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			What strength it must be, to carry kindness
and care without complaint.
Love you, mum.

		
	
		
		
			‘A soft touch leaves no scars.’

			The Lady Martyr

			

		
	
		
			‘The Mistral is our God. A common sentiment. This phrase is both true and false. It flows across the face of Mycenia in two, distinct currents comprised of aether that we perceive as curtains of light, which match each other’s passage in a helix-type fashion. These are the World Wind of Constant, which is worshipped as a faith under the title of Constantism, and the World Wind of Zephyr, the faith of Zephyrism. Leaving aside the moral labels and interpretation of its effects, the Mistral is a current of energy that bestows the people of the continent with abilities, and affects the seasons and world in much the same manner as the sun. If the sun could allow people to fly, meld stone with their hands, and fundamentally alter the science of reality itself.

			‘The Mistral has always been there, wending its way through a waxing and waning cycle like the moon, changing its route back-and-forth over the realms that we, the people of Mycenia, reside in. At its zenith each month, it releases aether in cascades over the lands below it. This is thought to be the moment when people receive their Roots, or more simply, their ability to use aether. But returning to the key claim, ‘the Mistral is our God’. This is where people divide. Many see divine intelligence in the affectation of who is given what power, and in the cause-and-effect of natural miracles or disasters. Others claim that is nothing more than a wilful attribution of sentience to something that has no more a mind than the seas and sky.

			‘Unsure what to believe? You would not be the first.’

			Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal

		
	
		
			Prologue

			We know red

			Year 262 – Second Era

			The realm of Terrius

			Fields of red wheat stretched as far as the eye could see. In ranks unnumbered, they covered the plains of Terrius from the city’s edge to the far-off horizon. The wheat was a dense crop, leaves and kernels clustered tightly, so as the air flowed between them it was with a sound akin to a sigh. When the wind blew, the land breathed with it.

			Dalia Fenway watched from the black stone balcony of her domain, the towering Fort Conqueror, castle and palace combined. A regal hand gripped the balustrade with nails painted gold. Dark skin, brown eyes, and a noble face lit by the amber dusk that illuminated the land she ruled with purpose. Plain robes revealed arms, neck and a face covered in angular white tattoos that mimicked the veins underneath her skin. Her hard-won Ngari, a map-of-deeds that was added to with each successive triumph. No other had acquired tattoos like hers.

			She filled the balcony, eyes tracking the sun as it marched toward the horizon.

			‘The heart of Mycenia …’ Dalia whispered. The land sighed in response.

			She offered a prayer to the sky, seeking the reassuring sign of the Mistral. It was absent, far to the south, returning in the following weeks. The earthy air and the fresh aromas of the river argued for her to stay, but she picked up her staff, and stepped inside, light billowing in behind her.

			A long processional hall of polished black stone, ceiling looming above. An occasional unlit brazier upon the walls. Further on, three large windows let in the setting sun.

			She ignored the two women positioned silently in the gloom. Clothed in respectful black, their gaze roamed for threats. They were as hard as the stone they stood upon. Dalia raised an eyebrow at the third.

			‘What is it?’

			Tsail Rose, blood-sister and advisor to the throne, respectfully lowered her eyes.

			‘You said an hour was all you required,’ she said softly.

			Dalia frowned. ‘No, I said leave the ambassador and his coterie alone for an hour.’

			Tsail Rose was clothed in regal robes of coal with auric trim. The tattoos of her own Ngari detailed an illustrious life spent in service of the realm that spread up her arms and neck. She politely lifted her gaze. ‘The chamber we have left them in is cramped for a group of that size. Perhaps we should allow them to venture out? Otherwise, they might be finding it … unpleasant.’

			Tsail Rose smiled as she said this. After a moment, Dalia returned it.

			‘A diplomatic mission that hasn’t washed in weeks, a shame that room gets stuffy.’

			Tsail Rose suppressed a laugh, and Dalia led her guards and advisor down the hall.

			‘How did it go?’ Dalia said softly.

			Knowing what she meant, Tsail mirrored her tone. ‘Swan did very well. The baptism is not easy for a fourteen-year-old. Your daughter has the attention of a bird first finding its wings.’

			Dalia grunted, ‘Morain had better treat her like any other acolyte.’

			‘I don’t think “easy” is a word the High Priestess understands. Even I would be scared of Morain. Regardless, Swan was very brave.’

			‘My daughter has spine enough for ten women.’

			‘She inherited that from her mother.’

			‘And her mother’s sister …’ Dalia remarked dryly.

			Her blood-sister, advisor and confidante, barely restrained an eyeroll. ‘I fear my influence would be of the more disruptive kind, my lady.’

			‘I remember you as the model acolyte.’

			‘You were always drunk back then,’ Tsail muttered under her breath, preventing the guards from hearing.

			Dalia chuckled. It surprised her. She couldn’t remember the last time laughter had filled these halls. She stopped in front of the open windows. Glancing out, she surveyed the mighty river Ax, hundreds of feet wide, as it wound its way south-west. A glittering blue surface, flowing beneath them out of sight.

			The tiny bloom of a headache touched Dalia’s temples.

			‘Tell me of this ambassador from the east,’ she ordered.

			‘His name is Hunan Var Astra,’ Tsail replied. ‘He represents a Legacy of middling reputation, with no major claims to power or influence. He is inelegant, and clumsy with his words, and attempts to compensate for his mediocre political skill with a number of attendants that seems farcical.’

			Dalia scowled. The Legacies of the east were powerful families who ruled the land of Eron, their greatest rival. She searched for recognition. ‘Legacy Var Astra, I don’t even know the name.’

			‘We believe they are a small family, of little note,’ Tsail Rose replied. ‘For our spies to not be aware of them means they rank far down the hierarchy of the Eron nobility.’

			‘To not even send a representative from one of the leading Legacies is a calculated insult.’

			Tsail’s jaw tightened. ‘A deliberate slight. That is unacceptable.’

			Dalia felt frustration. ‘I needed a Merit-Elector. If Eron will not send one of its rulers, what use are these discussions?’

			There was a pause broken only by the rush of the river below. Dalia rounded on Tsail. ‘Has he given reason as to why he is here, and a Merit-Elector is not?’

			‘None were delivered upon arrival –’ Tsail Rose paused – ‘but we have—’

			‘Left him in the ante-vestibule for an hour, I know,’ Dalia interrupted irritably.

			The roar of the river Ax below usually soothed her easily ignited fury. It was failing to do so on this occasion.

			‘It is as you said. They are trying to provoke us,’ Tsail Rose remarked.

			‘Small victory in being right,’ Dalia sighed. Another twinge of pain shot through her as the headache firmly took hold. One of the guards let out a tiny cough.

			‘Silence,’ Tsail Rose snapped furiously.

			Mortified, the guard bowed her head. Dalia ignored the interruption.

			‘Have the court convene. I would ask all of my blood and bond-sisters to bear witness to whatever empty words this man brings. Perhaps then they can see the wisdom in this narrow course I chart between war and cowardice.’

			Tsail hesitated, face half lit by the setting sun.

			‘My lady, I confess I am still puzzled as to why you insist on these talks, despite Eron’s reluctance to engage with them.’

			‘They are important matters.’

			‘Of course, but the only issue of real note seems to be where we draw our border in the Traverse.’

			‘The Traverse is the most important stretch of neutral territory in Mycenia.’

			‘Yes, my lady.’

			‘If we withdraw troops even further west, we cede far too much control over the only reliable stretch of land between each side of the continent.’

			Tsail Rose looked conflicted, wary of arguing too fiercely with her Queen Marshall. ‘Terrius must be strong, yes …’

			‘I do not need to be convinced of such,’ Dalia muttered. Undeterred, Tsail Rose pressed on.

