ghosts, but something whispers into the minds of any who venture there, and not everyone returns. Some say the haunts are demons, spawn of the Devourer Herself.

Abbott Aram Mosyel, Church Scholar, 1389

The Shadowlands

Autumn 1472

Nilis Evandriel called a tack, seven points to starboard, and Jadyn Kaen hauled on the ropes, helped by a Warden trainee called Jarrah, a Zynochi girl who could sail. They pulled hard, hand over fist, as the felucca Nidamora heeled over on the strange, shifting winds of the Shadowlands, until the sails billowed again. The skies were black, but the stars lit the world as if it were twilight. There were no landmarks – indeed, no land at all in sight – and the sea resembled a thick pea-soup fog. How the ship floated, Jadyn had no idea.

The Nidamora was following two Sanctor Warden vessels under the command of Master Danikos, who was navigating by the stars, which mirrored those of the real world. Time and distance flowed differently here, though: they could cross vast distances in short periods of time, every hour of sailing translating to hundreds of kylos in the real world, but there were still days of sailing to go.

‘Well done,’ Jadyn told Jarrah, who gave him a shy grin before scuttling back to her colleagues. He held the rigging tight for his lover, Aura Perafi, to descend to the deck. She landed gracefully, pirouetted and planted a kiss on his lips.

‘Allo, mi amor,’ she murmured. ‘Too many on boat. Want privation back.’

‘Um, privacy?’ Jadyn guessed.

‘Si, that. Want to ravish, tresa mucho.’

Her Talmoni was improving rapidly; a few days ago she’d have said ‘radish’.

‘Me too,’ he told her, tormenting himself by admiring her curves and cleavage.

She jiggled her chest. ‘You like my beasts, mmm?’

‘Breasts,’ he corrected instinctively.

‘No,’ she snickered, ‘these be beasts.’

He laughed and kissed her twice as hard, ignoring the watching trainees.

He’d never been a forward person, not that life in the Order could have permitted such behaviour, not even with Romara. When he’d first met Aura she’d been alarming, hitting his life like a battering-ram. Now she was the centre of everything. He could feel himself shedding his skin, in a frightening, exhilarating way, becoming someone else entirely.

But with the felucca jammed with young Sanctor Warden trainees, they could barely move for strangers, so all they could do was wait.

And in the meantime, there were, arguably, more important matters to deal with than physical gratification, astounding though that felt just now. So, once the felucca was steady and running close to the wind on a long haul, they joined Evandriel at the tiller.

‘Where are we going?’ Jadyn asked the renegade scholar. ‘Has Danikos said anything?’

‘The Wardens’ base is on the mainland of Hytal, that’s all I know,’ Evandriel told them. ‘We’re heading for the Straits of Leos and the Inner Seas, so we’ll be sailing Shadowland waters for a few days, I’m afraid – though it’ll be faster than the real world.’

‘Do wardens know of evil Serrafim?’ Aura asked.

‘Danikos called them “Alephi”,’ Evandriel replied. ‘But I’m not sure he knows exactly what they are. Or maybe he’s just not saying, until we’ve met their masters and been tested. He’s excited by us – especially you, beautiful lady,’ he told Aura.

‘All men excited by Aura,’ she replied blithely. ‘But she be Jadyn’s now.’

‘He used the word “prodigy”,’ Evandriel added. ‘He saw you stop an Alephi in mid-motion, and says without us, they’d have been helpless.’

‘Even then, we only escaped because of Lenedha’s sacrifice,’ Jadyn pointed out. ‘What did she say to you, Aura, in that last moment?’

‘Lenedha, she say, Aura must learn to use . . . um, potency . . . no, potentiality! – learn, become best, she say.’ She surveyed the crowded felucca. ‘Am thinking it not be hard to be best,’ she sniffed. ‘These be children.’

‘I’m sure the masters will be something more,’ Jadyn told her. ‘They’ve been using the aegis all their lives. I’m looking forward to learning what they can do.’

‘Si, si,’ Aura agreed, ‘but am thinking these Wardens been hiding long long time.’

‘People hide because they’re afraid,’ Evandriel muttered. ‘However strong they are, the Order must outnumber them hundreds to one.’

Aura jabbed a finger. ‘Exactimenta! Afraid. This I fear: that all Wardens be wanting is to hide for ever.’

Being regarded as a prodigy was unnerving, and with it came responsibilities, Aura was coming to realise: like being expected to put your life on the line for others, as only she and Jadyn could match the kind of enemies they were making. I stopped one of those ‘angels’, froze it in time. Nobody else can do that, not even Jadyn. If more of them found her, she’d have to do it again.

In the meantime, the trainees were nervous of her, maybe aware that their lives might be in her hands. The two masters, Rei Danikos and Mistress Khourou, were also watchful, if a little distracted by their own responsibilities.

Despite this, they’d escaped the Alephi and were en route to their final goal, the Wardens’ base, so despite being stuck in this depressing twilit Shadowlands instead of the open seas, salt spray and sunshine, she was optimistic. I have Jadyn, she thought warmly. I have corazamora: true love of the heart.

Jadyn took his turn to sleep, while she guided those trainees who could sail. During pauses she sat with Evandriel, a clever-faced silver fox with a neat goatee, long grey hair and piercing eyes. She liked the scholar, knowing his occasional flattery was not flirting but politeness, nothing more. She settled beside him now, thinking about the future. Despite premonitions of vast dangers, she felt calm.

‘You look very serious, my dear,’ Evandriel remarked. ‘What’s worrying you?’

‘Am fine,’ she replied, struggling with Talmoni, her seventh and least favourite language, though now she had a Talmoni lover, she was trying to improve it. ‘Was thinking on aegis, what it truly be.’

Evandriel sighed. ‘As do I, my dear, although increasingly, I am wondering what it is not.’

‘Speak clearly!’ she chided. ‘Talmoni confusing enough without riddles.’

The scholar laughed. ‘Well, the more we hear of them, the more we learn the ancient Wardens could do a little of everything: foretell the future and discern the past; create half-worlds; fight in battle and use spells we can’t use today. So how did they fall?’

‘Book of Lux say they be evil, fall into deco . . . uh—’

‘Decadence,’ Evandriel corrected. ‘Indeed. But we know differently now. Someone, somehow, blinded them to the future, then shut off every source of power except glyma, which the Order uses.’

‘Jovan Lux, at Nexus Isle?’ Everything was pointing that way.

‘Almost certainly. If Genadius, a dead hierophant, can be alive, then why not Jovan himself, who created the whole Triple Empire?’

‘Be horrible thing, to have dead man rule us,’ Aura observed.

As she contemplated it, her burgeoning forethought told her it could well be true. She had a glimpse of a beautiful man, a gentle face with golden-brown hair and beard – an image found in every Akka Church, familiar to all. Perhaps she was tangling up forethought, imagination and memory? He certainly didn’t look evil in those images.

‘I agree, it’s a terrible thought that we may be at the whim of a holy mass murderer,’ Evandriel said grimly. He nudged her knee. ‘You should get some rest while you can, my dear. It’s Jadyn’s turn to man the sails.’

She pulled a face. ‘Wanting to make sexing with him. But here there be no privacies.’

Evandriel laughed sympathetically. ‘Aye, I want my boat back, too! These damned trainees are everywhere.’

‘Si, like flock of rats!’ Aura agreed. ‘Am going mad.’

‘Well, we’ve a fair way still to go. We’ve a couple of weeks more before we’re back on land.’ He sighed. ‘Then I’ll have to moor my Nidamora and trust she’ll be safe. But one day, when all this is done, I’ll set sail again, this time for the ends of the world.’

‘World have no end,’ she told him. ‘It be circle. End is only beginning.’

After swapping with Jadyn, Aura wriggled into the tiny cabin forward of the mast. Snuggling into the still-warm blankets, she inhaled the lingering smell of Jadyn’s musky sweat, closed her eyes and tried to sleep.

But sleep wouldn’t come. As she stilled her mind, two faces floated behind her eyes, one white-bearded and majestic, the other a ghastly hag with jagged fangs.

Where is Aura going? asked the stern voice of Akka, the Father of Creation.

To some Sanctor Warden place, Urghul the Devourer replied. Maybe they’ll be some help, but I doubt it.

It’s all heresy, Akka sniffed. I’m about ready to wash my hands of the silly bint. All that fornicating outside wedlock with a fallen knight—

She’s a slut, Urghul agreed cheerily. You should forget her, she’s mine.

‘No, I’m a good girl,’ Aura found herself saying, in her dream.

Both deities snorted derisively.

A good girl? Akka jeered. Says she who once whored and stole for a living.

I’m more disappointed by her happiness, the Devourer whined. Her ‘corazamora’ with this Jadyn fool is sickening. But she’s still mine. Once a woman falls, she stays fallen.

Aura was a little shocked by that. ‘Is there no forgiveness?’ she asked.

For those who crave it, Akka replied, but I see no repentance in you. You wallow in sin.

‘It’s love,’ she protested.

Love, Urghul scoffed. No girl, you just like getting your fanny pounded. When your time comes, I’m going to devour you whole.

Her hideous face swelled to fill Aura’s sight, then her mouth split open, becoming a whirlpool that sucked at her, pulling her inexorably towards it as sound flooded her senses, a beguiling, alluring music utterly at odds with the ghastly visage of the Queen of Evil . . .

. . . and Aura snapped awake to the flapping of the canvas flaps and the slow sway of the felucca cutting through the silent, mist-shrouded waters.

That eerie wail hadn’t vanished from her mind, though: it permeated the Shadowlands, intensifying into a swirling cacophony of wailing, chanting voices in which single voices rose and faded, all calling her name. ‘Come to me, Daughter,’ her mother keened. ‘I’m waiting below – I’ll hide you from the Devourer.’

Aura rose and pushed her head out to see everyone else was awake, some holding hands and staring defiantly into the mists. Strange voices rose and fell on all sides. ‘Swim with me, Daughter,’ her mother called in Nepari, ‘it’s blissful down here.’

Her mother was dead and gone.

It’s just the ghosts, she thought, having travelled the Shadowlands before.

She felt no compulsion to respond, but she could see the voices eating at the Warden trainees, who had far less when it came to life experience than she. Master Danikos and Mistress Khourou were anxiously telling everyone on their ships not to listen.

Aura made her way along the deck to the prow and Jadyn. Facing the mists, she drew on the aegis and wished the ghostly voices away.

As if in response, there was a swirl in the mist thirty paces off the port railing. For a moment the fog parted, revealing a vast carpet of sea creatures lurking just below the surface – not fish, but crustaceans as big as dogs or small as fingernails, all glistening in a rainbow of metallic hues, stunningly beautiful but eerily aware. There were large cephalopods, too, octopus, squid and cuttlefish, their saucer eyes fixed on her. Their song faltered and the creatures shot in every direction, as if startled. Alarmed herself, Aura peered deeper. Far below, there were massive specimens – and they were spiralling up towards the ships.

‘Cuidado! Cuidado!’ she cried out in alarm.

‘Watch out!’ someone translated, as everyone came to their feet in shock.

An eye-blink later, hundreds of bodies boiled up from below, turning the sea into a churning milk. When tentacles, some twice as long as a man’s body, broke the surface, the young Wardens froze – despite all having some form of precognition, they had been lulled by the singing. Suckers gripped the sides while tentacles the size of mooring ropes shot into the hull, grasping for prey. A few not prescient or wise enough to be holding onto a colleague were ripped from their feet, jerked up and over the sides, their screams cut off the moment they were pulled under the surface.

The biggest cephalopod came at Aura, appendages like giant pythons smacking into the timbers, gripping ropes and hauling its huge head over the railing. The beak at the base of the tentacles was full of spiny teeth opening wider than her head. The felucca was shuddering from the weight of the invaders.

She was already hurling herself aside, reaching for time, the moments between moments that she could slip through. Her world slowed, but she sped through it, grasping a rope and swinging from the lashing limbs.

The six knives she had secreted around her person were too small to be useful against such a creature, so all she could do was launch herself into the rigging, dodging the ropey appendages groping for her. One seized her ankle, suckers adhering, and she was almost ripped from the ladder. In a premonition she saw herself pulled into the giant’s maw—

Jadyn rose from the afterdeck, the cutlass in his hand cleaving right through the tentacle holding her. Before she could move, he’d grabbed another rope and was swinging onwards, as she was sprayed with gushing blood and stinking mucus from the creature’s huge maw.

Jadyn landed on a spar, swung and severed another tentacle. Aura swung down and grabbed a female trainee by the collar, wrenching her from the beast’s clutches, but the giant octopus was climbing aboard now, making the felucca tilt alarmingly.

She and Jadyn, dropping as one, each rammed a blade into the sea-beast’s eyes. It shrilled again, lashing out blindly, and jetted inky fluid. With her foresight, Aura saw it tangle in the rigging as it fell, overbalancing the vessel and tipping them all out into a watery death . . .

She reacted in an eye-blink, hurtling towards the beast, catching hold of the rope ladder the monster was clinging to. Even blinded, its snapping beak nearly caught her as she reached behind her back for her slashing knife to sever the rope holding the beast’s colossal weight, putting all her strength into the blow.

It parted, sending the gigantic sea beast crashing backwards into the sea with an immense splash. The felucca lurched back towards upright, still dotted with smaller cephalopods and dog-sized crustaceans, but the beast had hold of another heavy rope and the ship remained listing heavily. At last Jadyn managed to hack through, the rope the giant was clutching parted, the ship gave a massive lurch to the other side and the monster vanished below – together with two of the trainees, who’d lost their hold and gone over the rail, screaming. Aura clung on, gyrating desperately to avoid being dashed against the mast as the felucca rocked wildly back and forth, until, striking it feet-first, she could wrap legs round a spar and keep aloft as the felucca righted itself.

The other two vessels, both larger, were assailed too, but they had been faring a little better – however, the surrounding sea was packed with these outsized sea monsters and Aura could sense them massing again, united in purpose.

We’re going to be swamped—

Abruptly, the seascape changed: dozens of shadowy tubular shapes flashed in and began ripping the cephalopods apart: sharks, she saw after a moment, some as big as rowboats. They didn’t appear to be interested in the ships, though, just the feast around them.

Pulling his eyes from the feeding frenzy, Jadyn shouted to Evandriel, who was trying to cut the tiller free of debris, ‘Get us underway!’

Aura joined Jadyn in clearing the damaged rigging, while the trainees divided their forces, half bailing frantically, the rest tossing their attackers overboard. Minutes passed like hours until the three ships were in full motion, leaving the deadly patch of water behind. By then, everyone was utterly spent, but they had to sort out the most urgent repairs before anyone could rest. Evandriel quickly produced coils of spare rope and enlisted the trainees to replace the damaged sections.

Six young Wardens had been lost overboard, two survivors had broken arms and one a cracked skull. There were also many twisted ankles and grazed knees and elbows, and when Aura paused to examine the welts on her calf, she shuddered at the sight of the sucker-marks, which were as big as her fist.

Many were in tears as they raised the names of the dead in prayers. After the attack on Huntaru, this felt like a nightmare too many.

Jadyn, an Order veteran and knowing what would help most, went from person to person, giving reassurance and tasks to keep them from dwelling on the terror and loss.

When at last Aura could pause and seek Jadyn’s side, she pulled him to the prow and clinging to him, tried to understand why she hadn’t seen this coming.

‘What did we wrong?’ she wondered. ‘Did not foresee – not know how to stop.’

‘Nobody saw it coming until too late,’ Jadyn replied. ‘Don’t blame yourself—’

‘Should have seen,’ she insisted. ‘Sometime, Aura sees all, but other times blind. Am not knowing why. Is tresa exasperante!’

He tsked in agreement. ‘It’s like trying to assemble a mosaic with half the pieces missing. But perhaps the Wardens have those missing pieces?’

‘You think they know? Danikos was blind to attack, also.’

‘Aye. I hoped the Sanctor Wardens would know everything, but they’ve done nothing we couldn’t have done. Maybe they’re as lost as us?’

‘Perhaps you and me, we be missing pieces to them?’ she suggested, to cheer him up.

He smiled his from-the-heart smile, the one that always melted her. ‘Let’s hope so.’

‘We make so,’ she replied, looking up at him wistfully. ‘Am wishing it be night and we be alone. Am wanting you bad. Is too long since we make love.’

He grimaced. ‘I know. But I’m sailing tonight, and—’

‘Tell Jarrah – she know how. Come to bed instead.’

‘But the trainees—’

‘Huh – half them be at it when they think we sleep. Those two boys – mad sexing, think so clever. That Abuthan girl and Talmoni boy? Randy like goats. Why not us, hmm?’ She nuzzled his neck. ‘Know you be wanting too.’

‘It’s disrespectful – we just lost people.’

‘No, not disrespectings,’ Aura said firmly. ‘When death he come, we choose life. Fight fear with love. This be how we live now.’
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A Glorious Destiny

On Fate

There is a temptation to see everything as predetermined: this man was fated to succeed, that one to fail. This is nonsense: skill and preparation can make success feel inevitable, but mischance can always change the narrative. It’s only hindsight that creates the illusion of ‘predestiny’.

Konstantinos, Aquini philosopher, Mardium, 850s

Sea of Erath

Autumn 1472

Vazi Virago woke to sunlight, a warm sultry breeze blowing through heavy curtains. The room was large, with whitewashed stone walls in the Aquini style, all pillars and colonnades and murals of mythic spirits guzzling wine and dancing. She looked around, dazed and disoriented, because she hadn’t fallen asleep here.

For two days she’d mostly slept, although not by choice. Every time she’d rallied and tried to demand answers, Jovan Lux – for it was indeed he – touched her brow and she fell back into dark oblivion. She’d dreamed, though, visions of key incidents of her own life, with a strange level of detail that suggested they weren’t dreams at all.

He’s been inside my head, she realised anxiously.

She’d been clothed in a white night-shift too, so someone had been undressing and dressing her. She had no sense that she’d been violated, but the mere fact she might have been made her queasy.

‘Hello?’ she called, but no one answered.

She rose and looked around the sparsely furnished, dimly lit room. The canopied bed was huge, with small tables on either side. The one on the right was set with brushes, make-up powders, creams and lotions she had no idea how to use. In the mirror she could see her skin had almost healed, while her burned-away mane of black hair was growing back quickly too, and thicker, glossier than before. Her eyes had even more of the gold flecks which had appeared when Genadius forced his ichor into her.

I’m becoming an Alephi. She’d attempted suicide to avoid that very fate.

But now, having met Jovan Lux and experienced his calm, mysterious mastery, she wasn’t quite so ready to take her own life.

Genadius was a monster, she thought. Jovan is very different. I’ll hear him out.

As if summoned by her musings, he appeared at the door. He was dressed in casual Aquini garb, a long tunic like an ancient toga, with his lustrous golden-brown hair falling down his back and his beard neatly trimmed. ‘Welcome back, Exemplar,’ he said, in his musical voice. ‘It’s good to see you recovering.’

‘Zynochi girls are reeds,’ she quoted. ‘We bend but never break.’

He approached respectfully. ‘By tomorrow your skin will be completely unblemished and your hair will have regrown fully.’ He radiated reassurance, even kindness. ‘You will be hungry and thirsty,’ he added. ‘Come, everything is prepared.’

He took her arm, a liberty she’d have refused anyone else, and led her through a glorious mansion to a balcony overlooking a village and gleaming blue waters. From the humidity and light she guessed they were still in the south, but it was too placid to be the Sea of Pelas.

It’s the Sea of Erath, she realised. What a beautiful place.

There was a dining table laden with fruits, cured meats, steaming vegetables and flagons of wine. Her stomach audibly groaning, she put aside her curiosity and allowed Jovan to seat her. He strolled the room sipping wine while she ate like a ravenous hyena.

Finally full, she pushed her plate away. ‘You must think me an uncouth pig,’ she mumbled apologetically, feeling over-stuffed but grateful beyond words.

‘Not at all. You needed to replenish yourself – food, drink, sleep, rest; we all need these things.’ Then he shrugged and added, ‘Until we don’t.’

Until we don’t . . .

‘Where are we?’ she remembered to ask.

‘This is Isla Cardonia, just east of where the Mar-Ortas flows into the Sea of Erath. Once, Aquini senators retired here to enjoy their ill-gotten gains. These days, imperial courtiers swarm this coast during the northern winter, preening like peacocks.’

‘Is this palace yours?’

He chuckled softly. ‘No. The owners are asleep and won’t wake until I wish it. Their staff think I’m their owner. They tended you, under my supervision, and cooked your meal.’

To demonstrate, he rang a small bell and four people came in, moving stiffly, their eyes glazed. They cleared away the used platters, but didn’t seem to see her.

‘Will they remember anything?’

Jovan shook his head. ‘Most people are simple-minded and easily manipulated, herd animals. You must have noticed that yourself. But some, like you, are shepherds.’ His perfect mouth twitched. ‘You haven’t asked my name, because you know it already.’

She thought about her not-dreams and concluded that he knew her inside out – a frightening thought, but less so because it was Him. ‘Please excuse the question, Lord Jovan, but what do you want with me?’

He sat opposite her, gazing at her coolly. ‘Genadius took an interest in you, and his son Eindil is obsessed with you. That caught my interest. And you’re the Exemplar, an exceptional talent, even among such lofty company. Excellence in any field impresses me, but I still don’t visit just anyone.’

She swallowed, uncertain if this was a good thing. ‘Catching the attention of Genadius almost got me killed,’ she said frankly. ‘Being noticed by his son is a burden.’

‘But I am Jovan,’ he replied simply. ‘You are fortunate to have earned my regard.’ He sipped his wine, then added, ‘Had you not, you would be ash by now, Exemplar. You were in the throes of suicide.’

She hung her head. ‘I was afraid of Genadius and his people. I didn’t want to be his slave.’

‘You are right to reject him. Genadius was the Urghul to my Akka.’

The blithe way he compared himself to a god would have felt blasphemous from any other mouth, but he spoke with such matter-of-fact conviction that it became a statement of fact.

‘Then you are a god?’ she blurted.

‘A god?’ he echoed. ‘Of course not. If gods existed, they did so at the dawn of time. I was born mortal, like you. But I transcended my humble beginnings to become the nearest thing to a god humanity has yet attained.’

Again, in any other mouth his words would have been boasting, but in his it was Truth.

‘How?’ she dared to ask.

‘Ah,’ he said knowingly. ‘Now I see the woman my greatest rival sought to corrupt and use against me: the one who is fearless enough to come before a man who could destroy her with a thought and ask questions few dare voice. A woman so enraptured by her own sense of destiny that she will risk everything for advancement.’

She went cold, fearing some brutal blow.

He just smiled, as if amused by a child. ‘I don’t see curiosity or ambition as sins, Vaziella. Brave questions deserve answers.’

She felt her spine tingle at his approval. He is a god, she conceded, in any way that matters. And he respects me.

It was almost overwhelming.

‘Two hundred years ago, I was a Sanctor Warden,’ Jovan went on, ‘a wielder of a power we called aegis, which was much more than it is now. The early Wardens used it to defeat the Kharagh horde to save Talmont. But it was a gentle magic, one which elevated us Gifted ones in subtle ways, giving us deeper perceptions into the paths of the future. It was insufficient to change the world. I knew more was needed – so I altered it.’

This man would do anything for mastery, Vazi realised. It’s his defining trait.

‘I am the greatest practitioner of magic ever to live,’ Jovan stated. ‘I used my precognitive gifts to seek a path to true power, far beyond the foolish strictures the early Wardens placed on themselves. They lacked ambition and sought to shackle mine. Jealousy, short-sightedness and timidity characterised them, forcing me to take full control.’

He pulled a crystal from within his robes and showed it to her, holding it in the stream of light pouring through a skylight. It didn’t refract the light, but concentrated it.

Elobyne, Vazi recognised.

‘To understand something fully, one must break it,’ he told her. ‘This I did, using a crystal meteor the size of a fist to smash the aegis apart. In doing so, I became the greatest being alive. Of course, my precognition guided me, enabling me to see the results of deeds even as I thought of them. It had dangers – in fact, I could have destroyed the world – but there was a shining path before me, made of correct ratios and timing and elements, which guided me. It all culminated in placing an elobyne lens over the vivalocus at Nexus Isle, the major source of magical energy in this region, concentrating a rainbow of magical powers and effects into one beam: glyma, the rawest incarnation of arcane power in existence.’

‘Why?’ Vazi asked.

‘Surely that’s obvious? The Wardens held the aegis in stasis, with no desire to grow and be more. They’d reached their limits. They were scared to be anything more. By concentrating that power into one aspect – the destructive – I gave those who, like me, specialised in the glyma, an unstoppable weapon, saving a little of the rest for myself to ensure I remained in full control.’ He tossed the elobyne crystal in the air, where it stayed, slowly turning. ‘My foresight showed me that such a path would enable glyma-users to take control of the known world. Together, we created the Vestal Order and made Talmont the supreme power. Any who resisted had to be purged.’

His voice, initially lilting and musical, was now muscular and bombastic.

‘I created an Order which controls an empire and now peace reigns across that empire. And since my apparent death – a sacrifice I made to allow people to believe they ruled themselves – I have guided humanity towards a future in which the best people reign, immortal and invincible. Paradise on Coros is within reach.’

‘But we’re eternally at war,’ she blurted. ‘The vyr rebellion . . . the End of All Things . . .’

His eyes narrowed and she felt a chill at having displeased him. ‘Vaziella, there is no virtuous act that does not attract a malignant reaction. Remember that everything is finite, be it gold or power, even air and water. Controlling the finite is what rulers do, and that requires hard decisions. Without my intervention, humanity would have no purpose. Like ants or animals, we’d achieve nothing. Instead, I have given us a purpose: to transcend our limits and become gods. Because all things are finite, only a few can walk that path. That’s not our problem: those who fall by the wayside are, by definition, unworthy. The vyr, the remnants of the Wardens, even dissidents in the Order, the common herd of mankind: they mean nothing. They are less than ants and beetles. The future doesn’t need them. Only we, the enlightened, matter. That’s why I founded the Alephi: to be banner-bearers for the future, a world in which suffering is unknown and we dwell in harmony, seeking new paths to glory, spreading our vision from world to world – for there are many more out there, beyond the stars. This my visions have shown me, for I am the Prophet, the Way, the Beacon that draws us ever on.’

Vazi stared, lost in the flood of shining words, terrified now to disapprove or find fault, if indeed she could. Because surely, he was right: humanity needed a purpose beyond eating, breeding and dying.

He’s given us one.

Her experience of the Alephi was not one of enlightened angels, however, but ruthless killers. She was scared to ask about that, but knew she had to. ‘If the Alephi are the best of us, why did Genadius turn against you? And why did you tolerate it?’

Jovan’s expression tightened for a second, but then he spread his hands helplessly. ‘Although I’m the closest thing to godhood there has ever been, even I am not yet omnipotent, all-seeing or all-knowing. On my own, I can achieve nothing. Every shepherd needs his faithful hounds. Genadius was not the first of my pack to turn against me, though I hope he’ll be the last. When you raise a man to power, sometimes they believe they deserve even more. He was an accomplished ruler with many followers. I had to tread carefully around him. You have helped break his coterie, for which I am grateful.’

It was almost a relief to hear that Jovan wasn’t almighty, that he did have insecurities. It made him more human, more relatable. Despite her anxiety about some of what he’d said, she felt herself aligning with him. His ideas were enticing, his sheer magnetism irresistible – although she still wasn’t sure why he was telling her all this, or why he’d rescued her.

I’ve always believed I had a destiny, but he says there’s no such thing . . .

‘Genadius told me that even knowing of the Alephi made my life forfeit,’ she told him. ‘And he . . .’ She shuddered, but forced herself to go on. ‘He forced himself on me: not sexually, but truly a violation. He thrust his tongue down my throat and forced his ichor into me, while drinking my blood so he could find me at will. When I resisted further, he intended to kill me, but I slew him instead.’

Lictor Borghart sacrificed himself to render Genadius helpless, she remembered. He said he’d had premonitions of me saving the empire. He died to give me the chance to do so.

‘So, even though I am now Alephi, I wasn’t chosen by you,’ she went on, ‘I wasn’t elevated, I was enslaved.’

Jovan reached across the table and stilled her trembling hand with his. ‘I feel your pain, Vaziella. I truly do. When any of my flock transgresses, the responsibility is mine. But Genadius is gone now – I sensed the conflict and was on my way, but not even I can travel hundreds of kylos in a few minutes. That I arrived in time to save you from your suicidal impulses was the best I could do. You’re now under my protection. I will ask nothing of you, place no demands upon you, and give you anything you want, even help you take your own life after all, if that is your choice. But I would prefer you remained with me.’

She felt her hackles rise at the thought of what that might mean.

‘All I want is your companionship and your loyalty,’ Jovan added.

He understands me, she realised. He understands that human contact upsets me.

‘And I can heal you of Genadius’ taint,’ he finished.

Her heart thudded with hope. ‘Then I am yours!’

‘Thank you, Vaziella,’ he said gravely. ‘I spoke earlier of Genadius being the Urghul to my Akka – what I need, as Akka, is my Elysia: a woman who can use her gender’s unique insights to see what I do not, as I extend my dominion over all humankind.’

She blinked in surprise, afraid of disappointing him. ‘I’m a warrior,’ she said, seeing nothing of what he wanted inside herself. ‘I don’t understand men or women.’

He smiled gently. ‘You understand enough. You are used to command, you can see the big picture, you know how to sacrifice to reach your goals. You have elevated talent and cast down those who oppose you. That is precisely the counsel I need. The Genadius situation has made me realise that I must purge the Alephi: I need your eyes, open as they are to the aegis, to guide me in that process, as we safeguard the future.’

She dropped her gaze, trying to think past the extraordinary charisma of the man. Truly a Saviour and a demigod, she kept thinking. Is his offer the destiny I seek?

Despite her lingering worries, she refused to show anything but certainty. ‘I believe in myself totally,’ she stated. ‘What skills I don’t already have, I will learn. There is no better choice than me for any role you offer, and my loyalty is unswerving.’

Unless you let me down . . .

‘Excellent. You were born for this, Vaziella.’ Then he leaned forward, curious and thoughtful. ‘I have a theory that great suffering begets genius, because those who suffer must fight harder to gain what the privileged take for granted. I wasn’t from wealth or status; nor were you. We’ve both had to fight to advance ourselves.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘There is a knot of painful memory inside you that not even I could penetrate, even when you lay unconscious. I believe such traumas shape us, temper us and make us rise above them – but only if we master them – we don’t let them poison us. Vaziella, what was that trauma?’

She rocked back, appalled that he would even ask. But when her eyes locked on his, she couldn’t remain silent. ‘My sister . . .’ she began, as her vision swam with tears and words came tumbling out. ‘Kymeera, her name was . . . my elder, my heroine . . . She fell pregnant, a dreadful disgrace . . . She wouldn’t say who . . . She and I tried to abort her child . . . she bled out in the bed we shared. I thought she was fine, that she’d endured, until I woke up against her to find her body was cold . . .’ She brushed at her stinging eyes. ‘So cold . . . The Gift awoke in me the same day, triggered by rage. I knew who’d ruined her: our uncle, my father’s brother. I went to his house and killed him, then I joined the Order. I have never returned home, nor seen my family since. I never will.’

She sagged, tears streaming down her face, shaking at the ghastly memory of lying against her beloved sister’s dead body in a bed soaked in cold blood.

Jovan squeezed her hand again. ‘Thank you, Vaziella. Now I understand you fully.’

Do you? she thought. Even I don’t really know what it did to me.

She’d never told anyone about Kymeera, and now she had, she didn’t know what to do with it. She’d got no revelations from the harrowing, sordid tale, no genius or greatness, just trauma, a horror of physical contact and a knot of cauterised emotions. Yet surely it was the root of her legendary dispassion and ruthlessness.

‘I am a sinner and a murderer,’ she concluded, thinking of what she’d done to her despicable uncle. ‘Honestly, I shouldn’t be elevated, Milord. I should be stoned in Vintab’s Square of Judgment.’

‘No, Vaziella, that would be a waste. You are the exemplar of my theory on suffering and genius, the perfect foil for my purposes.’ Jovan turned her hand over and closed it into a fist. ‘Together, we will do great things. We will save the empire and forge Paradise.’
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The Closing Jaws

Truth, Hope and Religion

Some say that religion is the teaching of Truth: but it’s really about myth-building. Others say religion is a tool of rulership: but priests and kings are often at loggerheads. Some cynics say it’s social control, a way to make people conform. But religions are too fluid for that theory to hold true – they evolve to fit the times.

I say that religion is exploitation of hope: it demands sacrifices in return for a better hereafter: a non-existent reward it never has to deliver on, but which detractors like me can’t (yet) prove does not exist. The result is that ordinary people – their prey – give and give, trying to buy non-existent goods. It’s a collective madness which exploits our need to belong somewhere, and the only ones to profit are those at the top of the Church.

Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1463

Hyastar, Miravia, Autumn 1472

Days flew by as Hyastar seethed with rebellious energy. Order centuries marched about, vyr flooded into camps outside the walls and the citizenry piled into the streets to hear speakers railing about ‘hidden tyranny’ and the destructiveness of elobyne. Refugees from the countryside poured in, all with tales of failed crops, ruined farms, starvation. The High Council faced multitudes of issues, mostly concerning the necessities of life, as the jaws of the imperial lion began to close around them. The Hierophant had issued a writ endorsing Corbus Ritter as archon and commanding all bastions to obey him. Corbus had set up roadblocks in the countryside around Hyastar and stationed men to blockade the portal gates.

Despite this, messengers still found ways through the tightening net, as the bastion commanders wanted to hear both sides. A steady stream of Order coursers came and went as the High Council tried to convince their commanders, who controlled nearly a hundred fortresses from tiny keeps in rural towns to well-staffed castles in cities throughout the empire, to join them in this schism.

While the riders mostly liaised with Augusta, Carid Theomore and the High Council’s archon-elect, Klyne Barron, they all wanted to see Romara and hear her tale. That wasn’t possible, for she was still too weak, despite Medicalus Burfitt’s strenuous ministrations and Gram’s unstinting support. They kept her in a cellar chamber beneath the main bastion, telling nobody where she was, because everyone knew they were being watched. Whenever Gram went outside, he saw suspiciously large ‘birds’ high above, and angel ‘statues’ came and went on the city’s rooftops at night. They were all learning to fear the sky.

At last, Romara’s fever broke. Though still in a coma, she began to show definite signs of improvement, thanks to her own tenacity and Burfitt’s unceasing labours. Gram spent every available moment watching over her.

He was asleep one morning when he was shaken awake by Quyan, the Vyr-Queen. The old Kharagh woman had a rare smile on her face.

‘Gram,’ she was saying, ‘your woman’s askin’ for you.’

That woke him like nothing else could have. ‘Rom’s awake? She’s talking?’

‘Aye, I can’t shut her up.’ The queen grinned. ‘Go on, big man, she’s waitin’.’

He got to his feet, then grabbing the old woman, wrapped his arms round her in a bear-hug, ignoring her protestations. ‘Praise be,’ he exulted, and kissed her cheeks.

Then he set Quyan down and hurried into the sickroom, where he found Romara propped against the headboard, laughing hoarsely as he kicked over a water bowl in his hurry to reach her. ‘Clown,’ she told him. ‘Thank Elysia I had a proper healer to look after me.’ She smiled at Burfitt, who was tidying away his medical kit. ‘My miracle man.’

‘Hardly,’ the healer replied, smiling broadly. ‘Old nags like you never die.’

Once they were alone, Gram took Romara’s hands, drinking in her face with anxiety, analysis and adoration. She looked exhausted, her face pinched, dark rings under eyes stark against the pallor. But she was beaming, and blinking fast to hide tears.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked anxiously.

Pulling up the side of her nightshirt, she showed him the eight-inch gouge in her stomach, now a puckered, purplish ridge of scabbed flesh threaded through with knotted cotton, that ran from beneath her ribs to the top of her hipbone. It looked horrendous, but it was no longer swollen, or streaming pus and blood, and it no longer stank of rot. Even so, with her ribs clearly visible and her hands shaking, she was some way off healthy.

She covered up again, chuckling hoarsely, ‘Before you get ideas.’

He shook his head in wonder. ‘I still can’t believe you let that monster stab you? That was the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘It worked.’

‘Barely! But Rom, who . . . or what . . . was he?’

‘I don’t know what, but I do know who,’ she replied. ‘That was Voltan Karax, a former Exemplar. They used to call him “The Scythe”. He retired when I was ten, but I saw him in a tournament in Desantium that year. He looked exactly as he did that day, maybe younger.’

‘Some of Quyan’s vyr swear they’ve been hunted by Serrafim for sport,’ Gram told her. ‘Survivors speak of wings of light, eyes of gold and superhuman speed and strength.’

She had a thousand questions, so he settled in to bring her up to date as best he could. He wished he had news of Elindhu, Soren, Jadyn or Aura, but there was none. But he was up to date on the crisis here in Hyastar. ‘Basically, the Hierophant is backing Corbus Ritter, while the Order’s High Council have fired Corbus and elected Klyne Barron as their archon. Now they’re trying to persuade the bastion commanders to back them, not Corbus.’

‘What about the Hierophant?’

‘He’s sending a delegation; they’re due soon: Day Court members only – Augusta’s told the Hierophant the Night Court aren’t welcome here. Oh, and she sent an Order pentacle to your parents in Desantium, to get them out before the empire remembered they were there. They’re being put up in a hostel in the city.’

Romara pulled a face. ‘I have no desire to see my parents.’ She’d fallen out with them long ago over joining the Order, even though developing the glyma meant she’d had no choice.

‘At least they can’t be used against you as hostages. A lot of the High Council have family elsewhere they can’t reach, so there’s a lot of fear of reprisals. But for now, it’s all fairly polite: Augusta writes to Eindil with complaints, and the Hierophant replies with demands to negotiate. Neither side wants war.’

‘Will that hold?’

‘Who knows? The empire is moving soldiers and the Church is calling us rebels. Augusta hopes our defiance will make the Hierophant back down and revise elobyne use, but the Order of Akka’s Light are telling Eindil to crush this “rebellion”.’

‘And the Night Court?’

‘People have seen “Serrafim” in the skies and maybe on rooftops too, but they’re not actually doing anything.’

Romara’s face creased anxiously. ‘They worry me more than anything else.’

‘Me too. But they’ve been a secret for two centuries, so perhaps they’ll stay in the shadows? Our knights and mages are protecting everyone important – including you – with spells and guards.’ After a moment he added quietly, ‘It’s all we can do.’

Here we are, afraid of angels, Gram thought. Coros is falling into madness.

But seeing her awake, hearing her smoky voice, lifted his spirits like victory. ‘I thought you’d die,’ he admitted. ‘You were so weak, and the infection was worsening. But Burfitt saw you through . . . and you yourself too.’

‘I’m going to be everything I was,’ she vowed. ‘I just need time.’

‘Well, we do know Corbus is mustering an army against us, so we reckon we have another two weeks before we’re encircled. You’ll be doing well if you can hold a sword by then.’

‘Two weeks?’ Romara sniffed. ‘I’ll be leaping palisades in one.’ Then she spoiled her bravado by yawning. ‘They going to feed us?’

‘We surely are,’ a voice announced from the door and Argon Roper, her old centurion, trooped in, followed by a couple of nurses carrying bowls of stew, platters of hot buns and clay cups of ale. After a few strained moments with Romara struggling through tears to thank them, they withdrew.

She managed to eat a little, then fell asleep mid-sentence.

As soon as word went round, Romara had a string of visitors, while dozens more were turned away. Her vyr-enhanced resilience was speeding her recovery, along with lots of good food, keeping visits short and sleeping whenever she could.

‘If my tale convinces people to support us, I must be seen,’ she told her protectors.

A few days later, Gram appeared at the door, looking unusually sombre. Romara went to tease him, then froze as he stepped aside to allow her parents to enter.

It was the first time she’d seen them in years.

Gorman Challys was fifty-something, though in her eyes he’d always been old, remote and uninterested. His frockcoat was antiquated, his kid-leather jerkin stained, his leggings worn. What little hair remained had gone white and tufted comically about his ears.

When he saw her, his lips moved in shock, then he blurted, ‘Oh my girl—’

Whatever he might have said was drowned by her mother as Delfine, an angular, prune-faced woman wearing a dress from a previous century, cried out, ‘Romi!’ and flew at her, startling Romara. Her mother hadn’t hugged her since she was a toddler.

Thirteen years, she calculated. I’ve not seen them in thirteen years. I was sixteen and leaving to join the Order.

She hadn’t missed them: she’d been a wild tomboy when they’d wanted a placid breeding mare. That last time she’d been all but disowned, even though the glyma-gift wasn’t her fault.

‘Romara!’ her mother sobbed, seizing her face and gazing at her with wide, weeping eyes. ‘You look dreadful! What have they done to you?’ She hugged her again, shaking all over, and declared, ‘I don’t care what people say, you’re still our girl!’

‘No one believes the lies about you, lass,’ her father declared.

Yes, you do, Romara thought, gazing over her mother’s shoulder at him, thinking how old he looked. She pushed her mother to arm’s length and wiped her eyes. ‘Well, it’s true I’m a fallen knight, now,’ she said, surprised by her own emotions in saying it. ‘I lost control of my gift on Avas Island.’

‘That’s a risk all knights face,’ Gorman said indignantly. ‘You should have been sent to a convalesium, not condemned.’

‘My intention was to retire,’ Romara told them. ‘But they arrested Jadyn Kaen, my seneschal, for a minor misstep, as leverage to force me to marry Elan Sandreth.’

Her father’s eyebrows shot up, while her mother harrumphed. ‘That boy – I told you to stay away from him!’

As I recall, you pushed me towards him, Romara thought coolly.

‘The things that rake said about you when you joined the Order were ungentlemanly,’ Delfine went on. ‘Hardly surprising, when he’s the offspring of that woman.’

You used to call Elspeth Sandreth ‘the pinnacle of our gender’, Romara recalled. ‘They knew Reshar had died, and that you were vulnerable,’ she said. ‘They wanted to tie me down in marriage, then dispose of me and claim our estates.’

‘The Sandreths did all that?’ her father exclaimed.

‘Aye, with Corbus Ritter. He’s having an affair with Elspeth Sandreth.’

Her parents exchanged stricken looks. ‘The Ritters have never been friends to us,’ her father declared.

Not through lack of trying on your part, Romara thought stonily. ‘Jadyn was meant to die,’ she said, resuming her narrative, ‘so I had to act. We freed him and left, along with Gram, who was also imprisoned there.’

Her father looked at Gram. ‘What were you doing in a dungeon, sir?’

Romara answered for him. ‘He was unjustly accused,’ she said. It was too soon for bigger revelations, though they were inevitable. ‘I didn’t want to leave him there.’

‘That all sounds dreadful, darling,’ her mother said, ‘but why is he still with you?’ She fixed her eyes on Gram. ‘Who are your family?’

In Delfine’s world, you either had family of note, or you were nobody.

‘My kin are farmers and trappers on Avas, ma’am,’ Gram said uncomfortably.

‘Oh,’ she said, disapproval in her voice.

‘Mother!’ Romara reproved her. ‘Gram is the best of men, my strength, my salvation . . . my heart.’ She took a deep breath before blurting, ‘I love him.’

There, said it.

Gram shot her a look, clearly surprised she’d admitted such a thing.

Romara pointedly took his hand and squeezed it. ‘I’m not going to apologise for loving a commoner,’ she told her parents firmly. ‘But we have another bond, as well as love . . .’ She swallowed, then said the fatal words. ‘I am now a vyr – if not by choice. It chose me.’

She had no idea exactly what reaction the admission would bring, but it was less than she feared. Clearly her parents had heard the rumours and had prepared themselves for the worst.

After a stricken look at his wife, her father said, ‘You’re still my daughter.’

Her mother tried to add something, ending up open-mouthed like a stranded fish, before blurting, ‘What does being vyr mean, dear? Are you insane now?’

It was almost funny, but Romara kept her face straight. ‘It’s nothing like what people say. I’m more at peace with myself than I ever was, and I have the support of others like me. We’re shapeshifters, not monsters.’

Her parents stared at her as if seeking some sign of this change. ‘Vyr burn crops in the south and murder whole settlements,’ her father said, in a hollow voice.

‘We burn to destroy the elobyne shards,’ Gram replied. ‘Although yes, that can get out of control. We are at war: the Church and Crown condemn us because we threaten elobyne, that which preserves their power.’

Gorman’s eyes went to Gram. ‘So you’re . . . ? Holy Elysia!’

‘Be at peace,’ Gram told him. ‘I have perfect control, and so does Romara.’

‘But . . . vyr are supposed to be mad . . .’ her mother said weakly.

‘Not all,’ Romara replied. ‘There’s a state of being called ninneva, the eye of the storm.’ She gripped Gram’s hand again. ‘We’ve found it – it’s what has kept me alive.’

Her parents exchanged another shaky look, then asked, ‘What happened at your trial?’

Romara had no desire to dwell on that, but they deserved to know. ‘The lictors questioned me – they hurt me a lot. They didn’t expect me to survive.’ She hung her head. ‘But in court, my testimony was proved to be true – so Corbus Ritter manipulated the legal codes and declared a Blood Trial.’ She raised her head, inadvertently baring her teeth. ‘I prevailed.’

‘All this over our estates?’ her father asked doubtfully.

Shaking her head, she said, ‘Not by then. Elan Sandreth was killed – not by my hand – so that threat no longer exists. I was put on trial for speaking the truth about elobyne. It turns out the vyr were right all along: the shards are destroying us all.’

The room fell silent as her parents struggled to understand her words. ‘I’ve always refused to let them set shards on our lands,’ her father said thoughtfully. Her parents were no fools, for all their faults. ‘Even when they offered to pay me a great deal of money; and the pastor spoke against me from the pulpit.’

Romara hadn’t known that, but it made her proud. ‘You did the right thing. It’s split the Order, though. That’s why Augusta brought you here.’

‘I know,’ Gorman said soberly, ‘I fear for our faithful retainers. We’ve brought what we could carry of our heirlooms, but I worry our home will be sacked by some greedy upstart.’

‘It’s a wicked world,’ her mother put in. ‘Where will it all end?’

They all fell silent for a time, then Romara summoned up the courage to ask, ‘How did Reshar die?’ Her elder brother had always been sickly, but she’d hoped he’d outlive her, and more importantly, leave heirs. ‘Was it a long illness?’

‘His whole life was a long sickness, dear,’ her mother said sadly. ‘He went downhill a few months ago, died in his sleep. He’s buried under the old elm tree, where he used to sit and scribble his foolish poems.’

They fell quiet again, remembering the frail boy. Then her father said, ‘Romara . . . daughter, when the Gift took you away, I only saw the loss to this family. We wanted grandchildren to secure our line, but you left us for celibacy and danger. In a way, you died that day. But we never stopped missing you.’

‘What the old dunderhead means is that we want our daughter, if only for a while,’ her mother put in, her haughty voice cracked by plaintive hope. ‘You’re our only living child. We need you.’

The feelings that declaration brought ambushed Romara, who found she couldn’t stop weeping. Hugging them both again, she told them this wasn’t the end, they’d all live through the hard times to come to see better days.

But will we? she wondered when they’d gone, leaving her exhausted.

Her dreams said otherwise: they were filled with bloody-handed angels.

Romara’s parents visited daily after that. They all found it healing to remember Reshar, and home.

But Romara needed to do more. After a week of slow and tedious recovery, she fought her way into her riding gear, despite feeling shockingly weak.

‘You’re going to kill yourself,’ Burfitt told her. ‘Not least because there are imperial patrols out there now. The city is steadily being encircled. It’s madness.’

‘Then let’s go crazy,’ she gritted. ‘Help me mount up.’

She saw the stable-hands shaking heads as Gram helped her mount a brown mare, before clambering onto a giant carthorse chosen for strength. They walked their mounts out of the pens, through the southern postern of the bastion and into a square.

Hyastar had been founded around the Order bastion, on the banks of the Odara River, that ran from the Qor-Massif all the way north to the Toras Narrows. Even this close to its source, it was half a kylo wide, and ran deep and swiftly beneath the massive city walls. But right now the city was overcrowded and the huge tourney field to the south was now a camp for the more than twenty thousand Order soldiers and their knights whose commanders had elected to put their faith in the High Council. Men in black and white tabards were drilling in readiness or busying themselves with stores.

Romara and Gram were swiftly spotted as they emerged from Southgate and the soldiers paused to watch them ride past. She feared abuse or rejection, but one by one they touched their fists to their hearts, in wordless salute. She returned the gesture, and although she hated being stared at, her vision blurred with tears.

It was an overcast day, and a chill wind blew as they left the crowded fields and followed a fast-running tributary up into wooded hills southwest of Hyastar. But there was another gauntlet of attention still to run: as they entered the woods, encamped vyr closed round them, emerging silently from the trees and making reverent gestures – as vorlok and draegar, Gram and Romara were nobility to them. They were ragged, almost feral, with distinctly animal castes to their features and bodies. But they were all respectful, and Gram was able to give reassurances as he fielded anxious enquiries about Romara’s health.

From there, they took a track into the deeper woods, and finally found solitude, climbing to a hillside dell with views of the majestic Qor-Massif to the southeast. They lunched on bread, cheese and pickle, by which time Romara was exhausted and could ride no further. A stream truckled by, where the horse supped and grazed, and birds sang.

‘What a beautiful place,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s stay here tonight.’

‘Sure,’ Gram agreed. ‘Sleep, I’ll set up camp.’

‘There’s something I need to do first,’ she replied. ‘Quyan says shapeshifting can help healing: that by reshaping ourselves, we can soothe away minor wounds and afflictions. Of course, it can aggravate major ones, but I feel ready.’

‘Are you sure it’s not too soon?’

‘I’m not, but I want to try with you nearby, in case something goes wrong.’

‘Then we should have Burfitt present, and—’

‘No, he’d just tell me not to do it.’

‘Whereas me telling you not to do it is something you can ignore?’

She grinned broadly. ‘Precisely.’

He smiled, but worry still clouded his face. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘I wasn’t asking.’

He groaned. ‘Fine, but at the first sign of danger I’m intervening.’

‘No, only if I ask,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s going to hurt, apparently. You might mistake pain for failure. It’s my body, my call.’

He grimaced, then sighed. ‘The rest of my life is going to be like this, isn’t it?’

‘I hope so,’ she replied warmly. She took a deep breath, trying to quell her nerves. ‘I can do this,’ she said, as much to herself as Gram, and walked to the centre of the clearing, shedding her clothing and her fears. Naked, her emaciation was clear. She deliberately didn’t look back at Gram, afraid to see his expression.

Kill or cure, she told herself. Get through this and everything will come right . . .

Ever since losing control of her glyma, she’d tumbled from one crisis to the next, becoming what she was now: a draegar, a warrior-vyr. Because she’d immediately been captured by the Order, tortured and thrown into the Blood Trial, she’d had no time to fully understand or master all that she was. Now though, she had Gram and ninneva, the mystical love-bond of the vyr. His presence anchored her, gave her something tangible in which to place her trust. Ninneva would carry her through this. Trusting in that, she thrust all else from her mind and sought the maelstrom that was the glyma.

That power was an angry one, especially when enhanced by elobyne. She’d learned to ride it through iron discipline, using it in tightly constricted ways. But vyr didn’t seek control, they rode the maelstrom, risking madness – and that’s what she tried now.

The flow of power filled her senses. She lost sight of the world around her, seeing only the spinning swirl of colour and fizzing, chaffing energy. Casting aside her old disciplines, she threw herself into it, feeling stinging winds, searing heat and cold, and a stench like brimstone as she plunged in . . .

Every ingrained instinct from her Order training told her to pull back. Instead, trusting in her strength and resilience, she let it happen, as the energy flooded her body and twisted her, seeking a new shape to express its power and hunger – her vyr-shape, that she’d only ever attained fully once before, in the Blood Trial.

A spear of agony slammed into her belly, right where Voltan Karax’s sword had transfixed her. Howling, she came apart.

It was ghastly for Gram to watch – not the transformation, but the horrific pain Romara was clearly enduring. She was skin and bone, weak and pale as a ghost already, and his heart was in his mouth before she even tried to change shape. Feeling her take in the glyma’s burning energy, he had to hold back from racing to her aid . . .

When vyr shape-changed, it was a subconscious manifestation of their inner identity. His own was a shaggy, eight-foot-tall bear-wolf creature. Romara’s was very different: her skin became transparent, so that her internal muscles, veins, fatty tissue and organs were revealed, then with a snapping sound, her knees reformed into a backwards joint, like deer’s hind legs, and a horn burst from her forehead in a rush of blood that washed down over her face.

He’d seen it before, but it still alarmed him, especially when she shrieked, dropping to her knees and clutching at her belly as the barely sealed wound in her stomach ruptured again and more blood gushed out.

Shit, he thought, racing in. This was too soon, just as he’d been afraid of, and all his fears began to crystallise. He called on the glyma himself as he ran, calling, ‘Rom, I’m here!’

Her eyes, livid green and furious, blinked away the blood, as her hands – now splayed and clawed – shoved at his chest with superhuman strength, sending him rolling head over heels. He sprawled, shocked and terrified for her, and saw her clutching her torn stomach wall, kneading it like wet clay – and her wound began fusing again! Then her feet and hands became hooves, her breasts sank into her chest muscles, her waist lengthened – and just as he rose, she kicked off and tore away into the trees, like some faery horse.

Fearing for her, Gram ripped off his own clothes as fur burst through his skin, his spine bent and his mouth filled with teeth. His vision turning red, he tossed back his head and howled before dropping to all fours and bounding after her.

There was a moment when Romara thought she’d killed herself, but Gram’s presence – even though she’d pushed him away – kept her calm enough to hold the ripping wound closed and reknit the tear. It took considerable energy, but perhaps through ninneva, the more she drank in glyma’s destructive energy, the stronger and saner she became.

Her true self rose: not a monster but a warrior beast, full of stamina and speed and strength. The urge to run consumed her, to devour distances, to fly to the stars. Her hooves bit the turf and she bounded onwards, surging through the trees, up a slope and over a pool at the top of a waterfall. She left a bloody lather in the water as she stormed through, heading for the high slopes. A throaty howl chased her; she knew it for Gram, knowing he’d changed too and was pursuing her. Catch me if you can, she thought.

Bursting through the undergrowth, she startled a herd of deer. Hunger growling in her stomach, she veered after a straggler, a doe, zigzagging through the trees, quickly catching up and bearing it to the group with a crushing leap. Her teeth plunged into the throat, ripping it open so she could drink deep, but Gram would catch her if she stayed, so she left the limp body and took off again, through the scrubby brush and up onto a rocky outcropping above the mist. A sea of fog lay below her; above were the three moons, Skull, Dragon Egg and Eye, lighting up the peaks.

Claws caught on shifting stones; the panting of a beast cut the air. Gram was below her, a shaggy immensity, with her dead doe in his huge jaws. He stopped when he saw her, tightened his great shoulders and hurled the dead deer towards her.

She salivated, primal urges rising again. Her sweaty flanks were chilling in the cold air, but the heat in her belly grew as she dropped to all fours. They both prowled towards the kill, growling at each other possessively, mewling as their faces met over the broken body. She nuzzled his jaw, then bent to the doe, bit and tore. Together, they gorged, as her body demanded replenishment. The human part of her retreated as the raw meat became the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted, the tangy offal the rarest of chef’s treats. Gram ate just as voraciously, ripping away chunks and wolfing them down with primal savagery.

Finally sated, she looked up and yowled at the watching moons. No longer caught in the feeding frenzy, she shivered at the cold mountain wind. We must shelter, she told Gram with her eyes, before licking his bloody maw, thrilling at the taste of him. Come.

She led the way down the slope at a breakneck run, rocks and tussocky mountain grass giving way to brush before they were among the trees again. She was more playful now, letting him catch up, then bounding ahead, steaming hot inside despite the cold—

He slammed into her back, bore her down, snarling as she tried to struggle. His weight crushed her as his jaws closed around the back of her neck, hot and wet, but with teeth barely grazing her skin. His body was steaming, slick with sweat and deer’s blood. She gasped for breath, scrabbling to get her limbs beneath her, her horn impotently carving the air as he shifted to straddle her hips, crushing her again, and thrusting something thick, hot and heavy into the crease of her hindquarters and she thought, Yes, yes . . .

She moaned her assent, opening to him as she looked back over her shoulder at the beast gripping her, amber eyes meeting hers. He shifted again, his hind legs seeking purchase, then with gentle strength, he thrust in, and she shrieked to the skies.

The first time was a savage mating dance that became a blur. Gram could no more have stopped himself falling into her as he could have stopped the moons in the sky. It was brief, bloody and glorious.

Barely had he expended himself, their bodies still locked together, than he thickened again, hard and hot, still urgent, but slower, this time less about need and more about desire. Licking each other’s faces, holding each other, panting in rhythm until he filled her again, he had enough consciousness to wonder if this was some kind of fever dream.

They disentangled and melted back to human form, flesh against flesh, gazing at each other’s moonlit faces. The stream danced over the stony slopes and the wind moaned in the pines while he caressed her tangled hair and wondered how life could be so beautiful and terrible at the same time.

‘Hey,’ she breathed. ‘I think the healing thing worked.’ She showed him the puckered wound on her belly, now sealed and dry, although the scar was thick, twisted and still livid. ‘See? All better.’

‘I never doubted for a moment,’ Gram lied.

‘I did,’ Romara admitted. ‘I thought I’d completely jagged myself. But you were there, so I knew I could push through it, and if it did all go wrong, you’d know what to do.’

‘You didn’t just ask me along for the afters, then?’ he asked drily.

She smirked. ‘Well, I thought I’d be a wreck afterwards, so mostly I just wanted you to carry me home. But as it turned out, it was a rather . . . um . . . energising experience.’

He laughed and kissed her cheek. ‘It was, rather. Though I’m not sure why we had to climb actual mountains first?’

She slapped her behind and laughed. ‘You want this hind, you have to earn her.’

He coloured, not in embarrassment, but remembering how he’d been utterly in thrall to his urges, especially considering how weak she’d been. ‘Are you all right? If I hurt you—’

‘You didn’t,’ she broke in, stopping any suggestion of guilt with a finger to his lips. ‘If I can take a sword through the gut, I can take all you’ve got.’ She traced the shape of his mouth. ‘But the real question is, do you only fancy me when I’m in my vyr form?’

He snorted. ‘I love you however you choose to be.’

She kissed him, then pulled him atop her again. ‘Show me.’

Folkstein, Miravia

Corbus Ritter’s force from Folkstein, just three Vestal centuries and a few thousand levies, joined a column of imperial legions from Bravantia making their way up from the south. Seven other columns were converging on Hyastar and they were all in good spirits. Scouts reported that all approaches were guarded, including the portali gates inside the city, which had been disabled. The vyr, however, were encamped outside the walls, suggesting the rebels were divided. With his enemies trapped and isolated, victory felt assured.

Corbus wanted a swift assault, and he was nominally in charge, but Arch-Grandmaster Joselu of the Lighters, a Neparian scoundrel, was stalling. The Lighters were numerous, maybe more than the Order, but they had little battlefield experience. Corbus doubted he could rely on them, but with most of his Order waiting to see which way the wind blew, he had no choice in the matter. The imperial commander, General Vilm Guilan, was a pompous Bravanti with curled moustaches and gilded armour, with the imagination and urgency of an ox. He professed anxiety about lacking glyma-knights and kept their advance slow. But they’d outnumber Augusta about three to one, at least.

Meanwhile, the Church waged war from the pulpit, reminding the confused masses that elobyne was sacred and it was the Order who had turned traitor, just as the Sanctor Wardens had before them. Romara Challys was being burned in effigy in towns and villages, alongside Augusta Martia and Klyne Barron. Any vyr in custody was publicly executed – those were few, but gaoled criminals were used to make up the numbers. The lictors didn’t bother with trials or proof, just burning people alive as vorloks and heretics in a bid to rouse the bloodlust of the people. It was rule by terror, but Corbus didn’t care. Only victory mattered.

The Day Court’s peace delegation did concern him, though. Why would the Hierophant negotiate with the rebels? Surely there could be no peace after such a blatant act of rebellion?

Is the Day Court siding with Augusta? he worried. What if my head is the price of peace?

That evening, he called a meeting, mostly to hear his staff say reassuring things. ‘The imperial coursers say we’ve got Augusta fully surrounded, as of today,’ Koskas, his senior aide, reported. ‘The horse-faced hag has stuck her neck out too far.’

‘It’s a pretty pathetic rebellion, after all the trouble the vyr have caused,’ young Hinkil commented. ‘I was worried that hundreds of thousands would rise against us.’

‘The vyr are cowards; they’ve never fought openly,’ Feldman replied dourly. ‘They’re still outside the walls, with no defences. We’ll slaughter the whole misbegotten lot of them.’

‘Not to mention the traitorous High Council and the dissidents,’ Koskas boomed. ‘Victory will be total.’

It’d better be, Corbus thought, but these things never go as easily as you hope.

He was getting bored of their jingoistic optimism, but he dreaded being alone these days. It was with trepidation that he finally bade them goodnight and readied himself for sleep by uncorking a bottle of red and raising it to his lips. Having refilled his glyma recently to ensure he was battle-ready, he couldn’t even whistle in a camp-follower for company. Lady Sandreth hadn’t visited him in months now; he was feeling increasingly isolated.

She’s distancing herself, he brooded, because I’ve been made to look weak.

‘You have indeed,’ a cold voice said. ‘Perhaps because you are weak?’

He spun, yelping, and found two Night Courtiers behind him, silver-masked and black-robed: Moon and Owl, his usual ‘patrons’.

‘Milords,’ he gasped, ‘you surprised me.’ He took another swig of wine, though his stomach was curdling. ‘Do you drink?’ he asked belatedly.

‘Not with the likes of you,’ Moon sniffed.

Owl hemmed him in on the other side. ‘Tell us what’s going on,’ she commanded.

He glanced between the two, trying to keep both in view at once. ‘Uh, our men are moving into position. Once the Day Court negotiators are done, we’re ready to launch our attack.’

‘The Day Court delegation is nothing to do with us,’ Moon commented.

‘Venal scum,’ Owl agreed. ‘What’s going on inside Hyastar?’

‘I don’t know. My spies have likely gone to earth.’ Or deserted. Swallowing another mouthful of wine, he nerved himself enough to ask, ‘What are you doing to help?’

Owl hissed and in a flash was right before him, prodding his breastbone. ‘Do you think we owe you anything, after your cowardice in abandoning Hyastar?’

‘I didn’t lose that Blood Trial, your man Karax did,’ Corbus replied, amazed at his own daring. ‘You told me it would be a foregone conclusion. How do your superiors feel about that? What does the “Most High” think?’

Owl didn’t move, but Corbus felt an unseen fist close around his windpipe, while Moon raised his right hand and conjured a blade of pallid light. For a moment he was terrified, but then Moon’s blade vanished, along with that pressure on his throat.

‘Nobody is happy,’ Owl admitted, spitting out each word. ‘The Blood Trial débâcle has placed pressure on us all. But we Alephi are not permitted to act openly. Another spectacle like Hyastar cannot occur.’

Corbus thought for a moment. ‘I could place you among the Day Court delegation,’ he offered. ‘I have that much influence remaining. You could sit across the table from Augusta and the rest and work some mischief.’

‘Are you not listening?’ Moon snapped. ‘We are forbidden to get directly involved.’

‘Kill Augusta and Romara and that will swiftly be forgotten,’ Corbus urged. ‘It is easier to ask forgiveness than permission, especially if you’ve just won a great victory.’

The masked angels glanced at each other. ‘The Day Court won’t countenance Night Court interference,’ Moon mused. ‘We can’t force them to accept assassins into the delegation.’

‘What about Lord and Lady Anborn?’ Owl replied. ‘Surely we could get them in?’

Who are the Anborns? Corbus wondered. He thought he knew all the important nobility of the Day Court. Racking his memory, he recalled a rural family from near Secordium. They’d been important in Petraxus once, but they must be in their seventies or even eighties by now. Their estates were run by their son, he recalled.

Then he realised: These two must be an earlier Lord and Lady Anborn, elevated to the Night Court. It took his breath away to imagine such longevity and power. I want that too.

Moon and Owl communed wordlessly, then the woman, Owl, said, ‘They retired from politics years ago, but they have the status required and they live nearby. A word in the right ear and they’ll be on that delegation.’

‘But the risks,’ Moon said. ‘If they were to fail—’

‘They won’t,’ Owl said tersely. ‘Think of the kudos for solving this mess.’

‘I can make that happen.’ Corbus was encouraged, seeing hope of a risk-free victory after all. ‘Kill Challys, kill Augusta – and hopefully my brother Dranit – and you’ll have the gratitude of the entire Triple Empire.’

And you’ll solve all my problems.

‘Very well,’ they said. ‘Make it so.’

Moon gestured, Corbus felt another wave of dizziness and blinked to find himself alone again. Shaken, he downed more wine. Damn them, he thought resentfully.

But all this fuss was making it clear that Romara Challys’ testimony was true: elobyne was fatal, the Hierophant was a cypher, and the Night Court were the real rulers.

I’ve been dragged into their games, he thought. I mustn’t lose.
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The Erl-Queen

The Erlings and Magic

The erlings have a disproportionate incidence of the Gift; though some deny this, it’s clear to anyone who has studied them. It’s likely that they introduced the Gift to human bloodlines through interracial relations.

Osmara Ghiel, renegade scholar, Tyr, 1440

Nara, Autumn 1472

The mists of the Talim-Argith went on for ever, but the erlings escorting Soren and Elindhu guided them unerringly to a narrow passage between two giant pillars of rock dozens of paces high, carved with swirling spiral designs and complex knotted lines, that formed a portali gate back to the real world. They emerged into dappled sunlight, gleaming through the vaulted eaves of a glyneth forest, wind sighing in the leaves and a stream trickling by. Before them was a hidden valley surrounded by mountains, where a castle stood, surrounded by fields of tall wheat and corn. Half had already been harvested. None of the erlings working there, who turned to see who’d arrived, wore chains.

‘Give welcome to Queen Crysophalae,’ boomed Hruskallir, the big horned trulka who led the seven erling champions, as they entered the fields.

‘Ye’sta rai Banreina!’ someone called, recognising the filigree circlet on Elindhu’s brow. The erlings crowded in, their amorphous faces lit by curiosity. Soren had gleaned a few Jerathi words; banreina meant queen.

‘Tyessa banreina illa, Crysophalae?’ someone called. Are you queen now, Crysophalae?

‘In’alla banreina,’ Hruskallir confirmed.

It made Soren proud, but despite her assurances, he was worried her new status would force them apart. ‘Where are we?’ he asked anxiously.

‘This is Nara, our true capital,’ she told him. ‘Tirnamel is a front, to give the Order something to look at. This is our real capital.’

‘What’s here?’

‘Our hearts,’ she replied, her eyes on the distant castle. ‘Before we surrendered, everything of real value was brought here. It’s the true seat of power for my kind.’

She’s saying ‘my kind’ more and more, he noted.

As they went on, they were surrounded by more and more erlings: hulking trulkas and skinny, wet-skinned nayadé, leafy-skinned sylphs and earthy, lumpen bruihnmen. The variety was astounding, but all had the same amber eyes and alien, wild faces.

Elindhu was still in her close-fitting old emerald velvet gown, just the silver circlet on her brow to mark her rank, but she carried herself with dignity, unlike the bustling, bumbling Elindhu he knew.

Sensing his worry, she glanced his way and winked. ‘I’m still just me,’ she murmured. ‘Don’t be afraid.’

It helped, a little. But alarmingly, he’d been noticed and was singled out for scrutiny. The wild erlings took in his humanity with suspicion, wondering aloud who he was, and what he was doing here. He barely recognised himself, in truth: at Tirnamel they’d found him close-fitting erling leather armour and an erling sword – a tuelawar they called Fragarach, which Elspeth told him meant ‘The Whisperer’, named for the hissing sound the blade made when swung. He was now Elindhu’s sworn champion, but felt like a boy playing dress-up.

‘Is it safe?’ he asked, eyeing the crowds. ‘Do you have rivals here?’

‘Not really,’ she said nonchalantly, greeting a family of dwarf-sized erlings as she passed. ‘Because Tirnamel was under the eye of the Order, most of the real administration – such as it is – is here. Being High King or Queen is symbolic at best, and a pain in the arse at worst, as we’ve got no real authority over the other erlhaafens, anyway.’

‘Will you have to take an erling husband and produce heirs?’ he blurted.

She snorted behind her hand. ‘Hardly. For one thing, I’m past childbearing. And the throne is more a chore than an honour. We really aren’t that interested in power: just eating, drinking, poetry, music and fornication. There is a chancellor, of sorts: the Lauvash.’

He wasn’t convinced. ‘Who’s the . . . um, Lauvash?’

‘My cousin Fervalu,’ she replied, after a moment’s thought. ‘We were close as children, and lovers during our teens, before I gained the gift. But that was long ago.’

‘Lovers? And a cousin?’

‘There’s not many of us so we tend to have complicated family trees,’ she said apologetically. ‘And you know how promiscuous erlings are, especially in our teens. You think Fynarhea was a bit pushy? No comparison – I was a shocker.’ She coloured slightly. ‘We’re pumped full of humours when we’re young, and still trying to work out if we’re male or female, so we try out everything.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘I should warn you, you’ll be propositioned yourself. A handsome boy like you, it’s inevitable. I just hope most will be scared off by the fact you’re my consort.’

Soren felt himself colour. ‘I don’t want anyone but you . . . and I hope you feel the same.’

‘For me, darling boy, there’s only you.’ She smiled and murmured, ‘Tonight we sleep in a real bed, mho lennan milish. For the first time.’

Mho lennan milish. She’d called him that before; it meant ‘my sweet lover’. The words mollified him somewhat.

As they approached the castle the crowds grew deeper, all big staring amber eyes and clamouring mouths. ‘Tashé duuv!’ some said when they saw him. What dark skin! But it wasn’t hostile, more like a novelty. Erlings came in all colours anyway.

The castle gates were guarded by erling warriors who didn’t look friendly, and the awe of the forest erlings was giving way to more calculating expressions from the castle denizens.

‘Be careful,’ he warned her. ‘I don’t like the looks of this lot.’

‘They’re my people,’ she replied lightly, detaching from his arm and advancing fearlessly, while he shadowed her, trying to read these exotic faces for hints of violence or treachery. A hush descended as Elindhu reached the foot of the steps, faced by a line of warriors.

Above them stood a hunchbacked erling woman, her skin pale olive, with black hair and pointy features. Alarmingly, she had four skinny arms, each with only three fingers and a thumb. The extra limbs rose from her shoulder-blades, causing her hunch. She was clothed in pristine white and wore an elobyne necklace, marking her as a glyma-user.

‘Fervalu,’ Elindhu greeted her. ‘It’s good to see you.’

Her cousin-lover was a woman! Soren realised in surprise, before remembering that they’d been teens and had no fixed gender then. He shifted his attention back to the Lauvash’s escort, who faced Hruskallir’s troop of erling champions with casual aggression. All wore elobyne weapons, and the air crackled with aggression. Evidently erlings were as prone to rivalries as anyone else.

‘Crysophalae,’ Fervalu responded. ‘Incalla ghavra té.’ Then she switched to Talmoni, the common language among erlings, who had many regional dialects. ‘You are welcome, Cousin. We rejoice that you have invoked Ahn Lar’Imecht and brought the people of Tirnamel here. We are not ready, but we will do our best.’ Her strange pairs of arms gestured submissively. ‘How may I serve, dear Cousin?’

‘By continuing to serve as Lauvash,’ Elindhu offered.

Fervalu bowed gracefully. ‘It will be my honour.’ She descended the steps and to Soren’s alarm, kissed Elindhu on the mouth, murmuring something in Jerathi that sounded sultry and altogether far too welcoming. Then she flickered her eyes over Soren. ‘Is he yours?’

‘I’m his,’ Elindhu replied, and whispered in her cousin’s ear.

Fervalu pulled an abashed, somewhat regretful face, but stepped back. ‘Welcome, Sier Soren,’ she trilled, curtseying like a preening insect. ‘I look forward to getting to know you.’

Soren felt his cheeks go hot again.

‘I did warn you,’ Elindhu remarked. ‘Fervalu darling, are you going to invite us in?’

Fervalu bowed again, flourishing her four arms gracefully. ‘Of course, my banreina! Welcome to Dun Nara!’

Elindhu pulled Soren through the line of warriors and turned him to face the sea of alien faces. ‘This is Soren var’Dael, my consort and champion. Please accept him and welcome him as one of us.’

An initial murmur of disquiet was overtaken by whooping and yowling and other alarming sounds. At first he thought it hostile, then realised it was a welcome.

With that, they entered the castle and Elindhu took the throne, where she sat with him standing behind her right shoulder, and Fervalu behind her left. For now at least, everyone looked happy, with the cheers ringing louder and louder as the erlings filed in to be presented to their new banreina. The reign of Queen Crysophalae had begun.

Tirnamel, Tyrland

Glyndeth Irideus had been a lictor for seventy years, forty-three of those since joining the Night Court and becoming Alephi. He’d been made Jovan’s primary investigator shortly after, a role made necessary by the cabals already forming within the Alephi.

That had been an alarming, faith-testing period. He’d thought everyone would give Jovan their unquestioning devotion and obedience, though he soon learned otherwise. He’d acted ruthlessly to bring the faithless to heel, and his imaginative punishments still resounded to this day: like slowly dissolving living ‘immortal’ Alephi in acid baths, so the agony would destroy their minds before their bodies succumbed.

Since then, he’d watched Jovan’s back assiduously, alerting him to several traitors over the years, most recently, Genadius. Former hierophants were notoriously unwilling to accept a ruler above them, he’d noticed. He’d eliminated several.

Irideus knew he was a rarity among the Alephi, for he’d left his face and body largely unchanged. He looked like a gentle, caring doctor, balding and soft-cheeked – until glyma-rage engulfed him and his true nature was revealed.

‘Tell me again,’ he instructed the broken figure before him, strapped to the rack in the dungeon beneath Tirnamel Castle. ‘This time, I want truth.’

His victim was a Bravanti magia, not that you could tell by looking, now that he’d flayed every inch of skin from her. She sobbed her way through her nonsense again, a garbled tale about an erling named Elindhu Morspeth, and ‘new magic powers’.

Or are they old? he wondered. Is this the mythical ‘aegis’?

The Most High didn’t like to speak of the early days when he’d been a Sanctor Warden. They’d become decadent and weak, as scripture said. They were better forgotten.

If this erling magia really has uncovered this ancient power, how did she do it?

To interrupt Magia Korajana’s repetitive moaning, he smashed a hammer down on her hand again. ‘Enough,’ he told her calmly. ‘You’ve said this already. Tell me something new.’

On the next table, the other prisoner, Bledys, lay dead. He’d accidentally killed her in a fury when she insulted him. He seldom lost his temper, because, as the old saying went, he knew exactly where to find it. But she’d got under his skin – the glyma could make berserkers of anyone. He’d been much more careful with Korajana. Unfortunately, she too was close to the end of her endurance.

‘Where have the erlings all gone?’ he demanded. ‘Tell me!’

There was no reply. She’d expired.

He tsked in disappointment, then resumed his pacing, occasionally pausing to admire the precise lacerations he’d made when he peeled off her skin. I am a master, he reminded himself. The greatest lictor ever to have lived. It was a source of constant pride.

However, his mind couldn’t linger on artistry, not with so intriguing a puzzle to decipher. What did it mean, to have a new/old magic resurface, and for the erlings to vanish at this critical moment in time, when the victory of Jovan Lux should be assured?

Is someone about to truly challenge us at this late hour?
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Acceptance

Hidden Lands

All know of the Shadowlands, called the Talam-Argith by the erlings: the ‘Silver World’. The Shadowlands exist alongside our world, occupying the same space, yet almost entirely separate. I say ‘almost entirely’ because there are places where the two worlds intersect, forming the portali gates, where one can shift from our world to the Shadowlands, or return. Some say the erlings created them.

Apollonia, Vestal Scholar, Petraxus, 1458

The Shadowlands

Autumn 1472

There was a strangely benign feel to the Talim-Argith that day. The usual ghostly voices were absent, as if this strange half-world was distracted by events elsewhere. Even the mists felt less threatening, and the stars a little brighter. Jadyn watched the dark shores of the river glide by – they were a long way inland, sailing up what would be the mighty Virae River, were they in the real world. These Shadowland rivers had no current, and the breeze filling the sails of the three ships didn’t even stir the fog, but they still moved, as if through willpower alone. Everyone was quiet as they watched the emptiness slide by.

‘Where we be?’ Aura sighed. ‘Is far now? Am sick of this.’

Jadyn felt the same. They’d been sailing these dreary seas for two weeks now, and the absence of sunlight was sapping everyone’s vitality. Jokes were harder to make, conversations took effort, and the gloom made everything feel worthless. But Master Danikos kept insisting they were nearly home, wherever that was.

As if in answer to Aura’s question, the look-out shouted, ‘I see a lake ahead!’

That roused everyone: Lake Anata in central Aquinium was where they’d move back to the real world and set out for the Wardens’ secret base. Jadyn felt a slow smile light his face. ‘I can’t wait to feel the sun,’ he remarked.

Aura sniffed her armpits and grimaced. ‘Cannot wait to wash.’

They didn’t have to wait long. Danikos opened a gateway and the three ships sailed through onto an expanse of water beneath the three moons of Coros. Everyone cheered to taste the fresh air and see the moonlight dancing on the water.

They spent the next hour tacking against fickle winds, making their way towards the eastern shore, but by dawn they were moored beside a tiny jetty and bundling up their few possessions. They would be riding, Danikos promised, and sure enough, a dozen figures in emerald-green tabards appeared soon after, leading strings of horses. Clearly, they were anticipated.

‘I suppose if everyone gets premonitions, everyone knows what everyone else is about to do and say,’ Jadyn noted drily. ‘Must be damned annoying.’

‘And boring,’ Aura added. ‘I prefer surprises.’ She leapt nimbly from the boat to the jetty, looked back at the felucca and shuddered. ‘Love this ship, love to sail; but never want to be seeing again!’

The air was hot and the sun bright here, despite it being autumn: the interior of Aquinium was barren and mostly warm and dry, despite the lake and river that passed through.

Danikos took Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel to meet the newcomers.

Here we go, Jadyn thought, though he felt no fear, just rising tension as he followed Danikos towards two men and a woman, all grey-haired and dressed in Zynochian desert gear. The woman was Abuthan, with close-cropped curls and a lined face. One man was from the Caliphates, a grim-looking bearded Zynochi; the other was a Northerner, a sunburnt Vorska with a heavier beard, sweating in the heat.

‘These are Gyoti, Ahriman and Herman,’ Danikos told him. ‘Masters, this is Jadyn Kaen, former Vestal knight, Auranushka Perafi of Neparia, and Nilis Evandriel – yes, the renowned scholar. They are all gifted aegis-wielders, who found us via Vanashta Baanholt. They are the first to do so in decades.’

Jadyn blinked in surprise. ‘How did your trainees find you, then?’

‘Through carefully concealed clues left in Akka chapels throughout Hytal,’ said Gyoti, the black woman. ‘It’s a much easier trail, but not one a glyma-user would discover. Your sworn duty is to destroy us, Sier Knight,’ she went on, more severely. ‘Why should we accept you?’

‘I’ve left the Order,’ Jadyn replied. ‘I came to realise that Evandriel here was right about the destruction elobyne is causing to our world.’

The four masters exchanged glances, then turned to Aura. ‘And you?’ Herman said brusquely.

Predictably, Aura wasn’t impressed at being condescended to. ‘Am here to teach manners,’ she harrumphed. ‘Maybe start with you.’

The big Vorska scowled, causing Jadyn to step between them, saying, ‘I’m none too impressed with your welcome either, frankly. We have sacrificed everything to be here.’

Herman glared down at Jadyn. ‘I don’t give a shit what you’ve sacrificed, Vestal.’

‘You led Alephi to our facility on Huntaru, Sier Knight,’ Ahriman accused. ‘Carelessness, or worse?’ Then he raised a hand. ‘I doubt the fault was yours, but these are dark days. If you’re proven, you’ll be made very welcome.’

‘If,’ Herman emphasised. ‘It’s not a given.’ He eyed Evandriel mutely, but swallowed whatever suspicions he harboured, for now at least, and said, ‘Find yourselves mounts. We’ll talk again soon.’

Jadyn took Aura’s arm and they joined the press around the horses, where they were assigned a pair of Caliphate chargers, already loaded with full saddlebags, bedrolls and water bottles. Behind them, the ships were being rowed into a Shadowland gate, where they vanished.

‘My Nidamora should be safe enough,’ Evandriel muttered. ‘I think these people mean well, but they’re cautious.’

‘They be scared of us,’ Aura commented.

‘Only until they see you in action, Mistress Aura,’ Evandriel said wryly. ‘After that, they’ll be terrified.’

Their destination was clear from the outset. They headed east into the wilderness, towards Qorium, the ancient capital of Aquinium, along a minor tributary that fed Lake Anata. Qorium had been built on the trade routes into the Kharagh, a primary artery for pumping spices, silks, horseflesh and tin into the Aquini Empire, until a series of droughts turned it into a dustbowl. The city was abandoned and never resettled. Now legends clung to it, of treasures never found and ghosts of old Aquini lords and ladies. ‘Going to Qorium’ now meant ‘falling to rack and ruin’.

The ride was a hard one, and the arid conditions had them all sweating and dusty by each day’s end. They camped around hidden oases, but bathing was forbidden, to keep the water drinkable. Cramped together in the shade of the rocks around the waterholes, there was little privacy. Longing looks were the most Jadyn and Aura could share.

‘There’s an Order bastion, Tar-Nareth, on the far side of the lake,’ Danikos told them in passing. ‘They patrol both shores and sometimes push into the desert as far as Qorium. Naturally, we don’t want to meet them.’

‘Your base is at Qorium, obviously,’ Jaydyn said.

‘I’m not supposed to say, in case you’re traitors,’ Danikos said drily. ‘But yes.’

They came into sight of their destination mid-afternoon: a broken sea of stone and mudbrick buildings, shattered and roofless, stretching on either side of a dried-up riverbed, the streets clogged and made treacherous by fallen rubble. As they entered, birds shrieked and basking reptiles crawled or slithered away. Dust devils danced between the stumps of statues and old pillars lining the main road in, animated by the fickle breeze. Mirages made the flat horizon swim.

‘This be stupid place to live,’ Aura commented. ‘No water, no shade, no fun.’ She threw Jadyn a mischievous look. ‘Good thing we bring own fun, si?’

He grinned. ‘I hope they allow shared rooms.’

‘They better, or big trouble,’ she declared. ‘Hola, Maestro Danikos, how long now? Am needing pee.’

There was a titter from the trainees, who were clearly too polite to say such things. The master pointed ahead. ‘Nearly there, Mistress Perafi. Clench your pelvic floor a while longer.’

He led them down a road that twisted through the broken morass of buildings, broken-topped walls looming overhead. Finally they entered a small courtyard, where a rare unbroken archway faced them. Danikos conjured, the air beneath the arch shimmered and became a stairway of stone, extending upwards and away. A colder wind blew towards them.

There was a low murmur as those closest peered through, until Gyoti flapped a hand impatiently. ‘Up you go! It’ll hold your weight. Move! Mistress Perafi isn’t the only one that wants to empty her bladder!’

They dismounted and began carefully walking their mounts through the arch and up the steps, which were broad enough for the horses to move easily. Beyond was a massive stone platform hundreds of paces across, that seemed to floated on the air. Sitting atop it was a Zynochi-style fortress with whitewashed walls, gracefully curved battlements, a minaret in the middle and buttressed towers at each corner. The sky was a deep blue, both sun and stars visible in the firmament.

Half in and half out of our world, Jadyn guessed. Having seen similar places in Semmanath-Tuhr and Isla Huntaru, he’d expected something of the sort. It was still impressive.

‘Welcome to Sanctor Keep,’ Danikos said grandly. ‘Behold a miracle of the aegis.’

‘Is nice, but has plumbing?’ Aura replied tartly. ‘Better, else we go home.’

‘You won’t be disappointed, I promise you.’

‘Aura be easily disappointed. So far, only Jadyn Knight meet expectations. Mostly.’

Jadyn frowned. ‘Mostly?’

‘Always room for improving,’ she said airily.

They climbed to the floating platform, feeling increasingly precarious as they rose above the broken buildings and the sea of ruins unfolded around them. The castle was large, but they saw no guards on the walls, just a few, clad in sky blue, at the main gates. Smoke rose from chimneys within, and a psalmist wailed a call to prayer from the minaret.

Such Zynochi observances predated the Akkanite Church, making Jadyn wonder if these Wardens were pagan. The Akkanite Church had many faults and he doubted Akka was real, but it was all he knew.

They filed into a courtyard, where more trainees appeared to help them dismount and remove their baggage, before leading their horses away. The new arrivals were herded towards a side entrance, but Gyoti intercepted Jadyn and Aura, and pointed to the main doors and a burly yellow-robed master, a Bedumi, with braids and dark skin.

‘Grandmaster Zechariah will see you immediately,’ Gyoti said, before scurrying off. Apparently, her declared need to relieve herself was genuine. Aura mewled enviously, as she and Jadyn approached the grandmaster uncertainly.

‘Milord?’ Jadyn tried, unsure of the correct terms of address.

‘Welcome, Sier Jadyn, Mistress Perafi,’ Zechariah replied in a deep voice. ‘Follow me.’

He led them into a functional, unimposing entrance hall, gesturing left and right. ‘Ablutions are in the east wing, ground floor. The refectory hall is in the west wing. We have water plumbed in from a reservoir beneath the city. Certain pumps discharge heated water, thanks to pipes running across sunlit courtyards. They’re marked red.’

‘Oh, this be much better,’ Aura applauded.

‘So glad to meet your high standards,’ Zechariah replied drily. ‘Your rooms will be in the guest level, one flight up, until we determine your status here. Refresh yourselves and join us in the council chamber in ten minutes.’ He pointed out a pony-tailed Miravian girl. ‘Milya will guide you.’

The girl smiled brightly and took them to the ablutions wing, male and female facilities on opposite sides of the corridor, where private closets for bodily wastes and pumps discharging warm water awaited. They had a minute or two to relieve themselves and clean up, then the girl chivvied them up to a meeting room set with leather-padded carved wood seats and a heavily polished oak table, all dark with age.

Grandmaster Zechariah awaited them, flanked by Gyoti and Ahriman. Milya placed them opposite Herman and Danikos, who were seated halfway along the table, before departing. They both immediately grabbed goblets of water and drained them thirstily. The water was cool as ice and deliciously pure.

‘I am told you’re the most recent people to decipher the old hidden path and find Isla Huntaru,’ Zechariah rumbled. ‘That entitles you to join us, if you wish.’ He grimaced and added, ‘Unfortunately, even if it isn’t your wish, you can’t leave: this is a secret place and must remain so. People don’t find us accidentally, but not all who find us are worthy.’

Jadyn faced him. ‘We’ve lost too much to turn back.’

‘Tell us about that,’ Ahriman invited.

It was a long tale by now, from Avas Island, where Gram Larch’s words had set them on this path, to Port Gaudien, Lictor Borghart and Corbus Ritter, onwards to the Vanashta Baanholt monastery in Neparia, the rainbow bridge, Bedum-Mutaza, Sherkaza and Huntaru. They talked about the Serrafim – or Alephi, if that was the right word – who plagued them, and the Exemplar Vazi Virago and her people. He left out only the erlings of Semmanath-Tuhr, for that was not his secret to share.

Jadyn noticed exchanged glances when certain names were spoken, including Romara’s, which had his pulse quickening. ‘Please,’ he said urgently, when his narrative ended, ‘do you have news of Romara Challys and my fellow Falcons?’

‘We know nothing at the moment, but we’re expecting an update soon,’ Zechariah answered. ‘For now, what matters is testing your aptitude, from which we will determine where you are to be placed in the trainee programme. Most train for eight to ten years before they’re ready to face the world.’

‘Eight to ten years?’ Jadyn exclaimed.

‘Eight to ten days, maybe,’ Aura snapped. ‘Else Aura be going home.’

‘That’s not an option,’ Zechariah said, his voice edged with disapproval. ‘If you’re as good as you appear to think you are, then prove it tomorrow.’ He rang his handbell and Milya reappeared. ‘Give our new trainees the tour, my dear.’

Jadyn and Aura exchanged worried looks as they left the chamber. With so much going on in the outside world, there was no way they could afford to be locked up here for a month or two, let alone years.

But they followed Milya, who appeared to be positively bubbling with excitement at the novelty of them. ‘Are you ready to see the castle?’ she enthused.

Aura struck an exaggerated pose. ‘Is what I be living for!’

Milya frowned, then went back to beaming brightly. ‘Well, follow me. First is the chapel, behind the main hall. It’s a multi-ecumenical shrine, incorporating all known religions as we have a philosophy of inclusion, and . . .’

The guest room was large but austere, an airy room with big windows that could be opened as doors onto a balcony overlooking gardens at the rear of the castle. They’d seen the large fishpond near the stables and the vegetable and herb gardens, which flourished despite the lack of direct sunlight in this half-world. Jadyn supposed there must be an underground reservoir beneath. It was undeniably impressive.

Afterwards, they were shown to their temporary rooms – one each with single beds – and were able to wash before a meal in a small lounge. Afterwards, they sat on the balcony and talked, watching the dance of the stars above as the twilight faded in vivid streaks of rose-gold. The horizon was a shimmering heat haze painted over featureless grey-brown plains, a blending back into the real world, Milya had told them. Walk long enough, she said, and you’d emerge in the arid badlands of northern Aquinium. But you couldn’t walk back in – that required the archway they’d used earlier.

Master Ahriman, who had joined them at the meal, had told them what he knew of Romara’s trial in Hyastar and the Blood Trial. ‘The Vestal Order has united behind Augusta Martia’s faction and openly defies the Hierophant,’ he’d told them. ‘As his most powerful military force, he cannot easily crush them, even without the vyr who are aiding the rebel knights in Hyastar. The empire is in crisis.’

After he’d departed, they talked about the testing, which would happen tomorrow.

‘We should be in Hyastar,’ Jadyn muttered, aching at the thought of his friends in danger. ‘Regardless of this test, we can’t linger here. Romara needs us.’

‘Si, we go,’ Aura agreed. ‘As soon as can.’ She frowned, then added, ‘But still wanting to learn things here, si. Will come back after, learn all.’

Jadyn gave her a surprised look. ‘Not long ago, you’d have wanted to stay well out of the fight. What’s changed?’

‘Have seen demon-angels. Have found good man. Aura be with Jadyn now, always.’

He blinked at a sudden stinging in his eyes. ‘Thank you,’ he breathed.

‘Aura is yours, Jadyn Knight. Let’s go bed now, make passionate sexing, si?’

He took her hand as a compelling thought struck him. ‘Yes, but first I have a question.’ He slid down to one knee, looking up at her vivacious, luminous face and blurted, ‘Auranuschka Perafi, will you marry me?’

Her eyebrows shot up. ‘What? Why?’

‘Why? Because I love you. I want to be with you for ever.’

‘You already have this.’ She patted her heart. ‘Why pay for what you get for free?’ Her expression was perplexed as she searched his face. ‘You mean this? Really want marrying?’

He nodded, terrified she was about to say no, for some reason he’d never understand.

She grabbed his hands. ‘Si, Jadyn Knight, me casaré contigo. I marry you.’

As her words hit him, he wanted to leap, to shout, to dance, to seize and hold her . . . But he locked all that up for now and rose, pulling her to her feet. ‘Well then, let’s go.’

‘Go?’

‘To the chapel. Before you change your mind.’

She froze. ‘What? No! Have no dress. Hair be wet and tangle—’

‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘Only you matter.’

‘But—’

‘Is the answer still yes?’

She flinched, and blurted, ‘Si, answer tresa muyos, yes-yes-yes!’

‘Then let’s do it.’ With that Jadyn bent, and before she could react – though she undoubtedly saw it coming – he threw her over his shoulder. Laughing with giddy joy, he carried out the door and down the stairs while she squealed and slapped at his back.

Milya appeared, gaping. ‘What’s happening? What’re you doing?’

‘We’re going to get married,’ Jadyn called, half-turning and nearly smacking Aura’s head into a pillar. ‘Do you have a priest here?’

Milya squealed excitedly as other trainees appeared. ‘I’ll find her,’ Milya shouted and scampered away, shouting, ‘They’re getting married! They’re getting married!’ as if it were the best news she’d ever heard.

Aura squawked at Jadyn to put her down. ‘Not funny now! Stop this!’ she wailed, but he ignored her, deciding she couldn’t be trusted not to run.

Nilis Evandriel appeared, beaming from ear to ear. ‘About damned time,’ the scholar exclaimed. ‘Shall I give her away? I’ve never been to a wedding – none of my friends had any kind of romantic lives, being Order scholars, but they sound so interesting, and this chapel is a strange mix of—’

‘You’ve got the job,’ Jadyn interrupted the flow, swinging the red-faced Aura off his shoulder. ‘Don’t let her escape.’

She landed with her usual grace and jabbed a finger at him, saying, ‘You no do again! First rule of happy marrying be: woman is boss! Compreneya? Si?’

Jadyn grinned. ‘Si, si, I see!’ He clapped Evandriel on the shoulder. ‘Give me five minutes to get the cleric on side, then bring her in. Oh, and . . . in the north we give rings . . .’

‘I’ll sort it out,’ Evandriel said.

Jadyn took his hand and shook it. ‘Thank you, my friend. I haven’t even asked: have you been accepted as a trainee? We’ve been so wrapped up in our own problems—’

‘I’m too old to wave swords, but they want me for my scholarship,’ Evandriel chuckled. ‘I’ll be paid considerably more than you two, and I’ll get my own suite. These people have no idea how to negotiate.’ With that he took the still bemused Aura’s arm and waved Jadyn away. ‘See you in ten minutes.’

‘I said five—’

‘Twenty,’ Aura said. ‘Want dress. And perfume and flowers. Be mucha bella for you. Thirty minutes – no less.’

In the end it was forty, by which time a great many trainees and masters had assembled in the chapel, which was a blend of old Zynochi, Abuthan and Hytal faiths and religions. The cleric, a master called Dulciana, didn’t even ask what faith they followed.

‘What matters is love,’ she said firmly. ‘Do you love her?’

‘With all my heart and soul,’ Jadyn replied honestly.

‘And does she love you? There is no bribery or coercion in your relationship? You are equals, drawn by mutual affection? You will place her at the centre of your world?’

‘She’s already there.’

Dulciana smiled widely. ‘Then I consent to marry you – provided she says the same.’

Finally, after standing anxiously at the altar, under the scrutiny of a crowd of people he didn’t know, the murmur and buzz of the gathering subsided. Evandriel appeared at the doors and called, ‘All rise for the bride.’

He reappeared a few moments later with Aura on his arm.

Somehow, she’d been transformed. Her hair was piled up, her cheeks rouged and lips painted the same scarlet hue as the dress, which was too big for her and slipping off one shoulder in an altogether enticing way. She held her hands before her, loosely roped together in the traditional Nepari manner: brides were treated as hostages there.

Jadyn felt the enormity of it, then: marriage into another culture altogether, a macho society of bravado, strutting pride and boasting, where every emotion was worn on the sleeve, so different to his own reserved northlands.

But he didn’t have even a fleeting thought about backing out.

Evandriel walked her up the aisle, a crooked smile on his face, while the Abuthans in the gathering looked away symbolically, the Zynochi bowed to the bride and the Talmoni clapped. Then magically – because for Jadyn, time had frozen – she was standing alongside him, Evandriel was withdrawing to the front row and Master Dulciana was facing them, holding an icon of Akka and Elysia, a hammer entangled with lilies.

He’d not noticed before how phallic the former was, nor how feminine the latter.

The words were a blur, until the key ones.

‘Jadyn Kaen, will you marry this woman, Auranuschka Perafi, and love her all your life?’

‘I will,’ he managed, his hoarse voice sounding a lot less certain than he felt because he was overwhelmed with his bride’s beauty and his own good fortune.

‘Auranuschka Perafi, will you marry this man, Jadyn Kaen, and love him all your life?’

‘Si, lo aré,’ she said drolly. ‘If I must.’ Then she winked. ‘I will, with all my heart.’

Dulciana smiled wistfully. ‘Then I declare you man and wife, before all the gods and all Creation. May blessings follow you all your days. You are man and wife.’

Jadyn stared, then leaned in, their lips meeting as the unreality of the moment dissolved into the real. Aura tasted of lip-paint, nerves and joy, and nothing had ever been sweeter.
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A New Elysia

Elysia and her status

Let us be clear about the status of Elysia. In Aquinium, prior to their defeat by the Zynochi, rich women owned all female household slaves, while their husbands owned the males. These female slaves were termed handmaidens, and commonly they had the task of satisfying the husbands’ sexual needs when the wife was menstruating, pregnant or otherwise unavailable. Elysia, in The Book of Lux, is explicitly termed handmaiden, not wife. Akka rules heaven, and Akka alone.

Iovanius, Church Scholar, 1344

Isla Cardonia, Sea of Erath

Autumn 1472

Vazi Virago flailed her blade as an elusive Auranuschka Perafi darted around her, trapping her in spiderwebs. The more she struggled the more she was caught . . .

But then the dream changed: she was young, waking from a deep sleep – to find a corpse pressed against her, bound to her, naked and rigid and covered in blood. Kymeera. She screamed and screamed, until the vision shattered like breaking glass and she thrashed to awareness in the tangled sheets of her bed. She was soaked in sweat, the sheets damp and the air cloying hot, but she was chilled to the core.

Sister, she wailed. Kymeera—!

—until she came fully awake and realised it was all just phantasms and imaginings.

I am the Chosen of Jovan, she reminded herself. Nothing can hurt me now.

Repeating that mantra, her anxiety subsided.

She and Jovan were still on Isla Cardonia, to give her time to recuperate before they travelled to his court in the north. After the demise of Genadius, he needed to be there to deal with any unrest, he’d told her, so tonight would be their last here.

It had been idyllic; to be alone with the world’s most incredible man: a genius, immortal and unchanged, who’d changed Coros two centuries ago and still guided the world. His tales of the legendary past captivated her, and she could feel herself falling under his spell.

It wasn’t sexual attraction, as her revulsion of intimacy remained. She still felt incapable of letting anyone get physically close. But so far, she couldn’t fault his decorum. He’d been proper, noble and wise, and his voice, eyes and face all entranced her. Most importantly, she felt safe with him, a rare thing when it came to men.

That evening she sipped chilled water and nibbled at grapes, watching the sunset. The smell of cooking rose from below where the servants went about their tasks, oblivious that they served the Lord of the World. Their true masters, senators from Mardium, were sitting in blank oblivion in a sitting room below, ignored by all.

A vacant-looking maid appeared at Vazi’s door, and said, ‘The master awaits.’

Vazi’s heart leapt as she fluttered to a mirror to check her hair, then got annoyed for doing so, deliberately mussing it again before striding through the palace like a knight going to war.

I am my own person, she reminded herself. I must remain so.

But as she entered the lounge and saw Jovan at the window, gazing out over the seas, the sunset shining round him like heaven’s own radiance, she almost fell to her knees.

‘Vaziella, you look beautiful,’ he told her, making her spirit sing despite herself. ‘Let me pour you some wine. It’s a Miravian white, like honey and alpine flowers.’

It was exquisite, and the meal, skewers of spiced meat and fried cubes of cheese laid on peppery leaves, was succulent perfection. With the cooling night air bathing her skin, she felt the peace emanating from him brushing up against her fears.

Is this the glorious destiny I’ve dreamed of? It feels like it.

But she didn’t lower her guard. She’d experienced brief moments of great satisfaction before – usually after destroying an opponent in the arena – only to confront new sets of fears and foes. But here, with him, she felt untouchable.

‘Where do we go tomorrow?’ she asked, after the plates were cleared, the wine refilled and they were alone again. ‘Is it to Nexus Isle?’

Jovan smiled. ‘There, you’ve uncovered my greatest secret! Of course it is.’

‘I can’t wait to see it,’ she said, though she wondered how warm the welcome from the other Alephi would be. They’ll be mostly men from a different age, when women were lackeys, she thought. I’ll have to prove myself all over again. Hopefully, Jovan’s support would spare her the worst of that.

He smiled gravely. ‘Vaziella, when we arrive, there’s something you must do. I’m sorry, but it’ll be an ordeal.’

His words instantly cast a shadow on this hitherto perfect evening. ‘What is it?’

‘Genadius infected you with his ichor, and that must be purged.’

She shuddered, the taste of the wine turning bitter in her mouth. Memories of being crushed beneath Genadius flooded her mind, his tongue raping her mouth and the cold flood of his ichor choking her. ‘I . . .’ she faltered. ‘How . . . ?’

Miraculously, he understood.

‘You will not be forced to go through anything like what Genadius inflicted on you,’ he declared. ‘What he did to you was appalling. That was a lesser anointing, an act of enslavement. The full rites are completely different: a holy, sacred ritual, that will perfect you in every way. You’ll undergo it alone, standing or falling by your own capacities.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘When you emerge, I promise you will be perfected, and free.’

She stared tremulously, because for the first time in her life, a male with power over her wasn’t seeking to abuse it. That, more than anything else that had happened, sealed her respect and reverence for him.

He truly was her Saviour.

They left at dawn, after as peaceful a night as Vazi could remember, alone on her balcony, sleepless yet utterly refreshed and at one with herself. After explaining how to conjure wings of glyma, Jovan showed her the miracle of flight. It was glorious, to sweep high into the air and head north as the world woke beneath them.

However, crossing the coastline was a shock, even to Jovan, she suspected.

From so high up, they could see that the entire coast of Aquinium was overrun with refugees. Giant tent cities clustered around the towns, dwarfing some of the permanent settlements. Flying closer, they saw that many of the towns had been sacked and were now burning. The Bedumi peninsula was aflame, and refugees flooded the roads north, looting every settlement in their path.

‘There is rebellion throughout the south, as peasants rise against their masters,’ Jovan told her, as they hovered above the dispiriting scene. ‘The Hierophant has lost control.’

‘What will you do?’ she asked.

‘For now, there’s nothing I can do,’ he replied sadly. ‘If they knew we existed, the masses would panic, when we need order more than ever. Secrecy remains paramount: there are a million sinners to every Alephi.’

It was a sobering thought, but up here, where people looked like ants, it was hard to think it all real. The lives of the insignificant are transitory, she reminded herself. They don’t have a destiny like ours. ‘The worthy will be saved,’ she recited piously.

‘When we are supreme, this won’t happen,’ Jovan declared.

By midday they were over the foothills of the giant central mountains, the Qor-Massif, where the pagans once imagined the gods dwelt. The real gods of these times – Jovan’s Alephi – dwelt at Nexus Isle, so they bypassed the crystalline peaks, glided over frosted heights and swooped down river valleys into the heartland of the empire: Talmont herself, her forests and hills braided by massive rivers, fertile and lush.

At high altitude the winds were searing cold, icing her brow and freezing her fingers, but her new skin was impervious, so she felt only comfort and peace soaring alongside her new lord. The views were gloriously pristine, a panorama such as only Akka and his Serrafim ever saw. They flew with eagles, creatures of such majesty she almost wept. Famous cities and castles of the northern empire, rich in history, architecture and the plunder of empire, were just dots below as they caught a southerly and flew unseen, until they reached the frigid northern seas and Nexus Isle itself hove into view.

A beacon shone on the highest tower of a majestic, fairy-tale castle atop a conical mountain on a near-circular island, just a few kylos across, girt by the hundreds of ships that came here to collect and disperse the elobyne shards the slaves mined. To Vazi’s senses, the place throbbed with glyma-energy. The air was filled with singing as she and Jovan glided overhead: they were hymns to Jovan Himself.

Her Saviour led her to the balcony of the tower, landing gracefully, then turning and catching her awkward attempt to do the same. She was too stunned by the beauty and wonder of this place to be annoyed by her misstep and the unexpected physical contact.

‘Does nobody come to greet you?’ she asked, having expected ranks of courtiers.

‘Anyone who needs to know I’m here, knows to stay away,’ he said, gesturing expansively. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s incredible,’ she exclaimed, ‘but how can nobody know this is here?’

‘It is according to my will,’ Jovan said, as his wings faded. ‘We’re not ready to unveil this miracle, therefore, slaves are required, and they never leave. Those who visit – mostly engineers and Lighters – are sworn to secrecy. This has been the labour of decades.’

Vazi turned slowly, taking in the magnificence of the marble walls, the graceful towers and beautiful, unified architectural plan, the street lay-out symmetrical and elegant, the buildings all fitting together in harmony. ‘It’s extraordinary,’ she admitted. ‘But what’s it for? There’s nothing out here. We’re in the middle of a frozen sea.’

The Alephi lord smiled secretively. ‘All that has been considered, my dear Vaziella, but I won’t spoil all the surprises. Come, let’s get the ordeal out of the way, then all will be made clear. Are you ready?’

To become a full Alephi . . . to be more than human . . .

She felt a shiver of apprehension. ‘I hope so.’

‘You are,’ Jovan assured her. ‘I’ve never met anyone more ready than you.’

That settled her nerves as she followed him into the fortress. His private quarters clearly took up the whole floor, because they met nobody as he led her along wide halls lined with statues, a mixture of mythic beasts and his own image, carved in life-like proportion and detail – then down spiral stairs to an underground doorway, where he paused.

‘Below, behind these doors, is the heart of this palace. It’s a perilous place, but you can survive it. Genadius tried to break you, but that only made you stronger, better able to assimilate the forces you will encounter.’

From anyone else, his words may have sounded glib. From his lips, they were heartening and uplifting. ‘What must I do?’ she asked.

‘Enter, disrobe in the atrium – the radiance needs to reach all your skin – and enter the crystal cavern beyond. Inside are stone taniths – that’s an erling word, meaning “birth-grave”, a place of renewal. Lie down in one and I will do the rest from here.’ He showed her a carved panel, wrought from pure elobyne. ‘Here is where the energies of the chamber are controlled. Once you’re inside, I will increase those energies to the critical level.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘Either you live and become a full Alephi, or there’ll be nothing left but bones. To survive, you must remain conscious, and despite the pain, you must manage the energy flows. For those who’ve never used the glyma, it’s hard – many fail. But for mages and knights like you, it’s usually second nature. I have full confidence in you.’

And I have full confidence in you, she realised, so I am putting my life in your hands.

That was a wonderful thing for her.

Jovan opened the doors and ushered her into a short tunnel. She walked down it and into a simple changing room where she paused, wondering at herself. She’d never trusted anyone fully; even now, anxieties warred with that desire to trust. But Jovan’s charisma carried her past those doubts. He’d chosen her, out of all the women in the world. He demanded nothing of her she couldn’t give, respected her space and now offered her a higher state of being. That spoke to her soul.

This is my destiny, the wonderful thing I’ve always known waited for me . . .

After this, there would be nothing and no one she need fear.

She exhaled and peeled off her clothing, then went into a domed chamber around sixty paces across. Walls of smooth, polished stone were shot through with glowing veins of opal. In the middle of the marble floor were four mounds of crystal, each one about waist-high with a body-length cavity to lie in. They looked a lot like sarcophagi.

No, she reminded herself, picking one, a tanith, a birth-grave. I will rise again, reborn.

She laid a hand on the rough lip and had a flash of vision, of other people lying here, some glowing bright, their eyes turning pure gold; as many again charring and bursting into flames. Hundreds of them . . . So many had tried; only about half had transcended.

I will succeed. Jovan says I’m ready.

She cast doubt aside and climbed into the tanith, lay on her back and stared at the roof, taking slow breaths and stilling her mind as if she were about to enter the arena for a fight.

For a few moments all was still.

Then the light began growing steadily brighter, a pale rose-pink glow rising from below. The temperature of the smooth crystal against her back was also gently rising, seeping into her body in a way that was very familiar: the itchy, irritable, angry taste of the glyma, like drawing on an elobyne orb, but purer and stronger.

She shifted her focus to managing that energy flow, inhaling and exhaling faster as it began to sting like multiple wasps were attacking her, stabbing into her calves, buttocks and back. She gasped, for each stinger was now a worm, wriggling into her; while above her the rim of the tanith was moving, growing jagged teeth that protruded up and over her, until it felt like being inside a toothy mouth. Images of the Devourer filled her head and she realised that if she didn’t react quickly, she’d be fully enclosed – devoured. Claustrophobia flared, culminating in an urge to leap out before this fast-growing lid covered her.

No.

She resisted, remaining prone as the crystal teeth above crunched closed: if she’d panicked and sat up, she’d have been cut in half. Her heart thudded as this new crystal roof flowed together seamlessly. The light began to shimmer all round her as bursts of energy slammed into her from every direction, piercing her through and through. It felt like she would burn; she cried out, teetering on the edge of panic, as her vision went scarlet—

But her mastery of the glyma was renowned. Although this was worse than anything she’d ever endured, she drew on all that iron discipline, holding herself intact as she finally mastered the energy flow roaring through her. She felt it anneal inside her, gripping onto every atom of her being until she was an alloy of flesh, crystal and purpose.

With that, the pain receded and she floated secure, at one with the glyma and the elobyne. With a thought, she shattered the lid and rose into the air above the tanith, her body aglow. Visions of a future filled her mind, a world where she sat on a throne beside Jovan’s and ruled all creation.

If he is a god, I’ll be a goddess . . .

This was her glorious destiny.

Gradually the glow died, and even though it had been agonisingly painful, she felt a strange sense of regret to lose that sensation. It could easily become addictive, she realised.

She willed herself to the floor, floating down and righting herself, her control perfect. Her body lost its unearthly glow and she found that her hair had grown fully to its old length, while her skin was now smooth, baby-clean and perfect, all freckles erased and scars gone.

She was truly reborn.

Jovan’s voice filled the chamber. ‘You have triumphed, my Elysia. How do you feel?’

She looked up, feeling glorious, and asked, ‘Can I do it again?’

‘It’s not recommended,’ Jovan replied drily. ‘Dress, then return to the atrium.’

She met him outside the chamber, feeling so magnificent that she twirled for him, then curtseyed. ‘Did I do well?’ she asked, unashamedly seeking approval.

He took her hand, sliced her palm with his crystal nail and licked the milky fluid that welled out, an act that felt beautiful to her. Even her usual urge to flinch away was absent.

He could do whatever he wanted to me, and it would be right.

He smiled gently, as if he knew that. But she adored that he didn’t act on it.

The cut in her palm vanished in seconds. Another miracle.

‘Few manage that rite as you did, my Elysia. I have rewards for you.’

He took her back up the deserted stairs to a small armoury. In it, suits of plate and chainmail armour were draped over wooden frames; shields and bucklers hung from hooks, and dozens of beautifully crafted flamberges, tuelawars, longswords, cutlasses and giant klaimoors were displayed as if in a museum. Each one was a work of art, inlaid with etched designs and studded with gems, and all whetted to razor sharpness. A few even had names that she recognised from tales of past knights and heroes, some predating the Triple Empire.

‘Is that the real Dyrnwyn?’ she exclaimed over one klaimoor. ‘And is that spear really the Gliamacht of Foyle?’

‘Of course,’ Jovan said casually. ‘Choose whatever you wish.’

‘Any at all?’ she clarified, stunned.

‘Whatever you desire is yours.’

She felt somewhat overcome, like a child in a toymaker’s store, though she didn’t feel worthy of the legendary weapons, not to mention a little uneasy that the old steel might have become brittle. Instead, she chose a newly forged flamberge, similar to those she wielded in the Order, but without the now-superfluous orb of elobyne. For armour she chose a shining cuirass, sturdy shoulder plates and greaves, all decorated with delicate etching, chainmail skirts and a helm shaped like a dragon head, with a visor and a grille of interlocking metal teeth over the mouth: fearsome, yet gorgeous. It came with a matching silver-plated dragon mask, such as those the Night Court wore.

‘Every mask is unique,’ he told her.

‘I’m surprised someone else hasn’t chosen a dragon mask,’ she commented.

‘I saved it for you,’ Jovan replied. ‘I foresaw your coming, of course. It was inevitable that someone of your prowess and determination would find your way to me. I know it felt like touch and go that I reached you in time at the volcano, but to me it was always fated.’

She swallowed, not daring to meet his eyes lest they break through her reserve. ‘I feel that too,’ she admitted. ‘The mask is beautiful.’

‘Consider it a token of things to come. Do you know the name Mirophelius? He was a great mage-scholar from Mardium to whom I granted immortality. He’s found a way to use liquid elobyne to construct beasts that are worthy of us: intelligent beasts based on myth. Even now, the first viable brood of real, living dragons ever to have lived are reaching maturity. You will be given the alpha female, Shemagh.’

Her eyes flickered to his beguiling face, feeling overwhelmed by his kindness. But her barriers instinctively rose. Other men had tried to buy her favour, but surely Jovan Lux didn’t need to do such things. ‘I’m grateful – but why me?’

‘Because you’re my champion,’ he replied. ‘Your glory enhances mine.’

It was a thrilling reply. ‘Then I thank you.’

‘You’re very welcome. So, are you ready to meet my court?’ Jovan asked.

‘What do I need to know?’

‘That it’s a nest of vipers,’ he drawled. ‘You might imagine that they’d have rewarded my generosity to them – the gifts of immortality, power and every luxury they could crave – with love, loyalty and obedience. But sadly, such gifts change people. Genadius was my greatest acolyte when I gifted him immortality. He became a traitor. He’s gone, but I don’t doubt that there are others among my Alephi who still plot against me.’

She was struck by the loneliness in his voice. How awful, to be so superior that all your friends are poisoned by envy, she thought. Can’t they just rejoice to be near him?

‘I will never turn against you,’ she vowed.

He looked at her sadly. ‘So often I hear this. So seldom does it hold true.’

Struck by a kind of outrage, she dropped to one knee and offered him her new blade. ‘You are a prophet. Kill me, if you foresee even the slightest doubt in my soul,’ she said thickly. ‘I would rather die than betray you.’

Then she waited, staring at his feet, wondering if at any moment she’d feel the shocking sensation of her neck parting, her head hitting the floor and rolling.

Instead, he took her hand, pulled her up and returned the flamberge. ‘Vaziella, it is you I trust most.’

Shockingly, for a moment she wanted him to kiss her. And she saw he would, if she truly wished it . . .

But her old neuroses made her flinch away. ‘I’m sorry, she blurted. ‘I can’t—’

‘Hush,’ he said softly. ‘I have others for such urges.’

It was a disappointment that he had urges at all, but she was grateful for his mercy.

‘I have told you I am the nearest thing to a god there is,’ he said. ‘A demigod, perhaps? But that makes me part-human, with human desires. I am on a journey, as you are. In time, we will both be made whole.’ He stroked her armoured forearm, touching but not. It was still unsettling. ‘In the meantime, let’s introduce you to my court. I want you to make an impact, Vaziella. Make them respect you.’

‘How?’ she asked.

‘You’ll know what’s required when you see it.’ He laid his hand on her shoulder greaves. ‘There are half a dozen factions in my court, each formed around a particular dynasty. Genadius was head of the Pandriani, but his cabal are now in disarray and primed to be destroyed. Make an example of them, to deter others.’

For all his gentleness, he was strong and ruthless: a king, as well as a saviour.

She looked inside herself and found she approved.

They descended to a grand throne hall, where hundreds of gaudily clad Alephi lords and ladies waited, every one of them a vision of youth and beauty, with their own unique style, from rugged strength to ephemeral delicate beauty. Every race, every colour, every fashion. Some Vazi even recognised, notables who’d supposedly died or retired from public life. The tense, muted conversations died as she and Jovan entered, then all knelt, chorusing a welcome to Jovan, while staring at her uncertainly.

‘I present to you our newest sister,’ Jovan said grandly. ‘Vaziella al’Nuqheel, called Virago, Exemplar of the Vestal Order. She has earned her place among us, the inheritors of Coros, by her prowess, her loyalty to the Throne, and her slaying of a dangerous dissident: Genadius Pandramion.’

That announcement was greeted with everything from applause, praise and calls of welcome to anguished consternation. One young woman blurted, ‘Since when does killing one of us earn a place at our table?’

She was blonde, gorgeous, and her face had Genadius’ stamp.

‘Is she of value, Great Lord?’ Vazi murmured, for Jovan’s ears alone.

He smiled benignly. ‘She is Genadia of the Pandriani, Genadius’ favourite daughter. No value at all, except to dissidents seeking status with which to challenge me.’

Someone to make an example of, and thereby win fear, if not respect.

Vazi slowly drew her flamberge, gripped it by the blade and threw it at the woman, who caught it deftly. Genadia glanced to someone on her left, then at Jovan, her expression puzzled and wary. ‘What’s happening here, Great Lord?’ she asked uncertainly.

‘I’m giving you a gift,’ Vazi said brashly, advancing on the young-old woman. ‘My sword, if you can keep it.’

Genadia gripped the blade hesitantly, then shook her head, her eyes on Jovan.

She’s not a fool, Vazi realised. She possibly doesn’t even deserve this.

That didn’t stop her; she’d played out similar scenes before in her career, when arriving at a new bastion, knowing that if she didn’t assert herself, she’d been walked all over. ‘Your father died on his knees, mewling like a piglet,’ she told Genadia, pitching her voice to utmost insolence. ‘Have you inherited his spinelessness?’

Like a fish, the imperial princess took the bait: raised to rule, she couldn’t help herself.

‘You want to throw your weight about?’ Genadia flared. ‘We eat pretenders like you before breakfast.’ She raised the sword like a trophy. ‘Thanks for giving me the only weapon in the room.’ She hurled it to a curly-haired Aquini with foppish clothes and a dancer’s body and said, ‘Fabio, deal with this insolent nothing.’

Vazi’s heart thudded. She’d thought nobody would dare champion the girl – and she knew exactly who Fabio Montesso was.

He was already moving as he caught the blade, carving the air as he flashed towards her, two feints in the same heartbeat and then a slash aimed at her neck . . . but she was in motion too, bending impossibly to let the steel flash by, spinning away as he followed, his blows preceded by fore-images from her aegis-sight. Fabio moved with balletic grace and the precision of a killer – which he was, having been Exemplar in his day. He bore down on her relentlessly, his technique flawless, each slash and stab closing down her escape routes, anticipating every one of them, eluding her traps and pinning her against one wall, until every possible future seemed to include being cut down and beheaded . . .

She needed the impossible . . . and reached for it. In Bedum-Mutaza, she’d seen Nilis Evandriel stop a man in mid-air, flip him over and send him headfirst into the ground.

Evandriel had the aegis, and so do I . . .

If she’d thought it through, she might have doubted she could touch the aegis at all, as her body was now made of elobyne and glyma. But she didn’t think, just focused her will and made Fabio stop.

He’d launched himself into a killing blow. As she threw all her energy into this last, potentially futile act, most of her premonitions showed her own body sprawled headless and gushing blood.

But the blade slowed . . . just enough . . .

She bent from his blow and used his own momentum to wrench him from his feet as she broke his wrist, pulled her sword from his grip, reversed it in an eyeblink and plunged it through his skull.

When she looked around, the entire court were gaping.

Then Genadia screamed and launched herself at Vazi, fingers like talons and teeth bared.

She struck Vazi’s suddenly extended sword, which impaled her through the chest.

Before Genadia could pull herself off the three-foot blade, Vazi lifted her from her feet and drove her into the nearest pillar, pinning the woman in place, her mouth screaming in fury – until Vazi drew a parrying dagger and drove through Genadia’s left eye into the brain. The princess shuddered and went limp, still nailed to the stone pillar.

Vazi wrenched out the flamberge and spun, seeking further enemies.

Nobody moved for five aeon-long seconds.

She basked in the moment of relief and immortality.

She was still the best, the greatest living warrior.

Though Fabio Montesso was an Exemplar, like me, she reminded herself. He thought he’d live for ever, too.

Glory, the tales said, was always fleeting.

Then everyone coolly applauded . . . until at the back, a beautiful bald man gasped and fell on his face, a stiletto jammed to the hilt in the back of his skull. An ebony Abuthan woman stood behind him. ‘He was the last of Genadius’ faction,’ the woman said calmly. ‘My apologies for bringing a weapon into the court without permission, though I doubt I’m the only one.’

All eyes went to Jovan, who considered her calmly, then made a graceful gesture. ‘Forgiven this once, Odalis. In token of your loyalty through the years.’

‘All I do is in your service, Great Saviour.’ Odalis curtseyed and retrieved her stiletto, sounding awfully confident of Jovan’s favour.

She’s one of his ‘urge’ women, Vazi decided. My rival, sort of.

But she calmly wiped her own blades and sheathed them. ‘Thanks for your help,’ she said to the black woman. ‘But I didn’t need it.’

‘Just making my own fun,’ Odalis replied. ‘You’ll do well here, if you learn the nuances. Come by, and I’ll give you some lessons.’ She winked. ‘I like making new friends.’

Is she flirting? Moments after murdering someone?

Masking her incredulity, Vazi retreated to Jovan’s shadow. ‘My Lord, forgive the mess.’

‘It’s of no moment,’ Jovan replied. ‘Just housekeeping. Come, my friends, let’s adjourn to the Hart Chamber so the servants can clean up.’ He offered his right arm to Odalis, gestured for Vazi to follow, then led the way from this cold, austere room to a very different chamber.

This one was large and circular, centred around a functioning fountain made in the shape of a stag’s head, each antler gushing water. Cushioned divans surrounded the pool, raised in concentric circles like seating for an amphitheatre, all luxuriously appointed. Giant candle-stands lit the expanse, chandeliers hung above glittering with crystals that refracted the light about and braziers burned scented incense of rose and pine oil. Music played, Alephi harpists of exquisite talent sending shimmering notes through the room.

‘Make yourselves comfortable, brethren, and let’s discuss recent events,’ Jovan said.

Vazi followed her master, who deposited Odalis on a divan below his, which was on a plinth on the northern compass point, above the rest. He gestured for Vazi to stand behind his sofa, then sat and crossed his legs languidly, while his court arranged themselves facing him, their anxiety clear. Evidently Jovan ruled by fear as much as love.

‘I am newly returned from the Pelasian Sea,’ Jovan told them. ‘There, I happened upon a disturbing situation. Genadius had taken it upon himself to persecute Vaziella, the Vestal Exemplar. She was investigating a heresy: the aegis, and the possibility that remnants of the Sanctor Wardens are still alive, two centuries after they fell.’

Vazi, seeing everyone’s gaze shift to her, kept her expression impassive.

‘Genadius overreached,’ Jovan went on. ‘He is dead, and his faction have been eradicated. But Genadius was just the latest to fail me. He won’t be the last.’

‘We won’t betray you,’ they all proclaimed fervently. ‘You are our Saviour.’

‘I tell you, some of you will fall,’ Jovan said portentously. ‘One especially, whose face has not yet been revealed, will seek to do me great injury and prevent the coming of Elysium. I have foreseen this.’

They bowed their heads, while repeating their avowals of loyalty.

Who does he mean? Vazi wondered, scanning the room.

After gesturing acceptance of their homage, Jovan changed the subject. ‘Now it is I who seek news. I’m told our brother Voltan Karax has been taken from us. How did that come about?’ He turned to a pair of Talmoni, a man and woman. ‘Lord and Lady Anborn, you were there. Tell me what befell our beloved Voltan.’

The tale that unfolded was new to Vazi, and she was profoundly shocked to learn that it involved Romara Challys, whom she’d captured and sent to the archon to be questioned and disposed of. Somehow, Challys had instead contrived to slay the former Exemplar in a Blood Trial – which Vazi didn’t even know was still legal.

What a boon to the lictors, if that becomes commonplace, she mused grimly.

‘Karax’s Alephi nature was revealed to the masses,’ Lady Anborn admitted. ‘Now an unholy alliance of Vestals and vyr, united behind Augusta Martia and this vyr, Romara Challys, hold Hyastar against us. Archon Ritter has condemned them, and the Order of Akka’s Light and a dozen imperial legions have been sent to crush them. Battle within the month is imminent, for certain.’

Romara Challys has split the Order? Vazi’s throat went dry as she contemplated that, fearing that some here might be wondering if she, as Exemplar, was involved.

‘Voltan failed us,’ Jovan declared. ‘Now this schism must be crushed. What are you doing, Lord and Lady Anborn, to clean up this mess you’ve made?’

The Anborns looked at each other for encouragement, then Lord Anborn said, ‘With your permission, we are arranging the assassination of the rebel hierarchy, Most High. Corbus Ritter will get us inside Hyastar as part of the Day Court peace delegation.’

Assassination? Vazi thought, incredulous. They dare suggest murder to our Saviour?

She expected Jovan to stop this: assassination was something that dirty insurrectionists and foreigners did, not great lords. But to her surprise – and disappointment, she had to admit – Jovan said, ‘Dark times sometimes require dark methods. Do not fail us.’

‘We will see to it personally,’ Lord Anborn said. ‘By the end of the week, they will be dead, or we will. This I swear. Nothing will be held back.’

‘We all hear you,’ Jovan replied. ‘Return to me directly afterwards to report your success. The Blood Trial was your initiative, and its failure has formally linked elobyne to the failed harvests and dying forests. This lie is dangerous, and may trigger that which I have foreseen: the End of All Things, where only the Blessed – we Alephi – will be saved. If that happens, Elysium must be ready to rise, as The Book of Lux foretells, and every one of you must contribute to that effort.’

There was a look of dismay on many faces now, though all made noises about ‘rejoicing that the great day has finally come’.

They fear this, Vazi saw.

So, why must there even be an End of All Things?

‘Please Great Lord, let me help crush this rebellion at Hyastar and avert this catastrophe,’ she asked quietly.

Jovan gave her a sympathetic, but somewhat impatient, look. ‘Catastrophe is inevitable, my champion. Whether those fools at Hyastar live or die, the hour is coming. Millions will perish, vast tracts of land will become dust and ash. But we here will be saved, and that’s what matters. Have faith: I have foreseen everything. Elysium Rising is a harbinger not of the End, but of a new beginning.’

‘But surely if we are victorious, the hour can be delayed?’ Vazi pleaded.

Everyone fell silent, clearly hoping to see her chastised.

Then Odalis, perhaps reading Jovan’s mood differently to the rest, spoke in her support. ‘I agree with the Exemplar. Let all our warriors go to Hyastar,’ she suggested. ‘The rebel knights will be crushed in hours, then we can go on building here at our leisure.’ She gave Jovan a sultry smile. ‘You know I love leisure, my Lord.’

‘I have faith in Lord and Lady Anborn,’ Jovan replied. ‘This wrong is theirs to right.’

He’s putting it all on them, so he can distance himself if it goes wrong, Vazi realised, troubled that Jovan needed to resort to such tactics. But I don’t know them, she reminded herself. The Anborns might be worse than Genadius.

Jovan couldn’t be blamed for the imperfections of his followers, she decided. But she wanted him to be perfect, so she tried again to take this on herself. ‘I feel responsible that others have used Romara Challys – my prisoner – against us. Please, let me deal with the Hyastar situation. I’m known to the Order.’

‘There is no need,’ Jovan replied, while his eyes added, so don’t question me. ‘Challys will be captured and made to recant. Killing her only makes her a martyr. Do not fear, all is happening as I have prophesied. These are the birthing pains of a new world, that is all.’

With that he rose and spread his arms benevolently.

‘The servants will bring in food and wine, and slaves for your entertainment. Enjoy yourselves, my friends.’

With that, he gestured at Vazi to follow as he left the Hart Chamber, letting those he passed kiss his hand, male and female alike. Once they were out in the halls, he turned to her. ‘Do not question my decisions in public,’ he said curtly. ‘In private, you have licence: in public, follow my lead.’

‘I apologise,’ she said meekly. ‘But what is “the rise of Elysium”?’

Jovan walked her to the nearest balcony with views over the castle and city below. From this angle she could see that much of it was unfinished. ‘Petraxus is the capital of the empire: a cold, dismal, overcrowded, corrupt place. Bedum-Mutaza and Dagoz are cradles of degeneracy. A new world requires a new capital: this palace, my Elysium.’

She was stunned that the three greatest cities in the world could be so summarily disregarded, and the practicalities overwhelmed her. ‘How can an icebound island rule anything?’ she asked. ‘There’s nothing out here!’

‘You will learn when I am ready to reveal it. In the meantime, do as all true Akkanites do and have faith in me.’

Except that for millions, faith won’t be enough, she thought stonily. He’s talking about the End of All Things, and only we Alephi will be saved.

Uncomfortable with the drift of her thoughts, she pushed them aside.

As they approached the grand staircase, an Alephi male, dark-haired and pretty, stepped from the shadows. He was clad in light armour, with a blade at his side. A silver lizard mask was pushed up over his tousled hair. Vazi gripped her own hilt, but Jovan said reassuringly, ‘All is well. Wait here.’

He spoke with the man, their voices hushed murmurs. Eventually, he patted the man’s arm and in a rush of dark wings, the stranger was gone.

‘Am I allowed to ask?’ Vazi said quietly.

‘Lizard is a trusted former knight – another former Exemplar, Damiano Argossi. He’ll observe the Anborns’ attack and report back to me.’

She knew the name: Argossi had been – and still was, apparently – an Aquini Exemplar famed for his flawless ambidextrous technique. He’d supposedly died fifty years ago.

‘When will it happen?’ she asked. She’d lost track of days in this dreamlike place.

‘Tomorrow.’

Her eyebrows shot up, then she reminded herself that, like her, the Anborns could fly, so crossing Hytal was a matter of hours, not weeks or months.

‘Is the Night Court entirely made up of Alephi?’ she asked.

‘It is now,’ he replied. ‘Not at first, but as the years passed, I’ve recruited some worthy souls, so it’s come to be wholly ours. You’ll attend the Night Court yourself, of course. In time you’ll understand the nuances, and you’ll govern them when I’m unavailable.’

‘Thank you, Great One,’ she said. ‘May I be worthy.’

‘I have no doubts on that,’ he replied. ‘Come, let me show you to your rooms.’

They ascended on their gossamer wings to the penultimate level, where Odalis, clad in a sheer white gown slit to the hip and plunging to the waist, waited on a landing ledge. She looked like a hungry panther.

‘Ah, you sensed my mood,’ Jovan said, going to her and kissing her on the mouth. ‘I hoped you would.’

‘Will our newest angel be joining us?’ Odalis purred, looking at Vazi enticingly. ‘Three’s always company.’

Vazi felt the colour drain from her face. ‘I don’t—’

‘Vaziella is for other things,’ Jovan told Odalis. ‘She’s no threat to your status, and you will not be inconvenienced by hers.’ He smiled at Vazi and said, ‘Rest. You’ve been through a lot. Your chambers are down the left-hand corridor. Mine is on the top level, as you’ve seen,’ he added, pointing out a stairway separate from the main well. ‘The doors are always open for you,’ he added. ‘Goodnight, Vaziella.’

She bowed her head in thanks, backed away and then strode for her own room, pulse racing and stomach churning, though she couldn’t put her finger on why.

I have my glorious destiny, she realised. I overcame death in the tanith and made myself perfect, then I triumphed before his court. This was my greatest hour.

Despite that, she had not been burned clean: her sister’s death still haunted her, and the thought of any kind of physical intimacy filled her with nausea. She was at her core still the same Vaziella. Still broken. It was both a relief, and profoundly sad.

But she would live with it: she’d done so all her life.
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The Appletree God

Lessons from the Past

The past is always with us, as I constantly remind my prince. Every decision we make is rooted in our experiences, and the lessons those taught us. But such lessons are flawed, because our memory is imperfect, distorted by time, misunderstanding and bias. Our decisions are thus weakened, perhaps fatally. This is why truth is essential, and why liars should be dealt with as mercilessly as any other criminal.

Inchalus Sekum, Zynochi royal scribe, Sharif, 1470

Nara, Miravia

Winter 1472

‘Crysophalae Elindhu, I pledge you my eternal loyalty,’ Hruskallir, the bull-horned trulka, boomed as he knelt before the throne. ‘I will serve you until my final breath.’

Elindhu knew Soren, standing beside the throne, was worried about the huge warrior being so close to her, but she had no fears. Despite his fearsome appearance, Hruskallir was a honey, as was his ugly but sweet wife Onglamach.

Like Jadyn and Romara, they’ve all lived chaste lives because of the glyma. They’ve had to deal with rage and the absence of carnal pleasures. I want to set them free of that.

She would take them all to the vivalocus she’d found and hurl them in, if necessary, but that felt fraught with risk, and she was convinced there must be another way. None of the old records she’d unearthed in Nara’s library – a chaos of stolen texts, ancient lore and opiniated rubbish – suggested that such means had ever been necessary in the past: in fact, the most common motif when it came to speaking of ancient magic was fruit, especially apples. She didn’t yet know if that was literal or a metaphor, but she was working on it.

Her days were spent holding court in the mornings, while the afternoons were for research. Erlings were diverse, ranging from comely and conventionally human-looking to creatures of the strangest sizes and shapes. The only common factor were the amber eyes, all currently trained on her . . . and Soren. As predicted, he, like she, was receiving all kinds of lascivious proposals. Erlings weren’t made for monogamy; their culture included marriage, but fidelity wasn’t important. With Soren here, though, temptations were easy to resist.

After accepting the fealty of her glyma warriors and chief courtiers, a celebratory banquet began, even though it was only midday – erlings needed no excuse for revelry. In between the copious flattery and praise, she spoke mostly to Soren, guiding him through the customs and strange language, until the food was cleared, the wine refreshed and the musicians came prancing in. Within minutes, it became a typically raucous erling party: drums thudding, fiddles shrieking, bodies bouncing and writhing together. By the time it ended, around dawn, it would be very messy indeed.

She took Soren’s hand and led him upstairs for their own private celebration, although not without a wistful glance back as she left, remembering her wilder days.

‘What’s next?’ Soren asked, much later, as they lay tangled in sheets in her huge bed. The noise from below, the wild rhythms of the drums and screeching strings, still pierced the walls, along with thudding feet, wild ululations and other best left unexplained noises. ‘Apart from a week-long hangover?’

She chuckled softly. ‘One thing my kind have always managed to do is find joy in simple pleasures – song, dance, good food and drink and getting naked.’

‘Would you rather be downstairs?’ he teased, but she sensed underlying anxiety.

He thinks I’ll be pulled back into my erling life entirely, and he’ll lose me . . .

‘Darling boy, I’m queen now and must maintain my dignity, so there’s no place for me down there. And there’s no one I want to be with more than you. I’m where I want to be.’

‘Me too,’ he said, his face clearing. ‘Though I do wish we could find my sister.’

‘We shall, although there is a great deal we must do here.’

‘I just worry,’ he admitted. ‘All it would take is for someone in the Order to properly investigate me and she’ll be in danger.’

He’s right, Elindhu realised, and if it’s important to him, it must be to me.

‘Then we’ll make her a priority,’ she told him. ‘Along with finding Romara and Gram, and perhaps Jadyn and Aura. And finding an easy way to give this new magic to those who want it – I can’t see sending everyone to the Shadowlands seeking a vivalocus ending well.’

‘What are you thinking?’

‘That there’s an answer just out of our reach – if not in our own library, maybe in the Order’s in Hyastar. As that’s where Romara and Gram surely are, we need to go there next, once I’ve exhausted the possibilities here.’ She chuckled. ‘Over the years we’ve stolen thousands of books.’

‘I thought most erling didn’t read?’

‘Most, but those who can do so avidly, and we steal compulsively.’

‘I wish I could read,’ Soren said wistfully.

She stared. ‘Oh, my dear boy – it never occurred to me that you couldn’t. Books can show you everything you need to know about anything.’ She stroked his face. ‘I’ll tutor you as soon as I can.’

‘Do they teach about love?’ he asked earnestly.

Her heart quivered. ‘Everything except maybe that,’ she admitted. ‘Love is too complicated to explain in mere words—’

‘No, it’s not,’ he interrupted. ‘Love is simple.’ He slid atop her and kissed her not-unwilling lips. ‘I love you: simple.’ Then he paused, waiting for her response.

Idiot boy, she thought, struck once again by his youth. With no desire to break his heart, she replied, ‘I know, and by the Twelve, I love you too.’

That was stupid, she knew, but it came out anyway, not just because it was what he needed to hear, but maybe it was even true. Love makes fools of us all, she mused as he nuzzled her throat; then he slid into her and drove all thought away.

The following days were mostly spent in the dusty chaos of the archives, skimming all the purloined texts written by mage-scholars of the Vestal Order, about how magic had functioned before glyma became the only way.

Mageas was the Jerathi word: the root of the Talmoni word ‘magic’, but that itself was a shortening of mha geas, which meant ‘choose your fate’. She found scrolls depicting four aspects, usually depicted as a triangle with a flame inside it, representing the energy required.

‘That fire is gliamhar,’ she told Soren. ‘The three points of the triangle are sorchias, meaning the mastery of our bodies – healing and shape-changing and the like; gealdriacht, which was mastering elemental forces; and aigisch, which was about using time. They’re the origins of the words glyma, sorcery, eldritch and aegis.’

‘You mean the Wardens – and your people – could do all these forms of magic?’

‘A mix of some or all of those,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Even the original Wardens had natural strengths and weaknesses. They were guides and protectors of the people. To them, battle was a last resort. Even the famous Charge of the Wardens was more about timing – using their foresight – as military might. Man for man, they were formidable, but they didn’t use blasts of flame and force like a glyma-knight.’

‘So, what changed?’

‘While seeking you in the Shadowlands, I met a “guardian spirit” who told me that Jovan Lux went to Nexus Isle, which was a powerful vivalocus, and used it to alter mageas so it became pure glyma. Nexus is the source of almost all the magical energy in this part of the world, but now it only gives us glyma.’

Soren whistled softly. ‘Can that change be undone?’

‘Good question. I don’t know.’

‘Jadyn and Aura went looking for the aegis,’ Soren mused. ‘What do you think happened to them?’

‘I don’t know that, either. I get nothing when I scry for them.’ She leaned over, rummaged under her bed and found a crystal orb. ‘Here, try this. It’s quartz, not elobyne, which helps with scrying. Cup it in your hands, feed it energy and think about your sister.’

It took time, as it wasn’t something Soren had done before, but eventually something clicked inside him, the orb went clear and he saw the face of a dark-skinned girl, much younger than him, dressed like a convent trainee, sweating over an oven. There were no sounds or smells, just this precious sight, which lifted his soul.

‘Enid!’ he blurted. ‘Enid!’

There was no reaction to his words: the link was one-way, and visual only. As he watched, he saw her speak to someone, and her face lit up into a grin.

‘She looks okay,’ Soren breathed. He glanced at Elindhu. ‘Can I keep watching?’

‘As long as you like. I need to read.’

Enid . . . . Soren spent most of the next few days watching his sister, drinking in her image for hours as she worked or chatted to other convent girls. Mostly, she looked sad or reflective, making him wonder if she was thinking of him in those moments. Occasionally he glimpsed other women, all in the same rough garb, and once a Sister of Elysia, a stern grey woman who was clearly giving orders.

With it came a vague sense of direction – west and somewhat south, which could be Berardin, where he’d been told she was being sent. That was also a massive relief. She was alive, safe, and possibly even happy.

That encouraged him to think of other people he missed, and he began seeking the faces of his Falcon colleagues, Jadyn, Aura, Romara and Gram, a fruitless search, which was dispiriting until Elindhu reassured him that they were all probably veiled.

‘We’re none of us easy to find if we don’t want to be,’ she told him distractedly, when he sought her out in the library. ‘You’ve done well. Usually only mages can scry, so I’m impressed – but don’t overdo it: get outside, do some exercise. I’m concentrating.’

She went back to her reading.

Feeling ignored and a little peeved because Elindhu was so absorbed in her research, Soren decided to take her advice and work on his fighting technique. He headed for their private courtyard, where he stripped to his breeches and ran through all the combat magic he’d been taught. It confirmed that the destructive aspects of the mageas were weaker than pure glyma, but easier to control, and he worked himself into a sweat trying to compensate, until he slumped against a wall, drenched and breathless.

It was a start.

He stiffened when someone started clapping and Fervalu emerged from a shadowy archway, applauding with her lower arms while bearing a platter of bread and cheese and a decanter of wine, with two goblets, in her top two hands. ‘Bravo, young warrior,’ she purred. ‘I do like watching a man perspire.’

As she sashayed towards him, he wondered whether he should stand or flee. She was clad in layers of flimsy silks that swayed with her movements, leaving little to the imagination, from her pale blue-green skin to her four breasts, to her narrow waist and graceful hips. She looked partly alluring, partly predatory and altogether alien.

Perhaps foolishly, he stood his ground. ‘What do you want?’

‘To look after your needs,’ the four-armed woman replied archly. ‘You must be hungry, and thirsty too.’ She placed to the platter on a seat and beckoned. ‘Come, relax.’ She laid a hand on his shoulder, her eyes boring into his. ‘Let’s get to know each other, Soren var’Dael. I know I have the glyma, but it’s perfectly safe if I do the pleasuring . . .’ She licked her lips ostentatiously.

He was a tiny bit tempted, as the feeling of being wanted was flattering, not to mention an unspoken desire to punish Elindhu for ignoring him. For a moment he teetered, hormones warring with morality . . .

Then he felt a withering blast of shame, sheathed his sword and hurried away.

The following morning, after a restless night, Soren found Elindhu asleep in the dark, eerie library in the west wing. She was in her human form, with thick spectacles balanced on her nose and a big robe wrapped round her: the body she wore when she wanted to hide from men – which appeared to include him now, as she hadn’t come to bed.

She started awake, clutching at the book in her lap, when he lit her desk-lantern. ‘Don’t go blind,’ he warned. ‘This place needs more light.’

‘It does.’ She yawned widely. ‘I’ve made some progress – there are a great many old books of magic here, and some contain spells that have been declared no longer possible. I’ve learnt quite a few new tricks, for an old dog.’ Muttering unintelligibly, she drew a spider from a web in the rafters. Another mutter made it double in size, then shrink again. ‘That, for example. Or enchanting a coin to only fall heads up. Little things, but amusing.’

It all sounded weird rather than useful, but he was more concerned with something else. ‘You didn’t come to bed.’

She smiled tiredly. ‘I was following a thread in a tangled skein of thoughts.’ She yawned again, then her eyes narrowed as she peered at him. ‘I’ve upset you.’

You’ve only just realised? He was used to her perceiving everything, instantly. ‘I just feel ignored,’ he confessed, going crimson as he realised how much he sounded like a sulky child.

She rested her chin on her hands, staring at him, then said, ‘I know it’s hard. You’re a stranger among strange folk, and I can’t be with you all the time. But this research is important, Soren – for all of us.’

He bit his lower lip, then said, ‘Aunty, Fervalu tried to seduce me yesterday.’

She laughed. ‘Did she? She tried it on with me, too.’

For some reason, Soren was appalled. He knew they’d lain together as teens – but now? ‘You’re both women now!’ he exclaimed.

She gave him an arch look. ‘Women are more than capable of giving each other a good time, and if I recall rightly, you found Fynarhea just as enticing when he chose to be male. But Fervalu and me – that’s an old song. I turned her down . . . so I guess she repaid me by slinking up to you.’ She harrumphed vexedly. ‘Clearly nothing’s changed there. I did warn you about this court, lad.’

‘I’ll never get used to it.’

‘I feel as out of place as you, darling,’ she confessed. ‘I’ve spent much longer in the Order than among my kind, so my morality is more human than erling.’ She put a hand on his. ‘Once I’ve exhausted the possibilities of this library, we’ll leave. But I can’t stay away for good. Fervalu has done well, but whether I like it or not, I’ve a job to do here. This place needs a new broom.’

It was a relief to hear that she felt trapped here too, and even more of a relief to be speaking of leaving. ‘Is there any news of the others?’ he asked hopefully. Erling scouts and spies had been coming and going, but they were few and Nara was very isolated.

‘A rider arrived this morning saying Hyastar is encircled – they think Romara and Gram are inside,’ Elindhu said, ‘But before we go there, we must find a way to pass on the gift we’ve gained. I owe it to both my glyma-warriors, and to those trapped in Hyastar.’

‘If you convert the Vestal Order knights trapped in Hyastar to mageas just before battle, it could weaken them,’ Soren pointed out. ‘We know it’s not as strong as pure glyma.’

‘Aye, that’s true – but it may also help them to victory.’ She waved a hand at the piles of books and scrolls surrounding her. ‘The sooner I’m done, the sooner we can leave.’

She went back to her reading, leaving him feeling a little more settled, but unwilling to roam far, in case he met more predatory erlings. Instead, he paced the library, staring at the broken shelving, piles of rotting manuscripts and other debris until he slumped into a broken armchair and glared up at the soot-stained, cobwebbed ceiling.

After a while he focused. ‘Elindhu, what’s that?’

Yawning, she looked up, blinked and frowned, then joined him, conjuring a ball of light and sending it to the ceiling to illuminate a carved leafman in a circle of interwoven fruit branches. ‘That’s Carnonos – or Saint Pippin, as the Akkanites call him – and his sacred fruit, the pippin, or apple. The wardens used to have a pippin tree in every base, but the Order ripped them out . . .’ Her voice trailed away. ‘Apples . . . Well, well . . .’

‘Was this castle once a warden keep?’ he asked.

‘No, but judging by these carvings, they built it. Dun Nara was empty when the Wardens fell, so the Vestals never came here. It became our secret palace after the empire seized Tyr.’

Watching her wise face brooding over the mysteries of the past reminded Soren of why he adored her. ‘Aunty, I’m sorry I’ve been acting like a spoilt brat.’

‘The fault’s equally mine, dear. I’ve neglected you – tonight, I’ll make it up.’ Then she yawned. ‘Provided I can stay awake long enough. Now, let me think . . .’ She peered at the carvings again, her amber eyes intent. ‘Belchos was one of the Twelve erling gods, the progenitor of the huirnes, the leafmen you find in shrines across the north. Apples were one of his symbols, but I doubt the Wardens cared about that – they didn’t follow erling gods. So it must be the fruit itself that’s important here.’ She frowned. ‘Does that carving look like an archway decoration to you?’ She went to the wall beneath the carving and ripped away some plastered panelling, revealing an ancient door behind. ‘A-ha!’

Soren jumped to his feet as she tore more away, revealing a handle. She tried it, something clicked and they shoved together until they’d pushed the door far enough open to reveal a dingy passage which led to a small, roofed courtyard covered with a tangle of dead ivy, cobwebs and lichen. In the middle was a lifeless tree.

‘This was it,’ Elindhu breathed. ‘Apple trees can live a hundred years or more, but this one clearly died a long time ago . . . and because of the roof no rain got in, or sunlight, so any seeds it dropped must have died.’

‘Why roof over a tree?’ Soren wondered.

‘Good question . . . to protect it maybe? Or prevent its fruit from being stolen? Tending the base’s pippin tree was one of the Wardens’ sacred duties, until Jovan’s Vestals took over, when the trees were uprooted and burned. After that, the lore was soon forgotten – you’ve seen how hard it is even to find a reference to apple trees, let alone what they did with them.’

‘What did Jovan Lux have against apples?’ Soren wondered.

‘I don’t know. The Wardens were massacred and most of their records burned. The fragments left indicate that the apple trees were important – so why would Jovan have them all torched, root and branch?’

Elindhu gazed sadly at the dead tree when her eyes narrowed and she peered intently. ‘You know what, I think this is the answer . . .’

She turned to face Soren and pulled an apologetic face. ‘I’m sorry, but this has opened up a whole new line of investigation – I think it’s all there for me. There were references I didn’t understand, but I think I do now – I just need to reread a few . . .’

Soren felt himself sag. ‘Uh, all right . . .’

She stroked his face apologetically. ‘This is the breakthrough we’ve been looking for – and it’s you who spotted it! Go and find Hruskallir, tell him we’re leaving at dawn tomorrow.’

His heart lifted. ‘Where are we going?’

‘To a lost shrine of the Twelve, and then on to Hyastar,’ she told him. ‘At last, I have a plan.’

She never made it to bed, or even managed to sleep in her armchair, but by morning Elindhu was full of energy. She woke Soren and got him moving, then dressed for the road before summoning Fervalu to her private lounge.

‘Fervalu, mha sheangra,’ she greeted the Lauvash, reminding her of their once-love. ‘I must travel again, and there’s nobody I’d rather entrust the kingdom to.’

‘So soon?’ her once-lover said, in an anguished voice. ‘Surely not? You’ve only just got back.’ She bowed her head, fluttering her eyes mournfully. ‘I cried when you left us the first time. Must I miss you all over again?’

‘It won’t be for long,’ Elindhu replied. ‘There’s something important I must do, and then I’ll be back . . .’ She faced the other woman, coming to a decision. ‘I know you take pride in status, dear, so it’s a blow to have a ruler actively overseeing you, instead of having things all your way. That’s why you keep trying to come between Soren and me – no, don’t deny it. But after this crisis – assuming there is an afterwards – I’ll get out of your way again.’

Fervalu’s face went pink with greedy longing, then she feigned dismay. ‘You mean you’ll step down? But you can’t—’

‘Down? No, you’re right, I can’t. But I will step away. I’ll let you run things again, with just a little advice here and there. And I’ll not live here.’ Because Soren can’t be happy here, and maybe I can’t either. Our spring-autumn love affair might be doomed anyway, but to give it a chance, we have to get out.

Feeling freed, she rose and took Soren to the stables, where Hruskallir and his band were waiting. Inside the hour, they were navigating the forest trails, heading for a place she’d heard of but never seen.

North of Hyastar, the Odara River flowed into a wide valley and for a time the current was lost in fens. Foulwater Vale, local humans called it, for good reason: the stinking swamps were shrouded in mist and had an ill name for the dumping of bodies and other disappearances. Foulwater Vale was haunted, everyone knew: ghosts walked at twilight – which was fast descending . . .

Even with a scarf wrapped round his nose and mouth, Soren had to fight to stop himself gagging at the overpowering stench. They’d spent a day travelling through the oppressive Shadowlands, which had taken them hundreds of miles south, then two days to get here. Even though travelling with Hruskallir’s erling champions meant he and Elindhu had no privacy, there was ample compensation in just being together and free.

Soren was trying to keep his gaze everywhere at once; Hruskallir and his unnerving warband were visibly jittery too. The fog swirled every which way around them, and he felt like the trees were gesturing secretively to each other. Every silhouette hinted at the shape of some garish being of horn and bone, every glint of light on water to contain eyes or teeth.

‘Why are we here?’ he panted through his scarf, seeing Elindhu, in her erling form, braided hair piled high, sniffing the air, despite the stench.

‘There’s a place we need,’ she replied. ‘A place that may help us restore the mha geas.’

‘Why’d they put it in this damned swamp?’

‘Such places are where they’re meant to be. Hush, let me think . . .’

Swamp birds shrilled and whooped ominously as the air grew colder. At last, they stumbled into a clearing where lush grass hid ankle-deep water, foetid with rot and decay. The mist was aglow from the light of the three moons strung across the heavens above.

Elindhu raised her staff and conjured something like a butterfly of light, which split into a dozen more and flashed away. ‘An old finding spell,’ she said, with smug satisfaction. ‘By the Twelve, it’s good to be able to experience mha geas as it was meant to be.’

They rested, waiting, until one of the butterfly shapes returned, landed on her hand and dissipated into something like glowing smoke. ‘That way,’ Elindhu said, pointing back the way it had come from. ‘She found what we seek.’

They weaved onwards, detouring where the water got too deep, correcting their course as more of the butterflies returned. Their path followed a tiny stream trickling down a cleft, the air now so cold they all had to draw on mageas or glyma to fight off the effects of exposure.

‘Here we are,’ Elindhu announced as they entered a steep-sided canyon to see a small circle of stones. ‘This is just the threshold,’ she added, leading them through to a carved stairway to a ledge overlooking the gully. She stopped before a cave mouth carved with crumbling knotwork patterns and primitive, ugly faces. There were no plants at all here, nor cobwebs, or animal scents. The cave exuded frigid air, like the breath of some ice giant of Vorska myth.

‘What is it?’ Soren breathed. ‘A portali gate?’

‘No, and nor is it a vivalocus,’ Elindhu replied. ‘It’s an atanfadir, something like an enchanted shrine, to the Twelve. Our shamans made them, but they’re very rare now, and hard to find. Like the portali gates and the vivalocii, they are places where the walls between this world and the Talam-Argith are weak. But this has a specific purpose: it’s a place of communion with higher powers.’

‘Your gods?’ Soren asked doubtfully. ‘Are they even real?’

‘Oh yes, although they’re not gods in the sense you mean. They’re more like ancestral ghosts, who guide us. Our shamans didn’t so much worship them as nurture them.’

The erlings nodded their heads sagely, but Soren was none the wiser. ‘What’s a shaman?’

‘A mage who mediates between our people and the Twelve,’ Elindhu replied. ‘They received insight and knowledge in return for subordinating themselves totally, so it wasn’t for everyone. It was a life of sacrifice, for a greater good they barely shared in.’

‘There are no shamans now,’ Hruskallir rumbled. ‘When the Talam-Argith died, they died with it. Nobody can reach the Twelve anymore.’

‘Perhaps not, but in the old days, the banrei and banreina were also shamans,’ Elindhu replied. ‘There was no difference between secular and spiritual rulers then – and I’ve already had contact with one of the Twelve, Kalladene, the guardian of the Underworld. I want to speak to him again here, a place meant for such interactions.’

The erling warriors looked impressed but anxious. Soren wasn’t sure what to think, as he’d been unconscious when that encounter occurred. ‘What do we need to do?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ she replied. ‘I’m kind of making this up as I go along, but I do know both the male and female aspects of the Twelve must be present.’ She looked at Soren anxiously. ‘I’m sorry, but that means you.’

Soren’s mouth went dry, but he refused to show fear. ‘What do you need?’

‘Honestly, I’m not entirely sure. Being a shaman was a master-apprentice relationship, and until humans came, nothing was written down. But it was Kalladene I encountered at the vivalocus, so I will start with trying to call to him.’

‘Even though he tried to kill us both?’ Soren replied doubtfully.

‘Is this wise?’ Onglamach put in, and the other erlings murmured agreement.

‘It’s a necessary risk,’ Elindhu replied. ‘And despite his inexperience, Soren has great talent.’ She considered, then said, ‘We’ll do it in two stages. I’ll go first, try to gain control of the feminine aspects of the Twelve, then bring Soren in. Let’s start by finding dry wood: I’ll need a fire.’

‘We erlings worship the Twelve,’ Elindhu told Soren, speaking quietly, fearing the spirits might overhear. ‘Six males – Kalladene, Carnonos, Belchos, Nuhallo, Diantach and Tarras – and six females, Breghen, Reinhagh, Anu, Duireghan, Chiaragh and Aryella. But some shamans believed there are really only two deities – the primal male and female – and the rest are just aspects of those two. We give them names as a means of telling them who we need them to be. When we require a benevolent god or goddess, we call on the gentler aspects; if wrath, we call on their wild sides. But in whichever aspect they come, they must be respected.’

‘How can you summon gods, but nobody can summon Akka?’

‘Because they’re not the same thing: our gods are more like ancestral ghosts and they’re never far. Your Akka is . . . well, either imaginary or far away.’

Soren reacted with puzzlement, then gave her a determined look. ‘Then what happens now?’

‘If I manage to gain the required rapport with the female aspect, I will ask you to enter the cave, at which stage the male aspect will manifest. From then on, it will be up to you and him: if it feels right and good, ask for his blessing. If he feels hostile or predatory, shut him out. The words don’t really matter, just your willpower. He’s only as scary as you let him be.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘You always do. Just remember, they’re not really gods, they just think they are. If you assert yourself, you’ll control them. Use them, and don’t believe their bullshit, okay?’

He blinked, taking in that upended worldview with bemusement. ‘Sure.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Elindhu encouraged. ‘Now, let me concentrate.’

Although far from certain what she needed to do, she entered the cave alone, carrying a bundle of wood, and made a fire in the centre of the chamber. The walls were coated in primitive cave-drawings of hunting animals, erlings at work and play, and the moons which were integral to erling lore. Above them all were depictions of the Twelve, crudely daubed. The air was dry but frigid, although the fire quickly warmed her.

Elindhu carved a magic circle in the dirt around the fire then stepped inside, circled the fire thrice then faced south, where the wall was covered in depictions of the female aspects of the goddess. She began an invocation using her secret names, as Breghen the Maiden; Reinhagh the Huntress; Anu the Mother of Erlings; Duireghan Wisewoman, Chiaragh Earth-womb the harvest-queen, and Aryella Starbright, the ancient who knew all the wisdom of the firmament.

‘Aryella, Aryella,’ Elindhu called, invoking the aspect she needed most. ‘Hiantaska nhui. Vantau, Aryella!’

As she chanted, she fed mageas energy into the fire, like a spiritual incense, a lure to the goddess. Aryella heard, Elindhu sensed almost instantly, but the ancient took her time to appear, perhaps needing to unpeel her awareness from elsewhere and focus it here, drawing herself together while the fire guttered and the smoke writhed strangely. All else faded from her consciousness, as that thread of connection grew.

Then suddenly the goddess was here.

Like pallid shadows coalescing, the light shifted and a hazy image appeared before her: a wizened erling woman, straight-backed, with silver hair to her waist, her eyes like twinkling stars: Aryella Starbright, in legend, Kalladene’s mate – and some said, the prototype of Urghul the Devourer, the anti-god of the Akka mythos.

The goddess gazed at her while her appearance cycled through five other aspects, from the slender Maiden to the Huntress, child to woman to crone and round again, the leaves on her cloak of vines changing from lush green to autumnal gold to dry, crinkled brown and then blooming and renewing, over and over, as she probed Elindhu’s mind, more curious than menacing.

Erling gods were not what humans imagined their own gods to be: omnipresent, omnipotent and omniscient; these were small gods of a never-plentiful race, ancestral spirit guides for those able to reach them. When Elindhu was born, her parents had left her overnight in the shrine to introduce her to the Twelve, an ancient ritual for all royal erling babies. She’d always wondered if it was anything more than meaningless tradition, but that question was swiftly answered.

‘Crysophalae,’ a deep, disembodied female voice said, speaking Jerathi in a dreamy voice. ‘I remember your taste like yesterday.’

‘Aryella, I greet and salute you,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Your consort Kalladene spared me and my companion in the Talam-Argith, and showed us to the lake of light,’ she reminded the goddess, as erling deities could also be forgetful. ‘It woke the mha geas in us.’

‘I may recall,’ the goddess answered vaguely. ‘You and a dark-skinned boy . . . What is it you want now?’

‘I’m here to help you regain the Talam-Argith,’ Elindhu said baldly.

‘That war is already lost,’ Aryella said, in a creaky voice. ‘The Crystal Isle has all but destroyed us. Since that dreadful Day of Undoing, none have spoken to us . . . until you.’

When glyma became the only source of power, the ability to interact with the Twelve must have been lost, Elindhu guessed. ‘I am here to exalt thee again,’ she told Aryella.

The ghostly form shifted and swirled slowly, contemplating. ‘How?’

‘Once you gifted apples to the Sanctor Wardens. I need you to bless just one more. With its seeds I can spread your blessings far and wide.’ She drew a pippin infused with mageas energy from her pouch. ‘If the Female and Male aspects would enrich this fruit, we will use it to restore your links to our world.’

‘Ahh,’ Aryella mused, drifting closer. She leaned in and her long tongue snaked out to lick the apple, then Elindhu’s fingers. The touch was insubstantial but palpable, warming and erotic. ‘I taste your thoughts, Banreina. I see what you plan . . .’ She straightened and shook her head. ‘But you are insufficient to the task. Only a true shaman can fulfil what you intend, and there are none, now. They died when the Talam-Argith died.’

Elindhu felt her hopes crumble. ‘Is it impossible to restore the Shadowlands?’

The goddess considered, then looked hard at Elindhu again. ‘To do what you intend, the line of shamans must be restored. We need a male and female vessel to fill with our essence, for what you propose to succeed.’

Elindhu looked behind her and saw darkness coalescing behind Soren, waiting at the cave entrance. ‘He’s just a boy,’ she protested. ‘He’s not even an erling – and too young—’

‘But not too young to lie with you, Banreina?’ Aryella said slyly.

‘His whole life is before him. You can’t impose this on him.’

‘We are not imposing anything. We are offering a choice.’

Soren, aware of the moving shadows, was peering towards her, his eyes anxious. She wanted to warn him to run—

—but she also longed for him. The greedy part of her wanted to lay this claim on him, because when they were together another kind of magic happened: she felt young and indomitable again, as she’d felt in her own youth. He was so infectiously energetic and enthusiastic that she feared losing him and falling into decline.

But it wasn’t fair to trap him in her skirts.

‘I don’t want this offer to him to be made,’ she whispered. ‘Choose another. There are other men outside, erlings all. Choose Sharroch, he’s single.’

‘Is this Sharroch your true lover?’

‘I barely know him,’ Elindhu admitted.

‘Then he is insufficient. Banreina, if you wish to restore the Talam-Argith, you must become our priestess, and a male must be our priest. Only two who are in total harmony can survive the forces we will channel through you. If it is not the boy, then leave, and return when you find another.’

‘But we need to act now—!’

‘Then it’s you and the boy, or nobody,’ Aryella replied, implacably.

Elindhu sagged, thinking. Perhaps we should just leave? But that would be to surrender this opportunity . . . ‘Then ask him,’ she said at last, ‘but please, be gentle. We’re making a sacrifice to you. We don’t deserve your cruelty.’

Aryella frowned, then slowly and solemnly cycled through her six faces until Chiaragh Earth-womb, Goddess of the Harvest, was before Elindhu. ‘It is not in our nature to be gentle,’ Chiaragh said. ‘But these are desperate times. We consent.’ Then she opened her robes and exposed a full breast, which she massaged until the engorged nipple leaked milk. Her tawny eyes locked on Elindhu’s, then rolled back in pleasure at the discharge. ‘Bathe the apple in the flow,’ she groaned sensuously.

Elindhu held the apple to the flow, which turned it from green to red. She could feel it soaking in power while the milk flowed through her fingers and down her arm.

‘That’s it,’ Chiaragh crooned. ‘And now you, little queen.’

Elindhu hesitated, then shook her head. ‘Only if Soren has consented first.’

The goddess scowled, then gestured, and Elindhu felt her body freeze . . .

Soren quailed as Elindhu went rigid, her body oddly contorted. Beside her was a smoky figure, vaguely human-sized, wispy and shifty. More smoke coalesced before him and an emaciated man dressed in a corpse-wrap and wearing a silver circlet appeared. He had matted white hair, leathery skin and the teeth of a wolf.

‘I am Kalladene.’ A goblet of thick red fluid appeared in his hand, which he proffered, his eyes gleaming darkly. ‘Drink, boy.’

Soren backed away, his eyes going back to Elindhu, who was still immobile. ‘Aunty?’ She didn’t react or even seem to hear. ‘What have you done to her?’

Kalladene’s eyes flashed. ‘Nothing. She’s waiting on you, that’s all. We all are.’ He stepped closer, until Soren could feel his icy breath on his face. ‘Rebuilding the Talam-Argith as she wishes is the work of a lifetime. It requires the labour of two in harmony, man and woman: a mated pair who will remain together and share the labour. She is willing, but cannot commit until her lover also does. That, I believe, is you.’

Remain together. The work of a lifetime . . .

‘But we’ve only just come together,’ Soren replied, in an anguish of uncertainty. ‘We barely know each other . . .’ It’s too soon, he wanted to shout. It’s unfair!

‘Do you not love her?’ the god asked. ‘Or are you inadequate for the task?’

‘I don’t . . . I’m not . . .’

He turned away, clutching his head, thinking how wonderful it was when he and Elindhu were together, but how lost he felt in her world, how scared he was that he’d lose his sister, lose every dream he had in her mazy, dreamlike kingdom.

Almost, he refused.

Then he thought, If I don’t do this, who else would? Who else is there?

‘A life of sacrifice, for a greater good they barely shared in,’ was what Elindhu had said about the shaman. She’s willing, Kalladene had just said. ‘What happens if we accept?’

Kalladene’s coldly elfin face softened fractionally. ‘You will be bound to each other and to us, becoming each other’s vessels, a means by which we restore the world that was – if that’s even possible. Such a task is all-consuming. Whatever else you thought your life might be will not come to pass. There will only be you, her and us, and a world that has been ravaged so badly it will take lifetimes to heal.’

There will only be you, her and us.

It felt like too much – more than a marriage, more than any vow to the Order. This was to be a sacrifice, a binding that could become a torment.

But there’s nobody else who can even speak to these beings . . .

‘Please, I need to talk to Elindhu—’

‘We don’t have forever, boy,’ Kalladene warned. ‘Do you comprehend the energy required just to be here?’ He grimaced, and Soren glimpsed a kind of fraying, as if holding himself together even these few minutes was a torture. ‘Be swift!’

He clicked his fingers and vanished, as did the smoky figure holding Elindhu, who stumbled drunkenly until Soren caught her shoulders and blurted, ‘Aunty? What do we do?’

She clutched at his face, groaning. ‘I’m so sorry, I had no idea they would ask this. I thought we could just have the apple blessed and that would be that. But they claim they need us – as a pair – for this to work.’ She looked up at him with tortured eyes. ‘They ask too much, and I have no right to expect it of you. We’ll find another way.’

He suspected there was no other way.

‘What happens if we say yes?’

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘But it’ll bind us in ways I can’t even begin to comprehend.’

He thought hard, then said, ‘Aunty, I don’t know about how erlings resolve things, but in Abutha and Zynochia, all marriages are arranged. Mostly the couple know each other and can influence the choice, but often that’s irrelevant, because the marriage isn’t about love, it’s about an alliance: it’s a sacrifice for a better future. For most of the world, that’s what a marriage is. At least we have the advantage of actually liking each other.’

She blinked. ‘But—’

He didn’t want to hear but when he was screwing up his courage, tight as he could. ‘Before you invoke age, yes, I’m younger than you – but erlings are long-lived. We’d grow old together.

‘But—’

‘And I’ll find a way to look after my sister.’

‘But—’

He put a finger to her lips, cutting her off again, and grinned shyly. ‘I can’t guess the next objection. Maybe it’s that you think we don’t really know each other, or how this will work out. What new couple ever do? We charge headlong into intimacies and then try to work out the rest on the hoof. But our world needs us now, even if it ends in tears and acrimony later. So, I’m willing . . . if you are?’

She went to speak again, then stopped, flummoxed, her big amber eyes wet with unshed tears and her face twisted in confusion. ‘I hear you, Soren,’ she breathed. ‘But this changes everything. I’ll likely have to give up the throne, and you’ll never have anything like a normal life, and . . . Well, I’m willing . . . It’s you I fear for.’

‘And I’ve just told you—’

She held up a hand. ‘Now hear me. I adore you, and I see so much potential in you: you’re so much more than a warrior, like a Warden of old, with every power at his hand: the Exemplar of a new way. But I’m growing old – I’m already past childbearing age, so you’ll never know the joy of having a child – at least, not with me. But if we do this, the Twelve will bind us – there’ll be nobody else. You’ll never find the true love you were meant to find, someone of your own age and kind. You’ll miss out on so much.’

‘Whatever life I live, I’ll miss out on something,’ he replied, speaking from the gut. ‘Nobody gets everything. Yet I’m being offered the most wonderful woman I know, and together we might save our world. Whatever I’m missing out on doesn’t match that.’

She stared as if the air had been knocked out of her. ‘Darling boy,’ she finally managed. ‘You’re seventeen going on two hundred, sometimes, you know that?’ She bit her lower lip to stop it trembling. ‘I’m in too.’

She kissed him, not the usual passionate devouring but slow, caressing, enfolding him into her, and he realised she was shaking as much as he was. Tears stung his eyes too.

Their lips parted and they drank each other in. Weddings and blood sacrifices both happen at altars, he thought. Which is this?

A woman appeared at Elindhu’s shoulder, just as a heavy hand fell on his and he turned. Kalladene’s eyes filled his and the god murmured, ‘Bravely done, boy.’ His spirit form changed to another being, a bronzed man with stag antlers protruding from his temples, clad in a loin cloth of leather and a cloak of leaves. ‘In this incarnation, I am Carnonos, Lord of the Hunt, patron of Bridegrooms. Well met.’ The god raised a sharp-nailed thumb and raked it across Soren’s brow, then licked it clean. He changed abruptly: now he was Belchos, Lord of Nature, with a big belly and a merry face, licking his lips. ‘Mmm, tasty.’

Soren glanced at Elindhu and saw with alarm that his lover was in the embrace of Chiaragh, goddess of the Harvest, her mouth to her left breast, suckling like a child, but the goddess was cycling through golden-haired Breghen, goddess of love, to Carnonos’ mate Reinhagh, the fertility goddess Anu, Duireghan the Wisewoman, Aryella Starbright, who knew all the knowledge in the Firmament, and back again.

‘You’re lucky we’re being gentle, boy,’ Belchos chuckled darkly. ‘There are harder ways we could do this.’ He produced the same goblet of red fluid – blood or wine, or both – that Kalladene had offered. ‘Drink, lad, and be grateful.’

‘What is it?’ Soren asked.

‘Life.’

Soren took it, swallowed his moment of doubt and gulped it down, tasting the nature of the god: old and complex, rooted in so many aspects of life and nature, from the hunt and the kill to the raw scent and allure of mating, to the battle for dominance, the butting of heads among bulls, the tangle of antlers as the stags roar, the restless striving for dominance in a pack of wolves, all of it relentlessly male.

The god became Nuhallo, a golden-haired warrior holding a spear with lightning dancing on the tip, then Diantach, bearing a dagger, a silver-haired being of knowledge, calculator of the paths of stars and delver into secrets, and finally, Tarras, a smith with reptilian limbs and a tail, holding a hammer. With each of the six came a different incarnation of manhood and fresh visions, from holding a newborn, to craft and labour, sweat on the brow and aching limbs, to grey hair and rasping lungs . . . and then back to vigorous youth.

It was Kalladene again, finally, who took back the horn. ‘We are what it is to be male,’ the fertility god told him, gesturing towards Elindhu, who was now being held up by the goddess, swaying as if to a silent music. ‘And she is all of the female.’ He winked. ‘You seem a fine fellow. Enjoy your night . . .’

One moment the world was swaying and her vision was a smear; the next, Elindhu was warmly sober and seeing the world with vivid clarity, as the aftertaste of the six goddesses’ milk trickled down her throat. Next, she was tasting Soren’s mouth in a moment of urgent heat, only to be flung immediately out into a blur of other lives, times and beings. She was all the goddesses, none of them, herself and a thousand others. She was a child, a girl and a crone, birthing and dying, rotting into the tree roots and rising from them as the seasons wheeled: every year, another lifetime.

And Soren was with her, young and mature and old and a child again.

‘We are each the other’s now, Crysophalae,’ the gods said, through him. ‘We’ve waited too long for someone that can carry our word and seed back to your world. You and he are our priest and priestess now. Reawaken your world to us.’

Then they were gone, leaving her lying exhausted in Soren’s arms.

She closed her eyes and drifted into a blissful sleep.

Soren woke, chilled to the bone with a fierce post-coital ache in his groin and a feeling of strange, unearthly bliss inside his chest. He was wrapped in a blanket beside a roaring fire inside the cave, with Elindhu fully dressed and holding him, stroking his tangled curls, her expression contented. That felt good, like coming home.

‘What happened?’ he managed. ‘I can’t remember—’

Then he did, especially how beautiful she’d looked as she’d faced him, her body infused with so many others, women young and old, wild and wise, fecund and fiery, so graceful and alluring as she pulled him in, her dark eyes so glorious and her body so enticing.

‘So, we’re something new again,’ he said gravely.

‘We are,’ Elindhu agreed. ‘In practical terms, we still have the mageas inside us, but the Twelve will be able to reach us now – mostly in dreams, of course – while we can also call on them for knowledge and guidance. But I suggest we’re careful about that. They’re not as benign as they’d have us think.’

‘And did we get what we needed?’

‘I think so.’ She fished into her belt-pouch and pulled out a gleaming red apple. ‘This little thing is going to change the world,’ she told him. ‘It’s how we propagate our gift to others.’

As getting them into the city would be too problematic, they left Hruskallir’s band in a wood near Hyastar. Elindhu told the erling warriors, ‘We won’t be more than a few days.’ She took human shape, donned her plain, travelworn attire and with Soren, headed for the main road going south. They soon fell in with a band of refugees heading for the city; while Soren’s dark face was unusual, it barely attracted a second look. All kinds of people were on the move, and the imperial patrols were making no effort to stop or redirect the refugees.

They want the rebels in Hyastar to be overloaded with dependents, Elindhu guessed, forcing them to deplete their food stores quickly.

Just a day with the refugees gave them a sense of the situation in the wider world. The group they’d joined were from Bravantia, where the crops had failed from a lack of rainfall. They’d walked hundreds of kylos seeking safety. ‘The south coast is all but abandoned,’ one farmer told them. ‘The imperial army are fighting the Bedumi, so any menfolk who linger are conscripted as soldiers, and their women as camp followers, if ye know what I mean.’ He scowled and spat. ‘Our army’s as bad as the Bedumi, if ye ask me.’

‘Why don’t the Hierophant do somethin’?’ his wife complained. ‘Useless tosspot.’

By evening they were at the northern gates of Hyastar, trying to talk their way into the city. It took time to convince the perimeter guards that they were Falcons, members of Romara Challys’ Vestal pentacle, until Elindhu conjured light. A knight and mage were summoned, and she was eventually able to establish her credentials.

‘Ye’ll be hard put to see her, Magia,’ the Sergeant of the Watch guarding the gates said as he admitted them. ‘Siera Romara’s with the higher-ups now an’ they’s meeting with a Day Court delegation even now. She won’t have time for anyone.’ He ran his eye over them suspiciously, then sighed. ‘In yer goes, then.’

Beyond the gates, Elindhu and Soren found an overcrowded, fearful city. Every square was overrun with travel-stained refugees. Their children rampaged about while the parents swarmed the wagon trains trundling in with supplies. Bedrolls, hide tents and campfires filled every open space and the city stank of dung and smoke.

It took them past sunset to reach the main bastion built into the walls around Southgate. At the gate they had to tell their story all over again, until at last Argon Roper, the Falcons’ centurion, was finally summoned to verify Elindhu’s identity.

‘Magia Elindhu, Sier Soren!’ the centurion exclaimed, his face lighting up. ‘Well, I never! Come, come with me!’

He took them to the Great Hall, quickly bringing them up to date on everything they’d missed. The meeting with the Day Court’s peace delegation had adjourned and everyone was now in the banquet hall for more informal engagements. ‘Siera Romara will want to see you immediately,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I’ll get someone to tell her you’re here, and—’

He was interrupted by a crashing sound, curiously deep and muffled, and the beginnings of a low, ominous moaning sound that came from behind the doors to the banquet hall . . .


10

Across the Table

The Vyr Rebellion

It’s the most misguided rebellion ever: shapeshifting berserkers burning fields to save the world. Yet it’s become a vortex that sucks in the stupid and lets them rampage.

Fabio Montesso, Exemplar, Hyastar, 1461

The Exemplar’s words show just how out of touch he is. People don’t rebel out of stupidity. They rise out of desperation, when lives and livelihoods are shattered, and all hope is gone. They rise because they must.

Jorikos, rebel scholar, Secordium, 1462

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

Romara visited her parents daily at Augusta Martia’s residence, but every time, it felt awkward. After years separated by distance and all she’d been through as a knight and now as a vyr, they had little in common. Her parents regarded her, despite protestations of love, as an unknowable stranger.

As I am to myself these days, she admitted. Gram filled her soul with peace for the first time in her life. Who is this happy person I’ve become? she sometimes wondered.

But her joy was tempered by the plight of their cause. Imperial armies were approaching Hyastar from all sides and the defence of the city was increasingly urgent. Twelve thousand vyr had been brought within the walls, despite the uneasiness of the populace. They had been settled into the poor Eastgate district, as yet without serious incident, thanks in great part to the trust of the people of Hyastar in the Order. When the High Council formally appointed Sier Klyne Barron as their new archon, defying the Hierophant, most accepted it, even though it meant they were at war with their ruler. Supply lines had been cut, but they had massive stores of grain, roots and dried goods, and the Odara River ran through the city, so in theory, they could hold out for a long, long time.

Unless the presence of those ‘Serrafim’ circling overhead convinces the populace that Akka is with our enemies and they turn against us, Romara worried.

So far, they had done nothing, but the threat was clear.

Each morning, just getting to her office in the bastion was a task, as everyone knew who she was, accosting her with problems to solve or pleas for aid as she crossed Eastgate to the central plazas, where the administrative and religious buildings clustered about squares and fountains.

That morning, her parents sounded lost, talking about people she didn’t remember, then complaining about being safe here in the city, instead of their cold, damp and draughty castle in the middle of nowhere. Gorman and Delfine Challys were trying her patience, but she made herself listen. Finally, they ran out of complaints and she rose to leave, when she remembered something she’d made a mental note of. ‘Do you remember a Lord and Lady Anborn?’ she asked. ‘Kelmor and Lucia, I think they’re called.’

Her father frowned vaguely, but her mother knew everyone.

‘Oh yes, them,’ Delfine exclaimed. ‘They’re from Secordium – horse people, massive estates. Their daughter was a possible candidate for Reshar,’ she recalled wistfully. ‘The son manages the estate now; Kelmor and Lucia must be in their eighties, wouldn’t you say, Gorman?’

His face cleared. ‘Oh yes, I remember Kelmor Anborn: he and I met back when I attended the Miravian Assembly. One of those chaps who reckoned worth by the size of a man’s estate. You’re right: he’d be eighty-three or -four, I’d wager. A right social climber, he was.’

‘That’s right,’ her mother agreed. ‘They were politically active about twenty years ago, but they rather dropped out of the picture when their son took over. Boorish fellow.’ She looked at Romara curiously. ‘Why do you ask, dear?’

‘There’s an important meeting today,’ Romara replied. ‘The Day Court have sent a delegation to negotiate a peace. There’re two dozen lords and ladies arriving as we speak, to meet with Augusta and her people. But at the last minute, the Anborns were added to the delegation. We’re a bit puzzled why.’

Her father chuckled drily. ‘Well, they used to have plenty of clout in my time. Wealthy, very pro-Church and pro-empire – they pretty much single-handedly held together the pro-imperial faction of the Miravian Assembly. But that was a long time ago.’

‘Perhaps the Day Court think wheeling out some old stalwarts will help the negotiations,’ her mother suggested. ‘Lucia Anborn was rather lovely, as I recall. She knew everybody worth knowing.’ She smiled wistfully. ‘Wouldn’t it be fun to see them again, Gorman?’

Romara went to protest. ‘No, this is an important—’

‘Just a quick hello for old times’ sake,’ he said. ‘I’m sick of being locked up in this place.’ He fixed Romara with his ‘Lord Gorman’ look. ‘Surely you have some influence, Daughter?’

She knew better than to argue – and maybe it would help to have her parents sweeten up some old Day Court fossils. ‘I’ll send a carriage. There’s a banquet in the evening, after the meeting – provided they don’t storm off in a huff once we tell them our demands.’

Her parents were barely listening, doubtless too busy planning what to wear.