			‘… but my lady, these talks have dragged on for months. We seem to be the only party interested in making real progress. And surely, we do not need a Merit-Elector present to simply refuse their demands? You have delayed action for …’

			Tsail Rose trailed off as Dalia turned to regard her. The Queen Marshall of Terrius knew what troubled her advisor. It was whispered in all corners of the court. That Dalia had another reason for drafting these new accords. A secret purpose, that she would not share with even those closest to her. She was aware Tsail Rose had been approached many times, sisters unable to believe she was not party to Dalia’s plan.

			Tsail bowed her head. ‘I only seek understanding to better serve you.’

			Dalia gestured at the guards. They immediately retreated a few more paces away. Her mouth felt dry, and a shiver crossed her skin as she stepped close to Tsail.

			‘We are upon the precipice. Things move behind the noise, events that threaten the Octet Alliance. Not for a hundred years have the realms truly warred with each other. Terrius is the inspiration for this. We are the Crimson Court, home of the Red Host, greatest military the world has ever seen. The Mistral is fading. Each year it weakens as we continue to fail in restoring it, or to even discover a means of doing so. The other realms bicker and make plays for power rather than joining us in our mission to figure out how we might save our God! We are running out of …’

			She broke off. Tsail said nothing. Dalia searched for the right words, wary of saying too much, of putting her blood-sister in danger. Knowledge was a dangerous thing, and what Tsail did not know, could not hurt her.

			‘We are the inspiration that all should follow, but very few recognize that. They look instead to our eastern twin. Eron, the realm that thinks it leads all the others. I need one of their rulers. I need a Merit-Elector.’

			She fell silent. Tsail Rose’s eyes searched her face.

			‘Why, my lady? What is it you need them for?’

			Dalia said nothing, and after a moment, Tsail Rose’s eyes flickered, betraying a hurt that her blood-sister could not trust her. Dalia ached to unburden herself, yearned for it. But if Tsail Rose knew what she knew …

			She could not risk it.

			Tsail Rose recovered swiftly, always collected. ‘In any case, the Eronese have sent an ambassador, so the contention of borders in the Traverse can be decided.’

			‘I will hear his thoughts,’ Dalia muttered.

			This was met with a frown from her advisor.

			‘It is the lifeline of Mycenia, the green belt of the Octet Alliance. If we cede influence on the only stretch of land that safely spans the continent, what else might we lose?’

			Dalia allowed the overly emotional outburst. From others she would not.

			‘They are afraid of us,’ she stated firmly.

			‘They should be,’ retorted Tsail Rose fervently. ‘We are the realm of Terrius, we are the women of the Lady Martyr and the true daughters of the Mistral. Is weakness to be our method of negotiation?’

			Tsail Rose’s voice echoed as she finished. The silence stretched dangerously as Dalia coldly regarded her advisor, who realized her overstep.

			‘My Lady, I spoke with disrespect,’ Tsail Raise said quietly.

			Dalia glanced out of the windows and considered her role in all this.

			She was the Queen Marshall of the Crimson Court, the two-armed government of Terrius. She ruled the Red Host, the largest army in recorded history. She inspired the Constantist Church in the west, leading the true faith of the Mistral. She was the war hero that had led Terrius to its first victories against their once masters, the hated Imperial Dynasty to the south. The first leader to have any shred of influence with the Octet Alliance at large.

			She searched once more for the sight of the Mistral through the window, but the sky was empty. The sun flared in her eyes as fatigue gripped her body. Not the nourishing sensation of physical action, but the pervasive ache of responsibility.

			Dalia sighed deeply, one hand going to her forehead.

			‘Inform the ambassador that I will attend them shortly.’

			Tsail murmured a reply and departed. Dalia set her staff against the wall and stepped into the window, letting the last rays of the day play across her face.

			The same guard coughed again.

			‘If you cannot be silent, you will leave,’ Dalia spat.

			The guards departed. Finally alone, Dalia slumped, the upright posture she maintained at all times easing in solitude. Tsail’s words weighed on her as the river sparkled beneath her.

			Eron.

			It tried her considerable patience. Terrius dominated the west of Mycenia, and Eron the east. Where Terrius venerated the black of obsidian edifices, towering cities of coal-deep stone and tenebrous garb, Eron was a realm of shining white marble, soaring cerulean heraldry and philosophical posturing. Most offensively, while both realms were followers of the true faith of Mycenia, the religion of Constantism, Eron claimed ultimate understanding, and differed in doctrinal interpretation, preaching of technological advancement as a means of worship by developing their understanding of the Mistral in new ways. Mechanical, unclean ways.

			Dalia felt anger simmer within her. It was as Tsail Rose had said, the sisters of Terrius were the scions of Constantism. Honouring the traditions and words of the Lady Martyr and the sacred text so they might better fulfil the Mistral’s divine will. It seared an ugly wound into the heart of every Terrius to know a bastardized mockery of their faith existed in such strength.

			Dalia could not deny, however, that Eron was the seat of the Octet Alliance, that ancient pact between the free countries of Mycenia some two hundred and forty years ago. Eron was, therefore, the mediator, and often judge, of disputes between nations. It had political influence far above what Dalia and her court could muster. They had phenomenally powerful aetherists, the wielders of aether, who could easily challenge the aetherists of Terrius in battle. They were a disciplined and well-trained army, with technological inventions that could turn even the lowest peasant into a deadly foe.

			It sickened her, but she needed Eron. More specifically, one of their Merit-Electors. She had kept her plans from Tsail Rose to keep her safe, but events had been put into motion that could not be denied. For years she had sought to maintain the peace of the Octet Alliance.

			And if she did not act, one of the two great realms would fall.

			Eron.

			Or Terrius.

			There was only Dalia that stood before the storm. Only united could they save the Mistral. It was the giver of life, of aether, the energy that made up the universe. Dalia burned with impotent rage. So much time wasted. If the realms of Mycenia had only worked together, perhaps a solution could have been found. Dalia had tried to force Eron to send a Merit-Elector to speak with her as a last-ditch effort to avoid disaster. For if Terrius and Eron were united, all the rest of the Octet Alliance would be forced to listen.

			But they had not come, and Dalia was alone …

			Nausea joined her other symptoms. She gave a hollow laugh.

			‘The hour grows late, and illness comes to claim me,’ she mumbled. The sun continued its deliberate descent below the horizon, the narrow trio of windows now the only light in the hallway. The wheat still breathed evenly, just audible over the river. The air felt very cold. Uneasy, Dalia glanced in the direction Tsail and the guards had vanished.

			The polished stone betrayed nothing but gloom.

			She turned back toward the balcony. The shadows were deep and heavy. Dalia firmly ground the butt of her staff into the floor. Its grooved surface soothed her, the relic weapon of the Lady Martyr herself, founder of the realm of Terrius. Named Defiance, it was made from flexium. A steel with blue marbling, combining metal and the magical blue krystal called Resonant, during the forging process. It served both as an impossibly strong weapon, and aetheric focus for her manifesting.

			She focused on her aetheric core, that innate core of energy that all living beings possessed, and let her Root manifest. It pulsed within her, a warm glow within her chest, and the staff hummed in sympathy. Roots were something between an ability and the natural way in which a person manifested their aether. Dalia was a Soulwright. Her Root let her sense the aetheric current of reality – the energy the Mistral gave to the world. She could detect living beings and any device powered by aether. Dalia looked with her eyes …

			… then she looked with her mind.

			She perceived a celestial sheet, a velvet carpet of darkness that flickering crimson motes bobbed upon. Her city, and the people that lived within it, bound and made up of aether, gifted by the Mistral. Her Root threw her awareness high above the city, something between a bird and a spirit. She looked down at the aetheric canvas of the place she ruled. Thousands upon thousands of people stretching out in a web of light against the lifeless dark. Small reddish motes swarming the banks of the river, and the massive edifice of Fort Conqueror, the seat of her domain.