By dinner time, they’ll have come up with a plan to marry me off to some Day Courtier’s incontinent nephew . . .

Smiling inwardly, Romara headed for the bastion and the meeting.

Dranit Ritter had felt somewhat peripheral since being trapped in Hyastar. His business was defending the accused in Folkstein against both the justiciary and Order, so he had few contacts among the Order’s High Council, despite Augusta Martia’s patronage. With the Order on a war footing, the courts were suspended anyway, which meant he had too much time on his hands.

‘I need something to do,’ he kept complaining to Augusta.

Finally, she relented and invited him to join the big meeting with the Day Court delegates. ‘If we have to negotiate a deal, we might need that legal mind of yours,’ she told him.

Accordingly, Dranit and Lubano were in the reception hall when the thirty delegates arrived at Tar-Fidelus, the Order bastion. He found a vantage and occupied himself matching names on the list to faces. None were known to him personally, but the names were mostly familiar: they included a smattering of Zynochi and Abuthans representing trade interests, but most were Talmoni nobles and merchants, all of them movers and shakers in the highest courts.

Except those two, he thought, staring at the elderly couple who’d come in last. None of the other delegates spoke to them, and they looked terribly out of place: stooped, white-haired and dressed in antique style. But they gazed about with coldly assessing eyes.

‘Lord and Lady Anborn, the late additions nobody can properly remember,’ he commented to Lubano.

The shaven-skulled Aquini bodyguard narrowed his eyes. ‘Ridiculous though it may sound, I’d suspect anyone added to a delegation this late of being spies.’

‘My thoughts exactly. But for whom? And why them?’

Lubano shrugged. ‘I don’t know Day Court politics well enough to say.’

‘Nor do I. But Day Courtiers are all filthy rich, and desperate to be richer. They’re usually bitterly divided, except when something threatens business – like a war.’

‘I suppose everyone killing everyone else could be bad for business,’ Lubano drawled.

‘Most business,’ Dranit corrected. ‘Some thrive on such things: food sellers, weapons-makers and the like. They’re all rubbing their hands together with glee, no doubt.’

Lubano grunted. ‘It’s a shitty world.’

‘Aye, but this delegation is filled with people whose wealth relies on peace. They’ll want to broker a settlement the Hierophant will find acceptable – assuming dear old Eindil still has any influence.’ He frowned at the Anborns. ‘But why wheel out those two?’

The Aquini bodyguard ran fingers over his scalp, staring at the older couple. ‘The Anborns retired two decades ago, as far as I remember. They’re nobodies these days. I don’t like it.’

‘Nor does Augusta. She’s asked me to keep an eye on them.’

The delegates were funnelled into the pillared hall where the Order’s leadership had been gathering for two hundred years. Long tables had been arranged in the traditional manner, with hosts and visitors facing each other. Augusta, at the centre, was welcoming the delegates formally and introducing Klyne Barron as the new archon, holding court as the Day Court dignitaries were introduced.

Dranit ensured he was placed opposite Lord Kelmor and Lady Lucia Anborn, who sat and sipped wine while their reptilian eyes took it all in. The Anborns didn’t bother asking his name. Presumably they already knew – or didn’t care. They’re sharp as caltrops, he thought. When Lucia’s eyes brushed over him, he felt an odd chill. He wished that Lubano had been permitted to join him, but bodyguards had been excluded, the knights guarding the doors were outside and nobody in here was armed.

Nobody starts trouble when they’re trapped in their enemy’s fortress, he rationalised.

Just before the formalities started, Romara Challys rose from her place near Augusta and came down the table to speak with him. Laying a friendly hand on his shoulder, she asked, ‘All well, Dranit?’

The Anborns noted her familiarity with their piercing gaze. Ah, so you’re friendly to the witch that caused all this, he imagined them thinking.

‘All well, Lady Romara,’ he confirmed. ‘This is Kelmor and Lucia Anborn, from Secordium. They’re here to teach the young how to negotiate, I’m sure.’

The two ancients regarded her intently. ‘Your fame precedes you, Siera Romara,’ the old man said. ‘Is it true you slew a Serrafim of Akka?’

His words sounded benign enough, but they contained barbs, so Dranit answered before Romara could. ‘There was no Serrafim. Siera Romara slew someone purporting to be Enzo Karax but who clearly wasn’t. We found a Night Court mask in his dressing room afterwards, and some swear he was the image of his father Voltan – when Voltan was twenty-five.’ He paused for emphasis, then added, ‘I’ve heard it said that Voltan was a great friend of yours, Lord Kelmor, when you were young. But it appears he was some kind of monster.’

Kelmor’s eyes went so cold Dranit fully believed he was trying to kill him with just a glance. Then he wheezed, ‘Voltan’s long dead, Akka grant him peace.’

‘In The Book of Lux, it is said: “That which is inside us, manifests outwardly”,’ Lucia added. ‘Just as those who are poor materially are impoverished morally, those who are born with beauty have enlightened souls. If it was dear Voltan and he looked like an angel, then that is what he was.’

Romara’s face hardened, but Dranit spoke over her again, saying, ‘Siera Romara is a beautiful woman, and Enzo Karax wore the mask of a wolf. And ugly chaps like me have been doing good work for centuries, while prettier people rob others blind.’ He spread his hands genially and added, ‘But we’re here to negotiate a settlement, so let’s hope we can find common ground.’

There was another pause, then Lord Kelmor raised his goblet. ‘To a peaceful accord.’ They raised cups, sipped and forged some kind of silent détente, though Dranit still felt marked for retribution.

‘By the way, my parents are in the city,’ Romara told the Anborns. ‘They have fond memories of you both in younger days. They’ll join us at the banquet this evening.’

‘Of course,’ Lucia replied. ‘Lady Delfine was always charming company.’

‘Gorman Challys, wasn’t it?’ Kelmor said. ‘It’d be good to see him.’

His pleasure looked barely skin-deep to Dranit. But perhaps that’s how these people are?

He rose and bowed, deciding to remove himself from their eye, having clearly given offence. ‘I must sit with Romara, to advise her. May it be a beneficial meeting.’

‘Wise,’ Romara murmured, as they walked. ‘I don’t think they liked you.’

‘I feel sorry for your parents, having to meet up with those two.’

‘Don’t be,’ Romara said drily. ‘They’ll get on famously. Birds of a feather.’

The afternoon meeting passed in a draining, exasperating miasma of proposals, counteroffers, petty disputes and pointless compromise, just as Romara had suspected it would. By the time it was done, she would rather not have spent any more time with the delegates at all. She’d never met a more entitled lot of lampreys and leeches in her life.

And I thought the Order was bad for ambitious, self-serving pricks, she mused. I could almost feel sorry for Eindil Pandramion, having to deal with this lot every day.

The meeting was a drawn-out repetition of one theme: This schism is bad for my trading concerns, or unsettling my peasants, or causing the hierophant to levy us for gold to combat the unrest: so, could you please just stop? We don’t care who’s right or wrong, we’re a little concerned that elobyne might be bad, but it’ll all work out: so, could you please just stop!

To which Augusta kept saying no.

By the allotted finishing time at sunset, there had been no breakthrough, the banquet offered the hope that alcohol and good food could achieve what logic and rationality couldn’t. It’d happened before, Romara was assured.

As the Day Court delegates mingled among themselves, or accosted a High Councillor to make a point, Romara hurried out to the entrance hall to find her parents. Her father was in a dowdy frockcoat, her mother in a stuffy high-necked evening gown; they looked like what they were: old-fashioned, coin-poor but land-rich rural gentry.

‘You’re seated opposite Lord and Lady Anborn,’ she told them. ‘They remember you.’ She didn’t add that she thought them poor company. ‘If it becomes tiring, give me a wave,’ she added. ‘I won’t be far away.’

As the council room emptied, most headed for the wet-rooms to relieve bladders, then crossed to the banquet hall, where servants proffering goblets of wine and platters of finger-food awaited. There was some mingling, mostly of councillors with similar business interests to the Day Court merchants. The few vyr present, unused to high society and ignored by both sides, clustered uncomfortably around Sadithil and Quyan. Just days away from battle, nothing had yet been sorted here and it remained a fraught union.

Romara was looking for Gram when a Day Court delegate approached her, clearly dying to ask her about the Blood Trial. She was quite proud of her restraint as she listened to his excited notion that gladiatorial combat would be ‘a tremendously useful way to resolve legal matters, not to mention great entertainment’.

How have I not yet punched him? I really must have achieved ninneva.

Then she saw a big silhouette framed by the main double-doors into the chamber and waved in relief. ‘Please excuse me, but my husband has just arrived,’ she told the idiot delegate. ‘Lovely to meet you.’

She made her escape, heading for the sanctuary of Gram’s solid, intimidating presence, just as a church bell boomed distantly . . . and reality rippled . . . .

Gram, spotting Romara in the crowd, made his way towards her while scanning the room. Romara’s parents were exchanging what looked like awkward greetings with Lord and Lady Anborn; Lucia Anborn was paying attention, but her husband looked withdrawn, his head cocked as if he were listening for something.

Then a church bell chimed, marking the hour – and a word permeated the aether: Now!

Gram’s vyr senses were flashing warnings as Kelmor Anborn raised his right hand and gestured, encompassing the room – and suddenly it felt like everyone was underwater, including himself. Movements became sluggish, and every sound, from voices to the clink of goblets and slap of boot leather, was suddenly slow and low.

What the jagat—?

His eyes locked on Lord Anborn as the elderly man’s face become smooth livid white, with crimson lips and gleaming gold hair. A glowing blade of light appeared in his left hand. He slashed brutally and Gorman Challys jerked and ponderously fell, blood slowly but forcefully jetting from a throat wound and spraying across the air.

Delfine Challys’ scream came out as a low moan, and heads crept around. Lady Anborn – now a shining blonde girl – punched through Delfine’s chest – her bloody fist bursting out of Delfine’s back – then she and Lord Anborn blurred and shifted on wings of light. Lord Anborn’s right hand remained aloft, as if his gesture was holding the entire room still, but Lady Anborn had conjured a flamberge in her bloody hands and beheaded a vorlok, a woman Gram didn’t know, then a Day Courtier. She was moving through the turgid crowd with sight-defying speed, hacking down everyone in reach on her way to Klyne Barron, her blade an arc of light slashing the new archon in two, followed a second later by his wife, and two more senior councillors – then she pirouetted like a dancer, her face lit with ecstatic joy—

— and she headed straight for Romara.

As she moved, there was a shattering crash: the six beautiful stained-glass windows on the far wall burst inwards in a shower of lethal coloured glass shards, and half a dozen more of these demonic angels erupted into the hall, all armed with glyma-weapons.

The horror unfolded in slow motion, like everyone was moving through treacle, except for the glowing Serrafim. Romara roared at the sight of her parents being slaughtered like kine, as ‘Lady Anborn’, glowing like a gilded statue, carved a path straight for her.

Move, she told herself. Move!

But she couldn’t, caught in the same paralysis as everyone else except these killer angels. The windows above came apart in a slow burst of shattered glass, admitting six more Serrafim, ablaze with righteous fury. They swooped upon servants and guests alike, indiscriminately cutting a bloody swathe towards the high table, where Augusta Martia stood, frozen aghast.

‘Gram—’ Romara wailed, reaching for a table-knife, but the word belled and warped unintelligibly. Panic spread, expressed in bulged eyes and gasping mouths, but nobody was able to run. Lady Anborn would be on her in moments . . .

Then a woman’s voice rang out, distorted beyond recognition by the warped sound in this hall – then the air rippled again, and everyone blurred into normal motion—

Elindhu had once attended a lecture by an Order scholar who claimed that each branch of magic – by which he meant the different ways glyma was used by knights, mages and the vyr – used separate spectra of energy, akin to the colours of a rainbow. Certainly the Order struggled to detect vyr magic, making the rebels hard to unmask.

But since gaining her new mageas energy, Elindhu’s awareness of other magical forms was growing. So as she and Soren joined the throng of delegates and councillors and headed for the banquet hall, that new awareness alerted her to a powerful expenditure of power inside, as well as strange sounds and a shimmering in the air. Instantly she knew that something was terribly wrong, and that she must disrupt it.

Don’t overthink it, she thought, as she reached for her own power. Much magic was simple and instant, while the difficult spells required concentration. It’s easier to break something than make it.

‘Negatio!’ she shouted, the general catch-all counterspell, throwing it ahead of herself as she burst into a waddling trot. Soren, striding beside her, drew his tuelawar. Her spell impacted, the air rippled as she and Soren reached the nearest door, and a strange scene presented itself: two shining beings were carving through the crowd while six more swooped at head-height through the crowd, blades scything down people who yowled and fell in slow motion, blood painting the air and the sound of it all warped and weird – until her counterspell took effect and the strange time-freezing effect was vanquished. Normal sound and speed resumed, but the angels kept moving just as fast, still carving their way onwards. But one turned and saw her, then streaked in, its blade blooming into vivid purple-blue flame—

At first glance, everyone in the room looked almost paralysed, moving painfully slowly, while human-shaped blurs of light carved into them as if they were made of butter. To Soren, it was like hitting frozen air as he entered the hall, beside Elindhu, just behind two Order knights, who’d been closer to the action . . .

Elindhu shouted Negatio, with all her considerable power behind it, and the motion-freezing spell frayed and came apart – but a moment later a beautiful winged Abuthan woman in white dropped in front of the two Vestal knights, twin long knives aglow. Grinning fiendishly, she plunged the blades effortlessly into the armour-plated chests of the two knights, her eyes already looking past them at Soren.

But Soren was already swinging . . .

Her blades were stuck in the chests of her victims, leaving her nothing to parry with. Thinking herself a wolf among sheep, she’d forgotten that rams have horns. Before she could wrench the weapons free, his tuelawar had cleaved her skull from crown to jaw and she collapsed.

Soren wrenched the blade free as another angelic demon sped towards Elindhu. Instinctively reading her intent, he hurled himself towards them, beating its blow away before he slammed into the creature, body to body, and they crashed to the floor. He managed to roll away, avoiding the counterblow which split the floorboards around him, rose on one knee and drove his own blade downwards – right into the space the fiend flashed into.

How am I doing this? he wondered, his tuelawar separating neck from head, killing the creature instantly. It was as if his blade knew where to be before he did. He rose, seeing possibilities and intents as actual deeds in a tangle of blurred fore and after-images – and then caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror: there were antlers protruding from his brow.

Carnonos incarnate . . .

He turned to see two more of the winged beings looking back at him, gaping like they saw what he was, too. But others, unaware, were still intent on slaughter, including one dropping from the ceiling at Gram, who was running towards Romara and totally unaware of the threat.

‘GRAM!’ Soren roared. ‘WATCH OUT—!’

Gram was just yards from Romara as the room lurched into normal speed again and he heard someone – Soren? – call out, ‘GRAM! WATCH OUT—!’

Only vyr speed saved him, an angel’s blade parting the space he’d been about to fill, but he was already tumbling beneath that arc of light, then springing back up, straining every sinew to match the being’s speed, grasping its wrist and wrapping an arm round the torso.

The youthful version of Lord Anborn had leapt – impossibly – thirty feet to attack him, but in such close quarters, vyr bulk and ferocity were almost a match for Alephi strength. Anborn twisted to face him just as Gram slammed his forehead into the angel’s face, breaking his nose and dazing him. Blood smeared across Gram’s eyes as his own brow split, but he didn’t lose grip, crashing Anborn’s head downwards with all his strength, smashing him into the tiled floor until the skull shattered, spurting blood and brain. The body convulsed, almost as if trying to fight on, so Gram grabbed a handful of the luxuriant golden hair and thumped the skull into the floor, again and again, until Anborn’s head came apart like a melon.

Uncaring, Gram rose, shouting, ‘ROMARA!’

Four things kept Romara alive in the first thirty deadly seconds.

The first was that Lady Anborn – or whoever she was – was so arrogant or berserk with bloodlust that she couldn’t resist killing everyone in her path. The second was that as they closed in, Elindhu’s voice blared across the hall and the strange time-slowing spell collapsed.

The third came from within: Romara was both Order veteran and draegar, with the speed to almost match her foe, just as she had at the Blood Trial. She grasped the power in a heartbeat and was already shielding and moving as Lady Anborn reached her. The woman’s blade of light flashed out to split her heart, but Romara was already in motion, knocking the thrust aside with the nearest blade – a table knife – but two more Serrafim were closing in, and the next moments were pure survival. She riposted, her slash forcing Lady Anborn to bend away, then arched away from the spear thrust of the left-hand angel. The other newcomer landed behind Lady Anborn’s back as she attacked Romara, her sword against that tiny knife. Only her superhuman reflexes were keeping Romara alive—

—until the fourth factor played out: someone, somewhere, did something, because suddenly the attackers all staggered, glassy-eyed – except for Lady Anborn. The angel with the spear seemed to forget how to fly, dropping to the floor and staggering, until a Vestal knight rushed in and buried his orb-less flamberge in the being’s chest. The female angel guarding Lady Anborn’s back broke the knight’s neck with a blow from the back of her hand, but Romara had caught the dropping spear and drove it into the female angel’s mouth until it punched out the back of the skull. A moment later a draegar in a crow-feather cloak brought a hatchet down on the back of one dazed-looking Serrafim’s skull and it crumpled, and the last of them perished when two Vestal Guards impaled it on spears and pinned it to the floor, then a third knight beheaded it.

Suddenly, Lady Anborn was alone.

She wailed and shot upwards, Flamma and Pulso bursts hammering into her shields, flashed out the shattered windows – and was gone.

For a moment, everything was still, all gaping mouths and staring eyes.

And blood, everywhere.

Holy Akka, Romara thought numbly. The angels came to kill us . . . Gram? Gram—

To her utter relief she saw her lover, his brow bleeding, standing over a fourth Serrafim corpse, that of Lord Anborn, she thought. She exhaled in utter relief.

They came at us in strength and failed, she realised. We beat them!

She ensured the thing whose skull she’d impaled was utterly lifeless, leaving the spear where it was, and turned to the crow-cloaked woman – they’d met; her name was Muiraghan, she recalled – and nodded mute but heartfelt thanks. Then she looked around to see who lived, who else had died alongside her parents . . . .

To her surprise, Elindhu was there, beside Soren var’Dael. It was her voice I heard, breaking the spell, Romara realised, overjoyed but still numb with shock, her mind replaying her parent’s horrible deaths. I brought them here to die . . .

The death-toll was horrific: Augusta Martia was down, a medicalus kneeling over her, his hands bloody. The new archon, Klyne Barron, barely a week in office, was dead, along with scores of guests, servants and guards. Vyr-King Sadithil was kneeling over the lifeless body of Quyan, his queen, as his vyr closed ranks around him.

Romara bowed her head, stunned by the magnitude of this assault, yet knowing they’d got off lightly. If Elindhu hadn’t broken their spell, we could all be dead . . .

She began to realise another thing: the Day Courtiers had been slain alongside the rebel Order, High Councillors and vyr, the entire rebel leadership targeted with brutal ruthlessness.

Was this the only attack? she wondered suddenly. Or is there worse to know?

She headed for the castellan, shouting, ‘Vestals, protect the High Councillors! Vyr, protect your King!’ Then she called in those she knew and trusted: her Falcons. ‘Gram, Elindhu, Soren: with me. Let’s find out if there’s more.’

It took an hour or so to establish firmly that the banquet hall had been the only attack. Only eight attackers, and through luck, skill and fortitude, they’d killed seven.

What do you think of that, whoever sent you? she wondered.

‘This was an act of evil,’ she told her Falcons. ‘Whoever ordered it must pay.’


INTERLUDE

The Twilight Court

The Anonymity of Real Power

When Jovan Lux, the first Hierophant, created the Night Court, he declared that ‘only an advisor who doesn’t fear reprisals will speak truth to power’. He never disclosed who these ‘fearless advisors’ were, or how they’re selected. Rumours abound, but I daresay the truth is worse than we think.

Inchalus Sekum, Zynochi royal scribe, Bedum-Mutaza, 1467

Bedum-Mutaza

Autumn 1472

Vazi spent a strange, unsettling night in the tower of Elysium. Alone in her suite, she had to endure the animal grunting and impassioned cries drifting from the windows of the floor above, where Jovan and Odalis were.

They’re made of glyma and almost indestructible, she realised. The blood running through them is the burning energy that drives every knight and vyr mad – so normal copulation probably isn’t enough for them.

That Odalis was a rabid fornicator came as no surprise; her whole demeanour reeked of it. But that Jovan would stoop to such things? That was a blow.

Is there a monster beneath his beautiful façade? she worried.

Her greater fear was that she would become just like them.

Only after they eventually lapsed into sleep could she, only to be woken what felt like moments later by Jovan, freshly washed and wearing pristine robes. ‘Wake up, my champion,’ he told her. ‘A crisis is unfolding and the Hierophant must be guided through it. We must fly south to Bedum-Mutaza to attend a session of the Twilight Court.’

What’s the ‘Twilight Court’? she wondered. I’ve never heard of it.

Jovan gave her no further explanation, handing her clothing, then turning to the windows as she stripped and dressed, which was a relief. She packed her silver dragon mask and once armed, they took off from her balcony, the barely risen sun glinting on their wings. They were more than a thousand kylos from the ancient capital of the world, but such distances barely mattered when they could fly like the wind, wordless and purposeful.

They arrived just before sunset at a tower on the outer walls overlooking the Straits of Leos. It looked abandoned, but within were small but sumptuously appointed rooms. He showed her to a wet room to wash, and left her to it. She was tired, not hungry – the glyma sustained her now, not food or water – but she was significantly depleted. The mirror showed her skin and eyes flecked with gold, and when she slit open her skin with a crystalline fingernail, her blood was pale and milky. The wound closed seconds later.

Jovan knocked. ‘It’s time,’ he called through the door. ‘Our carriage awaits.’

The last time Vazi had been in Bedum-Mutaza, she’d been summoned into the Hierophant’s presence, ostensibly an honour, but she’d felt like an exhibit. She’d been given a humiliating ballgown to wear, and made to attend upon Eindil like some trophy. She’d rebelled and run, rather than submit to that tired, weak old man and his degrading whims.

If I’d stayed, I’d be nothing right now. I was right to go.

She picked up her mask, which brought to mind the winged serpents Jovan was breeding, mythic creatures brought to life. He promised me one, she thought, her mood lifting. Her unease at Jovan’s imperfections remained, but she was still very much persuaded by his vision.

I have chosen the right side, she thought. Or rather, it chose me.

She found him waiting, robed in black and holding his own mask, a generic, expressionless male face, although no doubt every Night Courtier knew exactly who was behind it. He handed her a black robe of her own; she pulled it on and they donned their masks.

‘The Hierophant knows your voice,’ Jovan reminded her. ‘If you have anything to say, tell me and I’ll voice it.’

They settled inside the curtained cabin of the carriage and were rumbling along busy streets, past bazaars and churches. She heard fragments of Bedumi music, drums and cymbals and wailing singers, and smelt pungent spices, rotting garbage and acrid cooking smoke. Sharp bursts of light stabbed the gloom of the carriage and heavy humidity filled the air. But Vazi felt no sense of homecoming, despite her ancestry. The caliphates held only bad memories for her.

‘Why are we here?’ she asked.

‘The Anborns launched their attack on the rebel leadership last night. The world reacts.’

‘Was it a success?’

‘It failed,’ Jovan replied darkly. ‘Kelmor Anborn is dead, as are six of his coterie. Only Lucia escaped. They killed a few, but they’ve only succeeded in making the rebels look stronger.’

‘I thought an Alephi superior to any number of knights?’ Vazi said uneasily.

‘We are, but in a fight of few against many, random chance rules. It’s one of the reasons I’ve kept our existence secret all these years. The real issue is that the Anborns attacked with arrogance: they could have waited until midnight and used stealth, but they sought to make a grand statement, attacking an entire room of rebels which included glyma-wielding knights and vyr. Their failure was entirely self-inflicted.’

‘It would have been better had they not attacked,’ Vazi observed, at which Jovan scowled, baring teeth that reminded her uncomfortably of the bestial sounds she’d heard the previous night. ‘I mean no criticism,’ she added swiftly.

‘None taken,’ Jovan snapped – but then he sighed and his gentler visage reasserted itself. ‘And yes, I gave the Anborns tacit permission and encouragement. It was a calculated gamble; one I now regret.’ He met her gaze. ‘Never fear to criticise me, Vaziella. As my Elysia, I am relying on you to be my Truth-speaker. In private, you may say anything.’

His Truth-speaker? She wondered if that was truly what he wanted.

‘What’s the Twilight Court?’ she asked, to escape what felt like a fraught moment.

‘It’s a meeting that can be called only by a reigning hierophant, involving both the Day Court and the Night Court. I instituted it myself when I was on the throne.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have, but it’s been useful at times.’

‘Do you not want this one to happen?’

‘Well, it certainly wasn’t my idea. Eindil called it after Corbus Ritter and Lucia Anborn contacted him – I believe Lucia thinks having others present when she reports her failings might protect her, and that Corbus believes the same. In their position, it’s not a bad stratagem, although it will avail them nothing.’

‘Can we silence them prior to the hearing?’

Jovan chuckled darkly. ‘That’s the problem with asking a warrior for advice; they only ever advocate killing. No, it’s been called now, and I must allow it. It will teach both courts how we deal with failure.’

‘Do I need to be your executioner again?’ she asked, keeping her voice neutral.

‘Let’s see how it plays out,’ he replied, his voice regretful. ‘Vaziella, please believe that I hate being forced into ruthless acts. But my Alephi, while perfected physically, are still prone to human weakness. At times I must discipline them, and even cull those who are unready for the world I am about to reveal.’

‘To reveal?’ Vazi asked, unsure what he meant.

He leaned towards her, taking her hands in his. ‘The empire teeters and, increasingly, all people seek a great reckoning, a blood-letting, a purifying of their nation of the pagans and immigrants who poison their dreams. They want a return to the last true “Golden Time” – the time when I reigned. They long for me, their Saviour.’

I’m an immigrant and was born a pagan, Vazi thought wanly. ‘I can’t imagine that,’ she confessed. ‘How will you teach so many different people to live in harmony?’

He looked at her as if she was being very, very dim. ‘Vaziella, I’m talking about the End of All Things. Those who are not with us will perish in the Maw, as they deserve. Only we, the blessed Alephi, will remain, united behind me. All others will perish.’

She rocked back despite herself, and only her life-long discipline of reticence and emotional concealment enabled her to avoid ripping her hands away and saying something stupid that might get her killed, ‘His Elysia’ or not.

He’s talking about millions dying . . . Millions who all believe in him . . .

‘Oh . . .’ she managed.

Jovan examined her face, which she prayed was a mask of devotion.

‘Vaziella,’ he said heavily, ‘your sympathy for the herd does you credit, but those who are worthy will be saved, and those who must perish . . . Well, their disappointment will be brief.’ He sniffed ironically. ‘Most people believe themselves virtuous, but few are. Others know they’re flawed, but they believe I’ll forgive them, because the End of All Things is about them, and they have some central role or a place in Paradise.’ He snorted with gentle contempt. ‘By the time they learn otherwise, they’ll be dust.’

‘Then why not do it now?’ Vazi asked, hoping very much she sounded like a believer.

‘Oh, believe me, it’ll be soon. But as you’ve seen, Elysium is not yet complete. Our dragons, which are specifically mentioned in The Book of Lux, are only now coming to readiness, and most importantly, we Alephi are divided by intrigues and factions. Dealing with traitors like Genadius or fools like the Anborns is setting us back, time and again.’

‘But surely if you reveal yourself now, all of Coros will bow down to you?’ Vazi asked, while she tried to work out her true feelings. ‘You’re our Saviour – surely even the pagans cannot deny you if you’re standing before them?’

‘Of course they can: I have foreseen it. They would label me a fraud and imposter, the “Spawn of Urghul”. People never believe that which does not suit their own preconceptions. It’s part of humankind’s flawed nature. I created the Alephi to rise above that.’

She still wanted to rip her hands from his, but she also knew that The Book of Lux spoke of the End as a sacred, wonderful moment, something to rejoice in.

‘All over the lands, people shall sing for joy as our Saviour descends from on high,’ The Book of Lux said. ‘Sorrow shall end, and Suffering shall turn to Elation. All shall unite in love for He who has redeemed us.’ The words about sinners falling into the Maw were almost an afterthought. Truly, all people die, she thought. What matters is that some will be saved!

She nodded slowly, feeling like she was starting to understand.

Jovan smiled encouragingly. ‘Hytal, Zynochia and northern Abuthan is far from “all of Coros”, Vaziella. Once, to test myself, I flew around the entire globe, to prove we do indeed dwell upon a sphere. The Triple Empire encompasses barely a tenth of the landmass – and I am unknown outside it.’

Vazi blinked in surprise. ‘I know there are lands east of us, where the Kharagh come from, but there’s nothing there . . . and south of Abutha is a wilderness populated by savages.’

‘My dear, there are civilisations on other continents you’ve never dreamt of. None have the glyma, so they are ripe for the taking. They will see us as gods.’

Her fears turned to intrigue, giving her something to think about instead of the horrors he’d been unveiling. She clung to that gratefully. ‘I’d like to see those places.’

The oncoming End of All Things was still bone-chilling – but the idea that they would soon rule whole other lands was intriguing. To bring enlightenment to the rest of Coros felt noble and heroic, a sacred duty.

The carriage came to a halt, the driver called out and a pair of gates were hauled opened. In a moment they were rolling down a quieter, smoother road. When she peered through the curtains, she saw they were at the back of the giant imperial palace. The sun was setting, throwing long shadows on the green lawns, across statuary-filled gardens and lakes.

Their carriage was one of many funnelling into a courtyard, crawling forward until they came to a smooth stop. They checked their masks were secure before the door was opened and a doorman announced, ‘All is well, Exalted Lord. Welcome to the imperial palace.’

Jovan stepped out, then offered Vazi his arm. She accepted it, despite her unease with physical contact, and they entered a long, wide hall where a few dozen black-clad, silver-masked courtiers were milling about. When they saw Jovan’s blank mask, they instantly dropped to one knee, right hands to heart and left hands reaching, as if beseeching mercy.

‘Hail,’ they chorused. ‘All hail.’

Jovan promenaded Vazi past them, saying, ‘Light be upon thee. Rise and follow.’

At the far end of the hall, he greeted a still-kneeling figure in a lizard mask – the former Exemplar, Damiano Argossi, Vazi remembered. Jovan raised him, murmured in his ear, Lizard replied, bowed and glided away.

‘May I ask?’ Vazi breathed.

‘There’s no sign of Lucia or Corbus,’ Jovan replied, ‘but the meeting has been called and must go ahead.’

He didn’t sound disappointed; indeed, there was a spring in his step as he led the Night Courtiers into a smaller chamber, where a throne sat on a dais at the far end. Jovan ascended it and sat, waving her to one side, as the courtiers spread out facing the throne and knelt again, heads bowed and hands clasped.

‘We are honoured by your presence, Most High,’ a doe-masked woman called out. ‘Our hearts rejoice.’ Other masked courtiers echoed and embellished her words.

Jovan gestured for all to rise, and said, ‘It is good to be here, my kindred. Weighty matters are afoot, and we must guide our Hierophant. A Twilight Court has been sanctioned, the first in decades. Mistakes have been made which must be rectified.’ He gestured towards Vazi. ‘But first, a welcome. I present to you our newest sister, Vaziella al-Nuqheel.’

Some reacted in surprise, perhaps because she was young and still in the public eye.

‘We welcome our sister,’ Doe-mask said, clearly determined to shine. ‘Akka guide her.’

After a chorus of greetings, silence fell. Then a ram-masked man asked, ‘How may we serve you this evening, Most High?’

They’re scared of him, Vazi sensed. They don’t see a saviour but a tyrant. To them, perhaps he was. But she saw his gentler side, and she understood what he was trying to achieve, probably far better than they, because of all he’d confided in her. He’s got to control them, or some of them would act like Genadius and run amok.

Jovan answered Ram’s query. ‘The Twilight Court will deliberate upon the tidings from Hyastar. This session was initiated by Corbus Ritter, Archon of the Vestal Order, and by our dear Lady Owl, Lucia Anborn.’

Vazi could feel the uncertainty his words caused.

‘Ritter’s a coward and Lucia’s a spider,’ Ram opined. ‘Their gambit failed.’

But it was Jovan that sanctioned the attack, Vazi thought uncomfortably. He shares the blame.

Others evidently thought so, as their confusion was clear, despite their masks. ‘What should we advise the Hierophant?’ Doe asked at last.

‘Pretend I’m not there, Milady,’ Jovan replied, with veiled contempt. ‘Advise him as you would your own children.’

Having their leader present but not providing guidance clearly felt akin to being told to practise tying nooses. Vazi felt little sympathy, as she suspected these ‘angels’ seldom experienced fear, but it was unsettling watching someone she wanted to adore ruling in this way.

You’re my Saviour. I want you to engender awe in us, not dread.

Amid the awkward silence, a bell rang.

Jovan indicated the door. ‘The Hierophant awaits.’

He rose, indicated for Vazi to follow and led the courtiers out into the huge expanse of the throne hall, a giant space set with marble pillars. The light beyond the lattice-work walls was fading, but the sultry humidity of Bedum-Mutaza lingered. Sweat pooled in Vazi’s hollows, from the tension and the temperature.

In a pool of lamplight at the far end of the hall was a raised dais and throne where sat the temporal ruler, Eindil Pandramion III, the Hierophant, God-Emperor of Talmont and Triple-Emperor of Coros. Was it just two months ago she’d knelt there as Eindil commanded her to abandon her hunt for Jadyn Kaen and Auranuschka Perafi? He’d wanted her as a trophy.

I only kneel to Jovan now, she thought, with relief.

The Night Courtiers spread out along the right side of the court, in stark contrast to their gaudily dressed counterparts, flaunting themselves in scarlets, golds, deep blues and greens, gleaming yellows and oranges as they filed in from the left. Each held a beautiful velvet mask affixed to a cane – presumably some formality attached to the Twilight Court, as the Day Court were never masked. A few held them over their faces, but most made no effort to conceal their identity. Some she knew: lords of great cities, merchant-princes who had more wealth than some kingdoms, churchmen of great stature. They spread out facing the Night Courtiers, eying their rivals with a mix of unease, suspicion and envy.

Their spokesman was Melvor Montesso, a Talmoni magnate with florid red hair and whiskers – and ironically, a cousin of Fabio Montesso, the former Exemplar Vazi had executed just a few days ago. Vazi had met Melvor once, after winning the Exemplar’s crown a second time: he’d offered marriage when she retired. She’d told him she’d hang for murder first: his murder, if he didn’t jag off.

‘The Day Court greets Eindil Pandramion III, Hierophant of the Triple Empire,’ Montesso declared. ‘As ever, we offer our loyal counsel, freely given.’

There was a tense silence, perhaps because nobody among the Night Court was brave enough to step forward and respond when Jovan was present. Everyone shuffled about, looking up at the Throne of Sand and Eindil, an old man in a skull-crushing crown. At his feet was Robias, the Imperial Stentor and the most influential bureaucrat in the Triple Empire, a bald, self-effacing man of middling years, his face as much a mask as the silver ones the Alephi wore. He was certainly much more composed than Eindil, who peered about uncertainly, looking older and more indecisive than ever.

Despite that, Vazi found her contempt for him had softened. Being among these masked immortals that he faced nightly gave her a new insight into the terrors crushing him. No wonder he clung so pathetically to me, she thought. I must have symbolised freedom to him.

Jovan gestured to the doe-masked courtier, who broke the silence. ‘The Night Court greets Eindil Pandramion III, Hierophant of the Triple Empire,’ she called.

Robias replied on his master’s behalf, ‘The Hierophant bids the Day and Night Courts welcome to this, the seventeenth Twilight Court. It was invoked by the supplicant, Archon Corbus Ritter, and permitted by Hierophant Eindil Pandramion III. Let it be known that the Night Court objected, before formally accepting this summons.’ He checked his notes. ‘A courser from Hyastar arrived by portali gate an hour ago, bearing despatches signed at midday yesterday. Do either Court have more recent tidings?’

‘We do not,’ Doe replied, after glancing at Jovan.

‘Nor we,’ Montesso replied, twirling his somewhat comical donkey mask on its cane.

‘Then here is that briefing,’ Robias said. ‘Arch-Grandmaster Joselu of the Order of Akka’s Light wrote thus: “In the middle evening, three hours before midnight, I received word of an attack upon the rebel leaders in Tar-Fidelus, the bastion of the Vestal Order in Hyastar. Initial reports are of eight winged beings attacking the peace talks and killing several rebels, including Sier Klyne Barron, the false archon. Augusta Martia is injured, perhaps fatally. However, all but one of the attackers perished, and one only escaped. The rebels remain defiant.’ Robias looked up. ‘I understand that Archon Corbus Ritter has more details to share with us. Does the Twilight Court now summon him?’

‘We do,’ a goat-masked Night Courtier answered, and Montesso gave his assent.

Robias rang a bell and a distant crack opened in the latticed doors, admitting a single figure. Boots clip-clopped dully on the marble floor as Corbus Ritter approached, his haggard face framed by a mane of grey-blond hair. His face was as white as his Vestal Order tabard as he knelt and kissed the footprints of Jovan Lux on the lowest step of the dais, unaware the Saviour himself was just yards away.

‘The Twilight Court welcomes Corbus Ritter, Archon of the Order of the Vestments of Sancta Elysia,’ Robias said. ‘We meet according to his wish, and bid him speak.’

Corbus eyed the courtiers as if expecting some sinister figure with a blade to appear behind him. Vazi remembered her only previous experience of the Night Court, when she’d won her first Tourney and been named Exemplar, and how scared she’d been.

I was right to be afraid. But she felt no pity for Corbus, who’d tainted the office of archon. He’d been no friend to her, treating her as piece of flesh, not a champion knight.

Corbus faced the Hierophant and pitched his voice bravely. ‘Great One, my heart rejoices to see you. I thank the Courts of Day and Night for assembling to hear me. I have ridden nine hours, departing Hyastar at first light this morning and crossing the Shadowlands, including traversing the Silver Bridge at the eastern end of the Mar-Ortas. I left my High Seneschal, Siera Geni Cordelia, in Hyastar, to work with Arch-Grandmaster Joselu in blockading the city. But the events of the previous night meant I could no longer remain silent. Your good name has been sullied, Great One, by members of this august body.’

He jabbed a finger at the assembled Night Courtiers.

Bold, Vazi thought, but he has to be, if he wants to avoid the axe.

‘Please explain,’ Robias answered, after a nod from the Hierophant.

Corbus set his shoulders and lifted his face as if speaking to Eindil alone. ‘A few days ago, I was approached by two Night Courtiers, Moon and Owl, they called themselves, for their masks. They were the same courtiers who instructed me to invoke the Blood Trial laws against Romara Challys. Sounding anxious to redeem themselves, they instructed me to use my influence to have Lord Kelmor and Lady Lucia Anborn added to the Day Court delegation meeting with Augusta Martia.’

‘The peace mission you yourself authorised, Great One,’ Montesso unnecessarily reminded the Hierophant.

‘It became clear to me that when Moon and Owl spoke of the Anborns, they meant themselves,’ Corbus went on. ‘They insisted this subterfuge was sanctioned by the Throne, and that I had no choice but to comply. Believing I was obeying your will, I complied.’

So far, that rings true, Vazi thought. Not that I wish Corbus anything but ill.

‘The night before last, during the post-meeting banquet, Moon and Owl and their adherents sought to assassinate the entire rebel leadership. They largely failed.’

The Hierophant leaned forward. ‘This I have already learned. I wish the details.’

‘I spoke to several survivors among the Day Court delegation,’ Corbus told them, before rapidly giving an account of the attack, noting the ‘desirable deaths’ of Klyne Barron and many other High Councillors who’d sided with the rebels. ‘There is some hope that Augusta Martia will soon join them in the grave,’ he concluded. ‘But Day Court delegates also died in the chaos, killed by these assassins.’ He straightened. ‘The attackers had wings and moved with superhuman speed and strength, my sources tell me – just as Moon and Owl did, at the Blood Trial. I’ve been told of a word for them: “Alephi”. They convinced me that they acted with your authority, Great One, but now I have to wonder if they had that authority at all?’

There was an angry reaction to that from the Day Courtiers present. ‘Why kill our people?’ several called, amidst exasperation and anxiety.

What’s Corbus doing? Vazi wondered. These are secrets Jovan would kill to protect and he’s just blathering them out! Then she realised he was behaving just like someone who feared they were being stalked: trying to stand in the open, with lots of others around, to deter the attacker. He hopes to find a protector here, before someone murders him in private.

‘How did these “Alephi” die?’ the Hierophant asked.

Vazi heard an odd mix of anxiety and hope in his voice.

‘By fatal blows to the head, or decapitation,’ Corbus reported. ‘My spies report that those who slew Alephi personally, or were crucial to those deaths, included Romara Challys, Gram Larch, Elindhu Morspeth and Soren var’Dael: all part of the traitor Vestal pentacle once known as the Falcons.’

Vazi wasn’t really surprised. The Falcons again! The jagging Falcons . . .

There was a babble of voices, then Montesso thumped his mask-cane into the tiles and shouted, ‘We were commanded by you, Great One, to negotiate a peace. Our people went to Hyastar in good faith – only to be murdered by Night Court assassins! How will anyone ever trust us – or you – if this is how a sacred embassy is treated?’ He pointed dramatically at the Night Courtiers. ‘Is this how you serve our Hierophant?’

A few of the Night Courtiers retained enough shame to bow their heads before him. But most looked to Jovan to respond. Perversely, he said nothing.

Eindil lifted his head and voice. ‘You are telling me that the efforts of the Day Court, seeking peace in my name, were subverted by Night Court assassins: and those assassins were of the same “angelic” nature as the man slain in the Blood Trial I was compelled to sanction,’ he summarised. ‘All of whom were Night Court members?’ He glared at the array of silver masks to his right. ‘What say you to this?’

Vazi suddenly realised that the old man was enjoying this, despite being surrounded by beings he surely feared. Grudgingly, she felt a glimmer of respect, as for a cornered fox.

He’s surely been promised a place among the Alephi, so he has much to lose. But his father Genadius is dead now, so perhaps that promise now hangs by a thread?

‘The blame lies with the Anborns and certain elements of the Night Court,’ Corbus put in quickly. ‘I have no doubt now that the Anborns are traitors to their own kind.’

His words were clearly a plea to whoever controlled the Night Court, although Vazi doubted Corbus knew who that was. As she’d thought, calling this meeting was his way of salvaging his dreams: by painting the débâcle in Hyastar as the work of traitors, himself the unwitting pawn, deserving of a second chance, he was now signalling his willingness to serve whoever truly led the Night Court.

Ballsy . . . but he’d have been better to run.

Around her, the Night Courtiers shuffled and squirmed, fearing Jovan would use this as an excuse to purge traitors and fools, while the Day Court watched with ravenous eyes.

But Corbus hadn’t reckoned with Eindil: the Hierophant glowered down at the archon with little liking. ‘Are you not commander of the greatest order of sorcerer-knights in the history of Coros?’ he asked, with heavy irony. ‘Yet you let two people whose identity you didn’t even know convince you that I would sully the honour of my throne and dynasty by permitting assassins to join my own peace embassy?’

‘But . . . they threatened me,’ Corbus whined, sensing the ground shifting under him.

‘Do you lack for protection, Archon?’ Eindil sniffed. ‘Or do you obey the Night Court ahead of me?’ He gestured at the silver masks. ‘Am I surrounded by “angels” tonight?’

He made the notion sound preposterous, even though he clearly knew it to be true.

Vazi felt herself smiling behind her mask as she watched Corbus flounder, caught between threats. ‘Great One, I fell for their lies,’ he bleated. ‘It’s not my fault.’

‘And yet it’s your signature on the orders to install them in the delegation?’

‘This is not my fault,’ Corbus repeated. ‘I had no choice.’

A fitting epitaph for you, Vazi thought. Corbus ‘Not My Fault’ Ritter.

But she couldn’t shake the knowledge that Corbus had clearly been trampled by the Anborns, who had been acting at Jovan’s instigation.

When you take on the mantle of godhead, everything devolves to you.

Yet it wouldn’t be Jovan who would be blamed tonight.

The giant hall fell silent again, Hierophant and archon trying to read the room, between the outraged but intimidated Day and the silent, uncertain Night. Vazi waited, as all the Night Court did, for Jovan to take the situation in hand with some great act or insight.

Please, she thought, show us your genius.

But the man behind the blank mask remained motionless.

Instead, a side door opened and two figures emerged: a beautiful woman in a torn silk dress, being roughly shoved forward by a Night Courtier in a lizard mask: Damiano Argossi.

The woman was Lucia Anborn, but Vazi could sense the magical bonds locking away her Alephi powers. She looked lost and terrified, as if she couldn’t believe this could happen to her, and was hobbling badly, as if she’d been beaten.

‘Here is the surviving traitor,’ Jovan said, finally breaking his silence as Lucia was shoved to the fore. ‘Her actions were unsanctioned by the Night Court, or anyone else.’

Nobody spoke. Nobody denied the lie. Vazi felt her gut twist.

‘The Throne must question her,’ Montesso demanded. ‘We must hear—’

Jovan snapped his fingers and in a blindingly fast movement Damiano spun, a straight sword in his hands, and Lucia crumpled. Her head went bouncing across the floor, blood spraying, until the lizard-masked killer skewered it, silencing her for ever.

Everyone gaped in shocked silence.

The Hierophant swayed on his throne.

‘There will be no questions,’ Jovan stated baldly. ‘You have your redress, and there will be no repeat of such actions. You have my word.’

Now walk away, he didn’t say, but everyone sensed those syllables, loud and clear, as the stink of blood filled the air.

The Day Courtiers took it all in with ashen faces, perhaps even reassessing their own desires to wear a Night Court mask one day. Then they bowed their heads, cowed by the sheer brutality. Every eye was on Jovan, clearly the real ruler here, trying to guess who he was.

‘I am satisfied, if the Hierophant is,’ Montesso managed, in a shaky voice.

But Vazi’s eyes were lingering on the ruler, who looked frightened but furious. Don’t speak, you old fool, she begged him silently. This is as good as it gets – don’t push it further.

Almost as if he’d heard her plea, Eindil bowed his head and gestured weakly in assent.

Jovan turned to Corbus Ritter. ‘Return to your post, Archon. Destroy our enemies.’

Ritter rose, bowed and began backing away when a cracked but firm voice rang out. ‘No.’

Everyone turned, astounded. The Hierophant, unknowingly contradicting his divine ancestor and Saviour, said, ‘I tire of this man and his failures. I want him gone.’

Corbus spluttered, his face going grey as his hair. ‘Great One?’ he croaked. Then he lifted his chin, with a shred of his customary haughtiness. ‘The Vestal Order choses its archon, Great One. You cannot—’

‘The Vestal Order chose Sier Klyne Barron,’ the Hierophant interrupted. ‘Their High Council had a quorum when they cast you down. You are not the archon any more.’ He studied Corbus with sour distaste on his lined face. ‘Corrupt, venal, manipulative, adulterous and divisive: you are why our beloved Vestal Order has turned against me during your stewardship! This is all your fault!’ He glared about him, at the silver masks on his right and the gaudy powermongers on his left. ‘I strip him of all titles and authority.’

Vazi had to quell the urge to cheer.

Corbus looked for support and got none, then resorted to humility, dropping to his knees again. ‘Great One, please – I’ll redeem myself. I’ll resolve this, I swear, just trust me—’

‘I’d sooner trust a puff-adder in my trousers,’ the Hierophant snorted. ‘Go. I’m sick of your face and your voice.’

Corbus was still looking around desperately for support, his ashen face fighting for composure, like a beaten child determined not to cry before his peers.

‘You don’t have the authority,’ he bleated. ‘You can’t—’

‘Do not ever tell me what I cannot do!’ the Hierophant shouted, his voice cracking. ‘I am the ruler of the world and I can do what I like! You can fall on your sword or crawl into a cave or drown in the sea for all I care – Just. Get. Out!’

Corbus looked astounded, then terrified as Lizard appeared behind him. Wrapping the tatters of his pride about him, he rose and backed towards the doors, then fled, his boots hammering in the stillness.

Damiano Argossi glided after him.

Vazi felt a renewed chill as she turned back to face the throne, marvelling again that the broken old Hierophant could manage such a scene. Desperation, or stupidity? she wondered. Or have I at last seen the real Eindil?

‘Have all my Vestal knights abandoned me?’ he asked. ‘Do any remain loyal?’

‘The Folkstein centuries remained loyal to Lord Ritter,’ a skull-masked courtier replied. ‘The rest have either rebelled or remained in their bastions, professing neutrality. Their loyalty is questionable at best.’

‘The Order of Akka’s Light is ready to fill the breach, Great One,’ a grandmaster of that order said from among the Day Courtiers. ‘Our knights are ready to show their worth.’

‘Command it, and we’ll bury the Vestals,’ a Night Courtier woman in a wraith mask, clearly a former Lighter, said forcefully.

Vazi scowled to hear her Order plotted against. The Lighters aren’t warriors, she sneered inwardly. How dare she suggest they’re anything like our equals?

Jovan brushed her hand with his, a warning.

The Hierophant had a sour look on his face now, but he appeared to realise that just now, for once, through force of will and outrage, he had the upper hand. ‘Where is my Exemplar?’ he demanded. ‘Where is Vazi Virago? Only she has the stature and purity to reunite the Order – I want her declared archon!’

What? Vazi thought incredulously, as the Night Court looked her way. Impossible.

There was a weird silence, and Vazi felt sure everyone in the throne hall could hear her heart thumping. The Day Courtiers, following the gazes of the Night Court, stared at her too, and began to murmur.

Eindil, you idiot, she thought, her earlier esteem evaporating. You stupid old man.

‘That cannot be, Great One,’ Jovan said soberly. ‘The Exemplar is dead.’

Hearing that phrase in his prophetic voice was chilling, but also a relief, because there was no way she wanted to be dragged before the eyes of the world after her transfiguration.

The Night Courtiers, knowing his words for a lie, became watchful, while the Day Courtiers held masks over their faces. But the Hierophant collapsed, silently sobbing as rivulets of tears ran down his creased and blotchy cheeks.

Akka on High, man, Vazi thought. You were nothing to me – why cry?

‘My master declares an ending to this session, my Lords,’ the stentor Robias said with quiet dignity, as the Hierophant buried his face in his hands. ‘Resolve this crisis for him and he will be eternally grateful.’

Melvor Montesso stepped forward. ‘But we’ve not resolved anyth—’

‘With respect,’ Robias interrupted, ‘this is not your meeting – it was called by Eindil Pandramion the Third, Hierophant of the Triple Empire. His wishes are not requests; they are commands. Resolve the Hyastar crisis and bring peace to his realm. Goodnight.’

Before the stentor’s resolute demeanour, even the imperious courtiers were cowed. Vazi was impressed. She’d barely noticed the man before, but she was too wrapped up in her own strange predicament to care. I am dead, in a way, she thought. I can’t reveal myself, or live a normal life. I now live for Jovan’s favour, which can vanish in an eyeblink.

Her Saviour gestured and she fell into step on his right, a pace behind, ready to protect him. The masked courtiers flowed towards the right-hand doors, while the Day Courtiers dispersed to the left.

Jovan paused beside Lucia Anborn’s body and her skewered skull. ‘Bring her,’ he commanded, then they strode on, back to the antechamber, where Jovan sat on his throne, facing the Alephi as Vazi took her position guarding him. Lucia was dumped before them.

Lizard swaggered in and grabbed Lucia’s head, unceremoniously spiking it onto a torch-holder, before facing the room, looking as if he was weighing up who to kill next. The other Alephi, fluttering hands and whispering anxiously, gave him a wide berth.

‘Bring in the archon,’ Jovan said stonily, removing his mask, a signal for everyone else to do the same. Vazi gazed out at the perfected faces, exquisitely sculpted but ugly with fear.

The far door opened and Corbus Ritter stumbled through, herded by two Night Courtiers. One was a woman in a bizarre Sheelanagh mask, a woman with a vaginal mouth; the Sheelanagh was an old Foylish fertility symbol. The other had a boar mask. ‘Kneel, scum,’ Sheelanagh told Corbus. She and Boar forced him down so roughly, everyone heard the archon’s kneecaps crunching painfully into the marble floor.

He cried out sharply, then he too began to weep.

‘Bow your head, loser,’ Damiano told the former archon. ‘May I?’ he asked Jovan, as he swaggered forward, hand on hilt.

Jovan peered at Corbus’ despairing face, then shook his head. ‘Vaziella, he’s yours.’

Vazi was taken aback. As with Genadia, she was to be his executioner. That wasn’t how she saw herself, what she wanted to be, but every eye was boring into her, especially those of Damiano Argossi. To defy or disappoint him was suicide. How many of these Alephi are as old as Jovan himself? she wondered. Does he tire of us all, in time? But this was no place for qualms, so she set them aside.

‘Anything to say?’ she asked Corbus.

‘I don’t deserve this,’ he whined. ‘The Anborns failed, not me.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ Vazi replied. ‘Remember telling a twenty-two-year-old girl, newly crowned Exemplar, that she’d reached her peak and the best option now was to screw someone rich before she got into a real fight and was maimed or killed? That’s the advice you gave me, but guess what? I’m still here.’ She readied her blade. ‘Any last words?’

‘Mercy! I was promised immortality – they promised me—’

‘I don’t think that’s happening,’ she told him, steeling herself for the kill.

His eyes hardened as hope fled. ‘You cock-sucking bitch, you whored your—’

‘Jag off,’ she told him, and swung.

Her blade whistled, scything through his neck like a wheat sheath. His head rolled, still mouthing his poison, until his eyes blinked and went still, while the body fell forward, fountaining blood in ever-decreasing spurts.

She stepped away from the pooling blood, trying not to feel anything at all.

I’ve just executed an archon. What am I now?

Damiano grabbed Corbus’ head by the hair – it was still alive, horrifically – and rammed it down on the spike beside Lucia Anborn’s, where it finally expired. Then he turned back to Jovan and bowed. ‘Milord, who’s to take command at Hyastar?’

Jovan considered, looking from Vazi to Damiano and back. ‘The Lighters’ grandmaster, Joselu, is a competent commander and must step up. Ritter’s second is . . . Geni Cordelia, yes? She is blameless, but insufficiently experienced. Vaziella, you monitor Joselu and Cordelia on my behalf, as an informal advisor. Lizard, you have another mission.’

The lizard-masked Damiano bowed, then strode away.

With that, the Saviour dismissed his court and telling Vazi to follow, headed for the doors. They walked unseen through the shadowy palace, sometimes just a few paces from oblivious servants, until they reached a giant white marble sarcophagus of a past calipha, where Jovan stopped and faced her.

‘Do you know what it is I am assigning Lizard to do?’

She shook her head.

‘There are eighty Vestal fortresses whose unwillingness to support the Hierophant is just as much a betrayal as open rebellion.’ Jovan stepped closer and lifted Vazi’s chin so that they were staring into each other’s eyes. His were rendered opalescent by the moonlight and the liquid ichor which coursed through their veins. She trembled involuntarily, fearing he’d force a kiss on her, but he only spoke. ‘Clearly, they must also die. I’ve assigned Lizard, with all his knowledge of the Order, to achieve that. He will strike before Joselu launches his assault on Hyastar, to break the morale of those trapped in the city. Do you understand why this is necessary, Vaziella?’

‘Yes, and it is right and just,’ she said instantly, sensing – even foreseeing – that if she said otherwise his favour would be irrevocably lost. But he’s talking about my brothers and sister of the Order, her inner voice wailed. She silenced it, for fear Jovan would hear.

‘Excellent,’ the Saviour of Coros told her. ‘I know the Order means a lot to you, but that allegiance is over. You are mine now.’ He stroked her cheek affectionately. ‘In time, we will consummate our love, my dear Vazi. We will become as one.’

Then he did lean in and kiss her. She froze as his lips closed over hers . . . and Dear Akka, it moved her, in so many ways, both frightening and beguiling, that she couldn’t deal with. She lost all sense of self and with it, her balance, until he caught and steadied her. It was more than a kiss, it was kind of surrender, a drinking of souls, a joining and a union, and it went on for an eternity.

By the time he lifted his mouth from hers, she was transfixed by his mesmerising gaze. ‘I know the trauma the death of your sister has caused you, but you are healing inside, Vaziella,’ he said, his voice vibrating sensually through her. ‘I know it takes time, for the mind is the most delicate and complex organ, but I can be patient in love.’

With the taste of him still tingling on her lips, her stomach churning but her loins heavy and hot, she was amazed she found the composure to speak at all. ‘I grow better every day I spend with you,’ she somehow managed.

‘I see that, my darling Vaziella. I feel it. But tomorrow you must head for Hyastar to oversee the assault. Make sure the commanders know their business – but remain anonymous. I don’t want Eindil to realise you’re still alive: that could break him and leave us needing to appoint a new Hierophant at a very delicate time.’ He stroked her cheek again, smiled benevolently, then wishing her goodnight, he headed for the stairs.

She wondered if she was meant to follow, to beg for him to love her. But she badly needed to be alone, to grieve the impending death of the Vestal Order, the only home she’d ever truly known. She remained until he was gone, then sought an open window.

Outside, the intense heat lingered, but it was night and she could move unseen. Conjuring wings, she surged into the skies, seeking a deserted tower where she could be alone and try to work out who she was now, and how to endure this glorious destiny of hers.

She’s dead, Eindil kept hearing. My precious Vazi is dead.

Nothing else registered; not the kindly arm of Robias helping him across the vast throne hall to his private door, not the perfumed scents outside or the mausoleum dustiness of his suite. Not the hands of the servants who undressed him, nor the voice of that night’s wife, sent away untouched by his faithful stentor.

My beloved Vazi is dead . . .

It made no sense. She was immortal, invincible, so untamed that even his sacred command couldn’t bind her. Surely nothing could end a woman – a wonder – like her.

‘How many times has she been in my presence?’ he asked Robias as he lay on his bed like a forsaken child. ‘How many words have we spoken?’

‘Thrice, Great One . . . and you have spoken for twenty-three minutes.’

Eindil brushed away tears. ‘How do you remember these things, my friend?’

‘I was once a librarian,’ Robias replied, with a faint note of longing. ‘Remembering is what I do.’

Eindil gripped his hand. ‘Do you paint, my friend? Do you think you could capture her face for me from memory?’

‘I’m not creative, Master,’ the stentor replied sadly. ‘I am simply a recorder.’

‘I loved her, Robias,’ Eindil whispered. ‘She was everything to me . . .’

‘Yes, Master,’ the herald replied. ‘Please, sleep.’

‘I don’t think I can.’

Robias stroked his hand soothingly. ‘It’s all right, Master, I’ve prepared an elixir. You’ll sleep the sleep of the blessed, I assure you.’

‘Sometimes I wish I never had to wake again,’ Eindil whispered hoarsely.

‘That moment comes to us all in time, Master. I pray yours won’t be tonight.’
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Testing Times

Put to the Test

Whenever my father needed to appoint an aide, he would put them through the most brutal tests of mind and body that far exceeded the tasks they would be given if appointed. I once asked him why. He told me that the test was of character: all the knowledge and talent in the world is useless if someone can’t bring it to bear during a crisis. When I ascended the throne, I used the same techniques.

Jassim Uzaman, Caliph of Bedum, Bedum-Mutaza, 1433

Qorium, Aquinium

Winter 1472

Jadyn sat beside Aura on a hard bench outside the Wardens’ council room, feeling the nerves inside him twist tighter. This day of their testing could determine so many things – were they to be condemned to years of training, and thereby forced to flee, or could they earn instant status?

The door opened, Master Ahriman appeared and invited Jadyn inside – but not Aura.

Aura will be fine . . . but I’ll mess up. That felt like the most obvious outcome.

He squeezed her hand, then followed the master into an auditorium with a small stage and banks of seats. The masters, most of whom he’d now met, were scattered about the tiered benches. The only welcoming face was Nilis Evandriel, whose scholarship had quickly elevated him to some kind of honorary role.

‘Good luck,’ Evandriel called. No one else acknowledged him.

Jadyn followed Ahriman to the middle of the stage. ‘What do I do?’ he whispered.

‘Whatever you like,’ Ahriman replied drily. ‘Show us you can use the aegis. Impress us – if you can.’ Then he leapt from the stage, leaving Jadyn alone and feeling inadequate.

Right, he thought, here we go.

Creativity had never really been his forte, so he decided to start with the basics; using his sword and dagger as if they were jugglers’ balls, tossing them and using the fore-images of the weapons to catch and toss them again, initially a slow-paced demonstration of control, but as confidence came he upped the tempo, making the blades whirr, then slowing them again until they were all held immobile in mid-air as he walked around them. Then he gestured, made them spin around the stage, then fly back into their scabbards without using his hands.

They’ve probably seen that a thousand times before, he reflected morosely, as he bowed to signal that he’d finished, then looked up. The masters were stony-faced. He groaned inside.

Gyoti blinked twice and said, ‘Very well . . . That’s . . . um . . . interesting.’

‘I told you.’ Danikos remarked.

‘Five . . . probably six . . .’ Ahriman said thoughtfully.

Five or six years, Jadyn thought despairingly. No, I can’t waste six years here.

‘I agree,’ Herman boomed. ‘Six, definitely. But I’d want to see more. Sier Jadyn, how would you shield, using just the aegis?’ Without warning he hurled an inkpot at Jadyn’s head.

Jadyn saw the fore-images, willed the pot to stop, then caught it and threw it gently back. Someone else threw a baton that he also made stop and sent spinning back, and he did likewise when three more wooden rods shot at him like spears from the side-stage, gesturing to send them back, untouched by his hands.

‘Ow!’ someone backstage shouted. No more objects came and the hall fell silent.

‘Sier Jadyn, tell us of the future,’ Ahriman called. ‘What do you foresee?’

Jadyn had guessed there would be such a test. He put aside physical tricks and concentrated his thoughts on things he’d noticed that morning, gazing from the balcony as he broke his fast with Aura. ‘There’s cloud in the north, covering the Qor-Massif. It will rain in the mountains but not here, not for months.’ He pitched his awareness further, and added, ‘Caravans travel in from the east: Kharagh nomads driven west by warfare in the steppes. Lerziu will soon be besieged. In the south, refugees flood the coast, but few come here because it’s a desert. Only the far north prospers, but that too—’

Abruptly, he gasped. He saw Romara, with a horn on her forehead. ‘Rom?’ Gram was with her, an immense wolf-headed bear roaring at the sky, and then other images swamped him. ‘Elindhu . . . Soren?’ He broke off as he lost concentration, but he didn’t care. ‘By Akka, they’re alive.’ He almost wept.

‘Eight, at least,’ Ahriman said decisively.

The words penetrated Jadyn’s hazy thoughts, that still revolved around those visions. Eight years? We’re going to have to escape this place, after all.

He scarcely heard Gyoti, until she coughed and repeated herself. ‘Well,’ she said quietly. ‘I concur, Ahriman. The eighth level of mastery, at the least.’

Eighth level . . . ? Is that good or bad? he wondered, gazing about him and wondering what miracles these men and women had performed to gain their own status. They must be so far beyond me, he thought glumly. Like stars beyond the moon.

‘Thank you for your display,’ Gyoti said tartly, then for the first time she smiled. ‘You have been assessed, and our judgement is unanimous. Welcome to the Sanctor Wardens, Master Kaen. Please, take a seat. Your first duty is to help us assess your new wife.’

Aura had no idea why Jadyn was sitting next to Nilis Evandriel, though he flashed her a thumbs-up, which made her feel like dancing. She restrained herself only because she also had to impress these people.

Gyoti gave her a fish-eyed stare. ‘Are you ready?’

Poor woman hasn’t been laid in long time, Aura decided, as she walked onto the stage.

She drew a pair of stilettoes from her wrist sheaths and juggled, then began flashing her hands in between moments to whip out her four secret knives and cause all six to rotate around her. She stopped them in mid-air, walked around them and made each vanish back into their sheaves with eye-blink hand movements. Was that a murmur of respect? She smiled inwardly while showing them that she could walk on floating coins to the roof and dance in the air, then used the shifting light and illusions born of where she could have gone to fill the stage with blurred Auras, all dancing, leaping, posing and blowing kisses.

The masters had bulging eyes and puffed-out cheeks, she noticed, letting those images fade, leaving the real her centre stage.

‘Why do we bother?’ she heard Ahriman groan, which was a little worrying.

‘Can you also foretell?’ Gyoti asked, in a despairing voice. She looked ill.

‘Maestra Gyoti, we no meet afore, si?’ Aura asked, focusing on the Abuthan woman. She conjured a theoretical scenario, asking questions of the woman inside her mind and envisaging the answers: ‘You be born in Akubassu near Dagoz . . . three sister, two brother . . . one he die from red-pox, when eight . . . sorry. Gyoti be songbird, vocia bella . . . find Gift at eleven, go to Dagoz . . . meet Hierophant as trainee – was Genadius, when he mortal, sorry sorry . . . Then finding aegis trail, go to Huntaru, rise to Reina then Maestra—’

‘Enough of me, girl,’ Gyoti snapped, her expression shaken. ‘I said fore-tell.’

The way she said ‘girl’ sparked Aura’s anger, so she spoke without thinking, snatching at another burst of imagery: ‘Gyoti future, I tell – there be battle come, si! New magic rise . . . Erlings – erlings come! Vyr by thousand! Angels in sky! Final charge of Wardens! Blood, muyos sangua! Island of ice and fire—’

‘Girl—’ Gyoti tried to interrupt, ‘stop!’

Aura could no more hold back a seiche wave. ‘Exemplar come! Eyes of Gold, Defenser della Crona . . . She kill . . . you, Gyoti – and you and you and you!’ – she pointed around the room – ‘all of you – all will die!’ Then she clutched her breast, overcome by a new blast of horrifying premonitions. ‘Jovan himself come! Sky be falling! City in clouds, rain of fire, falling sky! Winged beasts, fire and flame! World ending! All be lost . . .’

The images were stark and clear: a scene of utter carnage. A glowing sun filled the sky, bolts of fire consumed great tracts of land, rocks rained down and lightning blazed. She was still conjuring so that all saw what she was seeing: Vazi Virago, with burning eyes and a sword of light hacking a bloody swathe, not just through everyone here but through everyone she knew – Romara, Gram, Elindhu, Soren . . . and worst of all, her own Jadyn Knight . . . and her too, impaled upon the blazing flamberge of the Exemplar, lights inside her head winking out, her legs giving way, leaving her gazing up at a shining face, that of Jovan Lux as he appeared in his own holy book.

‘Rebels be doomed,’ she heard herself say. ‘Jovan destroy all . . .’

Then she fainted.

She woke to find herself lying on a divan at the side of the stage, with Jadyn and Evandriel hovering anxiously. Her husband seized her hands as her eyes fluttered open – and for a moment the after-image of his dead bloodied visage overlaid his face, making her quail. But he grabbed her shoulders, pulling her against him, asking if she was okay and offering her water.

‘Neya, mi amor, am fine now.’ She pushed him away, needing to breathe. It had been only a few moments, she decided, seeing most of the masters were still where they’d been sitting, all watching anxiously. Some had ashen faces, as if they’d seen their own deaths in her conjured visions. Maybe they had.

Evandriel gave her water, then Gyoti asked, ‘Are you recovered, Maestra Auranuschka?’

She called me Maestra.

‘Just Aura,’ she told the woman, noticing tears on the Abuthan’s face. ‘Am thanking.’

‘I’ve not told anyone here about my family,’ Gyoti grumped. ‘Were you aware you were pulling images of them from my head and conjuring them on stage?’

‘Neya . . . um, no can stop. Lo siento, és culpa mia . . . Am sorry.’

Gyoti brushed at her tears. ‘Seeing my brothers and sisters like that . . . Thank you.’

‘That’s very touching,’ Ahriman said, his voice a little uneven. ‘But what about the scenes where we all got cut to ribbons by the Exemplar? Can we speak about that?’

‘Aye, seeing our own deaths, that’s shaken us all,’ Gyoti admitted. ‘So that was Vazi Virago. We’ve heard of her, of course.’

‘Hoped she be dead,’ Aura said. ‘When she run on Huntaru, think she die. But now see that Alephi take her, make her theirs.’ She gazed around the chamber, seeing the worried faces of the masters, and began drawing some conclusions. ‘This not be how you foresee future? Did Aura do wrong?’

Gyoti looked tired. ‘No, it’s just . . . Frankly, you exceed us all, Aura. Mostly we just get flashes of short-term, obvious events, akin to Sier Jadyn’s foretelling in his own test. We’ve none of us managed anything so sustained or detailed as what you showed us. We’ve never seen anything like that.’

‘Well, clearly, we need to avoid the Exemplar,’ Ahriman remarked.

‘Or kill her,’ Herman rumbled.

She’s way beyond you, Aura thought, but didn’t say. They were frightened enough. ‘We done? Aura need resting.’

Ahriman looked appalled. ‘We’ve just seen the End of All Things! We need to talk about this—’

‘Give her space,’ Gyoti replied. ‘We’re always exhausted after our paltry efforts at prophecy – she needs to rest, and we need to digest this. We’ll reconvene tomorrow.’

Aura was grateful – and looking round the chamber, so were most of the other masters. Many looked like they didn’t want to confront her revelations at all.

Ahriman grimaced, but he read the room and assented. ‘Fine, tomorrow.’

Aura felt a twinge of guilt, but they’d put her through too much, so she was grateful to sag against Jadyn’s side, until he lifted her into his arms and carried her out.

She was asleep before they reached their room.

Aura slept like a gently snoring log, but Jadyn was worried enough to spend most of the night just listening to her breathe, trying to reassure himself. When they rejoined the masters in the council room next morning, he was not just exhausted but suffused with feelings of impending doom.

Part of that concern was the realisation of just how pitifully small the Sanctor Wardens were. Just nineteen masters, he’d been told, most of whom lived here, sixty-odd graduated Wardens spread around the continent, and about as many trainees here. Compared to the Vestals or even the Lighters, it felt inadequate to achieve anything.

It was a long morning, beginning with Aura, Jadyn and Evandriel recounting their journey here, from Gaudien to Vanashta Baanholt to Bedum-Mutaza, the discovery of the Library of Balkhezamun, the erupting volcano at Isla Huntaru and the murderous advent of the Alephi.

Finally, they got to Aura’s terrifying prophecy of doom. Gyoti, sitting at the opposite end of the long table from Ahriman, said, ‘Your display yesterday has given us much to discuss, Auranuschka. Please, take us through your visions. We need to understand them.’

Jadyn took some consolation from the revelation that Romara and the Falcons were alive. We must find them, he thought. But it was becoming apparent that after two centuries of hiding, many of the Wardens wanted no involvement in the world’s affairs.

‘Everything is accelerating,’ Ahriman was saying. ‘The planting of the elobyne shards, the collapse of the ecology, the displacement of people, the increasing frequency of climate crises – this is a tipping point. Millions are on the move, seeking safety; while those in safer places fortify themselves to keep the refugees out. How will we react?’

‘The End is coming,’ Herman said flatly. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’

Gyoti disagreed. ‘An end, not the end. We have seen crises come and go before. This is not The End!’

‘We’ve been shown Jovan Lux raining down fire,’ Herman snorted. ‘Open your eyes—’

‘Are we to stand aside yet again, this time while our world burns?’ Ahriman demanded.

‘We must,’ Danikos broke in. ‘Maestra Aura has shown us what will happen if we get involved. The Hyastar rebellion is doomed and the Alephi will destroy all in their path. It’s better for us to remain hidden.’

‘If the Alephi triumph, we all fall,’ Ahriman snapped. ‘You saw that. It’s going to happen whether or not we fight or run and hide, so better to die with your boots on!’

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Gyoti retorted. ‘Last week at our monthly augury did we not determine that as long as we stay in the shadows as usual, the Sanctor Wardens will endure?’

Danikos pointed at Aura again. ‘Then who’s wrong? Her? Or you?’

‘Or has something changed?’ an aged maestra named Ferri enquired. ‘Is her foretelling based on a reality you don’t see, Gyoti? Do we need to take a new augury?’

‘We can’t hold the rites every jagging week,’ Herman grumbled. ‘They take days to recover from.’

Gyoti folded her arms defensively. ‘If we panic ourselves into a special augury, that fear will colour the results. The mood of the caster affects the spell – you know that.’

‘Nobody’s panicking,’ Ferri retorted. ‘But Maestra Aura’s skills exceed ours. Her prophecies were chilling: if she foresees destruction, we need to react.’

‘Aye,’ several masters agreed, but as many said, ‘No.’

‘Yes, Maestra Aura was impressive – but it doesn’t mean she saw more clearly than us,’ Gyoti argued. ‘By their own admission, Jadyn and Aura are self-taught, and they’ve been pursued by Vazi Virago. Perhaps that’s what fuels her panicky visions?’

‘Panicky?’ Aura flared. ‘Panicky—’

Jadyn put a hand on her arm, though he was just as angry. ‘There was nothing panicked in my wife’s visions of the future,’ he replied. ‘And perhaps Aura foresaw the result of your hiding – and nonetheless being found.’

That thought made them all shudder. ‘I wondered that too,’ Herman admitted. ‘We could all perish because we just hide. We don’t know.’

‘Then we must learn more,’ Gyoti replied. ‘We must explore the possibilities and formulate a reasoned plan of action. What we must avoid is reactionary panic—’

‘For Akka’s sake,’ Ahriman fumed. ‘Would you have us hide under rocks like mice, when Jovan declares the End?’

Feeling the temperature in the room rising, Jadyn raised a hand. ‘Why did that vision contain Jovan at all? He’s dead, surely?’

The masters pulled sour faces, shaking their heads. ‘Jovan was the first Alephi. They can live for ever,’ Ahriman said. ‘He rules them still.’

Jadyn looked at Aura, watching her face change, as if only now was she asking her foresight the right questions, and getting clear answers. ‘Si, Jovan Lux be alive,’ she confirmed. ‘The Saviour of the Triple Empire, he is alive . . . and our enemy.’

Jadyn pushed back against the walls of despair closing in. ‘Then we must act,’ he said firmly. ‘In Hyastar they forced Romara to fight an Alephi and she won, which proves they can be beaten. We cannot stand aside and still call ourselves Wardens!’

‘No, no, no,’ Gyoti retorted. ‘We have kept the faith through two hundred years of being hunted like rats. We’ve seen crises come and go and no matter how bad, they were all just passing storms. Had we revealed ourselves then, we would have been destroyed. Our mandate is to preserve ourselves, not to be dragged into meaningless events—’

‘“Meaningless events”?’ Ahriman snorted. ‘A schism of the Vestal Order, the revelation of the Alephi to the world and an ecological crisis that threatens mass starvation across the known world? Gyoti, these are not “meaningless events”.’

Jadyn glanced around the table, seeing the mood change.

‘Ahriman’s right, Gyoti,’ Ferri said quietly. ‘If we’ve not preserved ourselves for this moment, then why are we even here? Despite all our gifts, why does it take this young, untrained woman to recognise our moment for us?’

‘But what if she’s wrong?’ Gyoti asked plaintively. ‘People always think the biggest moments of history happen in their lifetimes, but it’s an illusion. Storms pass. Our single role is to preserve the legacy of the Sanctor Wardens—’

‘No,’ Herman interrupted quietly, ‘there is more to us than that. We’re here to preserve that legacy until we re-emerge in Talmont’s hour of need.’ He looked around for support. ‘That is our mandate. I support Master Ahriman. The hour is now.’

‘And I,’ a dozen voices echoed his.

‘Is there a mechanism for voting here?’ Evandriel asked, his fox-like face intent.

‘The majority rules,’ Ahriman replied. ‘I believe I have that majority.’

Gyoti bowed her head and Jadyn realised she was blinking back tears. ‘Then I am overruled,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I resign as Senior. Choose another. I can’t do this.’

‘You don’t have to resign,’ Ahriman protested. ‘We need your wisdom—’

‘Why, when you won’t hearken to it?’ Gyoti retorted bitterly. ‘I will stay with the trainees. Somebody has to think about the future.’ With that she stood and left the room.

‘Is sulky child,’ Aura muttered.

Jadyn thought better of Gyoti than that, but her departure was like fresh air gusting through a stale room, energising the other masters, as if they’d been waiting all their lives for a purpose beyond mere preservation.

Ferri, the sharp-tongued maestra from Aquinium, was elected to third Senior. Then with Herman and Ahriman they constructed a plan of action, assigned tasks and set the timing, and when they were done they cheered themselves. They were ready to leave for Hyastar.

Jadyn could scarcely believe it. We’ve persuaded the actual Sanctor Wardens to go to war, he marvelled. Perhaps this is the last ride of the Wardens? His thoughts darkened. But are we riding to victory – or destruction?
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Apple Bite

War and Glory

Our children, especially boys, are raised to esteem warriors, especially the generals who win great victories. Ironically, those generals seldom even draw their swords in earnest – they become heroes through the sacrifice of others. The real war heroes are those who fight in the front lines, where the fray is at its most brutal – and few of them survive intact. Or those who save lives and never draw a sword in anger at all. War is butchery, not glory, and the other true heroes are those who end wars, not start them.

Gavril Shilman, pacifist scholar and condemned heretic, 1470

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

After the the Day Court attack, Romara was kept busy, from ensuring the wounded were cared for – especially Augusta Martia – to placating the fearful Day Court delegates, some of whom were now scared to leave Hyastar, to setting the city’s defences. She had no time for more than a quick, heartfelt hug of welcome for Elindhu and Soren, that first night.

The next morning, they made up for that.

After doing her rounds and checking in on the comatose Augusta, she invited her old Falcon pentacle to her private lounge, where she and Gram swept the magia and the initiate into their arms, hammered their backs and roared out their joy, then they breakfasted together and caught up on their news.

Elindhu was in human form, her apple-cheeks flushed with happiness. Soren sat beside her, his curly black hair wild and his face matured by what felt far longer than just two months. He was hovering over Elindhu like an anxious bodyguard; the clear affection whenever they looked at each other warmed Romara’s heart.

She’s taken him under her wing, she thought proudly, seeing no more than comrades’ loyalty and friendship. My Falcons always look out for each other.

‘Where’ve you been?’ she demanded, her eyes stinging. ‘How did you get here? Have you heard anything of Jadyn? Oh, it’s so good to see you both. It feels like years, though it’s only been – what, two months?’

‘Is that all?’ Elindhu marvelled. ‘It feels like much longer.’ She glanced at Soren, then exclaimed, ‘Well, there’s much to tell; and for you too. Who goes first?’

Romara took the lead, helped by Gram, and together they managed, in fits and starts, amid some laughter and too many tears, to tell of their ordeal: the torture, the Oculus Tempus spell, the Blood Trial, the angel she’d slain and the Order’s schism. The division of the Order visibly upset Elindhu, who’d served as a magia for thirty years or more. Despite being open-eyed to its failings, the erling had always believed in its avowed purpose of protecting the people. She was visibly cheered when she heard the High Council had rallied around Romara. And she was even more delighted when Romara and Gram confessed that having found the mystic ‘ninneva’, they’d consummated their love.

‘So, with Augusta Martia in a coma now, who’s in charge?’ Elindhu asked. ‘You?’

‘Sort of, as a temporary compromise,’ Romara replied. ‘The Order people don’t know or trust the vyr and vice versa. I bridge that divide, and thanks to the Blood Trial, I have a certain cachet – that makes us sound divided, I guess, but we’re more united than ever after the attack last night.’

Elindhu took her hand and squeezed it. ‘I am so proud of you, Commander.’

Romara blushed. ‘That means a lot. So that’s Gram and me – what’s been happening to you two? Where have you been?’

Elindhu told their tale, starting from the death of Fynarhea, as Gram had been there too. Everything else was new, and utterly astounding.

‘You can use magic without glyma?’ she blurted, once she understood. ‘And it’s not ninneva or aegis? It’s what, again?’

‘The erling name is mha geas – mageas – but just call it “magic”,’ Elindhu told her, ‘because magic is how it feels. It’s gentle, wholesome and versatile. Jovan Lux broke it, then force-fed us the glyma – but real magic does remain, for those who can reach it.’

Soren casually conjured a flame on his fingertip, to emphasise her point. ‘Not having to deal with elobyne is so much better, and you can even . . . ahh . . .’

His eyes shot to Elindhu, he went red and faltered.

Romara gave them a quizzical look. ‘Am I missing something?’

But Gram had already caught on. ‘You two are lovers?’ he blurted. ‘Akka on high!’ He roared with laughter.

Romara’s eyes bulged. ‘But . . .’

‘I’m not quite that ancient, thank you,’ Elindhu said frostily, shifting her shape from dumpy Elindhu to angular Crysophalae, the shapeless dress she’d worn now displaying plenty of cleavage and thigh. ‘Some give me more than a second look.’

‘They do indeed,’ Soren put in, taking her hand. ‘But she’s taken.’

‘Sorry! It was the shock that you could do it at all, not . . . uh . . .’ Romara babbled, failing to dig herself out of the hole. ‘By “it” I mean . . . uh . . .’

Gram came to her rescue. ‘I think it’s wonderful. There’s not enough love in this world.’

‘Ar-byan to that,’ Romara said, thankful someone could say the right thing. She smacked their knees enthusiastically. ‘You two – I’m so happy for you both – it was just unexpected.’

‘The world praises men with young wives, but is cruel to women with younger men,’ Elindhu replied, her eyes on Soren. ‘We’re just starting out, but it’s more than physical.’

‘Damned right,’ Soren declared, sounding far older than his years.

Romara’s brain started to work again. ‘This discovery is immense – the High Council needs to hear of it, both the Order and the vyr. Are you willing to speak to them?’

‘Of course,’ Elindhu said. ‘Apart from finding you, it’s why we’re here. But there’s something I need to do first, if you can give me a day or two? And some privacy in the old part of the bastion?’

‘Of course,’ Romara exclaimed. ‘Why?’

‘It’s a mageas thing I need to explore. I’ll need a few hefty men too, all sworn to secrecy. Sorry, but it’s necessary – and I promise you, it’ll be worth it.’

Most bastions had similar layouts, but Tar-Fidelus in Hyastar hadn’t been purpose-built; instead, the Order had taken over the hill fort used by the Sanctor Wardens before their expulsion. The central core was constructed around a courtyard which had been walled off soon after the Vestal Order had captured it. Jovan Lux had personally overseen the operation himself, or so the story went.

Elindhu could well believe it: if she was right about the apple trees, Jovan would have wanted to ensure nobody came near the true heart of this place.

The troop of men-at-arms she’d co-opted, helped eagerly by Soren, were wielding sledgehammers to smash down the walls, taking care to leave the supporting pillars and arches intact. She strode about, directing their efforts with ancient sketches to guide her. It was late afternoon before they broke through an inner wall to reveal an archway to a small central space, roofed and sealed, that had lain concealed for two hundred years.

‘Oh my,’ she breathed, taking Soren’s hand. ‘Wait here, lads,’ she told the soldiers, before leading him into the little courtyard, a forgotten space festooned in old cobwebs and stinking of damp, mould and rot. The central garden, a stone circle ten or so paces across, was just a hole a few feet deep. The tree that once grew there was long gone.

Obliterated, she thought.

‘Now what?’ Soren asked.

She grinned and stroked his sweat-soaked tunic. ‘More work, I’m afraid. We need soil first.’ At the look on his face, she laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I anticipated this. There should be a gardener with a barrowload of the stuff waiting outside.’ She looked up. ‘Oh, and can you get some lads to remove the roof? We need light and fresh air in here.’

The ceiling was surprisingly flimsy, just planks covered in pitch, so she was soon able to send the sweating soldiers away, with thanks and promises of a keg of ale awaiting them when they applied to Romara.

Once Soren had filled the hole with fresh soil, she pushed in one of the apple seeds blessed by the Twelve and poured fresh water over it.

‘Now,’ she breathed, ‘what’s missing?’

There were no spells for this that she knew, so she let herself be guided by instinct and the old knowledge of sympathetic magic the goddesses had implanted in her. Do what you would have nature do, those instincts told her.

Fertility.

The distant noises of the keep and the city had dimmed, the newly revealed circle of light above was fading from pale blue to indigo. Though the air was cold, her inner heat was rising as she took Soren’s hands and drew him into a slow dance over the dirt where she’d planted the apple seed. At first, they felt self-conscious, then his shadow took on horns, while a strange wind at her back fluttered her skirts.

Still dancing, they disrobed as the night’s first moon, the eerie Skull, illuminated the tiny courtyard. At once the lichen and cobwebs and the dead ivy lit up faintly, while from the crevices and nooks and burrows beneath the soil, little white spiders emerged, glowing softly as if they were absorbing and radiating moonlight.

‘Remember the giant spiders in the Talam-Argith?’ Elindhu breathed.

Soren shook his head. ‘I was unconscious, Aunty.’

‘They also glowed with such light,’ she told him, pausing her dance to catch one and hold it up to her eyes. The creature was remarkably calm as it sat in her palm, looking back at her. ‘They were trying to keep the Talam-Argith alive by feeding it with human and animal tissue irradiated by the vivalocus . . .’

She looked about, seeing more of the creatures emerging into the moonlight, and what was required became clearer. ‘Aryella Starbright, be with me,’ she breathed. ‘Belchos, we are waiting for you.’ She lifted the little arachnid to a ledge and it scuttled away, then looked at Soren, now a portly silhouette against the darkness. ‘Kneel,’ she commanded throatily. ‘Kneel in the soil.’

He obeyed wordlessly, she stepped in and clasping his head, pulled his mouth to her left nipple, groaning as his hands began to massage her buttocks.

‘Ahhh,’ she sighed, feeling the goddess flow in, groaning at the pleasure-pain of that invasion. Gripping Soren’s head, she deliberately gouged her cheeks on his razor-sharp tines.

His fingers slid into her dripping cleft and worked her, the ancient spirits within her moaning and snarling in shared pleasure until she climaxed in a spasmodic release that knocked the wind from her. He caught her shoulders as she slid down his body, lowering her onto his rigid phallus, devouring her mouth as he filled her . . .

Once inside, he hammered into her savagely, more beast than man, while she clung to his sweating body and cried out to the night. Impossibly the three moons began circling above, leaving comet trails that formed a ring – then he bellowed, pumping himself, hot and gushing, into her. They clung together as god and goddess, gasping their endearments . . .

The nature god pulled out, lowering her so that she squatted with his seed and her juices flooding out to soak into the dirt. ‘Done,’ she growled, as he licked her bloody cheeks, healing them. Then the deities withdrew, leaving Elindhu staring at a dazed Soren.

‘Holy Akka,’ he breathed. ‘Though I guess I’m not an Akkanite now . . .’

‘Not remotely,’ she replied. ‘We’re as pagan as it’s possible to be.’ She kissed him, then rose, drawing her robes round her chilling body. Her mind was flooded with imagery of what was now needed, to complete this. ‘Lover, we’ve got more work to do.’

He dressed too and knelt with her, sharing strength as she crooned over the soil, chanting an old spell she’d found, one that had been impossible to cast for two hundred years. Using the mageas, she gently exhaled power into the soil and the seed, triggering germination.

‘What are we doing?’ Soren asked.

‘Feeding it a little life,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Let’s see . . .’

They watched in silent wonder as a bud became a blossom, and then lost its petals as a small fruit formed then grew, in just a few minutes, to a small golden-yellow apple. There were hundreds of other buds forming too, and blossoms raining down around them. She plucked the first apple and nibbled at it.

‘Mmm, try this,’ she told him, the sweetness filling her mouth, and was suddenly and instantly aroused again. She leaned into Soren and pushed the bitten apple to his lips.

‘Take a bite,’ she purred. ‘Take a big one.’

He looked almost unnerved, but he did as asked and his face changed, becoming wild and full of wanting, his musky scent intoxicating. His copper skin, the muscle beneath, was firm and powerful, the answering fire in his eyes glorious. She pulled him down to the wet earth and he took root inside her again, while above them the apple tree continued to grow and germinate new fruit.

‘There was such a tree in every Warden bastion,’ she said afterwards, as they lay mud-smeared and sated beneath the leafy apple tree laden with fruit that now filled the courtyard. ‘There needs to be again. We must give every glyma-user a blessed pippin – one for every mage, knight, vorlok and draegar here, and afterwards, everywhere else.’

‘Are they all going to be naked like us?’ Soren chuckled. ‘That’ll be embarrassing.’

‘It’d do some of them the world of good!’ she laughed. ‘But I’m thinking you and I already felt something for each other, even if we didn’t quite know it. For others, who knows? What’s more important is that elobyne and glyma-rage will be gone.’ She stroked his face. ‘Soren, I really don’t know what it means to have these old god-spirits inside us. It could turn out dreadfully, but I dragged you into it. I’m sorry if—’

He caught her hand and kissed it. ‘It’s bigger than you or me,’ he said solemnly. ‘It needed to happen. And I don’t mind, honestly. Right now, I’m the happiest man alive.’

Romara called a meeting of the High Council the following afternoon. Augusta Martia’s absence was temporary, hopefully, but the loss of Klyne Barron and Quyan Vyr-Queen was devastating. Luckily, there were natural successors in both camps. Felvaro Devani, the next most senior Order man, was elected archon, Carid Theomore continued to represent the scholars, and Sadithil Vyr-King brought in Muiraghan, the Crow-witch.

There were key decisions to be taken, despite their grief. After the banquet hall massacre, they had to respond to both the Day Court and the Hierophant, and decide how to proceed now that a peaceful resolution appeared to be out of the question.

That was the morning gone.

In the afternoon, Romara took the core leadership group – just Sier Felvaro, Theomore, Sadithil and Muiraghan, without their advisors and aides – deep into the bastion, where Elindhu and Soren waited in an old meeting room with stone walls carved with relief sculptures of apple trees, branches, leaves and fruit. A newly installed wooden door hinted at another room beyond. They gazed around, wondering why they were there.

Romara introduced Elindhu and Soren, and the magia explained that this bastion had once been a Warden citadel. ‘This room was the main council chamber back then, and beyond this door is a courtyard in which a sacred apple tree once grew, a place of primal magic.’

Elindhu and Soren, Romara kept marvelling. She’s nearly fifty and he’s not yet twenty. But they looked at each other adoringly, even though she was in her unprepossessing human form.

‘Interesting, Magia,’ Sier Felvaro said, ‘but if you will excuse us, we have things to do—’

‘Wait,’ Romara interrupted. ‘Elindhu and Soren have learned something extraordinary.’

That got everyone’s attention and the room fell silent, every eye fixed on Elindhu, who peered about owlishly. ‘Like you, I have lived with the glyma, and the jang – the anger it engenders – all my adult life. It’s shaped both the Order and the vyr, and it’s taken a savage toll on us all. So many of us fall prey to glyma-rage and perish – essentially, we’re being force-fed a poison that feeds our anger and stifles other emotions. Perversely, we of the Order glorify our suffering, esteeming ourselves for the privations we endure, like flagellant priests boasting of our self-inflicted scars.’

The Order men and women grimaced, but nodded sourly in agreement. ‘A sad analogy, but apt,’ Felvaro admitted.

‘In sooth, we of the vyr have no better tale to tell,’ Sadithil Vyr-King admitted. ‘Having forgone discipline in favour of total immersion in the glyma, we burn out like falling stars, and harm many of our followers in doing so. We’re not the monsters you of the Order believe, but violence rules us, except those who find ninneva.’

‘Aye, ’tis so.’ Muiraghan admitted. Her accent was heavily Foylish, and her black feather cloak gave her a wild air. ‘I’m ashamed of things I’ve done with the glyma in me – terrible things I’ll take t’me grave.’

Romara silently took Gram’s hand, thankful he’d been there to soften the blow of becoming vyr. Even so, she could relate to all they said.

Elindhu looked around the room. ‘Note this table: it is round, no head, no foot, and every chair identical. It was made for equals. The Sanctor Wardens were such, at least in their golden years, and this was in part because they all shared the same power, although obviously with differing aptitudes and capacities.’

‘All the records suggest this is so,’ Theomore agreed, ‘although before they fell, they divided themselves into four groups, believing specialisation would benefit them.’

‘That’s so,’ Elindhu replied, resuming her narrative. ‘Those four were gliamhar for energy; sorchia, which was physical and healing magic; natural magic or gealdriacht; and time-related powers, called aigisch. We know them as glyma, sorcery, eldritch and aegis, but the Wardens used the word “mageas” – the root of our word “magic”, to encompass them all. It’s the best term for what I’m about to reveal.’

Now everyone was hanging on her words.

‘At Vanashta Baanholt, Romara was captured and the others lost, but Soren and I evaded capture and managed to free Gram, only to lose him again. What happened to Soren and me after that will change your understanding of magic.’

She paused and splayed her hands, causing fire and ice to twine about her fingers like circling feathers, so subtly that at first the watchers didn’t understand what they were seeing.

Then Theomore exclaimed, ‘Wait, how are you doing that?’

Elindhu amplified the spell, making the threads of fire and ice coil around each other without either being melted or extinguished. ‘It’s just a simple conjuring,’ she said. ‘You’re all powerful enough to do it, but such delicacy is impossible using glyma or elobyne.’

‘Are you a vyr?’ Devani asked, his voice uncertain.

‘She’s not one of us,’ Sadithil snorted. ‘We know our own.’

‘So this is mageas you use?’ Muiraghan asked.

‘Indeed, it is mha geas . . . mageas . . . magic. Oh, and in case you think this is something only an experienced magia can do, let me call upon my comrade, Soren var’Dael. He’s an initiate knight, untutored in complex magic. Soren, please demonstrate the basic runes.’

Soren rose, clearly self-conscious, but he performed the major fighting-spells with a flourish, despite having no elobyne orb. This perhaps impressed their audience even more than Elindhu’s display, because most here were former knights, with the same limited array of magic as him.

Sier Felvaro sounded a little awed. ‘There’s no taint of glyma at all.’

‘Please, tell us how you gained this power,’ Theomore pleaded.

Elindhu bowed, then described seeking Soren in the Shadowlands, finding him in an underground shaft, surrounded by giant insects, and her encounter with a spirit-guardian, although she didn’t go into that. It was erling-lore, not meant for mankind.

Her audience reacted with murmurs of wonder, as she described the denouement. ‘With poison in our bodies and facing death, Soren and I plunged into an underground cavern which was filled with something like liquid light. Soren was unconscious, and I too lost awareness.’

‘Beneath the Talim-Argith?’ Sadithil breathed.

‘Indeed. But we woke in our own world, whole and hale. There was no glyma in me, but I felt potent and purified, as if I’d been purged of all lethargy, fear and anger, and was entirely in harmony with all creation. Soren felt the same, didn’t you, Initiate?’

‘It was amazing,’ Soren told them. ‘The best moment of my life.’

I bet it was, Romara thought fondly, putting two and two together.

She saw Carid Theomore’s eyes bulge as he realised the inference ahead of the rest. ‘Oh!’ he exclaimed. ‘Are you two—?’ Curiosity collided with manners and he lost his words.

‘Indeed,’ Elindhu answered, with a slightly self-conscious air, ‘Soren and I inadvertently realised that this non-glyma magical energy wasn’t harmful during intimacy.’

‘Er, what—?’ Sier Felvaro grunted, as the rest caught up. ‘You . . . ?’

‘Yes, just so,’ Elindhu replied archly. ‘Soren was the perfect gentleman, of course.’

‘And Elindhu is the finest woman I know,’ Soren said seriously.

There was a strangled murmur as their audience struggled to cope with the notion, for all kinds of reasons. Romara struggled to hold back laughter at the faces pulled, ranging from disbelief to envy to appalled fascination. Though I was no better when I realised, she reminded herself.

‘It was a controlled experiment,’ Elindhu went on, with a mischievous air, ‘conducted for research purposes, of course. Results have been most promising, and testing is ongoing.’

Soren pulled the perfect expression of scholarly agreement. ‘Quite so,’ he said, mimicking Theomore’s lofty tones. ‘It’s been most revelatory, but there’s a lot more research to do.’

Gram burst out into a giant guffaw, which set Romara off, and then Muiraghan swore and started applauding and soon everyone was joining in.

Elindhu took Soren’s hand and smirked around the room.

‘Well, that’s not fair,’ Felvaro groaned. ‘My whole career I’ve had to pray the sin away.’ He looked heavenwards with chastising eyes. ‘Tell us more, please.’

Muiraghan asked, ‘Are you sure it’s not ninneva you’re experiencing?’

‘No, it’s not that,’ Elindhu replied, a little relieved to be back onto technical matters. ‘As I understand it, ninneva tames the glyma – but the mageas is pure already. We’ve even been able to channel power through each other without endangering control or overloading the other, so by working together we’re stronger than separately.’

There was an awed murmur at that. ‘Greater than glyma, if used in collaboration?’ Theomore exclaimed. ‘By Akka and Elysia, this is extraordinary. But you say you had to slither down holes in the Shadowlands, then cast yourself into some kind of fire? I’m not saying I wouldn’t do it for such a prize, but it sounds daunting, as well as impractical.’

Everyone quieted again.

‘I agree,’ Elindhu replied. ‘It’s dangerous, and may even rouse the denizens of the Shadowlands – which are not ghosts, but very real – against us. But there is another way.’ She rose and went to the new door. ‘Beyond this portal is an old garden, sealed up for centuries. Such places were once at the heart of every Warden keep.’

‘I thought I knew every inch of this keep,’ Theomore said, ‘but I’ve never been here.’

‘Come and see,’ Elindhu invited them. ‘We’ve been gardening.’

She ushered them through the new doorway into the courtyard, where a large, healthy pippin tree, weighed down by dozens of yellow apples, basked in the midday sun.

‘By Elysia!’ Theomore exclaimed. ‘What is this place?’

‘Once, such courtyards were the heart of every Warden keep,’ Elindhu replied. ‘But Jovan Lux ordered the trees to be uprooted and burned, the spaces sealed off. Soren and I have grown a new tree – overnight. It’s infused with power from the vivalocus, the sea of light.’

There was an awed murmur. ‘Are you saying this tree . . . and these apples . . . carry that light?’ Theomore asked, his voice suffused with hope.

‘I am. Each apple can awaken the mageas in you. All it takes is one mouthful.’

‘It’s true,’ Romara put in. ‘Gram and I ate one each this morning. That’s all it took, and everything inside us came right.’ She coloured faintly, remembering the bliss when they woke, and the passion. ‘The ninneva we share helps us master glyma-rage, but after consuming the apples, we no longer need glyma.’ She let the power change her form, the experience no longer agonising but pleasurable, and the result no longer horrific: instead of her hideous battle form she chose the shape of a bipedal deer-woman, let it linger for them to examine, then reverted to human form. ‘It’s all so easy now.’

Order veterans and vyr alike growled in jealous desire.

‘This is how magic was,’ Elindhu said. ‘We’re restoring what Jovan warped.’

‘But isn’t glyma more powerful than this “mageas”?’ Sier Felvaro asked doubtfully. ‘Lest we forget, the first glyma-user destroyed the Wardens. Are we sure this is desirable?’

‘Jovan warped magic so that glyma is strongest by channelling most of the magical energy we can reach through elobyne,’ Elindhu replied. ‘It was divide and conquer: he demonised the other three aspects of magic and seized power – utilising surprise as well, a vital factor. But we who use glyma are all potentially strong in the other forms. So yes, our use of glyma may be weakened, but we’ll be better at everything else – and we’ll be able to share power. Currently four out of five of the spells you find in the ancient spell-books no longer work. I’ve been relearning them.’

‘I for one am eager to explore this,’ Theomore exclaimed. ‘I used to serve as a mage, and I found glyma difficult and exhausting. This is a godsend – and I don’t care which god!’

‘We vyr have the opposite problem,’ Sadithil said. ‘No control, spilled energy that corrupts others, uncontrolled rage and the promise of an early grave – I’d sell my soul for total control over my powers.’

Muiraghan nodded emphatically in agreement.

‘You vyr use physical magic,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Among the Wardens, you’d have been healers, trackers and guardians of nature. And everyone here now, knight or mage or vyr, would’ve been a Sanctor Warden, had Jovan not wiped them out.’

They all eyed each other with a little less mistrust, and Romara sensed the tentative beginnings of a true allegiance. She squeezed Gram’s hand in hope.

‘So the energy we use for magic enters our world through Nexus Isle, where it’s refracted through elobyne so that it’s mostly only usable for glyma?’ the archon clarified.

‘That’s the hypothesis,’ Theomore replied.

‘Then what are the shards for?’ Sadithil asked.

‘Because, with the Talam-Argith nearly dead, the energy is now mostly leeched from this world,’ Elindhu said. ‘That’s why they’ve been planting shards everywhere.’

‘But why?’ Gram asked. ‘Jovan’s heirs – the Hierophant and his courts – have complete control, so why keep planting more shards, when it’s clear they’re destructive?’

‘And do what – let others take that power away?’ Theomore sniffed. ‘That’s not how power works. It’s a drug, inciting greed, jealousy and the absolute need to dominate. Jovan rode the wave of elevating the glyma to the throne, and his heirs have ruled ever since. No one surrenders that, even if it comes with a price.’

‘A price mostly paid by others,’ Romara noted. ‘Like the refugees outside our walls.’

The Order veterans shuffled uncomfortably.

‘So, what now?’ Sier Felvaro asked. ‘You Falcons have already partaken of the fruit of this tree. I’m not one to hold back from experimentation, but we are the leaders of this rebellion, and vital to it. A certain caution feels necessary, rather than all of us taking a bite.’ He looked round, then asked, ‘Do we have a volunteer?’

Every hand went up.

‘Ah,’ he said wryly, raising his own hand. ‘I was going to go first, as befits an archon, but it appears I must battle for that right.’

‘Let’s all take a bite and have done,’ Sadithil suggested. ‘I’ve only just met you, Magia Elindhu, but if Romara and Gram vouch for you, that’s good enough for me.’

The Vyr-King’s words were echoed in various forms, to Romara’s relief. She’d been expecting a much harder battle. But these people barely used magic now, due to the frayed control ageing brought. They probably saw a chance to regain what they’d lost.

‘Take an apple, and get ready for your life to change,’ Elindhu told them. ‘One is enough: but you must eat it here, under my supervision – and I want the seeds. Our enemies need to remain ignorant of this, for now.’

‘You’ll need to be sitting or lying down,’ Romara added. ‘It will overwhelm you, but you’ll be perfectly safe. And when you wake . . . well, you’ll see.’

Gram volunteered to monitor the half-savage Muiraghan, while Soren was given Felvaro Devani, Elindhu took Carid Theomore and Romara sat with Sadithil. The Vyr-King examined the apple thoughtfully, then winked slyly. ‘Don’t you go anywhere, Gorgeous. If this is as efficacious as you say, I’m looking forward to waking up beside you.’

‘I’ll be right here, Master Toad,’ Romara told him coolly. ‘Fully armed.’

‘I like a girl with spirit,’ Sadithil chuckled, his grin making him look very much like the creature he was nicknamed for. He raised the apple to his mouth. ‘Slancha, my dear. See you on the other side.’ He bit deeply, muttering, ‘This had better work.’

Around the courtyard, everyone else was eating, and one by one they fell asleep. Romara realised Toad was doggedly clinging to consciousness. He fears this will kill him.

‘I’ve never been a good man,’ he confessed, as he began to slide into slumber. ‘I’ve ordered massacres and burned farms for the sake of it. I fell in love with the smell and rush of fire, and the way the shards explode when they overheat. It’s the destruction I love . . .’ His head fell sideways. ‘Father Akka, I’ve sinned and . . . uh . . .’

He toppled onto his side and began snoring.

Romara checked his pulse, then joined Gram, Elindhu and Soren beside the tree. The magia’s apple cheeks were pink and her tower of braids twitching excitedly.

‘How long will it take?’ Gram wondered. ‘I lost track when we ate ours.’

‘You two slept about three hours,’ Elindhu replied. ‘I presume Soren and I were out for about the same amount of time, but there was no way of telling, where we were.’ She peered up at the tree. ‘I’ve tried to estimate the number of apples; there’s well over a hundred on those branches, and I think we can grow as many more every day, provided they’re harvested. But I suspect they need to be consumed quickly to be efficacious.’

‘Did the Sanctor Wardens do this to initiate people?’ Romara wondered.

‘We don’t know,’ Elindhu replied. ‘You’d think if it was the key to their power, then someone would have written it down, but so much was lost when the Order destroyed them. Or maybe it was considered too important to be written down? Or so well known it didn’t need to be? I doubt we’ll ever know – well, unless we meet Jovan Lux himself.’

Gram shot her a startled look. ‘You think he’s still alive?’

Elindhu frowned over the thought, then she shrugged. ‘It’s not impossible, given these “Alephi” appear to be more or less immortal.’

‘How awful,’ Romara said. ‘But this is incredible, Elindhu. You’ve changed everything.’

‘I’m a Falcon,’ Elindhu said. ‘We soar higher and see further.’

Gram clapped Soren around the shoulder. ‘You certainly joined the right pentacle, lad.’

‘You’re a Falcon too,’ Soren told the big vyr earnestly. ‘You heard what Elindhu said: two hundred years ago, we’d have all been Wardens.’

‘You’ve grown up so much,’ Romara told him. ‘You’re the best recruit I’ve ever had . . . Just don’t let it go to your head.’

‘It’s hard to be the best at everything,’ Soren mock-confessed. ‘But I can handle it, because I’m so good at modesty as well.’

They all laughed, then Gram asked, in a thoughtful voice, ‘What do you think happened to Jadyn and Aura? I keep thinking that the only aspect of the ancient magic missing here is the aegis. We’ve got knights, mages and vyr . . . but not the aegis.’

‘It was the rarest, and perhaps the most powerful,’ Elindhu replied. ‘I like to think the last Wardens are out there, and that Jadyn and Aura have found them. Maybe they’ve seen this moment coming and are on their way?’

It was a nice thought.

They circulated among their charges, all sleeping peacefully, and the hours crawled by in sporadic conversation and the stillness of waiting, until they all began to show signs of waking. Romara was bending over Sadithil when he woke, clutching at her.

‘It hurts inside,’ he groaned. ‘I think I’m going to be sick . . .’

He wasn’t, though, and as his stomach settled, he was able to sit up, glaring about him as the others shambled back to consciousness. Then he looked sideways at her and his face creased speculatively. ‘I don’t suppose you fancy—?’

‘No. How are you feeling?’

‘Randy as an old goat,’ he said with a laugh, sitting up. ‘But not uncontrollably so.’ He gripped Romara’s hand to steady himself, then released her and stared at his hands. ‘I’ve not used the glyma in a while. Let’s see if I can remember how.’

He held up a hand and exerted his will, his eyes widening as his hand became a leathery claw. He shuddered at the sight, but it was a purr of pleasure and recognition, not pain. ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he breathed. ‘That’s how it was . . .’ He pulled out a hipflask and swigged. ‘Oh, lass,’ he chuckled, ‘it’ll be a rare old night tonight. There’s a widow here in town I’ve been fancying this many a year. She’s been waiting for me to forsake this life, put aside the glyma and join her. No need to wait now.’

He rose, thrust the flask into Romara’s hands and in a blur of motion, flowed into the shape of a mountain lion. He tore off his ripped robes and went bounding out into the bastion, his roars echoing through the halls.

To everyone’s massive relief, the others all returned to consciousness fully able to use their new magic. Theomore, unable to wait a minute, summoned a scribe and immediately started dictating a new thesis on it all. Felvaro Devani, whooping like a child, challenged Soren to a duel; within minutes they were sparring with enormous grins on their sweating faces. Muiraghan shot into the air, changing into a giant bird as she flew, and vanished.

As Elindhu had suspected, the amorous reaction she and Soren had experienced was rooted in their own desires. These people were colleagues, not harbouring such longings, and were only interested in the new possibilities open to them.

She collected the apple cores, plucked out the seeds and pocketed them, in readiness for taking this discovery into the wider world. There was so much to do, perhaps more than they could manage alone. Maybe even the complete reconstitution of the Wardens, she realised.

The first step was to convene the High Council and the vyr leadership, to explain what they’d found and gain permission for a programme of growing and issuing sacred apples to each knight, mage, vorlok and draegar in Hyastar, as soon as possible, to maximise the time for retraining. On Gram’s suggestion, they replaced the wooden roof over the garden, so that the blossoming apple tree would be invisible from the skies. Then they began to summon their best people, one by one, and offering each a new life.

The following days were tumultuous. Those newly freed from the glyma spent their days training hard, learning how to use their subtly altered and newly acquired powers – and for many, an end to enforced celibacy. Romara didn’t even have to suggest that Order and vyr converts were processed and treated equally: their leaders encouraged them to mix freely.

‘You are the new Wardens,’ she told each group. ‘Once you were a knight or mage or vyr; now you’re the same.’ Tensions didn’t vanish overnight, but huge progress was made.

But events didn’t wait for them, and the leadership group – which now included all four Falcons – met one evening, to discuss the latest reports. They were running out of time.

‘There are eight columns – including Lighters and a few Vestals – converging on us, numbering about sixty thousand,’ Sier Felvaro Devani reported. ‘The Hierophant has commanded every Order garrison to stay in their home bastions or face reprisals, so there’s no hope of further aid. We’ve got just a few hundred knights and mages and former vorloks and draegars, all now learning the new mageas. In terms of soldiers, we have eight thousand Vestal Guard, ten thousand City Militia, and around twelve thousand vyr camp-followers. We’re wildly outnumbered.’

Sadithil raised a hand. ‘It’s actually worse than that. For centuries we vyr have fought in covens: one or two vorloks or draegars leading dozens or even hundreds of people, who during battle would tap into their leaders’ powers, shape-changing and gaining battle-frenzy. As a consequence of the purifying of our magic, our vyr covens will no longer function. With the glyma-fury gone, our “soldiers” can’t share in that power any more.’ He gave Elindhu a wry look. ‘After two hundred years of resistance, you’ve broken us with kindness, Magia.’

This was greeted with worried silence all around the table.

‘That was never my intention,’ Elindhu blurted, her face going pale. ‘Oh my—’

‘I never said we won’t do our bit,’ Sadithil interrupted. ‘We’re still in this fight – but our covens are mostly ordinary people, not even trained to fight. They want to fight, but they now need to be armed and trained.’

‘Then we will,’ Sier Felvaro replied. ‘It’ll stretch our resources, but it has to be done.’

His instant response was met with a look of real gratitude from the vyr.

‘There’s another thing,’ Muiraghan said. ‘On the hills outside the city are several shard clusters, one at every compass point. You’ve needed them to empower your knights and mages, but now we don’t need them – so let’s destroy them, while we can. It’ll force the Order of Akka’s Light to bring more, which will slow the attack.’

It was a big step, Elindhu knew: a public renunciation of the glyma would tip off their enemies that something strange was happening here in Hyastar.

Romara nodded decisively. ‘I agree. Let’s show the world we don’t need that tainted power any more. And there’s another thing we should do. Thanks to Elindhu, we have effectively resurrected the Sanctor Wardens, but we’re still thinking of ourselves as Vestal or vyr. Let’s complete the journey and recreate the Sanctor Wardens. If we induct every knight, mage, vorlok and draegar as Wardens, deliberately mixing everyone up into new pentacles, it will force us to come together.’

There was silence, followed by a burst of loud objections.

‘My knights would never fight alongside vyr,’ the archon said, amid a chorus of protests from the Vestal side of the table. ‘Our pentacles are built on mutual trust.’

‘As if our people would ever trust a jagging knight,’ Sadithil retorted, and for a few moments the meeting degenerated into men and women hurling harsh words across the room.

Then a giant fist thundered down on the old oak table, and everyone jumped.

‘GROW UP!’ Gram shouted. ‘Are you children, throwing insults in the yard? I am vyr and I love a Vestal! She and I have a harmony you lot can only dream of! Vestal and vyr can be one, and we will be!’ He glared around the table. ‘If you want to defeat the empire, you need to find that same harmony. One thread alone is useless – but bind them together and you’ve got cloth. Even children know this, but you idiots don’t seem to!’

Romara swallowed, immensely proud, ready to leap to his defence if anyone argued.

There was a strained silence, then Theomore raised a hand. ‘Spoken with passion, Master Larch.’ He turned to Romara. ‘Siera, you’re suggesting the ideal: the reunion of divided strands into one fabric. It is – undeniably – the logical extension of all we’ve done. It’s not only possible, but also inevitable, in my view. But is this the time?’

‘If not now, then when?’ Elindhu asked, thinking how ironic her words were, given she wasn’t ready to reveal her own secret heritage. ‘If we take to the battlefield divided, we’ll be defeated. Only full cooperation offers hope. I’m not saying that we’ll achieve the unity we need in time, but without trying, we’ve already lost.’

More silence, but a few were nodding now. ‘When we scholars need to blend elements, we melt them in a crucible,’ Theomore mused. ‘We apply heat, enough to break everything down. What emerges is changed, but if well formulated, it’s invariably stronger.’

Everyone else went to speak, but Sadithil got in first. ‘Vyr aren’t proud. We live hand to mouth, in wilderness camps and poverty-stricken villages. But we dream of better: a world that doesn’t exalt the mighty for preying on the poor and weak. A world where the future of our children’s children is of equal moment to our own. A world where people of every caste, creed, race and talent are equal before the law and in their willingness to give to the common weal, and nobody stands above that. That world won’t be achieved without the union Romara proposes. We vyr will do this, if you Vestals have the courage to meet us halfway.’

Every eye went to Sier Felvaro, the new archon, head of the Order.

‘I hear you,’ he said eventually. ‘Both sides are products of generations of war. Our antipathy is real, chiselled into our souls. A few new tabards won’t erase them.’

He’s going to refuse, Romara groaned inwardly. It’ll break our alliance.

But the archon’s expression changed, lit with new energy. ‘I also understand that for any ideal to be achieved, people must gamble their future on a dream that might turn to dust. And the pragmatist in me knows that Elindhu is right: without unity, we’re doomed. So, this isn’t a debate. This must be done.’ He looked round the table, his face pensive, then said, ‘Rosenslach Night is coming in a few weeks, the anniversary of the Charge of the Wardens. Let’s aim for that.’
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Converging

Divided, They Fell

In their last decade, the Sanctor Wardens substantially changed. They fragmented into four divisions, based on the four pillars of magic – gliamhar, sorchias, gealdriacht and aigisch – forcing each Warden to specialise. They believed they would gain greater mastery that way; instead, they lost collegiality, becoming rivals and ultimately enemies. It was a self-inflicted wound – and interestingly, the architect of this folly was Jovan Lux.

Telvyn Argo, renegade scholar, Petraxus, 1408

Secordium, Miravia

Winter 1472

‘Exemplar, I am so pleased to meet you,’ Arch-Grandmaster Joselu della Sancto Bescan greeted Vazi Virago as she entered his command post, a commandeered mansion south of Hyastar, and removed her dragon mask. ‘I’ve been expecting you.’

Jovan must have dispatched a messenger last night, she realised, having flown alone that morning, which explained why the arrival of a supposedly dead woman was met so calmly.

Joselu looked like an overdressed fop, but the Lighters’ commander was reputedly skilled. As he ushered her to a cushioned seat, he asked, ‘Do you drink wine? I have a wonderful Solabi Red.’

She accepted a goblet but didn’t sip. ‘What are your numbers here?’

‘I can place one hundred centuries in the field, each with its pentacle, of course. We’re modelled on the Vestal Order’s structure, as I’m sure you know. And we have four Order centuries, Ritter’s men, now led by his High Seneschal, Geni Cordelia.’ He looked at her and added, ‘Obviously, we’ve been informed of Ritter’s demise.’ When she didn’t react, he went on, ‘The bulk of our forces are imperial army, of course, so all told, we have around sixty thousand men, which means we outnumber the foe by roughly three to one.’

The numbers matched what she’d been told. ‘What’s the chain of command?’

‘The imperials are led by Vilm Guilan, who reports to me. Geni Cordelia reports separately.’ He leaned forward. ‘What I don’t understand is your role, Exemplar. Officially, you’re dead, and traditionally, the Night Court has no role in military matters.’

It was a fair question, and expected. ‘I’m here to observe and advise, though you’re not obliged to listen or act on my suggestions . . . although the Hierophant will see my reports.’

Joselu pulled a face, started to say something and thought better of it. ‘I sometimes miss the simpler days of being part of a pentacle.’ He sighed theatrically.

‘I rather think command sits well with you,’ Vazi replied, with a tight smile.

He chuckled. ‘Perhaps. It does have its privileges. So, what’s your advice, Exemplar?’

‘To carry on as normal. You’ll barely be aware I’m here.’ Then she leaned in and added, ‘There is one thing you need to be aware of, as it sets a date for your main assault on the city. I tell you this in the utmost confidence.’ She stared into his eyes. ‘I am deadly serious. If this is leaked, heads will roll: starting with yours. Consider yourself sworn to secrecy.’

Joselu put his goblet down. ‘I’m intrigued, Exemplar.’

I bet you are.

‘It is the will of the Most High that you and I lay plans in readiness for an event that will come to pass in three weeks. This event must occur before your assault on Hyastar. That means a delay to your attack, but this event will break the rebels’ resistance.’

‘And what is this great event?’ he asked, examining her intently.

She was still struggling to accept what was to come.

‘A writ has been passed by the Hierophant that condemns the Order of the Vestments of Sancta Elysia as heretics and traitors, for failing to rally to Archon Ritter when the High Council rebelled at Hyastar. On the date named, the Order of Akka’s Light will be authorised to unite with local imperial forces, city guards and volunteers and storm every Vestal bastion in the empire. Ordinary soldiers will be granted mercy if they lay down their weapons, but those above, ah—’ She swallowed again, but managed to finish, ‘they must die.’

Joselu’s eyes went round, glowing like little moons. ‘Eindil’s purging the Vestals?’ He clenched his fist in triumph – this had been every Arch-Grandmaster’s dream since the day their Order was founded. ‘At last!’ Belatedly, he remembered to whom he spoke to. ‘Er . . . how do you feel about this, Exemplar?’

How do I feel? Stunned? Sick? Betrayed? Trapped? All of those . . .

‘The majority of the Vestal Order has turned against the empire,’ she said stonily. ‘It is no longer the great institution I joined. This is necessary, although I am saddened, of course.’

Mostly I want to die.

How much of her anguish Joselu perceived, she had no idea.

‘It must be distressing for you, Exemplar,’ he said with unctuous and entirely false sympathy. ‘But there will always be a place for women of your talent in my order.’

I’d never join your tainted, tawdry imitation of a real Order, she thought angrily.

Ever since the formation of the Order of Akka’s Light, about a decade after the Vestal knights, they’d been rivals, especially when the responsibility for the mining and planting of elobyne shards was stripped from the Vestals and handed to the Lighters. Though the Vestals were the superior military force and contemptuous of the Lighters, as decades passed the balance in numbers and strength had radically altered.

But we’re the frontline fighters, she thought. They’re just slavers.

Aware that she still thought of her beloved Vestals as “we”, she kept her face schooled. ‘My future is in the Night Court,’ she told Joselu, ‘where everything is decided.’

‘I hear you,’ Joselu said. He picked up his glass and took a sip. ‘What a glorious day.’

Unable to suffer his presence a moment longer, she donned her mask. ‘Prepare your attack, but await my command,’ she told him. ‘I will be near.’

She left him and tore into the air, trying to outfly her grief. Only when she’d calmed did she return to the deserted hunters’ hide she’d found earlier in the woods, a tumbledown, uncomfortable hideaway where she could brood alone, while everything she’d ever believed in was burned to the ground.

Elysium, Nexus Isle

Jovan Lux sat on his throne in his private reception hall on the highest level of his mountaintop palace. Odalis sprawled languidly at his feet, clad in flimsy silks and cradling a sword. In Vaziella’s absence, the Abuthan woman was acting as his bodyguard, although her real function was to calm him as the stakes rose and his anxiety grew.

We’re so close, he thought, but still not close enough.

Elysium was almost complete, thanks to a thousand slaves and a hundred Alephi using their magic to help the building. But the empire was in crisis: refugees were rampaging through the countryside and besieging towns throughout the south, driving even more people north. Forests fires were raging unchecked in Neparia and Bravantia, and the Kharagh had assailed Lerziu in the southeast. Everywhere, people spoke of the End of All Things.

Which I want them to – but is it happening too soon?

A gong chimed, and he heard footfalls approaching the doors. He needed no other guards up here, in his private hall, and he was expecting Damiano Argossi with an update on the Vestals.

It had been tempting to give Vaziella this mission as the ultimate test of her loyalty, but he recognised that she needed time to peel away her old loyalties, and he had no desire to break her. Overseeing the storming of Hyastar would be enough for her, for now. In any case, Damiano, now one of the oldest of his Alephi, was perfect for this task.

The Lizard appeared at the doors, shed his mask and black cloak and strode to greet him, his smooth olive face and dark curls lit by the setting sun. ‘Greetings, Most High,’ he said grandly, swooping to one knee and bowing his head. ‘I am yours to command.’

‘Rise, my friend,’ Jovan said warmly. He stepped down from the throne and indicated two divans facing each other across a low table laden with decanters and crystal glasses. ‘Let’s talk.’

Odalis poured the drinks before settling herself at his feet.

‘Well, it’s almost as if the Lighters have been planning this for decades,’ the former Exemplar said drily. ‘They have a base in every town where there’s a bastion and strong links with the imperial forces and local authorities. The local communities have always resented the Vestal bastions, because they help enforce taxes and tithes. Now, with the Vestals confined to barracks and the Church openly condemning them, public opinion has turned fully against them. I’ve got agents organising mobs of dissident youth and criminals to support the official forces. They don’t stand a chance.’

‘Does this trouble you?’ Jovan asked. ‘You’ve been Exemplar yourself.’

Damiano shook his head. ‘I’ve moved well beyond my old loyalties. The fools who lead them now deserve what’s coming. The Lighters have never neglected their patrons, and they’re doing a fine job of painting the neutral Vestal bastions as havens of despotism. Essentially, we can unleash the mob on them any time we want.’

‘Do the Vestals realise this?’ Odalis asked. ‘Surely the local commanders aren’t blind to what’s going on in their own communities?’

‘The Vestals have always been more concerned with dealing with the vyr and outlaws, not to mention training and tournaments, than in courting local powerbrokers,’ Damiano replied. ‘Nobody likes a Watchman. They’re hated, except when there’s vyr about.’

‘So you’ll be ready to strike, and they won’t see it coming?’ Jovan clarified.

‘Rely on it.’

‘Excellent. Anything you need?’

‘I have all I need. But how’re things around Hyastar?’

‘I am assured the city will fall the day news of the purge of the Vestals reaches them.’

‘There’s a rumour that the rebels have destroyed the shards outside the city,’ Damiano said. ‘Why? Surely they need that power as much as we do?’

That had been puzzling Jovan too. ‘You heard correctly. We believe it’s a ploy to slow our advance, but we’ve already despatched fresh shards, so it won’t have much effect. The real question is what our enemies are doing without them?’

Damiano frowned. ‘They must have some secret source of glyma.’ He finished his brandy and touched a hand to his heart. ‘I have no other news, Most High, and much to do.’

‘Then go, with our blessing.’ They rose and embraced again.

After Damiano left, Jovan returned to the divan, reclined and opened his robes. He didn’t need to say a word, just let Odalis pleasure him with her luscious mouth, after which she lay against him, fondling herself while he contemplated the days to come.

‘First the neutral Order bastions, then the rebels in Hyastar,’ he told the moaning, writhing woman. ‘With them gone, our mastery will be restored and we can unleash the End.’

Odalis groaned, her hips bucking, her eyes rolling back in their sockets, until she sprawled in abandon, panting and sighing. He thought she’d missed his words, but when she recovered, she asked, ‘What about the report from Irideus about the erling disappearance?’

Jovan frowned. Glyndeth Irideus had turned Tyr upside down, but found no sign of the vanished erlings, or anything suggesting the rumoured new-old magic was real. It was troubling, especially combined with the reports of the destruction of the elobyne shards and Elindhu Morspeth’s unexpected appearance in Hyastar.

‘Glyndeth’s report of vanishing erlings and old magic is a precursor of the End,’ he reminded Odalis. ‘I’ve foreseen it all, and combined with the famines, floods and earthquakes, the stars are aligning. I grow tired of this place. Hytal and the empire have been wrung almost dry. It’s time for us to move on.’

‘I can’t wait,’ she said, then she asked, ‘When will you take Vaziella to your bed?’

He discerned a note of anxiety in her voice. ‘You’ve nothing to worry about, my darling,’ he reassured her. ‘It’s her child I’m after. She could never replace you in my heart.’

Odalis looked up at him. ‘You swear?’

He’d always despised neediness, though he did understand her concern. ‘I swear,’ he told her. ‘She’s just a bloodline I wish to cultivate. Only you satisfy all my needs.’

‘Will you tell her who she really is?’ Odalis asked, her eyes shining.

‘When it no longer matters,’ he replied. ‘But not before . . . and neither will you.’

Hyastar

Three days before the planned attack, Vazi entered the Arch-Grandmaster’s mansion for her nightly meeting, to find Odalis, in her favourite white silks that showed off her silken skin and stunning figure, reclining on Joselu’s couch.

‘Vazi,’ she said warmly. ‘It’s so good to see you. We’ve missed you at Elysium.’

Jovan’s words rang in her ears: She is not your rival, and you are not hers.

Still, Vazi’s hackles rose. ‘What are you doing here? Where’s Joselu?’

‘I sent him away,’ Odalis replied, rising gracefully. ‘The Most High sent me to find out how you were faring. Are you playing nicely with your new friends? Are you ready for the big day?’ She struck an enquiring pose. ‘Are you?’

‘We’re ready,’ Vazi said flatly. ‘What about Damiano Argossi? Is he ready?’

‘Of course,’ Odalis trilled, her eyes hard. ‘He says it’s been so easy to ferment hate against the Vestals, it’s a wonder they weren’t exterminated decades ago.’

Back then nobody realised elobyne was killing us, the vyr threat was paltry and the Order was in favour, Vazi thought. There was no famine, no volcanic eruptions, and people didn’t know how lucky they were . . . They loved us.

‘Excellent,’ she said flatly.

‘Jovan’s been worried for you,’ Odalis went on. ‘It must be so hard to see something you’ve put your soul into torn down like this . . . But I knew you’d come to terms with it.’

Because you think me a cold-hearted bitch, Vazi thought. Which, it appears, I am.

‘Why did he send you here?’ she asked. ‘Do you have experience that could help us?’

‘You mean my storied history of intrigue and back-stabbing?’ Odalis tittered. ‘Oh darling, the things I could tell you.’ She pirouetted around the lounge, a happy harbinger of doom. ‘We’re going to force Eindil to issue the writ tonight. It’ll be in Damiano’s hands by dawn, and the hammer will fall tomorrow night.’ Before Vazi could comment she added archly, ‘I am sure you haven’t forgotten it’s Rosenslach Eve – the eve of the anniversary of the Charge of the Sanctor Wardens, the rout of the Kharagh and the day Talmont was saved. The Vestals will be busy with their pathetic vigils and fasting: they won’t even see us coming.’

The eve of our most sacred day, Vazi thought, a little surprised she could be further wounded. ‘Did our Lord choose the date?’ she asked, struggling to hide her distress.

‘Of course,’ Odalis purred. ‘Isn’t he a genius?’

Though Vazi felt like the marrow was bleeding from her bones, to show weakness before Odalis felt fatal. ‘We stand ready. Tell Jovan that.’

Odalis stepped before her, a coy smile on her lips, and stroked her hand down Vazi’s arm. ‘You look like you need a bath, Exemplar. You smell like you’ve been camping in the woods. Shall I play maid, and get you in a lather?’

‘Remove your hand or lose it, you poisonous slut,’ Vazi snarled, suddenly unable to pretend. ‘Jag off back to Elysium and tell Jovan not to send you again.’

‘You stupid—’ Odalis began – and froze, because in a blur of motion, Vazi’s dagger was touching her left eyeball.

‘Sorry, you were saying?’ she asked icily. ‘I’m a stupid what?’

‘You wouldn’t dare.’ Odalis didn’t move a muscle.

‘Why not? Done would be done, and he needs me. You’re just “entertainment”.’

‘Whereas you’re just a blade,’ Odalis spat. ‘Just a tool, with blind spots so large you’ll never see death coming. I just pray I’ll be the one permitted to end you.’

It was so tempting to punch the dagger through the woman’s eyeball and into her brain. Jovan favoured her, though, so it was probably a step too far, even for Vazi. Instead, she spun the blade in her hand, sheathed it in one smooth movement, and faced Odalis nose to nose.

‘I’m glad we no longer have to pretend to like each other,’ she rasped.

‘For what it’s worth, I asked Jovan not to send me,’ Odalis replied unflinchingly. ‘I think he likes playing us off against each other – especially as he’s going to bed you soon.’

Vazi swallowed, remembering Jovan’s kiss. ‘That’s my hope,’ she said, knowing her rival would report this conversation word for word to Jovan. ‘But I’m not yet ready . . .’

She shivered, thinking of Jovan’s extraordinary voice and eyes, his compelling charisma, the sense that wherever he went, he made that place the centre of Creation. And she also remembered his ruthlessness, and the brutal sounds of him mating with this woman.

Does she enjoy what he does to her? she wondered. Or does she feel trapped?

She knew better than to ask. ‘You should go,’ she said hoarsely.

Odalis casually tossed her goblet down and sashayed to the window. She didn’t bother to open it, just launched herself at it, exploding through the shattering glass in a soundless roar and vanishing – as the glass reformed behind her, a magnificent display of power and control.

A moment later an alarmed Joselu stormed in, blanched at the look on Vazi’s snarling face and fled again. Alone again, she slumped into a chair. Rosenslach Night, she thought. He’s going to destroy my beloved Order during our most holy event.

Dear Akka, must this be so?

Bedum-Mutaza

It was almost three weeks since the Twilight Court and its bloody conclusion, but the trauma lingered in Eindil’s mind. The death of Lucia Anborn chilled him; as did the ‘special delivery’ the next morning of Corbus Ritter’s head in an intricately carved box. Since then, attending the Night Court terrified him utterly, and he was having nightmares about the man they all deferred to. Blankman, he’d dubbed him.

Who is he? he wondered. Do I even want to know?

He prayed never to see that blank mask again, but that night as the silver masks bobbed into the half-light around his throne, there it was. It was Rosenslach Eve, and Eindil had spent the day in ritual fasting, in remembrance of the siege of Petraxus by the barbarous Kharagh, so he was feeling weak anyway. When he saw that mask, he felt sick.

But pleading illness wasn’t an option tonight: he had to face the masked court and do his duty, as there was one urgent matter that couldn’t wait. Robias was at his feet, scrolls at hand and quill poised, surrounded by masked shadows.

‘Your herald must leave,’ said a woman in an insect mask.

That was against protocol, but lacking the will to resist, Eindil told Robias to go.

Once he was alone, the masks clustered around him. ‘The situation in Hyastar has exposed the glaring vulnerability the empire has to the Vestal Order,’ a boar-masked man declared. ‘The Crown cannot rule subject to their whims. You give them every freedom – and they hurl it back in your face. They must be brought to heel.’

Eindil frowned, seeking the threat behind the words. ‘We’re doing so,’ he responded. ‘My generals have set a date for the assault on Hyastar to begin.’

‘But should they fail, the rest of the Order – thirty thousand men currently waiting in their bastions, including more than a hundred pentacles – will join the rebellion in Hyastar,’ a bat-masked man answered. ‘If that happens, it’ll split the Triple Empire.’

‘They’re wealthy beyond calculation,’ a woman in a snake-haired mask added. ‘The Vestal’s wealth is said to rival the imperial treasury.’

The courtiers murmured hungrily at the thought.

‘Only the Vestal and the Lighters have glyma-knights,’ Boar-mask put in. ‘The Vestals, however, have all the battlefield experience. If the Order decides to overthrow you, Great One, could anyone stop them?’

‘Just what are you proposing?’ Eindil asked.

There was a pregnant pause, then Blankman finally spoke. ‘We propose the complete destruction of the Vestal Order. They must be erased from the world.’

The entire hall went silent. Eindil could almost believe that Akka Himself had paused to listen. ‘Erase them?’ he echoed, in disbelief. ‘But they’re the key to Talmoni power – without the threat of the Order, how could we control Abutha or Zynochia?’

‘If they rebel, do you control anything at all?’ Snake-hair drawled.

‘The Lighters are loyal,’ Boar declared. ‘They will replace the Vestals as your protectors.’

‘Think of the Vestals’ treasure,’ Fox-face said smoothly.

‘If you fear the Vestals so much, how will you defeat them?’ Eindil asked plaintively.

‘With the help of those loyal to you,’ Blankman answered, his voice rich, persuasive. ‘Surprise will get us inside any bastion, and once in, the Vestals will be overwhelmed. We have arranged a union of imperial forces, the Lighters and the Justiciary, in one massive, simultaneous raid. Say the word and this problem will vanish overnight.’

You have arranged this behind my back, Eindil thought indignantly. How dare you?

‘The Book of Lux itself says that if the Order ever falls, the End is nigh,’ he protested.

‘Then it is fated,’ Boar growled. ‘Let it come.’ The silver masks bobbed in accord.

But I love my Vestal knights, he thought numbly. They’re the pillar of my realm and always have been . . . And those who haven’t sided with the rebels may yet prove loyal . . .

And what would Vaziella think? She loves the Order . . .

Then he remembered she was dead, and his throat locked.

Blankman spoke again, and it was as if he’d heard Eindil’s every thought.

‘Your reign stands at a tipping point, Hierophant. The slightest success for the rebels will bring the neutral bastions right across your realm into open rebellion. In battle they will be invincible. Only by stealth can your throne be saved. Dishonourable though it may sound, the hidden blow offers your only chance to survive.’ He paused, then added, ‘The former Exemplar would speak for this, were she here.’

Feeling utterly cornered, Eindil looked about for Robias, before remembering he’d been sent out. This all fell on him. ‘Can you guarantee this won’t fail?’

‘It will not fail,’ Blankman assured him. ‘I will oversee it myself.’ He brandished a scroll. ‘I have drafted the Writ. Sign it – and tell nobody, not even your stentor. I tell you solemnly, any you speak to of this before it’s done will be silenced. I have eyes and ears everywhere.’

Blankman stepped into the half-light and Eindil saw a lordly man, with pale hands and the hint of brown hair and a beard framing the mask. Their eyes met and it was like locking gazes with Akka Himself. It crushed him.

He took the quill and signed.

Bedum Palace had never felt so frightening as that night. Most times, Robias could deal with the knowledge that assassins could be creeping near, that the latest pretty boy to worm into his bed was a spy, even that immortal Alephi came and went on wings of light. He’d nearly died several times, merely from being near Eindil, who was a magnet for poison, crossbow bolts and hidden blades.

But tonight, in his hidden listening post beneath the tiled dais of the throne hall, he’d heard the most destructive secret of his tenure here. He feared for all of Creation.

They’re going to eradicate the Vestals . . . that’s eighty-three bastions who haven’t declared for the Hierophant, five hundred and thirteen knights and mages and more than thirty thousand men-at-arms . . .

That was terrible, but it wasn’t the worst.

This is one of the prophesied signposts of the End of All Things.

Knowing was a torture, given there was absolutely nothing he could do.

No courser alive could warn them all in time, not even if I had eighty-three of them primed to ride the Shadowlands on the greatest horses ever bred. Not when the Alephi can fly . . .

Even to try could unmask him, so all he could do was record the events for posterity.

Shoulders bent, he scurried to his suite below the Hierophant’s room, already composing his account, an exact record of every word uttered, to contribute to the repository of knowledge. It was the best he could do for his true masters, the Librarians of Balkhezamun, although as always, he wondered, What is the point of recording history, if you’re afraid to also make history?
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Returning to the World

The Unity of the Vestal Order

It has been noted that the Vestal Order has a camaraderie that outweighs ties of race, family and politics. All who join them are indoctrinated into the ‘first, last and always’ loyalty the Vestals demand. It’s something that has helped stabilise the empire. But what happens if that unity disintegrates?

Devesh Ali Makram, Philosopher, Bedum-Mutaza, 1216

North Aquinium

Winter 1472

The day had finally come: the Sanctor Wardens were leaving their sanctuary in Qorium and re-entering the world. For Jadyn and Aura, the days between the decision to leave and actual departure had felt interminable, even though there’d been so much to be resolved, from supplies and logistics to travel routes. The unwilling Gyoti, together with those masters and adult wardens who’d agreed with her, were staying behind to shepherd the trainees, but most of the masters and forty full wardens had resolved to go to Hyastar. They were travelling in small parties of three to six, to avoid the attention of the Order bastion at Tar-Nareth who patrolled this region, including the Shadowlands.

‘Our rendezvous will be an abandoned church in woods three kylos east of Hyastar,’ Danikos reminded them, as they readied to leave. ‘It’s called Sancta Kireya. It’s got no strategic importance, so it should be deserted, but be careful.’

‘Qorium to Hyastar is five hundred kylos,’ Master Ahriman reminded them, ‘so your horses’ welfare is as vital as your own. Treat them well and they’ll see you safely to Hyastar. The only portali gates en route are controlled by the Order, so we can’t use them. Avoid all contact with them – or anyone else. Fare you well, and see you outside Hyastar.’

As the groups trotted away, Ahriman turned to Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel. ‘I really should have split you three up,’ the master remarked. ‘You’re all too well-known to the Order.’

‘That would have meant three groups with dangerous faces in them, instead of just one,’ Evandriel countered. ‘We’ll be fine. We work well together.’

‘I suppose,’ Ahriman said. ‘I wish you all the very best of luck.’ He shook Jadyn’s hand, then Evandriel’s. ‘I never thought to meet the infamous Nilis Evandriel, but it’s been a true pleasure.’ Finally, he turned to Aura. ‘We’re following your star, Maestra. Guide us well.’

He rejoined his own small group and headed west.

Jadyn looked up to see Gyoti watching from the wall above. He touched his hand to heart, part farewell, part apology, but she made no response.

She thinks we’re destroying all she knows and loves . . . and maybe we are.

Clipping heels to their mounts’ flanks, they rode due north, following Aura’s instincts. Once the horses had warmed up, they broke into a ground-covering canter, wanting to leave the ruins of Qorium as far behind them as possible.

Following the Virae River north meant they had no lack of fresh water for the horses and themselves. The river flowed strong and deep from the Qor-Massif, Hytal’s highest mountains, but these lands were rocky and arid, with little vegetation beyond the banks.

They’d decided to risk Order patrols, confident their aegis premonitions would keep them safe, and that first day they didn’t see anyone else, and camped peacefully in a thick grove of willows in the loop of a riverbend. The next day, however, they glimpsed groups of refugees on the road running along the western bank.

‘The south must be in dire straits, to drive the refugees this far into the wilds,’ Evandriel observed. ‘This road only leads to Viramund, which isn’t rich. It’ll be overwhelmed.’

‘Then why come this way?’ Aura asked.

‘I doubt they know any better,’ the scholar replied. ‘They’ll have no maps or knowledge of the land – they see a river and think it’ll lead to safety. But the land here is poor, especially after the Aquini empire fell and the old aqueducts collapsed. It’s long been abandoned.’

It was certainly a bleak, lonely place, dotted with the remains of ancient Aquini villas. The winds were dry but bone-chilling. They saw no herd animals, only birds, foxes and rabbits. Wolf packs howled distantly.

Wary of patrols or bandits, they camped in the trees fringing the river, kept their fires low and well-screened and lit them only after sunset, when the smoke would be invisible. After supper, a rabbit Jadyn shot, they sat around the small fire, wrapped in cloaks, the horses nickering companionably at the edge of the glade.

‘Wardens be disappointing,’ Aura commented. ‘Aura want to learn, but none can teach.’

‘That’s the perennial problem with prodigies,’ Evandriel chuckled. ‘Who has the knowledge to instruct them? But your Talmoni is improving all the time.’

‘Have no choice now I be married to mono-lingual bumpkin,’ Aura said. ‘You think he learn some Nepari, but no.’

‘I’ve got a lot going on,’ Jadyn protested. ‘But I will learn, I promise.’

‘He tries, is hilaritous,’ Aura told Evandriel, with mock-confidentiality.

‘Neya pos . . . sa mia . . . something?’ Jadyn muttered, then changed the subject. ‘At least the Wardens are helping us, right? They’re going to Hyastar to fight, which I really didn’t expect. Not after Aura’s foretelling included “the final charge of the Wardens”. I thought they’d definitely stay in hiding after that.’

‘But what did vision mean?’ Aura wondered. ‘I saw city in the sky, fire-rains, and Jovan the Saviour hurling lightning. Is this real or . . . um . . . metafa . . . ?’

‘Metaphorical,’ Evandriel told her. ‘Quite possibly: foresight can be like that: we see something we don’t understand and our brain clothes it in images we know.’

‘Fire raining down . . . Maybe more volcanic eruptions?’ Jadyn mused. ‘And Jovan . . .’ He shuddered. ‘If all we’ve heard about our “saviour” is true, he was a ruthless arch-magus who murdered everyone who got in his way. But his own priests wrote The Book of Lux, and painted him as a saint, who saves the faithful when the End comes.’

‘Tales of the End of All Things predate Jovan Lux,’ Evandriel replied. ‘All cultures contain such legends.’

‘Ahh,’ Aura exclaimed, ‘so End is real thing?’

‘Or else everyone’s equally ignorant and superstitious,’ Jadyn grumbled.

‘What you just call your new wife?’ Aura enquired coolly.

‘Not you,’ he replied hastily. ‘Just, ah, people . . .’

She fixed him with a frosty eye.

‘As to the rest of it, I can’t say,’ Evandriel said hastily. ‘A city in the sky? Maybe that’s just a perspective thing; like being in a valley below a castle on a peak, or maybe it means rulers? As I say, metaphors.’ He looked at Aura. ‘There’s something you should know: I read once that when the old aegis masters prophesied, sometimes they met each other in their visions. If you concentrate your forethought on Jovan, he might sense you.’

Aura pulled a worried face. ‘There was una momenta I felt he was looking right at me.’

Jadyn shuddered. ‘Be careful, love.’

‘Why would she start now?’ Evandriel chuckled.

They settled in for the night, but woke well before dawn from troubled dreams. It quickly became apparent they’d had the same nightmare, of refugees under attack from a faceless enemy. After a breakfast of tea and hard cheese, they saddled up and went on.

They saw vultures circling, soon after sunrise, and beneath them found the refugee camp.

Thin plumes of smoke were rising amid gnarled pines rimed with ice. Among the swirling clouds were flocks of vultures and crows, shrilling as they squabbled. As they got nearer, they could hear growling and barking.

‘We’re too late,’ Jadyn said, articulating what they all knew. ‘We should ride on.’

Aura shook her head as a vision struck her of a hand moving, of open eyes seeing the terrible sight of being ringed by jackals.

‘Neya, one lives,’ she said urgently. ‘Vamos – go-go!’

She slammed her heels into her horse’s flanks and it sprang into life. Jadyn and Evandriel were yelling warnings, but she’d caught the whimpering of a child and the snarling of beasts. Bursting from the trees, she saw a scene of carnage, blood-soaked bodies and burning wagons, jackals fighting over something pale, the smoky air reeking of blood and iron. She leapt from her saddle, landing astride the bloodied body of a child, as the jackals scattered, yelping and shrilling . . .

Then they turned, snarling, and Jadyn and Evandriel were too far away to intervene. She drew a knife and slashed, forcing the first back, spinning to brandish another blade behind her as more closed in, nipping at her heels, drool on their muzzles—

—then arrows thudded into three of the beasts, just as Jadyn and Evandriel arrived. Men and women in black and white tabards appeared on all sides, firing more shafts and scattering the scavengers. ‘Hold, hold,’ they shouted. ‘Hold, in the name of the Hierophant!’

Aura turned to confront a ring of swords and a hard-faced Vestal magia.

‘Don’t move,’ the woman said. Her cohort, twenty men-at-arms, drove off the rest of the animals, while she and a male knight faced Jadyn and Evandriel.

‘Oi, don’ jaggin’ move!’ the knight, burly with a spiky beard growled.

‘That’s my wife,’ Jadyn retorted, ignoring the shafts and blades levelled at him and striding past them as if they’d already given permission. ‘Nusha, are you all right?’

‘Nusha’, Aura thought. He’s adorable when he tries to lie. ‘Am fine, darling,’ she trilled, as he reached her side. ‘How is child?’ she asked the magia.

The woman mage grunted in exasperation at being ignored, but turned to reveal the body the jackals had been squabbling over. ‘Sorry, we’re too late. Did you know her?’

The girl had been around ten or eleven, Aura guessed, wondering what was the use of the gift of prophecy if it couldn’t get her here in time. What it was now telling her was that the real horrors here had been inflicted by three men, who’d carried out this massacre and left the girl for dead. The scavenger beasts had arrived later.

‘Escoria!’ she groaned. ‘Banditos do this. But they be gone.’

Jadyn swore under his breath and hugged her, which was what she needed.

‘We’ve been tracking them for days,’ the magia muttered darkly. ‘But who are you people and what are you doing here?’

‘Aye,’ the Bravanti knight said. ‘You don’t look like refugees, and ordinary folks give scenes like this a wide berth.’

Aura swallowed, because right now she had no plausible story.

It was disturbing how easily lying – for the very best of reasons – could become habitual, Jadyn thought, as a tale leapt fully-formed into his head. I’ve been corrupted, he thought wryly. By the love of my life.

From their badges, these were men and women of the Stonecats century; they’d never met, but he knew of them. They must have been posted to Viramund, he guessed. The neutral bastions may be confined to barracks, but out here you can’t just ignore banditry.

He launched into his newest lie: ‘I’m Jarrod Kyle and this is my wife Nusha. I was in the White Wolves century, based in Gaudien, until I retired.’ He knew people of that century, so he was sure he could carry the story off.

‘Retired? Or gone rogue?’ the magia demanded.

Jadyn kept his hands visible, palms out-facing. ‘I’ve no elobyne, no flamberge and no glyma; and neither Nusha nor my Uncle Evan here are Gifted. I took the retirement coin and settled in Mardium, but the coast is overrun. We’re heading north, seeking a new life.’

The magia remained suspicious. ‘Why come this way? The main road north runs from Bespar to Casimund and on into the north.’

‘We couldn’t get to Bespar via the coast, so we followed the Virae north, hoping to find a road west to Casimund. Hey, you’re Stonecats, right? Weren’t you in the south?’

His insider knowledge dispelled some of their wariness. ‘Aye, but we got sent to Viramund in spring,’ the knight replied. ‘It’s the anus of the empire.’

‘Rodan,’ the woman said admonishingly, before telling Jadyn, ‘There’s no road west until you reach Viramund, and the land between the rivers is bandit country.’ She frowned, then said, ‘We’re heading back to base, so we’ll escort you, for your safety, of course. This lummox is Rodan Kamfort, and I’m Melia Pyll.’

Jadyn glanced at Aura, to see if she had any premonitions of danger, but she shook her head faintly, confusing him. ‘Huh?’ he asked.

‘Is no problem,’ she clarified. ‘They be harmless.’

The knight snorted. ‘The last thing we are is harmless, honey-cakes.’

‘My wife speaks six languages, but Talmoni is her weakest,’ Jadyn replied, disliking the man’s glyma-knight aggression. ‘She’s saying that she trusts you won’t harm us.’

‘That’s not what I heard, but whatever.’ Sier Rodan eyed Jadyn heavily. ‘What happened to you – lose your grip on the glyma?’

He was clearly trying to establish his dominance, but Melia tsked in annoyance. ‘Don’t be a pig, Rodan. You’ll be safe with us, Master Jarrod. But we’ll need your weapons.’

It wasn’t ideal, but perhaps it was better than crossing a bandit-ridden wilderness alone. ‘We won’t give you any trouble,’ Jadyn promised, handing over his plain longsword.

‘I have no weapons,’ Evandriel put in. ‘If these young folk can’t protect me, nothing I can do will help.’

Rodan Kamfort looked at Aura. ‘We’ll need her knives, too.’

Aura scowled, but they’d all seen two of her daggers, which she handed to Melia. She still had four blades – that Jadyn knew of – secreted around her body. He gave her a sharp look.

‘Fine,’ she snapped, and handed Melia the right wrist-blade as well. When Jadyn threw her a further warning, she handed over her two boot-sheathes, to Melia’s increasing dismay, while the soldiers began to chuckle.

‘Lady must protect self,’ Aura fumed. ‘Am great beauty, very tempting to hot-blooded man. Any try to grab mia mameenas loses hand,’ she warned. ‘Am not making joke.’

‘She means it,’ Jadyn told them.

‘Where’d you find her?’ Kamfort snorted. ‘A gladiator arena?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t be dull company,’ Melia remarked. ‘Let’s ride.’

At first Aura thought Jadyn had gone soft, letting these people hold them. But she knew he hated hurting people, especially current or former Vestals, and anyway, they did feel genuine, even if Sier Rodan was a typical macho knight. And there were benefits: they could travel openly, eat someone else’s supplies and didn’t have to set a watch.

Melia was amiable company and the others were grudgingly respectful, even Kamfort. Their news was much more up to date than that of the Wardens, especially about events in Hyastar. ‘We’re not stupid: we all had concerns about elobyne,’ Melia was saying. ‘And when we heard from Hyastar about that Romara Challys and the Blood Trial, we were appalled. I mean, only barbarians have trials by arms—’

‘That Challys bitch is the barbarian,’ Rodan countered. ‘I’d have—’

‘What is the latest news from there?’ Jadyn interrupted.

Rodan glowered, but Melia answered brightly, ‘The High Council sided with Challys, so the Hierophant ordered all bastions to join an attack on Hyastar, but our commanders are seeking further direction from the archon. The fact is, we don’t know who’s in the right, our own elders or the throne. Everything’s so uncertain, right now.’

‘You might be uncertain, but I’m not,’ Sier Rodan growled. ‘The Book of Lux is perfectly clear: to disobey the Hierophant is to court the Devourer. The High Council have fallen into evil.’ He glared at Melia, his voice agonised. ‘To say otherwise is to risk eternal damnation.’

He’s in love with Melia, Aura thought, but she doesn’t care for him.

It looked like thwarted pentacle-romances were everywhere. But Rodan clearly put his relationship with Akka higher than friendship, and she didn’t overly respect that.

The magia ignored her knight and steered the conversation on, clearly starved of fresh company in this isolated region. ‘Our bastion is Tar-Vira, a few kylos north of Viramund, which is a mining town,’ Melia rattled on. ‘There are ferrus seams in the hills, worked by debt-slaves from all over the empire. And I tell you what, no matter how long and hard they work, their debts never go away.’

‘Shouldnae got indebted then,’ Rodan muttered, making her scowl.

Aura wondered if he was pricking at Melia just so that she’d notice him.

A little like Jadyn and me, she mused. But I can’t see it ending well.

Viramund appeared on the horizon late the next day: an ugly town of mud-brick squalor, mostly flat-roofed hovels clustered together higgledy-piggledy without thought for drainage, sanitation or structural safety. River water irrigated land between the houses and the Virae River, a thin strip of crop-fields, and a line of elobyne shards poked up like broken teeth on a rise to the east. Around the south gate were large pens for herds of horses, mules and camels. Only the imperial governor’s keep on the main hill looked well-built.

‘Our bastion’s still a few kylos north, but we’ve got a hostel here in town,’ Melia told Jadyn. ‘There’s a decent-sized barracks, if you want a bed for the night. You’re ex-Order, so there’s no charge for you and yours.’

Jadyn accepted, to avoid suspicion. And bedding down with the Order another night certainly sounded safer than risking Viramund’s seedy hostels. That night, they dined with Melia and Rodan again, this time in the back room of a tavern, the Red Hen, where there was a passable ale, Aquini wine, freshly baked bread and a hearty stew. The conversation was more relaxed than before, and ranged more widely.

Jadyn decided he could risk raising the contentious matter of Hyastar again, asking, ‘What’ll you Stonecats do about this rebellion? Where does your commander stand?’

Kamfort scowled, but Melia clearly wanted to discuss it. ‘Honestly, the Blood Trial has unsettled everyone. I mean, justice is about facts, not swords.’

‘But we’re not vyr-lovers,’ Kamfort growled. ‘I’ve killed dozens of them, I have.’

‘Nor are we blind to justice,’ Melia said. ‘But some lictors are worse than the vyr.’

‘They’re on our side,’ Kamfort snapped.

‘Oh, grow up,’ she replied. ‘The lictors are on their own side – and most don’t give a shit about justice. They just like hurting people!’

‘But they’re empire, like us. The vyr are animals – we will never ally with them,’ Kamfort railed. ‘Life used to be simple, we knew who the enemies were – now the Order’s been ripped in half and nobody knows what to think!’

The pair glared at each other furiously, all kinds of passions bubbling up, while the taproom outside had gone quiet, as if everyone out there was listening.

Evandriel and Aura kept their heads down, but Jadyn waded in. ‘I know it feels like everything’s upside down, but I trust in the High Council. They know and understand who we are. If they’re with Challys, what does that tell you?’

‘That they’ve been poisoned by the Devourer,’ Kamfort snarled.

But Melia seized on Jadyn’s words. ‘That,’ she said, pointing at Jadyn. ‘Exactly that! Trust our people, not the courtiers who sneak around behind the Hierophant, whispering in his ears. Trust people like us.’

‘You stay out of this,’ Kamfort told Jadyn furiously, willing to unleash his pent-up confusion and anger on him, but not Melia. ‘Shut up or I’ll smash your face in.’

Jadyn faced him calmly. ‘Rodan, shouting at the world won’t change it.’

Kamfort’s fist twitched, but under Melia’s disapproving gaze his fury ebbed. ‘I don’t bloody well understand anything anymore,’ he mumbled, and downed his ale. ‘Only thing I unnerstan’ now is beer.’

They all took a wary breath, unsure where to take the conversation next.

Then Evandriel said, ‘Shh, listen.’

They all strained their senses, heard the sounds of footfalls receding, and realised the taproom was emptying. Distant chanting reached them, and many voices shouting.

Then the door opened and the innkeeper peered in. ‘You lot need another round?’ he asked hopefully.

‘What’s happening out there?’ Jadyn asked.

The man scowled. ‘Some speakers ’ave set up in the square, an’ me patrons ’ave all gone to listen.’ He scowled. ‘No one’s buyin’. Gonna be a shite night if this keeps up.’

‘What’s it about?’ Melia asked anxiously.

‘Dunno,’ the man muttered. ‘Some proclamation from Lord Konicker – stealin’ money from me purse is what his Lor’ship’s doin’.’ Then he shrugged. ‘Jus’ hope they’ll be back to wet their whistles later. Anyway, what’ll y’ have?’

Jadyn felt a prickle of danger in his mind. ‘Actually, we’re going to check it out, too. Just in case it’s something we need to know. But can you hold this room for us?’

The innkeeper scowled but agreed. ‘Sure thing, guv.’

Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel stood. Jadyn turned to Melia and Kamfort. ‘Coming?’

The pair frowned at each other, then Melia said, ‘This town isn’t friendly to the Order. It’s a wild place, and the local lord doesn’t like us. We say he’s dirty, bringing in opium and running the mines like a slave operation, so he tells lies about us.’

‘Then it’s better you don’t go out there,’ Jadyn agreed.

Kamfort scowled. ‘Jaggin’ mob don’ tell us what to do.’

‘No,’ Melia said, ‘Jarrod’s right. Let’s get back to the hostel and make sure our men are safe.’ She looked at Jadyn. ‘Jarrod, could you report back to us what’s said?’

‘We go listen,’ Aura replied. ‘Tell you if there be problem.’

Her tones suggested to Jadyn that she’d foreseen danger too.

Is it directed at us, or them? he wondered. ‘We’ll find out, then join you,’ he promised. ‘But best warn your men to prepare for trouble. Maybe saddle your horses, just in case.’ He turned to Evandriel. ‘Can you tend to ours, Uncle Evan? We’ll rejoin you as soon as we can.’

He took Aura’s arm and headed for the main square, where a crowd was gathering. The locals were a ragged bunch, with many different racial traces, from blond northerners and copper-skinned southerners to the flat-faced, narrow-eyed Kharaghi. Signs of poverty were everywhere, and an air of violence simmering. Many of the younger men were loading their pockets with rocks, and the soldiers were turning a blind eye as they herded people towards the main square. That space was already packed, and a cluster of dignitaries, illuminated by torches, were standing on the steps of the church, behind a priest of Akka, who was haranguing the crowd.

‘. . . and all they do is take, take, take!’ the man was shouting. ‘Mother Church’s tithes go back to you as alms and care for the poor and elderly – but the Vestals just guzzle your money and piss it away! We don’t need them.’ He waved a hand dramatically. ‘But now your beloved Hierophant Eindil Pandramion III has heard your prayers: tonight, a messenger has come, with words to set you free.’

Jadyn, huddling with Aura at the edge of the square, was grateful he had no distinguishing Order tokens showing. They could taste the violence in the air, emanating from a seething crowd well-primed with alcohol and incendiary words. Fists were pumping and cries of ‘Freedom, freedom!’ reverberated.

Then another man took over from the priest, a Talmoni lord in his finery, and the crowd shouted, ‘Konicker, Konicker!’ He looked about fifty, and had a pregnant blonde woman at his side, half his age and clothed in lace and velvet, fluttering a fan over her sweaty face.

‘My friends, this is a great day for Talmont and the Triple Empire,’ Lord Konicker shrilled. ‘A great day for Viramund. Our beloved Hierophant calls us to stand up for freedom. Too long has the Vestal Order ransacked our coffers, placed manacles on our rights to trade and prosper and gorged themselves on our labours. They tithe us, they tax us – and give us what? They claim to be protecting us, but bandits still run rife. Their mages claim to be saving us from unseen threats, but our harvests fail and our mine tunnels collapse. They are like vordaloki, feeding on the blood of babies.’ He displayed his blonde wife. ‘My dear Carlotta is with child! Will a Vestal knight kill them both in a fit of enraged lust?’ He pointed at a distant cluster of elobyne shards on the hillside. ‘They take from the land to feed their power, and give us nothing. Death to the Vestals!’

Jadyn was chilled at how easily this ludicrous diatribe of wonky logic, fairy-tales, lies and ignorance had the crowd punching the air, roaring, ‘DEATH TO THE VESTALS!’

‘We should go,’ he whispered to Aura.

She shook his head. ‘Be more to see. Wait.’

Lord Konicker held up a hand and shouted, ‘Viramund, we are blessed! Sometimes we feel forgotten here, but tonight, I bring you an honoured guest, a lord of the Night Court, come direct from the Imperial Court in Bedum-Mutaza. This is Lord Fox.’

There was a sudden hush as a black-robed man in a silver fox mask emerged from the cathedral doors and joined Lord Konicker. Everyone knew of the Night Court, but nobody except the Hierophant ever saw them. That alone made this a once-in-a-lifetime event. The dirty, angry faces stared, caught between awe, dread and hope.

Jadyn sensed the man’s true nature instantly, despite the distance. Night Court be damned; he’s an Alephi. He tugged on Aura’s arm. ‘Let’s get out, now.’ They edged backwards, but everyone else was pressing forwards, the better to hear and see. The crowd was almost entirely male, he realised, drawn by the promise of violence in the air.

One man blocked them, snarling, ‘Why’re you bloody leavin’?’

‘My wife’s feeling faint,’ Jadyn told the man, fixing him with his hardest stare.

The thug glowered, then muttered, ‘Feck off then.’ He stood aside, but trying to get out was like wading through mud, such was the press.

On the church steps, Fox began to read from a scroll, his mask lending his voice a metallic ring. ‘I bring you the words of Eindil Pandramion the Third,’ he shouted. ‘People of the Triple Empire, it is with great sorrow that I have come to a profound decision. The Order of the Vestments of Sancta Elysia – known to you all as the Vestal knights – have become obstructive to our rule. They believe their status entitles them to contradict or disobey the laws and decrees of the empire. This has culminated in the tragic events at Hyastar, where dissidents have taken control of the Order and sided with the monstrous vyr against us, the people!’

Fox paused to let indignation well up in the crowd, then gestured for silence again. Jadyn and Aura had reached a back wall, but the nearest alley was still many paces away through the increasingly seething mob.

‘I have therefore, with the help of my most loyal advisors, the Night Court, decided to sanction the Vestal Order,’ the masked man read on. ‘They may believe themselves to be the bulwark of the empire, but my truest servants are the Knights of Akka’s Light. The Lighters are the only glyma-Gifted men and women I can trust, and I have therefore withdrawn the imperial warrant from the Vestal Order. They are no longer knights of the empire, but common mercenaries. They must disband, and their leaders submit to corruption charges. This is my will and decree.’

Jadyn clutched Aura, stunned by what he was hearing. Foresighted he might be, but he couldn’t possibly have seen this coming. After two hundred years, his Order was to be disbanded.

It was as if the earth beneath his feet was cracking, the Devourer’s Maw opening wide.

Did I do this? he wondered, thinking of his interrogation of Gram and all it had unleashed. Is this my fault?

The crowd reacted with stunned murmurs, then unrestrained glee, brandishing weapons and cheering, while the imperial soldiers hammered their spear-butts into the stone flags in unison, a ground-trembling boom that scrambled the senses.

‘The Vestals have treasuries full of your blood, sweat and tears,’ Fox roared, his metallic baritone effortlessly rising above the clamour. ‘They have stolen from you mercilessly – but tonight, we take it all back. The imperial army are with us – the Lighters are with us – so let’s take back Talmont and make it great again!’

Jadyn shielded Aura as the crowd surged forward. ‘WE’RE WITH YOU!’ the men leading the cheers shouted. ‘DEATH TO THE VESTALS!’

I can’t believe this, he thought numbly. We fought all our lives to protect you . . .

But now they had to get out, because suddenly, if you weren’t one of the madmen, you were their prey. Jadyn ducked a blow from someone so caught up in the fervour he was flailing blindly, punched him in the jaw and dropped him, then pulled Aura through a gap and ran for the nearest alley.

Behind them, he heard Fox shout, ‘Start with the barracks on Halter Lane – burn it to the ground—’

‘BURN IT!’ the mob echoed, and suddenly, terrifyingly, Jadyn and Aura could move again, because the flow of bodies had reversed and was carrying them along like twigs in a stream, heading for the Vestal barracks.

Jadyn covered Aura from the jostling and shoving, until she jerked him into a doorway, shouting, ‘We go roof – come—’ and launched herself at the wall, hurling herself from foothold to foothold, using holes or jutting bricks, and vanished above.

Jadyn followed as someone shouted, ‘Oi, lookit those two!’

He tore after her as the world began to blur . . .
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Questions of Loyalty

A Hierarchy of Loyalties

Blood is thicker than water, it is said. Family bonds are said to outweigh love, friendship, politics or beliefs. But history is replete with tales of sons murdering fathers, brothers killing brothers, and wives poisoning husbands. In my experience, the only form of loyalty one can trust is mutual self-interest. When that goes, all else fails.

Devesh Ali Makram, Philosopher, Bedum-Mutaza, 1211

Viramund, North Aquinium

Winter 1472

The rooftops of Viramund were where most families spent their lives, for the low mud-brick buildings were stifling in the heat and reeked of smoke and worse. The flat roofs were hung with awnings, festooned with drying clothes and littered with bedrolls and whatever meagre furniture the owners could make or scrounge. Cold and rain in late winter might force them inside, but on a hot evening like this, with such a spectacle going on in the square, hundreds had clambered up for a better view, so Aura and Jadyn’s arrival was unremarkable.

The moment she hit the roof, Aura saw obstacles ahead and faces turning her way, but with premonitions showing her a path through, she slipped between moments and ran, Jadyn fast on her heels. Flashing through one family gathering, she snatched up a drumstick and tore off a mouthful, leapt a gap and hit the next roof, hurdled a growling dog and blurred past three men who tried to bring her down. Jadyn smashed them aside with his bulk, by which time she’d dodged drying sheets and leapt to the next roof over an alley packed with rioters, some with torches.

On the next roof they crashed through a dinner party, scattering chairs and vaulting over a table heavily laden with food and crockery amidst screeches of fury. Aura cartwheeled over a wagon someone had somehow got up there and swept on. Glimpsing the Vestal flag ahead, she leapt another alley and landed – just as she felt someone truly see her . . .

Her instincts shrieked, blood spraying across her foresight, as a black-clad shape with a silver jackal mask appeared from nowhere. She slammed her foot down, skidded and pivoted left, arching her back and dragging her body beneath a sweeping glitter of metal that carved the air where her neck had been, then she lashed out with her foot, kicking her attacker’s knee and diving sideways.

The jackal-masked man’s knee didn’t even buckle, and he followed up with superhuman speed, swinging his blade, a two-handed Order flamberge, and all she could do was wrench herself away. The glowing steel buried itself in the roof like concrete was butter, as she sent her sleeve-sheath knife spinning at Jackal’s chest. He caught it effortlessly and came at her, slashing with both weapons – but Jadyn had appeared behind him, his own sword already out and swinging. Jackal spun and blocked, Jadyn’s scimitar shattered, then the Night Courtier’s boot caught him in the belly and propelled him from the roof.

The Alephi turned back to Aura, tilting up his mask to reveal a lean, pale face and flowing black hair. ‘Hola, Bitch,’ he snarled, with elated malice. ‘Let’s play.’

He moved like she did, but he also had the power of the Alephi to augment his aegis-speed, and his swordsmanship was flawless. She barely saw his flamberge as he flashed through three feints in a second, then lunged, but she did manage to evade – only for her jaw to collide with the hilt of her own dagger, now held in his left hand. She almost blacked out, and he was on her, slamming her onto her back. It was like being hit by a runaway carriage. Her head struck the stonework and her senses reeled.

A second masked being landed nearby, but Jackal said, ‘I’ve got this one. Get the man.’

‘Alive or dead?’ the newcomer asked, the voice feminine, her mask made of eyes.

‘Take him alive,’ Jackal growled. ‘I’ve got fatal plans for this one.’

The eye-masked woman leaped after Jadyn, as Aura tried to rise, but Jackal lazily backhanded her, slamming her head into the flat rooftop again, then he grabbed her throat. As he squeezed with one hand, he wrenched up her skirts with the other, baring her thighs. ‘Let’s have some fun.’

Flailing and bucking, she tried to grip his hands and wrench them away, but he could have been made of stone, for she couldn’t shift him. Her head filled with fire, her windpipe was closing and darkness flooding in as he brought out his phallus, engorged and outsized . . .

She saw it happen: he would rape her, and the glyma-energy he discharged would kill her. She experienced it in premonition, in all its leering sadism. It almost paralysed her.

Almost.

Her whole body convulsed, she somehow knocked him upwards, just the barest inch – but it was enough. His face swirled with shock as he saw the moment unfold just as she did: that tiny movement had finally enabled her to reach the stiletto between her shoulder blades. She ripped it free and plunged it through his left eye, into his brain, right to the hilt.

His gloating face emptied, but she’d already hurled him off, shoved her skirts down and launched herself for the alley below, desperate to reach Jadyn before Eye-mask did.

But she was too late.

Jadyn fell hard, landing on his back in a pile of foul-smelling garbage, and the air gusted from his lungs. Winded, convulsing and unarmed, he lost his bearings.

But he could hear a man and woman exchanging words about life and death . . . and fun.

The sound of leather slapping on stone warned him someone had landed nearby. He had a moment to take in the graceful, black-robed figure in the bizarre silver mask formed of eyes. She flashed in just as he snatched up his broken blade and blocked her flamberge from severing his leg. His already broken sword snapped at the hilt from the weight of her blow. He staggered away, but her fist was already slamming into his jaw. He hit the wall behind and crumpled.

‘Yield,’ she said, closing in. ‘Tell me how you move like that and I’ll let you live.’

He didn’t believe that for a second, but when he tried to get his feet under him, she grabbed his throat and lifted him effortlessly, as if he weighed nothing. Above him, everything had gone ominously quiet.

‘A few of us can move like that, and they lord it over the rest,’ the masked woman growled. ‘How do you do it? Tell me, if you want to live.’

He saw death arriving . . .

. . . dressed as a Nepari thief.

Aura dropped from the roof, holding a glowing flamberge that crunched into the top of Eye-mask’s head, plunging down through the neck and chest, emerging from her belly as the hilt and crosspiece jammed against the top of her skull. Eye-mask, impaled rigid, collapsed.

Aura threw herself at Jadyn and for a few seconds all they could do was cling together. ‘Fool could kill Aura, but wanting rape,’ she babbled. ‘Jagging pig.’

She was teetering on the verge of shock, he sensed, and his own body felt like one big, swelling bruise. But his breath was coming back and so was rational thought.

‘The barracks,’ he panted. He glanced at the end of the alley, where an endless stream of people were storming past. ‘We’ve got to go.’

Aura’s face had transitioned from shock to calculated anger. She snatched the mask from the dead Alephi, and her black cloak. ‘You take from him above,’ she said. ‘Am having idea!’

Blows smashed against the doors and shutters of the barracks, clamouring voices outside uttering threats. Smoke was filling the air. The Vestal barracks, the most solid building in Viramund, was surrounded by a howling mob brandishing guttering torches.

They’re going to burn us out, Melia Pyll realised. I don’t want to burn . . .

But it was better than being taken alive.

Rodan Kamfort was bawling encouragement to the men, who were holding on resolutely, thrusting spears through the gaps in the shutters while others were bracing the doors. They were all prepared to sell their lives dearly. In the rooms and stables behind, she knew similar scenes were playing out: forty men were inside, including stable hands and servants: forty against hundreds.

‘We are Stonecats,’ Rodan shouted, ‘and we never surrender—’

‘Stonecats!’ the men-at-arms roared back.

Melia threw more energy into the wards bolstering the doors, praying for some miracle, but the only power that answered was an overwhelming blast of glyma. The doors flew apart and she was hurled onto her back, winded and stunned by the wave of force. She glimpsed a fox-masked man in black robes standing in the now open portal, before the mob burst in.

‘Take the knight and magia alive,’ Fox shouted. ‘Take them alive – I want a trial!’

Three men fell on Melia, who was trying to shake her dazed brain to life, grabbing her arms, while a hand smothered her shriek. Someone else held her legs and a punch slammed into her belly, making her vomit into her own mouth, acidic and acrid.

Behind her, Rodan was bellowing and glyma blazed, but Fox-mask gestured and the knight crashed down too. She began to choke, but someone twisted her onto her side and forced the vomit out, clearing her windpipe.

The fighting was brief. A few of her Stonecats were down, but most were bound and dragged outside, where the mob waited with torches ablaze, baying for blood. ‘Hang them!’ they chorused, ‘Hang them all!’ Rough hands dumped her beside Rodan, who was bleeding from the temple.

‘You jaggers,’ he raged, through his gag, ‘damn you all – damn you—’

‘Rodan’ she tried to tell him, ‘be calm—’

‘Jaggin’ bastards!’ Then he finally saw her and breathed, ‘Mel, I . . . I—’

Then he saw something else and his words failed. She followed his gaze, seeing the crowd part and two more black-robed masked figures, a man and a woman, sauntering through the carnage. The man wore a jackal mask, the woman a face of eyes. She held a torch.

Fox strode to meet them, his metallic voice cutting through the cacophony. ‘Where have you been?’ he demanded. ‘Did you take them? The Most High will want to question—’

What happened next took an eye-blink, yet stretched over millennia: Melia saw the man in the jackal mask blur into motion, a drawn flamberge which erupted from within his robes decapitating Fox in one blow, sending his masked head spinning through the air. Pale glowing blood sprayed from the neck-stump as the body crumpled.

At the same time the eye-masked woman was whirling upon the seething crowd. Her torch flashed in a semi-circle, painting an arc of fire in the air – that remained there, still burning, after the torch moved on. ‘Get out!’ she shouted, her voice distorted, carving another slash of flame across the air, a barrier of fire. ‘Leave here – go – get out, pigs – run!’

The torches continued to dance around her in slow motion.

Impossible, Melia thought, despite her dazed terror. Nobody can do that.

The crowd were staring at her with stunned disbelief, but Jackal turned on them, his own flamberge still unlit, and roared, ‘Get out of here! Run, you bastards, or you’ll lose your heads!’

The mob gaped, then fled, stumbling over each other in their haste to escape.

Melia stared, utterly bewildered, not sure whether this was rescue or some cruel ruse, until Eye-mask strode to her, pushing her mask up over her head, to reveal Nusha, their unexpected companion on the road. ‘I cut bonds,’ the woman said, drawing a knife and severing Melia’s bonds. ‘Get up, Magia. Help your men.’

Melia grabbed her. ‘Th-th-thank you,’ she stammered. ‘How—?’

‘Neya importante. Move, move! Must warn comrades, si?’

Aura hurried away, joining Jackal – now revealed as Jarrod, her husband. Melia got her knees under her and crawled to Rodan Kamfort, thrashing in his bonds. She grabbed a blade and freed him, whereupon he seized her, wailing, ‘Mel, oh Mel! I—’

‘It’s okay, we’re safe,’ she shouted back, then, ‘Sier Rodan!’

‘The bastards, the bastards,’ he was crying, until finally he truly saw her and croaked, ‘I thought I’d lost you. I couldn’t bear that.’

Most of the time Rodan irritated her past bearing. His views on everything were outdated, misogynist, imperialist and usually downright stupid. He couldn’t deal with change or anything that challenged dogma, and he was barely tolerable. But he mooned over her hopelessly, desperately wanted to protect her and had saved her on numerous occasions. He’d earned respect . . . and something in his passion touched her, at moments like this.

But glyma was glyma.

‘Unhand me, you fool,’ she told him. ‘Remember your oaths.’

Her reprimand was like iced water thrown in his face. He flinched and scrambled to his feet. ‘Sorry, Magia,’ he mumbled, offering his hand.

She ignored it and rose unaided, deliberately turning away. The men-at-arms were freeing each other, and tellingly, they all looked to her for direction, not Rodan.

‘Form up, Stonecats,’ she told them. ‘Get the horses ready, ride double if you must: no one gets left behind. The bastion’s a dozen kylos away. Move your arses!’

They scattered like scalded cats, but they knew the drill. By the time they were ready to move, Jarrod’s Uncle Evan had appeared, leading the travellers’ horses. Somehow, he’d protected their mounts, when most of her cohort’s were gone. She doubted the three travellers’ entire story now, but they’d just saved her men, and that meant a lot: enough that she didn’t even consider trying to seize their beasts for her own men.

That meant each horse was bearing two and she still had a dozen men on foot and only able to travel at walking pace. As they got moving, she drew alongside Jarrod and Nusha and hissed, ‘Who the jagat are you people? How’d you make the flames dance? How did you move like that? Please, no more lies.’

They glanced at each other, then the sandy-haired man said, ‘We use a power called aegis – yes, like the Sanctor Wardens. I’m Jadyn Kaen, Romara Challys’ seneschal. This is Aura Perafi. You can trust us to help you.’

Jadyn Kaen.

Melia felt her jaw drop. His name was on the latest proscription list. ‘Holy schist,’ she muttered. ‘Akka’s Balls . . .’

‘Damnable liars,’ Rodan started. ‘Kaen, you’re under arrest for—’

‘Hush,’ Melia told him. ‘Sier Jadyn, what are you doing here?’

‘Passing through,’ Kaen replied tersely. ‘Your priority needs to be the imperial soldiers heading for your bastion. You need to warn the rest of your century before the imperials arrive.’

Melia wanted to tell him to piss off, but in their masks, they might be the only way to get out of town alive. ‘Will you help us through the gates?’ she asked. ‘Please?’

‘Of course.’

Kaen, Perafi and their unnamed ‘Uncle’ led the way out into the chaotic streets, the masks enough to part the mobs. It was a short ride to the east gate, where the Town Guards had no idea what was happening, but opened the gates with alacrity.

‘A bunch of imperials just left, at least a thousand fellas,’ the guards said, clearly confused to see Night Courtiers and Vestals together. ‘They’s goin’ to Tar-Vira.’

Kaen’s right, Melia realised, we need to get there fast. But at this pace, they’d never make it in time. She considered sending someone on ahead, but they’d soon be intercepted. Those Night Court masks, however: they were a free pass.

‘Please, Sier Jadyn,’ she said, ‘are you able to ride ahead to Tar-Vira and warn them? Commander Scheerling will know where to meet us.’

Every bastion had secret rallying points if disaster struck, as Kaen would know. Whether the commander would be willing to abandon his post on the say-so of strangers, she didn’t know, but it was the best she could do.

Kaen and his companions exchanged glances, then he agreed, ‘We’ll warn them.’

Melia thrust her signet ring into his hands. ‘At the first crossroads, take the eastern road, then look for way-stones directing you to Lugos, the closest village to Tar-Vira. It’s a longer route, but you’ll bypass the imperials. Please, ride hard!’

‘We will,’ Kaen replied. ‘Please listen, Magia: those Night Courtiers are a secret cabal – they don’t serve the empire, but themselves. It’s they who condemned the Vestal Order. Rescue your people, then go to Hyastar and join the rebellion.’

‘That’ll be my commander’s decision,’ she answered. ‘But I hear you.’

‘Just jag off,’ Rodan put in sourly, ‘and don’t come back.’

Kaen gave him a grave look. ‘I understand your confusion, Sier Rodan,’ he said quietly. ‘I felt the same, at first. But the world is changing, and so must we.’

Then he, Aura Perafi and ‘Uncle Evan’ galloped away, leaving Melia staring after them, wondering if she’d got this right, or horribly wrong.

As Jadyn rode, the immensity of what they’d just witnessed throbbed through his head. The Hierophant had condemned the Vestal Order, the power behind the Triple Empire, to destruction. It was an epochal decision, one that he still couldn’t help but feel he’d set in motion.

If I hadn’t interrogated Gram on that ship from Avas Island, would any of this have happened? Perhaps he and Romara would have retired and be married by now, with a child on the way . . . And I’d never have met Aura.

All thought stalled at that point: Aura was his everything, now. And anyway, speculation was futile: whatever might have happened hadn’t. They had to deal with what was.

They rode on as twilight faded and the moons rose to light their way. Traversing hill trails, they got occasional glimpses of the valley road and a torchlit column – the imperial force – heading for Tar-Vira.

‘What happened to you?’ Jadyn asked Evandriel, as they rode.

‘I hid in the stalls and masked them with a little aegis time-based illusion.’ He chuckled drily. ‘I’m an old fox, but I’ve got a few new tricks.’

‘You not so old,’ Aura told him.

Another half an hour saw them descending a slope to a small cluster of mudbrick houses surrounded by rock-walled animal pens, for goats, by the smell and sound. The bastion, on an overlooking hill, was lit up with torches on the walls.

But at the base of the valley, closer to the keep than them, were a group of imperial scouts. Three broke off and trotted towards them.

‘They’re just following orders,’ Jadyn warned. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone.’

‘Speak for self,’ Aura muttered. ‘All right . . . We be nice.’

She followed Jadyn’s lead in masking herself and raising her cowl. Evandriel also pulled up his hood, so they’d only been seen as shapeless silhouettes. The lead scout got to within a few dozen paces and nervously called, ‘Who goes?’ Then he raised a torch, saw the silver masks and visibly quailed. ‘Sorry, Milords.’