			She searched for what troubled her. The lights in the Fort were clustered in major areas. The court, the training grounds and barracks, the chapels. But near her, nothing. In fact, there seemed to be a strange lack of aether in her vicinity. With a blink she dismissed her Root, retreating back into her body. The hall was as calm and quiet as an empty night.

			Yet, the unease remained. Frustrated, Dalia began to leave, directing one final stare back to the balcony doors she had left ajar.

			The doors were closed.

			Dalia froze. The shadows were thick, and her eyes were arrestingly pushed away from the area as though a polarized magnet recoiled her gaze.

			There was a figure standing in the dark. A black silhouette that stepped forward, buckled leather garb and a sword upon their belt. She tried to see their face, but a cloth was drawn up over the mouth and nose, and it was too dark to see their eyes.

			Unease became cold disdain.

			‘It is unwise to come upon a Queen without warning.’

			There was no response.

			Dalia felt a deep-seated, burning revulsion. Tiny beads of sweat broke out on her brow.

			‘Will you not name yourself?’

			A statue would have seemed more alive than this shade.

			‘For you to behave with such disrespect, I must assume you are a man. You walk where none of your kind may tread, for the halls of my house are not for you.’ Her grip tightened on her staff, the white tattoos of her Ngari shifting against the corded muscles of her forearm. Her eye stung as a rivulet of sweat ran down her face. Angrily, she wiped it away, a wave of vertigo nudging her. The unease returned as her symptoms worsened.

			Something was wrong. Deeply wrong.

			‘I bring a message for Dalia Fenway.’

			The voice was soft, and indeed masculine. She loathed its tone, its cadence, its … she loathed everything about this intruder.

			‘You have found her,’ she rasped.

			The man’s gloved hand calmly drew his sword. Blue flecks scattered the blade. Flexium, just like her staff. She would have no advantage in weaponry. The fact he wielded such a weapon meant this was no simple mercenary.

			‘If this is an assassination attempt, hurry up.’

			The man shifted, shoulders rolling as he settled into a stance. Dalia’s nausea intensified. One of her legs shook with cramp as though dehydrated.

			‘Who sent you?’ she coughed.

			‘The Thunder comes as the world trembles, shattering the old to awaken the new.’

			Her suspicion was confirmed, she knew this quote was deliberately chosen. Dalia felt grim comfort in keeping her plans secret from Tsail Rose. She knew exactly who had sent this assassin.

			‘You dare quote scripture to me!’ Dalia spat, swinging the staff in an arc before bringing it to rest on her shoulder. The figure was still, sword steady before him.

			‘The Thunder will not allow you to stop what is coming, Dalia Fenway.’

			A hacking cough took her, and she spat to the side. Red spattered on the ground. Blood and spittle. Her headache. The nausea and vertigo. The crippling fatigue that dragged at her limbs. Her chest tightened with uncertainty as her eyes lifted back to the figure.

			‘You are not the first to try and take my life,’ she hissed.

			His sword glittered like the river Ax in the final light of day.

			‘I may not be the first,’ he said quietly, ‘but I will be the last.’

			Her skin grew even colder as she connected to the deep, animal hatred and felt the weakness gripping her body.

			‘Desecration,’ she whispered. ‘You are the first of the four. The one who takes.’

			His hood twitched as Dalia named him.

			‘My soul is my own,’ she whispered. ‘I will not let you take it.’

			She leapt forward.

			Dalia whipped Defiance toward his face, staff humming as it coursed through the air. The sword flashed as he parried, stepping within her staff’s reach, punching toward her stomach. She twisted and swept Defiance round between them, forcing him back. She wind-milled the staff, the metal ricocheting with each strike, sparks flying. He weaved from side to side. They traded positions, their weapons clashing and echoing in the air. Her body protested in agony. The figure moved gracefully, but struck hard, numbing her hands every time a hit landed.

			‘The first of the four!’ she howled, driving blow after blow at the man. ‘The Mythic Roots have come again and you side with those that would destroy the world!’ She threw the words in his face, frantically trying to throw his focus. He said nothing. Lashing her staff aside again and again. His feet adjusted and glided back.

			‘Your coming is foretold, yet you waste time on petty vengeance?’ Dalia roared, gasping as sluggish limbs moved Defiance into blocking movements. ‘You come for me, when you should be saving that which gives us life! Where are the rest? Where are the other three Mythic Roots?’

			Dalia’s words echoed as the figure’s sword knocked Defiance down, opening a gash on her left thigh. She stumbled backwards to the wall. She wiped the back of her hand against her mouth and it came away stained red. Her strength was ebbing with every moment as he corrupted her. She felt his influence tug on her soul.

			‘The one who takes,’ she snarled into the hollow air of the hallway. ‘You are the lowest creature of Mycenia.’ He advanced once more. Dalia hunched like a beast, her previous decades of victory discarded and worthless. Thoughts collapsed in her mind. Her daughter. Her realm. The chance of peace as weak as the last dregs of sunlight spearing in through the windows. Dalia stared at the black-wreathed assassin, her Root flickering as her strength faded. She saw a gaping void of darkness, and within it, the brightest supernova of aether she had ever seen. He was magnificent.

			And terrible.

			She had no idea what man hid beneath the cloak, but she knew what he was. One of the Mythic Roots, the first of four, and for him to be here meant her time was up.

			‘Its theft consumes, yet none may turn aside,’ she murmured, quoting a line of scripture. The man paused at that. Dalia felt animal instinct take over. She lunged with her staff aimed straight for his throat. He stood frozen, taken by surprise at her speed, finally unsettled by her knowledge of what he was. It whistled through the air, a perfect strike.

			Her leg gave way beneath her.

			The blow foundered as she toppled to one knee, blood pouring from the wound on her thigh. The man slid to the side and deftly rotated his blade. Dalia numbly watched him hack her arm off.

			Swan … my daughter …

			Dalia toppled to the ground, her leg crumpled beneath her, the ruined stump of her arm held against her chest. Defiance clattered to the floor. Short, panicked breaths heaved from her mouth.

			‘Run, only run, or face its endless snare …’

			‘… for none who linger may its wrath abide,’ the man finished softly. ‘My mother once spoke to me, The Tale of the Mythic Roots, and now you do the same. You know too much, Dalia Fenway. For that, the Thunder decrees you must die.’

			The figure towered above her as the pool of blood spread. Her fingers trailed in the crimson limply.

			‘Blood of the Martyr, be free beneath the wind,’ she mumbled, and tried to bring her remaining hand up to her face. The man crouched, and a shudder ran through her as he gripped her wrist, denying her from marking her face.

			The blessing of blood dripped impotently from her held hand. She would have no guide in the beyond.

			‘You betrayed our cause. There will be no sacrament to guide your soul.’

			Her eyes began to blur, as convulsions ran through her body.

			‘Another way was just beyond the sky,’ she said, her voice fading.

			The sun finally vanished beneath the horizon, plunging the hall into darkness for a moment. The braziers along the walls ignited with golden flame. The hallway seethed with light and shadow. Dalia looked up at the figure as he pulled down the cloth obscuring his face. She took in what she could, committing it to memory in her final moments.

			‘The one who takes,’ she breathed, ‘most vile and wretched. You are a monster. You are nothing.’

			He regarded her. ‘Nothing?’ he murmured, so quiet it might have been a thought. They stared at each other. The stump of her arm found the cool metal of her staff.

			Dalia’s aether spasmed as she poured it into Defiance. The flexium weapon greedily absorbed her memories. They would be flawed, the recollections corrupted by the nature of this man. His was the power of theft, to take. Her aether was almost gone, and he was so strong. But she fought it with the love she bore for her sisters. For her beautiful daughter. Dalia tried to weep for the life she had lost with Swan, but she was empty. Nothing remained that this man had not tainted.