Jadyn tried for cold calm, mimicking the tones of those they’d killed. ‘You are scouts? Hold position south of the keep, and halt your main body there, until we’ve parleyed with the bastion. Understood?’

‘Ye-yes, Milord.’

‘Good. Return to your men and await further orders.’

They saluted with alacrity, then turned their mounts and galloped away.

‘Jadyn Knight be so good at lying now,’ Aura teased. ‘Make splendid criminal.’

‘I’ll never get used to it,’ he replied. ‘Not even to serve what’s right.’

‘I think you enjoy,’ she teased. ‘Is fun, si?’

He pointedly ignored her words, nudging his mount into a canter as they bypassed the village and trotted up the slope to the bastion, a modest stone-walled keep with mossy walls, huirne faces carved in the buttresses and slate-roofed towers. The torchlit walls were thick with archers, their faces fearful.

‘Halt!’ someone shouted, from the gatehouse. ‘Who goes?’

They removed their masks and Jadyn rode forward bareheaded, brandishing Melia’s signet. ‘I come from Magia Pyll – this is her ring. I need to speak with your commander.’

There was a murmur, and then a man in the tabard of a knight-commander stepped to the front of the gatehouse cupola. ‘I am Commander Scheerling. Name yourselves.’

Giving their real names would earn them a volley of arrows, Jadyn knew. ‘My name’s Jarrod Mill and this is Nusha, my wife, and Evan, my uncle. I’m ex-Order. We met Melia in the city. She asked me to come here, to warn you of danger.’

Commander Scheerling, a lofty man with a receding pale brown hairline, pointed down the valley. ‘Is that to do with those men down there? Are they yours?’

‘No, they’re imperial scouts. There’s a hostile force on the way, at least a thousand men.’

‘A thousand?’ The commander blanched, then called, ‘Come ahead.’

Getting trapped in the bastion wasn’t the plan. ‘Sorry, Commander, I need you to meet me halfway. No weapons, no tricks. This is too important.’

There was another terse discussion, then Commander Scheerling called, ‘Where’s Melia?’

‘On her way, but she’s behind the imperial force,’ Jadyn replied. ‘She’s got Rodan Kamfort and their cohort, but they’re on foot. Please sir, this is for your ears first.’

Perhaps something in his tone persuaded the man, or maybe it was the lictor who appeared at the commander’s side, a stern-looking Zynochi with a tattooed brow. The pair exchanged muttered words, then Commander Scheerling called, ‘Dismount, disarm and wait there. I will bring two others, both glyma-users. Consider yourself warned.’

There was still some possibility of treachery, but Jadyn decided they could handle it. ‘I’ll just give him the basics, then we go,’ he whispered, as they waited.

The gates swung open and Scheerling emerged, followed by a knight and the lictor. ‘This is Sier Gilbaran, and Lictor Khaleel,’ he said. ‘If you play us foul, you’ll regret it.’

‘Were you a knight, Jarrod Mill?’ the lictor asked, eyeing him warily.

‘I was – we all served,’ Jadyn replied, hoping that would deter violence.

They tested each other’s gaze, until Aura said, ‘What you want, pissing contest or talk?’

The commander put a restraining hand on Khaleel’s arm: they seemed friendly, for a knight and a lictor, which raised Jadyn’s hackles. ‘Show me the ring,’ he said.

Jadyn handed over Melia’s signet and Commander Scheerling examined it, then said, ‘In what state was she when you took this?’

‘She was whole and hale,’ Jadyn assured him. ‘She sent us ahead to warn you of danger. There’s been a proclamation outlawing the Vestal Order and the local lord – Konicker, I think the name was? – unleashed a mob against your barracks in Viramund. We helped get Melia, Rodan and their men out, but they’ve lost most of their horses, so at her request, we rode on ahead to give warning.’ He showed them his stolen mask. ‘This is a Night Courtier’s disguise: one of those who brought the proclamation. I took it from his body.’

Commander Scheerling sucked in his breath and murmured something to Gilbaran and Khaleel, who were wide-eyed. Jadyn guessed the Night Court was just rumour to them. He could almost read their thoughts: Is he telling the truth, or did he murder Melia and take the ring?

Lictors, like mages, were adept at discerning truth from lies. ‘He’s speaking truth,’ Khaleel admitted, his accent thick and melodic. ‘Everything he’s said is honest, except their names.’

‘There are good reasons for that,’ Evandriel put in.

The commander didn’t care about their names. ‘A proclamation condemning the whole Order?’ he asked, in a sickly voice. ‘On whose authority?’

‘The Hierophant’s,’ Jadyn replied, and the three men went pale.

‘The Night Courtiers we slew had a copy of the proclamation.’ He handed over the scroll he’d purloined from Fox-mask’s body. ‘Here it is. That’s the imperial seal.’

Commander Scheerling read it carefully, then handed it to Khaleel. ‘I don’t believe . . .’ he began. Then he admitted, ‘No, I don’t want to believe . . .’

The lictor looked up. ‘This is a genuine imperial document,’ he confirmed. ‘We’re trained to recognise forgeries. I believe you,’ he added, looking at Jadyn, ‘despite the false names.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Jadyn replied, then said, ‘Melia said you’d know where to find her. You must abandon this keep; Konicker’s forces will be here by dawn. You’ll all die if you stay.’

‘Do you have a portali gate?’ Evandriel added

‘No.’ Gilbaran snorted. ‘This is the anus of the world – not even erlings ever come here.’

‘Then you really do have to get out – save your people for the real fight.’

‘Which is what?’ the commander asked, still clearly dazed.

‘Join the rebellion at Hyastar,’ Jadyn urged. ‘The empire has declared war on the Order. It’s your duty to fight back. That’s where we’re going.’

The three men exchanged looks again, then Lictor Khaleel asked, ‘Who are you really?’

Jadyn hesitated, until Commander Scheerling interjected, saying, ‘You can trust Khaleel. Of all the lictors I’ve met, he’s the most rational and humane.’

‘That’s a low threshold,’ Evandriel commented.

‘Si,’ Aura replied. ‘Is like saying he be nicest viper in pit.’

‘I believe in justice,’ the lictor said earnestly. ‘I try to retain my humanity.’

‘I pledge you amnesty, regardless of the answers,’ Commander Scheerling added. ‘I just want truth.’

Jadyn thought hard. Deciding to trust them, he said quietly, ‘My name is Jadyn Kaen and my wife is Aura Perafi. And my uncle here . . . well, he’s Nilis Evandriel. We’re outlawed, proscribed, and your duty is to arrest us. But our purpose is to save Coros from tyranny and disaster. All you’ve heard is true: elobyne is destroying the empire and the Night Court are our secret overlords. You should be with us, not against.’

He watched the three men squirm.

Then the Zynochi lictor said, ‘He’s telling the truth, as he sees it. And if the Order has been betrayed, then Hyastar may indeed be the only safe place to go.’

‘You’re from the Justiciary, Khaleel,’ the commander replied. ‘This proclamation doesn’t condemn you, only me and my century.’

The lictor looked offended. ‘You know me better than that, my friend.’

Jadyn was unexpectedly moved, but time was marching on. ‘Commander, get out while you can,’ he said. ‘Meet Melia’s group at your emergency rendezvous, then head for Hyastar. Don’t waste lives defending this place. Leave torches on the walls to make it look defended, then depart – use your northern postern gate.’

The commander grimaced. ‘Here I am, taking advice from the most wanted outlaws in Coros . . .’ Then he saluted, fist to heart. ‘So be it. May the Devourer take you if you’ve lied.’

They permitted Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel to refill water-bottles, gave them waybread and dried meat for the road, along with bedrolls and a map of the trails running north.

Before they left, Commander Scheerling shook their hands. ‘Clearly there’s more to tell here, but we’ve got no time to hear it. May Akka’s light guide you on your way.’

They saluted in farewell, then he and his comrades returned to the walls, and the three of them spurred their mounts into motion. They set off, and in a few minutes the terrain had cut off the keep from sight. All they could do was ride on and hope that, by some miracle, a few other bastions had also survived.
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New Order

The Danger of Symbols

It’s said that all pictures tell a story, and this is especially true of symbols, icons, banners and badges. Every well-chosen image contains a book’s worth of meaning, history, philosophy and culture. They can encompass a whole way of life. However, the words these symbols evoke are different to every beholder. They unite us and incite us, but only we know what they mean to ourselves.

Inchalus Sekum, Zynochi scribe, 1465

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

The hardest decision was the icon.

The colours were easy: the Order men-at-arms wore tabards quartered in black and white, while the knights and mages wore all white. The black couldn’t be over-dyed, but white could. The Sanctor Wardens had famously worn green, but that colour was now used by imperial coursers. The High Council decided on blue, and tabards were temporarily confiscated and re-dyed in secret.

The century badges were long established, and crucial to the core-spirit of each unit. The White Wolves, the Red Moons, the Scorpions – they all took pride in their century’s identities, so there was no suggestion of altering them. But the Vestal Order had never had an overall coat of arms and the Wardens’ third-eye badge was now associated with the Devourer’s Evil Eye, so new iconography was definitely required.

‘It needs to be simple, so people can copy it easily,’ Felvaro Devani told the leadership group. ‘It needs to be unifying, comforting, inspiring, with good associations.’

‘But not too close to the Church of Akka,’ Muiraghan said harshly. ‘Our people have been persecuted in Akka’s name for centuries. Religious icons engender no love in us.’

‘But they’re treasured by most people,’ Carid Theomore noted.

‘The Church is preaching against us all,’ Sadithil reminded him.

‘Then forsaking symbols of Akka will reinforce their criticisms,’ the archon replied. ‘Must we surrender the moral high ground to these people?’

The meeting was already two hours in and they were just going round in circles.

‘What about an animal of some sort?’ Gram asked.

‘The Hierophant uses the lion and the sun; choosing either of those would be like a challenge to the throne,’ Theomore answered. ‘Nobody likes horse badges because of the Kharagh, or anything water-related because of the Pelasian pirates. Anyway, most animals are already in use by one unit or another. And anything mythic has connotations of paganism.’

‘What about weapons?’ Sadithil asked.

‘We’re trying to present ourselves as champions of a better way, not common mercenaries,’ Sier Felvaro replied.

‘It’s got to be simple,’ Romara reminded them. ‘A powerful image that doesn’t alienate people. Something aspirational, inspiring . . . Come on, people – think!’

Creativity wasn’t her forte, unfortunately. She wished Elindhu was here – the erling was never short of an idea – but she and Soren had slipped away a few days ago, to spread the new mageas to the erlings. As she was now the erling queen – a startling revelation – Romara had to reluctantly let them go. Her true race was still a closely held secret.

Gram nudged her. ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he whispered. ‘But I’m not sure—’

Despite his size and self-assurance, he was still shy of putting himself forward. ‘Just spit it out,’ she told him. ‘Otherwise, we’ll be here all night.’

He grimaced at the thought, then raised his voice. ‘What about a star?’

They all considered, some looking dismissive, others reflective – until Theomore said, ‘That’s not a bad idea. Stars rank beneath the Sun, so the Hierophant can’t be offended. And they’re associated with magic, but there’s no important institution currently using them. If ours is four-pointed, for the four aspects of magic . . . Silver or white, against the blue and black . . .’ He slapped the tabletop. ‘I like it.’

‘Anything to get agreement and move on,’ Felvaro said. ‘Well done, Master Larch.’

There was a grateful murmur, and so it was decided. The following days saw thousands of stars cut from templates in white and silver cloth and sewn into the centre of the newly dyed tabards, ready to be distributed – on Rosenslach Day.

With those important details resolved, they began to formalise the integration of the Order and the vyr. The real issue was whether the knights, mages, vorloks and draegars would stomach being in the same units. They didn’t want to break up existing pentacles, so decided to create decagons, groups of ten, placing five vyr alongside each pentacle. Speeches were made, over and over, to reinforce that all magic-users had once been Sanctor Wardens together.

Romara found time to reform her own Falcons: the core was those veterans who’d followed her here, Argon Roper and Cam Burfitt, and the twenty-odd men-at-arms who’d supported her through the trial. They had been joined by forty more old comrades, and she’d recruited the rest from former vyr followers, to bring the century up to strength.

‘We know it doesn’t feel like it now, but the vyr were once our brothers in arms,’ Romara told her reformed Falcons. ‘We now share a common goal: the destruction of the elobyne that divided us. We are no longer what we were, and neither are the vyr. I ask you to welcome our new brothers and sisters.’

The newcomers to the Falcons – and most were new to her, as well – were naturally wary. Without Elindhu and Soren, she had to unite three former High Council knights and mages with five vorloks and draegars to form their new decagon. In her heart, some were just placeholders until Elindhu and Soren returned, and maybe Jadyn too. I could even put up with Aura, Romara realised. If she’s still with Jadyn, she’s probably a magia by now.

To break the ice, she had each of her new decagon sing a solo, any song they liked, in front of the entire century. It was a leveller, a cause of tentative, then booming, laughter, and worked well. Then she assigned duties that mixed everyone up, and took to task anyone who showed dissent. If there was lingering resentment, they kept it well away from her, and if the odd person arrived with a black eye, she kept her nose out of it and let them sort it out for themselves. By the day of inauguration of the ‘new’ Sanctor Wardens, she felt they were making good progress. In fact, the entire army was coming together well.

‘I’ve got a good feeling about today,’ she told Gram as they emerged from the traditional overnight vigil of Rosenslach Eve and the day itself dawned. ‘We’re making history.’

The city had long since been surrounded, the imperial forces outnumbering their twenty thousand by at least three to one, but the city militia had seen a massive influx of recruits, with thousands of men and women willing to augment the soldiers on the walls. Hyastar was proving that it was indeed Order-first, no matter what.

That morning they rotated the units on the walls one by one, giving everyone the chance to march into Cathedral Square, where thousands of citizens were crammed in to watch the spectacle of the Order reconstituting itself. They cheered as each century entered in plain armour or cloth and presented themselves at the Cathedral of Sancta Elysia, where they were issued with their new blue- and black-quartered tabards and took their new oaths, a variant on the Vestal oath, under a new name. New banners were issued and blessed.

‘You are now Servants of the Temple of Sancta Elysia,’ Archon Felvaro Devani proclaimed.

Within minutes, the people were calling them ‘Elysian Templars’. It had been chosen with care: using Elysia’s name wasn’t a challenge to Akka but an endorsement, and the tarnished Vestal name was gone. The cathedral itself had also provided inspiration, for it had been the temple of an earlier goddess before being sanctified to Elysia.

‘I think it’s working,’ Romara murmured to Gram, watching the Falcons receive their tabards. ‘I think they actually like it!’

‘Aye, but what’ll the rest of the Order think?’ Gram asked.

Nothing had been heard from the neutral bastions in weeks, but with the imperial army now surrounding them and the portali gates closed, it was a moot point for now.

By midday, it was all done, but the planned celebrations were hurriedly put on hold as the watchmen sent urgent warnings of movement outside the city. Romara took her Falcons to their allotted spot on the eastern walls. The morning sun was occluded by murky cloud and a cold northerly had begun to blow.

The imperial horns blasted long brazen notes for the imperial lines forming up on all sides, facing the walls in apparent battle readiness. It looked like the newly minted Elysian Templar centuries were about to be tested in battle – but instead of advancing, once in position, the red-clad phalanxes parted and canvas-covered wagons began rolling forward.

Crows and carrion birds were shrieking over them.

Romara fished out her spyglass as the wagons arrived in front of the enemy lines, just a few hundred yards away, and fanned out, so that every defender on the parapets could see at least one. Each was accompanied by a horseman shrouded in black with sunlight glinting off their faces.

Night Courtiers, she realised, with a shiver. Masked Alephi.

The wagons came to a stop, the drivers dismounted and dragged off the canvas covers. She aimed her spyglass at the nearest one, and saw black, white and red blurs, then the image came into focus and she spat out a curse.

The wagons were full of bodies, many of them headless, all men and woman of the Vestal Order. As everyone began to realise and groans and cries rose in the air, the Night Courtiers ushered workers forward, who began dumping the bodies in a ring of corpses around the city. Amid them were displayed the banners of every century who hadn’t answered the Hierophant’s call.

They’ve massacred the Order, Romara realised. They’ve wiped out the rest of us . . .

She wanted to scream, but she could feel her panicking men looking to her for their strength. The discipline of command gripped her and she shouted, ‘Steady! Hold steady!’

To her ears, her voice sounded cracked and broken, but her soldiers heeded.

‘The jaggers,’ she heard Argon Roper growl. ‘Look’t them imperial jagheads!’

Crows shrieked raucously, flooding in to rip at eyeballs and tear at flesh. Romara grabbed the battlement to ensure she stood straight and steady, numbly focusing on the banners, recognising the Redhelms, the Cane-Wolves, the Whitecloaks and the Grey Gulls, the Longwalkers and the Guildsmen, and so many more, renowned centuries who’d served the empire for the whole of the Order’s existence, now just trophies of a hideous crime.

All along the walls, men and women stared, most weeping, some calling out prayers and pleas. Moments later bells began to ring out from every church inside the walls, and the buildings behind them began to empty as off-duty soldiers who’d flung on their chainmail shirts and tabards, headed for the walls.

They’ve struck against the whole Order. There’s only us left.

She looked at Gram and took strength in his presence. Scanning the imperial lines, she began to see how stunned those men were as well – until their officers began shouting at them to cheer.

They followed orders, thudding their shields and screaming.

They always resented us, she thought. Everyone hates the best.

The Order had been her all, and even when it had turned on her and put her on trial, she’d won it over, snatched it from Corbus Ritter’s poisonous grasp and set it once more against tyranny. Now it felt like tyranny had triumphed after all.

You fool, she told herself numbly. You set everyone you love against an invincible foe, and now they’re all dead. Tears began to stream down her face. I did this. It’s all my fault.

For long minutes she stared with tear-blind eyes into the Devourer’s Maw.

Then Burfitt raised his voice in a raw, flat chant.

‘We walk the long road, from darkness into light,

We tread the endless ways, from blindness into sight,

We sail the trackless seas, adrift but never lost,

We row against the current, on every storm we’re tossed

Our pain is our prize, and Akka’s sure love.’

The old Vestal marching song was raised to the empty skies in honour of the dead. She shook with emotion as more joined the first voices, swelling up and becoming sure and strong.

‘We do not count the miles, nor grieve our bleeding wounds,

We do not count the headstones, nor falter before the hounds,

We march on triumphant, ever towards the dawn,

We plant our banners at eve and greet Akka at each morn,

His glory is our prize, and Elysia’s sure mercy.’

The words felt trite, yet deep as oceans, because they evoked a shared struggle for a greater good: men and women united in suffering, privation, camaraderie and hope.

Akka’s sure love, she thought. Just how sure is it? Elysia, where is your mercy?

Runners appeared from the centre of the city, shouting her name; she waved, summoning them to the cupola to hear their reports. An imperial courser had delivered proclamations at every gate, declaring the Vestal Order disbanded and condemned.

‘We’s all outlaws now,’ one rough-faced runner growled. ‘The Archon sent me t’fetch ye, Siera,’ he added, handing her a note. ‘We gonna jag these pricks over?’

‘You bet we are,’ she told him, glancing at the paper. Felvaro Devani had written: Come to the Guildhall immediately. ‘Tell him I’ll be along as soon as I’ve secured—’

She broke off as drums began to roll and trumpets to blare. The imperial formations were coming to full alert, with columns of Lighters moving in to bolster their lines.

‘Wait here,’ she told the runner. ‘I think they’re going to attack.’

Clearly, the grotesque display of bodies had been calculated to leave the defenders weakened by grief. Instead, it had brought her furiously alive. ‘To arms, you buggers,’ she blared. ‘They’re coming! They’re coming!’

For a few moments, confusion reigned, then military discipline took over. The wailing stopped and shouting began, angry but focused, as more and more men piled onto the ramparts. Then with a crack and boom, imperial siege engines three hundred paces away across the Odara River began to hurl their hideous loads.

The first volleys were decapitated heads, flung over the walls where they smacked and splattered into roofs and streets as if vomited from the Maw. Then came rocks the size of ponies, smashing into the walls, making them shudder, cracking and scattering bodies. The imperials cheered and jeered as a dozen volleys crashed in, then they advanced. Those facing Romara’s position were hauling rowboats to cross the Odara.

‘Fink it’s funny, jagatai scum?’ someone shouted. ‘Come an’ laugh up here then!’

Romara shouted, ‘Fire!’ and her archers sent their first swarm of shafts into the sky, already nocking the next arrows before the first struck. ‘Fire, you buggers, fire!’

Their first volley struck, light flashing here and there as Lighter knights and mages shielded their men. Moments later, the attacking archers on the far bank fired back. Mages and knights on the walls conjured shields as the barrage intensified on both sides.

By now Romara was shielding herself, calm again as her lifelong, Order-ingrained clarity under stress returned. Ironically, for people united by glyma-induced rage, it was in battle, where that rage had an outlet, that most of them felt calmest. Now, with the mageas filling her, she felt utterly clear-headed, despite the monstrous grief inside.

‘Keep those volleys coming,’ she shouted. ‘We do this for those we mourn!’

The boats flooded across, but the defenders battered them until it was carnage on the river, fouled boats crashing and catching fire as buckets of burning pitch rained down. Those who had managed to reach the shore faced a wet, slippery mossy slope before sheer walls a dozen feet high, under an onslaught of incessant arrows. A few did plant ladders, but those were quickly dislodged and hurled backwards. The few Lighter knights below buckled under a barrage of bolts and spells from Romara and Gram’s own spellcasters, until the attack collapsed, leaving dozens stranded below the walls. Those who tried to shed mail so they could swim were mostly shot down, while others dashed sideways, heading north or south, seeking a way out. Soon there was nobody below but the dead and dying.

The defenders cheered grimly.

‘Do come again,’ someone bellowed. ‘We’ll be ready.’

They did come again, over and over, all afternoon, hurling themselves at the defences, but with less conviction each time. It all petered out as cooking fires from the imperial camp sent the smell of roasted meat wafting over the field.

Romara climbed to the parapet, grabbing one of their new blue star-banners, and brandished it, showing everyone the Falcon badge embroidered on the blue field. ‘Elysian Templars, you’ve been blooded!’ she roared, to the sea of faces on the walls and behind. ‘Your first taste of war is as victors!’

They cheered her madly, and she heard similar sounds on either side, left and right.

The city had held.

‘Remember this morning how I said today would be a good day?’ she murmured in Gram’s ear, as he hugged her. ‘If I ever predict something again, assume the opposite.’

She broke down and cried for all their lost comrades.

Jovan Lux arrived in the imperial camp outside Hyastar, two days after the first failed assault on the Vestal bastions. He arrived at dusk with Damiano Argossi, who was revelling in the glory of his perfectly coordinated massacre of the Vestal bastions and the massive task of getting their bodies here, all in secret. His star was in the ascendant.

Vazi felt that hers had plummeted.

Watching those bodies being displayed like trophies or trash was perhaps the most gut-wrenching experience of her life. It had just about broken her, leaving her feeling she was destined for the Devourer’s Maw, for standing aside and letting such atrocities happen.

But she’d regained her composure – if not her certainty – by the time her Saviour and his lizard-masked shadow landed outside Arch-Grandmaster Joselu’s mansion, accompanied by a third Alephi, one Vazi didn’t know. Jovan had sent a courser ahead to warn them, so all the black-clad, silver-masked Alephi who’d been shadowing the city had assembled to greet him, with Vazi at their forefront.

Jovan, Damiano and the third man touched the ground and strode to meet her, Jovan gesturing impatiently at the kneeling ranks, dismissing them all – except her. ‘I understand the assault on the city failed,’ he said tersely, as Vazi stayed kneeling, wondering if the executioner’s blow came next. ‘Rise, my Dragon,’ he added. ‘Tell me what went wrong.’

She stood uncertainly, while those behind her dispersed gratefully.

‘I delivered all you needed to break them,’ Damiano put in, ‘yet you couldn’t even breach the walls. Really, must I do everything?’

Jovan raised a hand to silence him. ‘I asked Vaziella.’

She let jealousy fuel her angry retort. ‘They weren’t broken,’ she told Damiano. ‘They’re the Order, and seeing their enemies gloat only makes them angry. If you’d been paying attention when you were one of us, you’d have known that.’

‘She said, “one of us”,’ Damiano noted to Jovan.

‘Grow up,’ Vazi replied.

‘Enough,’ Jovan said, turning to the third Alephi, who had an oddly rotund and imperfect body for an immortal, and a weirdly comic mask, like a startled stoat. ‘This is Glyndeth Irideus, freshly returned from Tyr with disturbing news. The four of us need to talk.’

‘What can she contribute?’ Damiano snarked, eyeing Vazi. ‘This isn’t a tournament, it’s a real war, something of which she has no experience.’

‘That’s for me to decide,’ Jovan said calmly. ‘Come.’

He led them to a stone chapel in the grounds of the manor. It was lit by hundreds of votive candles, the traditional offering of soldiers before battle. Jovan sauntered to the priest’s throne and sat, indicating for Vazi, Damiano and Glyndeth to take the front pew, a few paces below him. Glyndeth Irideus pointedly took the middle seat. They all removed their masks, revealing Glydeth’s pudgy visage, receding hair and kind eyes, most un-Alephi. ‘I am above vanity’, that homely visage said: a form of vanity in itself.

‘Your fame precedes you, Exemplar,’ he remarked, gazing at her as if wondering what instrument of torture would break her fastest. ‘Some call you the greatest Exemplar of all.’

Damiano Argossi snorted softly. ‘Other opinions are available.’

‘Glyndeth is a former lictor and my oldest servant,’ Jovan said. ‘He has evidence that our enemies have unearthed vital secrets that may precipitate the End of All Things.’

Vazi glanced anxiously at the ex-lictor. ‘What secrets?’

Glyndeth smiled with some relish. ‘There are certain signs we have identified that will, should they occur, make the End inevitable: specifically, when servants of the Devourer unearth clues as to our true nature, or uncover powers previously lost to them, for example. This is long-prophesied, by Milord Jovan himself.’

None of that sounded comforting. ‘Tell them about Tyr,’ Jovan invited the ex-lictor.

‘Well, it’s quite a puzzler,’ Glyndeth chuckled, as if the end of the world was nothing more than an amusing game. He related what he’d found: the entire erling population at the Tirnamel reservation had vanished, leaving behind two Vestals with a strange tale. ‘They reported meeting a magia named Elindhu Morspeth – yes, that one, of Romara Challys’ infamous Falcon pentacle – who was boasting of having found a form of magic with no glyma-rage.’

‘Aye, she was a Falcon,’ Vazi admitted. ‘She was at Vanashta Baanholt, and some of my men swore they saw her turn into an erling. And she was at the Day Court assassinations in Hyastar, too,’ she reminded Jovan. ‘And during today’s assault, our glyma-users thought the defenders were using something other than glyma in battle – and they wore different uniforms, too. They called themselves “Elysian Templars”.’

‘A new Order, with new magic,’ Damiano summarised doubtfully. ‘It sounds unlikely.’

Vazi addressed Jovan directly. ‘If they’ve found a new source of power, that explains why they destroyed the shards outside the city.’

‘It would seem so. Glyndeth, what do you think?’

‘Elysian Templars, you say? We have an older name for them: Sanctor Wardens. Clearly, our enemies are putting the pieces together: elobyne, and the fracturing of magic. They know what was done, dear Lord, and how to undo it. We’ve always said that once our enemies learned this, they’d become a genuine threat.’

‘Then we must break them,’ Damiano said briskly. ‘Give me control here, Most High. I won’t let you down. The city will fall to me.’

Vazi held her breath, but Jovan didn’t acknowledge the request. ‘You’re my observer here, Vaziella,’ he said. ‘What’s the situation now?’

‘Well, most of the knights and mages of the Order of Akka’s Light joined the assault,’ she reported. ‘They were comprehensively defeated. Spells they’ve never encountered ripped their defences apart. Veils and wards they didn’t know bewildered them, and the knights and former vorloks and draegar defending Hyastar – these “Elysian Templars” – all fought with calm precision. Those who survived swore their enemies weren’t using the glyma. They killed a few, but had the worst of it by a good measure, leaving our soldiers at the mercy of the enemy. They were broken and fled in disarray. If the enemy had had the manpower to press their advantage, they could have routed Joselu’s army.’

‘And you didn’t see it coming with your famed precognition?’ Damiano noted.

‘No, I did not,’ Vazi retorted. ‘Did anyone?’

Her question was meant for Jovan, but even she didn’t dare ask him directly.

The Saviour frowned, his gaze far away, as if questioning the future. Finally, he blinked back to the present and said, ‘You’re right, Glyndeth. These are portents of the End.’

‘We must either raze Hyastar and silence every voice within, or complete Elysium and unleash our fury on the whole of the empire,’ Glyndeth agreed. ‘Our enemies have risen to the challenge you laid down. This is the tipping point you foresaw all those years ago.’

‘We must indeed unleash our fury,’ Damiano agreed. ‘Let us cast aside secrecy, Most High. Take up the Throne of Heaven. The Hierophant is weak and impotent – you must replace him. The time has come.’

Jovan went very, very still and they all held their breath, waiting on his word.

Holy Akka, Vazi thought. Is he really considering something so catastrophic?

The Saviour bowed his head, then raised it, as if conscious that he was speaking to history. ‘Glyndeth, my friend, you are right when you say we must either raze Hyastar or unveil Elysium. But Elysium is not yet complete. If we do the former, we buy time for the latter.’ He turned to Damiano. ‘Take control here. Prepare a new – decisive – attack. Every resource shall be yours, including the Alephi. Take the city and kill everyone in it and you will have averted the End of All Things.’ Then he smiled softly, and added, ‘Well, for a little while.’

Vazi clenched her facial muscles, to conceal the anguish that speared her soul.

He’s going to destroy the world, except for his Chosen: a court of grasping killers . . . who somehow include me.

‘You will know a man by the company he keeps,’ The Book of Lux said.

These people are monsters . . . does that mean I am too?
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A Purifying Flame

The Last Sanctor Wardens

After decades of fragmentation, decadence and excess, the Sanctor Wardens became a blight upon Talmont. The great visionary Jovan Lux moved decisively, gathering gifted knights of good will and ending them. He then formed the Vestal knights and created the Triple Empire. Jovan saved Talmont, and the world.

Chronicles of Talmont, 1321

The end of the Wardens was an act of brutal treachery that has been glorified into something sacred. History truly is written by the victors.

Grydon Sauvage, Vyr chieftain, Vandarath, 1334

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

To Romara’s relief, the failed assault on Hyastar brought them a respite. She wondered if the imperial commanders were so shaken by the ferocity of the defence, and their own soldiers’ reaction to the opening atrocity, that they lost their nerve. They certainly took the time to remove and burn the bodies of the Vestals in four great pyres.

But it was only a short pause before they spent the rest of the week bombarding the walls with siege engines hurling boulders at the battlements and chucking burning pitch into the city streets. Damage and casualties mounted steadily, the suffering and exhaustion of those inside growing daily. Fear was seeping in as the defenders realised that with the Order gone, nobody was coming to save them.

The worst damage to morale came each night when winged beings swept in under cover of darkness to cut down sentries, torch supply warehouses or burst into the homes of cowering burghers or refugees in their tents, butchering them before painting words like ‘Sinners’ and ‘Vyr’ and ‘Godless’ on the walls with their blood. Night after night, families cowered in cellars, leaving those with magic to patrol.

By the eighth day, they were exhausted, and could all feel the final blow coming.

‘They must know by now that our walls are barely held at night,’ Sier Felvaro admitted at a leaders’ meeting. ‘If they attack after dark now, they’ll get in. We can no longer hold.’

They had soldiers hidden in stone buildings behind the walls, ready to swarm to the defences at the first sign of a mass assault, but the Alephi had been murdering watchers and ringing the alarm bells to lure out the Templars and attack them individually. Romara had countered by laying traps, though to little avail.

That morning she and Gram had been roused an hour before dawn by the archon’s warning that the enemy lines had moved closer.

‘The assault could come any moment,’ he told the leaders, who’d assembled in a cellar beneath the civic buildings for a swift, plain meal. ‘They’re in formation already.’

‘They slew forty refugees in East Town overnight,’ Sadithil reported grimly. ‘People are terrified. Some are talking of surrender.’

‘Then what’s the solution?’ Theomore asked. ‘Apart from praying?’

‘You, pray?’ Muiraghan cackled drily. The scholar’s scepticism was known to all.

‘You know what I mean,’ Theomore snapped, in no mood to be pricked at. ‘We must take the initiative somehow. Being picked off this way, one by one, is breaking us.’

‘They outnumber us four or five to one, and can drop on us from the skies, in case you haven’t noticed,’ Felvaro retorted. ‘If we venture into the open, we’re dead.’

‘We’re dead if we cower under cover, too,’ the Vyr-King retorted. ‘They’re destroying our supplies and our will to live. We’re jagged, totally and utterly.’

He’s right, Romara thought, but if we try to break out, it’s over in a day.

‘At least by being here, we’re a beacon of resistance,’ she reminded them. ‘If we precipitate battle and lose, then all resistance is done.’

‘Aye,’ Gram said in support. ‘There are starving people out there, refugees from all over the continent, looking to us for hope.’

‘They might see hope, but I see none,’ Sier Felvaro sighed.

‘Spoken like an effete loser,’ Sadithil snarled. ‘Why don’t you piss off and leave those with the courage to fight in charge?’

The two men went for each other, but Gram, a foot taller than either, interposed. ‘Stop it!’ he roared, grabbing fistfuls of clothing and holding them apart. ‘You want to fight someone, find an Alephi and take them on!’

He shoved them apart and glared at both.

‘We don’t have a solution yet,’ Romara said, with all the forceful calm she could muster, ‘but if we surrender to despair, we’ll never find one. We must persevere.’

‘Tell that to the people penned in with us,’ Theomore replied tiredly. ‘They don’t know about Jovan’s crimes or our causes, they just sided with us because they believe in the Vestal Order – and we aren’t even that, now. The only ones who know what this fight is really about are us, and the Alephi.’

Romara bowed her head, feeling the crippling weight of command. ‘I know, but to just hurl ourselves at the enemy is suicide. We must stand firm, and seek a way to win.’

She was always vaguely surprised when older and wiser people listened to her – but they hearkened, breathed out their fury and trudged off to find their units and ready themselves for another night of sudden alarms, murderous arrows from above, ambushes, firefighting, scenes of death, and stalking their streets for winged furies they could sometimes repel but seldom harm.

One more night, she told herself. You can endure one more . . .

‘They’re almost broken,’ Damiano Argossi said confidently. ‘Any day now they’ll crack, then we can send the rankers in and wipe them out. It’ll be a bloodbath.’

The former Exemplar exuded confidence, having spent the week ordering Arch-Grandmaster Joselu about and criticising Vazi’s effectiveness. But he clearly knew what he was doing, and Jovan openly praised the former Exemplar’s undermining of the defenders’ morale and alertness. ‘Your tactics have been sound,’ he said. ‘But my Alephi are great lords and they grow impatient. They want this over. So do I.’

‘Then we’ll attack,’ Damiano said confidently. ‘The time is ripe.’

Jovan looked at Damiano, Glyndeth Irideus and Vazi, once again seated in the chapel that had become their headquarters. The altar had been cleared to make space for a meticulously drawn map of Hyastar, with sculpted representations of soldiers in authentically painted uniforms to mark the centuries and legions. To Vazi’s eye, such things were wasted energy, but it gave Damiano pieces to move about as he unveiled his plans. She and Glyndeth remained studiously quiet, because there was clearly no point in objecting to any of it.

It’s Damiano’s game, now. I hope he fails disastrously.

His plans boiled down to an attack on all fronts: crude and basic, but likely to be brutally effective. Despite her dislike of the man, her hatred of being constantly undermined, she recognised competence, and her aegis foresaw success.

‘The day after tomorrow,’ he concluded. ‘Victory is just two days away.’

Jovan approved the plan unaltered. ‘I want these “Elysian Templars” wiped out,’ he declared. ‘Our enemies are beginning to understand the situation properly, so what’s happening here is vital. If we crush this rebellion now, we get time to complete our plans. Fail, and we must act precipitously, lest the End of All Things includes the end of us too.’

Vazi was troubled by all the chicanery and the sense that not everything was happening according to Jovan’s vision. But he was her Saviour, so she had to trust in him.

‘Damiano, guard against complacency,’ Jovan warned. ‘As they become desperate, our enemies will lash out: they are resourceful, these heretics. Stay on your toes.’

The former Exemplar bowed. ‘Victory will be ours,’ he declared boldly.

Jovan turned to Glyndeth. ‘Take the west flank and oversee Corbus Ritter’s ex-seneschal, Geni Cordelia. Be ready for anything.’

Glyndeth bowed. ‘I’ll ensure she’s not caught out.’

Jovan wished the two men well, then dismissed them. He kept Vazi with him as he mused over the map, then turned to her. ‘Hyastar has a greater strategic significance. There is rumoured to be a hidden vivalocus nearby.’

‘What’s a vivalocus?’

‘It’s a place of power. There are only four major vivaloci in the entire world – Nexus Isle is one. But there are a dozen or so minor ones in Hytal that I’ve destroyed, and I calculate there are as many more hidden beneath the landscape.’

‘Beneath?’

‘The minor vivaloci are like pinholes in an inflated pig’s bladder – one that contains arcane energy. Most of that energy flows out through Nexus Isle as glyma, but a little leaks through the vivaloci as unfiltered power.’

It was a relief to have something important to puzzle over, because just being alone with him had her sweating. ‘I suppose these minor vivaloci are what gives people like you and I the energy to use the aegis?’

‘Indeed,’ Jovan said approvingly. ‘The vyr need these “pinholes”, as do human mages, and those with foresight, like us. So why do you think I destroy them?’

She looked away, because his sensuous eyes were calling to hers, and being close enough to touch made it hard for her to think clearly. ‘You’ve got your own source, so you’re starving potential rivals of resource,’ she deduced. ‘You have your own secret vivalocus.’

Her Saviour smiled captivatingly and drifted closer. ‘Precisely. I’ll show you it one day. They say that in the Kingdom of the Blind, the one-eyed man is king. Ours is such a kingdom: if only you and I can foresee the future, we will rule it. Anyone else who shares our gift of prophecy must die.’

She nodded, chilled again by his cold clarity. But his allure was undeniable: the mastery, the certainty, the beauty and sheer overwhelming charisma of the man drew the eye, the heart and the mind. He captured her soul.

Sensing the way her thoughts drifted, Jovan took her hand, then leaned in and touched his lips to hers, as he had every night this week before dismissing her. He said he was helping her to become accustomed to intimacy, but his touch still left her a churning, conflicted mess, though his wine-sweet lips tasted of warmth and awoke needs she’d never known she had. The urge to jerk away fought new desires now, a nightly battle she was slowly losing. . .

Tonight was a little easier than yesterday; she felt she could almost wish for more. She felt her heart flutter in response, and a heavy heat settled in her belly.

‘See, it’s not so hard,’ Jovan whispered against her lips, beguiling her with his eyes, as she teetered on a knife-edge between longing and her lifelong revulsion of touch. ‘Little steps, Vaziella,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s see about this . . .’

Dizzy with physical and emotional confusion, she didn’t react at first as he gripped her shoulders and pressed his body against hers, pushing his tongue between her lips and filling her mouth, while his right hand slid inside her blouse and gripped her left breast, right over her thudding heart.

But then came a flashback to the bestial noises she’d heard when he took Odalis and she panicked, jerking herself free, gasping as she shielded her chest protectively.

His teeth gleamed and she thought she glimpsed thwarted rage – then his face softened. ‘There, that’s your new line,’ he breathed. ‘We push it back further every night,’ he told her. ‘Bravely done, my Lion.’

She didn’t feel brave, with her shaking body, her heart palpitating and her skin bleeding perspiration. But she made herself stand her ground as he came to her again, this time chastely, and kissed both cheeks.

‘You have nothing to fear, Vaziella,’ he said gently. ‘Damiano’s attitude to you has no influence on me. I will love and protect you for ever, and when we do finally make love, it will be the most beautiful, liberating moment of your life. I will open up such a world to you – give you a joy you’ve barely conceived. A world of family and support, and a child to replace the one lost when your sister died. We will exorcise that ghost – I will make it so.’

Clinging to the fact that he’d saved her and never hurt her, she smiled tremulously.

‘I believe,’ she told him – or herself. ‘I do believe. I do.’

‘I know.’ He stroked her cheek. ‘Goodnight, Vaziella. Dream of victory.’

Romara and Gram stumbled into their bedrolls after another night patrolling the city, a surprisingly quiet one this time. No Alephi had been sighted, but their nerves still jangled from the suspense, fearing unseen killers at every turn. Even the silence felt foreboding, and they were exhausted as they snuffed the candle.

What felt like ten minutes later, they were roused by hammering on their door. Romara fumbled for her blade before recognising Argon Roper’s voice.

‘Commander, wake up. Messenger’s arrived: the archon needs you.’

‘Give me a minute,’ Romara replied, as Gram yawned like a bear roused from hibernation. They hauled on clothing, buckled on weapons, then stumbled out the door.

Dranit Ritter and his bodyguard Lubano were waiting outside. ‘I was on duty when the runner came,’ the legalus said. ‘The enemy have moved men up during the night and Felvaro thinks there’s an attack coming at dawn.’

She gripped Gram’s hand in alarm, realising all over again that all her newfound reasons to live revolved around him. ‘Don’t you dare die today,’ she said, as they headed out.

They arrived at the bastion council chamber to find Felvaro, Theomore, Sadithil, Muiraghan and their advisors looking equally tired and spooked. ‘This is it,’ the archon was saying. ‘They’ve moved their footmen into skirmish lines just a thousand paces from the wall, all without torches or lanterns. The ex-vorloks with night sight alerted us. They’ve been there all night, apparently.’

Everyone looked apprehensive, until Gram chuckled. ‘Poor bastards must be frozen.’

He meant only to cheer everyone, but it got Romara thinking. ‘They will be, won’t they? Frozen, cold, hungry . . . and I bet they’ve not dug in, either.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Felvaro asked. ‘You can’t mean to attack?’

‘The timid never won anything,’ Sadithil growled. ‘Tell me more, Red Rom.’

She snorted at the nickname, but sketched out her thoughts. ‘It’s what, two hours until dawn – the coldest hours. We’ve got former vorloks who can control night birds – Muiraghan, you know them. Send out owls, with mages linked to their eyes. Let’s get a quick feel for where they’re weak, then attack before they do. We could disrupt them badly, and open up all kinds of opportunities.’

Perhaps it was a measure of the growing despair they all felt, but doing something quickly won favour, even with the normally cautious Felvaro. ‘Let’s do it,’ the archon decided. ‘Gods, anything to be swinging the first blow for a change.’

Muiraghan left to round up some ex-vorloks, while the rest pored over maps, chipping in ideas. Tiredness fled as they debated tactics from hit and run to all-out attack.

‘But where do we attack?’ Felvaro asked. ‘We don’t have the numbers to hit every flank.’

‘The northeast is interesting,’ Sadithil growled. ‘The hills are steep except for Jarlman’s Gap – there’s a stream that runs out of fenland and feeds the Odara, north of Fennaloth Bridge. That’s the only bridge north of the city – if we could seize it, it would divide their forces, which would prevent them countering our attack. Then we could set it ablaze as we withdraw.’

‘Divide and conquer,’ Felvaro muttered. ‘I like it.’

‘Whatcha think, Red Rom?’ Sadithil asked.

‘That I don’t like that nickname.’ Romara considered the plan. ‘We’ll need to judge carefully how and when to withdraw, so our people don’t get trapped outside.’ She looked up as Muiraghan bustled back in, her black feather cloak flapping around her. ‘What news?’

The hard-faced woman stalked up to the table and pointed to the plains south of the city. ‘The bulk of the enemy are here, massing to assail Southgate. They learned the hard way they can’t attack across the river, and on the west side they’re well-entrenched, so we can’t attack them there. But the north . . . We could break through there, I’m sure.’

Romara smiled: this was falling into place. She tapped the map and said, ‘Fennaloth Bridge is the key. If we take it, they can’t reinforce from across the river, so we punch through west of the river, towards Jarlman’s Gap, and create a supply line out.’

It was swiftly agreed. Barracks were roused discreetly and men sent to positions in cover behind the walls, while a mixed force of cavalry and footmen were mustered at Northgate. It took time, and the sky was reddening to the east by the time Romara and Gram got themselves there, determined to participate.

‘This could be the Day of Days,’ she told anyone who objected. ‘I need to be here, and there’s no one I’d want with me but you lot.’ She’d brought up her Falcons, knowing they’d not let anyone else guard her. More than sixty of the surviving Falcon men-at-arms had rallied to her banner before Hyastar was cut off and they greeted her enthusiastically.

Muiraghan accompanied them, linked to her own familiar spirit, a raven perched on the apex of Fennaloth Bridge, a kylo north of the city. Romara peered through the gloom, watching as the impenetrable darkness lifted over mist-wreathed, frozen fields. A full imperial legion guarded the western approach, with two more on the more welcoming ground of the east bank. Even now, there were no fires visible in the enemy positions as they sought to conceal their presence.

‘Those poor beggars,’ Gram mused. ‘Their swords will be iced in their scabbards.’

‘Then let’s get underway.’

Romara had decided to attack the bridge, the most critical point, herself. She’d already sent a decagon of knights and vyr through a culvert and up the overgrown riverbank. There was an imperial guard-post part-way along, but a runner reported that they’d taken it, and silently. Now she awaited the advance party’s signal to move.

‘I’ve got to get below,’ she told Muiraghan. ‘Tell me the moment you see the signal.’

She and Gram ran to mount up, joining her Falcons at the postern gate. ‘You know the mission,’ she told them. ‘We head directly for Fennaloth Bridge, seize it and dig in. Falcons, are you ready to fly?’

‘Aye!’ they called back in hushed voices. ‘Aye, Commander!’

Then Muiraghan called down, ‘Oi, Red: it’s on.’

The gate was hauled open and she spurred through, leading her decagon of Templars at the trot on muffled hooves, with the footmen streaming after them. The darkness was beginning to lift, but the gloom was still deep. Another minute and they were closing in on the bridge, and still nobody had reacted. Exhilaration filled her chest as she realised the enemy were totally unaware.

Finally, just a hundred paces on, a timorous voice called, ‘Hey, who goes?’

She let out a whoop. ‘Falcons, move!’

They weren’t alone; from the main north gates away to her left came Templar knights and men-at-arms at the run. Ahead, she saw imperial soldiers who’d been shivering in the dark and cold for hours, struggling to their feet as alarms began to sound.

‘Falcons, charge!’ she shouted.

They surged forward, shouting like they were tens of thousands, rupturing the predawn with their clamour, barging into frozen, thinly spread imperial soldiers, who buckled and broke. For a few minutes it was a rout, too inglorious to feel triumphant. They spilled into a camp, torching whatever would burn and stabbing half-conscious men staggering from their bedrolls, butchery as bad as she’d ever seen. But she kept her Falcons on a tight leash as the imperials fled, ordering them to seize the wagons to use as barricades on the bridge.

To her left, the main advance, led by Archon Devani himself, was thundering through the enemy’s centre on the plains south of Jarlman’s Gap, their steel flashing as the sun kissed the mountains and scarlet light lit the misty plains. Battle was joining, the front lines thudding together, but the attackers had all the momentum.

The imperials buckled and broke.

‘Skywards!’ Gram shouted. ‘Rom!’

Four Alephi were flashing overhead, blazing flame, but her decagon were prepared, already warding their men and replying with their own bolts of energy. The Alephi soon spun away, clearly nervous of risking their ‘immortality’.

‘Here I am!’ Romara shouted. ‘Come and get it, petals!’

They shrieked hate, blazed ineffectual flame and scattered across the dawn-lit skies.

She dismounted and hurled her reins at the nearest soldier. ‘Tie her up,’ she ordered him, then she and Gram strode to the middle of the bridge, shouting, ‘We need barricades, lads, east side! Get those wagons up here! Move your flabby arses!’

Argon Roper grinned broadly. ‘You heard her: shift it, boys!’ the centurion cried. ‘Get those barricades sorted and bring up the oil barrels. Let’s make sure we’re ready to burn down this jagatai bridge when the time comes!’

Gram started dragging captured carts and wagons into place as the imperial forces east of the bridge wheeled to face them. ‘We’ve got five minutes,’ he roared, ‘so make ’em count!’

Romara strode to the west end, to see the archon’s attack unfold. Go, you good men, she shouted inside. Send them to the Maw! But already she could see how it would play out: despite being in disarray, the enemy had the overwhelming numerical advance. As the day brightened, they would regroup and push back. Then it would get attritional, and Felvaro’s men would be lucky to regain the walls. It’ll be down to timing, she thought grimly. Get it right, and it’s a glorious little win. Get it wrong, and things will unravel fast.

‘What are you thinking?’ Gram asked her, striding to her side.

She cast a regretful look at Jarlman’s Gap, just two kylos to the north, where the road ran through all the way to Lochlunde and Secordium. ‘That with a few thousand more we could punch through and split the enemy army. But we don’t have them.’

The enemy were already reacting: a cordon of Lighters was forming up in front of the eastern end of the bridge, and a pair of Alephi had swooped in to take command. She put aside wishful hopes and hurried to join the defenders there, as the enemy massed to sweep them away . . .

‘She’s there,’ Vazi told Glyndeth as they emerged from the trees above Jarlman’s Gap, a few hundred paces behind the lines of grey- and yellow-clad Lighter men-at-arms. She pointed towards Fennaloth Bridge. ‘See, there, the redhead? That’s Romara Challys.’

In the murk, only Alephi eyes could have seen so far, but Glyndeth squinted intently. ‘Noted,’ he purred. ‘It would be good to take her alive for interrogation. The ones with spirit are always the most rewarding.’ He eyed Vazi thoughtfully. ‘Like yourself, dear lady.’

The reminder that the affable ex-lictor was still a vile torturer was timely – she’d been starting to warm to his rough-cut charm and humour. She put a hand on her hilt to remind him who she was. ‘Don’t get ideas,’ she growled. ‘I could gut you in seconds.’

‘Ah, but I’d take hours over such a task,’ the former lictor chuckled. ‘One shouldn’t rush one’s pleasures.’

She snorted sourly and turned away, studying the unfolding scene. ‘We need that bridge,’ she muttered. ‘Unless we retake it, the north flank won’t be supported for hours.’

Glyndeth pointed to the immediate south, where a large group of Elysian Templar cavalry was reforming after driving through the imperial footmen. ‘That banner bears the archon’s coat-of-arms. This is where the main assault will fall – right here at Jarlman’s Gap.’

She tsked irritably. ‘I’m well aware of that, but the longer they hold the bridge, the longer they have to destroy it.’ She longed to swoop down and join the attack on the bridge, to make Romara Challys pay for dividing the Order. Without her lies, none of this would have happened, she thought, almost by rote.

Then she remembered that they hadn’t been lies at all.

It did little to allay the hatred. Glyma was simmering inside her veins, Jovan’s advances were upending her world and she was desperate to lash out at someone.

And when I can, I will . . .

But for now she was commanded to observe only, so that’s what she did as the imperial men on the east bank hurled themselves at the bridge, while those below her vantage prepared to defend Jarlman’s Gap. Their own plan of attack was forgotten for now; that’d been the first casualty of the day.

Damiano Argossi slammed his fist into his palm as the glorious day of triumph he’d envisaged evaporated into the murk of this cursed morning. The city’s defenders had stolen the initiative, launching a raid on the north side and seizing Fennaloth Bridge, the only link between east and west on that side of the city.

The knock-on effects meant the planned attacked on the south couldn’t happen; instead, he had to rush men north on both sides of the Odara. The terrain east of the river was easy, so that was where the bulk were sent; to the west was broken land, easy to defend but hard to traverse. The rebels had already looted and torched his supply dumps north of the city, and the Templars were once again thrashing the Lighters’ knights.

Battle experience, he thought sourly. The jagging Lighters have none.

He’d been stationed on a hillside south of the city with the Lighters’ Arch-Grandmaster, the oily Joselu, when the enemy attacks came. He’d left him there, under orders to do nothing except send the reserves north, then flew to the slopes east of Fennaloth Bridge to get a look at the terrain, relying on the morning mists to conceal him from the eyes of the soldiers. Allowing the Alephi to be unleashed after dark to raid the streets of Hyastar was one thing; open exposure in daylight was quite another. Secrecy was still required.

He flew high, following the Odara northwards until he was able to streak over Fennaloth Bridge, marking the heavy press of rebels – and the redheaded woman in charge. He dropped into a copse on the east bank, near where his forces were preparing to charge, and within a few minutes he was striding into their midst, black cloak and lizard mask in place.

‘You there,’ he snapped at a centurion, ‘who’s in command? Take me to him.’

The centurion quailed, passed him to a quaking knight, who sent for a general, a Bravanti with curled moustaches and gilded armour, who arrived mounted and surrounded by aides.

‘I am General Vilm Guilan. This is a field of battle, Milord. The Night Court does not command here.’

Damiano resisted the urge to blast the man from his prancing horse. ‘I’m not here to command. I’m here to observe your attack on that jagging bridge. Get on with it.’

The Bravanti general did what most powerful men did when confronting the sinister and undefined authority of a Night Courtier: he fumed and blustered, then did what he was told. He had a thousand men against a few hundred and he threw them forward.

But numbers availed little, initially, for the enemy were defending a narrow, fortified front, and they were led by former Vestal knights and vyr. The arrow barrages were ineffectual and the assault was quickly hurled back.

‘Take that jagging bridge,’ Damiano raged. ‘The Most High shall hear of this!’

General Guilan blanched and ordered his men forward again, but Romara Challys’ new Templars just gobbled them up and spat them back. The rankers were visibly dispirited now.

‘Where are the Lighter knights?’ Damiano demanded. ‘Where are your glyma-men?’

The general pointed across the river, where lines of grey and yellow were formed up on the slopes, protecting the approach to Jarlman’s Gap. ‘There,’ he muttered. ‘All there, waiting to join the main assault.’

‘The main assault?’ Damiano fumed. ‘There’ll be no assault today, General: it’s almost midday and we’re on the defensive, if you hadn’t jagging noticed. Where are your reserves?’

‘Over there,’ the general shouted. ‘They were sent over the river last night to attack Northgate and now they’re scattered over that field. I need more men.’

Damiano remembered issuing that order himself, to ensure they had enough men to carry the gates. Is this my fault? he wondered. More importantly, will Jovan see it that way?

Realising he’d get nothing from this fruitless attack, he snapped, ‘Hold your ground here. Contain them. I’m going to find a real general, someone who can carry out a basic order and win.’ Then he stomped away, aware he was behaving like a petulant child.

I snatched command here to ensure Vaziella Virago didn’t eclipse me, he reminded himself. I’ve taken all this on my own shoulders. Now I must lift it.

Even the improving weather was working against him now – there was no mist to hide him if he flew to where he was needed, on the west bank, so he had to waste time taking a barge across, in full view of the bridge. He felt Romara Challys’ stare as he was poled past, just out of arrow-range, fully aware of what he was. Her red hair flew like a banner.

I’ll have your head by dusk, he vowed, before turning his mind to the next step: sweeping the rebel cavalry from the west bank and trapping Challys’ men on the bridge.

Dismembering that bitch will make up for this aggravation, he told himself. And it’ll ensure that I still come out of today in favour.

Coordinating an army was an almost hopeless task when orders and reports could take hours to reach their recipients – or never arrive at all. Many battles came about entirely by accident, as armies who didn’t even know they were near each other collided in the wilderness and fought themselves to a standstill over nameless, worthless land.

So Romara wasn’t surprised as the stakes escalated, clash by clash. Her Falcons had seen off three assaults from the east, each feebler than the last. The imperials were short of glyma-knights, or perhaps they were unwilling to risk them, leaving their men vulnerable to battle-magic. Meanwhile, the archon was pushing at the main body of imperials north of the city, but they were constantly being reinforced from the west.

We’ve lost momentum and surprise, she thought grimly. It’s been a success, but now we must extricate ourselves. She turned her mind to ways to achieve that.

All but one of her decagon were anchoring her defences; the last, a former vorlok, was helping her engineers undermine the bridge. Collapsing such a structure wasn’t a simple matter of just setting it alight, and they were running out of time.

‘Take command here,’ she told Gram. ‘I need a word with Felvaro.’

She rode into the plains, finding Felvaro Devani forming up a defensive line of infantry facing Jarlman’s Gap. Arrows were flying in both directions, but the Templars’ arcane shields were repelling the worst, something the enemy didn’t have.

‘They’re losing men faster than us,’ Felvaro told her, ‘but they can wear those losses. We need to fall back while we can.’

‘I’m with you there,’ she told him, ‘but the bridge is well-made and not easily collapsed. We’re undermining the central pillars, but we need another thirty minutes.’

The archon glanced behind him at the distant walls and the imperials massing in Jarlman’s Gap above. ‘Half an hour . . . We’ll need to repel another attack and I’m not sure we can.’

‘Then we must yield the bridge intact,’ she told him.

‘No, no,’ he replied, ‘we’ll hold – but for Akka’s sake, get it done.’

He was stressed, so she made sure to stay calm. ‘We’ll hold, Milord. Trust us.’ Then she saluted, hand to heart, turned her mount and sped back towards the bridge.

Vazi calmed as she watched the battle take shape. The rebels’ earlier gains had stalled, with more and more imperial troops marching in from the west flank, thickening their lines in front of Jarlman’s Gap. It was time to counter-attack.

‘If the rebels below us don’t pull back soon, they’ll be overwhelmed,’ Glyndeth noted with satisfaction. ‘This will be a victory, you’ll see. We’ll outlast them.’

‘Or heads will roll,’ Vazi replied. Damiano’s, I hope.

They were still on their hill beside Jarlman’s Gap. To the north, through the narrow defile, she saw swamps still wreathed in mist, from which a nameless stream crawled. Before them, thick rows of imperial pikemen waited like bristling hedgehogs, facing lines of Templar soldiers. She’d just seen Romara Challys conferring with the enemy commander, then gallop back to the bridge. She’d longed to swoop in and take her on, but Glyndeth had reminded her it was forbidden.

‘Ah, there’s Damiano,’ Glyndeth noted, pointing to the lizard-masked Night Courtier, who’d arrived off a ferry and now marched up to the command group below. In moments, it was the black-cloaked man directing the counter-attack.

Finally, the day began to turn their way: the pikemen drove forward in a massive wave and the rebel horsemen and footmen were swept back to the gates. Suddenly Romara Challys’ men were trapped on the bridge, able to be assailed from east and west.

‘Now,’ Vazi exclaimed. ‘Come on, Argossi: attack the bridge now, from both ends!’

Damiano was no fool: he was waving his arms and pointing, and the imperial left flank wheeled towards the western end of the bridge, three or four thousand footmen pounding down the long slope, with riders streaming ahead to hem Challys’ men in.

‘Bang goes the trap,’ Glyndeth remarked. ‘Dear Akka, let her be taken alive.’

Suddenly, everything was going wrong. Romara had barely arrived back at the bridge when the imperial phalanxes on the northern slopes flooded forwards, directed by the Night Courtier she’d seen crossing the Odara. They pushed Felvaro’s men backwards, overwhelming them with sheer numbers, despite taking the lion’s share of the casualties. She couldn’t fault Felvaro’s efforts, but inside ten minutes the imperial cavalry had swept all the way to the river, south of her position, and cut her off, leaving only her Falcons, a century of men, facing thousands on either side of them.

‘Bring this bridge down,’ she shouted to Argon. ‘Falcons, we have to move.’

But it was already too late. The imperials, recognising her plight, were now advancing on both flanks. She saw the black-clad Night Courtier in his lizard mask of silver on the northern slopes, waving his arms to order the rest of the massed pikemen forward. The enemy wave was huge, she realised, but it was too late to run.

This is it, she realised. This is make or break . . . ‘Lads, form up on the west side! Argon, get everyone this side of the centre span – then bring it down!’

She strode into the midst of the men milling at the west end, preparing to sell their lives dearly against the ranks thundering towards them. She found Gram, took a moment to regret all they hadn’t yet done in their brief time together. Then, with nothing left to lose, she let her vyr battle-form come, the horn and the see-through skin and the bulk of a giant, as Gram did likewise. They roared – and incredibly, her Falcons cheered them.

You’ve stood by me in my worst moments, she thought. I love you all.

Then she prepared to die with them.

Merely observing was hard, but there was satisfaction in finally seeing the day turn their way. Vazi watched with bated breath as the assault began. Despite her resentment of Damiano Argossi, his grip was sure as he forced the main enemy body back, while his left flank moved with precision to trap the rebels on Fennaloth Bridge.

There’ll be no escape this time, Challys!

Damiano took to the skies again, waving ironically to Glyndeth and her as he passed. He’d just unleashed his reserves from their position in Jarlman’s Gap and now he was heading for the east side to launch the next attack there.

It felt decisive. She turned to Glyndeth. ‘Let’s move closer.’

‘Aye,’ he agreed, salivating in anticipation. ‘I want to see this new magic in action.’

Then they both froze, because suddenly the hills behind them were reverberating with a deep, low sound echoing from the swamps north of Jarlman’s Gap and out into the plains, before fading into an ominous moan.

‘By the Maw, what was that?’ she asked.

Glyndeth’s homely face took on a faintly uneasy air. ‘I know not,’ he said softly, ‘but I’m told something similar was heard in Tyr, before the erlings disappeared.’ He gazed about uncertainly. ‘It’s as if . . .’

Premonitions flooded her brain an instant before more horns sounded and dark shapes, too big to be human, began to emerge from the misty gloom inside Jarlman’s Gap.
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The Final Charge

The Charge and its Legacy

It was a moment that defined a nation: the charge of the Sanctor Wardens which saved Talmont from the Kharagh. Even though time has tarnished their memory, that one pure deed shall endure for eternity. In our hearts, we all crave such a moment, when courage meets need and the stars align. Glory is both fleeting and eternal.

Chronicles of Talmont, 1321

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

After leaving Hyastar more than a week ago, Elindhu and Soren took Hruskallir’s warband back to Nara, where she’d planted and harvested pippins from her newly grown tree in the old apple courtyard at the heart of the castle. With it, she’d converted every erling with the glyma to the ancient mha geas, and spent a few days helping them adjust.

She dispersed her most trustworthy erling magicians to every known erlhaafen, all with seeds and enchanted apples. But they couldn’t wait for support, she and Soren returning to the swamps north of Hyastar with every able-bodied erling willing to fight, meaning to slip through the imperial cordon and back into the city. The misty fens protected them from detection – until they reached Jarlman’s Gap.

The responsibility of having assembled the first erling army in centuries was terrifying. The flower of my people are here, Elindhu worried. If we lose, I’ve doomed my kind.

The very best of them had answered the call: tall, handsome archers with flowing locks and graceful bodies, massive trulkas with weapons that could flatten a horse, and dozens of newly initiated conjurors wielding the mageas. They were a small but formidable force – and irreplaceable. The risk of losing the cream of her people’s fighting men and women was immense, but Elindhu had become convinced everything now hinged on what was happening in Hyastar, even if that meant erlings dying to protect humans.

They’d been waiting for the right moment for three days, resolving disputes and issues, keeping her wayward people focused, but with the city now surrounded, they couldn’t get in.

That morning, Garulf, Hruskallir’s best scout, had woken them well before dawn, reporting movement in the enemy lines. ‘Am thinking there will be blood this day, Crysophalae,’ the ragged, red-capped hunter told her. ‘We need to be alert.’

‘At last,’ she muttered to Soren. ‘Let’s make sure we’re ready.’

Garulf was right: battle began before dawn as the rebels unleashed a surprise assault, exploding from the northern gates and assailing lines of encamped and unprepared imperials. As she watched, the bridge over the Odara was seized, and supply dumps looted and set alight. The sounds of combat and the wails of the injured filled the air as the sun rose.

Her erlings growled hungrily, straining at the leash.

‘Not yet,’ Soren told her, as if he’d seen this all before. With the male gods of the Twelve inside him, he carried himself like a lord – and his shadow was horned.

Elindhu felt Rienhagh the Huntress slide inside her, and her whole body shuddered – then spurs of bone burst from her knuckles, her nails grew by inches and her body was suddenly corded with lean muscle. Her hair unwound, snaking about her, hissing, as she seized a spear.

‘When?’ she growled. ‘When do we strike?’

Hruskallir, Garulf and the others reacted in alarm, but Soren and the male gods grinned savagely. ‘Soon.’ His body began to change as well. ‘Very soon . . .’

Watching the imperial counter-attack, they saw Romara’s small force trapped on the bridge, divided from their allies, who were driven back to the gates. The imperials unleashed their reserves, including the packed lines of pikemen below, which meant nobody was watching the Gap any more – and nobody knew they were there.

‘Now,’ Soren and the gods inside him roared.

‘Mha grian,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Blow the horn—’

Soren raised the Gallarhorn, brought all the way from Tyr, to his lips. As he did, immense antlers burst from his temples and his legs became those of a stag. He looked like wild nature incarnate, and when he blew, the air throbbed, filling Elindhu with the urge to pound the earth with her feet, scream at the sky and run down their enemies.

Rienhagh made her howl as the spear in her hands turned star-bright. She thrust it aloft, and her conjurors answered by calling the mageas, lighting their own weapons. As they did, the swamp lit up, and hundreds, maybe thousands, of giant beetles, arachnids and other insects crawled, scuttled and fluttered into the open, the kindred of the creatures guarding the vivalocus. She felt her heart thundering.

‘We are the Hunters of the Twelve!’ she shrieked. ‘Mount and ride!’

She hurled herself onto the back of a huge stag-beetle, Soren scrambling up behind her. Her warband were quick to follow suit, choosing their own mounts.

Soren blew the Gallarhorn again, and they flooded south, out of Jarlman’s Gap. The mist following them, while thunder cracked and rain began to sleet down.

Did I do that? she wondered. With Rienhagh inside her, everything felt possible.

In moments, they were on the lower slopes, streaming across the rainswept fields towards the river. To right and left, imperial trumpets shrilled the alarm and the men in their path tried to flee as their worst nightmares were disgorged from the murk.

They’re just pawns in Jovan’s game, she thought bleakly, but we must sweep them from the board . . . She shouted to the skies, levelled her spear, and it blazed even brighter.

Glyndeth Irideus shot Vazi a startled look as they spun to face Jarlman’s Gap, where the horn’s blast still echoed. Ignoring the need to remain secret, he conjured wings and took to the air, so Vazi followed, along with a dozen more Alephi of Glyndeth’s coterie, who closed about Glyndeth and Vazi, their imperious faces pale and confused.

A storm front had arisen from nowhere and was sweeping in, unforeseen – impossible. Dark shapes were moving in the mist; she saw a shadowy mass flowing out of the gap and down the long slope towards the nearest imperial units, who were frantically turning and reforming. Centurions barked commands. Brazen trumpets brayed warnings.

That these were enemies was clear – and if they broke through here, they’d hit the imperials at the western end of the bridge from behind and punch through to Romara Challys’ force at the bridge.

This is a crucial moment, Vazi realised, drawing her flamberge.

Clearly, Glyndeth understood as well. ‘That line must hold!’ he roared, tearing across the sky. His cabal of Alephi, lit up like fireflies, converged and dived after him.

Only observe, Jovan had told Vazi. Do not fight. You are too precious.

But battle instincts took over and she followed Glyndeth through the lashing rain, her foresight finally showing her glimpses of what they faced: impossible beasts with horns and carapaces, ridden by amber-eyed warriors with gleaming bronze spears and fiery arrowheads. Among them scampered wiry, goblin-like beings and creatures something like armoured animals, scampering on all fours.

Erlings! she realised with a shock. What are they doing here?

It made no sense: erlings didn’t fight. They ran or hid.

Elindhu Morspeth, she realised. The jagging Falcons again . . .

The imperial soldiers looked terrified as they planted their pikes and peered through the sleet, finally seeing the enemy: massive beetles and insects ridden by hulking trulkas, and lean warriors and witches, all lit by a strange luminosity.

Against an unknown foe, take their measure before committing, the textbooks all said. Vazi remained cool enough to do so, despite the glyma roiling inside her. She stopped in the air, wings flickering like a hummingbird, as Glyndeth’s Alephi flashed on, diving into the path of the erling horde, trying to shield the footmen, clearly thinking themselves invincible.

The collision made her shudder, despite every battle she’d seen.

The first Alephi to strike went for the lead attacker, a massive trulka five paces tall atop some kind of insectoid beast as large as a phaunt. The Alephi moved in flashes, powered by glyma and a touch of the aegis, but the beast moved as insects move, with startling speed. The Alephi drove his blade at the trulka as the insect reared. The flamberge crunched into the creature’s head – but a dozen or more teeth-like spikes around its head flashed inwards, skewering the winged man from all sides, though none fatally. He howled and thrashed, until the rider buried his massive axe in the Alephi’s skull and he fell into the muck.

As smaller insects swarmed over them, Glyndeth’s Alephi blazed flame, incinerating all they could – but there were too many, and insects the size of ponies were attacking them with immense pincers, claws and stingers. Most went down, howling from dozens of wounds. One was skewered and ploughed under the horde, still screaming because his head was intact – until a horned monstrosity ended that. In seconds, six more immortals were dead or dying.

Holy Akka, Vazi thought, how do we fight that?

Her eyes sought Glyndeth, who was shooting upwards, flanked by his three remaining Alephi, and hounded by a cloud of insects as big as dogs. The charge of the erlings had barely been checked, their advance guard bullocking into the pikemen, ripping men apart and swarming onwards unchecked, hooting and hissing, towards the bridge.

Vazi realised instantly that Damiano’s men, facing the bridge and caught up in their advance, were deaf and blind to what was going on behind them. This was a disaster in the making and instinct took over. She dropped into a dive, searing in, cleaving the head from an erling hag on a massive dragonfly, then landing on the back of an even bigger cockroach carrying a quartet of goblinesque erlings. She hacked through them, kicking two off and slaying the rest, then plunged her blade double-handed through the skull of the insect, shooting away as it went down. Glyndeth wheeled and dived to her aid, with his trio of escorts blasting fire and force into the masses to try and break them up.

‘Damiano!’ Vazi shrieked, but the roar of battle drowned her.

She was shielding desperately as swarms of flying insects poured in, mostly giant dragonflies and wasps. The largest had riders who sent searing energy bolts at her as they closed in, claws and pincers snapping. A shrieking, amber-eyed woman on a buzzing wasp thrust a bronze trident at her. Vazi met the woman’s blow with a parry while wrenching her body away from the stinger that had snapped round to impale her, sheared off the wasp’s right wings and sent the harridan spinning towards the ground. But before she could get free, a dark-skinned antlered man on a flying stag beetle almost decapitated her with his curved blade. She riposted, nearly taking her attacker’s eye, but the beetle’s jaws pincered in at blinding speed, met in her chest plate and gouged the steel before glancing off. The impact undid her, sending her crashing groundwards, but premonitions enabled her to drive her blade up under the skull cavity of the giant insect and kill it as she dropped.

She was trapped beneath its dead weight as the rider leapt clear, but somehow, she got free and tore up, wings of light beating frantically, in time to see Glyndeth fighting a hag with a bright spear and hair that moved like tentacles – a garish caricature of Elindhu Morspeth, twice her natural size and howling like a berserker. She was matching Glyndeth blow for blow, until the dark-skinned antlered man reappeared and crunched his curved blade into the back of Glyndeth’s neck. The Alephi torturer went down and was instantly torn apart by the horde below. His escort scattered, leaving Vazi alone.

I must report! This is impossible—

The horrific nature of her foes gave her a flash of clarity. Jovan was right: erlings were degenerates who trafficked with the Devourer. Beauty and goodness went hand in hand, and ugliness was evil. They all had to die.

She tore skywards again, trying to shake off the insects, which now included travesties like winged spiders, crisping them as she streaked towards the silver ribbon of the Odara River, when she felt a sharp pain on her left calf, slapped it, and crushed something.

Too late. Numbness struck her, then burning pain.

Elysia, have mercy, she begged, trying to burn the venom out, but neither glyma nor aegis had any effect against the poison. She tried fire, screamed at the pain, then realised she’d ignited her own elobyne blood! Howling, trying to extinguish it, she reeled across the sky.

The river, she thought blindly, I must reach . . .

She hit it before she knew, plunged in and under, and the world faded away . . .

The imperials hit the barricades at both ends of Fennaloth Bridge and everything turned to chaos. Gram took the east, shouting encouragement from the second rank until the knight in front of him went down. He stepped into the breach, knowing that few survived the front line for long, so he was now counting his lifespan in moments. But shielding with mageas and lashing out, he hurled the imperial footmen back. His axe became a blur, its heavy head crunching through flesh and bone, crumpling steel and shattering helms.

They were horribly outnumbered, every kill just a brief respite, for the barrier was buckling and there could be no reinforcements because behind them, Romara was defending the other end of the bridge. It felt like half the imperial army was right here, and there was no way to retreat.

We were too slow, tried to hold too long, he thought. We’ve messed this up.

Weirdly, he’d never felt so alive. It was as if everyone else was moving half a second slower than him, every blade wielded more ponderously, every strike more obvious. Each moment pushed him beyond what he had thought his limits were, fighting on drenched in blood, terror and exhilaration.

‘Get this bridge down!’ he roared, unsure if the engineers could even hear him. That he’d be trapped on the east end didn’t matter: sometimes, sacrifices had to be made.

Another Lighter took him on, but he blocked with his haft, then split the man’s skull and the dance began again with another partner out of his depth and dead in an instant. The Falcons were holding still, despite the weight of numbers, despite the weariness.

It can’t last, Gram knew. Soon it’ll all come crashing down.

That moment came closer as a trio of Alephi appeared and three of his decagon went down. They gestured, the barricades collapsed and through the press came the beautiful, deadly Alephi, led by a tousle-haired Aquini who hacked down a dazed Templar mage. He levelled his blade at Gram, clearly claiming him.

Fine, he thought. You’re mine, too.

At the western end of the bridge, Romara was entirely focused on shielding and blocking, then lashing out when she could as the enemy tried to drive her and her Falcons back. Somewhere behind, she could sense Gram fighting for his life.

She carved an instant for herself, driving her blade through the eye slits of a knight’s helm, and as he fell, she saw the sea of foes behind him, looking up at her, hundreds of soldiers with hate on their faces . . .

And behind them was something she could barely comprehend.

Out of the unexpected driving rain that had started minutes ago, came shapes of darkness, and at first she felt utter horror, because there were giants, twice as tall as a man, and insects the size of horses, carapaced as if by some demon armourer.

Has the Devourer’s Maw opened, as the Book prophecies?

Then she saw someone resembling Soren – but with antlers and twice his height – and another figure like a snake-haired war-witch who looked like Elindhu, riding these impossible creatures, and recognised the silhouettes of erlings, trulkas and alfar swordsmen and goblins, waving bronze blades and stone axes and shrilling war-cries.

It is them! Akka on High!

A more bizarre rescue she couldn’t imagine, but she roared encouragement as the enemy, realising they were caught between hammer and anvil, began to fall apart.

The ground was rumbling, thunder booming as the rain lashed in, but Gram couldn’t look away as the Aquini Alephi flashed towards him, parried a couple of blows, then outmanoeuvred him and slashed open his side. The glowing steel blazed into his midriff, so fast there was no way he could follow the Aquini’s blow. The next thrust skewered his thigh and he croaked in pain, stumbling as the Aquini hissed in triumph and readied a killing blow.

But just then, riders crashed into the enemy’s rear, somehow clearing the barricades without tumbling over the tangled debris, and loomed above them both. The Alephi spun and saw riders in green and gold – legendary riders, ploughing into the enemy rear.

Sanctor Wardens, Gram thought, dazed. The Wardens are charging!
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One Last Mad Gallop

Time and Timing

Soldiering, it is said, is weeks and months of tedium, interspersed with seconds of terror. It’s those moments which reveal who a soldier truly is. Tiny moments can make fools of heroes, and heroes of fools.

Yanno Sofal, Secordium, 1321

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

It’d been a long day, and it wasn’t done yet. Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel reached the rendezvous northeast of Hyastar to find all the Warden masters and their trainees waiting. Ahriman told them battle had been joined in the fields north of the city; they barely had time to water their mounts before it was time to go again.

‘Stay behind,’ Jadyn pleaded with Aura and Evandriel. ‘Neither of you are trained for this.’

‘I have no intention of getting involved,’ Evandriel replied wryly. ‘Someone has to stay back and do the thinking, and I’m clearly best qualified for that.’

Aura, in true Nepari wife fashion, refused. ‘I fight for husband, he fight for me.’

‘But what if you’re pregnant?’ Jadyn whispered, as the wardens watched, amused.

‘Then baby will share in glorious victory.’

‘So you’re saying we’ll win?’ Danikos blurted, as if she’d just prophesied.

‘Not saying that. Moment is now!’ She pointed dramatically. ‘Wardens must ride!’

Ride they did, pelting headlong through the countryside, as a rain front began to darken the north fields. Topping a rise, they found they had come upon the enemy’s rearguard. The imperial army was hammering at both ends of a bridge, and there were blue-clad men trapped on that span. The banner flapping above depicted a blazon Jadyn knew well.

‘The Falcons,’ he shouted. ‘That’s Romara’s cohort.’ They looked trapped and he could see no rescue coming. Unless we do it . . .

There was only one possible option: to hit the imperials at the east end of the bridge and deal with as many as they could. The Devourer would take the rest.

This is it, Jadyn realised. This is that moment. This is our charge.

The Charge of the Wardens was the defining tale of Talmont, an act of heroism everyone clung to, when a small band of self-taught mage-knights crashed into the Kharagh horde before the gates of Petraxus and saved the empire. It was every young man’s dream to have been there, to have wielded a blade in those moments burned into the soul of the nation, immortalised in art and poetry and song. Two hundred men and women attacking a barbarian horde, creating the founding legend of the empire.

Jadyn had just forty riders, and these enemies were the empire itself.

Modern scholars now claimed the Charge was nothing so noble, just a stealthy attack against an unprepared foe, hitting a weak point at precisely the right moment, breaking an enemy who weren’t savages but nomads, seeking a safer home.

Such scholars were dullards, in Jadyn’s opinion.

‘Wardens,’ he roared, before someone could urge caution or retreat, ‘this is why we are alive! This is our moment! See that bridge? See those banners? Those are our comrades, and they need us.’ He threw his sword-arm up, pointing his blade at the sky. ‘Wardens, this is our Petraxus Gate. This is our legend! Are you with me?’

Even as he spoke, he expected somebody sensible to nay-say it all.

But there is a power in legends.

‘FOR AKKA AND ELYSIA!’ yelled the new wardens – just a few dozen master wardens and trainees – shrieking at the heavens. Then they dug in their spurs and charged, one last mad gallop into glory.

The fight at the eastern end of the bridge was horrific, trapped imperials fighting Elindhu’s erlings and Romara’s Falcons in desperation. The initial surprise of her people’s onset was waning as the Alephi used glyma fire against Elindhu’s swarm, torching swathes of the giant insects and forcing the erlings back. She had her warband with her, mighty Hruskallir and savage Onglamach and the rest, but they couldn’t reach Romara on the barricades. There were imperials at the east end of the bridge now, pushing inwards.

She shrieked to Reinhagh, the Hunt Goddess inside her, unleashing all the fury she could. Beside her, Soren was performing savage miracles, but they were trapped in mass combat and the tide had turned against them.

We’re losing, she realised. If we don’t get out, we die.

She couldn’t reach Romara and Gram was nowhere in sight. Her heart wailed inside her chest as the Alephi rallied the soldiers, who surged towards them and the knot of the mighty around them.

We won’t die easily, she swore, but we are going to die—

—except she suddenly sensed a new factor. On the east bank a knot of riders had burst through the rain haze and was storming onto the crowded bridge, driving bewildered imperial footmen aside, sending many crashing into the river. They wore green trimmed with gold.

Sanctor Wardens! The Wardens have risen from the grave to save us!

It was inconceivable that any foe would come from the east, so Damiano Argossi hadn’t conceived it. His eyes were on Gram Larch – until he heard an almighty clamour behind him and instinct honed by foresight blared a warning. He spun to see a wall of green-clad riders bearing down on him through the burning barricades, blades bared and the air shimmering.

Impossible, his brain said. The Wardens are dead.

But a moment later the riders were on him.

He tried to freeze the moment and use foresight to find a way out of the mêlée, but they countered him as if they had the aegis themselves. In seconds he was in a cage of flashing steel, then something with the force and bulk to overmatch his own strength crashed into his back and his face smashed into the ground. A fist gripped his hair, then his head was driven brutally into the stonework, shattering his nose and cheeks, spraying teeth as he thrashed about helplessly.

Giant hairy hands with nails like talons gripped both sides of his skull and snapped his neck. Feeling all awareness of his body evaporate, Damiano tried to plead mercy, but his head was pulled around and the face of the massive vorlok loomed over him.

‘This is your last sight,’ Gram Larch told him.

His fist pounded down, Damiano’s skull caved in, and everything went black.

Some things it was best not to see, but there was nowhere else to look. Elindhu averted her eyes from the hordes of insects devouring the piled remains of the imperial soldiers, turning their flesh and bones into nutrients for the Shadowlands. Only the Alephi corpses – nineteen of them, bleeding pallid, paste-like blood – were left untouched, because their elobyne-laced bodies were toxic. Those were being burned.

The battle that had been about to be lost was now won, thanks to the onset of her erlings, and the green-clad riders: who turned out to be, miraculously, the Sanctor Wardens, with Jadyn and Aura at their head. When they’d swept along the bridge, the surviving imperial soldiers had seen enough and run.

By late afternoon, Elindhu had sent Hruskallir with her people back through Jarlman’s Gap and into the swamp; none of them would have wanted to enter the city.

We played our part, she thought, with grim satisfaction. The Wardens wouldn’t have been enough, if we hadn’t attacked as well. She winked at Soren. ‘Shall we let Jadyn and Aura share our glory?’ she asked, feeling a bizarre whimsy, probably some form of hysteria.

‘A little,’ he chuckled. ‘But not too much.’

The gods and goddesses had left them in peace – or run out of the energy needed to sustain possessing them, perhaps. She felt exhausted, grief-stricken whenever she dwelt on their losses, and overcome with gratitude at the outcome. From his haunted eyes, she could see Soren felt the same. She went and hugged him, relieved beyond measure that they were both whole.

‘How many of the warband did we lose?’ Soren asked.

‘Three,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Hruskallir will cremate them tonight: it’s our way.’ She thought about how it had been to have the goddess inside her. ‘Reinhagh gave me strength and skills I don’t have: ancient battle-spells, how to fight, the drive to kill or be killed. I was never wholly in charge, especially in the thick of battle, but through her, I survived.’

‘I felt much the same,’ Soren replied. ‘The gods just wanted to rampage. I spent as much energy holding them back as I did fighting, but through them I could match those Alephi.’

She nuzzled his neck, inhaling his sweating potency. ‘You were wonderful.’

‘Aren’t I always, Aunty?’ He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her hard, then looked at her seriously. ‘I was petrified I’d lose you.’

‘Now you know how I feel,’ she replied. ‘May we never have to fight again.’

‘Why, is the war over?’

It was, for today.

Romara appeared, with Gram – bandaged but unbowed – and Jadyn and Aura, all of them beaming ear to ear. ‘The least we can do is feed you tonight, as thanks for saving our arses,’ Romara called warmly. ‘Get yourselves saddled up, Falcons. The road is before us, and it leads right to the biggest victory celebration we can find.’

It was nightfall by the time Vazi Virago regained awareness. She woke to a cold, fluid world of dark, greenish haze, sensing movement but discerning only murk. There was no air in her lungs and her clothes and hair moved about her, shifted by unseen currents.

At first, she thought she was dead and this was the Maw, then she remembered she’d been poisoned and burning as she plunged into the Odara River, doomed to drown.

But she was Alephi: her brain was intact and her heart still beat. Water alone could no longer kill her, but it could extinguish fire. With a monumental effort, she fought off her steel casings, floated up, broke through the surface and crawled ashore, vomiting filth from her stomach and lungs. By the time she made the bank she was breathing air again, wetly and painfully. She was somewhat downstream of where she’d entered the flow, but Hyastar was still in sight: the storm had blown over and sun was kissing its towers goodnight. The western sky was blood-red, promising a more clement day tomorrow. The fighting was over and the only noises of celebration were from the walled city.

A defeat, then. Where was Akka when the Devourer aided our enemies?

Her body was still far from recovered: her elobyne-infused skin was still horribly burned around the calves and thighs, discoloured blood oozing from flesh that looked like it had been splashed in acid. But she could sense her enchanted flesh fighting back.

I will survive.

She numbed the pain and clambered to her feet, staring around with her Alephi-enhanced eyes. Bodies were being loaded onto carts on the plains north of the city and around Fennaloth Bridge, while torch-holding columns were streaming away: imperial soldiers in retreat.

I failed my Lord, she realised. We all did. Then she extended that thought, and her heart almost stopped. Our failures make the End of All Things inevitable.

She contemplated running away, even if that meant seeking the unfound continents Jovan had spoken of. But duty compelled her. She must report, even if the price she paid was death.

With a terrible feeling of foreboding, she drew in as much power as she could without fainting and took to the air, heading for the chapel where she hoped the Most High would be.

Jovan sensed her coming, emerging from the chapel behind the manor where Joselu had his headquarters, utterly alone. She realised that even this headquarters had been abandoned, so the whole army must be in retreat. Even more devastated, she landed before her Saviour and fell to her knees. ‘Dear Lord, I let you down,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m unworthy of your trust. Punish me. Do what is just.’

‘Don’t overdramatise,’ he replied flatly, taking her hands and drawing her to her feet. ‘You’ve done no worse than any. Come, and tell me what you saw.’

‘But I failed—’

‘Vaziella,’ he interrupted. ‘Obey.’

She gulped and followed him meekly into the chapel. Damiano’s map and models had been ripped up and hurled into the corner. A wine cask lay broken against one wall.

Jovan tossed her a brandy keg.

She half-drained it, reeling.

‘Glyndeth is dead,’ he told her, in a wooden voice. ‘Damiano too. I’m told everyone from the erlings to the Wardens to Urghul herself showed up to fight for the rebels, not to mention beasts of the Underworld. This has been a disaster. I felt them die, but couldn’t discern how.’

‘I saw Glyndeth’s end,’ she told him, between swigs of the potent liquor. ‘He was bitten by giant venomous creatures, unnatural things from the Maw. I tried to warn you, but they got me too. I fell into the river and drowned. I failed you. I’ve earned your wrath.’

‘You survived the impossible,’ he replied. ‘To err is human, and even we Alephi are not yet divine. But anger is wasted energy when we face a crisis.’

She stared, fighting dizziness . ‘But I failed—’

‘Vaziella, to me you can do no wrong.’ Suddenly, he swept her up into his arms, gazing down at her while she all but swooned. Exhaustion, her wounds and the brandy hit her all at once, but he held her like she was the most valued thing in creation, his perfect face painted scarlet by the sunset through the stained glass. ‘My dearest,’ he said thickly, ‘I will show you how precious you are.’

Whether it was the relief of survival, or the delirium of the spider venom, or just drunkenness, to her amazed, horrified relief, her usual revulsion of human contact didn’t manifest as he drew off her sodden clothing, then slid off his own robes. Lit by the coloured light, he mounted the altar and then her, as she gazed up at his magically coloured skin, petrified yet mesmerised by his jutting phallus, erect and already dripping.

She had no words, no volition at all – only his will mattered.

She screamed inside as he broke her hymen, but fear of rejection paralysed her. Her skin crawled as he lowered himself onto her, her spine went rigid and her heart seemed to stop as he pushed all the way inside, tearing her open.

But she didn’t protest, with word or glance.

It hurt, but it was what he needed and she deserved that pain. She was too shattered to resist any more – she belonged to him anyway, so why shouldn’t he use her as he willed?

It wasn’t all bad. Her juices didn’t rise and his thrusting felt like it was ripping her apart, but when he came she felt a glow inside: not the sexual fulfilment she’d heard of but never dared to seek on her own, but the satisfaction of submission to his will. The rest will come, she decided, sinking into his embrace and letting him kiss and caress her, while telling her that he’d never let her go.

Afterwards, wrapped in a blanket in the belfry, drinking brandy together, Jovan revealed what was to come in response to the day’s shattering defeat.

‘The conditions have been met,’ he said flatly. ‘Our enemies have rediscovered the mha geas, the erlings have risen and the Devourer’s minions are victorious in a season of failed harvests and wildfires. Even the Wardens have reappeared. This was all foreseen in The Book of Lux – I know, because I wrote it. So now Elysium must rise, to save the Blessed from the coming conflagration, lest all good things perish.’

She swallowed at the enormity of his words. ‘Then this truly is the End of All Things? Can’t we fight on and win?’

‘Of course we can,’ he replied, ‘but I don’t wish to! I’m sick of these people and their carping and whining and treachery. I want to wipe the slate and start anew. There are whole continents to explore and conquer. Hytal is broken. It’s time for us to move on.’

‘But millions here will die,’ she said, trying not show just how appalled she was.

‘Yes, but they’re only sinners. We can regret their sinfulness, Vaziella, and wish we’d got through to them, but they have earned nothing but Devouring, even as we have earned Salvation.’ He faced her, his face solemn. ‘Our great task is begun.’

Then he rolled atop her again, and though she didn’t want him again so soon, with such dreadful revelations ringing inside her, she no longer felt she could refuse.

If all the sinners are to perish, she thought, as he pushed his way back into her tortured body, then let me die with them. It felt horribly like prophecy.

As he began to move again, and coherent thought was swept away, all she could do was cling on and hope this might be the making of her, not her ruin.