			‘There’s so much left …’

			Her mind was wandering …

			‘… death must not have me …’

			The man stood. Everything was so dark and cold.

			‘You were dead already, Dalia. You just didn’t know it yet.’

			Dalia watched him go, steps unhurried. With her last breaths she saw him reach the doors, glancing back toward her. His face was without pity. Without empathy. Without much of anything at all.

			He slipped out into the dark.

			Dalia Fenway shivered in a pool of her own blood. The greatest hero of Terrius for a hundred years, alone at the end. She tried to bring her hand to her face, to mark it with her own blood in blessing, but could not. He had taken her strength with him. Her vision began to darken.

			And with it her plans to prevent what was coming.

			In the silence of the hall, she heard the red wheat of Terrius sigh.

			When the wind blew, the land breathed with it.

			‘The heart of Mycenia …’ she whispered. Her heart stuttered.

			Then there was nothing but quiet in the hallway, gold flaming braziers flickering, and a corpse upon the cold stone floor.

		
	
		
			ACT I

			
			‘The Founder lifted his hammer, the craft

			abandoned about him. He roared a cry so loud, that the March ’lo the city trembled.

			No more metal, no more coal. The Exalted will sunder upon the white stones of our freedom.

			Let smoke belch

			free in disgusting spectacle, the embers of war wait no more.

			When the Founder lifted his hammer, a city

			cried back.’

			– Account of the Eastern Uprising

			

		
	
		
			‘The etymology of the term “Root” is a source of persistent debate. Regardless of its beginnings, “Root” now describes the instinctive channel by which every person expresses their aetheric potential – drawing from the sacred energy of the Mistral. Modern scholarship categorizes every individual’s talent as either a Minor or a Major Root, with the ancient Mythic Roots standing apart as anomalies of unimaginable strength.

			‘If they even exist anymore.

			‘Most Roots are clear in naming; a descriptor followed by the word ‘wright’. This is to elucidate the fact that using aether is akin to crafting or making. It responds to will, and strength of belief in whatever manifestation the person is trying to achieve. The more powerful Roots have names that move past this, as their potency warrants more selective description.

			‘Minor Roots constitute the everyday art of aetheric craft. For example, a Fleshwright might be employed to accelerate healing or a Forgewright to transform inorganic materials like stone and wood into different shapes on building projects. Furthermore, Roots such as Lexwright and Voicewright channel clarity and influence, allowing one to decipher unknown languages and the other to detect deception. These are Roots that interact with the world, but have a more transient effect, rather than permanently altering the fundamental state of the universe.

			‘In contrast, Major Roots are forces that reimagine reality itself. Abilities like Gravitas reshape the laws governing matter, Revitalis restores vitality with unmatched vigour, and Noesis bestows insights verging on revolutionary in their genius, often propelling technological breakthroughs.

			‘Curiously, recent studies suggest a gradual decline in the number of individuals attuned to the Mistral’s grace – a decrease affecting both Minor and Major manifestations of Root. Despite various hypotheses, this diminishing resonance with aether remains as inscrutable as the origins of the term itself.’

			– Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal

		
	
		
			1

			Something of a disappointment

			Year 265 – Second Era

			Three and a half years later

			The city of Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Fourth round to the challenger!’

			Thom stumbled back, fighting to keep his footing on the shifting sand of the duelling circle. His knuckles were white on the hilt of his blade as blood ran down his face. The crowd seemed dim in his ears, which was strange as he could see them roaring in ascending ranks. He managed a look toward the large hourglass set dramatically in view of the entire arena. A small trickle of sand was left in the top of the timepiece.

			‘Both duellists have scored two bloods. Who will take the fifth!?’

			His head ringing, Thom wiped the sleeve of his elegant uniform across his face. The once pressed clothing he took great pains to maintain was drenched in water, sand and sweat. Taking an unsteady breath, he tried to alleviate the burning in his lungs.

			‘Thom!’

			Recognizing the voice, he glanced behind him. An iron-hard woman with dirty blonde hair scraped back in a ponytail glared at him. Luck Lamourney, the head of the Iron Circuit, leant expectantly over the rail of the first-tier seating.

			‘What?’ Thom snapped.

			A spectator fell into the arena a few feet away. Neither one of them noticed.

			‘She favours the start of the round, so keep your distance.’ Lamourney jabbed her hand toward his opponent. ‘Stop trying to block her fucking punches with your sword.’

			The fallen spectator, incoherent and wild, was hauled back out of the arena by two members of security with experienced routine. The crowd jeered at the entertainment.

			‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Thom yelled back.

			Lamourney pushed back into the crowd, which parted for her. Blood dripped from the cut to Thom’s brow, and he held a sleeve to it. Finding his focus, he turned back to face the Caldera. As he gazed out, the crowd started jumping, shouting his title.

			‘Dancer, dancer, dancer!’

			Something wet hit his face. Then a couple more drops. He tilted his head skywards as it began to rain.

			‘Fantastic,’ he muttered.

			The Caldera crashed and boiled with the exhilarated mania of three thousand spectators. Built as though a titanic drill had carved a conical coliseum into the foundations of a city block, the Caldera was the grand arena of the Iron Circuit. This was the league of duellists that endlessly jockeyed for place and power, and in which Thom had been immensely successful. Squinting in the rain he took in the tiers of standing seats, which climbed to padded benches, and then to royal suites and lounges on tiers four and five. As spectators either relished or huddled from the rain, Thom felt an unwelcome sensation tapping on his shoulder.

			Doubt. The rain firmed it into his skin. He ignored the hanging tapestries that charted the history of the Iron Circuit, and the statues that honoured the duellists that had been its champions. He couldn’t stop his eyes darting to the defender’s lounge, where he had been sitting minutes prior. Usually, it would be crammed with friends and allies of the duellist.

			He saw nothing and no one within it. The rain intensified.

			‘We are approaching the fifth and final round! Who will take it? Our very own Lurellan hero, or the challenger from the desert?’ The immense, purple-clad figure of Noonan Bril, Master of Ceremonies for the Iron Circuit, bellowed out to his hungry audience. The crowd roared back, and Thom looked out at the duelling circle.

			A wide segmented disc, divided into thirds: sand, a shallow pool of water, and brutalist granite. It was within one segment at a time that the duellists would battle, forced to stay within the confines of the round’s chosen surface. They had started on sand, then granite, on to water, and then back to sand for the fourth round. Thom’s eyes drifted to the rapidly slicking granite segment that the fifth round would take place on, becoming hazardous with each passing second. He was a swordsman. Graceful and precise, and he had never slipped on the granite. There was a reason his duellist title was Dancer. But his body was battered. Two cuts, one on his hand from the second round, and a fresh one on his head in the fourth.

			They were brutal strikes from his challenger on the far side of the duelling circle. He only knew two things about her: one, she was from the desert realm of Kratossif to the south; and two, her name, which was being chanted by the jumping mob.

			‘Fenne! Fenne! Fenne!’

			She seemed worryingly calm, swaying easily from side to side. He internally winced as he regarded her hands and forearms clad in expertly made gauntlets, one specked with blood from his head. She had deep brown skin and matching eyes. Her muscular frame, strong and athletic, was mostly concealed beneath leather armour. The only piece of ornamentation was the steel band holding back her braided hair, tiny silver bells woven into it. It hung in one long collection reaching to the small of her back.

			Her expression …

			It was filled with all of the confidence that Thom’s doubt had pushed away.

			‘Duellists, round five,’ Noonan called out. The noise from the crowd hushed. The hourglass ran dry and the drums rang out, five times.

			Thom counted them, tensing to leap. He saw Fenne mouth the same words she’d said at the start of the duel. Inaudible now, but seared into his brain.