The imperial forces still outnumbered the defenders, but the defeat ended their will to fight, not just the footmen and knights, but among the Alephi themselves.

Crucially, Jovan had lost interest in the siege.

Does a forest fire care if one tree escapes the conflagration? he sneered. They’ll burn later. I have more important things to do.

One of those was seducing Vaziella, breaking down her barriers completely. He took her over and over, from above, below and behind, with less and less restraint. ‘We must make use of this chance,’ he told her. ‘A few months after becoming Alephi, a woman’s womb fails. I want you to bear my child while you can.’

He knew the thought terrified her, that a baby growing in her belly was to her like a tumour, but she was heart-warmingly brave. He filled her whenever he could, then listened to her belly avidly, using foresight to determine whether his seed had quickened her.

Not yet, he thought. But soon.

On the third day they had to leave the chapel. Elysian Templars were too near: the siege had fallen apart and their allies fled. They flew north to Nexus Isle. By then, Vaziella was pregnant.

‘It will be a blessed child, the culmination of sacred bloodlines,’ he told her, enraptured as he studied the future. ‘Two great lineages united: a child to rule all Creation.’

It was a portent: that victory was still to be his.

Two great lineages, Jovan had said. The phrase haunted Vazi as she struggled to decipher what it truly meant. I’m nobody special, she thought dazedly, as she recovered from her wounds in her suite of Nexus Isle. Really, I’m nobody. But I’m having his baby.

It felt good to please him, so she asked no questions.

Safely back on Nexus Isle, Jovan dressed her in rich, sleek silks and ensconced her in a suite next to his. Mercifully, he let her sleep alone again, but he treated her as a queen. He even showed her the vivalocus beneath the island, regaling her with tales of how with a fist-sized lump of extraterrestrial crystal he’d changed the world for ever.

The vivalocus could be accessed only through a tunnel in the elobyne mines, which was barred and warded, or by a long shaft that ran down the core of the island, only accessible from his suite at the pinnacle of the palace.

The chamber of the vivalocus itself was chilling: a circular hole deep underground through which scarlet light poured upwards, striking the giant elobyne crystal filling the ceiling above, the core of the volcano. Jovan boasted it weighed millions of tons.

‘Even I can’t enter that energy shaft,’ Jovan told her. ‘Not since I placed the elobyne lens in it. It refracted the old energy into pure glyma and made it deadly. It would disintegrate an Alephi in a few seconds, despite our nature. An ordinary human would vanish in a flash.’

‘Why do you leave it exposed?’ she asked, staring nervously at the fountain of red light.

‘Because I need it still. This is where we harvested the liquid elobyne required for the taniths, and for Mirophelius to create my dragons. And I must regularly manipulate the lens, adjusting its shape to increase or moderate the flow of glyma. In many ways, this chamber is the heart of my empire.’

She reflected on that. ‘What’s on the Shadowland side of it?’

‘Here, there is no this side or that side: it’s one place. Nobody can reach the lens from anywhere but here.’

‘Why is the lens so important?’

‘It’s the master crystal, the first one, which I melted and shaped into the lens. You might not be aware of what mages call “sympathetic magic” – it’s when you bind objects magically, so that what happens to one happens to the other. That principle is what makes elobyne so powerful: the energy flows, crystal to crystal, from the shards to the orison prayer-crystals to the orbs on a Vestal knight’s flamberge. But this is also our weakness: if this lens is damaged, every other piece of elobyne is as well. The result would be devastating. I have lived with that risk all this time – which is why security here is so important.’

She clutched her belly. To think that her existence, and her child’s, rested on such a thing shocked her, when Jovan had always seemed so invulnerable. And as she dwelt on it, she had a dreadful premonition of danger, right here.

‘You must remove the danger to us,’ she blurted. ‘Our child—’

His face became ever so slightly taut. ‘I’m already doing that. When I decided to end this Hytal empire and move on, I adjusted the flow to drain the vivalocus entirely. In a week or so this lens will be inert and safe to handle. At that point, I will have it crushed and remove that final vulnerability.’

‘Why have you waited so long?’

‘To accumulate sufficient power so that Elysium can rise.’

‘Rise?’

‘Now that we are one, I can tell you all,’ he told her. ‘But the best place to do that isn’t here, but far above.’ He stroked her stomach possessively. ‘But I can assure you that you’re safe, my darling, and so is our child. I swear this to you.’

Safe in his arms, she believed.

He took her on divine wings back to the highest tower just above his suite, where a giant throne like an exoskeleton of silver and elobyne stood in an otherwise empty, domed chamber, open to the skies like an observatory. From this throne, he could control the energy of the massive crystal on which the entire palace rested. ‘When I command Elysium to rise, it will be from here,’ he said grandly. ‘On the third day after the End is made known, I will command this fortress to rise into the sky and we will journey south, traversing the empire to another master vivalocus in central Abutha, where a whole new empire awaits our coming.’

That didn’t sound so bad. ‘Then what ends?’ she asked.

His voice grew imperious. ‘The unfortunate result of Elysium rising is that the power needed to impel this fortress into the sky and hold it aloft as we move south will cause a continuous discharge of energy that will devastate everything within a thousand kylos of our passage. As we pass over Petraxus, Secordium, Hyastar, Desantium, Mardium, Bedum-Mutaza and the Caliphates, we will incinerate all life beneath us.’

Holy Jagatai, she thought, awed. Millions will perish.

‘Could you not avoid those places?’ she asked, because she had to.

But deep inside, she was saying, Better them than me and my child.

She hated that part of her, but had no answer to it.

‘Of course we could avoid them,’ Jovan sniffed. ‘But I choose not to. They are sinners, and for them, this will be the Maw opening. It’s what they deserve, and it fulfils The Book of Lux – my book, my prophecies. That’s what’s important. That, and our child.’


INTERLUDE

Salvation

The Divine Right of Kings

As time passes, there is a tendency for more authority to accrue to fewer people. Large kingdoms swallow smaller ones, the people becoming mere chattels of their new, unwanted rulers, who make far-reaching decisions affecting people they neither know or care about. Many believe this tyranny is natural: ‘Akka the Father rules alone,’ they insist, and, ‘As above, so below’. But our rulers are not gods – though some like to say they are.

Inchalus Sekum, scribe, Bedum-Mutaza, 1463

Bedum-Mutaza

Winter 1472

Eindil Pandramion, third hierophant of that name, took the crown from his own head – a shocking blasphemy, as only a priest was supposed to crown or uncrown him – and with a sigh of relief, placed it beside him on the garden seat. He stretched and twisted his neck, wincing as bones cracked, then slumped in his seat and greeted the ducks that waddled up.

He produced a pouch of seed Robias had slipped him, and for a few minutes, he enjoyed the bliss of giving, chuckling at how the birds scrambled for the bounty from his hand. A metaphor for kingship, no doubt. But it felt nice to imagine it was love as he basked in the early morning cool, knowing that nothing else today would be as pleasant as this moment.

Much more of this city will kill me, he thought. I’m so sick of it here.

But leaving for Petraxus early would be tantamount to abdication, and could fracture the Triple Empire. Robias advised against it.

With the seed finished, the ducks lost interest and drifted off. Eindil closed his eyes, trying to imagine away the city, but not quite managing: Bedum truly never slept. And for days now, it had been simmering with menace. Refugees from the coast had been flooding in, tens of thousands of them. The Day Court claimed they could deal with it, if properly funded. But the amount of coin they required kept rising.

By contrast, the Night Court were curiously few, just a sprinkling of masks each night, offering nothing but threats. Control the rabble, they told him. Earn the crown we gave you.

His wives and children whined and moaned, pleading for his attention – not out of love, but insecurity. He turned them all away. Vaziella is dead. You’re all strangers to me.

Hearing discreet footsteps, he reached for the crown, before seeing that it was only Robias, with bundles of parchments. Eindil braced himself for another day of bad tidings.

‘Greetings, Great One,’ Robias said, kneeling with papers tucked under one arm. ‘I trust you are well this morning.’

‘Well as ever, my friend,’ Eindil sighed. ‘What news?’

Robias looked up at him. ‘Great One, our scouts say there are more than one hundred thousand refugees outside the city, and insufficient food to feed those we’ve already taken in. The Sultan of Bedum and the Caliph of Mutaza have sent the Caliph’s chief scribe to deliver a joint letter from them.’ He indicated a man lurking near the garden gates, with a shaven, tattooed scalp and a beard of thick grey braids. ‘That’s him, Inchalus Sekum.’

‘You’ve read me his missives critiquing imperial rule,’ Eindil recalled. A carping perfectionist who wants the impossible. ‘Shall we execute him? I’m happy to oblige.’

‘Protocol says you must respond to his letter, Great One,’ Robias said calmly. ‘And Majesty, I rather like the man.’

Eindil blinked in surprise. ‘Why?’

‘Those who dare to speak truth to powerful rulers are rare and valuable, Great One. Elsewise, far-reaching decisions are based on fallacies and mistruths.’

Eindil chuckled. ‘What a novel thought. Next, you’ll be telling me heralds and scribes are the true rulers of the world.’ They shared a smile, and he thought again what a treasure Robias was. His one true friend. ‘You’re still the only name on my list of those I would save,’ he told him. ‘When the End comes.’

‘I’m not worthy,’ the stentor replied, ‘but thank you.’

‘Well, I think you are, and I’m infallible.’ Eindil studied Inchalus Sekum and decided he looked sinister. ‘Take his letter and send him away. I’ll respond in my own time, not his.’

Robias went to speak to the tattooed scribe, while Eindil eyed the heavy crown, dreading putting the damned thing on again. But time was passing and there was much to do.

Then he smiled, realising there were still a few seeds at the bottom of his pouch, after all. He scooped them out and flung them to the ground, bringing the ducks swarming back in. He laughed at the fowls’ squabbling, feeling like a child again.

Then everything froze: the ducks slowed and stopped, wings outspread, beaks open. Their quacking and the liquid sound of the fountain diminished to a bass moan as two black-robed, cowled and masked figures strode through the unmoving tableau.

Blankman and the dragon-masked woman, Eindil recognised, going rigid in fright – or perhaps he too was caught in frozen time? He felt like his next heartbeat might be his last.

Blankman made a scything gesture and the ducks came apart, blood spraying everywhere in slow motion, dismembered body parts scattering. A moment later he and his companion were standing over Eindil, staring down with judgemental eyes.

‘Hierophant,’ Blankman said, his voice a flat monotone. ‘I bring grave news.’

Eindil’s eyes saw only the blood still staining the air like mist, and the slaughtered birds. They loved me, he thought numbly. I loved them.

‘They’re only birds,’ Blankman said impatiently, as if he’d heard the thought. ‘Their time had come.’ He clicked his fingers, as if to gain the attention of a child. ‘Are you listening?’

Eindil realised belatedly that he could be rendered to red mist just as easily. ‘Uh, yes?’

Blankman leaned over him, his voice dropping. ‘Hierophant, your forces in Hyastar have been defeated. The so-called “Elysian Templars” drove them from the city. This is a Harbinger of Doom.’ He gestured, the letter Robias had just handed to Eindil flew to the masked man’s hand, and he read it. ‘The key phrases of this missive from the Sultan of Bedum and the Caliph of Mutaza are: “With all respect, Hierophant, we see your weakness and bid you to jag off before we take your head”.’ Blankman flung the letter aside. ‘Your subjects are rebelling, Eindil. Your kingdom is falling.’

‘No,’ Eindil blurted, his eyes seeking Robias, standing with the caliph’s scribe. Both men were immobile, their bodies locked in time, out of reach. ‘No, it can’t be.’

Blankman straightened, his voice becoming distant. ‘Eindil, you have served as best you could, and by ancient tradition you are entitled to join the Redeemed in Elysium. I warned you some days ago to ready a list of those you would save with you. Assemble them now: it is time to begin your pilgrimage to Paradise.’

Eindil looked up at him. Am I still welcome in heaven? It felt miraculous.

‘There’s only one name on my list,’ he managed. ‘My stentor, Robias.’

‘Just one?’ Blankman said, in a coldly exasperated voice. ‘I have reserved one thousand places for you. What of your wives and children?’

‘Whores and parasites. I never want to see any of them again.’

‘But some are children, infants—’

‘Scum. Progeny of a tainted line.’

‘Your own?’ Blankman asked dangerously. ‘And the line of Jovan?’

‘My father’s line,’ Eindil retorted. ‘My jagging father, the great Genadius, may he be devoured for all eternity.’

He was, on some level, aware of who he was speaking to – Jovan Lux, founder of the Triple Empire, the greatest man to ever live and his own distant ancestor – but there were no real consequences, because death would be a relief. It was immortality he dreaded.

But he was also petrified of pain and torture, and the Maw that surely awaited him.

Perhaps when my youth is returned, life will seem endurable again? he hoped, bargaining with himself, fear for survival. ‘Please,’ he mumbled, ‘I don’t mean any offence.’

‘Surely there are others?’ Blankman asked. ‘You have children of the sacred blood.’

‘I would rather save the servants who tend my garden.’

‘Commoners are not worthy of Elysium,’ Blankman told him. ‘They must have the wit and breeding to deal with high matters.’

Perhaps suicidally, Eindil stood. ‘What, like the courtiers I must deal with every day and night? I would sooner cut off my own hands than give them the merest glimpse of Paradise. Send them to the Maw, along with the caliphs and generals and merchant scum who pollute this place. Give me honest poor men or women, or no one.’

Dragon-mask eyed him as if he were a puppy which had just performed a surprising trick, but Blankman snorted and said, ‘You’ve never met a poor man in your life, Hierophant. Believe me, they’re a disappointment.’ He tsked. ‘Very well. You and Stentor Robias must come with us: now.’

‘Now? But my clothes, my things—’

‘Are irrelevant. Elysium has everything you will need. Come, both of you.’

Blankman clicked his fingers and the world started moving again. The first thing he heard was a gasp. Robias and Inchalus Sekum were staring at him aghast. To them, the two Night Courtiers must have appeared from nowhere, and the ducks had simply disintegrated.

Eindil called, ‘Robias, send Master Sekum away and attend upon me.’ His voice came out thin and anxious. ‘Please, hurry.’

The scribe clearly needed no encouragement to leave, but for a second, Eindil feared his only friend would also flee. But thankfully, that moment passed and the stentor hurried up, carefully not looking at the masked courtiers. ‘What is it, Master?’

‘The time has come, my friend,’ Eindil managed. ‘We must go now.’

The stentor went as white as milk. ‘Today? Now?’ His eyes flickered to the two masked courtiers, who were as still and forbidding as statues. ‘But your duties—’

‘None of that matters,’ Blankman said impatiently.

‘But if he vanishes there’ll be chaos – people will die in their thousands—’

‘They’re going to die anyway,’ the masked man said reasonably. ‘Are you coming, Stentor? Do you want your eternal reward, or would you prefer to die with the sinners?’

Robias’ expression crawled through denial, horror and then, over three aeon-long seconds, resolved in calm. ‘As my master wills,’ he said meekly.

‘Thought so,’ Blankman sneered. ‘Come.’

He and his dragon-masked companion led Eindil and Robias through the palace grounds to the Forbidden Garden, an acre of dense foliage surrounding the sarcophagi of past hierophants, tombs that Eindil suspected to be largely empty. He was amazed his trembling legs could bear him, but they did give way when they entered the central clearing and he came face to face with two milky-white winged reptiles, large as phaunts, with long necks and tails and folded wings, feasting on the sacred peacocks which roosted here.

Dragons, he thought, astounded yet somehow not surprised. Of course Akka’s greatest servant has dragons.

The two beasts turned with hungry eyes as they saw him, but Blankman chided them, then indicated the double saddles on the beasts’ backs, perched above the forelegs. ‘My beast and I will bear your servant, Hierophant. You shall ride with Dragon, my bodyguard.’

Blankman pulled off his mask, and Eindil fell to his knees.

Dear Akka, it really is Him.

Robias crashed down too, stunned, then he pressed his face to the dirt.

That face: long-haired, bearded, serene and gentle, Talmoni nobility and mastery embodied. It shone from the pages of The Book of Lux and gazed down from every icon in every church and cathedral in the Triple Empire: the face of the Founder, the Most High, the first Hierophant and Saviour, who would die and come again to save humanity at the last.

Eindil’s world seemed to stop, along with his heart.

‘Great Jovan,’ he moaned. ‘I am not worthy.’

‘Few are,’ Jovan replied drily, ‘but I’m nothing if not merciful.’ Then he nodded, and his female companion removed her dragon mask.

‘Vaziella!’ Eindil blurted, then he buried his face and began to cry.


Part Three

THE END OF ALL THINGS
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To See Things As They Are

Masses and Moments

There are so many people in our world that it can feel impossible for an individual to matter. But we have a way as humans of placing pivotal decisions in the hands of individuals. Rightly or wrongly, we invest kings, prelates and demagogues with the authority to make vast changes to how we live and what we do. But there are also moments when individuals can appear, apparently at random, at a moment in time, a tipping point, and do the unthinkable. They too can change the world.

Pasterius, Scholar, Secordium, Winter 1472

Hyastar, Miravia

Winter 1472

Romara couldn’t help gazing about her, grinning like a child on their birthday. My Falcons, she kept thinking. They’ve come back to me.

The table was groaning with platters of food, bread and cheese, steaming piles of roast meats, flasks of beer and wine. Gram was beaming too, Elindhu, in human guise, was holding hands with Soren on the sofa, and Jadyn and Aura were regaling them with a quick-fire account of all that had befallen them, interspersed with Nilis Evandriel’s inserted asides, explanations and pithy observations. Sadithil, in his scruffiest ‘Toad’ attire, was laughing uproariously while Dranit Ritter was listening intently as if taking mental notes. Even Lubano seemed to be enjoying himself over a mug of wine.

They’d drunk and sang and laughed and shared stories, but despite their high spirits, the discussion had inevitably become serious. The imperials and Lighters had retreated from Hyastar and Alephi no longer circled above, but they knew better than to think they’d done anything more than bought themselves a little time.

One small victory changes nothing, the nagging voice inside Romara’s head kept whispering. The Alephi are still out there, our world is in chaos and people are starving. We’re heading for anarchy.

When Jadyn and Aura finished their tale, she reluctantly raised her hand. ‘Before you lot get proper drunk, we do need to talk about what we do next,’ she said.

‘Isn’t that for you and Felvaro and the other grown-ups to decide?’ Elindhu snickered.

‘Says the Queen of the Erlings,’ Romara scoffed. ‘Yes, I’ll talk to them, but first I want to hear from all of you. We embody this alliance: Vestals, vyr, erlings, and people who’ve served justice for years.’

‘And magic girl who sees future,’ Aura put in, striking a pose.

‘Indeed.’ I’d forgotten how irritating she can be. Jadyn must be a saint. ‘Then what can you tell us, to get us started? What are our enemies going to do?’

The Nepari woman struck a pose. ‘Well, I can reveal—’ She deflated and slumped against Jadyn. ‘Actually, am not knowing. Aegis is blinding to other aegis. All be mystery.’

There was more to it than that, Romara read from her demeanour. Something bad.

‘Out with it,’ she said, looking at Jadyn. ‘You know something. Tell us the worst.’

Aura looked at Jadyn for approval, and when he nodded, straightened. ‘Si, there be more,’ she admitted. ‘Aura foretold for Warden masters, saw bad things. Rebellion fails and all Falcons die, killed by Exemplar.’

‘Vazi Virago?’ Gram put in. ‘Isn’t she dead?’

‘She’s alive,’ Jadyn replied. ‘If Aura says she’s alive, she’s alive.’

‘Where – how?’ Dranit asked.

‘Am not knowing,’ Aura admitted. ‘But this happens.’

They fell silent, until Toad said, ‘Well, that’s a dampener. Hey, have you heard the one about—’

‘No, and we’re not going to,’ Gram interrupted. ‘Elindhu, would the mageas help Aura gain a clearer vision?’

‘It should,’ she replied. ‘Nilis?’

Evandriel considered, then nodded. ‘Absolutely.’

‘What is “mageas”?’ Jadyn asked.

Elindhu explained, concluding, ‘What you call aegis wasn’t a rival magic, but part of a greater whole called mageas. Jovan Lux fragmented it to ensure the glyma dominated, leaving the rest weakened. That you and Aura and the other surviving wardens can do what you do is a testament to your true skills.’

‘Si, I am prodigy, I keep telling you this,’ Aura agreed, cheerily.

‘I just hate her false modesty,’ Toad chuckled.

Romara sat back, stroking her goblet thoughtfully. ‘If Elindhu’s mageas is a synthesis of all magic, then we must use it to counter these Alephi. I’m thinking we re-cast Oculus Tempus, but to reveal the future.’

‘Is that even possible?’ Gram wondered.

‘There’ll be ways,’ Elindhu replied. ‘We need to speak with Carid Theomore, bring in all our best minds.’

Aura raised her glass, mimed astonishment that it was empty and looked round. ‘This be good talk . . . but also boring. We are together and victors! Tonight is for music, intoxication and good times! Saluté!’

‘She’s a prophetess,’ Jadyn added. ‘We need to do what she says.’

So they did.

Aura woke up with a grin stretched across her face and rolled over to snuggle against her husband – she was married! Jadyn had given her some wonderful nights, but last night had been the best. Those apples, she thought. I must plant a tree.

When Elindhu had given them one each, just before they retired, she’d been quite drunk and very tired – but the magical apples made that irrelevant. Aura had felt her mind opening to even more wonders, even as she and Jadyn enjoyed some of the other benefits. This morning, she felt ready for a deeper magic.

‘Wake up, mi amor,’ she said, nudging Jadyn’s shoulder. ‘Am ready to foresee all.’

He rolled to face her. ‘Do you want my help?’

‘Want and need. Elindhu say this power be stronger together, so we do together, si? You, me, Evandriel, all Warden masters, others too. This will be our . . . what is word? Master of piece. This will be that.’

They joined the others for breakfast, joking about the night before. Nilis Evandriel, however, was conspicuously quiet. After they’d eaten, he led them to a circular amphitheatre, a domed chamber which had been created with ritual magic in mind, with a permanent magic circle etched into the stone floor.

Zechariah, Ahriman, Danikos and Herman and the other Warden masters were already there, all of them looking somewhat awed at the new-old mageas now coursing through them.

They are all prodigies in their own way, she thought. But I am the best.

Carid Theomore arrived, followed by a group of his fellow scholars. The appearance of three people in particular made Aura and Jadyn cheer: Iakolo Emboma, a grey-haired Abuthan in orange robes, and Peralin, an old but sprightly Pelasian woman, were leading Yvora, a blind albino girl wrapped in a rainbow shawl. Despite her youth and plump-cheeked, placid appearance, she was perhaps the most important of the three: a true oracle, possessed of an exact memory and able to access an enormous cache of written information, a system devised by the Sanctor Wardens long, long ago. Aura, Jadyn and Evandriel hurried to greet the much-storied Librarians of Balkhezamun, having thought they’d never see them again after leaving the ruins of the Library on Sherkaza Island in the Sea of Pelas, destroyed by Genadius and his Alephi a few months ago.

‘We left most of our fellow survivors in the south,’ Emboma told them, ‘but we knew we had to come here, as you suggested. We are still in touch with our brothers and sisters, thanks to the oracles and their ability to share the written word.’

‘Whatever one oracle is told, the others can later read,’ Peralin elaborated for the open-mouthed scholars.

‘It’s not instant,’ Yvora said shyly, ‘but it is so interesting to read what the others report each day. Did you know that in Dagoz right now the butterflies are—’

‘Later, dear,’ Peralin told her. ‘We’ve much to do.’

‘They arrived this morning,’ Theomore put in, ‘having been trapped outside the city until the imperials pulled back. All my life I’ve longed to speak with a Librarian – their skills and knowledge are truly legendary.’

‘Legendary but real,’ Emboma chuckled. ‘It’s good to see you all again,’ he said, shaking hands with Jadyn and Evandriel and hugging Aura. ‘We’ve been worried for you.’

‘You can catch up properly later,’ Theomore said, ‘but right now, Mistress Peralin is right: we have work to do. Wardens and other aegis-users to the centre, please. Let’s begin.’

Everyone else headed for the seats, while Zechariah, Ahriman, Herman and Danikos entered the circle, wary, but eager to share their wisdom.

The configuration didn’t feel right to Aura, until she followed her instincts and strode to the centre of the magical circle, the hub where the flow of power would be strongest and most potent. ‘This be place for me,’ she announced boldly.

No one challenged her, and Jadyn and three of the Warden masters took places at each compass point, with Jadyn in the west, the sun’s resting point. That felt right to her: he was her place of rest.

But she still felt something wrong, until, remembering Romara’s words from the previous night, she held up a hand. ‘Wait, we need . . .’ Her eyes flashed around as she considered. ‘So, listen,’ she said, looking up at the seated men and women from all parts of the magical spectrum. ‘This mageas, it had four parts, not one, si? Four in harmony, making a whole: glyma, aegis, sorcery and eldritch, si? So we need all four magics in circle.’

Zechariah and his Wardens looked put out, but Jadyn had caught on. ‘She’s right: we’ll need input from the strongest knights, vyr and mages. We need everyone represented.’ He beckoned expansively. ‘You’re all needed.’

‘How many?’ someone called.

He looked to Aura for support, but she didn’t know. ‘We try and see. Come, come down if you think this be you. No shy. No offending. We try, we know.’

It took time to feel out exactly what was needed, but the answer turned out to be predictable. There were sixteen compass points etched into the circle, so Aura started with all the aegis users together in one quarter, but it soon became clear they needed balance, with one of each type of magic-wielder in each quadrant. It felt better with familiar people, so she co-opted all the Falcons and added a mix of Wardens, Vestals and vyr. Some looked disappointed or offended to be omitted, but most took it in good grace.

Finally, an hour later, they were ready to truly begin.

Still working purely by instinct, they conjured energy, focusing it on Aura, at the centre. The mageas flowed without overwhelming her as she drew it in and focused it. Jadyn’s touch on her mind, and Romara, Gram and Elindhu too, were comforting presences, while the former knights kept the energy high. It felt organic, natural, for all she’d never done such a thing before. Feeling safe and supported, she put the workings from her mind and began to reach out, casting her questions at the universe, seeking answers . . .

Who and what are the Alephi?

Where do they come from?

What do they want?

How can we stop them?

As she fed the questions into the collective mind of the spellcasters, the spell took flight, and so did she, soaring up out of this circle and into the world, as if she herself were Alephi and could fly.

First came images of the near past, feeding into now . . .

She was floating above Hyastar, seeing the frost-burned ground, the smoke rising from countless cooking fires in the city and surrounding villages, and most of all, the massive swell of refugees, pumping like blood up the roads that were the arteries of Miravia.

At her direction, the former vyr added their powers to the mix, giving a different perspective, telling of the land: retreating forests, spreading farms, the taming of wild nature and the disappearance of so many creatures as their habitats vanished, to be replaced by the spread of cattle and sheep destined for food and clothing. She saw rivers wriggling about the plains like snakes, lakes rising and falling, the ground itself twitching restlessly as avalanches, floods and storms gouged great scars, then covered them.

As the elobyne shards were planted, they saw it all begin to die, each season the crops a little paler, the soil a little less rich.

Next, the mages threw in their wisdom, bringing the clash of ideas as men and women who spoke out about the dangers were drowned out by voices thundering from pulpits, crying that doom was inevitable and all mankind could do was repent. The tyranny of numbers destroyed all in their paths, the truth irrelevant because all that mattered was to crush dissent until only one voice was heard: that of Jovan Lux.

Strip it back, Aura heard Elindhu murmur. Former Vestals, show us the flow of energy within the landscape.

At that, the knights exposed the living strands of energy, until the map in Aura’s mind was overlaid by a web of light lying behind the physical matter. It was beautiful, a thing of light and sound, balance and harmony. This was the past, she sensed, before Jovan Lux.

On Nexus Isle, something exploded – and suddenly there was a dreadful rip in that fabric. Most of the widespread web of energy vanished, and what was left changed from white light to red. She saw frayed threads burning, and tiny pools of that pale light sinking deeper into the ground.

This is what Jovan did, she heard Evandriel say. See now: Nexus Isle grows in brightness as its shards spread, feeding the Isle from afar. Red glyma energy is drawn from people, prayer orisons and nature – far more than what’s consumed locally – and it’s all feeding Nexus. Just a tiny amount of the mageas is left, enough to sustain a few hidden Wardens and augment the vyr. Jovan changed everything . . . in exactly the way I’ve always said, he couldn’t help concluding.

You’re right, Ahriman admitted. Master Evandriel, you deserve that acknowledgement. But where does it leave us? Wardens, let’s help Maestra Aura uncover what the future holds.

The aegis-wielders, Zechariah, Jadyn and the masters, fed Aura their potentiality, weaving a vision of how this tangled crisis would probably unfold. It revealed winter-dead lands flooded with homeless, desperate people seeking food and shelter where there was already too little to go around. She saw pitched battles, the storming of granaries and farmsteads, mass deaths as the late winter blizzards struck. A tide of misery and madness spread from Bravantia and Aquinium to the complacent north, massacres and barbaric sacrifices as communities turned strangers away or even ambushed, killed and ate them.

It’s all hopeless, she thought. We’re doomed.

Courage, Aura felt Ahriman reply. Save your emotions for later.

It was sound advice; she pushed away the despair and focused on learning.

She saw the Triple Empire fall apart as the hierophant vanished, leaving a void his sons tried in vain to fill, recruiting allies, going to war with each other, each trying to build their own power bases as the unity of the empire collapsed.

Then the Alephi appeared over every town and city.

The visions became surreal and strange. She saw a beautiful, timelessly wise man, a man of peace with bloody hands, who appeared before massed crowds in seventy cities at exactly same moment and proclaimed a new world.

Believe in me, he told them all, for I am Jovan Lux, reborn to redeem you all.

Aura saw men, women, even children judged, though pitifully few were deemed worthy. Those the Alephi exalted – all of them noble or rich, she belatedly realised – rose into the sky, while the condemned were left behind, shrieking in rage and turning on each other. She saw dragons raking the crowds with fire, a castle rising from the sea and forests levelled, becoming a desolation of ash. The End of All Things, the destruction of all life, played out in vivid horror, while the flying castle drifted away to new lands . . .

JOVAN LUX, she shouted after it, YOU BETRAYED US ALL!

It helped to vent.

But somehow, Jovan heard . . .

For an hour or more, Vazi Virago had felt a weird sense of psychic pressure building, something akin to having a headache forming, but affecting only her magical senses. She thought it was just her, until she realised that it was actually centred on Jovan; she was feeling just the edges of it.

For the first time, she saw him in pain, doubled over on his throne, pale and nauseous. It made her want to lash out at whoever was doing this to him.

She was still seething about abandoning the assault on Hyastar, though she refused to blame her Saviour, instead condemning the Lighters and especially Damiano Argossi, and all the Alephi. They’re arrogant, entitled has-beens, she’d been telling Jovan. They’d let him down, even betrayed him.

He took her words to the court that morning. ‘Complacency is another form of treachery,’ Jovan had railed at them, before roaring at them to leave, sending them flapping away like startled crows. Afterwards, he sat brooding, permitting only Vazi to remain. She was scared she’d be used as he used Odalis, to purge himself of fury; even though she loved him, and had overcome her phobia enough to lie with him, she dreaded that. She wasn’t ready . . .

Is this how it’s going to be for ever, she wondered, to be torn between fear and desire?

Another hour passed as she dealt with the onset of a murderous migraine, until Jovan groaned and clutched at his skull, moaning, ‘What—? Who—?’

She looked up at him from her post below the throne, suddenly appalled. He was holding his head with both hands, his eyes bulging, his perfect face turning slowly puce.

‘Most High,’ she blurted in horror, ‘what is it?’

‘Unghh . . . hun . . . leave—’

She wavered, torn between running to him and obeying him.

Is he having a fit? What do I do?

Sandals slapped on the marble tiles and she whirled to see Odalis, her white silks stark against her ebony skin, flashing across the room, her face wide-eyed with alarm. ‘What have you done to him?’ she shrieked.

Vazi had a second in which to decide whether to cut the Abuthan woman in half or help her. She chose the latter and dashed to Jovan as Odalis took his other side, holding him tight, trying to stop him from going into a fit.

‘What’s happening to him?’ Odalis demanded.

‘I don’t know,’ Vazi gasped. ‘Do you?’

Odalis shot her terrified look. ‘No – nothing like this has ever happened before.’

They gaped in terror as Jovan started spasming. All they could do was hold on as he frothed and thrashed about and gurgled wordlessly . . .

He lashed out, sweeping Odalis away, but Vazi held on—

—and suddenly broke through, seeing what he saw, feeling what he felt.

Pure pain.

It was an agonising, intense assault, the worst pain Jovan had felt since he was a teenage trainee in the Wardens, when a cruel master had shown his class how to block a scrying, ramping up the intensity of his attacks until half the group had passed out and the rest were drooling blood.

That sadism had taught Jovan the fortitude to hang on now.

This was the culmination of a throbbing pain that had been growing in his skull for the past hour, forcing him to dismiss his court abruptly so he could concentrate on shielding with all his strength, although it was to no avail. It was an attack unlike any he’d ever faced: a mass thrust that involved every facet of the old mha geas, magnified and multiplied in ways he’d never imagined possible.

Since he’d fractured the mha geas, he’d grown used to being the most powerful being alive, but he had always known that what he’d broken could be remade. Finally, after two centuries, his enemies had done it, and now they were turning the inside of his skull into a battlefield. Oblivious to what was happening to his body, he fought tooth and nail as a swirling hole in time and space spun towards him, threatening to swallow him up.

This is the real Devourer’s Maw, Jovan realised. My enemies have risen against me.

Lesser men would have died, but he possessed a champion’s indomitability, which enabled him to repel the horde rampaging through his mind and reimpose his will on all he saw and felt. The spinning hole slowed enough that he could peer through it and see his assailants: a circle of people, with a woman at the centre: he’d never met her, but knew her instantly, for her visage often appeared in his premonitions: she was Urghul Incarnate, just as he was Akka.

Dear Akka, they could have killed me just now, but they didn’t realise . . .

That realisation gave him heart: they were still learning the ropes, unaware such rituals could be used as weapons.

But he knew.

Calmer now, he became curious: to defeat his enemy, he needed to know who they were.

He stepped into the spinning circle, in front of the one at the centre, as the tableau froze. They were in an indoor arena, inside a magic circle. The woman was one he’d sensed before: a young Nepari with a lively face, wavy black hair and a core of quicksilver energy. Around her were faces glimpsed in prophetic dreams, most of whom he could name – Challys, Kaen, Sadithil and others, including the erling Elindhu, who’d rediscovered the old ways.

All the Devourer’s pawns arrayed against me.

But he wasn’t afraid now.

‘Surprise,’ he drawled, gripping the Nepari’s throat and seeing her face contort in shock. ‘So, my pretty: who the jagat are you?’

He’d appeared from nowhere – a man so perfect that mastery oozed from his every pore. It was paralysing just to look at him, so captivating that all Aura could do was stare: here was Jovan Lux, revealed in all his glory.

Her mind emptied when he gripped her throat and ripped her off her feet, dangling her effortlessly. The ritual spell came crashing apart, disorienting all inside the circle.

He appeared divine, omnipotent, omniscient, master of all.

But he had to ask her name. He didn’t know.

So not omnipotent, not all-powerful, Girl, Urghul the Devourer whispered inside her. But a few steps further up the ladder than you.

Better be nice to him, Akka the Father added. Before he breaks your neck.

She managed to move, grabbing the arm holding her, fighting for air, feeling her eyes bulge and her body shaking, but he was like marble, cold and unyielding.

‘Ah, so you’re the one . . . Auranushka Perafi,’ he said, his eyes boring through her. ‘And these scum are the rebel leadership, all gathered in one place.’ He laughed. ‘Try getting out of this one.’

She saw the future: a twitch of Jovan’s fingers would snap her neck, and slay everyone else here . . . She saw it begin, even as Jadyn somehow ripped free of the spell . . .

Jovan’s fingers twitched, her spine cracked and numbing darkness flooded in.

Jadyn couldn’t stop his cry, at seeing his love in an enemy’s murderous hands – a beautiful man who smiled like fiend and struck like a snake. Jovan Lux. He took one involuntary step towards him – which was all it took to ignite the conflagration. Jovan did something that made Aura collapse bonelessly, while everyone in the circle fought to move. Then the Saviour lashed out, his power heavily weighted towards glyma by the elobyne inside his blood, and turned the air within the magic circle into liquid fire which spurted from his hands like magma from an erupting volcano, torching all it struck.

Jadyn shielded as every linked mind fought to react, but he was deafened by the shrieks of dismay and agony, and felt some fall . . .

But not all.

And not him.

Romara somehow knew that surviving the next few seconds demanded unity: holding the bond they’d just forged made them more than each person alone. That meant clinging to the lines of force linking them all, a symmetrical web of light and complementary energy, as Jovan’s raw glyma flooded the circle and everyone faced their own personal End of All Things. There was no subtlety to his assault, just a wave of devastating flame and force, and it was too much for some. She heard the cries, and felt the deaths . . .

But the deepest bonds held: the closest and dearest threads of love and comradeship. Gram, her loyal rock, gripped her soul and roared defiance. Elindhu, clever and sapient, bent against the storm, letting it wash past, holding to Soren and using his youthful vigour. Jadyn shielded the unconscious Aura, bending time around him to buy her life, while trusting his beloved Falcons to protect him if they could.

Others in the circle also had friendships and relationships: their ability to cooperate and share power as the mageas allowed gave them a chance, as the survivors of that initial assault rode out the searing heat and pain however they could, then struck back, and found that together, in a place they’d made, they were strong.

Jadyn was focused on trying to keep Aura’s soul within her body. The rest were bent on preservation – themselves and each other; with weathering the storm. But Soren became their sword.

He could hear his father shouting that attack was the best form of defence: so, shielded by Elindhu’s protective wards, he alone counter-attacked – but he carried with him the protective powers of Templar knights, vyr, mages and Sanctor Wardens: the entire spectrum of the old mageas, all of which was increasingly making sense to him at a core level. He used it to throw off Jovan’s paralysing presence and hurl himself into a great spiralling leap, bending round and through the waves of flame, his hair and clothes singed and skin blistering but his blade already out and swinging.

He felt no guilt at assailing the Saviour of the World – Jovan was nothing to him but another stick his father used to beat him with: a figure of cruelty, a justification for abuse.

Time stretched around him as he flew at his foe, who saw him and turned, raising a hand to counter him, to freeze him in place, turning the fires his way.

But with the strength of his people inside him, Soren carved through . . .

As she held Jovan, Vazi began to sense what he was seeing. Clinging to his spasming body, she glimpsed phantoms swirling round him, the air around him rippling with waves of heat and force. She felt unknown presences crumple, sensed Jovan’s furious triumph – and then his sudden realisation of danger. He stretched the moments with his fear . . . and that opened a way in for her.

She hurled herself into the fray, and suddenly she was standing in some murky arena, surrounded by foes, the air awash with smoke and flame – and there was a figure whose curved blade was arcing towards her Saviour’s neck.

Instinct instantly took over: she conjured her own blade and parried, grasped Jovan and threw him behind her and out – out of this place. As she did she blocked another insanely swift and powerful blow from a black youth in erling armour – Soren var’Dael, she realised with a shock. He was moving with devastating speed and power, but she read the move, blocked, then riposted, spitting the boy’s thigh, and he staggered back.

Then Odalis’ hand reached through a hole in the air, gripped Vazi’s arm in an icy vice and she too was wrenched backwards. Next moment she was thudding down the steps below Jovan’s throne, sprawling as her back slammed into the steps.

Odalis was holding Jovan desperately, to protect him from harming himself in his convulsions. Vazi felt a wave of utter relief, then her dislocated senses recoiled and dry-retching, she sagged to the tiles, awareness fading.

Just like that, the phantom of Jovan Lux was gone, as if he’d never been. But the damage he’d left was all too real. Romara scanned the circle in shock, swaying on her feet in the aftermath of the brief but deadly ordeal, seeing first the standing, then those who were down.

Gram, howling silently in wolf-bear form, had scorched fur and seared open wounds weeping blood and fluids on his legs and arms. King Sadithil was hunched behind him, his whole left side burned and his face blistering. Korvo and Gusa, a vorlok couple, were wrapped round each other, burned to blackened bones. Ahriman and Danikos were trying to revive Zechariah, their master, to no avail. Theomore was trying to ease the passing of Yulia, one of his aides, also burned past succour. Three others lay dead, their limbs bent backwards and necks snapped.

But her Falcons lived, because in that blast of destruction they’d become a knot of togetherness even Jovan Lux couldn’t quite break. Elindhu, kneeling beside a sprawled Soren, was pouring healing energy into his thigh, while Jadyn was holding Aura, demanding that she stay with him.

Broken neck, Romara thought instantly, remembering the audible crack.

She tried to go to him, a drunken lurch, cracking her knees as she dropped to his side. ‘Let me,’ she panted. ‘I’ve healed myself before.’

‘It’s all right,’ Jadyn replied, his voice awed. ‘She healed herself while unconscious.’

He’s in denial, Romara worried, before realising he was right. She let Gram pull her away, and took a moment to sink into his vast calm, thanking whatever power it was that had enabled all those she loved to survive.

Love is that power, she realised. Instinctively, we came together to protect each other.

Falcons Forever.

Aura woke with her head on Jadyn’s thigh and his arms around her.

Am I dead? she wondered dazedly. Is this Paradise?

Certainly not, Akka the Father sneered. You’re not getting anywhere near my kingdom.

Ergo: you’re alive, Urghul the Devourer added. There are no nice men in the Maw.

Aura blinked them away and smiled shyly up at Jadyn. Weirdly, through all the dangers they’d shared, she hadn’t had to be roused from near-oblivion until now.

It was a little embarrassing.

‘Hola,’ she said weakly. ‘Is nice to see you.’ He was weeping in relief, which was gratifying. She made a mental note to reward him later.

At first, she felt like she’d snap if she moved, but it wasn’t long before she could sit up by herself. The sight of the dead, the burns and scars of the living, filled her with guilt. Should she have seen this coming? Should she have known that they’d risk encountering the self-appointed Saviour of All?

‘Is this my fault?’ she blurted.

Elindhu looked up from bandaging Soren’s thigh. ‘It’s everyone’s fault. We never even considered the possibility that this spell could bring us into direct collision with our enemy. It should have been no more dangerous than reading a book, but somehow it became a scrying, and he followed us home.’ She looked about grimly. ‘It’s a hard lesson, but clearly all these new spells must be approached with caution – though we don’t have to time to be timid.’ Then she sighed. ‘We’re making it up as we go, my dear. That’s what we do.’

‘Life is loss,’ someone wise but presumably grief-stricken had once written. It certainly felt true today. But they had to salvage something from the ordeal, so after doing all she could for the worst injured, Romara took the survivors to a meeting chamber: her five Falcons, plus Aura, Theomore, Ahriman and Evandriel, and Sadithil, who was wrapped in salve-soaked bandages and in pain, but insisting on attending. She also asked the three librarians, Emboma, Peralin and Yvora, to attend.

Romara, concentrating on maintaining a façade of calm, asked, ‘So what did we learn?’

‘Not to poke a bear,’ Theomore replied.

‘I know, I’m married to one,’ she replied drily, nodding at Gram. ‘What else?’

‘That Jovan really is at the head of this many-headed beast we’re fighting,’ Sadithil said.

‘Aye,’ Jadyn said, still holding Aura’s hand. ‘All along, it’s been him.’

‘Good to know your enemy,’ Romara replied. ‘What else?’

‘That Elysium is real,’ Evandriel replied. ‘The Book of Lux says that when all things end, the righteous will be taken up in a castle in heaven, a wondrous place where all is perfect. It’s been the subject of countless poems, songs, art and architecture – and in our visions, we saw it: a castle rising from the sea.’

There were murmurs of agreement. ‘That castle – Elysium, if you like – must be Nexus Isle,’ Elindhu agreed. ‘Our spell showed that’s where all the excess glyma energy is flowing to.’

‘In Aura’s foretelling, that castle flew away,’ Gram noted. ‘Presumably to somewhere else that Jovan can rule. He doesn’t need Hytal any more. We’re just fuel for his next conquest.’

They fell silent, stupefied by the enormity of it all.

Romara summarised. ‘So basically, Elysium, a castle on Nexus Isle, is sucking in the energy from our lands, making Jovan’s “End of All Things” inevitable. We saw him appear in every city, scooping up the rich and powerful and giving them immortality, while leaving everyone else to die. That’s his “happily ever after”, his “eternal reward” for those elites who have helped him make it all possible.’

The silence was deafening, and riddled with despair.

‘How do we stop him?’ Sadithil groaned, through his pain.

Romara looked to the wise head of her Falcons. ‘Elindhu?’

‘Everything revolves around the control and nature of magical energy,’ the magia mused. ‘In its natural form, it absorbs life-force from our world, distils it in the Talam-Argith, then lets it seep back into our world, ripe for use. It was a virtuous cycle until Jovan Lux went to Nexus Isle, which is clearly a vivalocus: an energy hub. He didn’t just distort that flow; he used elobyne to suck it all in, turning the Talam-Argith into the desolation that is the Shadowlands. Nexus Isle must now be one massive elobyne crystal, using sympathetic magic to suck in power from all over Hytal, and he can do whatever he likes with that power. So far, he’s used it to conquer Hytal, Zynochia and northern Abutha, but now that system is collapsing, he’s ready to move to another major vivalocus and repeat the cycle. There’s one in the Kharagh, and another in Abutha, and there will probably be more. He could do this for centuries.’

It all sounded horribly plausible.

Yvora raised a timid hand. ‘This is written: Caratico, On Light, 1202, page 148: “Light is energy and energy is power. Just as light can be refracted into component colours, so too can arcane power, in theory. To date, what is missing is the lens required”.’ She blinked her sightless eyes. ‘Elobyne is a crystal, ideal for a lens.’

‘Thank you, that’s useful to know,’ Theomore said. ‘We scholars have long speculated about such a method, but we’ve been forbidden to research elobyne, or Nexus Isle. The Lighters are permitted there, but their scholars don’t share their learnings.’

‘I’ve written on this very theory too,’ Evandriel put in. ‘I studied Caratico.’

‘I’ve read your writing,’ Yvora said. ‘But you are a heretic, so we oracles don’t credit it.’

‘The Library of Balkhezamun will be updating that policy,’ Peralin put in drily.

‘Or at least revising the list of heretics,’ Emboma corrected, with a solemn smile. ‘But for now, how do we stop this madman?’

‘Nexus Isle is the most heavily guarded place in the world,’ Sadithil muttered. ‘We vyr have sent countless missions there, but nobody has ever come back. Angels guard it, the holy books say – or Alephi, as we know now.’

‘And even if we can slip by them, how do we destroy it?’ asked Ahriman.

They all looked blank.

‘There’ll be a way,’ Gram said. ‘Building is hard: destruction is easy. The art is to find the place where you can do the most damage.’

‘Spoken like a true vyr,’ Sadithil grunted.

‘So what I’m hearing,’ Jadyn said, ‘is that we need to attack Nexus Isle.’

They all looked at Romara.

‘I’m not sure “attack” is the right word,’ she said, after some thought. ‘I agree that Nexus is the key – I hear no other plausible alternative – but an assault is impossible: it’s an island, too far away to get soldiers to, even if we could find ships. Any mission to Nexus must be small and undetectable, with access to all magic forms, and experience fighting against the Alephi. In other words, it’s a task for my Falcons.’

She looked around the table, daring them to disagree.

Nilis Evandriel raised a hand. ‘I’d like to come with you. I have the aegis, but more importantly, I’ve had an important discovery pointed out to me.’ He turned to the blind oracle. ‘Yvora, if you please?’

Emboma and Peralin gave him a startled look, but the girl spoke up readily. ‘Anything written and recorded by our oracles can be accessed by other oracles. A few of us have managed to join royal and noble courts, recording history as it’s made, but one of us has gone a step further: Robias Fracchi is the Imperial Stentor in the court of Eindil the Third. His diaries have informed us of much concerning that court; but recently he and Eindil have become Alephi. Robias is on Nexus Isle – right now – and I am in direct contact with him. To achieve anything there, we will need his help, and to communicate with him, you will need me.’ She looked shyly towards Evandriel. ‘The scholar has offered to be my guardian.’

Emboma and Peralin looked aghast, but after a muttered remonstration with the young woman, Peralin said, ‘In the library, oracles outrank their guardians.’ She sounded far from happy at that, but Yvora beamed.

‘Dear Elysia,’ Romara breathed. Then she said, a little apologetically, ‘But if Robias has become Alephi, can you trust him?’

Yvora looked pained. ‘I pray so. He is my hero.’

Romara looked at Emboma. ‘What do you think?’

‘We’ve seen that these Alephi have autonomy, and Robias reports that they are prone to infighting, rivalries and feuds. My hope – no, my belief – is that Robias remains loyal to us.’

‘We do need his help,’ Romara decided, ‘in which case we will need to take Yvora with us, despite her affliction.’ She looked at Peralin and Emboma. ‘With your permission.’

‘She’s blind, with no martial arts or magic,’ Peralin said sourly. ‘But then, all of us librarians and oracles are helpless in a fight. She may go, if it’s her wish.’

Yvora faced Romara with her blank gaze. ‘The End is coming: I would rather be active than idle, and if I can meet the great Robias, all the better.’

‘It’ll be uncomfortable and dangerous.’

‘Questions of safety are irrelevant if the world is ending.’

Romara couldn’t think of a riposte to that. ‘Then you may come, provided you don’t slow us down. Evandriel, that’s on you. No more volunteers, please. Too many and we’ll be too easy to spot.’ She faced her Falcons. ‘So, Falcons, are you ready for this?’

Soren touched his right fist to his heart and Elindhu nodded.

‘Is Aura now Falcon?’ Aura asked archly. ‘I like birds.’

Romara glanced at Gram, who chuckled. ‘Well, I got in by marriage, didn’t I?’

‘You didn’t, you got in by—’

‘Sexing?’ Aura suggested. ‘I do this too.’

‘No, by – ach!’ Romara threw up her hands, amused and exasperated in equal terms. Joining a pentacle was supposed to be a solemn moment, steeped in tradition, and Aura was still . . . well, Aura. But it’s also the right thing to do, she realised. ‘Falcons, meet your newest magia, Aura Perafi,’ she sighed. ‘Someone give her a tabard and take her oath.’ She turned to Jadyn, remembering belatedly that last time they were all together she’d left him in charge. ‘Um, who’s in charge?’

‘Seriously?’ Jadyn chuckled. ‘You, obviously.’

Everyone nodded agreement. ‘Good,’ she replied. ‘I’m not going to be sitting behind a jagging desk when the End arrives. But who’ll take charge here in Hyastar?’

‘I will,’ said an unexpected voice, from the door.

They all turned to see a frail old woman: Augusta Martia had Dranit Ritter and Lubano hovering near, but was standing on her own, using a stick.

Romara gasped in shock. ‘Milady? You’re awake? You should be resting—’

‘I know,’ the old noblewoman interrupted waspishly, ‘but what’s the point when the world is ending? Go, Romara Challys, and take your troublesome heroes with you. You’ve turned the world upside down and now you must save it.’

Nexus Isle

Rulers can’t show weakness, Vazi kept reminding herself. They must be strong all the time, or others will exploit that weakness. She knew this well from her years commanding a Vestal century; and the target on her back had only grown larger when she became Exemplar. Even if you were struggling, you had to wear a mask of infallibility and tear down any rivals.

Right now, that meant Odalis.

Before, Vazi had been Jovan’s sword and the Abuthan woman his sheath. Now she was Jovan’s lover, carrying his child, so Odalis was no longer an undesirable but tolerable presence: she was an outright rival. She had to go.

As they sat on opposite divans outside Jovan’s throne hall while he worked alone inside, preparing to give a speech to his court, the air between them throbbed with potential violence.

If it was just about swords, I’d slaughter her now, Vazi thought, studying the Abuthan beauty. But in the arts of the bedroom, I can’t hold a candle to her.

Hoping to find a weakness, she asked, ‘How long have you been his . . . ?’

‘His slut?’ Odalis suggested sniffily. ‘His whore?’

‘Concubine?’

‘Concubine? Why not?’ she drawled. ‘Nearly thirty years.’ She preened and stretched. ‘I’ve seen more than fifty other women come and go in that time, darling – not to mention the odd man he’s also had. None were a threat. I give him all he needs, no matter his mood. I know him as you never will.’

‘Then why does he keep trying others?’ Vazi probed.

‘Because he’s a powerful, red-blooded man and that’s what they do.’ Odalis shrugged. ‘They plough fresh fields and conquer new realms. It’s part of displaying their status and crushing their rivals. Maybe it’s built into what men are? They were all “special” to him at the time, or so he said. But I knew none would last. He and I are soulmates.’

Vazi felt her fragile confidence being crushed. What if I’m just another passing fancy? she wondered. ‘What happens to those he tires of?’

‘He dismisses them. How they deal with that determines their fate. Some take care to stay away and he leaves them alone. Those who try to use their former status anger him – they pay the price. But you’ve got nothing to worry about.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’ve got something he prizes,’ Odalis said, with a touch of envy. ‘That’s why you and I should be friends, not rivals. We’re both here for the long term.’

‘Something he prizes? The baby?’

‘Darling, he could have had a baby with anyone. It’s the fact that it’s his and yours that matters. He’s foreseen great things for that child, as I’m sure he’s told you.’

He had, but only in vague ways. ‘But why me?’

‘That’s for him to say,’ Odalis said, with the air of one who knew.

It was tempting to beat it out of her, but a bell boomed, summoning all the Alephi to the throne hall. They rose, Vazi stiff and poised, Odalis ever graceful.

‘Vaziella, our territories truly don’t overlap,’ the Abuthan woman said quietly. ‘He wishes us to be friends.’

Not a chance, Vazi thought. We are still deadly rivals.

They entered the throne hall first and took up their respective stations, one on either side of his throne, and watched the other Alephi enter. Their ranks were thinned a little from the battle outside Hyastar, but they still numbered in the hundreds, men and women of different ages and period, rendered almost identical in their perfection.

When all were present and Jovan looked up, she was relieved to see that the cold fire had returned to his eyes and voice. ‘Welcome, my brethren,’ he said, his melodic voice effortlessly filling the room. ‘Our time has finally come! Evil rises, vile Minions of Urghul the Devourer, sent to poison our world. Corrupted humanity has fallen under their spell: they rise against truth and justice. Decadent Hytal, corrupt Zynochia and barbarous Abutha must be purged and laid waste – Elysium, our Paradise, must rise!’

Most were caught off-guard, but there was a ragged cheer, which everyone quickly joined in, booming out their approval – but Vazi could see their uncertainty, and Jovan’s face tightened subtly as he realised the enthusiasm he’d expected was distinctly lacking.

Hytal, Zynochia and Abutha are these people’s homes, Vazi thought. They were born in the places he’s going to devastate.

But Jovan had given them immortality and eternal youth and no one was about to regret that, or displease their master, for they had all seen the consequences. She saw their expressions clear as they contemplated endless power and luxury, then more wholehearted cheers reverberated through the hall and Jovan’s face cleared.

‘Our first duty is clear,’ he went on. ‘You stand now in Elysium, a palace built to house one hundred thousand souls. However, we number in the hundreds only, despite each of you having had the chance to choose whomever you wish to join us in immortality. I know how it is: even the most public figures have small inner circles. Why, just the other day I commanded the Hierophant himself to name his thousand, and he came up with one name. One!’

His courtiers tittered, uncertain whether they should be showing amusement or exasperation.

‘We must go out into the world and populate Paradise,’ Jovan declared. ‘There are whole passages of my book, The Book of Lux, that must be fulfilled, to prove my wisdom. You shall be my instruments: go to your home cities and towns, blast on sacred trumpets and summon the people, then choose from the faithful. Bring them here and we will anoint them.’ He gestured grandly. ‘I have written that the blessed shall be elevated while sinners are cast wailing into the Maw. Fulfil my words – make examples of good and bad. Give them spectacle – give them religion – give them a show worthy of the End of All Things!’

He punched the air and they mimicked his gesture, but their faces were clouded again. ‘How shall we know whom to pick?’ someone dared to ask.

‘Use your heads,’ Jovan retorted. ‘Choose useful people – pick wealthy men and make their gold the price. Select beauty; recruit warriors, or talent – I really don’t care, just make up the numbers. Elysium must be filled.’

His words created even more uncertainty. ‘But we’ve all earned our places here, Most High,’ some protested. ‘Surely you don’t intend the common herd to be our equals?’

There was a murmur of agreement as those with decades of elitist privilege contemplated the prospect of a massive influx of potential rivals drawn from the lower classes.

Ah, so that’s their problem, Vazi thought. They’re concerned about their precious status.

Jovan’s face became taut again. ‘My lords, these people are yours to choose. Obviously, you will employ the lesser anointing and make them your slaves. The taniths are reserved only for those I permit to become full equals. You present today will always be my first and most beloved followers.’

His words appeased the growing unease.

They’ll happily recruit slaves, she thought unhappily, but creating equals appals them.

Then a horrible thought struck her as she remembered the horror Genadius had visited on her with a “lesser anointing”: having ichor thrust into her body in what amounted to rape.

Do I have to do this, too? Hundreds of times?

She began to shake.

Jovan rose, spreading his arms to embrace the entire room. ‘Go forth, my brethren! Travel to your chosen cities, and at midday, three days hence, reveal yourselves to the people and proclaim the End. I will give you words to read. Let our judgement fall upon this corrupt world. Long live Elysium!’

All doubts had gone. They cheered and celebrated the coming End – because for them, the Blessed, it was a new Beginning.
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The Road Lies Before You

The Power of Purpose

Any medicalus will tell you there’s great power in purpose. Those with a burning need to accomplish some goal will live longer and achieve more. Those with no purpose languish and die young. Find your purpose and you’ll find both your reason to be and the means to fulfil it.

Solodi Jhan, Zynochi philosopher, 1107

Miravia

Winter 1472

Two days after the deadly ritual, the Falcons assembled before dawn behind the Tar-Brigida gates. They had war gear and supplies for the road, but wore no uniforms or tokens to identify them on their impossible mission.

My Falcons, on our final ride, Romara thought proudly. There’s no one else I’d rather be with. She was trying not to think about Aura’s prophecy that Vazi Virago would kill them all.

Gram rode a huge northern stallion, big enough to carry his weight with ease. He was in furs again, and fussing over straps and cinches, pack weights and distribution. Jadyn, standing beside him, was chuckling over some joke. Elindhu was checking Soren’s bandaged thigh: he wouldn’t be completely fit for a few days, but he’d made it clear he was coming regardless. Nilis Evandriel was hovering over Yvora, the blind oracle, like an anxious grandfather. The girl looked horribly vulnerable, but determined.

They were all waiting on Aura, inevitably, but she bustled in just as Jadyn finished preparing her mount. Pecking his cheek, she announced, ‘Am ready. What we wait for?’

‘Now that you’re here, nothing,’ Romara replied drily. She turned to Augusta Martia, who was sitting watching, wrapped in blankets. Dranit and Lubano were with her, wistful looks on their faces. ‘Good luck,’ she told them, knowing how important their own roles were.

Augusta was to march on Folkstein, a credible goal if you didn’t know the real game being played out, to try and hold their enemy’s attention. They had even selected people to disguise themselves as her Falcons, so their absence wouldn’t be noted.

‘We’ll give them something else to look at,’ Augusta assured them, her face sunken but her eyes bright. ‘We’ll march about waving banners and blowing trumpets like there’s no tomorrow – because apparently there isn’t.’ She struggled to her feet and embraced Romara, kissing her on both cheeks. Up close, she looked old and tired, but there was still iron in her eyes. ‘Cast those pricks into the Maw, Commander. Save us all.’

Romara stepped back and saluted, fist to heart. ‘Akka and Elysia be with you.’

‘Oh, I gather the gods are with our enemies,’ Augusta sniffed. ‘We’ll make do without.’

It was a foggy morning, the clouds low and heavy with rain, with visibility measured in paces, perfect for an unseen departure. ‘Mist will swallow them, the stars will lead them home,’ Jadyn quoted, an old ballad about the deeds of the Wardens.

Then everyone turned to Romara, and she uttered the traditional words, ‘Falcons, the road lies before you.’

Nexus Isle

Vazi had found a new place of peace: in the air, on the back of her dragon. Of all the miracles of Elysium, the mythic beasts brought to life by the team of mage-scholars led by an Alephi madman named Mirophelius were the greatest. Through the same liquid elobyne that now coursed through her veins, reptilian tissue had been shaped and fused to recreate a northern myth, right down to the flammable gut gases they regurgitated, igniting as they sprayed them about: breathing fire. Those same gases provided elevation, being lighter than air, while the wings gave power and locomotion. They were ponderous unless gliding, but devastating when they attacked, and best of all, they had a dog-like intelligence and loyalty.

She’d been given the largest female, Shemagh, her milky hide covered in crystalline scales. Mirophelius had devised a saddle to sit above the winged forelimbs, and Vazi had spent every available hour since bringing the Hierophant to Nexus Isle learning the nuances of flight and aerial combat. She’d spent days airborne and free, swooping over the deserted coast of Elidor, setting the heather alight with blasts of fire, hunting moose and deer for the ravenous beast to consume, then returning home to the island at night, usually to lie with Jovan. To hunt, to kill and to mate: what could be more primal?

She had time to process the changes within her, from her altered nature to the healing of her psyche to her acceptance of intimacy, although that was only with Jovan. Other people still repulsed her, physically and emotionally.

Only he feels natural to me.

She sensed he was giving her only one version of himself. Most nights he chose Odalis over her, and she loathed the visceral sounds of them indulging their voracious sexual appetites, hating the images they conjured inside her.

But Jovan said he loved her most, and she decided that was enough. It had to be.

While she learned the ways of her dragon, Jovan hounded his builders to finish his great castle. ‘It must be ready by the week’s end,’ he told them. ‘Elysium must rise.’

Her distress at what he planned remained, not least because she was sure they could crush the rebellion and have done, but she knew better than to protest. Jovan was her master, her everything, and her role was to be supportive. Anyway, the End had to come sometime, and it was only for Hytal. She’d have a whole new continent to explore soon.

Life isn’t fair or equal, he’d told her. We must put ourselves first.

In the days leading up to Jovan’s proclamations, Elysium emptied out, the Alephi departing to their homelands and assigned cities, leaving just builders and servants ghosting through the vast halls. On the eve of the fateful day, Vazi woke alone. Jovan had chosen Odalis the previous night, a farewell before she flew south on her own dragon, one of the lesser beasts. Driving sleet and rain were rattling the windows and Vazi pulled open the curtains to reveal a day of filthy weather and storms lashing the island. Her fellow Alephi were in for some unpleasant journeys to reach their appointed cities. It made her smile to think of those perfect princes and princesses suffering.

She rolled over and picked up the book she’d been reading: a priceless early copy of The Book of Lux. She opened it and sank into its wisdom, a world in which Jovan the Prophet was always calm and just and always knew the right things to say and do. His moral compass was exact, but his judgements were merciful. His every word and deed were lessons.

In those pages, Jovan Lux truly was her Saviour.

That’s the real him, she kept telling herself. That’s the man who will emerge again, when all this stress and turmoil is over. That’s the man who will raise our son.

‘Vaziella,’ a low voice called from the door.

She jolted from her reverie, conscious that she was abed in just a nightshirt, but she rose, drawing her flamberge to her right hand in a flash of spinning steel, and faced Odalis, lounging against the doorframe. She was unarmed, and dressed in flying leathers.

‘I prefer visitors to knock,’ Vazi told her.

‘You don’t get visitors, darling,’ Odalis sniffed, walking in. She glanced at the discarded book. ‘Researching your man? You won’t find him in those pages.’

‘He wrote it. His soul is bared. But I suppose you can’t read.’

‘Don’t be such a child,’ Odalis sighed. ‘Don’t you realise yet? The real Jovan isn’t a philosopher, he’s a conqueror – of territory and female flesh, as you well know.’ She drew herself to her full height. ‘I came to bid you farewell.’

‘So you’re off to Abutha, then,’ Vazi replied. Her pregnancy had spared her having to go to Vintab, her birthplace. ‘Have a lovely journey. Take your time returning.’

‘Oh, I’ll be back before you know it, and probably alone. Dagoz isn’t famous for its love of Akka or the Triple Empire. There’s nobody there I’d recruit.’

Vazi was surprised at the frank admission. ‘Then why go at all?’

‘Because, as you well know, Jovan wants us to fulfil The Book of Lux by proclaiming the End of All Things in every major city square. It’s going to be madness.’

‘Have you told him that?’ Vazi asked, wondering if she could exploit such an admission.

‘He knows, but insists we go anyway – so I will fly all the way to Dagoz, where religion and superstition are a dangerous blend of ecstatic fanaticism and power politics. Anyone we recruit must be infected with ichor and taught to fly.’ She scowled ruefully. ‘You’re lucky your sacred womb excuses you.’

‘If he’d asked me to, I’d have gone,’ Vazi replied. ‘But he wants me with him.’

Odalis’ eyes hardened. She turned to go, then paused at the door. ‘Vaziella, I’ve told you we don’t have to be enemies. I can’t have children, but you can. You don’t like intimacy, but I do. We fulfil different needs in him. We’re stronger together.’

‘You can go now,’ Vazi replied, not wanting to think any more. Her choices were made. She had his child inside her, and it was also hers.

Odalis tried again. ‘He’s told me how he wants us to be: you are his queen, I am his concubine. He sees us as personifying our nations and the unity of the Triple Empire – he is Talmoni, you Zynochia and me, Abutha. It pleases him to take women of our nations to his bed. But in religious terms, you are Elysia to his Akka. I’m grateful to still have a little of his time, to be able to ease his suffering and temper his fury. The rage he expends on my body is rage not spent on others.’

Vazi laughed. ‘The Master would never be so crass as to desire us merely for our race,’ she retorted. ‘And if I am Elysia, then you are Urghul.’

Odalis’ face became urgent. ‘No, there’s another who is Urghul. He revealed this to me, speaking of his prophetic dreams. A woman he calls Oranu is the true Urghul Incarnate, and she is out there, seeking our ruin. It was her he saw in that magical attack. You and I must protect Jovan from her.’

Oranu? Vazi thought, startled. She means Auranushka Perafi!

That revelation was too precious to share. ‘Jag off,’ she said stonily. ‘Don’t come back.’

The air crackled between them . . . then Odalis spun and stomped out.

Vazi gestured at the door, slamming it behind her, and stood, awash with dread. This was supposed to be her glorious destiny, but it was corroding, threatened from all sides, from without and within. Doubt, the mind-killer, had her turning in circles.

Do something, she snapped at herself. So she bathed, then dressed in steel and leather, all the while replaying the conversation with Odalis in her mind. The more she reflected on it, the truer it rang, to her intense discomfort.

With her gone, he might want more from me, she worried. He might treat me as he does her . . . She wanted his favour, but she certainly didn’t want to be his whore.

Her consolation was that she would get to fly again soon, even if the weather was foul tomorrow. They would climb above the clouds and she’d feel free. But it’d be a short flight only, to Petraxus, where Jovan would begin the proclaiming the End. Resigned, she dressed in readiness, then left her suite to go and find her lord.

Outside her apartment, she found a weedy blond youth slumped in a seat. He looked up at her shyly, his eyes and skin gold-flecked, marking him as a newly made Alephi. He oozed uncertainty as he stood.

‘Yes?’ she said impatiently. ‘What is it?’

‘Do you not know me?’ the young man blurted.

She frowned, then realised she was looking at Eindil Pandramion. ‘Great One?’ she said, startled. She’d all but forgotten the ride back from Bedum-Mutaza, during which Eindil had passed out in fear. His companion, the stentor Robias, had been enthralled, but his ruler saw none of it. She’d dismissed them from her mind the moment they had arrived.

‘Great One no longer,’ he mumbled. ‘Just Eindil, now.’

‘But you survived the tanith?’ she said, somewhat surprised. ‘And your, um, friend?’

‘Robias too,’ Eindil said. ‘He’s taken to this better than I, in truth.’

No surprise there, Vazi thought, spotting the former stentor waiting nearby. He looked exactly as he had before, now with the distinctive Alephi sheen, and his unwavering eyes took in every detail. He’s always been ignored, she reflected, though he all but ran the imperial court.

‘How does the change agree with you, Stentor?’ she called to him.

Robias’ voice was measured, with none of the shock that still haunted his master. ‘I better understand the glyma rage now, Exemplar. Emotional control is essential. But I am enjoying learning to channel magical energies.’

He conjured fire on his fingers with a mastery worthy of a veteran magus.

One to watch, she thought, turning back to Eindil and remembering how he’d fawned over her while letting the empire collapse around him. Yet he was still considered worthy of Jovan’s Paradise. Mine is not to question, she decided. ‘Is there something you need?’

He looked at her plaintively. ‘There is a rumour you are blessed with a child . . .’ He bowed his head. ‘I just wanted offer my, uh . . .’ He looked like he was about to cry.

‘I am blessed among women. Do you not have somewhere to be, Great One? All Alephi are heading to their assigned cities today, me included.’

He hung his head. ‘I fear I . . . I don’t know . . . Since I recovered, nobody has spoken to me. I don’t know whether I should be doing something to help . . .’

Vazi fought the urge to slap him for his ineffectuality. But he wasn’t worth the effort, and she needed to be elsewhere. ‘I’ll get you involved in the Petraxus mission,’ she promised. ‘I’m sorry, I have to go.’

His face as she backed away, full of wistful despair, made her fear for him.

He’ll be dead before I get back, she thought. The other Alephi will eat him alive.

Jovan saw off his courtiers and came to greet her, kissing her mouth and pressing her belly. ‘I’d hoped you’d be resting, now you carry our future inside you.’

‘I’m a week or two pregnant, not nine months,’ Vazi answered, but her irritation didn’t survive his smile. I’m carrying the future Lord of All, she kept thinking. What more could I want? ‘I just wanted to check on the hour we leave for Petraxus tomorrow.’

‘We’ll be last to leave, tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll make the proclamation at noon the following day. I have a villa outside the city, on the coast. We’ll spend the night there.’

‘Do we take the dragons?’ she asked eagerly. ‘Shemagh is my darling.’

‘It wasn’t my intention . . . but why not? Let them see our true power.’ He kissed her again, this time hungrily, his taste filling her mouth and setting off a flutter of anxiety.

Odalis has gone . . . What will he demand of me? She jerked away, trying to hide her reaction, but of course he saw.

‘Rest, Milady,’ he said, but his irritation was clear. ‘I will take a courtesan tonight.’

He spun and stalked away, leaving her feeling both relieved and crushed.

Next morning, Vazi, Jovan, Eindil, Robias and two dozen other Alephi mounted their dragons and donned glass goggles against the icy cold and rain. They soared from the landing platforms of the Eyrie, halfway up the volcano’s slopes. Leaving Nexus Isle behind them, they headed south, the beasts puffing flame every minute or so to relieve the heat and pressure inside, leaving little comets of light and smoke behind them as they flew. Eindil’s dragon followed Shemagh; she noticed the former hierophant had fainted again and it was Robias, the reins tight in his fists, guiding their beast.

There’s something about him I don’t like, Vazi mused. He’s too damned competent.

But with Shemagh beneath her, all ill thoughts were swept away. She followed Jovan’s own scarlet-skinned dragon into the skies, feeling again the rapture of flight. The beasts, graceless on the ground, came into their own as they glided, soared and dived, as the Talmont coast was revealed below, rugged cliffs and bleak shingle beaches, then pine stands and rocky outcroppings covered in snow, lonely smoke plumes rising from farmsteads. A dozen or more shard clusters gleamed pale red in dead forest stretching for dozens of kylos around them, all well away from inhabited areas.

‘All that energy flows into Elysium,’ Jovan called. ‘It’s the very blood in our veins.’

They landed soon after at a clifftop manor house eighty kylos west of Petraxus, the property of a hidden Alephi baron whose few servants, all recently anointed, emerged to greet them. The dragons were left to gorge on the last of the baron’s prize-winning herds, while the nobleman led Jovan’s party into his home, where they set about consuming his remaining stores and emptying his wine cellar in a wild feast. Still-mortal musicians played for their lives, with the most talented to be anointed the next morning.

Vazi was spared carnal duties, to her intense relief. She wasn’t sure she could bear it just now, even with her beloved Saviour. But he gave her a guest room while he took over the baron’s bedchamber. That didn’t mean she slept, because the sounds of him rutting the baron’s daughters filled the night-time hours.

How does Odalis bear it? she wondered.

Eindil lay in a room below Jovan and his closest followers, tormented to be so close to his beloved Vaziella. He couldn’t block out the dimly heard cries of passion which tortured him; he suspected he’d hear her even if she were half a world away.

Is she punishing me? he wondered.

‘Not everything is about you, Great One,’ Robias told him when he suggested it. The stentor was sitting reading a pile of books, somehow taking in each page in about a second. ‘I imagine making love to Jovan is an overwhelming experience.’

His words were surely meant kindly, but Eindil felt stung, not least because all his life, everything had always been about him.

The next morning, Vazi had hollows under her eyes, though the mask she presented to them all was reverent and demure, as befitting the wife of a great man. But Eindil saw the way the other Alephi smirked about her behind their hands and hated them for it.

The dragons were summoned, they mounted up and headed along the coast towards Petraxus, to herald the End. For Eindil, it couldn’t come soon enough.

Secordium

Nexus Isle was almost nine hundred kylos away, if the maps were reliable. A good horse, well-fed and rested, could travel maybe thirty kylos a day over mixed terrain, and with Augusta’s army soon to march and draw the enemy’s eye, Romara’s Falcons kept up a brisk pace. As the Shadowlands were still being patrolled by their enemies, they kept to the byways of Miravia. Elindhu said she could provide flying mounts to get them to Nexus, but those weren’t the flying insects the erlings had ridden into battle, as those could only endure a few hours at a time outside the Talam-Argith. She had another plan, which required them visiting an erlhaafen west of Secordium.

That meant three days riding the back roads north, with driving rain and freezing wind to contend with, though the bad weather did help conceal them. There were a few imperial roadblocks, but Aura, Jadyn and Evandriel’s foresight meant those were easily avoided.

‘Augusta will be on the march by now,’ Romara noted, as they set up another damp camping site. ‘Hopefully, every Alephi is watching her, not looking for us.’

Dusk on the third day saw them just south of Secordium. A long stream of refugees was trudging north, a ragged river of humanity flowing along the Odara. Romara’s party kept shadowed the main road, staying out of sight, and that night lit their cooking fire after dark to conceal the smoke.

As they settled in for the evening, out came the musical instruments secreted around the baggage; Elindhu produced a flute and Evandriel a mandolin. ‘I really don’t know how to play it,’ he apologised, but it turned out he could, very well. Gram’s voice was surprisingly mellow, a whole octave higher than Romara would have expected, and Yvora had a wispy but pleasing soprano and a knowledge of song lyrics that was truly oracular. They played and sang until rain forced them to wrap up, huddle round the fire and try to sleep.

Before sleeping, Romara quietly asked Yvora, ‘Any word from your stentor spy?’

‘Robias hasn’t written for two days,’ the oracle replied worriedly. ‘I hope nothing’s happened to him.’

Or to his loyalties, Romara thought bleakly. ‘We’re trusting him, but you must pretend we’re still in Hyastar,’ she reminded the girl, before heading for her bedroll. ‘If that means lying to history, so be it. We can correct it later.’

What started as an uncomfortable night grew considerably worse with the rain turning to flurries of sleet and snow around dawn. They woke early and moved on. The winds lifted, the rains blew over and they had begun thinking about stopping for breakfast, when Soren hissed in alarm, pointing towards the southeastern skies.

What might’ve been a flock of birds – if birds were man-sized – had glided into view, about a kylo away. Romara took her Falcons in under the trees, then watched intently as the distant shapes swooped over the main road to the east and circled high above a huge makeshift refugee camp, visible through a cutting.

‘Alephi,’ Aura confirmed. ‘We should see this.’

‘What are they doing?’ Gram rumbled. ‘Looking for us?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Jadyn answered. ‘Come on, hurry.’

They headed down the cutting to a point with views from the bushes to the road, only a few hundred paces away, just as a blast of trumpets resounded, echoing off the snow-smeared hills. As they watched, the refugees came staggering from lean-tos, rough tents and from under carts and huddled together fearfully, staring at the sky.

One of the winged beings – definitely an Alephi – dropped to a point just a dozen paces or so above the camp. Its voice boomed out with unnatural volume and clarity, as if being hurled into their eardrums.

‘Hearken, People of Coros,’ the Alephi shouted. ‘The time has come! The End of All Things approaches! Elysium is rising! Sinners repent! Faithful souls rejoice! Come to Secordium and witness the choosing of the Blessed! Bow down to great Jovan Lux at midday in Sacred Square! Witness miracles, and save your souls!’

Then the winged beings flashed onwards, leaving the desperate people below gazing after them in astonishment and fear. They started milling about, waving arms and pointing, clearly trying to understand what they’d heard. Judging by the southern clothing and headdresses among them, few of them were Talmoni.

Romara was no less astounded, but considerably less reverential. ‘“Choosing the blessed”? “Elysium rising”? Have they gone mad?’ she exclaimed.

‘The End of All Things? Elysium is rising?’ Gram added. ‘What the jagat?’

‘In The Book of Lux it says that when the time comes, Elysium will rise, the sky will fall and only the blessed will be saved,’ Elindhu reminded them. ‘This is what Aura foresaw: Serrafim bearing them up to heaven while the world burns.’

‘What’s the actual prophecy?’ Soren asked.

‘That Jovan, Akka’s avatar on Coros, will build a holy city in the sky where virtuous people will reside for ever,’ Elindhu replied. ‘It’s the hope of every person born to be saved. In The Book of Lux, Akka’s angels take the blessed to Elysium, then unleash the End of All Things. Fire rains down from the skies and destroys everything below.’

‘But how can a city be in the sky?’

‘Scholars have always believed it means a city built on a hill,’ Evandriel replied. ‘Or even a metaphor for being founded on high principles, like justice and holiness.’

‘I’m doubting that,’ Jadyn muttered. ‘Oracle, has Robias written anything?’

Yvora shook her head. ‘It’s been three days since he wrote anything. I’m worried.’

‘Aura, what do you think?’ Romara asked.

The Nepari grimaced, as if she’d tasted something bitter. ‘That this be terrible thing, to offer some salving and tell others they be damned,’ she said, her Talmoni deteriorating under stress. ‘Be needful we see this, am thinking. Secordium not far, neya?’

‘We’re supposed to be moving secretly, not sightseeing,’ Romara reminded her.

‘If Aura thinks it worth seeing, we should try,’ Jadyn replied. ‘This could tell us how much time we’ve got and exactly what we’re facing.’

Romara considered, then agreed. ‘All right: but just you two. Elindhu and Soren are too distinctive, and I could be recognised too. We’ll circle the city and meet again on the north side. Make for the nearest hill after leaving the gates.’

Jadyn and Aura put on their tattiest clothing, left their mounts and headed down into the valley, where the refugees were splitting into groups, some pressing forward, singing hymns, while others loitered indecisively. A few had even started heading south again.

Romara watched Jadyn and Aura join those marching north; once they’d been welcomed, she led the remaining Falcons back into the woods, to find a way northwards around Secordium, all the while wondering if there was any end to this unfolding madness.

‘I’m Lupo,’ a Bravanti man told Jadyn. ‘You come far, brother?’

‘All the way from the Nepari coast,’ Jadyn replied cautiously.

‘Your boots haven’t walked so far,’ Lupo remarked, his eyes narrowing. ‘Riding boots.’

‘Pulled them off a dead man near Folkstein,’ Jadyn improvised smoothly. Lying was easy these days. ‘Where are you from?’

‘Near Vantium. The vyr burned out my master’s estates. I have nothing now but my faith.’ Lupo made the sign of Akka over his heart. ‘I pray it will be enough.’ He glanced at Aura. ‘This is your woman, brother?’

‘My wife.’

‘Ah, I wish mine had lived,’ Lupo said sadly. ‘But the end is coming, eh. I’m only interested in praying now. Nice to meet you, brother. Hope you’re both saved.’ He clapped Jadyn on the shoulder before forging ahead, belting out a hymn.

As they approached Secordium, the road grew packed with farm folk and refugees headed for the city. There was an unreal air of celebration, grief and curiosity, disbelief warring with religious vindication: everyone was certain they would be saved, even those who admitted being sinners, while finding it hard to believe that this might really be the day all life ended.

‘Where is Elysium, anyway?’ an old greybeard was grumbling. ‘I don’t see it.’

‘You’re blind as a bat, Da,’ his daughter said tartly. ‘You wouldnae see it were it right above ye. But Jovan’ll cure that, aye he will. We’ll rise in glory, so we will.’

At the gates, long queues waited and fights soon broke out, rough-handed guards bludgeoning the newcomers with spear-butts, until they decided it wasn’t worth it and began deserting their posts. Rural lords protected by armed soldiers carved their way through the crowds to the front ranks, while people haggled for food in exchange for coin or jewellery; others, taking feeding themselves into their own hands, were ransacking stalls and shops. ‘You won’t need money in the Maw,’ the looters told the shop owners.

It took an hour to get through the gates, and the streets behind were packed. Jadyn hoisted Aura onto his shoulders before fighting his way into the thick of the mêlée. From her vantage, she guided him as they pushed forward, finding a place beneath a flat-roofed building overlooking Sacred Square, opposite the giant cathedral and its spire. They were able to clamber up to join the throng already gathered on the roof, peering down at the sea of bodies below. More and more packed in, singing and praying, fighting with boots and elbows for an inch of space and air. As the press and heat rose, people started fainting. Some were passed back over the heads of the crowds; others were trampled underfoot. Many looked dead already. The cacophony was deafening, the overall mood impossible to read. Some sang praises as if already saved or pleaded to the empty sky for mercy; others raged in outrage, lashing out at easy targets to blame.

‘Burn the sinners!’ a knot of hard-looking men chanted.

‘Akka be with us!’ others begged. ‘Save our souls!’

People screamed, shouted, wept, tore clothing, tried to buy sanctity by giving away their possessions or their children. Three men set fire to themselves, but the flames were quickly doused by those beside them who didn’t wish to burn themselves. Prostitutes were dragged from a brothel adjoining the square and throttled – and that was just the insanity Jadyn could see. All was chaos, and midday was still to come.

‘If it’s all a lie, how will these people ever recover?’ Jadyn wondered.

‘If we no stop Jovan, it be no lie,’ Aura replied grimly.

The whole rooftop was so crowded by now that Jadyn feared it would collapse any minute. Most of those with them were residents, sanctimonious in their superiority to the refugees and urban poor, complaining about the guard not clearing them away. Below them a street preacher was reciting the final chapter of The Book of Lux, ranting about the just vengeance of Akka on the unworthy. ‘You’ll be devoured for ever!’ he declared grimly.

‘If I’m to be devoured,’ a passerby retorted angrily, ‘then I’ll see you down there.’

Jadyn glanced up; midday was nigh, the city was a tinderbox of religious fervour, despair, hope and rage. Nobody understood what was happening, but everyone was convinced that come midday, the world would end.

Then a dozen Alephi appeared above, radiant beneath the sun, shining like holy vultures. Bells began to toll, trumpets blew, the giant many-headed beast that was the crowd surged forward, crushing many, as the ‘Serrafim’ dropped to the steps of the cathedral and a massive stentorian voice boomed out.

‘THE HOUR HAS COME! PEOPLE OF SECORDIUM, HEARKEN! ELYSIUM WILL RISE! REPENT NOW, TURN TO AKKA AND YOU SHALL BE SAVED! SINNERS, AVAUNT! THE DEVOURER’S MAW OPENS WIDE FOR YOU!’

There were hoarse cheers, then a tense silence, everyone shushing their neighbours and straining to hear.

A man in eastern robes, with long blond hair and a gentle, bearded demeanour stepped forth from among the knot of winged beings and raised his hands.

People screamed in joy as they recognised him.

‘PEOPLE OF SECORDIUM,’ he called, in a piercing voice, ‘I AM JOVAN LUX, AND I HAVE RETURNED TO SAVE YOU. ACCEPT ME INTO YOUR HEARTS, AND ETERNITY SHALL BE YOURS.’

He spread his arms wide as the people erupted, then like a wave breaking, the entire crowd fell to their knees, arms outstretched, wailing in wordless hope and despair.

It can’t be him, Jadyn thought. This isn’t happening.

But it was.

The End of All Things had begun.

Petraxus, Talmont

‘PEOPLE OF PETRAXUS,’ Jovan shouted from the steps of the Sacred Heart, the mightiest cathedral in Akkadom, ‘I AM JOVAN LUX, AND I HAVE RETURNED TO SAVE YOU. ACCEPT ME INTO YOUR HEARTS, AND ETERNITY SHALL BE YOURS.’

Vazi Virago, a few paces behind him, scanned the faces for threats, her aegis premonitions alert to danger. The crowd was immense and emotions were running high. It looked like the entire city had assembled, a million people crammed into Imperial Square and the surrounding streets, massed humanity desperate to know their fate.

If all was going as planned, this same scene was being played out in every major town and city across the Triple Empire, from Dagoz to Bedum-Mutaza to Mardium and Secordium and the rest. Jovan had boasted that morning that he would be everywhere at once, but every other town and city was seeing an Alephi disguised as Jovan. Only here in Petraxus the Magnificent was the Saviour Himself present in person.

‘I wrote these things down so long ago,’ he’d crowed a few minutes before emerging. ‘Everyone knows my Book, so I must fulfil it, so they truly understand my genius.’

She loathed this aspect of him, but she carried a child who was as much hers as his, and that gave her the strength to endure and the desire to see him triumph. She still had real misgivings, though: ‘When you select some and not others, they’ll go mad,’ she’d tried to warn him.

‘Perhaps, but this must be done properly,’ he’d replied blithely. ‘We will anoint those we choose as Alephi, and in three days, when Elysium rises, the rest will perish. I wrote it, and I will make it happen.’

‘It’ll be a bloodbath!’

‘Do you fret for the well-being of wasps before you smoke their nest, Vaziella? Or rats before you drown them? These people matter no more or less than those.’ He’d gripped her shoulder, making her meet his gaze. ‘The only criterion that matters is my approval. Those my Alephi select, I will uphold. The rest are just dust waiting to settle.’

A lictor – maybe Borghart – had once told her that to lie well, one had to believe the falsehood completely. She poured her soul into that belief, because right now their fledgling relationship felt fragile, despite the child she carried. ‘I understand,’ she’d replied. ‘You’re right, of course. You always are.’

He’d smiled approvingly, then strode out to address the crowds.

‘JOVAN!’ the crowd roared now. ‘JOVAN! JOVAN!’

She couldn’t deny it was incredible, to see a long-prophesied event enacted in real life on this, the greatest stage of all. The rejoicing, the grief, the horror and hope, every emotion on view, yet nothing felt real except him: solid as a mountain in a storm of adulation, desperation and desire. She felt like a cypher, no more. Yet here she was: his Elysia.

Serrafim shall divide the blessed from the sinners, then for three days sin shall reign over all . . . until the End of All Things, three days later. That was what his book said. Fire from heaven, the screams of the forsaken as Elysium rises, and the sky falling upon the sinners as they plunge into the Devourer’s Maw.

It’s insane, she thought, but he’s my Saviour and lover and the father of my child.

The hands stretching for him were like blades of grass reaching frantically to heaven. Every open mouth was a Maw. Every eye bled desperation. The din was incredible.

Her eyes roved, seeking threats but seeing nothing: yet. Glancing to her left, she saw the young-again Eindil Pandramion staring enviously as he witnessed true adulation for the first time. The Alephi gazed out over the masses with nostrils flared and eyes wide, projecting themselves into their Master’s shoes, basking in his glory.

Then, to her astonished alarm, Jovan conjured an aura of light and walked down the steps towards the thickly packed mob, allowing his worshippers to touch his robes and hands. People wept openly. Apparently at random, he brushed the foreheads of men and women and children in the crowd, leaving his thumbprint on their skin, and said, over and over, ‘Blessed be, you are saved.’ They screamed in joy as he passed on to the next. ‘Blessed be,’ he shouted. ‘You are all saved!’

Pandemonium ensued as those at the rear tried to charge forwards, terrified that only those at the front would be saved, clambering over the backs of those before them, breaking like a wave and surging in, but Jovan simply floated upwards, smiling benevolently as they howled beneath him, mouthing his blessings and shining like a fallen star.

‘Bring the blessed into the cathedral,’ a senior Alephi shouted. ‘Those he’s marked are saved. Get them inside!’

The Alephi began pulling out those who’d been marked from the crowd, while Vazi shadowed Jovan, in case this turned ugly. She saw weeping people begging for his touch as the Alephi began hauling out the marked – who, she’d noticed, were either old and rich or young and beautiful – while those left behind howled in grief and jealousy. Carnage began to unfold, people being crushed as those at the back tried to storm to the front. The screaming swirled dizzyingly, now sounding more like hatred than joy.

But Jovan just smiled down on them from mid-air as if this were all perfect.

‘Vazi! Exemplar Vazi!’ someone shrieked, and she looked down in shock to see a knot of young girls, barely in their teens, had recognised her. ‘Vazi Virago! Save us!’ they shouted.

The whole crowd was buckling from the pressure of thousands of people.

Akka on high, they’ll be crushed, she realised.

The girls were unmarked, but they’d die if she didn’t help them.

Jovan’s face hardened as an arrow flew, snapping against his shields, and Vazi realised that some in the crowd were armed. The Saviour kindled white fire in his hands, perhaps to deter them, but the panicking crowds became a maelstrom, and a wave of brutes began clubbing, stabbing and punching those between them and salvation.