			‘No backward step.’

			The final drum sounded.

			‘Fight!’

			They rushed into the granite third of the duelling circle. Thom slid in, using the fresh slickness of the rain to alter his movement. His doubt vanished as the twenty-foot-long segment became his entire world. He went for her, sword high.

			Focus. Engage. Identify. Exploit.

			Fenne immediately went for him as well. He observed her posture, firmly grounded, torquing force into her left fist. He swept himself to the right, aiming to arc round. She unerringly followed him.

			Thom manifested his Root, and created a burst of wind to shove him faster than he could naturally move. He was a Windwright, able to shape the wind to some modest degree. Fenne’s fist whistled past. He flicked the tip of his sword toward her ribs. She turned on herself and batted the edge of the blade away from her. He retreated, his hair flapping as he again drew on his Root to aid his speed. Fenne advanced, daring him to strike at her. Thom snaked his sword before him, lashing out at her thigh, her neck, her torso. Anywhere to draw blood.

			Fenne blocked them all, her palms open and boldly knocking the razor-sharp sword edge away from her. Her metal gauntlets were an unorthodox weapon, but they were working.

			‘The challenger is forcing him toward the edge!’

			The unwanted commentary was inaccurate, as he slipped by Fenne, trying to trip her out of the segment. She read him perfectly, swaying aside. He flowed through forms that had won bouts for him in the past – deftly sliding to sides that looked open, aiming for quick cuts to her ankles and neck. He used his blade like a fencer, frenetically darting in and out, rapidly moving his feet in lateral steps to stay within the segment.

			He performed better than he’d ever done before.

			She weathered it all.

			Thom tried to gauge her energy. She seemed fine, focused, clearly possessed of a stamina Thom couldn’t match. Her blows were so heavy, he knew she’d have some sort of Root that increased her physical attributes. As they sparred, the roar of the crowd bellowing around, they locked eyes. Fenne’s were sparkling, a wild glint that he knew mirrored his own. In that connection, Thom felt the guard of his blade drop slightly.

			He saw her teeth clench.

			Thom’s blade was too low. He tried to sway from the haymaker. The gauntlet accelerated. The world went very slow and the silhouettes of the Caldera in his periphery seethed with frantic energy.

			Fuck.

			He let his body go limp.

			The fist connected. Thom felt a crack in his jaw as he hung like a rag doll in mid-air for a brief moment. The granite met him with brutal solidity and he felt something fracture in his torso.

			For a brief moment, he honestly thought he was dead.

			He lay there, groaning, no sensation in his right side. His first loss in the Caldera, to a new challenger on top of that. A terrible situation for anyone, but particularly for Thom. Another disappointment to report to his Legacy.

			‘The challenger from the south takes it, victory goes to Fenne!’

			Thom was glad he was too concussed to hear the crowd chanting her name. He squinted up into a dark sky sheeting rain down on him. A shape blocked it. Luck Lamourney grabbed Fenne’s hand and thrust it aloft. He tried to say something funny but there was a surprising amount of blood in his mouth. They both glanced down, Lamourney calling out for a healer with aggravating nonchalance.

			‘Fenne “Triumphant”. Fenne “Triumphant”.’

			With what felt like twenty broken bones, Thom chuckled at the name.

			‘Your duellist title is Triumphant?’ He managed to mumble. ‘No wonder I lost.’

			Fenne stared down at him fiercely, then lifted a fist, stained with Thom’s blood, and held it over her chest. A worthy fight. He weakly tried to do the same, but his vision blackened and he fell into empty unconsciousness.
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			Farewell to certainty

			Year 266 – Second Era

			Six months later

			The realm of Terrius

			‘Your hand is shaking.’

			Swan tried not to flinch.

			‘My apologies, Morain.’

			‘Silence.’

			She obeyed, white-knuckling the metal staff in her hand while a midday sun beat down. Her nose was filled with the scent of baked earth and a dry heat. She longed to join in the communal chant of her sisters, but her status deemed it beneath her.

			Ranks of kneeling women in black spread before Swan. They hummed the intonation of the Constantist faithful, led in word by the woman at their centre. On the packed dirt of Terrius, backdropped by sky and distant mountain, the leader of the Crimson Court’s church spoke in prayer to the women that encircled her.

			‘Lady guide our way, through morn of red and storm of grey …’

			The Grand Hierophant, religious head of the Terrius clergy, called out her supplication into the sky. She was surrounded by the most pious, those committed to wearing the red robe which bonded all sisters.

			Whereas the Hierophant wore robes of white.

			The attire screamed a brightness that twisted Swan’s insides. The Hierophant bore them stoically, sacrificing her dignity before the divine. Swan stared at the white cloth. The colour of their overthrown masters. The white of dominance, of cruelty. It was the mark of the Imperial Dynasty, whose hand had once grasped the women of Terrius in a terrible fist. The Grand Hierophant wore it to remember, and to remind. Never again would they be enslaved. Free for hundreds of years, Terrius would remain so while a single sister still drew breath.

			‘A black fist, the new beginning of Aeternity, born in blood. To follow the path given to us by the Mistral on high.’

			The prayer continued, but Swan lifted her stare to the sky, and beheld it.

			The Mistral.

			It hung like silk gauze across the bright azure expanse. It glittered as numberless lights, woven into a gossamer sheet that rippled and soothed and drifted from the corners of the sky. Swan felt her breath slow in reverence as she witnessed the clearest manifestation of the divine stream above her head. Within the celestial bounds of its current were limitless moments of fate. Made of aether, the very fundament of life. She softly smiled, spirit soothing a touch as she felt its presence above her.

			That joy dimmed slightly as she perceived the almost indistinguishable threads that occasionally drifted away from the current. They were signs of what troubled so many in the Church, but scant people elsewhere. The Mistral weakened, losing minute elements of itself each day, that in isolation were inconsequential, but over decades of decline …

			These were not the thoughts for such an occasion, and Swan lowered her gaze to bear witness to those honoured enough to be here.

			Hundreds of people crowded behind and around the congregation. The palm trees and low buildings of the eastern border town of Aquilon were swamped with its inhabitants and those who had travelled from nearby to see such a historic departure. The first diplomatic mission to venture from Terrius in years, for diplomacy had rarely been of interest to the women of the Crimson Court, even before the assassination of Queen Marshall Dalia Fenway. Now, Tsail Rose, who had been raised to the rank of ruler in the wake of Dalia’s sudden death, had decided to be the one to reach out to Eron, and seek peace. The Crimson Court valued loyalty above all, but even still, many were the angry voices at such a perceived display of weakness.

			Black stone roofs were draped with people, trees stuffed with adventurous children who wished to peer above the heads of those taller than them, all desperate to catch a glimpse of their rulers, the women of the Crimson Court. Behind that, Swan saw the numerous carriages of the diplomatic delegation waiting to be crewed by those kneeling in the dirt. They were laden with supplies, and weaponry, and contracts of diplomacy. They numbered enough to bear a couple of hundred of Terrius’s finest to the east.

			‘Pay attention.’

			Swan snapped back to watch the Grand Hierophant. She felt the pressure of Morain’s hand on her skin. As she struggled to focus, she felt her Root twinge slightly, as temperamental as a child. Her aether manifested instinctively. It streamed into the metal staff she bore. Defiance, the relic weapon of her mother …

			A dark hallway. 

			Gold braziers igniting. 

			Her arm lying on the floor as the ruined stump bled on to the …

			… Swan swayed slightly, the fractured memory her mother had left so potent, she lost sight of who she was for a moment. A hand latched on to her.

			‘Do not embarrass me, Swan.’

			The painful grip jolted her.

			‘Yes, Morain,’ she gasped.

			The hand withdrew smoothly, leaving an ache. Swan returned to some measure of clarity. She observed the prayer along with the lightly armoured Blood Spears of the Red Host, the famed army of Terrius. She watched silently as the Grand Hierophant beheld her congregation.

			‘My sisters. You go with our blessing, to bring enlightenment to those that wander in ignorance. I claim dominion over your souls, be they lost on land or sea, and in places our faith strives to tread. Carry the sacrifice of the first Dalia, our Lady Martyr, and the murder of our Queen Marshall, Dalia Fenway, stolen from us. Bring order to our lands, find peace with Eron, and return in triumph.’

			Swan felt her eyes burn as the sisterhood murmured her mother’s name. She joined in this time, daring Morain to disapprove.

			‘Dalia Fenway …’ she whispered.

			The Grand Hierophant clasped hands, and so did they all. From the clergy and ruling priestesses in red, to those warriors and nobles wearing the black, all the way to the villagers watching.

			‘The Mistral is our hand, our heart, our guide. Go in grace …’

			Her last utterance was quieter, but all assembled knew the words.

			‘For the Lady.’

			‘For the Lady,’ Swan murmured, along with everyone else.

			For a moment no one moved, stricken with piety. Swan felt Morain step forward, bold and bright.

			‘Sisters, we march!’

			The kneeling ranks of black stood.

			‘Assemble!’ came the call from caravan masters, as the entire throng began to shift. Feet were stamped, and the ordered precision of the Terrius military swung into precise action. Swan observed the whiplash alteration to chaotic, yet perfect harmonious preparation with pride.

			‘Swan.’

			She turned. Morain waited for her. A tall figure in sleeveless black and grey robes, she had a face and body beaten out of oak and stubborn anger. Her storm-grey eyes were impatient.

			‘Attend me.’

			Swan mutely followed. Morain led them through the crowd, none of whom dared to get in the High Priestess’s way. Swan had to admit, the appointed head of the diplomatic delegation had been well chosen. Morain was the scariest person she had ever met.

			‘I am introducing you to the Grand Hierophant. Mind your words.’

			Yet. The scariest person she had met, yet.

			‘Why?’ she blurted out.

			Morain said nothing, breaking into a clear patch of space within the maelstrom of activity. Swan saw two women in black, kneeling before the white-robed figure of Grand Hierophant. Attendant priestesses of senior rank milled about, their scarlet robes trailing in the baked earth. Morain slowed, and bowed fully.

			‘Your grace, your High Priestess asks for blessing this day.’

			The Grand Hierophant turned. ‘Morain. You need never ask for something that is freely given.’

			Swan bowed also, but couldn’t resist stealing a look at the Grand Hierophant. The eyes of the ecclesiastic leader of Terrius bored out of a kaleidoscope of white tattoos, a widely intricate web of thin lines writhing across her face and down out of sight. Swan could scarcely believe the detail in the Ngari, that level of accomplishment hard to quantify. The white robes almost hurt to look at, blinding in the sun, and so deeply unsettling. The gold hood that shaded her face turned questioningly toward Swan.

			‘You bring royalty along with you, Morain.’

			Swan watched the High Priestess straighten.

			‘Your grace,’ Morain said humbly, ‘I present the heir apparent for your attention.’

			Swan bowed again, fully lowering her eyes in respect.

			‘The Mistral sees you, your grace.’

			‘You may name me.’

			Swan paused, surprised that such a gracious offer be made.

			‘An honour, Apolonia Estrayli.’

			‘I imagine it is,’ came the response. Swan looked up to see Apolonia turn to the two kneeling women and mutter something to them. She saw now, they had been getting additions to their own Ngari, white ink tattoos being applied right there. Swan tried to smother the surge of jealousy as she observed them stoically wrap the extensions to their map-of-deeds.

			Both were known to her from the convent in the capital. A beautiful and cruel looking woman called Rulele, the other a distant cousin named Tacha. The Crimson Court of Terrius was divided in influence between the Great Houses, descendants of the women who had personally fought alongside the Lady Martyr in the liberation of Terrius from the Imperial Dynasty, two hundred and fifty years prior. Both Rulele and Tacha were from bloodlines of note.

			Though not on the same level as Swan and Morain.

			The Grand Hierophant shooed her attendants back, and those robed in red obeyed, as did Tacha and Rulele. Swan made to depart.

			‘Stay,’ Apolonia commanded.

			She froze.

			‘Your presence here is a surprise to me, your grace,’ Morain remarked quietly. ‘It is far to travel from the capital to this unworthy border town.’

			‘While you voice unity in public, I am not blind to your doubts over this course of action. I felt compelled to ensure your conviction was appropriately focused on the success of your given mission,’ Apolonia responded coolly.

			Morain betrayed no offence, ‘Of course.’

			‘I know your disdain for the four years Tsail Rose has held the office of Queen Marshall. It has been a turbulent time for the realm, and though she has attempted to rule in the manner of our slain Queen Marshall, I admit she has neither the skill nor personality to achieve this.’

			‘The memory of our slain Queen casts a long shadow.’

			‘This is not denied. She is no Dalia Fenway.’

			‘No,’ Morain said softly.

			Both of them glanced at Swan, who said nothing. Defiance, the staff of her mother, and of all the Queen Marshalls before her, felt heavy in her grip. Apolonia’s robes drifted through the dirt, seraphic in their glow.

			‘Until Swan comes of age, we must remain united. I am aware of your objections to Tsail Rose’s appointment as Queen Marshall, but for the realm to thrive, we must forgo the political trials that have plagued us for the past four years. We cannot change her decision to not march to immediate war with Eron, and instead opt for a trade war of attrition and endless skirmishes. Now she has commanded peace, we will obey.’

			Swan darted a cautious look at Morain, who betrayed no expression at all.

			‘The heir apparent is eighteen, and will not be able to assume the throne for another three years,’ Morain said firmly. ‘I trust your judgement of our interim Queen until then.’

			Apolonia’s eyes narrowed slightly.

			‘This is an order from your Hierophant, not simple judgement. You will follow her command, and the ruling of the Crimson Court. Achieve peace with Eron, no matter the cost.’

			Morain said nothing, but contritely offered a bow. Only Swan, so familiar with the High Priestess, could see the anger laced in her taut stillness. The shouts of the surrounding delegation clamoured as Apolonia continued.

			‘We have searched for the assassin for four years, and have nothing to show for it. We failed, Morain. It is time for us to move on. Terrius must move on.’

			The Grand Hierophant stared with hooded eyes at her High Priestess. Morain calmly accepted this order, and simply said, ‘As your grace commands.’

			Swan burned with rage. How could they abandon the search for her mother’s killer? But she was the daughter of a Queen, and so, as Apolonia turned to Swan, she kept her face still, and tried not to flinch under the weight of her stare.

			‘Have you pierced the fugue that corrodes your mother’s memories?’

			Swan felt said memories lurking inside the metal staff she bore, locked within its confines.

			‘Not yet, your grace.’

			A tinge of reverence crossed Apolonia’s gaze. ‘And your Root, does it develop accordingly?’

			Swan didn’t look at Morain.

			‘My teacher and I make progress every day.’

			Apolonia nodded.

			‘Good. That is good, heir apparent. The Root of Revelation is the greatest gift a woman of Terrius could imagine. The Root of the Lady Martyr herself. We must unlock its secrets.’

			Morain said nothing as Swan bowed once more, hiding the truth of her inability to control her Root from the leader of the Church. Apolonia indicated Rulele and Tacha.

			‘I have assigned these two Sanguine to your protection, Morain. I will not send you on your journey without gifting you more women loyal only to the Church.’

			‘Thank you, your grace.’

			‘There are reports that Vurkeshi tribals are lingering along the Traverse,’ Apolonia added with disdain. ‘Be wary of their attacks, a convoy will be a tempting target for them.’