The girls kept screaming Vazi’s name, but they were about to go under the press. She tried anyway, taking to the air and trying to free the nearest from her friends, but their arms were locked tight and she succeeded only in dislocating the girl’s arms – then armed men overran them, cutting them down like chaff. Vazi’s flamberge appeared in her hand as if of its own volition, and she hammered into them, beheading one and disembowelling another, then all was blood. For a mad moment she thought she’d kill them all. But then the sheer weight began to crush her with the rest . . .

Suddenly Jovan was above her, livid with fury and blasting at those around her with numbing bolts of force, until she could shoot upwards, as terrified as she was furious.

‘Vaziella!’ he shouted into her skull, ‘Vaziella, leave the sinners to die – we’ve done what’s needed: the Book is fulfilled.’ He grabbed her arm and pulled. ‘Now!’

Numb, she followed her master upwards, screaming inside as the human herd went mad below. But in seconds they’d flown over the cordon of Church Guards and were inside the cathedral, now full of those he’d ‘blessed’. The doors to heaven were slammed shut and barred, as rocks smashed through the stained-glass windows and the sounds of carnage only grew. Vazi turned to Jovan in horror, so terrified for him she could scream.

But he was beaming, like an excited boy.

‘This,’ he panted, ‘is what it means to be alive!’

Secordium, Miravia

Jadyn clutched Aura’s hand, his anchor, because nothing felt real.

The selection of the Blessed had begun peacefully enough, with Alephi floating over the front of the crowd, pointing at people, drawing them up into the air, rapture on their faces. Initially the crowd shouted praise for those chosen, amazed and overjoyed that the prophecy anchoring their civilisation was coming true. But people were flooding forwards now, crushing those in front, sweeping apart families and friends, shouting to each other in wonder, the mood exultant.

Then an armoured knight was chosen and lifted to the steps where the blessed were gathered, and someone shrieked, ‘No – no, not him – he’s jagging murderer!’ and just like that, the whole scene changed. Suddenly the crowd began to look at those being chosen, and there were eruptions of protest. No, no, surely not them! Cries of ‘Slattern! Rapist! Thief—’ and other vicious accusations filled Sacred Square.

Those accused responded with clenched fists or made obscene gestures in response, while the Alephi bellowed justifications and rebukes. And all the time those feeling deserving of Paradise were demanding the Serrafim choose them, even offering gold and jewels. It felt obscene, a travesty of everything promised in The Book of Lux.

Jadyn felt the last of his faith vanish.

Aura was weeping. ‘This be wrong,’ she wailed. ‘Not want to see.’ But still she stared, taking it all in as the scene degenerated from celebration to riot.

The Alephi were still hauling people from the press – priests, merchants and pretty girls, as far as they could see – and pushing them inside Secordium Cathedral, but the rejected were now desperate, pulling out knives and other weapons and trying to storm the cathedral.

The giant doors were slammed in their faces by the suddenly alarmed Alephi, leaving the mob to slam into a cordon of soldiers – who, realising they too had been excluded, swapped sides and joined in battering the doors and smashing in windows, still demanding salvation.

While they took solace in violence, others clung together protectively, weeping and professing faith, vowing to ‘see in the End together’. Jadyn saw despairing courage and despicable cowardice, reasons to still love people and reasons to loathe them, everywhere he turned.

‘We need to get out,’ he told Aura, ‘while we still can.’

Even for them, that was easier said than done. The rooftop was so crowded that every move risked pushing people off the edge, and once they’d got inside, looters were fighting over the family treasures in one room, while weeping people prayed to a drunken preacher in another, until someone smashed a statuette over the preacher’s skull. They clambered past an oblivious couple making love in a stairwell and reached a narrow lane where they hid until the rioters had rampaged by.

Then, following their foresight and instincts, they navigated the labyrinthine alleys and joined a river of refugees of all races seeking safety outside the walls.

They hadn’t managed a kylo when flames and smoke billowed from the cathedral spire behind them. Seconds later, a wave of armed rioters slammed into the refugee column, venting their fury on the foreigners. Jadyn shielded Aura, who covered her head as they fought on, trying to head west, until a familiar voice shouted, ‘That bitch is Nepari!’

It was Lupo, the Bravanti they’d met south of the city, now at the head of a knot of blade-wielding men scything through the press, seeking dark faces. Jadyn whipped out his sword as they closed in, and then they were fighting for their lives, Aura gripping time and slowing their attackers enough that they could evade the slashing knives and grasping hands, and carve a way clear. Jadyn barely saw faces, just shapes and steel as he measured the arcs of the steel and the fore-images of death, wrenching his body between them, lunging and hacking. When trapped they went up, kicking off the side of a building and cartwheeling away, cutting down Lupo and two of his fellow murderers, then sprinting for safety.

By now, winged beings were flying overhead, but they found a wrecked house and skidded in, seconds before an Alephi flashed by. Clearly, their use of aegis had not gone unnoticed.

‘No more aegis,’ Jadyn whispered. ‘They sensed us.’

They crept through the building to join a stampede of people rushing away, shouting about fire as smoke started filling the street. Knowing the Alephi were still searching nearby, they wrapped their heads in scarves and kept their weapons sheathed.

The next few blocks were a nightmarish recreation of the Devourer’s Maw, for the streets were rife with looting, murder, rape and vandalism – as well as many admirable people trying to protect others. The Book of Lux’s words about ‘sin reigning’ in the three days until the End were coming true in bloody fashion.

‘The Alephi don’t care what they’ve unleashed,’ Jadyn said, appalled and ashamed. ‘They said it’ll be three days until Elysium rises: this place will be in ashes by then.’

‘They don’t care,’ Aura agreed, ‘and we have no time. We get out, find others, go on.’

To their relief, the rioting grew less as they left the centre behind. Those who’d reached their homes were barricading themselves in, and some streets were cooperating to fortify themselves and shut out outsiders. Refugees, people with nothing and nowhere to go but unable to stay, wandered aimlessly. Jadyn and Aura let the crowd push them along, a river of frightened people seeking safety.

They found a gateway, but it was clogged with refugees. Aura grabbed Jadyn’s shoulder and he followed her eyes: an Alephi was in the cupola of the gatehouse tower, eyes sweeping the crowd.

‘It be here for us,’ Aura warned, but there was no way to turn back without attracting attention, so they shuffled forward, heads wrapped and bowed, blanking their minds while closing their ears to the abuse from windows from local people taking out their own fears on the refugees. Jadyn, sensing he was about to be hit, let it happen, for fear of the Alephi detecting any evasion. The rock glanced off his skull, blood welled from his gashed scalp, but he stumbled on, shielding Aura with his body, praying desperately.

He wasn’t sure who to.

They passed through the arch, right beneath the Alephi’s feet, nudged along by the crowd, containing the urge to run once they reached clear space. Jadyn exhaled in relief . . .

Then he went rigid as a grey-robed woman landed before him and the air around them turned to glass. ‘You two,’ she said, in a lazy drawl, ‘stand still.’

Aura felt her body lock into place as the Alephi before them gripped the air and time halted for everyone but her. Even Jadyn went still. It was as if a giant hand had wrapped round her body – but she was coated in oil and could slip from its grip at any moment.

If they realise who we are, more will come . . .

That thought made her feign helplessness, going rigid as well, even though her fingers itched to pluck out secret knives.

They sensed us in the alley and covered the exits, she guessed.

The Alephi woman stepped before them and pulled the scarf from Aura’s face, clearly so confident in her spell that she didn’t believe her victims capable of moving. They stared at the smugly beautiful grey-haired woman looking them up and down.

‘Who are you?’ she mused aloud. ‘How is it you move as I do?’

While she spoke, Aura took the tangle of time the Alephi had woven around them and quietly reversed it, winding the woman in her own knots while slipping though her gripping spell, freeing Jadyn with a touch. It shouldn’t have been possible, but the Alephi was complacent, not knowing who she faced. Inside three seconds, she was the one immobilised.

They couldn’t just kill her, not without drawing more, so they left her there and just walked on. It’d last only a minute or so, so they hurried to shelter before tearing through time to get away. By the time the Alephi woman shot back up into the air, leaving those around her to begin moving normally again, she was unaware anything out of the ordinary had occurred and Aura and Jadyn were speeding down a lane, just blurs of light in motion.

The city behind them was on fire, hundreds of plumes of smoke rising into the air.

Welcome to the End of All Things, Aura thought grimly.

This is not what I wanted, Akka told her. It’s not what I wanted at all.

Nor me, murmured Urghul. It’s nothing to do with us.

Aura still had no idea if the pair inside her head were real or just her imaginings, but The Book of Lux was clear: they had three days to stop this, before the Maw opened and swallowed everyone – except the Blessed.

Petraxus, Talmont

Vazi crouched in the belltower of Petraxus Cathedral, ostensibly to keep watch, but mostly just to be alone. Below, the square was strewn with bodies. The inner city was in flames, fires raging out of control in every direction. Jovan had forbidden his Alephi to intervene, declaring it Akka’s punishment on the sinful mob.

‘These are unworthy,’ he told them. ‘Urghul will take them all.’

The assault on the cathedral had been repulsed by the wrath of the Alephi, fighting with glyma and supernatural strength until the assault broke. Inside the grand old building, those who’d been saved were herded together to be ‘blessed’: to be bitten or screwed or otherwise force-fed liquid elobyne, simultaneously making them into Alephi and enslaving them, as Genadius had done to her. There were priests, wealthy merchants and noblemen and their families, and plenty of pretty boys and girls, doubtless intended to become the playthings of her cruel kindred. But there were still far fewer than Jovan had demanded; the rioting had seen to that. Vazi tried to picture how this might have gone in Bedum-Mutaza, Dagoz, Mardium and all the other major cities of the Triple Empire; her aegis told her it’d been the same everywhere.

Even with the real Jovan here, it turned to chaos. Those other places will have fared worse, she thought. Scanning the horizon, she saw Petraxus’ satellite towns were also in flames now, plumes of black smoke filling the air. So much for his predictions of rejoicing: he thinks himself invincible, and so all he prophesies is success.

But she was bound to him. If he had blind spots, she had to cure them.

I may reject some of what he says and does, but he’s the father of our child, she reminded herself yet again. I must love him, regardless.

As the sun westered, wings fluttered and suddenly Jovan was standing on the parapet beside her, gazing down at the square with an expression of stony regret. ‘Are you going to tell me you told me so?’ he asked lightly.

‘I would not be so crass,’ she replied. ‘Your wisdom is unmatched, so if you erred, then to err was unavoidable.’

‘So diplomatic,’ he mocked. ‘What happened to my forthright Speaker of Truth?’

‘She’s right here. But I can only protect you from other people, not yourself.’

‘What were you doing in the crowd?’

She hung her head, wincing at the memory. ‘I don’t know . . . Some girls recognised me . . . I somehow felt responsible . . .’

‘It was foolish beyond words,’ Jovan snapped. ‘You bear my child!’ Then he relented. ‘I don’t blame you, but nor do I regret my actions. What happened all over the empire today was necessary. The Book must be fulfilled. My mistake was to believe that humans possess “common decency”, whatever that is. They’re animals, at best.’

She carefully didn’t give an opinion. ‘What happens now?’

‘We return to Elysium and prepare for the End of All Things three days hence. That timing is set by the speed with which the final draining of the Nexus vivalocus empowers the master crystal. Be ready to fly at dusk, my lover. By then the neophytes below will have gained their wings – or they’ll be left behind.’ He touched her hand. ‘By the way, something about Eindil and his former stentor troubles me. Keep an eye on them.’

She bowed her head. ‘Of course, Master.’

She thought he’d simply go, but he lingered, gazing at her with a kind of paternal concern. ‘Vazi, my love, I know today upset you. I know you still struggle with intimacy. I regret that I am not perfect, as a prophet or as a man. But never doubt my devotion to you.’

She swallowed, her tension easing marginally. ‘I know that. Thank you, my Lord.’

‘I want nothing between us – nothing at all. Come to my bed tonight. I will be gentle, I promise. We are two sides of the same whole and nothing should ever divide us.’

He waited until she smiled and let him kiss her.

Only after he had gone did she finally let out her breath.

Are we one, though? she worried. I saw his dark side today.

But he was her glorious destiny, and she carried his son. They were bound together now, and her only choice now was to support him to the End.
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The Last Haven

Elysium Rising

In The Book of Lux, the phrase ‘Elysium will rise’ is frequently used, but it’s never been fully explained. Some say Elysium – Paradise – is under the sea, waiting to rise from the depths on the last day. Others speculate that it’s really Petraxus and will be ‘revealed’ rather than ‘rise’. Still others insist it is a metaphor for a state of spirituality.

Chronicles of Talmont, 1409

Northern Hytal

Winter 1472

‘It was insane,’ Jadyn said dazedly. He was probably repeating himself; he didn’t know. His bloodied scalp had been salved and bandaged, but he was still gabbling. ‘One of the Alephi said he was Jovan Lux and they started selecting the “blessed”, at which point everyone went mad in a thousand different ways. Now Secordium is burning, while people drink and screw and pray their last days away. The world’s gone mad.’

‘They’ve unleashed forces nobody can control and they don’t care,’ Romara groaned. She turned to Elindhu. ‘How far away is this erlhaafen you’re taking us to? We thought we had weeks in which to reach Nexus Isle and now it turns out we’ve got three days!’

‘It’s not far now,’ the magia reassured her.

Since Secordium they’d avoided villages and towns. The collective madness was spreading fast, even where no Alephi had been, with rumours running rife, carried by people fleeing the burning metropolis and spreading garbled versions of what they had seen or heard about. There was no law now, other than communities banding together, clinging to what they knew, while shooting arrows at passersby to keep them away.

One of the worst things they discovered was a farmstead where they found five bodies – a farmer, his wife and three children – sitting in a circle, dead from poison: ‘sinners’ rejected by Akka, who’d chosen death by their own hands.

It was heartbreaking and enraging in equal measure.

‘I’m worried about the Alephi who saw us in Secordium,’ Jadyn told Romara. ‘I wish we hadn’t gone there.’

Romara disagreed. ‘No, it was vital we learned what was going on. You did right.’ She turned to Yvora, who was muttering in Evandriel’s ear. ‘Anything?’

‘Wait . . .’ the blind girl replied. ‘I’m just . . . ah . . . Robias has just written this: “Dear Yvora, thank you for your kind words. I recall your report on Pelasian weather patterns, which showed great scholarship.”’ She paused, flushing pink, and Evandriel had to nudge her to go on. ‘Robias says: “I have been made to travel and had little privacy, so could not report in these past days. Know this: Jovan invokes the End of All Things, and everything that matters will take place on Nexus Isle – or Elysium, as Jovan names it now. You have just three days. All appears lost, but they must have a vulnerability, and I will learn it. Pray for me.”’ The white-haired girl flinched and added, ‘That’s all.’

They all shared a fraught moment fighting hopelessness.

‘He confirms what we guessed: three days,’ Romara said tersely. ‘Falcons, let’s ride!’

Ride they did, until the horses were sweating, their breath streaming. They were slowed by Yvora and Evandriel, so took turns doubling with the young oracle. Evening found them entering a steep gully where slopes of stark, leafless elms loomed over them like skeletal wraiths.

Aura squeaked and pointed at the narrow band of sky above, where a cluster of specks overhead were heading northeast.

‘Alephi, returning to Nexus Isle,’ she said. She’d barely spoken since escaping Secordium, but the loathing on her face spoke volumes. ‘New Serrafim. New “blessed ones”.’ She turned to Elindhu. ‘Where is erling place?’

Elindhu gestured grandly towards a tree with a Leafman face carved into the trunk. ‘We’re here. There’s the signpost . . . and here’s the path.’

She led them past the Leafman to an archway formed by two trees which had grown around each other, branches entwined to form an arch over a trail following a tiny stream into the deepest part of the gully. It reminded Romara of Semmanath-Tuhr, deep in the Nepari mountains, with the same sense of watchfulness. But that valley had been lush, whereas this place was a tangle of leafless trees and undergrowth, with rotting debris underfoot. The air was utterly silent, save for the high winds in the ridges above.

‘Be watching us,’ Aura said softly. ‘Knowing we here.’

‘Who?’ Yvora squeaked from her perch behind Evandriel. The scholar touched her hand reassuringly. They looked about, but there was nothing to see, just shadows.

‘What are you seeking?’ Jadyn asked Elindhu.

‘This is a sayltuhr, a unique place,’ she replied. ‘When we erlings went into hiding, we took other creatures with us, those who were dying out from human contact. We created havens for them – this is one of those places, a hidden trove of living miracles.’

It sounded wonderful, but still Romara saw only shadows. ‘Sounds nice,’ she drawled, ‘but where are they?’

Elindhu grinned. ‘Further in.’

They wound down the gully, which got steeper and narrower until the cliffs closed in. The stream ended in a massive sinkhole, the water pouring over the lip and vanishing into the depths. Elindhu took them around it and into a cavern carved millennia ago by water, though now dry.

It was huge, like a hollow hill, with a dirt floor and stone walls green with moss. The distant gleam of sunlight in blue sky was just visible through a hole at the very apex of the hill. Looking around, they could see other caves opening on all sides – and now they spotted dark shapes moving.

A deep voice boomed a challenge in the erling Jerathi tongue.

Elindhu nudged her mount to the fore and responded. Words flew between them until she looked back and announced, ‘It’s all right. They’ll let us in.’

A huge shadow moved on the rocky ceiling of the cavern. Romara stiffened, expecting some giant to appear, but what emerged was a small dun-skinned erling with a lamp cradled before his belly, throwing the shadow up behind him. He was barely three foot tall, with big amber eyes and a beak-nose that made Elindhu’s own look small.

‘Welcome, Crysophalae,’ he trilled. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

‘You’ve been here before?’ Jadyn asked the magia.

‘No, but I know him from my youth,’ Elindhu replied, swinging from the saddle and shrinking to her human form, then hugging the little erling. ‘Falcons, this is Smattle, who runs this sayltuhr. He knows more about forgotten creatures than anyone.’

Smattle grinned shyly. ‘Too kind, Crysophalae. How may I serve?’

Romara sensed others in the shadows creeping closer to hear Elindhu’s words.

‘There’s a crisis in the world outside,’ she said, ‘and we six need to travel a long way, very fast, over land and water. We need to fly.’

‘Ah,’ Smattle sighed. ‘But nothing here that flies can bear your weight.’

‘Ah, but they can if . . .’ Elindhu leaned close and whispered in his ear.

The little erling oohed and aahed, frowned, asked questions. Then he slowly smiled. ‘I believe I have just the thing,’ he said, shuffling from foot to foot. ‘Come, come.’

He scampered to the largest cave entrance, turning and beckoning them eagerly. Elindhu told them to leave their horses, and a dozen tiny erlings came out to take them. ‘They’re not dinner,’ Elindhu told them sternly. ‘And nor are these humans.’

The erlings nodded with meek disappointment as they collected the reins.

Smattle led the Falcons down a long tunnel. Warm wet heat rose to meet them, and in a few minutes they were all sweating as they pushed through a wall of dripping moss into a huge cavern several hundred paces across. In the middle was a big pond with lily pads, flowers and the swishing swirl of creatures swimming beneath. A reptilian head on a long neck rose from below to watch them, an alarmingly big beast larger than a horse, with a placid visage. Beetles the size of fists crawled about, lizards and snakes slithered in the mud and an eel-like creature with a lamprey’s circular mouth surfaced briefly.

‘These would all have died out, when their habitats failed,’ Elindhu remarked.

‘When?’ Gram asked.

She shrugged. ‘Perhaps ten thousand years ago?’ She smiled wryly when they all looked astounded. ‘Life is old, far older than anyone knows. But about two thousand years ago we erlings found a magical power that enabled memories to be preserved beyond death, so later generations could learn from their forebears. That changed everything.’

Jadyn stared. ‘That’s amazing! Is it another lost power—?’

Elindhu smirked and gestured at the cave walls, which were covered with ancient paintings and scrawled words. ‘We called it writing. We taught it to humans – a big mistake,’ she added, with a wink.

‘Writing is the greatest magic of all,’ Yvora said. ‘A memory spell anyone can cast.’

Elindhu went to the water’s edge, plucked a beetle the size of a large coin from a bush and held it up like an offering. Instantly, a long tubular insect with four gossamer wings emerged from the shadows. It was fully a pace long, with bulbous eyes and a predatory air. Its wings made the air thrum as its forelegs snatched the beetle away and pulled it to its mouth and swallowed, then waited for more.

Everyone but the two erlings took a step back.

‘What is it?’ Jadyn asked. ‘I’ve never seen the like.’

‘It’s a dragonfly,’ Soren replied, unexpectedly. ‘My mother spoke of them: they’re common in Abutha. But she said they’re small, just a finger’s length – not like this!’

‘This is an old species of dragonfly, one we called a griffinfly,’ Smattle told them. ‘They eat other insects, small rodents too.’ He held out a hand and the griffinfly darted to his wrist. Its wings slowed enough that they could see them properly. They were like fractured glass, attached to an iridescent blue-green tubular body. ‘They began to die out when reptiles became birds. We protected them, and have many here now, many hundreds.’ He looked at Elindhu. ‘We can spare a few, Crysophalae, for your need outweighs all.’

‘That’s nice, but its wingspan is only two paces,’ Gram remarked. ‘What use is it?’

‘A lot, I hope,’ Elindhu replied. ‘I’ve told you that the restoring of the mageas has opened up many old spells to us. This gives us an opportunity. We’ll settle in for the night, and if all goes well, we’ll be ready to travel tomorrow.’

They all stared, then Aura said excitedly, ‘You be meaning—?’

Elindhu smiled. ‘Exactly.’

Romara gave the magia a stern look. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’

‘I’m doing the only thing possible. Nothing alive can cross a thousand kylos of land and water in three days unless it can fly, but birds and insects are too small to bear us. However, I came across an ancient spell in my recent research that enlarges living creatures. It takes hours to cast and lasts for only a few days, and it’s easiest with lightweight, larger creatures. A griffinfly is the largest flying insect there has ever been, but for all its size, it’s comparatively light. I believe I can enlarge them faster and sustain the spell longer than using an eagle, for example – plus, they don’t see us as food.’

‘Hurrah,’ Soren said ironically.

‘Also, insects are easier to control than birds, being less intelligent.’ She examined the insect on Smattle’s wrist thoughtfully. ‘They’re stronger than they look: those wings beat hundreds of times per second. They can carry off prey twice their weight, so I think they could even manage Gram.’

‘I’m not prey,’ the big trapper rumbled.

‘I’ll make sure they know that.’ She turned back to Smattle. ‘If you can get my people settled, I’ll make a start. You’ll all need to help. We’ve got three days left, and a long way to go, so they must be ready to fly by dawn.’

Despite the confidence Elindhu projected, she was far from certain she could do this. Enlargement spells were a lot harder than the simple concept suggested, because extra mass had to come from somewhere, in usable form, and applied evenly, or they’d kill the subject.

Can I do this? she worried. Is there a better way?

But there were no portali gates on Nexus Isle, and those in the far north were mostly destroyed, or in Order bastions, so that option wasn’t available either. She had to make it work.

The spell required four magical circles, into each of which Smattle and his assistants tethered a griffinfly and a huge pile of pulped insects for them to eat before sealing them in with barrier spells. As they worked, a great many erlings, a crowd of strangely proportioned beings with the same big, amber eyes, emerged from the caves to watch.

‘Romara, can you join me first?’ Elindhu called. ‘You’ll need to link to me as I initiate the spell, then you’ll take it over and sustain it. Don’t worry, it’ll feel natural. Yvora, I need you too, please. The rest of you: watch and learn.’

She took Romara to one of the magic circles, faced the griffinfly within, then had Yvora guide them through the spell she needed, recited from the blind oracle’s exact memory of a book of old magic. Elindhu used those instructions to weave the required energies, all the while clasping Romara’s hand to share the burden and impart the technique to her.

It was a slow process, taking almost an hour before she was ready to let go and allow Romara to take over. Energy had to be generated and fed evenly into the circle, then used to feed the internal systems that made the griffinfly grow. She knew it was cruel, because the spell’s ending would kill the insects unless reversed exactly, something she doubted they’d have a chance to do. But this was their only chance if they were to reach Nexus in time.

Once it started working, everything happened fast, the griffinfly bulking out rapidly. Once it had stabilised, Elindhu passed the reins of the spell to Romara.

‘This is highly dubious morally,’ the knight-commander breathed, her face troubled.

‘So is turning humans into winged immortals,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Our enemies are doing that. If we are to have any chance of getting there in time, this is what must happen.’

She turned to Gram. ‘You’re next, big fella.’

Until Elindhu revealed her intentions, Aura hadn’t been able to foretell how they could get to Nexus Isle in time. Now she had the information, she sifted through it. It would take two days and a night, so time was short: they would arrive at Nexus Isle with only an hour or two to spare before the ‘End of All Things’ began.

There’ll be many more Alephi, and we still don’t know exactly what to do when we get there.

As she considered how to solve that problem, she felt another mind searching for her. Instantly recognising Jovan Lux’s touch, she shut down her mind at once. For a moment she cowered like a rabbit, rigid with fear as a hawk’s shadow passed overhead.

Then he was gone and she could breathe again.

‘You’re next, Evandriel,’ Elindhu called to the scholar. ‘Come, it’s not so hard.’

Nexus Isle

Vazi Virago waited behind Jovan’s seat as an Alephi called Kierna, blandly lovely with grey hair, approached and knelt.

‘Speak your tidings, Kierna, my child,’ her Saviour commanded. ‘Tell me what you saw: you have nothing to fear. I only wish for information, and will reward you fittingly.’

The chamber, one of Jovan’s private rooms, was Abuthan-themed, with an imposing throne made of phaunt tusks set on a dais ten steps above the floor. The kneeling Alephi woman’s face softened: she’d asked for this audience, no doubt to advance herself, but she also knew there were risks attached.

Hands clasped before her as if praying, she lifted her gaze and said, ‘Most High, I bring report of an encounter in Secordium, the day before yesterday. We were flying above the city in the wake of the announcement . . .’ She faltered, clearly unsure quite how to speak of that. ‘There was . . . uh . . . a great deal of unrest. Many sinners ran amok . . . they were unworthy and showed why,’ she added, as a sop. ‘It should have been a day of joy.’

Jovan doesn’t care, Vazi thought. Just get on with it.

‘The encounter,’ she reminded Kierna tersely. ‘Slow down, speak up.’

What emerged was a fragmented account of a mysterious moment when Kierna sensed unknown magical energies, then suffered a black-out. ‘I’m gifted with a fragment of the aegis, which I recall using on . . . someone . . .’ Kierna said. ‘But the memory’s gone . . . How can that be?’

‘Let me aid you,’ Jovan said kindly, coming to his feet.

Kierna gave him an uncertain look. ‘Mercy,’ she croaked, sensing danger.

‘You’ve nothing to fear, my child,’ Jovan purred, descending to stand over her and placing his hands on her head. Gentle light played around them. ‘Relax.’

Kierna sagged and moaned sensually. ‘Ooh,’ she moaned, ‘that feels—’

With a crack, lightning flashed and she reeled, then toppled, an oozing crater blown in her skull, blackened brain tissue spraying over the tiles.

Jovan glanced at Vazi apologetically. ‘It’s her own fault. She knew a full day ago that this was vital news, but wanted to report in person, thinking she’d be rewarded. Which she has been – fittingly.’

Vazi kept her face immobile. This man saved my soul, she reminded herself. That woman was unworthy of the Alephi. I’d have done the same.

She wasn’t totally sure about that, but it felt like the right thing to think.

‘I opened up her memories,’ Jovan went on. ‘It was Auranuschka Perafi who Kierna saw in Secordium. Somehow, Perafi mesmerised her. Sadly, extricating that memory proved fatal.’ He didn’t sound sad at all.

A curtain stirred and Odalis stepped through, wearing scarlet silks, her hair in Abuthan braids. She’d returned that afternoon, reporting similar disasters in the south.

‘Is this “Auranuschka” really Oranu – the proto-Urghul?’ she asked anxiously.

Jovan strode to her, kissed her mouth and said reassuringly, ‘She is. This is good news. It tells us where to find our “Oranu”.’

Vazi dropped to one knee. ‘Allow me to hunt her down.’

‘Your place is beside me,’ Jovan reminded her.

‘She eluded me in the south, so it’s personal,’ Vazi replied, but that wasn’t her real motivation. The débâcle at Petraxus had shaken her faith and she needed time away from him. A manhunt will purify my thoughts, she thought. It’ll remind me of who I am.

‘Let her go, Jovan, my Lord,’ Odalis urged. ‘You’ll still have me.’

‘In all my foretelling, Oranu is no threat,’ Jovan mused. ‘It’s a waste of energy.’

‘These people feel like a threat to me,’ Vazi replied. ‘They’ve eluded us all, when nobody ever has before. If there’s a way of ruining things, they will find it.’

Jovan pulled her to her feet. ‘I want you tonight, and Odalis too,’ he said, a trifle sulkily. ‘You must both put aside your petty feud and enjoy the fruits of sharing me. We three are the empire embodied: Talmont, Abutha and Zynochia. It is high time we consummated our triple union.’

The confirmation of Odalis’ sordid theory curdled Vazi’s gut, but Odalis said, ‘I am willing, my Lord – if she is.’

‘I can’t rest while these monsters are still abroad,’ Vazi managed, looking Jovan in the eye. ‘I need this blood-hunt.’ She risked batting her eyelids. ‘It will rouse my passion.’

Jovan stirred with interest. ‘Really? Fascinating.’ He considered her words, running his eyes over his two women, staring hotly. ‘Then hunt them down, my Lioness! There will be time enough for love when you return.’

Vazi let him kiss her, heart thudding in relief. ‘I’ll bring you their heads, Lord . . . and enjoy every pleasure afterwards.’ She threw Odalis a glance. ‘Even with her.’

Odalis gave her a measuring look, then swayed in and kissed her lips, lingering over it, knowing Vazi hated the contact. ‘I look forward to it,’ she purred, her mouth hot, her eyes coldly hostile.

Jovan put an arm round both their shoulders, apparently oblivious to the mutual loathing. ‘Find them, darling Vaziella. Kill them, and return to our bed.’

‘I’ll keep your side warm,’ Odalis added. ‘Don’t be too long.’

Vazi chose the boar-masked courtier Greshlyn, a straight arrow, she believed, as her second, and let him choose ten more dragon-riding Alephi to make up their party. She briefed them before taking flight, and dawn saw them over Secordium. An hour or so before sunrise, they found a hilltop eerie outside the city for their dragons to roost.

Vazi went alone into the burning city before dawn, unsure what she was seeking – some scent of Aura Perafi and Jadyn Kaen, perhaps, though she knew that aegis veiled aegis, so she didn’t expect to find anything useful.

Kierna accosted them outside Northgate, she remembered. Wrapped in veils and a heavy riding cloak, she made her way there. It’s a long shot, but I might just get lucky.

The gate was guarded, but her wards mimicked invisibility, projecting indifference into the minds of anyone who looked at her, so she could wander unmolested among the packs of feral youth wandering the frightened city, even at this hour. The men were all drunk and easy to repel, but the streets were a mess with trampled debris and wreckage everywhere, and smoke rising from ruined buildings on every block.

It certainly feels like the End of All Things, she mused stonily. But was Perafi truly here?

She almost missed it in the churned mud outside the gate; a thin spattering of blood trapped in ice that drew her eye. It could have been anyone’s blood, but when she saw it, she knew. She pinched a crystal between finger and thumb, put it on her tongue and was rewarded with a vision, ephemeral but vivid, of Jadyn Kaen’s face, bandaged about the skull. More faces loomed around him, most of which she knew.

The Falcons are with him, northwest of here, about a dozen kylos . . .

Vazi smiled in satisfaction as the tiny blood trace dissolved and the link was lost.

Ignored by all around her, she conjured wings and took to the air, her mind mapping out possibilities. Why were they here? And more importantly, where were they going, with less than three days until Elysium rose? She had no conclusive answers, but the Falcons had been a thorn in her side for months now, and foresight told her she needed to deal with them.

I bet they’re going to Nexus Isle.

It was intuition, but she sensed she was right. They were a thousand kylos from Nexus, but they still felt like a threat, and unbelievably, they always found a way. With that cautionary thought in mind, she headed back to her Alephi warband. I’ll set up an aerial perimeter, she decided, seal them off from the Isle, then we’ll tighten the noose.

Lord Greshlyn and his dragon-riders clenched fists and punched the air when she announced what she’d found. She split them into two: Greshlyn would take five dragon-riders northeast at top speed, establish a northern perimeter, then work back towards where she’d sensed the Falcons, while her five would sweep up from the south.

‘A neat trap,’ Greshlyn approved, ‘and against our dragons, they’ll be helpless.’

‘These people are never helpless,’ Vazi warned. ‘If you find them first, call us in and we’ll do this together. I insist on it: we can’t let them escape. No complacency, do you understand? When we engage, let your underlings do the fighting. Hold yourself in reserve.’

Greshlyn’s people were all his minions. It meant he could sense them over long distances, a definite advantage, but it also meant that if he were hurt, they all were.

Greshlyn shrugged confidently. ‘As you command,’ was all he said.

They took to the air, split into their two flights and Greshlyn’s group tore into the clouds, arrowing north, aiming to get ahead of their foes. Vazi took her group low and slow, scanning the ground beneath as they headed into the hills north of Secordium. It was just after sunrise, and the enemy was no more than half an hour away.

The blood-hunt she craved was on.

Soren adjusted the reins of their new griffinfly mount, sending waves of calm to its mind as he and Elindhu walked it out into the chamber. That required him to overcome his own trepidation at being so close to this primaeval creature with its clicking mouth and bulbous, faceted eyes. The enlarged griffinfly was now as high as his shoulder, the body a dozen paces long and the wingspan even wider. Their gossamer wings were incredible, but their alien heads and mouths were terrifying.

Once gathered in the main cavern they were ready to fly, straight up the hole a hundred paces above. The griffinflies chittered as the Falcons readied them for the journey, tightening adjusted horse saddles and loading baggage. Evandriel was hovering anxiously over Yvora, but the blind girl was the calmest here, perhaps because she couldn’t see their new mounts.

They were all tired, for it had taken most of the night to ready the creatures. They’d snatched what sleep they could, all beset by strange insectoid dreams, so it had been a relief to wake, roused by Smattle’s erlings bringing in platters of food.

Now it was time to go.

‘Hola,’ Aura called to Soren. Jadyn was settling baggage on the humped back of the griffinflies while she idled, as usual. ‘This be muy estrano, si? Very strange.’

‘They’re amazing,’ he replied, proud of his erling love, who was peering into their griffinfly’s eyes as if indoctrinating it into obedience. ‘Elindhu can do anything.’

‘So nice to have love, si?’ Aura replied, her voice gently mocking, or perhaps not, he couldn’t tell. ‘Protect her, as my man protects me.’

‘I will,’ he promised. ‘You know I will.’

‘These may be last days together,’ she said, uncharacteristically solemn. ‘Treasure moments.’ Feigning surprise, she added, ‘Ah, look, husband has done all the work! So nice.’ She leaned in, kissed the wryly smiling Jadyn and asked, ‘How is sore head? Can hear?’ She tapped his skull theatrically. ‘Allo? Allo?’

‘It’s fine,’ Jadyn replied tolerantly. ‘How fast are these things, Elindhu? Will we arrive on time?’

‘I hope so, dear,’ the magia replied. ‘At any rate, it’s the best I can do. But we’re in unknown territory now.’ She looked at the circle of sky up above. ‘Are we ready?’

There was a chorus of affirmatives and they all clambered up with varying difficulty. Romara and Gram, being former vyr, like Elindhu and Evandriel, both mages, had little problem linking with the insect minds, so they took control of the four griffinflies, pointing their awareness at the hole in the roof above. The now massive wings suddenly started humming.

Soren clung on with legs and hands as the griffinfly he and Elindhu rode shot upwards. His sight blurred, and for a moment he was sure they’d hammer into the stone roof, but a moment later they were bursting through the hole above and out into the dim pre-dawn skies. Their upwards movement stopped abruptly as the beast halted and hovered – if they hadn’t been strapped into their saddles, they would have been sent spinning away. As it was, their heads whipped backwards and forwards as their bottoms hammered back down. It darted for the trees, but Elindhu fought it for control, and quickly won.

The next griffinfly, bearing Gram and Aura, ripped upwards through the curtain of vines fringing the hole in the hilltop, veered wildly and flashed away – then circled back as Romara and Jadyn’s mount rose perfectly; it might have been suspended on a string. Evandriel and Yvora followed last, steady and conservative, the girl calmly clinging to her saddle, the scholar wearing a tight smile.

‘Life is an adventure,’ he called. ‘I’m enjoying this one.’

The air was freezing, but they’d knotted scarves around their necks and all wore heavy coats, so it was bearable. They set off, accustoming themselves to the alarming way their new mounts flew, not gliding, but instead darting here and there at full pace or stopping dead and hovering, making total control imperative. But those piloting them all had some experience with controlling animals, and soon they were all thrumming along, whooping excitedly at the strange sensation of flight.

This is insane, Soren thought. We could all have died.

But somehow, they were on their way, and at an incredible, unbelievable speed.

The Skull moon was setting and the sun rising, about twenty minutes into a planned full day of flight traversing the wilderlands. They’d be trusting to sparse populations and luck for secrecy – it was a risk, but the griffinflies weren’t night creatures. The gamble was needed.

But it failed almost instantly.

Soren was still acclimatising himself to the weird sensations of insect flight, when he glimpsed a distant burst of flame to his right and saw an immense winged shape rise above a ridge and head straight for them, its tail thrashing. There were five more strung out behind it, all with glyma-shields lighting up around them.

In moments they were fighting for their lives.
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Dragons and Flies

Dragons

A creature of northern myth, the dragon occupies a nebulous role in the ancient tales. In erling lore they were noble guardians of special places; but when adopted by humanity they became rapacious monsters. Slaying them was the hallmark of heroes. In Akka’s theology, they became minions of Urghul the Devourer. But the myth is persistent and powerful: every child wishes they could ride a dragon.
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Romara had control of the lead griffinfly, with Jadyn as lookout; his flash of foresight allowed him to sense the danger before he saw it, if only by moments. From the east, winged shapes were roaring towards them, flames licking from their jaws and glyma-light illuminating masked riders with glowing blades.

The Falcons had so many bonds between them, from aegis to ninneva to glyma, that instantly all were alerted. Romara threw their mount into a vertical climb that felt like it had dislocated her spine, but they shot above a burst of flame that tore the dawn open. An instant later, the giant winged creature flashed beneath them, limned with pale shield-light and bearing a scarlet-robed rider, who hauled on reins and almost stalled his beast in mid-air, then massive wings flapped and the large, reptilian creature dived to regain momentum before soaring high and banking back towards them.

‘A dragon!’ Jadyn marvelled. ‘They’re riding dragons!’

Then he yelped, shielding frantically, as Romara sent their griffinfly spinning away again, barely avoiding being caught in more flames, as two more of the mythical beasts hurtled by, smoke billowing round them.

The other griffinflies had scattered, each with a dragon bearing down on them. Yvora was screaming, clinging to her strapping without visual prompts to aid her balance. Evandriel was shouting, trying to calm her, but sounded panic-stricken himself.

Gram’s griffinfly flashed across Romara’s flightpath, Aura shouting, ‘Right – no – left!’ as they careered by, a dragon trying to rake them with long, lethal claws. But the giant insect jerked sideways in a spine-rupturing change of direction, the dragon tore past, banked and headed back, twice as fast as the griffinfly and much more robust.

Our only advantage is manoeuvrability, Jadyn realised, as Romara brought their beast around. We can’t fight, or run . . . We can only dodge!

Evandriel and Yvora were evading frantically, the scholar’s aegis-foresight the only thing between them and utter disaster, and Elindhu and Soren were faring little better, swerving violently as the reptile chasing them reared above, spraying flame into their path.

Jadyn shouted in horror, seeing a second dragon searing flames at Elindhu’s mount. The griffinfly’s right wings went up, disintegrating in seconds, and they spun towards the ground . . .

The end came so fast Soren didn’t even see the strike: suddenly their right wings were ablaze and gone, and they were thrown into a spin. Elindhu’s straps snapped and she was hurled away, but he was snared, losing his tuelawar as he clung on. By sheer luck the insect’s belly hit a tree canopy, impaling it on branches that punched through its tubular body, narrowly missing Soren’s legs and crotch. He pulled a knife and slashed himself free, dropping to the turf as another dragon swept over, torching his dying griffinfly.

He shielded instinctively, but still hit the ground hard, gasping for air with his father’s voice ranting at him to move, move and fight! But what he saw was Elindhu’s body sprawled in a clearing . . . and a dragon dropping towards it.

‘NOOO!’ he shrieked, tearing towards her while pouring mageas energy into the knife.

The dragons had the advantage, and all Romara could do was stay away. ‘DROP!’ she told her griffinfly, guiding it to fly low, but it shot sideways instead, narrowly evading another burst of flame as two of the flying reptiles closed in. then it hurtled upwards in a climb so fast she almost blacked out, Jadyn reeling in the saddle-straps behind her.

Then the griffinfly did stop, suddenly and unexpectedly, tearing them loose from most of their straps, and dived again. Another of those and I’ll be flying on my own, she realised. Then she realised, It’s trying to throw us off!

Jadyn was shouting warnings she couldn’t understand, so she ignored him, concentrating on survival first. As the dragons came soaring back, readying another attack, she fought vertigo and her recalcitrant mount’s will for control, but the griffinfly jerked madly, the last saddle-straps burst and she was hurled out into space, flailing wildly. She glanced down – incredibly, they were over a small lake. Above her, the griffinfly went up in flames, falling from the sky trailing smoke.

‘Jadyn?’ she shrieked, but the air ripped the sound away as she fell.

She hit the brutally solid surface and plunged into icy water . . .

Jadyn fell a few seconds after Romara spun away, an instant before their griffinfly was torched. He saw it coming in visions, hacked free of the few remaining straps and leapt, blade in hand, then spun from the doomed creature as the dragons closed in, and saw Romara below him, a dragon following her down. He dropped after them as the beast swam into the space beneath, utterly oblivious to him.

It was pure chance, but as he fell he led with his blade, driving it two-handed into the dragon-rider’s skull, killing him instantly. The straps ruptured and the body spun away, taking Jadyn’s blade, but he flailed and got a grip on a strap, almost wrenching his arm from its socket, and clung on until he could settle into the saddle and get his feet in the stirrups, while the dragon skimmed the lake’s surface, apparently unaware of its master’s demise.

They aren’t mentally controlled, he deduced. Jagat, how do I fly it?

Romara had vanished, but he saw swirling, foamy water below and realised she’d gone in and under. Deciding it must be near enough like riding a horse, he seized the reins and hauled, trying to force it upwards – until the damned thing looked back, saw him and lunged like a snake, snapping with ferocious jaws. He flung himself to one side, still clinging to the reins, crashed into the beast’s side, then its chest, before bouncing free as its claws tried to rake at him.

He saw death coming and let go, an instant before the dragon smashed head-first into a jagged cliff-face on the shore. Bones crunched as it impaled itself on a thick branch, bounced off, roaring wildly with the branch still piercing it and . . . went up in a near-silent explosion that painted the scene red.

As it exploded, Jadyn hit the lake and went under, engulfed in icy water that gripped like a fist and pulled him down.

Nilis Evandriel may have started a rebellion that had shaken the foundations of the Triple Empire, but he knew nothing about fighting. He was a scholar, with no illusions about his ability to survive in combat. So as the dragons appeared and aegis premonitions started lighting up his mind, he focused on what he was best at: running and hiding.

Shouting warnings to Yvora, he commanded his insect-mount to furl wings and drop, seeking a place to hide or hole up. Five of the dragons were attacking, he noticed, but the sixth was hanging back. He had a moment to admire whichever genius had created these flying reptiles – they had to have been created, because they couldn’t be natural – before his insect thudded into the ground, its spindly legs cushioning them. Their sudden descent threw off their pursuer, who overshot and had to turn and come about.

That bought Evandriel the time to unstrap, dismount and help Yvora a second before they were hurled aside as the griffinfly, panicking, tried to rise. They went tumbling into thick grass as the beast rose upwards – straight into the dragon’s path. Fire burst over it, the griffinfly’s wings crisped and it came crashing down again, just a dozen paces on.

A moment later the dragon dropped onto it.

‘We must run,’ Evandriel told Yvora, pulling her to her feet and hauling her along. She managed three steps before stumbling, leaving the stricken insect thrashing in the dragon’s grip, before being torn apart by its bigger, heavier attacker. The Alephi rider buried their blade to the hilt in the griffinfly’s head and it went still.

Evandriel grabbed Yvora as the rider leapt from his saddle, calling, ‘Don’t bother running. You can’t outpace me, and I want you alive.’

Yvora made a whimpering sound, while Evandriel palmed his eating knife, wondering if he should plunge it through his own throat, but his stomach turned at the notion. Caught between those choices, he did nothing at all, as the Alephi swaggered up, removing his helm to reveal a hard-faced Abuthan with a mocking smile.

‘Well, look who I’ve found,’ he drawled. ‘Nilis jagging Evandriel! I’ll get a medal for this.’ Then he smirked at Yvora. ‘Is your bitch blind, Scholar? I s’pose that’s the only fanny a limp-dicked quill-dipper like you can get.’

Binding spells locked Evandriel’s limbs and he toppled, as did Yvora, who was sobbing as she fell. Never get taken alive, he’d always told himself, even thought he’d always known he lacked the courage to ensure that.

Now they’d both pay the price.

To call it a plan was to glorify a mad impulse – but that about summed up Aura’s life. From the moment the fire-breathing dragons swept in and she realised one Alephi was hanging back while the others attacked, she knew exactly who they should be attacking, and how even this chaos could be turned to advantage.

She still almost died in the first few seconds as two of the dragons came for her. All she could do was try to read the prescient images painted across her vision, shouting instructions which Gram barely heard – but somehow they wove a path through the firestorm, then sent their mount into a spiralling climb beneath the Alephi commander gliding alone above them.

Look, we’re helpless, she thought at him. Come and get us . . .

He took the bait, hauling on his reins and diving at them, while the other pair were still turning, hundreds of paces away, trying to regain altitude and speed. For a moment there was just their griffinfly and the enemy commander in their part of the sky . . .

Gram realised Aura’s intent the moment she shouted at him to bank beneath the enemy commander, right above them on the largest dragon.

What she expected him to do about it, he wasn’t so clear on, but to his absolute astonishment, she released her straps, placed her hands on his shoulders and vaulted over his head to land astride the griffinfly’s neck. Snatching the reins from him, she began shrieking instructions at him – in Nepari.

Gram got the gist, though, scrambling out of his own straps as the enemy bore down on them with twice their weight and speed. He grabbed the saddle, kicking his legs out behind him to lay along the insect’s tubular body, keeping control of the insect’s mind and making it zigzag terrifyingly. Dragon-fire raked the space around them while the rider pulsed glyma-bolts at them, scouring their mount’s hide and tail – then it was blocking out the sky above them, huge claws flared and ready to rend and tear.

He grasped his huge battleaxe, gambled everything on getting to his feet, unbound and off-balance, and threw all his weight into swinging up into the belly of the dragon as it reared above them. The heavy blade crunched through scales, almost ripping itself from his grasp. The creature hooted in pain, for the blow had rent its belly.

The beast roared, blazing fire – and stalled over them as Gram ripped the axe free and crashed back down, landing across the insect’s carapace and clinging on one-handed.

I’ve failed, he thought. I blew the chance.

Aura grabbed the reins and tried to steer left, but nothing happened, as the giant insect began to resist her control – but Gram, realising her intent, made the insect head left, while the dragon above puffed up, its head turned their way with flames licking from its mouth, ready to discharge—

—and it exploded.

With a wet schoof sound, blue flame shot from the rent in its belly, a fireball bursting inside it. Shrilling wildly, dragon and Alephi spun away, bodies limp, and the dead beast started dropping like a stone.

Gram gaped. His axe must have punctured something vital after all. Aura was howling in triumph, punching the air, but he concentrated on making the griffinfly level out.

Suddenly, they could draw breath – and only then did they notice how the other Alephi were behaving. They’d all stopped attacking and were watching their commander spiralling to the ground. He hit in the rocky shore head-first, all the other riders clutched their own skulls, screaming – and for crucial moments, their dragons were uncontrolled.

It turned out that Evandriel could use his knife after all.

Still burning with rage at the Alephi’s scornful words, he’d strained against the binding spells in vain – until the Serrafim suddenly dropped his blade and held his head, howling with what sounded like loss and pain.

The scholar’s first stab to the right eye went straight to the brain. That probably killed him, but Evandriel made sure, hammering in the bloody blade in a frenzied fury before collapsing over the corpse, crying.

‘Nilis?’ Yvora wailed. ‘No – no! What have you done to him?’

She doesn’t know my voice, he realised, which sobered him. ‘Yvora,’ he whispered, ‘I’m here. The bastard’s dead.’

He went to her and she flinched at the unexpected touch, then tentatively drew him into a hug. They were both shaking like leaves.

Then something heavy thudded down behind him and he turned to see the head and long neck of the dead Alephi’s dragon filling his vision, its big slitted eye glinting and smoke fuming from its jaws.

Jagat, he thought. But what a way to die . . .

As Soren tore towards the Alephi, its dragon landed over Elindhu’s body, just as the magia stirred and looked up, blanching. Then it saw him coming and its head turned.

Charging hopelessly and helplessly, knowing he was too late, Soren launched himself – just as the Alephi, a glorious-looking black-haired woman, suddenly wailed and clutched her head, and even as it swung its head to snap at him, her dragon’s eyes suddenly glazed over.

Soren vaulted past the suddenly inert dragon, planted his feet on the knee of the beast’s left foreleg and drove upwards, his arm fully extended, as the Alephi reeled into the path of his blade. It clove her skull, killing her instantly.

The dragon lurched drunkenly, spilling him to the turf beside Elindhu.

‘Aunty!’ he shouted, ‘run!’

But she was too dazed to react.

The beast, shrilling in pain, regained awareness, rearing up and turning towards Soren, who was covering the still prone Elindhu, shielding desperately.

Flame filled the beast’s jaws . . .

. . . until it mewled, in puzzlement and went still, staring at him with puzzled eyes.

Then it bowed its head to the turf, and to his astonishment, rolled over like a submissive puppy.

The icy water brought Romara to cold clarity. If it had been any deeper when she hit the surface and went under, she would have never made it back to the surface, but the lake was shallow and she’d gone in feet-first from not too far above. She hit the bottom, got her feet under her and propelled herself back to the surface. Gasping for air, wading in a daze, she lost precious seconds trying to work out what was happening above her. Only three of the dragons were still flying: two above her and one, shrieking shrilly, chasing Aura and Gram’s griffinfly. Two of the magnificent beasts were just burning hulks, their shattered bodies lighting up the lakeside. The others were nowhere to be seen.

Nor were Jadyn’s griffinfly, or Elindhu’s.

Oh shit, she thought, and reached out with her mind . . .

Perhaps if she’d thought it through properly, she would never have tried it, but it was all instinct now, to engage her vyr-powers, the sorchias element of mageas, and try to grip the dragons’ minds. Reason would have said it was impossible, because she knew the Alephi controlled them. But amazingly, though the dragons’ minds were open, none were controlled, because their riders were either dead or reeling from the loss of their commander, so she was able to take possession of a network of bindings linking each beast to the other, her control flowing from one to the next, making her instantly aware of each individual.

One was stalking Evandriel and Yvora; another was rearing over Soren and Elindhu, and she told both: Stop! Submit!

Both went still, and astonishingly, the one targeting Elindhu rolled onto its back.

Then she gripped the other two, those with the dazed riders on their backs, and pushing the impulse deep into their minds before the Alephi could counter her, told them, ‘Kill!’

In an eyeblink, both reptiles twisted in mid-air, ripped their dazed riders from their saddles and roasted the still-living Alephi in their jaws. The riders shrieked as the jaws crunched closed, then the beasts gulped down the remains.

She let them feast for few moments longer, then brought them to heel and made them come about, landing them one by one in the nearest flat space.

As she waded for shore, she heard splashing and saw Jadyn, just as soaked as her, heading her way, wide-eyed and astonished.

Hearken, she told the four dragons, mind to mind. You belong to me now.

After scavenging what gear they could from the dead Alephi, including dry clothing for Romara and Jadyn, they saddled up the four captured dragons. The leader had been wearing a boar-mask, and the others had theirs stowed, along with their black velvet cloaks, the distinctive raiment of the sinister Night Court.

They now had stronger, faster steeds. None of them could quite believe it.

‘This be perfecto,’ Aura was saying, her Talmoni deteriorating in the excitement. ‘Drakoni be much more fun than bugs, and enemy not knowing to look for this!’

Jadyn agreed, although he could scarcely believe they’d survived. ‘It was the Alephi mind-link that saved us,’ he marvelled. ‘I don’t know how it works, but I swear it’s saved our lives more than once.’

‘Some of them be slaves of others,’ Aura replied. ‘Brains tied, share thoughts, share deaths. Is, ah, poetical, neya?’

‘Indeed, our enemies’ nature conspires against them,’ Evandriel noted, as he very carefully patted the dragon issued to him and Yvora. ‘What magnificently crafted beasts.’

‘Well, I’d like to say that I only created the griffinflies to lure these beauties in,’ Elindhu said, ‘but that would be a stretch. What you did was miraculous, Romara.’

‘A miracle only made possible by you giving us all the mageas,’ Romara replied. ‘As a vyr I could never have controlled the dragons. Falcons, let’s put this victory to good use.’

She showed Gram how to use sorchias to exert control over the reptiles, who turned out to be much more pliable than the insect-minds of the griffinflies, receptive to both mind-control and simple equine-based commands. Thanks to the cooperative nature of the mageas, they were soon in control of the reptiles and ready to move on.

‘Let’s use the light,’ Romara told them. If these Alephi are mentally linked, more may be on the way.’ She smiled wryly. ‘Falcons, the sky lies before us . . . let’s ride.’

One of Greshlyn’s minions alerted Vazi to the disaster as she and her flight were moving north, flying in a loose line about half a kylo apart to cover the skies. When he suddenly veered out of formation and flew towards her, she slowed Shemagh to let the Alephi draw alongside.

‘Our master is dead,’ the man, Skaldrew, shouted. ‘Somewhere far to the north – I felt him die, and all those with him.’

Only Alephi linked by the same ichor could sense such things, but her aegis-fuelled premonitions told her that he was telling her the truth.

‘Tell your kindred to join us,’ she told him. ‘Take me to where Greshlyn died.’

They flew as fast as possible, but in that rugged countryside, it was hours before they found the place, and by then the weather was turning, with flurries of snow and sleet making the skies dangerous. Ice was building on their dragons’ wings and they were labouring heavily as they cleared a ridge to see a frigid tarn hugged by wooded slopes, with two large smouldering bodies, one on either side of the small lake

She didn’t need Skaldrew’s shout to know that this was the place.

The others had not yet arrived, but Skaldrew assured her they were coming. ‘We’re all in shock,’ he confessed, ‘and it’s hard to recover from such a blow. Perhaps you share such a bond with someone, Lady?’

‘I became Alephi through a tanith,’ she told him. ‘I am above such bonds – I am free.’ She didn’t see fit to tell him that she too had once been bonded – to Genadius.

She and Skaldrew searched the site. They found six dead Alephi, but worryingly, only the two dragons. ‘I sensed each of my brethren perish,’ Skaldrew told her. ‘Greshlyn was slain first.’ He indicated one of the bodies. ‘This was my sister. Greshlyn promised us eternal life.’

We’ve all had that bait dangled, Vazi thought. But ‘eternity’ has a high death toll.

‘I told Greshlyn not to engage until we were all assembled,’ she complained. ‘Can none of you people obey orders?’

‘We were raised to give commands, not take them,’ Skaldrew replied. ‘We don’t esteem mortals, or fear them. It was not in Lord Greshlyn’s nature to wait for help.’

‘Well, that could cost us dearly,’ Vazi pointed out. ‘They are ahead of us now, we’re scattered over half the region and now we have no mental link to Nexus Isle, so we can’t warn them.’

Skaldrew squirmed. ‘The Alephi at the Isle will deal with them,’ he said hopefully.

‘You’d better bloody hope so. But this hunt has become a chase.’

Vazi’s dragon-riders flew with all the speed they could conjure, but the northern nights were too much for the beasts, and as dark fell on the eve of the Last Day, the sleet became impenetrable. It was damnably frustrating, but typical of winter in the north. She contemplated trying to climb above the weather on her own wings and pushing on, but she’d be flying blind and even Alephi could freeze. Anyway, the beasts were spent.

Surely the Falcons are also grounded, she told herself. We’ll catch them tomorrow.

They spied a dilapidated manor house on the Fregamund coast, and Vazi had Skaldrew and his fellow Alephi clear it of its human inhabitants, an impoverished rural lord and his tiny household, driving them out into the snow. They didn’t deserve such a fate, but the End was coming anyway. If it happened to them a day early, what did it matter?

The lordling’s horses and cattle were herded into pens for the dragons, a bloody feeding frenzy she couldn’t watch for long. Once she’d ensured they wouldn’t eat each other, she left them to it, sensing a more immediate crisis brewing. Greshlyn’s former minions were still recovering from the psychic shock of losing their master, but they remained mentally bonded, forced to share thoughts and emotions. Given the predatory nature of Alephi, the current power vacuum would soon be filled.

Vazi knew she could do what any other tanith-made Alephi would: take these weaker, ichor-infected minions and one by one, force her own ichor into their bodies to enslave them. But the notion made her feel sick; the mere thought of such intimacy, of having their thoughts inside her head, would be a nightmare.

When she took Skaldrew aside, he clearly thought that was to be his fate: for all he was bigger than her, she was far more powerful, and her fame preceded her. ‘Anoint me, Mistress,’ he said, kneeling in resignation. ‘I am your servant.’

‘I’m not going to claim you,’ she replied. ‘If you five are so keen to be dominated, pick a leader from among yourselves.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘We may be all that’s standing between Elysium Rising and the Devourer’s Maw. Have a pissing contest if you must, but I want no deaths.’

The man peered at her from under hooded brows. ‘We must choose a new master – it’s in our nature . . . But it will be me. My first minions.’ He smiled evilly.

‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘But don’t start imagining you five could take me down.’

They locked eyes and she saw resentment seething behind his eyes. But in none of her premonitions did he attack. ‘Of course, Great One,’ he said, capitulating. ‘You are the Exemplar and to serve you is my honour.’

It depressed her that Jovan’s world worked this way: predators ruling a pyramid of control. But was it really so different to the rest of the world? People might fool themselves that things like compassion and love mattered, but in the end there was only power.

‘Resolve it bloodlessly,’ she reminded him. ‘I need all of you.’

While the storm battered the manor house, she watched from a mezzanine as the five Alephi stalked around the hall, locking eyes with each other in long staring contests, until they started collapsing, one by one. By midnight, Skaldrew had just one rival, a black-haired Pelasian woman named Haarta. They gripped each other’s shoulders, barely able to stand, and gazed into each other’s souls until Haarta’s eyes emptied and Skaldrew slammed her onto her back. He looked up at Vazi for approval, then flipped Haarta onto her belly and raped her, before doing the same to the others, male and female, forcing his ichor into them.

When they’d all revived, Skaldrew made them to kneel to him, then he too knelt as Vazi descended. Their eyes were hazy as they absorbed Skaldrew’s ichor and mastery.

‘Great One,’ they chorused. ‘We honour you.’

They’re exhausted, she worried. What state will they be in when we catch the Falcons?

‘Rest,’ she told them. ‘I mean it: tomorrow we fight for our lives, with the world at stake. Rest now, and resolve anything else that lies between you later.’

‘We will,’ Skaldrew assured her.

She hoped he meant it, but left them to it, retreating to the manor’s armoury, an old-fashioned strongroom. After bolting herself in and conjuring locking wards, she risked sleep, using the old soldier’s trick of envisaging sunrise so she would wake at dawn.

There’s nothing else we can do, she decided, wondering where the Falcons were. Freezing, I hope. She drifted off to sleep . . .

. . . and woke what felt like moments later with a sense of urgency pounding in her head. Conjuring light, she armed herself before unlocking the doors. She strode through the manor house, seeking Skaldrew and his new coterie.

She found them in the hall, where Skaldrew was lounging in a big chair while Haarta pleasured him with her mouth. As Vazi entered he convulsed, moaning as he clutched the Pelasian’s head. The other three were sprawled naked and semi-comatose amidst half-eaten food, broken wine bottles and smashed chairs.

These are the holy defenders of Jovan’s Elysium, Vazi thought contemptuously.

‘Get up,’ she snapped. ‘How did anyone deem you worthy of Elysium?’

Haarta rose, brazenly nude and licking her lips. ‘We were chosen for exactly the same reasons as you, Great One,’ she retorted. ‘Because someone more powerful wanted us. As to the rest, so what? All that matters is whom we dominate, who dominates us, and getting what we want. Sleep is for the weak. We’re ready for whatever you need us to do.’

Vazi’s eyes narrowed. ‘Then move – rouse the dragons and assemble in the courtyard. We depart as soon as it’s light. Last one of you in the saddle risks a beheading.’

Her words angered them, but they knew better than to mutiny. In minutes they were armed and ready, though they radiated resentment. They hauled their dragons into the courtyard while Vazi checked Shemagh’s harness then mounted and pointed east.

They took off in a storm of wings, Skaldrew’s little coterie falling into formation behind her as they streamed into the glowing sunrise, fighting bitter winds.

Four hours and we’ll be at Nexus, she estimated, just a couple of hours before Elysium rises. But how far ahead are the Falcons?

One thing was crystal clear: there was no room for doubts any more. She had to stop the Falcons, or all was lost, including herself and her unborn.

I love Jovan Lux, she lectured herself. He is my Saviour. He is my Everything.

As she verbalised that thought, she felt a perfect moment of peace, and knew she was doing the right thing.
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Elysium Rising

The Illogic of Akka

Putting aside the bigotry, the tribalism, the infantilising of reason, the abdication of self-will, the arrogant self-righteousness of the priests, and the bloody-minded oppression of nonconformism and rational thought, the thing I most hate about religion is that you can’t disprove it: because it’s impossible to prove the non-existence of something. Apparently, if you can’t prove Akka doesn’t exist, then he does. Ask any priest.

Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1468

Elysium, Nexus Isle

Winter 1472

Eindil Pandramion III, no longer lord of anything, sat at the back of the tiny chapel alcove, trembling whenever he thought any distant footfalls were approaching: though, ironically, nobody in holy Elysium used the chapel, not even the former priests.

What’s the point, I suppose, he mused, if you’re already saved?

But he felt very far from redeemed.

Vaziella was gone and so too the Lord Greshlyn she’d mentioned, and he didn’t know who else he could risk speaking to. Other Alephi came and went on mysterious errands, or were focused on finishing the building, using stone-spells to construct walls and floors and roofs in a fraction of the time it would take a horde of builders. He shrank from their sight, having seen other isolated Alephi among the new recruits being beaten and abused in some kind of turf-war, as the more powerful ones, those who’d risen from the taniths, stole other’s minions. Even though he’d survived the tanith himself, Eindil knew himself too weak to compete with these alpha predators.

If they’d laid their powers at the service of the empire, think of all we could have achieved, he reflected. I could have housed and fed the poor, built better roads and bridges, and so much more.

But immortals had better things to do, clearly: primarily, seeing to their own comforts.

Just then, he heard footsteps definitely approaching the chapel doors. Cringing, he shrank into the alcove where Robias was rapidly scratching on a wax tablet, wiping it clean, then writing more. Urgently, he gestured for silence.

Moments later, a woman entered the chapel. He held his breath as she stalked down the far aisle, staying bowed down and out of sight, sweating and shaking as she passed their position and went on towards the altar. Everything went silent.

He exhaled in sheer relief – then stifled a shriek as she appeared at his alcove: an Abuthan woman with long black hair, in a scarlet silk dress. ‘Eindil,’ she drawled. ‘Fancy finding you here . . . and without your protector, dear Vaziella.’

He was rigid with fright, but he heard the words Vaziella and protector. Has she told the others to leave me alone? he wondered. Oh, my Angel!

But she wasn’t here now. The Abuthan woman noted Robias’ presence, apparently deemed him irrelevant and swayed towards Eindil, her eyes predatory.

‘Please, please don’t hurt me,’ he blurted, holding out his hands to shield himself, humiliated by his fear, but unable to overcome it.

‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded.

Abruptly, Robias was between them, moving in an eyeblink. ‘Hold,’ he said firmly.

The woman went rigid, then bared teeth. ‘Step aside, or I’ll rip your bald head off.’

Robias didn’t flinch. ‘I advise you to remember that Vazi Virago is still the deadliest fighter alive, and she has been awaiting an excuse to be rid of you, Odalis. The Most High won’t protect you, your rivals will cheer her on and your immortality will be brief. Is a moment of petty gratification truly worth that?’

The woman’s eyes widened, while Eindil marvelled at his friend. ‘Perhaps I’ll take out my need for petty gratification on you, Stentor?’ she snarled. ‘That’d cheer me.’

But she stepped back, spitting on the floor in a show of contempt that didn’t convince, before turning and stalking away.

It was another minute before Eindil decided he could breathe. He gasped and blurted, ‘My friend, that was truly the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘It’s all right, Master,’ Robias said softly, his eyes far away. ‘She’s gone, and there’s nobody else near.’

Eindil was trembling like he had a palsy. He went to Robias and clasped his shoulder, just to feel his strength. ‘You were magnificent – how did you know all that about her?’

‘I listen and learn, Master,’ Robias replied. ‘It’s what I do. She has long been Jovan’s chief concubine, but Vaziella’s here now, and she fears her time is ending.’

‘How do you know all that?’ Eindil asked again.

‘She’s an open book.’

‘I am so fortunate in you, my friend,’ Eindil said earnestly. ‘I’m sorry I brought you to this eyrie of vultures, and that I can’t protect you as you protect me.’

‘It’s all right, Master,’ Robias answered. ‘When I first took my place at your side, I always hoped it would result in coming here. The dangers have never deterred me.’

His loyalty made Eindil feel like weeping, but that would never do. ‘It’s not safe in this chapel now,’ he muttered. ‘If she can find us, others can. Where else can we hide?’

‘Wherever there are books, Master. I was once a Librarian. Follow me.’

He led the way down several levels to a vast chamber, packed with shelves of books stacked dozens of feet high, which was as deserted as the chapel. There were no ladders, as everyone who mattered could fly. But they found a nook near the back and Eindil huddled there while Robias went in search of food and wine, returning after a nervous wait.

With that, they settled in. Eindil found a poetry book to read, while Robias worked his way through the nearest shelf. He read at an unbelievable speed, taking in pages with a glance, devouring history, theology and especially magic treatises.

‘Your reading speed is incredible,’ Eindil marvelled. ‘Do you recall it all?’

‘Word for word, with the meanings processed.’

‘How?’

‘It’s a gift I’ve been trained to exploit,’ Robias told him. ‘I’ve been coming here for days, Master, whenever I’ve found the time. It’s always empty: these immortals don’t read.’ Then his expression changed, becoming more intent, and for once he met Eindil’s gaze. ‘Master, this isn’t the Elysium that The Book of Lux promised us. It’s a den of jackals.’

Eindil flinched to hear such dangerous words spoken aloud. ‘Aye,’ he mumbled, ‘but it’s our home now.’

‘Master, I am going to speak frankly: you are not made for this place. Odalis is typical of the breed here: they are all voracious, egotistical killers. You will never be one of them.’

‘I know,’ he admitted, with a touch of shame. ‘If I could destroy them all, I would – except Vaziella, of course. She is the only holy one here.’

‘Master, Vaziella is bearing Jovan’s child. She is one of them.’

He knew that, and it was humiliating. It felt like the Most High had gone out of his way to crush his only dream. He’s taken all I ever wanted and trapped me in immortality so that I must endure it for ever . . .

Somehow, his broken heart hardened. ‘Then let them all die,’ he said, though he still clung to the idea of Vaziella as he believed she truly was. He raped her . . . She doesn’t love him . . . She’s protecting me. She’s still an angel. ‘I hope they all die.’

Robias didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘Master, this is not a casual conversation. Will you actively aid me in destroying this place?’

Eindil stared. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Deadly serious. Master, there is a way to do it. I’ve seen the books and architectural drawings and I know where to strike. But the conflagration would take us with it.’

‘Then we can’t do it,’ Eindil heard himself bleat – then he thought, But why not? There’s nothing to live for, now. Not now Vaziella is His. ‘I retract that,’ he said quickly. ‘Yes, I will help you, even if it costs me my life.’

‘Thank you, Master.’ Robias leaned closer. ‘This task will require very special people to do things that are beyond even the powers of the Alephi. They must enter the vivalocus below this island at exactly the right moment and destroy the elobyne lens there.’

‘The which?’ Eindil asked weakly. ‘The what?’

‘You don’t need to know the details,’ Robias said gently. ‘The right people are on the way. But they can’t succeed without our help.’

‘You and me?’ Eindil echoed doubtfully. ‘Why us?’

‘Because we’re here, in the one place where it can happen. They’re coming and they’ll arrive tomorrow, hopefully before Elysium rises and triggers the End of All Things.’

What would you have done if I said ‘No’? Eindil wondered, suddenly frightened of a ‘friend’ he was beginning to realise he didn’t know at all. But Robias was right; he was a lamb among lions, and his life here was measured in days, ‘immortal’ or not.

Better to choose my own ending. ‘I’m with you,’ he vowed.

The stentor nodded solemnly and clasped his hand, as if they were equals.

‘Time is running short, Master, but we’re not alone, because we have the wisdom of ages. I am a Librarian of Balkhezamun, appointed to guide you. Getting one of us here – to this very place – has been the goal of lifetimes, and it has been achieved through you. I wish with all my heart I could reward that great gift with more than just a clean death.’ He blinked, then admitted, ‘I’m as frightened as you are, dear Lord, but together, we can do this.’

Eindil felt like his heart was going to burst. ‘What must we do?’ he croaked.

‘We must find a way to reach the vivalocus, so we can guide those coming to our aid.’

‘Jovan’s immortal – and a prophet. What vulnerability could he possibly have?’

Robias smiled tautly. ‘Nobody is invulnerable, and nobody sees everything, Master. And nothing can be concealed for ever.’ He indicated the giant library. ‘In the hours we’ve spent here, I’ve learned how Jovan Lux changed the world and became what he is. Beneath us, here on Nexus Isle, is a very rare place called a “major vivalocus”, a node point in the flow of magical energies. Jovan tainted it with elobyne, a crystal from a fallen meteor, and that act destroyed the erling Shadowlands once known as the Talam-Argith, making glyma the dominant force in Hytal. But the vivalocus is also his weakness. It is sealed off, but I’m certain there’s a way to reach it. We must find that way, so the others can follow.’

‘Who are these others?’

Robias smiled wryly. ‘You know their names already, Great One.’

There could be only one answer. ‘The Falcons?’

‘Yes, Great One. Romara Challys, Jadyn Kaen, Elindhu Morspeth and their comrades are on their way here.’

‘Unbelievable . . .’ Strangely, these tidings steadied him, as did Robias’ steadfast courage. ‘What must we do?’

‘The architectural drawings show that there is only one way to approach the vivalocus – through the mines – but those are sealed. But from Jovan’s written ravings I know he visits it frequently, for his own purposes. “I alone brave the perils,” he boasts. So it must be an entrance only he can access, convenient for him and no one else. Logic says it’s via stairs that begin on the very highest floor of the castle. Early drawings show them, but not later ones: he’s removed them from public knowledge. So that’s where we must start.’

‘But isn’t the highest floor Jovan’s private suite?’

‘Correct, Master. But that’s where we must go.’

They spent the night on the floor below the Saviour’s suite, huddled outside an empty suite, behind a marble statue of Jovan. The gold and marble ornament was ten times larger than life, set on a plinth like an altar. This floor housed Jovan’s concubines: four suites, only two of which were occupied. Odalis’ suite was next door, and Vazi’s was opposite, the other side of the stairwell that dropped a thousand paces into the palace far below.

That night, Robias had written down everything that might possibly help Yvora and any other oracle reading his missives, but there were still gaping holes in his information, even within Jovan’s own library. Much of what he wrote was inference, supposition and guesswork, which pained him, but with Romara Challys and her Falcons on their way, time was running out. They must act, and improvise when the plan hit trouble.

Is this what men of action do? he wondered. Can I be such a man?

Dawn on the Last Day came to Nexus Isle dressed in sullen scarlet, with flurries of sleet outside. Silence brooded, and still Jovan and Odalis didn’t emerge from his rooms. Robias knew they were up there – he’d heard them rutting – but all was now quiet.

‘What if they don’t come out?’ Eindil whispered.

‘Be calm, Lord,’ Robias urged. ‘He’ll emerge soon, to be seen and give his orders. This is the Last Day. There are prophecies to be fulfilled.’

His patience was finally rewarded mid-morning, when an Alephi courser arrived on the landing just a few paces from them and went to the door. Eindil and Robias watched as Jovan appeared to receive the communications. The Saviour was dressed in subtly resplendent robes of white and wore a gold coronet. He spoke with the courser, then both conjured wings and dropped down the stairwell.

‘Now we wait for Odalis,’ Robias said, once Jovan had disappeared.

Eindil, his weak-chinned, boyish face white with dread, melted back into the corner as the woman descended the stairs, humming a melody, and headed for her suite, the door just a few paces away, in the next alcove. Robias waited until he heard her pause at the door, then the click of the lock.

He inhaled courage and stepped around the corner. ‘Milady, I’ve come to apologise.’

She spun, startled to be surprised up here, then straightened haughtily as she recognised him. ‘You? Get out, scum,’ she ordered, but she didn’t drop her guard. Clearly, he’d unsettled her yesterday.

He kept his eyes low, but took in everything: her dark skin was covered in welts, her unbraided hair matted. Even from a dozen paces she reeked of bodily fluids and the scorched smell of elobyne. At times last night, he’d heard her clearly in ecstasy, other times, agony. He wondered how she stood up to such abuse, how much she truly enjoyed it all.

Though she may be as big a monster as him.

‘I was defiant yesterday,’ he said, ‘which was wrong. I am truly sorry.’

‘I don’t give a shit for your apologies,’ she snarled. ‘Get out of my sight.’

‘But I have something for you,’ Robias told her, holding out a ring. ‘A peace offering.’

‘Do you think you can buy off my enmity?’ Odalis sneered. ‘You’ve spent too much time with the Day Court.’

‘Even so,’ Robias replied, ‘this is the sacred Yrophanta Ring, worn by Serenissima the White, the empire’s only female Hierophant. I stole it from Eindil’s jewellery chest. Spare me, make me your servant, and it’s yours.’

‘It’s mine if I want it,’ Odalis told him snidely. ‘Show me!’

Feigning reluctance, he offered it as she glided towards him, eyes flashing about, but Eindil was still concealed. She snatched the ring from Robias and stared into its depths. ‘I’ve heard it’s blue diamonds, worth millions – Oh yes . . .’

Had she known as much about glyma as she thought, she’d have known it could be used to enchant an artefact of beauty, enhancing its lustre until it was mesmerising. Robias might be a neophyte, magically speaking, but he had the Library, and had practised the spell over and over, until he got it absolutely right.

Odalis gazed into the Yrophanta’s depths, and she was ensnared.

With a vengeful rage Robias had long suspected him capable of, Eindil appeared behind her and smashed a sledgehammer into her skull, splattering blood and brain everywhere. She thudded to the tiled floor, dropping the ring.

Robias held his breath: this was a key moment, because anyone linked to Odalis’ mind might have sensed her death and come looking. But no alarms sounded and nobody came as they dragged the body into her suite and lopped off her hands at the wrists. They mopped up the blood and gore outside the door as best they could, before rolling her in a large rug and dragging it behind a sofa.

Eindil was pale and shaking, but Robias found he was hyper-aware and weirdly excited.

‘What if someone realises?’ Eindil asked belatedly.

‘Jovan lets the tanith-born Alephi retain their autonomy,’ Robias replied. ‘Enslaving them reduces mental capacity and retards personality. He prefers his commanders and concubines to be whole in mind and body. The real worry is whether she has any minions herself . . . But my impression is that Jovan discourages that among his lovers, presumably to deter them from using his favour to build a powerbase.’

‘But they were lovers and he’s a demigod,’ Eindil hissed.

‘Aye, there’s still risk,’ Robias conceded. ‘But if he sensed it, he’d be here already. Come on, we must hurry, regardless.’

They took the dead woman’s hands and crept up to Jovan’s floor, where Robias pressed Odalis’ right hand on a panel beside the door, a common security precaution here.

With a click, they were in.

Robias knew to stay well away from the upper floors, which were sure to be magically guarded, and anyway, the plans indicated the upper chamber had other purposes. The most promising place for a hidden stair was behind the grandiose reception rooms, which resembled a Zynochian harem, complete with fountains and massive opium hookahs. Beyond, the rooms became less grand and more habitable, though no less richly decorated. There were lounge and dining rooms, and a massive bedroom, with bloody, soiled sheets and a fug of sensuality, and further in, libraries, trophy rooms and studies, until they finally reached a chamber that contained only a hole: a circular shaft that fell into darkness. There were no stairs, just smooth rounded walls, unmarked and unlit, and nothing below.

‘This is it,’ Robias breathed. ‘The vivalocus is three thousand paces down there.’ He frowned. ‘Not directly below, obviously; this will drop us around the side of the elobyne crystal at the heart of the island, into tunnels that connect to the chamber.’

Eindil hesitated. ‘Won’t they be blocked?’

‘I don’t know. My research indicates that Jovan needs to adjust the lens periodically, so he’d need access for that – why build a shaft the height and depth of a mountain, if not for that?’

‘But won’t there be guards?’

‘The more vital something is, the smaller the circle of people you can trust, Great One. You know that yourself: your own guards were relentlessly tested for their loyalty. He’s more likely to trust magical solutions than real people. Those present a different challenge, one that the Falcons can hopefully deal with.’

‘Then what do we do now?’

Eying the daunting shaft into the unknown, Robias felt some of Eindil’s dread. ‘Well,’ he said, aware he was prevaricating, ‘I should jot down a few notes on my wax tablet – that trans-writes to the Collective, where Yvora can access my words—’

He went silent, jolted by the terrifying sound of a distant door opening. He heard Jovan’s voice, and someone replying. The door closed again, but the voices were coming closer.

They were trapped – and discovery was imminent if this chamber was Jovan’s goal.

‘What now?’ Eindil whispered hoarsely.

Robias gulped, then turned to the shaft. ‘We go down.’
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Nexus

One Choice

I tell you this, my beloved flock: your life is worthless and all your accomplishments meaningless, if you fail to secure your immortal soul. The only thing that matters, the one choice you must get right, is whether to put your life in my hands. You can gain life eternal simply by laying everything at my feet, for I am Jovan Lux, Akka’s anointed gatekeeper, and no man may reach Paradise if not through me. Ask yourself: when Elysium rises, would you rather be with me, or cast into the Devourer’s Maw?

The Book of Lux

The Gulf of Elidor, Northern Hytal

Winter 1472

‘Are we ready?’ Romara asked. ‘We need to go, now.’

‘We’re ready,’ Gram assured her, and the others echoed him.

The Falcons had camped in a steep-sided gully near a beach somewhere northwest of Fregamund, where heavy seas crashed against the shore, the wind howled and sleet slashed the air. The light was finally lifting as dawn approached on the Last Day. Nexus Isle was still two hundred kylos or more away and they would be fighting a frigid headwind all the way.

Before dawn, Yvora had donned her oracle’s cap and read the missive Robias had posted that night from inside Elysium. What the former stentor had written wasn’t encouraging.

At the heart of the island is the vivalocus, a stream of energy from the Talam-Argith into our world, a pillar of light from below that rises up the volcano’s core, passing through a thin elobyne lens that turns it to almost pure glyma and feeds the massive elobyne crystal, causing it to expand, despite being mined constantly. The palace sits atop that giant crystal.

There are two ways to approach the lens: through the mines, where one hidden tunnel leads to the lens chamber. The other is via a giant shaft that begins inside Jovan’s personal suite atop the mountain and drops three thousand paces into the same tunnel. Crucially, the tunnel from the mines can’t be opened from the outside, only from within.

In theory, the shaft of the vivalocus could also be reached from below the lens, via the Talam-Argith, but I know of no way to get there, as there are no portali gates here.

The shaft from the peak to the vivalocus is the key. My plan is to enter Jovan’s suite and descend the shaft, then open the mine entrance for you from within when you arrive.

Surviving the vivalocus chamber will require every form of magical power: aegis, to slow time and therefore the harm the energy causes; glyma to control the flow; magery and shape-changing to protect the body. Even then, any who enter the vivalocus itself, above the lens, will be subject to pure glyma beyond all survivability. They will have only a few seconds, even if immensely powerful, to reach the lens and deliver a massive blow, before they disintegrate. This is a suicide mission.

Note also that Jovan Lux is a seer: he will probably anticipate your arrival and have guarded both approaches. My hope is to be in place before he does this, but I cannot guarantee success. But if I can, I will get you in. I am praying for you; please pray for me.

Robias Fracchi, Librarian and Oracle. Fare thee well.

The entry was accompanied by a map that Yvora had sketched for them. The plan offered depressingly little hope, but it was all they had.

Before they left, Romara had ordered Evandriel and Yvora to fly south, as neither would be useful in a fight, and there would clearly be nothing else from Robias, so Yvora could do no more. Reluctantly, they had agreed.

The Falcons now wore the Alephi masks, currently pushed up on their brows, and the red cloaks of the dragon-riders. Jadyn had chosen the boar mask of the Alephi commander they’d killed yesterday, in the hope he could bluff a way in.

‘What’s the plan?’ he asked, as they readied themselves. ‘Do we just fly right in?’

Romara, who had taken a long-beaked stork mask, said, ‘It’s all we can do: head for Nexus Isle, land and head for the mines. At least it’s simple, eh?’

Jadyn, typically, had his martyr face on. ‘Did I cause this?’ he worried. ‘Everything can be traced back to my insistence on questioning Gram.’

‘So the End of All Things is your fault, is it?’ Gram chuckled. ‘Nah, it’s all Jovan Lux. Everything he’s done has been about this day.’

‘But we dragged it all into the open, before anyone was ready—’

‘And that’s why we’ve maybe got this chance to stop it,’ Romara said crisply. ‘Perhaps if Jovan’s plans had had time to reach full fruition, we wouldn’t have had this chance. Enough with the self-flagellation. This is all on that immortal bastard and his ego.’ She looked round the circle and her eyes misted. ‘But before we go, I just want to say this: Yvora, you’ve been astonishingly brave and I thank you for being here. We are deeply grateful for your guidance. Evandriel, you began fighting this war before I was even born. I hated you before I knew you; now I revere you. Falcons, I’m so immensely proud of you.’ She winked and said, ‘Even Aura. You all embody every ideal of our Order, once Vestals, now Templars. Your enquiring, open minds; your brave and loving hearts, your inclusive souls, and the fortitude of body and mind to strive for victory despite all the odds. I am truly honoured to serve with you.’

‘Ar-byan,’ Jadyn replied. ‘We too are honoured.’

‘You all be crazy in mad world,’ Aura added. ‘Loving you all. Am crying now.’

‘We’ve given it a good crack and we’ll finish the job, if there’s any mercy in this world,’ Gram rumbled. ‘When you captured me, I thought my life was over. Instead, it began.’

Elindhu, in her erling form, was blinking back tears. ‘My people believe that friends find each other in future lives,’ she said. ‘I will seek you all avidly.’

‘We’re not going to need future lives for that,’ Soren vowed. ‘I want this life. We’re going to win, and all the world will know that we saved it. I swear this on my soul.’

His vehemence was infectious.

‘Damned right,’ Romara growled. ‘Enough of the maudlin funeral speeches—’

‘You started it,’ Gram chuckled.

‘—and I’ll finish now,’ she said. ‘Come on Falcons, let’s fly to that rock and kick the arse of every jagging angel we find!’ She went around the circle, clasping hands and hugging, then pointed to the waiting dragons.

‘The End of All Things will not happen on our watch,’ she vowed, as the crimson glow in the east lit up boiling black clouds. ‘The road to Nexus lies before us, Falcons. Let’s fly.’

The flight east was a bitter battle for every yard against fierce headwinds and drenching rain, everyone conjuring heat to keep from freezing. Evandriel and Yvora’s dragon had wheeled south, while the Falcons held their eastwards course, making for Nexus Isle. They found the wind resistance lessened low to the water, and flew just a dozen paces or so above the Gulf of Elidor, which was white with spume and littered with chunks of ice, broken off the ice fields on the Elidor coast. Spray blended with the howling rains and drenched them, and Romara was beginning to doubt they’d make it in time. The sun, just a pallid glimmer low to the southern horizon, was worryingly close to its winter apex

Thank goodness we captured these dragons, she thought, huddled in her saddle. Elindhu’s griffinflies would have frozen by now. It made her wonder about luck, and how you made it for yourself. It’s a reward for effort, but relying on it is a fool’s game – and if it’s against us, we’ll fly right past Nexus in this murk, she worried.

But they had the foresight of two aegis users to guide her, and just minutes later they burst through the weather front into clear skies – and there it was: a volcanic cone rising from the churning sea. They all cheered, but Romara was flooded with more worries.

It’s the most heavily protected place in Hytal, and they may know we’re coming.

They climbed higher as they approached to get the lie of the land, and in ten minutes or so were over the southeast corner of the island, where they found a port, and a surprisingly large settlement, with dozens of sailing ships docked, or moored in the harbour, well protected behind giant sea walls and breakwaters. Most were giant freight vessels built to transport shards hewn from the master crystal; others looked like slave-ships. The slopes of the mountain, some two thousand paces high, were rugged and lifeless. In places the stone had been excavated to reveal great pits dimly lit with an inner light: elobyne, the original crystal, sending its glyma radiance out into the world.

‘There’s the main entrance,’ Jadyn shouted, pointing to a plateau in front of giant gates open to the world set into a sheer cliff. Massive statues a hundred paces high representing a stern but benevolent robed man and a crowned but submissive woman stood on either side: Akka and Elysia. The opening was easily large enough to fly through.

There was also a promontory where other dragons were perched and a cave behind, halfway up the western slope – an eyrie for the flying beasts, they guessed. But their goal was the mines. Romara glanced south, where the sun was nearing noon.

They were almost out of time.

‘Masks on,’ she shouted. ‘They might not know who we are yet. It’s our only advantage. Keep together, pretend we belong and take it as it comes – let’s go!’

They dived towards the gates, hoping against hope that it wasn’t already too late.

Jovan Lux felt uneasy the moment he opened the warded doors to his suite.

Premonitions fed off subliminal clues, telling him someone had been here, but when he touched the locking panel, the only traces were of Odalis. ‘Odalis? Ou amah, en chera,’ he called softly in Mbixi, the language of Abutha. Are you here, my woman? But she didn’t respond. Perhaps she came here, then left again?

‘Have your men search every room,’ he told the guard commander behind him, a trusted former Vestal from Zynochia called Iosephus. ‘And send someone to Odalis’ suite.’

‘Yes, Master,’ the man replied. His cohort of twenty fanned out and headed in all directions. Jovan stayed in the antechamber, probing the aether for clues, but his aegis felt weirdly confounded, which only happened when he brushed up against another practitioner.

Who’s been here? he wondered, uncharacteristically chilled.

Iosephus hurried back to him. ‘These rooms are empty, Master.’

If the intruder used the aegis, that was a comfort. But then the guard sent to his lover’s suite returned with a rolled-up rug in his arms. He laid it down and unrolled it, revealing the bloodied body of his Odalis, her head caved in and hands hacked off at the wrists.

That hit him in a way he wouldn’t have thought possible.

‘Get out,’ he cried, swaying, his head roaring with fury. ‘Get out!’

Then he collapsed over her body, howling, as his eyes bled elobyne-blood, shrieking for the loss of his soul-mate. Vaziella was his chosen concubine, the mother of his heir, but that was solely about ancestry and bloodlines. Odalis was the one he had never expected, the perfect queen-slut-mother-child he’d always longed for, the one who’d melded herself to his very being. To see her like this blasted him open and let monsters out.

He screamed, he roared, he vented fire and shattered stone. Howling and weeping, he collapsed on the floor, begging the universe to give her back.

Then he rose, ice-cold fury replacing the red-hot grief-rage, vowing to destroy this whole damnable place. If Hytal could do this to her, he’d retaliate and more.

Let this truly be the End.

He slammed and locked the doors before storming through his rooms to the stairs leading to the upper chamber and his real throne: the one that controlled this island. From there, he would trigger the End. He remembered showing it to Vaziella, thinking now that she was all that mattered, the only one he needed to save now Odalis was gone. Then he remembered holding his Abuthan angel up here and showing her the stars, the future they would share.

Vaziella has only one value: the child she bears. Odalis was everything else.

Jovan circled the throne, clearing his head, calming himself to the state of cold fury required to do what must be done. As he did, he considered what exactly this atrocity meant. Her handprints gave her access to everywhere. Someone took them. Immediately he saw it: whoever did this is trying to reach the vivalocus. But their enemies weren’t here, so this was an insider’s work, an act of utter treachery. He wavered, unable despite all his prophetic powers to see the clear path. Is some enemy below, making their way to the vivalocus right now? Do I send my guards after them? Or go myself, and risk delaying Elysium’s rise?

Or should I just proceed with the plan?

He smiled slowly: the fact was, with a little help, the vivalocus could protect itself. Once he initiated Elysium’s Rise, the powers sucked up through it would render the chamber impossible to survive, even for him.