			Morain’s eyes glittered. Vurkesh was a realm at the eastern side of Mycenia, who despised Terrius. As the tribals would relish the chance to slay some of the sisterhood, so too would the Crimson Court love to claim their souls.

			‘Nothing will deny our purpose,’ she promised Apolonia.

			The Grand Hierophant held out her hands, which Morain took.

			‘You carry our honour with you, Morain, my bond-sister. Though the Great Houses bicker like children, peace is the only path before us. We will remember our Marshall, and carry her soul with us.’

			‘I will ensure our success,’ Morain said firmly.

			‘I know you will.’

			Apolonia turned and swept away, the attendants in red swirling after her. Morain addressed the two women.

			‘Meet me at the Royal Hauler. I will introduce you to Sister Tyol, who commands the Sanguine of the delegation,’ Morain commanded.

			Tacha and Rulele left without a word.

			‘And you,’ Morain continued, turning her gaze to Swan.

			‘Yes?’

			‘You will go to your carriage, and there you will remain unless I require you and your Root. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, High Priestess.’

			The silence between them felt only more profound with the surrounding riot of the departing delegation. Morain’s hard stare left her, as she disappeared into the throng. Swan dropped to one knee, taking a great handful of earth. She held it to her nose, and inhaled the scent of home. She looked out to the east, and let it trail from her fingers, back to where it had come from. Apolonia commanded peace, but in Swan’s mind, there was only one reason she was going to Eron. The staff of her mother, Defiance, pulled her east.

			The assassin was out there. Morain would not relent, and neither would she.

			An iron certainty settled in Swan’s chest.

			Mother, I will avenge you.

			Defiance was strong in her grip, the last moments of Dalia Fenway trapped within, waiting to be unlocked.

			Swan was heading to Eron.
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			The nature of choice

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Is it meant to be doing that?’

			Fenne stared with vague concern at the krystal pylon. Twelve feet high and made of slender cerulean mineral, it arced with sporadic bolts of blue aetheric lightning that lit up the core of the pylon. Labourers cast wary looks as they gave the brass pedestal it was locked into a wide berth.

			‘Absolutely,’ Thom said confidently. He was dapper as usual, jacket crisp and hair tidy.

			Fenne watched a thick blue bolt crack into the ground, leaving a scorch mark.

			‘You have no idea, do you?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Clear route, clear route!’

			Thom pulled Fenne out of the way of a work gang as they rolled stacked crates into careful lines. Industrious action echoed around them, filling the massive cylindrical shaft of the 2nd Pit, known as Silver. It was gigantic, a vast borehole that extended from the flat plane of the city to the huge underground river below, the Grand March. Lurella was built above the subterranean river, and the Pits allowed the landlocked city access to the route along which trade had to flow.

			There were three Pits. The 1st Pit was Smoke in the western side of the city. The 2nd was Silver in the middle, and the 3rd was Woodwork at the eastern edge. Silver was the largest by far, followed by Smoke and distantly by Woodwork. These three Pits were what gave Lurella its economic dominance over the other eastern realms, for the Grand March was the river that fed out from the Undersea, which sat below the centre of Mycenia, and was by far the safest and swiftest means of travel for trade between the western and eastern realms.

			Because of this, no ship could sail out to the eastern seaboard without passing by the docks of the three Pits. Massive chain gates blocked the tunnel, and a series of checkpoints operated out from the docks of each Pit. Eron controlled the flow of goods, and this made the leader of each Pit, known as a Pit Lord, a powerful and sought-after position. They changed every ten years, where new blood would take the reins.

			A changeover was about to occur, and Fenne wanted this role. She had been trying to get into one of these groups for weeks, desperate for an opportunity to explore the Pit fully. As she drank in the sights of Silver, she craned to hear the Warden who was guiding them.

			‘While you are on the grounds of the Pit,’ the Warden said loudly, ‘be careful to avoid impacting the workers. You are merely petitioners to the powers that be. None of you stand a chance at being elected to Pit Lord at present.’

			The weary monologue of the Warden droned on, straining to be heard over the rattle of hammers and crates. Fenne stood in the huddle of hopefuls along with Thom. Their guide was dressed in a simple cloth tunic and trousers, band of office around his arm. Three vertical bars of gold on a blue background. The flag of Eron.

			‘The 2nd Pit has a diameter of three hundred feet,’ the Warden called out, ‘and extends two and a half thousand feet beneath the city to the river below. It operates with two alternating platforms, each a hundred feet in diameter, that can carry up to fifty tons of goods. These platforms run on a continuous cycle, with one going up while the other descends, ensuring that the flow of goods remains uninterrupted.’

			The bustle was thunderous. People were everywhere, loading and checking and shouting and going through endless manifests of products. A lattice of beams threaded their way up the smooth walls toward the roof of the Pit. Script was inlaid into the wooden and metal support bars, depicting images of the miners who prized the silver ore from the rock originally. Now, Silver was the largest of the three Pits that all imported and exported goods to send out to all the realms of Mycenia.

			Fenne peered down the slope of the Pit, regarding the massive tracks the platforms descended on with a kind of disbelief. She could see shops and service accommodation wedged against the walls.

			There was a whole, living community in here.

			‘You aren’t paying attention,’ Thom commented, arms folded as he stared glassy-eyed at the Warden.

			‘You’re not listening either.’

			‘I am an educated citizen of the Academy,’ Thom said snidely, ‘and a Lurellan as well. I am well aware of these facts.’

			‘So why are you here?’

			Thom shrugged, ‘I have nothing else to do.’

			Sighing, Fenne turned back to the Warden.

			‘As potential nominees to become next Pit Lord, it is imperative you convey your understanding of their operations and scope of business to your sponsors. Out of the three Pits, Silver is the largest, and handles the bulk of essential goods.’

			One of the platforms rose to meet them, a large square of reinforced wood rising up the inclined track, clicking as it slotted into the recess at the apex of the Pit. Workers called to each other.

			‘Loading docked.’

			‘Clear for work. Calling clear.’

			Workers smoothly began unloading crates while another team did the opposite. It was slightly hypnotic, the calm efficiency of it all.

			‘Be under no illusions that Silver has always been the most sought-after Pit. You would be fortunate to be given stewardship of it,’ the Warden said dramatically, gesturing for them to follow. The group of hopefuls crossed to one of the staircases that ran adjacent to the massive pulley track for the platforms. The pylon issued one final spark of lightning as they departed. A hefty, burnished pipe, set on stands and secured to the wall, ran from the entrance and down alongside the staircase.

			‘We’ll continue to checkpoint one, a few hundred metres onward. Step to the side to allow workers to pass,’ the Warden called out. The group descended the stairs, the epic scale of the Pit shaft sliding beside them.

			‘What is this?’ Fenne asked, running her hand along the pipe. It was as thick as her torso, and vibrated beneath her hand.

			‘That’s a run-off chute,’ Thom said cheerfully. ‘It uses a pneumatic aether discharger to pump waste down to the river and funnel clean water back up. You can probably feel the city’s shit making a play for freedom.’

			Fenne sourly withdrew her hand.

			‘Lovely.’

			‘You know there’s over two thousand steps to the bottom.’

			‘Yeah, are you gonna make it?’

			‘We don’t all have thighs the size of tree trunks.’

			‘Those twigs you call legs could use the exercise.’

			‘I’m a sprinter, not a mule.’

			‘Tell me more about this Pit,’ Fenne suggested. ‘Use that expensive education for something.’

			Thom smirked. ‘Okay … the arcane pylon that powers Silver is one of the oldest artefacts within the city. It has the capacity to store enough aether that it could power all the devices in Lurella for over a month.’

			Fenne made a face. ‘That’s basic stuff. Give me something better.’