Even if someone’s down there, they’ll be too late.

He recalled Iosephus and commanded the Zynochian to take six men down the rear shaft anyway, knowing he was likely sending them to die if they were still down there when the island broke free and rose. It was worth the extra comfort, he decided, and anyway, they were all expendable.

That resolved, Jovan darted upwards and glided into the machinery, slipping into his seat amidst the highly polished limbs and domes of metal, glass, elobyne and wood that folded around him like an exoskeleton, and lowered a helmet of silver over his head. Glyma-energy gripped him and the artefact came alive. The tower room vanished from his sight, but Nexus Isle opened up around him.

At first, all looked well, and as it should be . . .

Then he chanced to see that three dragons had just landed on the platform outside the main gates, each bearing two people, and two of the riders had dismounted and were advancing to meet the guards. Something about that tableau rang false. Dragons landing at the mining gates wasn’t unusual, for there was an overflow cave there for the newest beasts.

But why are they riding double? Have they lost some of my precious dragons?

Curious, he sent his disembodied vison closer and saw a boar-mask: Greshlyn, who’d flown out with Vaziella. But her dragon-mask wasn’t in sight.

Something’s amiss. He reached for the mind of one of his minions, an Alephi commanding the main gates, and leapt into her head . . .

There were so many variables that Aura’s premonitions were all but useless. She could foresee their landing and a confrontation with a reception party of Alephi, but after that it all became a tangled blur of possibilities based on unknowable events far beyond their control.

Her ingrained instincts were to find a back door in – or simply fly away. Thieves like her didn’t march in the front door. But the End was coming . . . it was very, very Nigh.

‘I’ll be your shield: you be my eyes,’ Jadyn was saying. ‘And Aura: I love you.’

They’d rearranged their order that morning, so each couple rode together. Neither Aura or Jadyn had the vyr facility with mind linking to control their dragon, but Jadyn was an experienced horseman and had taken firm control. Aura’s job was to be lookout and guard, although quite what she could do in aerial combat was anyone’s guess.

‘I love you, too, Jadyn Knight,’ she replied, then she focused again on the lines of convergence as those below prepared for their arrival. So far, there were no visible signs of alarm.

They don’t know who we are . . .

Romara gestured and the three dragons began gliding towards the gates, where trumpets sounded in warning and greeting. Aura had pulled down her Alephi mask, two stylised eyes, so big they covered each cheek and temple. Jadyn took their beast down smoothly, levelling out and coming to a slightly skidding halt on the polished stone square hundreds of paces across, the others landing behind them.

A double line of thirty Alephi, all clad in the uniform of the Order of Akka’s Light, glided on wings of power to meet them, landed and arrayed behind their captain. There were too many to fight, and Aura had spotted ballistae mounted either side of the gatehouse tower. She sensed a gatekeeper within, his hand on the lever that controlled the gate.

Jadyn threw her the reins, then clambered down, his face hidden behind the boar-mask, while Aura moved to the pilot-saddle, feeling the prickling onset sense of danger . . . coming from somewhere further afield, she realised, and glanced to the west, where six dots had appeared on the horizon, still far away but flying swiftly. Five minutes before they arrive, her premonitions told her. She didn’t need foresight to tell her who they were.

‘Virago coming,’ she called as Jadyn and Romara went to parley. ‘Be swift.’

Jadyn acknowledged, then strode to meet the Lighters’ welcome committee, with Romara in her stork-mask, her red hair covered by her helm. Elindhu, in human form, was a distinctive figure, though with her cowl up and her braids hidden, she was unrecognisable.

But every premonition Aura received contained violence.

‘Lord Greshlyn?’ the lead Alephi, in the gilded armour and tabard of a Lighter grandmaster, asked. ‘Why land here? Dragons are to land in the eyrie.’ Then his eyes narrowed curiously. ‘Did you not depart with twelve dragons and their riders, a few days hence?’

I’m ‘Lord Greshlyn’, am I? Jadyn thought. Good to know.

When he began this Soul-Quest, as Obanji had once described it, he’d never told a lie in his life. These days they flowed with disturbing ease.

‘I left hunting rebels,’ he answered, trusting the mask to muffle and conceal his voice. ‘But we were betrayed.’

The grandmaster’s eyes blinked in alarm. ‘Betrayed? How so?’

The next lie was unplanned, a moment of inspiration he hoped would sew confusion and maybe hinder their pursuers, whose dragons were fast closing in.

‘I tell you solemnly, the former Exemplar, Vaziella Virago, has gone over to the rebels. I realised and returned to give warning. We’re heading for the eyrie next.’

The Lighter Grandmaster looked alarmed, then gripped his sword. ‘I have long wished to cross blades with the Zynochi upstart,’ he declared, ‘though I thought my chance lost when the Most High took her in. My thanks for the warning.’ Then he frowned. ‘But Lord Greshlyn, have you lost track of time? The Most High is about to enact Elysium Rising – get your flight inside, Milord, we’re about to lock the gates.’ He pointed dramatically to the sun, nearing the apex of its arc. ‘The time is nigh,’ he said portentously.

It surely will be if Vazi Virago catches us in the open, Jadyn thought grimly.

‘Best we get inside quickly,’ he replied briskly, gesturing to Romara, who turned and threw up her arm, dramatically pointing westwards. ‘She comes – the rebel comes!’

The Lighter Alephi turned to see the incoming dragon-riders were now clear against the brightening sky: six beasts, led by one visibly larger than the rest. ‘The Virago,’ Jadyn heard one of the Alephi mutter fearfully. ‘She’s Jovan’s chosen champion.’

‘Alert the gatehouse,’ the grandmaster told his second. ‘Let’s get Milord’s beasts inside.’

Jadyn silently exhaled in relief. ‘Excellent, we’ll jump back in the saddle, and—’

‘Wait!’ a new voice shouted, cold and hard. ‘Grandmaster Sekerin, wait!’

Another Alephi plunged from the sky, landing a dozen paces away, a woman in a Lighter tabard, the bland beauty of her kind distinguished only by her purple hair and lips. She strode in, saying, ‘Stand down, Grandmaster.’ Then she confronted Jadyn and Aura. ‘Remove your masks, by order of the Most High.’

The grandmaster looked startled, and Jadyn, jerking his eyes towards the dragons, backed up, raising placating hands. ‘We’ve got to get our mounts inside,’ he said.

‘Remove your masks!’ the woman snapped, her voice cracking, and Jadyn heard grief and rage boiling through her flat, blank face. She drew her flamberge. ‘Remove them!’

She’s being possessed, he realised, then the aegis told him, by Jovan Himself!

He backed up – fast – shouting, ‘Aura, now!’

As Jadyn and Romara conversed, the short-term premonitions in Aura’s mind felt positive – until a purple-haired Alephi woman arrived and suddenly went berserk. The possibilities narrowed as she drew her blade, screaming.

Vazi Virago’s six dragons were now just a minute or so away, shrieking towards them.

Then Jadyn spun and shouted, ‘Aura, now!’ It could have meant anything, but she knew.

‘Go!’ she shouted, flicking the reins and lashing her dragon’s mind – the beast roared, scrabbled at the stonework for purchase, then lurched forwards, its wings spreading. They glided a few feet above the ground, and as Jadyn ran towards her, trailed by Romara . . .

. . . Aura let her beast unleash its fire, trusting them to evade—

When Jadyn shouted his warning, Romara was a moment behind him in step and thought. Her magical spectrum lacked the aegis’ foresight and she had no idea what he intended; then, before she could shield, Aura’s dragon launched itself forward, spewing fire right at them . . .

But Jadyn turned, sprang and bowled her over, wrapping her in his arms and shields as the flames boiled past them, his wards like a glass dome allowing the fire to wash harmlessly over them, then they hit the ground and rolled.

The beast swept past them, Aura clinging fast as it tore through the Alephi Lighters, immolating some, bowling others aside, heading for the gates. Jadyn grinned down at Romara, lying winded beneath him, then raced after his wife with superhuman speed.

Romara rose gasping, hearing Gram bellowing her name, his dragon gliding in. A ballista shaft flashed past them, shattering tiles. She flung herself at her dragon’s flanks and scrambled up after Gram into the rear saddle. Behind them, Soren and Elindhu’s beast had risen into the air and was heading for the apex of the gates, where the ballistae were sited.

The Lighter grandmaster was down, his seneschal too, and Romara saw the tremor of distress hitting the survivors at their leader’s death. They’re out of it, she thought, strapping in. ‘Through the gates,’ she shouted. ‘Follow Jadyn—’

The second ballista fired at Elindhu’s dragon, but it veered aside, then its fire raked the gatehouse and the siege engines burst into flames. But the main gates were closing . . .

Gram sent their beast after Jadyn’s and together, the pair of dragons flashed between the closing gates. They soared up and around a cave so big there was easily room for the dragons to turn. Hundreds of people were inside, soldiers, servants and slaves, all gaping at them.

But when Romara looked back, she saw that the gates were almost closed, and Elindhu and Soren’s beast still wasn’t through . . .

Soren and Elindhu had loosened most of their saddle-straps, ready to abandon their mount, which saved their lives: because they’d failed to spot two more ballistae concealed on a higher plinth above the gatehouse. As their dragon banked to head for the gates, it stalled in mid-air for a few seconds, presenting a perfect target.

The two ballistae disgorged their shafts, and Elindhu didn’t need precognitive gifts to know what happened next. ‘Soren,’ she shrieked, ‘jump—!’

She was already wrenching herself free and leaping, trusting in shields and luck as she plummeted past the spiny back and flailing tail, Soren a heartbeat behind her, just as the lethal spears impaled the dragon’s torso.

Conjuring as she went, Elindhu held them both fast, softening their fall as they landed outside the gates among the remnants of Grandmaster Sekerin’s retinue. She planted her stave and lashing out with force, tried to hurl the nearest Alephi aside, while Soren took her flank, beheading the nearest foe as he landed – then their dragon crashed down onto the remaining Alephi, already dying from the two eight-foot-long spears lodged in its belly.

They knew what that portended, and hurled themselves flat, ignoring the armed Alephi menacing them. The immortals hesitated, not understanding where the danger lay, as flames licked about the dying dragon’s jaws.

‘Take these two prisoner,’ the senior Alephi ordered . . .

Next second, their dragon wailed in despair as the gases in its belly sparked and exploded, a blast of flame and force which caught the Alephi in a blast of flying bone, flesh and teeth and ripped them off their feet. Buffeted but unharmed, their foes having taken the brunt of the blast, she and Soren rose and hurtled for the gates. Elindhu’s erling form took over, her legs lengthening, and somehow they skidded through the closing gap just seconds before the giant doors shut with a booming finality. An eyeblink later, something else hammered on the doors, heavy enough to make the giant barriers shake. They shook again a few seconds later.

Elindhu looked up: two dragons were hurtling in circles just below the domed ceiling. Then she looked around, and saw hundreds of imperial soldiers, slaves and servants, all staring at them.

For a moment, astonished silence reigned . . . then everyone moved at once.

Vazi broke through the stormfront and with a burst of relief, saw Nexus Isle in front of them. Her first thought was that destiny was with them – until she saw three distant winged shapes landing and realised the danger was far from passed.

‘Faster!’ she shrieked at Skaldrew, ‘Faster – that’s them, ahead of us!’

Mentally lashing Shemagh to even greater speeds, she scanned her foresight, trying to see what they faced.

Six foes, three dragons . . . The Falcons . . . They must know we’re coming . . .

She saw the fight begin before it happened, the bodies in motion, the blurs of flame and violence, but arrived as two dragons – with her quarry on board – hurtled through the closing door. But a third was still circling around to follow.

‘The gates,’ she cried, ‘go—’

As Shemagh dived, the third dragon was hurled back by two ballista shafts. She shouted in triumph, and set her own beast right at them as the two riders fell from the stricken beast. Vazi recognised the erling magia Elindhu and the boy Soren as they landed, moments before their dragon crashed down and flopped about weakly. Alephi guards were closing in.

GOT YOU! her mind shouted—

—just as the impaled dragon exploded, the force battering Shemagh and momentarily blinding Vazi, despite her shielding. They went spinning through smeared darkness, Vazi trying to kick herself free in panic, her premonitions now death-warnings. She left the saddle just as Shemagh slammed into the closing doors, impaling herself on one of the giant defensive spikes protruding from the timbers.

Vazi crashed to the ground, felt bones shatter in her right leg and howled. A moments later the spike broke under the dragon’s weight and she slammed into the polished tiles beside Vazi. The massive beast looked at her with stricken eyes—

—then her punctured belly ignited and she too exploded.

Her foresight saved Vazi – she dropped flat, covering her face in her arms, as a ghastly burst of charred flesh and bone turned the air scarlet. Splinters hammered into her back and legs, which would have been fatal to any mortal. She howled in agony, even though she’d been spared the main blast, which would have killed even her.

For a minute she could only lie there, coated in gore from her beloved dragon: a minute in which to scream in silent hatred of the Falcons and their crimes. She endured a burst of excruciating pain as she used glyma and willpower to wrench out the bone splinters and re-knit her broken femur, before lurching to her feet. She looked up to see that Skaldrew and his minions hadn’t even landed yet.

Rage gripped her, a tantrum like she hadn’t had since she was a child, glyma-rage blasting through her and leaving her teetering on the edge of sanity.

‘GET US INSIDE!’ she screeched, though nobody living was near. ‘GET ME IN!’

She heard a whimper, strode over to the prone, shattered, gore-drenched and flame-scarred Alephi woman with purple lips and the smouldering remnants of violet hair. The woman’s glazed eyes focused on her and her lips moved in an airless plea. Then, to her shock, the woman’s features morphed into the face of Jovan Lux.

‘Vazi . . . what has . . . happened . . . ?’

For one appalling moment, she thought her Saviour had been cut down. Then she realised, This woman is one of his personal ichor-slaves. He’s speaking through her dying mind.

‘We’re under attack,’ she told him. ‘The Falcons are inside the main chamber, with two dragons – we have to stop them!’

Jovan’s face cleared as he mastered the pain his minion was enduring. ‘Fear not, Vaziella. They can’t reach the vivalocus: the mine shafts have been sealed and the key passage can’t be opened from without. They’re trapped. Get inside and take them, dead or alive. I’m needed here: Elysium must rise!’

Then the eyes emptied and his face became that of the dying woman again. She expired a moment later, her life force drained instantly by the forced possession.

Vazi rose, looking round shakily. Skaldrew had finally landed his flight of dragon-riders. He leapt from the saddle and strode towards her. ‘Exemplar, how may we—?’

‘Get inside!’ she shrieked. ‘Get those doors open!’

I refuse to fail!
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Too Late

On Endings

Everyone wants a tale to end well. Heroes must be crowned, villains vanquished and love must conquer all, seasoned by exactly the right dollops of joy, pathos and sadness. But in real life, things end in chaos, appointments with fate are missed and champions fail. In real life the villain usually wins. Then he rewrites the tale and becomes the hero.

Nilis Evandriel, How Jovan Became Your Saviour, Hytal, 1470

Nexus Isle, Gulf of Elidor

Winter 1472

The entrance hall was vast, thronged with men and women, mostly servants, who scattered as the two dragons roared overhead, raking companies of Lighter archers below with flame. Amid the chaos, the indentured labourers had turned their picks and hammers on their own bonds, desperate to escape.

Jadyn barely noticed; all of his attention was on the handful of Alephi here, a dozen winged men and women in scarlet robes. The dragons swept around, catching two of those attackers in a fire-blast. They went up like torches – clearly elobyne in the blood was no protection against elobyne-laced fire – shrilling in agony and plunging blindly into the stone floor at horrendous speeds.

But time was also burning up. ‘Where now?’ he shouted to Aura.

‘There—’ she shouted, pointing to an open set of doors on the far side of the chamber, through which he glimpsed dozens of carts laden with glittering lumps of crystal, pulled by a mixture of mules, men and even erling trulkas, eight feet tall and built like oxen, all chained to the spars. ‘Mines be there!’

‘Got it!’ he shouted.

Then he spotted Elindhu and Soren below, in the middle of the chaos erupting round them. Slaves were laying into the guards, the Lighters were fighting back, and the Alephi were shrieking in. ‘Down there!’ he shouted to Aura. ‘Take us in!’

The dash across the entrance chamber played out in flashes of deadly violence. Elindhu, unmistakably erling now, was using kinetic energy to throw aside anyone in their path, while Soren, running beside her, kept the Lighters and Alephi off her back, matching their glyma with his preternatural skill and intuitive mageas, guarding against blows, riposting when he could – until Aura’s dragon roared overhead, immolating more of the winged angels.

They grabbed the chance, bursting through a group of prisoners armed with mallets who were busy pulverising their overseers, to the mine entrance, straight ahead. Soren chanced a quick look behind him and saw glowing fractures spreading across the main doors, which were coming apart.

‘They’re almost inside!’ he shouted, weaving through the rioting workers – then instincts screamed and he twisted away from a blow from a flying Alephi, countering so swiftly he broke through her guard and sheared off her left wing as she tried to lift away. She hit the ground beneath the legs of a trulka with a hammer and lay there, stunned and helpless.

There was a crunch, and the giant erling roared in triumph.

Elindhu paused to shout in Jerathi, ‘Ettasai – camar, yestra!’ She pointed towards the mines.

The erlings, a dozen or so, stopped and stared at her, then thundered after them.

As one, Soren, Elindhu and the newly conscripted erlings hit the final rank of guards strung across the mine entrance. Soren cut down the one who looked like an overseer – and the rest scattered before them.

Elindhu ran to the trulkas, babbling in Jerathi, while Gram and Aura deftly landed their dragons in front of the mine entrance. The four Falcons leapt from the saddles, Aura shouting and pointing back to the main doors. The dragons bleated a question and she replied in a stream of Nepari, although Soren sensed the real communication was mental.

The dragons took off again, lifting into the air and spiralling towards the ceiling.

‘What did you do that for?’ Romara demanded.

Aura flicked a hand dismissively. ‘Cannot fit in tunnels. Now run, run, run!’ Waving at them to follow, she tore through the mine doors.

They were hot on her heels when the main doors went molten white, the spells protecting the metal and timber dissolved and they exploded inwards, blasting shrapnel across the expanse with devastating force. The dragons, high above, were battered by the blast, but the people in the chamber, even hundreds of paces back, took the worst of it, knocked off their feet, a great many of them struck or impaled by debris. Smoke billowed, pushed in on gusting icy winds . . . followed by the roar of more dragons, who came bursting through the smoke.

Vazi sent Skaldrew and his Alephi minions in first. With Shemagh down and her own bones still reknitting, she knew she wasn’t capable of leaping to the fore quite yet. And her experience hunting the Falcons told her to let others go in first.

It proved to be a wise decision.

Once dragon-fire and glyma had finally succeeded in blasting open the doors, Skaldrew’s flight swept in, while she followed on foot, apprehensive but unable to identify the swathe of nebulous threats – until a burst of premonitions, too current for her to react, showed her a disaster unfolding.

At the far end of the massive chamber was the actual entrance to the mines, where three tunnels led down. She could see the Falcons were there on foot, and had a moment to wonder where their dragons were . . .

‘There!’ shouted Skaldrew, jerking his dragon’s reins. ‘Get them!’

He led the way, Haarta’s dragon immediately behind, the rest following.

None of them realised their peril, but Vazi saw it all, too late to intervene—

Gram seldom felt helpless, even though the past months had been as steep a learning curve as any he could imagine, from finally embracing his vyr-nature to Romara, love and ninneva, the mageas and understanding his real potential.

But as the enemy dragon-riders roared in, he felt a moment of pure panic – that ended when he grasped the minds of the dragons Aura had freed and sent them winging back in . . .

The pair of Alephi dragon-riders at the front were two-thirds of the way across the chamber when the Falcons’ beasts came from the side, exhaling flames and slamming into the Alephi beasts with teeth and claws at the ready. They collided, scaled flesh ripped and tore, the flammable gut juices sprayed as fire was belched . . . and the first dragon exploded, sending blazing flesh and razor-sharp bits of bone in all directions . . .

Vazi stopped at the broken main gates, staring in horror as her premonitions played out in real time: the two riderless dragons ripping into Skaldrew and Haarta’s beasts, the explosive result, and the chain-reaction as flying bones punctured the next and the next, more furnace stomachs ignited, starting a terrifying series of explosions. Five more of Jovan’s immortals and their mounts were gone in an instant.

Instantly, a dozen lines of possibility that had ended in victory collapsed as her prey made it to the mines. She came to a halt, barely able to restrain from screaming.

But Jovan had told her plainly that the mines were a trap, so surely this was just delaying the inevitable? Is there another way in? she demanded of her foresight: No, her premotions replied. For security and control purposes, the far doors are the only entrance.

Taking heart from that, she limped through the smoke-filled chamber, making her bones and body stronger, blocking pain with glyma-rage, calling fire to her flamberge. Those few still alive here, debt-slave labourers and their overseers, gaped as she passed, a bright angel in the Maw. Scorched and shattered bodies were strewn everywhere, not just humans but erlings and Alephi too. The few remaining living were all burned and howling in agony.

Ignoring them all, Vazi called out in her coldest, most purposeful voice, ‘I’ve been sent by Jovan Lux to save you all. Help me, or get out of the way.’

At first nobody reacted, until a dozen or so Alephi rose from the shadows at the edge of the massive entrance hall. They were all filthy with ash and smoke, battered but whole.

‘We’re with you,’ one called. ‘Who did this?’

‘The jagatai Falcons,’ she snarled back.

They had no idea what she meant – except one, who called, ‘Vaziella?’ as his face morphed into Jovan. ‘Vaziella, are you saying these Falcons are inside the mines?’

She gulped and bowed. ‘They are, but they’re trapped – you said they’re trapped—’

‘Be calm,’ not-Jovan said. ‘There’s no way they can reach the vivalocus now . . .’

But his voice trailed off, and for the first time, she sensed doubt. It chilled her blood.

Elysia have mercy, she thought. There is a way . . .

‘They’re mine,’ she vowed. Turning, she unleashed fire and force on the huge mine entrance doors, iron-bound barriers of heavy timber, hundreds of tons in weight and a handspan thick. When the Alephi joined in, foresight told her it would take about three minutes to get through – an age in battle.

But the Falcons are trapped, she told herself. They can’t get out. Then doubt crept in, and she allowed herself the question: What if they can?

Premonitions became leaps of logic and she left the battering of the doors to her new helpers, turning instead to the Jovan-possessed Alephi, who was hovering anxiously. ‘Milord, how is the entrance from the mines to the vivalocus sealed?’

‘It’s concealed, and there’s a glyma-lock: only someone in the inside can open it.’

‘How?’

‘A touch panel, like our rooms. Only I can open it, or Odalis.’

Odalis, she thought, but not me.

But the face of this not-Jovan had turned grey and grim. ‘Vaziella, Odalis has been murdered. There’s a chance the killer is seeking the vivalocus. Iosephus is hunting them, but I must be up here. I’m about to initiate the rising of Elysium.’

She reeled at the onslaught of new – and previously withheld, she couldn’t help noticing – information. ‘Odalis dead?’ Jagat, there is a God! ‘Sorry, but . . . if someone’s got inside already . . . I need to get in,’ she told him.

‘No,’ he replied firmly. ‘In a few minutes it’s going to be deadly down there: the vivalocus chamber will fill with an overload of glyma, which will spread through the linked tunnels. Nobody will be able to endure it – not even you.’

She thought on that, then asked the most crucial question of all. ‘Not even someone with the full array of the old magics?’

She watched not-Jovan begin to deny it, then his expression turned ashen. ‘Jagat, it could be done . . .’ He looked at her. ‘Vaziella, abandon this and join me here. Do not enter those tunnels! In a few minutes they will be unsurvivable!’

‘A few?’ she echoed. ‘How many?’

‘I can’t be exact!’ he roared. ‘These are vast forces and it could be one minute or thirty – but no more. Come straight to me now. You must be safe when Elysium rises!’

Then the face of the Alephi minion emptied and he collapsed, drained of energy by the exchange. She reeled, spun, pirouetted again, option after option swirling inside her . . .

Then she thought, Jagat, in thirty minutes the Falcons could do just about anything . . .

She shouted, ‘GET THESE DAMNED DOORS DOWN!’ then raised both hands and threw everything she had left at them.

Eindil and Robias’ descent down the inside of the mountain had begun with an act of faith, dropping into the pitch-black shaft, trying to control their descent with their newly mastered angel wings. Robias, who was frantically aiming light ahead of them, yelped a warning just in time for them to slow as the bottom appeared.

It wasn’t a pain-free landing. Bones splintered and joints ruptured; it would have killed them, had they not been beings of elobyne and glyma. For a time, all they could do was weep through the pain, but then they pulled themselves back together by sheer willpower. Robias crawled slowly to his feet, conjured light again, then helped Eindil recover, guiding them both in the re-bonding of sinew and skeleton.

They were still hobbling as they moved on, into a tunnel carved directly into the giant elobyne crystal forming the base of the island. The walls gleamed dully, absorbing enough of their glyma-light to leave a snail-trail of illumination behind them as they passed.

There were more doors: all requiring the touch of Odalis’ severed hands. ‘He’s been undone by his one love,’ Robias noted. ‘Were he entirely a monster, we wouldn’t have been able to get so far.’

‘He’s still a monster,’ Eindil replied. ‘Don’t mistake obsession for love.’

Robias looked back at him. ‘That is insightful, Master,’ he breathed.

Eindil felt a flush of pride.

The twisting path ended in a three-way intersection right in the heart of the massive crystal. Robias’ light globe was unnecessary now, for the elobyne walls here glowed with a menacing scarlet light that moved through the giant crystal like blood through veins. It was an eerie and unsettling sight.

The passage to the left was surmounted by a stone archway etched with primitive markings; the tunnel beyond was formed from black glass, a throbbing darkness occasionally swirling with greenish streaks of light.

To the right was a plain arch, marking the start of a tunnel angling sharply downwards into scarlet brightness.

‘Where are we?’ Eindil asked breathlessly.

Robias glanced around, orienting himself to his memorised maps, Eindil supposed.

‘This intersection is roughly at ground level, adjacent to the entrance hall,’ Robias said as if reading aloud. ‘This is just the tip of the elobyne crystal beneath Nexus. That lefthand passage leads to the mines, and a door that can only be opened from this side.’

‘And this?’ Eindil asked, pointing to the right-hand passage, leading down.

‘That’s the way to the vivalocus . . . But remember, Master, only very powerful glyma-wielders – or practitioners of the other forms of magic – can survive it. There’s nothing we can do in the vivalocus chamber except die.’

Eindil smiled wryly. ‘Well, shall we go left, then?’

With their limbs mostly healed, they began first to run, and then to fly until the walls turned from elobyne to rock – and suddenly, they arrived at a blank rock wall, with a single door and a hand-panel of silver. They heard voices beyond.

The Falcons found themselves in a large chamber, the mine-head from which all the major shafts and tunnels began. Behind them, the doors they’d slammed and bound shut began to shake. They had a moment to look around the deserted chamber, which was around a hundred paces across and filled with more handcarts, slave manacles and the usual debris of mining. There were three different tunnel entrances, all descending.

‘Which way?’ Romara demanded, turning to Jadyn and Aura. ‘What does foresight say?’

Worryingly, both hesitated. ‘I don’t know,’ Jadyn blurted. ‘It feels like none of them work; they’re all blocked, and none of them reach the vivalocus anyway.’

‘Is true,’ Aura confirmed. ‘This be wrong place, and time it runs out . . .’

They looked around helplessly as the doors banged and rattled from blows reeking of glyma. ‘It’ll hold for about two minutes,’ Jadyn told them. ‘Where now?’

‘We pick a tunnel and hope,’ Romara decided. ‘We can’t just do noth—’

She was interrupted as a small door they hadn’t even seen swung open, revealing a figure silhouetted in a dimly lit antechamber, with another lurking behind. A man called out, in a crisp Aquini accent, ‘Hello, Falcons! I’m Robias Fracchi. Please, you must hurry.’

This was supposed to be Jovan’s day of days, the culmination of everything he had put into play so long ago – but suddenly, he was in doubt. On one level he was still in shock, struggling to believe that his beloved Odalis was gone, a loss so crushing it beggared thought.

But Romara Challys and her fiends were here, including the long-prophesied Oranu – Auranushka Perafi, the avatar of Urghul. Everything could still end in disaster.

Up to thirty minutes, he’d told Vaziella. Five minutes ago . . . She should be here.

Through his arcane throne, he had the mechanisms and spells building up the pressure that was needed for Elysium to rise. The tunnels below were about to become untenable.

The enemy have run out of time, he told himself. But where are you, Vaziella?

The irony was that he could have done this – enacted Elysium Rising and the End of All Things – any time in the past decade, as soon as the energy levels in the giant elobyne crystal at the base of the island had reached the required levels. But there’d been no urgency, and he still had so much to do here, so many tasks to complete so that his book would be fulfilled; and for Vaziella to come of age. But since proclaiming the End, the three days until this moment was mandated not by The Book of Lux, but by the speed of this process.

And now, despite his famed foresight, the enemy was inside.

Seven minutes ago, he estimated. Time to hammer down the nail . . .

The final stage, bringing this to a head, required cool precision, the way he’d done everything in his life, even those acts that looked like love, rage or passion. Pushing aside grief, anxiety and anger, he reconnected his body and mind to the power coursing through the fortress, from this throne to the vivalocus below.

Time to end Hytal and start afresh . . .

As he woke the fortress to true life, he felt as if his body had expanded to immensity: not just to the size of the castle and mountain, but with the threads of power running from Nexus Isle to every shard planted in the landmass of Hytal. It would take all that power to fill Elysium and permit the giant edifice to rise. The pressures were approaching those needed: any minute now, and they would tear free of the land, a flying mountain, a miracle made real. Every living thing within a thousand kylos of his flight path would perish, drained of energy, leaving icicles of ash – not just people but everything. The Inner Seas, every lake and river, stream and pond, would evaporate. The continent would never recover.

It was a dreadful price . . . but not one he’d be paying.

We will take this fortress to central Abutha and my next vivalocus, with the energy to power another few centuries of my rule. I will arrive as a fully formed god, attended upon by my chosen angels, and everything will be laid at my feet.

Maybe I’ll even find another Odalis there . . .

He wondered briefly how the dross of Hytal would react, imagining the bewildered populace who’d been singing hymns to him – or revelling madly or slaughtering each other – as they suddenly realised it was over. He couldn’t help but laugh. They’re not worthy, and no loss. Then he forgot about them, as they deserved.

The only issue he had to deal with was that everyone here inside the giant crystal below would also die within moments of him initiating Elysium Rising . . . Hundreds of slaves in the mines, and a few of his least favoured Alephi guarding them . . .

So long as Vaziella makes it here, the rest can burn.

Where is she? She should’ve been here by now.

He paused and threw his awareness back outwards, into another Alephi who’d been near Vaziella. It meant slowing the power-build, but foresight was telling him she wasn’t coming.

His senses took a few seconds to adjust to the disorienting shift, then he was in a smoky cavern lit by flickering light: the mine-head, he realised. Before him was a shapely armoured woman, the one he sought.

What the jagat is she still doing there?

‘Vaziella?’ he roared, gripping his minion’s body and clothing it in an illusion of himself, so she’d recognise him. ‘Get out of there – come to me now!’

She faced him and shouted back, ‘They’re inside! You said, “half an hour”: they can destroy us in that time – get me in there—’

On his throne high above, Jovan’s heart lurched. The Falcons have found my back way into the vivalocus chamber? He realised whoever broke in through his suite must have let them in – so the danger was no longer hypothetical.

He reeled for a second, almost pulling his awareness from his minion, almost abandoning Vaziella to her fate . . .

Instead, he turned his minion to face the wall where the hidden passage emerged. ‘There,’ he shouted. ‘You can’t open it, but you can smash it down. Do it, and kill them all.’

Vaziella leapt into action, ordering a burst of stone and force from an Alephi magus standing next to her, then facing him again, she promised, ‘I will stop them, Master, I swear. Slow the Rising – give me time.’

The risk wasn’t worth it.

‘No,’ he commanded, ‘get out, Vaziella. I will initiate Elysium Rising and incinerate them as I do. They’ll burn with the rest of Hytal.’

To his astonishment, she straightened and said, ‘No.’

He gaped. Nobody said no to him.

‘They could destroy us all. I can stop them. I will save you – it’s my destiny to do so.’ Then she lifted her head, her face passionately ablaze. ‘And when I do, you will grant me a boon: you will not take this fortress over Hytal!’

Blinking, he stood there staring, stunned by her intensity.

She truly believes this, and her foresight is almost as clear as mine . . .

Behind her, he saw the rock wall come apart; it was designed to be hidden, not impregnable. It would fall in seconds . . .

But they might not have seconds.

‘Vazi, the danger is real. Get out. Hytal is lost – it is damned—’

‘No, it is my home and I will save it.’ Behind her, the hidden door smashed open. She reacted by speaking a word, glyma flared . . . and he was blasted out of his minion’s body, back into his own, reeling and shaking in palsied shock.

Vazi staggered back as the eyes of the Alephi emptied and he crashed down, unconscious, she thought, not dead. But she was still appalled at herself for assaulting her Saviour. It hadn’t been intentional, just an instinctive welling-up of stress, and the fear that he’d do the same to her, then bear her body away, denying her the right to do what Lictor Borghart had foreseen and she’d known all her life: that she would save the Triple Empire.

That meant slaughtering the bitch Challys and the monster Oranu and the rest of those Akka-damned Falcons. She faced the opening, roared at the Alephi still with her to follow, and charged into the darkness . . .
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Crystal Hearts

The Secret of Survival

The true lesson of nature is that to survive, you must never stagnate. Always grow; faster and stronger, wiser and smarter. Always be learning, always evolving. To do otherwise is to stand still and be mown down from behind. It is coded into us to dominate and destroy our rivals. To do otherwise is to deny nature.

Jovan Lux, Speeches from the Throne, Petraxus, 1280

Elysium, Qor-Massif

Winter 1472

Eindil found himself backing up as Robias ushered the six figures into the tunnel and slammed the door behind, locking it again with Odalis’ severed hand. He found himself gazing in something like awe. He’d been told so much about these people, although most of it had been derogatory and malicious. These were the men and women who’d plagued him for months: named as traitors, fallen knights and vyr, mortal enemies.

Romara Challys, a woman he’d conspired to murder in the arena, was a hard-faced thirty-something with vivid red hair and an aura of command. Gram Larch was well over six feet and built like a bear, though he had an almost majestic calmness. Jadyn Kaen looked deceptively ordinary, an unkempt everyman, but his eyes saw everything – and he and the swaggering, alluring Nepari woman seemed to exist between moments, as if half their movements went unseen. The young Abuthan, Soren var’Dael, was human, but he had the tawny-eyed look of a wild thing, as if his aura simmered with other beings; and Elindhu Morspeth was, as she’d been described, an odd-looking creature with a tower of serpentine hair – but somehow the reports had omitted to mention that she was an erling.

They were all, in their own way, as terrifying as he’d been told they would be.

But it turns out the real threat to us all was a man I prayed to all my life . . .

The six Falcons reacted to Robias as if he were well-known, a total stranger, totally unexpected and just who they’d come to see all at the same time, striding forward to shake the stentor’s hand or hugging him urgently.

Outside, there were crashing sounds from the mine-head gates.

‘You told Yvora you’d meet us here, and here you are,’ Romara said to Robias. ‘Well done, Master Oracle! But we must press on.’ She looked past the stentor and saw Eindil. ‘Well met, Hierophant,’ she said briskly, before turning back to Robias. ‘What lies ahead?’

‘A tunnel to the vivalocus,’ Robias replied. ‘Every moment matters – more than that, I have no idea: it is not written.’

There was a massive crash: the mine doors were down. ‘Elysia on high,’ exclaimed Aura Perafi, ‘Virago is here – am sensing her!’

Eindil thought numbly, Vaziella is coming to kill us all . . .

‘The door is concealed, but they’ll find it fast enough,’ Robias told them urgently. He pointed down the tunnel. ‘Back to the fork and then down – come!’

The noise from behind the closed secret door changed from crashing sounds to muffled cries, then shouted orders, a woman’s voice: Vaziella’s voice.

Eindil groaned. Robias and the Falcons went pelting into the dark, until it was just him left. He could hear Vaziella, remonstrating with someone she called Milord, and his heart broke.

Oh, my Vazi, Eindil mourned. He’s made you his own, utterly.

Then he too turned and ran.

Aegis premonitions relied on information and inference, but Aura had neither, just the scream of urgency inside her brain as they sprinted between moments along the curved pathway beneath the mountain. She and Jadyn outstripped the others; not needing light, they followed their premonition-created path of fore-images.

They hit the fork in the path and saw two other ways to go: a tunnel sloping upwards – to a shaft rising three thousand paces to the peak, she intuited, with danger coming . . . right now!

She and Jadyn spun as six Alephi appeared at the far end of the passage leading to the upward shaft, led by a Zynochi male . . .

‘Sorry,’ she told them: and froze them in time . . . or not, because they kept coming, although more slowly, like they were wading through treacle. Slightly impressive, she decided, but they’d still take a minute to get here. She nudged Jadyn and they took the sloped tunnel down towards the vivalocus.

Someone else will deal with them . . . I have Falcons for that.

The way was steep, with steps carved into the crystal core itself. In moments they were deep in the giant elobyne heart of Nexus Isle, right under Elysium Castle. The walls were throbbing a dull blood-red and the air reeked of burning elobyne. The temperature was rising alarmingly: the whole crystal was coming to life, and premonitions were flooding in, filling the blanks.

This crystal will reach a critical level of energy and with Jovan directing it, it will lift the entire fortress into the air . . . and anyone left down here will die . . .

That was enough to have her thinking about escape . . .

But it could be stopped.

Evandriel said it was all about the lens. Destroy it, and all this goes too.

Then she went rigid, turning to Jadyn, and saw that he’d fully realised as well.

When that happens, we all die . . .

They shared a fraught, intense moment as their future paths collapsed. There would be no happy-ever-after, no babies and bliss, no villa on the Mar-Eras, not even a moment to hold one another, no final kiss. Just instant oblivion.

‘I know,’ her beloved Jadyn breathed. ‘But we have to do it.’

She blinked back tears, too choked to speak.

But there was no question of not doing it: they turned and ran on.

Romara reached the intersection Robias had spoken of, and got a fright to see six Alephi wading towards her as if through invisible water, their faces utterly enraged. Jadyn and Aura had gone ahead, presumably downwards, but the Falcons needed to protect their backs, so they could do what was necessary.

That meant dealing with these ‘Serrafim’. She was the commander, and she knew her duty.

‘I’ll handle this,’ she said, and without a word, Gram joined her, leaving Soren and Elindhu nursing Robias and especially Eindil along.

It was butchery, nothing more, and it left a bad taste. But they were Alephi, so it didn’t feel unjust.

The real question now was whether she held everyone here to guard the rear, putting all their eggs in one basket, or whether setting two or three ambushes might slow their pursuers more. The choice was agonising, and she had only a heartbeat in which to make it.

‘All right Falcons,’ she announced, striding back to them as the stragglers arrived. ‘Here is where the first two will hold.’

That it was a death sentence was fully understood.

Soren began to raise a hand, when the boyish-old Eindil spoke up. ‘I will do what I can.’ He hung his head. ‘It won’t be much.’

Romara was unexpectedly moved, sensing the pain of a life spent being subtly humiliated. But they weren’t Falcons. ‘No, you should get out—’

‘To where?’ Robias said quietly, stepping to his former master’s side. ‘For what? I’ll stay with you, Master.’ He looked around. ‘Please, do you have any spare weapons?’

The Falcons exchanged awed looks, then Elindhu handed Robias her elobyne-tipped staff. ‘I’ve outgrown this,’ she said gravely. ‘It’s yours.’ Then she touched her heart.

Gram drew his long hunting knife and gave it to Eindil. ‘It’s nothing much – but it’s well-balanced and has a good edge. I won’t need it below.’ He winked solemnly. ‘It’s a named blade: I call it Nail-trimmer.’

Romara gave him an impatient look, but the Hierophant clearly found that inordinately funny, laughing and crying as he took the blade.

‘Enough,’ she said tersely. ‘They’re coming. Falcons, with me.’

But she embraced both men hard before she left, knowing that at the next junction, she’d lose Soren and Elindhu too . . .

High above on his throne, Jovan wavered between rage and hope, action and paralysis.

It had taken him crucial minutes to recover from the blow of being hurled out of his minion’s body, and whilst he lay stunned in the grip of his giant exoskeletal throne, the power levels had wavered again. Furious, he gripped the armrests again and began to build it back up, so angry he was almost willing to let Vaziella burn with the rest of these human scum.

I’ll find another you, too!

But no: he’d spent generations nurturing that bloodline, foreseeing that she would give him the heir he’d craved so long: a perfect Son to rule the world, the one being he could trust utterly, because they were almost the same being. It was a beautiful vision of divine harmony, an unbreakable trinity of eternal power. Father, Mother and Son.

I can’t cast that aside.

But the burden of trust was excruciating: to rely on another – even a perfect killing angel like Vaziella – was impossible. Because she wasn’t Him.

I am a god. I never fail!

But she might . . .

With a cry, Jovan ripped the harness from his head, triggered the unlocking of the exoskeletal throne, and tore down the steps and out into his suite, blurring towards the final chamber and the shaft into the mountain.

He dropped head-first and went shrieking down.

Vazi knew it was a kind of death wish, to hurtle along the darkened tunnel as if nothing worse than a stubbed toe could befall her. But her aegis-senses were wide open and the slightest motion had her screaming to a halt and lashing out with brutal glyma-force. She blasted energy, sensed two forms lifted and smashed against the walls at a three-way intersection, then chanced light, knowing whichever Alephi following her still were well behind. Effectively, she was alone.

Lying dazed and battered were Eindil Pandramion and his former stentor, Robias. The former had a long knife and the later a mage’s staff: she knocked both away with a thought, then as a pair of Alephi arrived behind her, snapped, ‘Take them alive.’

The two men fought briefly but ineffectually, while she peered round the junction, saw six Alephi corpses, their elobyne blood fast congealing, lying in the upwards-sloping passage. The aegis told her the Falcons had taken the other, going down to the vivalocus.

It also told her that Eindil and his servant had murdered Odalis.

Perhaps I should thank them?

But the danger wasn’t over and she had no time to spare. She wasted a few seconds anyway, snarling, ‘Treacherous ingrates: Jovan saved you—’

Eindil’s weak, boyish face was suffused with sorrow. ‘We weren’t saved, and neither were you. He’s the Devourer. Can’t you see what he’s done to you?’

His words struck at her heart, unexpectedly – and like every other time someone attacked her, she lashed back. Bending over him, she shrieked, ‘How dare you? I bear his child: I bear the next Saviour! You’re nothing but a piss-puddle – don’t you realise that if the Falcons succeed, you’ll die too? We all will.’

Eindil’s face said he did, and didn’t care.

‘It’s a sacrifice worth making,’ Robias said quietly.

More Alephi were arriving, a mere dozen of Jovan’s so loyal Serrafim, who looked at her uncertainly, needing guidance. She had to go, but still she hesitated, remembering Eindil’s pathetic adoration of her – and also his defiance on the night of the Twilight Court.

That was the real him.

She found herself filled with oddly mixed emotions, but her choices were made. ‘Two of you, take them above,’ she snapped. ‘Keep them alive. The rest of you, with me.’

She’d intended to lead but suddenly noticed the elobyne-tipped staff she’d removed from the stentor’s grasp. Waving her Alephi on ahead, she bent and touched the crystal.

This is Elindhu Morspeth’s. She jammed it in her belt, then turned, and tore after her escort.

The Falcons were beginning to run into more barriers, each secured by a touch panel. The severed hand no longer worked; clearly only Jovan had unrestricted access this far in.

Sweating and red-faced, Romara, Gram, Soren and Elindhu caught up with Aura and Jadyn. Elindhu muscled Jadyn aside and attacked the door, Soren holding her shoulder to lend her strength. Aura was struck by how the air blurred around them both, half-seeing strange spectral figures, horned men and women with amber eyes.

The erling gods, intuition told her, although that made no sense. Gods weren’t real.

Oi, Akka said, inside her head. That’s enough of that talk.

The erling gods are for pagans, Urghul added. Rural trash.

Aura banished them and concentrated on what was to come: this door was nothing, Elindhu would have it open in moments, but the crystal was building in heat and intensity, the ground was vibrating alarmingly, and the scarlet light around them was growing more intense. A crisis was building, a moment of outrage against Creation itself, a devastation with nothing beyond it.

The End of All Things.

Then her foresight brought her face to face with an enraged man hurtling vertically down a mineshaft, a bearded man with pale brown hair and eyes that burned like embers, one she’d encountered before: Jovan Lux himself.

You. He reached for her as power crackled—

She broke the connection and fell back into her body, letting the shadow of that blow fly past her. ‘Jovan knowing we be here,’ she wailed. ‘He’s coming—’

A moment later there was thudding, and voices from above, where Robias and Eindil had waited. Romara shouted, ‘Elindhu, get that jagging door open!’

Can you help us? she challenged the gods who’d plagued her all her life: her imaginary friends who’d never gone away. As if she’d conjured them, the Father and his Enemy appeared behind her eyes, Akka sternly regal as ever, the hag leering.

Help you? Akka said sullenly. Damned heretic.

It’s your angels who’re coming to kill her, Urghul argued. Take responsibility.

It’s Aura’s own fault, Akka thundered. Jovan is the Saviour of Coros. Repent, girl!

Jag off, Aura told him. I renounce you both.

They vanished, just as Elindhu shouted in triumph and the door flew open.

Just as the door opened, the attack came. Gram and Romara had taken the rearguard position; they had a moment see someone streaking headlong towards them with energy-wings blurring, flamberge blazing, and more following.

Gram glanced back to see Elindhu and Soren pulling open the door and Aura and Jadyn backing up, hands extended, then he faced the oncoming angels, axe in hand.

The Alephi were a sight-defying blur, but as they closed, the air around them congealed – Aura and Jadyn’s aegis, he guessed – and they slowed . . .

He swung aside from the first blow while bringing his axe down on the Alephi’s skull, splitting it apart in a bloody spray, ripping the axe-head out as Romara disembowelled, then beheaded, the next. They double-teamed the third.

The next group were a way off . . .

‘Go!’ he shouted to the others, as he and Romara backed up, ready to follow . . .

Jadyn and Aura dashed through as Elindhu turned, ready to ward the door again, Soren at her shoulder. ‘You now,’ Gram told Romara, as he faced the dark—

But the next attacker was Vazi Virago – with three Alephi behind her and more coming.

The Exemplar battered his axe aside, smashing the haft, and as Gram staggered, those with her burst past him. Romara cut one in half at the waist, but she was quickly overborne. Gram lashed at Vazi with a conjured claw that could have taken off her head, but she moved like a ghost, then her fist smashed up under his jaw with extraordinary strength, and the world toppled, just as the door behind crashed shut.

He had a moment to register Romara pinned down on the ground by three Alephi, one of them throttling her, then Vazi Virago was above him, a fist crashed into his jaw and light seared across his skull.

Then everything was gone.

There was no warning, but suddenly the Exemplar and her Alephi had overcome Gram and Romara, for all their immense prowess.

Wailing inside, Elindhu slammed the door with a gesture and kindled her prepared wards, shouting, ‘Go, go – we’ve got this—’

She and Soren exchanged stricken looks, but Aura and Jadyn hadn’t hesitated; they’d sensed exactly how much time they had and were hurtling down into the fulminating light of the crystal’s interior.

Oh Gods, Rom and Gram . . .

Soren grabbed her shoulder. ‘I’m with you, Aunty. We’ll hold this door.’

As she fed the wards, she took a moment to look at him, thinking of all they could have had together. ‘I love you, boy,’ she said, and he grinned back, all that was needed. The goddesses inside her added, ‘Remember all you are, Soren.’

She faced the door again, readying herself.

Maiden, Huntress, Mother; Wisewoman, Earth-womb and Crone: be in me.

A moment later a shattering blow slammed in, echoing through her, shivering her bones and quivering her flesh. She repelled it, invoking the Women of the Twelve.

Beside her, Soren’s antlers grew.

Boom! The blow shook her world.

She shouted, feeding power to the wards, bellowing the names of her Spirit Queens and feeling them steady her. Soren said something she didn’t catch, but they were holding—

—until suddenly they weren’t . . .

The door held, despite the overwhelming energy Vazi’s Alephi were throwing at it, a concentrated blast that should have disintegrated it instantly – but someone on the other side was not only untouched by their attack, but was feeding the wards.

Damn it, Vazi thought. This is time we don’t have.

The aegis told her who it was – and how to break her. She pulled the elobyne-tipped rod from her belt and touched it to the door, placing the tip into the stream of destructive energy the Alephi had unleashed. Amplifying it, she directed the blast inwards.

The results were most satisfactory: Elindhu’s staff created a channel through her wards, shattering the door and hurling aside those behind it.

She waved the Alephi forwards, kindling her flamberge as she followed.

Soren felt as if he’d always known a moment like this was coming – trapped, facing unwinnable odds – ever since they’d recognised their true enemy. It had haunted his thoughts, fed his nightmares and curdled his happiness, even as it had fuelled his need to cling to Elindhu, body and soul, heart and mind.

It was almost a relief to get on with it.

‘E’umba kwoi,’ he said to Elindhu, the Mbixi welling from his throat as memories of his mother caressed his mind. I love you too. He hoped she understood.

Moments later the door came apart and his lover was slammed backwards like a rag-doll, while he was dashed into the crystal walls. Had he not been shielding, he’d have been knocked senseless, or worse, but he bounced up in time to catch blurred movement and parried blindly as a glowing flamberge shot towards him. Staggering from the weight of the blow, he saw a woman-shaped silhouette loom out of the scarlet and gave ground until he was shielding Elindhu’s prone form, cutting one of the attackers in two. He dropped under the thrust of a second and spitted their groin before beheading them.

Two more were on him instantly, but they were rote-fighters, made lazy by the advantage the glyma gave them, and it took just moments to overcome them. He broke the first’s knee then split their skull as they fell, blocked an overhead blow from the next and countered with a straight thrust into their mouth. The bewildered eyes emptied as he pulled out his blade, the Alephi dropped and he stepped in front of Elindhu, freeing up his feet as he faced the next threat.

He’d killed four immortals in as many seconds, but one remained: Vazi Virago, the Exemplar.

Somehow, he’d known this moment was coming, too, for what felt like for ever.

She looked paler than he remembered, but her complexion was flawless, her skin and her eyes a dusty gold hue. Her head was bare, her thick black hair tied back severely, making her preternaturally beautiful face look harsh in the sullen light of the deep red crystal surrounding them. ‘You again,’ she remarked. ‘You’re like a jagging cockroach.’

He remembered Aura’s vision, that this woman would kill them all.

But Aura doesn’t know how good I am, he told himself. She didn’t factor that in. And anyway, he had to spin this out to give his friends time. ‘A duel,’ he proposed, ‘for the lives of my friends.’

‘It doesn’t work that way,’ Vazi replied. ‘But I’ll spare you both if you yield.’

It was so clearly a lie he just smiled.

She smirked in response, and met his eye. ‘I know what you think, boy,’ she said coolly. ‘That you’re better than me. You’re not, and I don’t have time for this shit.’

‘I know I’m better than you, girl,’ he retorted, just to aggravate her.

She smiled coldly. ‘Shall we find out?’

Bravado was always part of this dance of death. Sometimes, arrogance was, too – or snarkiness, or threats, intimidation, cockiness, even pretended fear. When a split-second misjudgement could see you maimed and gutted, or your light snuffed out, you used whatever it took to survive and win.

But Vazi hadn’t lied: she really didn’t have time for this shit.

She went at him with all her fury . . then reeled back.

In those first few seconds, as Soren var’Dael’s blade almost outpaced her premonitions, she realised that regardless of the time and the stakes, she had to treat this boy as one of the deadliest foes she’d ever faced. His speed, precision, balance and perfect harmony of steel and flesh was immediately apparent, as were the way he used vicious swipes and lunges that nevertheless left his defence intact, the way he danced away from traps and flawlessly hammered aside her attacks. His next combination, a blazing eruption of power, almost took her head, dashing her blade aside, then a spin and crunching chop at the base of her neck. She barely evaded that move, arching her back as the blade scoured her breastplate – but he had raked his right foot through her left ankle, almost breaking it, sending her spinning. Only her wings saved her, a desperate flurry taking her out of reach.

He flashed an ironic salute, driving home the point.

Prick, she thought, humiliated and frustrated.

Time was burning. The End was nigh.

She threw herself back into the fray, smashed his blade aside, unleashing her power – but he met her blow, momentarily locked blades, then, quite unexpectedly, drove his forehead into her face, battering her backwards. Blood sprayed and for a moment she was open, only her Alephi reflexes enabling her to somersault away. She felt her nose re-knit, wiped the blood away and closed in on him again – treading much more cautiously this time.

He’d laid more hits on her than anyone else in her career, this untrained initiate not yet twenty years of age.

I will not be defeated by a jagging boy . . .

That was enough restraint. She started throwing combinations that would have downed veterans – and this boy read them and threw them straight back at her. Both had magically enhanced speed and strength, so normal exhaustion counted for nothing, though they were now bathed in sweat. The flurry of strokes sped up, the blades now luminous blurs as the fury between them grew. Their swords smashed together so hard that without the magical energies flowing through them, the steel would have shattered into splinters. Standing toe to toe, both unwilling to give ground, they battered each other, snap decisions based on glimpses of posture and footwork, an unsustainable masterclass in violence.

He’d have beaten any other champion she’d met in the Exemplar tourneys.

But he won’t beat me . . .

Hardening her heart, she gave ground for an instant, then lanced a glyma-bolt into the fallen erling magia. The unconscious woman jolted, her robes burnt through and her abdomen scorched – and it worked, because the boy yowled in emphatic pain, lost in one unguarded moment . . .

She ducked low and lashed out with a savage undercut using her off-hand, driving her fist up under his chin, breaking his jaw and laying him on his back. His glassy eyes met hers as she stamped on his wrist and lined up his neck and swung . . .

. . . then stopped her blow, resting against his neck.

Is this my glorious destiny: cheating to beat a trainee?

She almost finished him, to spare him the torture the Alephi would inflict on him. Then she reminded herself that he was a rebel, and moreover, Jovan would condemn the act.

He was here to destroy my lover, me and our child, she thought. There can be no pity.

She slammed her pommel into his temple and he went limp, then ensured Elindhu Morspeth was also comatose.

She extended her senses, and spun, sensing that Jovan was hurtling through the maze of tunnels above, just a minute or so away. But ahead, she realised that Jadyn Kaen and Aura Perafi had reached the final chamber . . .

No, no, she thought, clutching her belly. Then she grasped the aegis again and threw herself into the time flow, following a tunnel of blurred light towards an opening, just ahead . . .

She exploded into the vivalocus chamber just seconds behind her foes . . .

Leaving the others behind broke Jadyn’s heart, but the stakes demanded every sacrifice. There was no victory if they died before they reached the vivalocus, and every second counted. Who knew how long they had before Elysium rose and this whole place exploded?

They burst into the vivalocus chamber – and he and Aura stopped dead, taking in the large circular space. Every surface was formed of elobyne, the polished crystal floor, the faceted domed roof with a chimney at the apex. In the middle was a circular hole about a dozen paces across, from which a beam of pure glyma energy streamed upwards into the chimney, pulling energy from land and sea to feed the giant elobyne crystal above. Its weight was pressing down on them, the air rippling and roaring in the heat, which hit them like a furnace.

Feeling the heat like a corrosion, Jadyn realised they couldn’t just blindly charge in. The vivalocus energies were being turned to pure glyma by the lens inside the shaft, somewhere below and out of sight, which rendered the chamber deadly. All potential futures showed him that this searing radiation would kill them before they got halfway in. But if they could engage the aegis, maybe they could slow that enough to reach the lens . . . ?

They stopped and looked at each other, realising that this was the end, for them. They had to try, and if they succeeded they’d still die: the lens would shatter and this entire volcano would either explode or collapse, if Robias and Evandriel were right about all that.

They’d heard fighting behind them, but there was silence now. Jadyn’s heart told him the others were captured or dead. He couldn’t think on that, lest it break him.

The enemy are coming.

‘I’ll do it,’ he told Aura.

She shook her head. ‘Neya, mi amor, it must be Aura. You be fine warrior – but only I can do this thing. Exemplar is coming: you fight her, win me time.’

He swallowed, knowing she was right.

She was in his arms an eyeblink later, kissing him with desperate fire. Then just as swiftly, she was three paces away again, her eyes streaming. ‘I love you, Jadyn Knight,’ she told him. ‘For ever. This love, for ever.’

He went to reply but she was already blazing towards the vivalocus and his instincts were screaming of danger . . .

He spun, to face the Exemplar.

Vazi shot out of the tunnel and crashed into Jadyn Kaen, desperation making her move as never before, because beyond the knight she could see Auranuschka Perafi, halfway across the vivalocus chamber, running in slow motion as she pulled time around her to prolong the disintegration of her body.

‘Nooo—!’ she screamed, and tore into Jadyn Kaen, pulling out all the moves she saved for champions, her weapon a blur. But the three thrusts that would have disembowelled every fighter she’d ever faced – except perhaps Soren var’Dael – were repelled. It couldn’t last: she slammed a cross-cut through his guard and shattered his collarbone. He went down, she kicked his head, almost breaking his neck, and left him prone.

She’d taken every Falcon down, some in mere seconds: she was still herself, the greatest-ever knight. But total destruction was seconds away . . .

She tore after Perafi, pulling every shred of power her way to feed her pumping muscles, heedless of the destructive rays blazing through her as she shredded seconds and transfixed time, swinging her blade at the woman’s back . . .

Jovan had time to glimpse a pair of his Alephi guarding the unconscious Romara Challys and Gram Larch at the three-way junction and shouted, ‘Hold them!’ as he flew onwards. A minute later he found two more, holding Elindhu Morspeth and Soren var’Dael. ‘Hold here,’ he cried, ‘I want them alive!’

Torturing them to death was the bare minimum they deserved for this.

His sense were screaming still, though: all the danger remained ahead. He burst into the vivalocus, where he found Jadyn Kaen laid out like a broken toy, blood pooling around his right collarbone. There was no time to gloat; that too could wait.

Even as Jovan shifted his gaze, Vaziella lunged and rammed her blade into Aura Perafi’s lower back. The Nepari’s legs went from under her, she threw up her arm as she slammed into the glassy surface, skidding dangerously close to the vivalocus—

—and stopped short.

Jovan paused to gather the aegis time-slowing required to survive even a minute or two in this deadly place. The roaring of the pillar of light all but drowned out sound, but through the mirages engendered by the heat, he saw Vaziella pick up Aura by the throat.

‘KILL HER,’ he roared, with voice and mind. ‘KILL HER NOW.’

‘Kill her now.’

Vazi glanced back, her finger clasped round the woman’s throat. Jovan was at the edge of the chamber, just forty paces away, an eyeblink anywhere else, but only those who could master the energy flow here could survive more than a few seconds.

It’s just me and her . . . Oranu, the Devourer’s acolyte . . .

She faced her enemy, readying her killing thrust, all her being focused on Aura’s pugnacious, defiant face. She saw many things: regret, fear, sorrow, defiance . . . but there was no answering roar of pure evil . . .

Is she truly the Devourer incarnate?

Steeling her mind, she froze the moment and plunged into her captive’s brain, seeking clarity. She expected to find a morass of all that was vile, a mind of carnality, treachery and deceit, the wilful corruption of all she touched, a temple of depravity, sinking beneath a flood of poison, bile, blood and semen, all the things the Book said of Urghul the Devourer.

She found nothing of the sort.

Yes, there was sex, but it was good-natured and giving, passionate in the moment and sometimes loving, especially with Jadyn Kaen. She found the mental and emotional scars of abuse, times when she had been forced to prostitute herself for food or just a safe haven, always the victim of some man’s coercion. More sinned against than sinner, Vazi realised. And yes, there were lies, fraud and theft, too, but those too were mitigated by desperation and poverty. Aura Perafi was a gnarly knot of good and bad, right and wrong, as much victim as protagonist. Not blameless – there was plenty for any lictor or interrogator to dig into – but she was no demon.

And the sacrifice she is trying to make is entirely noble in her eyes. She is literally prepared to die for love . . .

Surprised, she withdrew . . . and in that instant, Aura herself opened up further and showed Vazi more . . .

. . . about herself.

‘Kymeera?’ Vazi moaned as she woke in a daze, fourteen years old, in a bed that stank of blood and faeces. Then she recoiled, for she was pressed against cold skin clammy as butchered meat. Her eyes flickered open and she saw her sister’s vacant face just inches away, eyes empty, mouth open but no breath teasing the air. She jerked away, moving aside the sheets so she could see Kymeera’s body.

Her buttocks and thighs were caked in drying blood, so much blood it soaked the sheets, the mattress and her own night dress.

She screamed—

. . . but the image vanished and she was thrown backwards to an afternoon when her sister was at her most radiant, words tumbling from her mouth breathlessly. ‘He’s so kind, so wonderful,’ she trilled excitedly, ‘the most glorious eyes – and oh, his lips . . .’ She clutched her breast, her face lit by remembered glories. ‘Oh, sister, when he holds me and kisses me, nothing else matters. I can’t resist him.’

The young Vaziella, appalled, demanded, ‘Kyma, tell me you haven’t done it . . . ?’

Her glowing sister said dreamily, ‘No woman could resist him. He’s so beautiful, and he knows all about our family, all the old secrets, like he knows us inside out.’ She tittered nervously. ‘He certainly knows my insides now. . . I think I’m pregnant.’

Vazi was utterly horrified. ‘What’re you going to do?’

‘Marry him,’ her sister breathed, her eyes filled with starlight. ‘Marry him, and live happily ever after. He says our bloodline will rule for a thousand years.’

But Kymeera’s adoration turned to darkness; she began to whisper of incest, disgrace and a stoning, until she made her fateful attempt at abortion . . .

Those bloody sheets . . .

. . . then Vazi was younger still, this time holding her mother’s hand as the fever bit deep. Kymeera had the other hand, and they were both weeping as Mother rambled on, delirious in her final throes. Father was outside, sobbing. The doctor had given up and gone home, so there were only the three of them, keeping vigil.

‘Your father was so gorgeous,’ her mother was moaning, dripping in sweat, though trembling with cold. ‘A djinn, a spirit of moonlight and love . . . No woman could resist him . . . He told me he’s seeding a bloodline that will rule a thousand years . . .’

Vazi flinched . . .

‘No,’ she moaned, ‘no . . . It’s not so . . .’

Her most primaeval defences welled up and she pushed Aura out of her mind. Raising her sword to end the evil witch, she gazed back across the chamber to see Him, staring across that deadly space at her, and the realisation struck her hard. It’s all true . . .

She turned back and hurled Auranuschka away from her, away from the vivalocus, back to where the air was less deadly. Panting hard, she was desperately trying to tell herself it was all right.

But it isn’t.

Her knees gave way, and so did her spine. She collapsed, acid tears blinding her, blood congealing in her veins while her mind choked on the reality of all she’d done, and what had been done to her.

Jovan Lux is my lover, sire of my unborn child.

He is also my father, and the man who ruined my sister.

The future twisted again.

Jovan stared at his daughter – his lover – realising that the Falcons might be down, but the danger wasn’t over. Vaziella is now the danger.

‘My love,’ he called, wrapping time around him and beginning that difficult, deadly advance into the chamber, one he’d done many times but had never been able to take for granted. ‘Vaziella, come here. This place is not good for our child.’

All the while he was wondering, Can I afford to let her live?

Vazi straightened, staring back at her lover – her father – her Saviour – and, she realised with a lurch, her grandfather and perhaps beyond. Almost losing grip on time, her skin suddenly started to burn. She levelled her blade, knowing this wasn’t a fight she could back out of. There was no going through him. He was beyond her . . .

He seduced Mother twice, to beget daughters, Kymeera and me . . . He seduced Kymeera, and got her pregnant – she was only fourteen! She died trying to rid herself of his seed, so he waited until I was older, biding his time until I was of age . . .

She barely noticed the elobyne tears stinging her eyes, running down her cheeks.

He knew I wanted to die at the volcano, but he couldn’t have that, not after so many years ‘nurturing my precious bloodline that will rule for a thousand years’ . . .

Hatred boiled up, manifesting in the cold, hard fury that lay at her core.

Does it even matter? she wondered. The old Dagoz dynasties used to marry sister to brother all the time – what does incest matter? Who knows—?

But seducing your own daughters?

Damn Him, and damn me too. Damn us all . . .

She turned to face the vivalocus again, bracing herself for one final charge.

The moment Jovan realised what Vaziella was doing, he felt true panic. He knew already he’d never reach her: all he had were words, to salvage centuries of planning.

‘VAZIELLA, WHAT ARE YOU DOING?’

She turned and her eyes locked on his. ‘I am killing you, you raping scum.’

‘RAPE? VAZIELLA, IT WAS LOVE WE SHARED. I MADE YOU, AND I SAVED YOU—’

‘You destroyed Kymeera and you’ve made an incestuous whore of me,’ she raged, backing towards the roaring vivalocus. The pillar of fire was flaring behind her in fitful bursts, as if reaching out to engulf her.

‘VAZIELLA, NO! WHAT IS INCEST BETWEEN IMMORTALS – BETWEEN GODS? WE ARE ONE BEING AND WHEN WE MADE LOVE, IT WAS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL MOMENT OF OUR LIVES.’

She fought on another step, her beauty beginning to disintegrate, her clothing catching alight, her skin beginning to crisp.

‘It was a lie, you vulture,’ she screamed. ‘You just wanted to make love to yourself.’

‘YOU ARE BEARING MY SON!’

‘Yes, I am – and you will never corrupt him, so he will die perfect!’

He shouted in denial. Knowing it was too late, he tried to charge towards her, reaching out with the glyma to freeze her in place, but she broke his spell with a gesture, took that fatal step and plummeted into the pillar of fire . . .

She fell, light tearing at her, burning her armour and clothes away in seconds, then feasting on her elobyne-infused flesh. Her hair went first, then skin and bone as she plummeted. She tried to hold back the screams, but it was like being bathed in acid; the pain was utterly, indescribably excruciating.

She’d fixed the target in her mind: the glassy membrane spread across the shaft – the lens, the master crystal – and had positioned her extended blade to ensure the full force of her impact would be concentrated on one thin spot in the middle, where the power was most intense.

She kept her gaze forward, her face searing away, until her eyeballs burst. An agonised howl erupted from her as a slow bass rumble. She fell, pace by pace, locked in slow time, as muscles and fat burned from her bones.

She was dead before she struck the lens, but her blade shattered it completely.
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After the End

The Secret of Living

Jovan once wrote of ‘SURVIVING’ and how to ‘win’ at it. He portrayed us as a race of paranoid rats, whose only goal is to dominate. I don’t agree: we’re not rivals. We’re not enemies. We’re fellow travellers on a journey, not a race. We all ride together, and the sooner we all see that, the sooner we’ll stop surviving at each other’s expense and start LIVING together.

Nilis Evandriel, Jovan: A Critique, Hytal, 1470

Elysium, Qor-Massif

Winter 1472

The power of sympathetic magic took over. In a chain-reaction spreading from the lens to the glyma-infused master crystal, a half-sphere of pure elobyne a kylo thick sitting beneath the Nexus Isle volcano, and out to every liquid elobyne-imbued Alephi, slaying the closest first. It wasn’t an explosion, though: the destruction of the lens reversed the flow, and the alien crystal, in all its forms, imploded.

The Alephi fell in swathes, and their dragons too, collapsing in on themselves and turning to something like salt. Every elobyne shard and orb planted across the continent of Hytal and down into the Pelasian islands, Zynochia and northern Abutha, went dead and crumbled, for all were tied to that one master crystal, which was now gone.

The nature of that implosion saved many on Nexus Island in those first crucial moments.

Romara’s skull was bruised, her head throbbing and her body pumelled. She had awakened to find herself on her back, disarmed and helpless. An Alephi woman leered down at her, mouthing promises of the tortures awaiting her while holding a blade to Romara’s throat.

‘We’ll make what those pissant lictors in Folkstein did to you feel like tickling,’ the woman sneered, before spitting on her and sniggering.

Her eyes shifted and she saw Gram, also coming to. His mouth was bleeding and teeth were missing, but he looked to be in one piece. A male Alephi standing by his head had one foot on his throat.

‘You failed, Challys,’ the man said. ‘Now you’ll find out what the Maw really fe—’

His diatribe was interrupted by a crack, a sound like the universe was splitting in two, and both Alephi spasmed slightly, as if every joint had locked at once . . . they appeared to lose all volition, then balance . . .

. . . and they toppled, falling apart into foetid piles of bloody, blackened salt, barely recognisable as ever having been people at all.

Romara gaped. ‘What the jagat?’

Gram looked almost too dazed for the enormity of it to register. ‘Have we just won?’ he asked blearily.

‘Maybe?’ She stared blearily about her, trying to sense beyond the thudding in her concussed brain, but even her bruised senses could see the livid red walls of the crystal around her were beginning to fade and more cracking noises were reverberating all around them. Fragments, small ones, began to sheer off and drop.

‘Holy Akka,’ she gasped, ‘it’s all going to come down . . .’

If their comrades were still alive, they were further in – but there was no question of just saving themselves. She dragged herself upright, pulled Gram to his feet, and together they limped – then tottered – and then ran – down the sloping path towards the vivalocus . . .

Aura clambered to her feet and staggered in slow motion towards her stricken husband. The radiance that had been burning her skin was fading as the chamber around her darkened from scarlet to sullen red and the crystal began to fracture. She teetered past Jovan Lux, erect but totally immobile, his body beginning to crumble and flake away, but her eyes were fixed on the blood pooling around Jadyn’s torso.

‘Amora,’ she called, unsure if he could hear, ‘hold on.’

She pitched forward, falling the last few feet, cracking her knees as she put her hands over the wound, pleading for him to stay with her, but his eyes were glassy, his breathing sluggish and shallow.

‘Jadyn Knight!’ she was begging – as Romara and Gram burst in, the Templar knight-commander cradling Elindhu in her arms, while the giant Avas man held Soren, who was utterly limp.

‘Jagat! Jadyn, get up!’ Romara shrieked. ‘Is he . . . ? No—!’

She placed Elindhu gently down and dropped to Aura’s side, placed her hands on Jadyn’s torso, babbling encouragement while pale light, healing sorchias, poured from her hands.

‘Give him energy,’ she exhorted Aura, ‘keep him here.’

Aura did as she was bid, until she too could feel Jadyn stabilising a little.

Gram was working on the unconscious initiate, until Elindhu roused herself enough to peer around groggily, then crawl over to help him.

The vivalocus was discharging a pale glow rather than the fearsome outpouring of glyma, this presumably pure mageas. The elobyne above was blackening, the giant crystal fracturing more dramatically, the deafening sound of the cracks forming every few seconds increasingly loud. Pieces of dead crystal had begun to fall.

They all flinched as a rumbling sound presaged a cloud of crystal dust being blasted down the tunnel. When Aura cast her awareness that way, she discovered a blockage.

‘We’re trapped,’ she breathed, ‘and soon ceiling will fall . . . very soon.’

‘Then we must move, regardless of injury,’ Elindhu said tersely, her cool-headedness steadying Aura’s fraying calm. ‘Gram, carry Jadyn – carefully. Romara and Aura, you’ll help Soren. Come on!’

She rose – and headed for the vivalocus.

This time when Gram picked him up, Soren roused. ‘Put me down, you laggy,’ he told the giant, though he almost fell on his face when the trapper obeyed. Gram steadied him, then he staggered to Elindhu and threw his arms around her, calling on the male gods of the Twelve for strength.

They all flooded in, antlered Carnonos and elfin Kalladene, the Leafman Belchos, mighty Tarras, golden Nuhallo and lordly, silver-haired Diantach, and for a moment he was overwhelmed, until strength and awareness poured into him, enough to show what was needed. He could see all the goddesses inside Elindhu, shining bright before his eyes as she took charge, leading them back to the heart of the vivalocus.

Gesturing towards the pillar of now-pure white light shooting up into the blackening dome of elobyne above, ignoring the slivers and wedges of crystal that had started raining down, she shouted, ‘It’s not pure glyma now – whether it’s safe I don’t know, but what are the options? Let’s shield against the dropping crystals, and move.’

Instinctively clustering together, they ran for the lip of the vivalocus, trying to ignore the deafening crunching sounds overhead and the ever-larger rocks of crystal hammering down on their shields. Soren had a flash of what he guessed Aura and Jadyn were experiencing, a premonition of the ceiling crashing down, of their deaths, which impelled him to leap, pulling Gram with him as they plunged into the shaft. As he did, the light blinded him, then in a painful flash it was gone, and so was he . . .

. . . until he floated back to a semblance of awareness, lying in shadow, shifting strands of streaky grey overhead, the lash of frigid winds and stinging rain against his skin, and the crash of surf battering the coast.

Soren blinked awake and peered about him anxiously.

The erling gods had withdrawn from the forefront of his mind, although he could feel their restless presence inside him, watching and biding their time. The ground was rough and bitterly cold, his skin goose-bumping.

The last time he’d fallen into a vivalocus, he’d awakened to find himself nearby, naked and healed. He sat up, somewhat reassured to find that a similar thing had happened: it looked like he was on a beach on Nexus Isle, west of the little port. Looking up at the peak, he could see it was collapsing inwards as the elobyne inside the core disintegrated, with great clouds of dust being ripped away by the roaring wind. The ground was shaking too; it was quite possible the entire island was about to collapse into the sea.

His comrades were sprawled about him.

Jadyn, the nearest, was still unconscious, but his breathing was regular and his wound was sealed, although the scars were raw and livid.

Aura revived with a shriek and crawled to Jadyn’s side. As she called his name, he shuddered, his eyes flicked open, and wailing, she hugged him with relief.

‘You did it,’ he breathed, but Aura shook her head.

‘Neya, it was Exemplar did. She saved all.’ Her face was disbelieving.

Soren went to Elindhu. Wrapping his arms round her, he clung on in relief. A few paces away, Romara and Gram were doing likewise.

But the bitter cold was going to kill them if they didn’t move. With determined growls of encouragement, they struggled to their feet.

Romara took charge. ‘Falcons, move—’

They stumbled along the pebbly shore towards the nearest buildings, which turned out to be empty but clearly abandoned in a hurry. They grabbed whatever they could find to keep themselves warm: blankets and some old clothes, breeches, tunics, even some abandoned boots, but there were no weapons, not even kitchen knives, suggesting these buildings had housed the indentured debtors who’d been little more than slaves.

‘How are you doing?’ Romara demanded of Jadyn, her worry clear.

‘I’m fine,’ he panted, though he was still holding onto Aura for support. ‘Really – never better. Let’s keep moving. I can do this.’

They headed for the port, but as they rounded a small headland and got their first view of the harbour, it was clear that there would be no escape that way. The massive crowds on the wharves and filling the streets behind were all pressing forwards, desperate to board one of the few ships trying to land to take on survivors – but many were already sailing away, maybe terrified of being overrun if they did dare to dock. Above them, the conical mountain was visibly caving in now, most of the force going down and inwards to fill the hollow left by the shattered crystal at the mountain’s core. There were landslides as well, whole slopes disappearing into stones and dust. Elysium Castle was entirely gone and there were no Alephi to be seen, not even in the air.

It looks like Evandriel was right, Soren thought. Destroying the elobyne lens may really have killed them all . . . including Robias and Eindil, he realised belatedly, and with some regret, though he’d barely known them. They made the ultimate sacrifice for a future they’d never see . . . as did the Exemplar, from what Aura said.

Absorbing it all would have to wait. Somehow, they had to get off this island, because he was still getting flickering premonitions of the whole place collapsing into the sea.

‘I have an idea,’ Elindhu called out, and began carving magic circles into the shingle. In seconds, half a dozen gulls came circling in and landed, one in each circle. Filled with energy from the vivalocus, their power stronger than ever, they all engaged with the task of making the gulls larger, using seaweed and other debris from the beach to bulk them out.

By midafternoon they were in the air; an hour later they were well on their way home – just as Nexus Island fully collapsed in on itself, the shockwave creating a seiche, causing massive high tides throughout the gulf. Although they weren’t as deadly as the one Evandriel, Jadyn and Aura had ridden out in the Pelasian Seas, it was hard to conceive of anyone still trapped on the island surviving. Dust clouds blotted out the sun and night swallowed day – just as The Book of Lux had prophesied.

For those watching from the coastline around Petraxus, it was a clear sign of the End of All Things. Nobody doubted in Talmont, where the dust-cloud covered the skies, plunging the world into darkness; everyone expected the angels to reappear with their flaming swords to destroy them all, or for the ground to open up and swallow them into the Maw. But none came, though some people swore they saw giant six giant gulls bearing angels, flying over the coast before the dark clouds covered the sky. It was another omen, surely.

But by dawn, the wind had blasted the dust away and the sun came out, brilliant, defiant and heartening.

The End was over and the world went on.

What do you do, after the ‘End of All Things’, if Akka and his angels don’t come down from the skies? For those who had revelled but were now out of food and drink and exhausted, sick and ashamed, there was just the long stumble home. Those who’d stayed praying in the cathedrals emerged, hungry, wailing, to find no Paradise waiting. Those who’d barricaded themselves in and waited to die emerged, wondering how to now live.

‘It wasn’t the End,’ everyone began to say. ‘They weren’t true Serrafim but fallen angels, Urghul’s brood. The End is still to come.’

‘Indeed,’ the priests responded. ‘Repent, and return to Akka.’

Some hearkened, but for many, belief was shattered.

That winter was the coldest in centuries, locking the north in ice. The Triple Empire fragmented, Zynochia and Abutha ceding first. Without the traditional powers holding their internal grievances in check, they fell into civil unrest and then war.

In Hytal, the new Elysian Templars imposed a peace that prevented such conflict. They refused to back any candidate for imperial rule, instead allowing new republics to form – peacefully, for the most part – in Vandarath, Miravia, Bravantia and elsewhere. The ravaged continent couldn’t afford war, and the Templars knew it.

That enforced peace enabled ordinary people to come together to share what little food and clothing and fuel there was, hunkering down together to survive the winter. It was hard, but under Templar direction, led by their new archon, the hero Romara Challys, peace and recovery became assured. At last spring arrived, with green shoots and new hope.

It wasn’t the End, but a new beginning.


Epilogue

New Lives, Old Ways

Godless

‘Godless’ is a derogatory term meant to denote ‘Evil’, but I say we should all be godless. Imagine: no more lies about after-lives, heavens and hells. No more moronic strictures that divide us into hate-camps. No more wasted hours praying to a non-existent entity, or demonising minorities or listening to some priest telling us who to love, who to hate and who to give our money to (him, of course). Imagine sharing our lives as equals, striving to make it the best experience possible for everyone, including those yet to come? Is it possible? Probably not: I fear we lack the collective imagination and courage and the wisdom to resist the call of glory, power, fear and anger, those Sirens of Evil. But I will never give up hope of one day living in a godless world.

Nilis Evandriel, Scholar, Spring 1473

Beradin, Vandarath

Spring 1473

Spring in Vandarath was crisp and cold, like an apple plucked at dawn. Steam billowed from the nostrils of cattle and horses, while frost lay white in the hollows. Bells tolled in the convent outside the city walls, calling the faithful to prayer and a warm breakfast; the latter was the bigger draw in these bleak days.

Did the End really happen after all? Is our world now Urghul’s Maw? some wondered, casting themselves as abandoned sinners, although they still accepted alms from Akka’s nuns and priests.

But most just got on with life and living, and the churches played their parts, redistributing food and clothing to those in need – though of course they credited Akka for their charity, seldom remembering to also thank the farmers and foragers who had actually supplied the vital goods, keeping back little for themselves.

With so many fields still drained of life by the now-shattered shards, most lived hand to mouth, but communities were surviving, working together to turn things around. The new Templar mages had started travelling the countryside, offering new seed and using their arcane powers to help it germinate.

The harvest will be good, they reassured everyone. Spring is coming.

Elindhu abdicated and crowned Fervalu in her stead, on the strict understanding that her ‘advice’ was always to be treated as a royal command. It was amiable and well-intentioned, though Fervalu would still need watching. As soon as the coronation was done, she and Soren saddled up and headed west through the Shadowlands, crossing the continent in a day.

The journey from Nara in Tyrland to the west coast of Vandarath was almost a thousand crooked kylos, but the Talam-Argith was coming back to life and no longer had the air of predatory menace that once suffused it. With regrowth clear, the eldritch insects no longer preyed on travellers; the old ghosts were silent.

They arrived on a hillside, where they stood gazing down at Beradin Abbey, a bastion of the Sisters of Elysia. Soren was both excited and anxious; it was almost a year since he’d lost his family during the evacuation of Avas Island. His parents had been slain, he’d been recruited to the Vestals and his sister had been taken in by the Sisters as a refugee.

She won’t have heard anything of my life since then, he thought. But he’d scryed her before leaving, and she’d looked well.

‘Don’t be scared,’ Elindhu told him. ‘Enid’s been longing for this day, too.’

She was in her angular erling form, beak-nosed with big amber eyes, and her witchy, mobile braids coiled on her head. Her coppery skin was offset by an emerald-green riding habit and fur cloak gifted by the Erling Court. There was no mistaking her for human, but they’d agreed that Enid should meet her as she was.

If she was prepared to meet her at all.

‘She might think I’m some kind of bandit,’ Soren fretted. ‘Or hate me for not writing – it’s been a year – but we’ve been so busy—’

‘She’s your only living family,’ Elindhu replied. ‘Go and find her.’

Her calm settled him. Steeling himself, he nudged his shaggy horse into motion, winding his way downhill through an orchard and into the fields surrounding the abbey. Hearing women’s voices raised in song, a hymn to Elysia, he muttered a reflexive prayer.

At the abbey gates there was a long line of haggard people in worn-out boots, wrapped in threadbare blankets and clothes, their eyes blankly hostile as they took him in: a young man with dark skin in the white north, wearing the curvaceous tooled leather armour of the erlings. His Templar tunic mollified some, but the new order was still a largely unknown quantity to many, and there was fear in the air at the sight of an armed man.

‘Is this Berardin?’ he called respectfully, though he knew exactly where he was.

A sister of Elysia, clad in dun and wearing her piety like armour, waddled out to confront him. ‘Greetings, Sier Knight,’ she called, bold and timorous at once. ‘Can I ’elp ye?’

He leaned over, keeping his voice low, and said, ‘I am seeking Enid var’Dael. I’m her brother Soren.’

The sister smiled oddly. ‘There’s no Sister Enid here, Sier Soren.’

He blinked, puzzled. ‘But—’

The sister’s nose twitched in amusement. ‘We do have a Sister Ebu, however. She came to us as Enid, but took the name “Ebu” in her oath-taking; her secret Abuthan name.’

Soren swayed slightly, relieved. He’d known Enid had a secret name, gifted by her mother in the Abuthan tradition, but his little sister took such things seriously and had never told him what it was. He was a little anxious to hear of an “oath-taking”.

‘May I see her?’ he asked humbly.

‘Come.’

He followed the sister silently into the refectory, a buzzing room filled with trestle tables where nuns were feeding the refugees, ladling out endless bowls of broth and tranches of bread. The smell of the food hit him in the belly as heads turned and voices went silent. Every eye was staring at him in his erling armour and Templar tabard.

Then a beloved voice shrieked ‘Soren!’ and his sister emerged, her face suffused with joy and disbelief. She hit him like a projectile – for all she was still twiggy-thin and weightless – wrapped her arms and legs round him and sobbed into his neck.

His fears evaporated and joy came flooding in.

Mardium, Aquinium

Summer 1473

Summer in Mardium was glittering blue, the gentle Mar-Eras gleaming the same colour as the cloudless sky in the afternoon sun. Sea breezes cooled the balconies and open-sided dining halls of the villas lining the clifftops, ruffling the palms and olive trees rising above the whitewashed houses where tanned men and women lived their lives at ease.

‘What a wonderful place, Jadyn,’ Romara commented, as the Falcons stood in the paved courtyard, admiring the bay. ‘It’s exactly the sort of house Obanji dreamed of.’

Gram nodded agreement. ‘It’s a grand home. You’ve done well.’

‘Perfect,’ Elindhu sighed. She, Soren and his sister Ebu had arrived that morning. The siblings were in the lower garden, talking breathlessly, still catching up. Elindhu had travelled in human form through the city, but was purely erling again now, her sultry exoticism fitting this sunlit Inner Sea setting as if she’d been born to it.

In the bay below, ships were bringing in badly needed goods and shipping refugees home – those who wished to go; after the near disaster of the ‘End’, many had decided the north was no better than home and were returning to their roots, where things were at least familiar. A lot still remained, though, and feeding and housing them was a critical problem, one of many issues that would plague Hytal for decades to come.

‘I chose this place with Obanji in mind,’ Jadyn admitted, his arm around the heavily pregnant Aura. ‘Now, if only I knew the recipe for his old elixir, I could get properly rich.’

‘You’re doing fine, regardless,’ Gram chuckled. ‘What a wonderful place to raise a child.’

‘Why you and Grouchy not with bebé?’ Aura asked slyly. ‘You no do sexing properly?’

‘Oi,’ Romara retorted, ‘we do just fine, thank you very much! But we’ve got other priorities. Augusta’s had me touring the new Templar chapterhouses, knocking them into shape. And we’re off to Bedum-Mutaza next, to persuade the Caliph to let us set up there. An archon’s work is never done.’

‘When’s your child due?’ Elindhu asked Aura wistfully.

‘In one week, two maybe,’ Aura replied, patting her immense belly. ‘Maybe tonight, even! Perhaps if I dance?’ She laughed, then gestured grandly. ‘This be beautiful house, dream come true. We call it “Falcons’ Nest”! Have seen future and we be mucho happy, all. Love, laugh, bebés and joy . . . Well, till next plague, war . . . terrible times . . .’ Then she broke off, giggling. ‘Just joke: no plague, no war. Not here, not for long time.’ She looked at Romara pointedly. ‘You and Templars be making this sure, si?’

‘That’s what we’ll do.’ Romara touched her right fist to her heart. Then she gave Aura a pointed look. ‘We’ll be relying on the greatest living seer in Hytal to warn us of unexpected dangers, of course.’

Aura shrugged. ‘Mmm, si, nya problema. My fees be reasonable.’

‘Her Talmoni is getting worse,’ Jadyn observed slyly. ‘We’ve been trying to only speak Nepari when at home . . . E neya difficile . . . ah, mai mio abilito é non perfetto.’

‘He try,’ Aura sighed. ‘But my Talmoni be perfect, except when excited to see friends.’

‘That also is true,’ Jadyn admitted. ‘Come on, let’s crack open the wine and celebrate.’

Aura patted her belly ruefully. ‘Me no drink, for bebé sake. Is tresa boring, but Aura be wonderful person, make this sacrifice. Anyway, wine make him kick harder—’ She stopped, winced and clutched her stomach. ‘See, he listen, understand! Smart bebé, take after mother.’

Jadyn looked at Romara curiously. ‘Want to feel him kick, Rom?’

His old commander pulled a shy, tortured face, shaking her head – then she muttered and stepped in, laying a hand on Aura’s stomach. Her eyes went round as she felt the tremors, then she abruptly fled to the balcony’s edge, where she started babbling about the views.

Gram gave Jadyn a wink, then went to join her.

‘I predict she’ll be pregnant by autumn,’ Jadyn murmured in Aura’s ear.

‘This be not foretelling,’ Aura snickered. ‘Is certainty.’

Jadyn had been made commander of the Templars’ chapterhouse here in Mardium, a big role, but one that allowed him to live in one of the most beautiful cities in Hytal, and the authority to invent what it meant to be a Templar. He wanted his new Order to be a force for justice and law, not a tool for powerful rulers, and that meant confronting a new kind of enemy: grasping nobles, criminal gangs, corrupt officials, slavers and opium traffickers. They were making it up as they went, but it was coming together.

He also had a liaison role with the ancient Library of Balkhezamun, now established here in Mardium under the guardianship of Mistress Peralin and Master Emboma, who’d arrived safely with their books and oracles. Nilis Evandriel had returned Yvora to their care a month or so after Nexus Isle had disappeared, before vanishing on the Nidamora, heading for the isles. He’s said he’d call in when he returned, maybe stay a while.

It was always wonderful to visit the librarians, Jadyn often thought, but the best thing was just being here with the love of his life, getting their home ready for a child. And nights like this, with his truest friends, were the most precious of all.

At the dinner table that night, Romara stood and raised her goblet. ‘I have nothing to say, really, except that you are the best people I know, and I hope we will gather like this many, many more times. I love you all. Most of the world doesn’t know what we did, or that they’re only here because of those deeds, and the sacrifices of others. We alone know their names, so let us drink to them, and especially those closest to our hearts: to Robias Fracchi and Eindil Pandramion, to Quyan Vyr-Queen, to Fynarhea and Cimarrel, to Lenedha and Agynea and all those others who lost everything in this struggle. But most of all, let us remember our fallen Falcons, Ghaneen and especially Obanji, whom we miss so desperately . . . Also, we remember Exemplar Vaziella al’Nuqheel, who took Obanji’s life, but repaid that blood debt in full at the last. Without her sacrifice, we – and the world – would not be here.’ She looked round the room, seeing tears and love radiating from every face. ‘Falcons, the future lies before us. Journey well, and always return to this, our nest.’

They drank, the first toast of many, and raised their joy to the stars.

The End (but not of All Things)
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

• Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts

There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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