			‘Wow, tough crowd. How about … the Pit primarily transports bulk goods, which include ore, grain, textiles, and most importantly, Resonant krystal.’

			‘What the pylon is made of.’

			‘Exactly. Though we tend to call the pylons “arcane batteries” now. The amount of aether held within them is massive.’

			It made sense. Raw krystal, a blueish gem, was the most conductive of elements in regard to using Roots, and was the only mineral that could store aether. Once it was saturated with energy, it became Resonant, and was used to power the countless machines that people used in their day-to-day tasks.

			‘Do you think it’s much further?’ Thom asked plaintively to Fenne.

			She turned, grinning. ‘Save your breath, you’re going to need it.’

			Thom mournfully looked down the descent. He had close-cropped black hair and tanned skin, a light stubble dusting his face. A trustworthy face, Fenne had thought on first meeting. Actually, second meeting. And after a Fleshwright had repaired his face from their duel in the Caldera. The aetheric healer had restored him to as good as new. He wore his customary duellist attire, tight military tunic with short sleeves and smart trousers, with leather strapping around his sword arm. No matter the occasion, Thom Braxis would dress appropriately.

			As they went lower and lower, she saw shops and journeyman forges built into the wall, little scoops taken from the bed-rock. The platforms passed by them on the tracks, either ferrying people waiting for transport out on to the eastern seaboard, or bringing travellers up to the city. A woman flew into sight, hovering in mid-air as she unclipped a tool from her belt, and started applying it to one of the beams. Fenne watched with interest. It was wonderful, the freedom she had. To soar through the air with nothing but aether at your back.

			‘What Root is that?’ she asked, wondering at the woman’s aetheric ability.

			‘Celestium of some kind, I’d guess,’ Thom said speculatively. ‘Altering her mass to move through the air. Quite a rare Root these days.’

			Fenne observed the woman enviously, before they sped off to inspect some other section of the Pit.

			‘Hard to believe one person runs all of this.’ Fenne regarded the immensity of the Pit cautiously.

			‘Yeah, Silver is a beast, make no mistake. Being Pit Lord of such an enterprise would be a mammoth task.’

			Fenne sighed. ‘Am I wasting my time?’

			Thom glanced at her. ‘It’s this or leave, isn’t it?’

			She nodded unhappily. Fenne was from the realm of Kratossif, a place that encouraged its younger generations to explore the world, before returning to serve the realm. As such, Eron had strict rules about how long someone from Kratossif – a Kraton – could remain in the city. Fenne needed a position of importance within the scope of Lurella, to allow her to stay. So, this distant chance of being nominated as Pit Lord, had somehow become her last chance.

			‘Silver is massive,’ Fenne continued sourly. ‘Can you see a Kraton being given control of this?’

			‘Maybe not. But there are two other Pits, remember. You’d likely have more luck with one of those.’ His tone was doubtful, nonetheless. Fenne was aware this was a long shot, but there was nothing that explicitly stated a non-Eronese couldn’t become Pit Lord. The role was mercantile, not part of the administration or military, so while politics would certainly come into who was chosen, it was one of the very few senior roles a foreigner might stand a chance of acquiring.

			Fenne glanced at Thom. ‘Would you apply in future? Once your penance is over?’

			Thom paused, expression sobering.

			‘It’s not … I mean, unlikely. But regardless, it’s a nice day out.’

			His attempted casual tone sounded thin. Fenne eyed him, and a blackened mark on his arm. Thom was serving penance from his family, Legacy Braxis. This was an old tradition of censure for a breach of rules that had embarrassing or politically compromising results, but not severe enough for exile or imprisonment. Thom had been cagey about what exactly they had done, and for now, she let it lie, continuing down the staircase.

			‘This is checkpoint one,’ the Warden called out. ‘We’ll stop here and I can answer a few of your questions.’

			The group was filing into a delve in the wall, the size of a few houses. Numerous benches, a few shops and an old woman working a grill nearby. Fenne’s stomach rumbled as the smell of sizzling meat filled the air.

			Two figures knelt at the foot of the stairs. A weathered man, directing the attention of a young boy in pale robes. Thom and Fenne slipped around, and halted to watch. The older man’s hands shone with a pale light. He ran his palms over a large crack in the stone between the floor and the steps. After a moment, the solid state of the rock became fluid, coiling like beads of mercury.

			‘Careful,’ Thom warned, thoroughly engrossed, ‘that’s a Forgewright.’

			Forgewrights were highly prized individuals, possessing a Root that could alter the state of physical materials like metal and stone, and shape it to their will. Fenne eyed the boy, who watched nervously. The Forgewright deftly twisted his hand, bringing the flowing stone flush with the ground, and used his other hand to smooth it against the steps. He stopped, leaving a small crack remaining. The glow faded from his palms as he stood.

			‘Finish it,’ the Forgewright grumbled. The novice scooted forward anxiously, flexing his fingers as well.

			‘Stop twitching your hands, you haven’t shaped anything yet,’ the man snapped. The boy swallowed.

			‘Yes, sir.’ He held his hands in imitation against the stone.

			The Forgewright seemed to sense Thom and Fenne watching them.

			‘Do you need something?’ he grunted.

			Sensing an opportunity to learn more about Silver, Fenne decided to linger.

			‘Have you been working in the 2nd Pit for long?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Why do you ask?’

			‘I am a petitioner to become one of the new Pit Lords. Perhaps we will be working together soon.’

			At this, the man looked at the two of them properly. Something about Fenne gave him pause.

			‘I’m leaving the city soon,’ he said gruffly, ‘heading back south. Just here to do a favour for a friend.’

			‘This is Thom, of Legacy Braxis,’ Fenne interjected. Thom shot her a look but said nothing. ‘And I’m Fenne.’

			She placed her hand flat in front of her, palm down and swept it to the side in greeting. A formal greeting from one Kraton to another. The Forgewright raised an eyebrow, his demeanour thawing slightly.

			‘Sand and sky, I didn’t think I’d meet someone from Kratossif today.’ He returned the greeting, his palm facing up. ‘I am Jubale, nice to see someone else of the desert.’

			‘May your days be short, Jubale,’ Fenne said politely, honouring the old custom of desert travellers wishing to spend as little time under the scorching sun as possible.

			‘How long have you been here?’ he grunted with a smile.

			‘A few months,’ Fenne said vaguely. ‘You’re leaving soon?’

			Jubale scratched his neck, sparing a glance to the boy at his feet.

			‘The realm of sand calls for me to return. I’ve been gone too long as it is.’

			Thom spoke up. ‘Your realm is a testament to duty, sir. The dedication to stopping the spread of the Arid Sea is saluted far and wide.’

			Jubale shrugged, while Fenne tried not to smile at Thom’s earnest tone. All Kratons with aetheric aptitude were called to join the Sentinels, the group who constantly pushed back the limits of the Arid Sea, the desert of Kratossif. Without their efforts, the ravenous desert would have consumed half of Mycenia.

			‘Who’s your friend you’re doing this favour for?’ she said to fill the pause.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ Jubale muttered. ‘I’ll be glad to get back home. You’ll no doubt be missing Kratossif by now.’

			Fenne wasn’t, but Jubale didn’t wait for a response, consumed by the boy at his feet. ‘If either of you are elected to the role of Pit Lord, this is the sort of talent you’ll be taking on.’

			The boy hadn’t shifted the stone in the time they had been talking.

			‘Slow learner?’ Thom said brightly.

			Jubale glowered at the persistent crack in the stone. ‘He’s fucking useless.’

			There was a pause.

			The boy didn’t respond, focus locked on the stone. Jubale sighed, waving to the Pit about them.

			‘Will you be petitioning for Silver too, then? For the mighty 2nd Pit?’

			Thom ran a hand through his hair. ‘Not me, I’m just here to keep Fenne company.’

			Jubale’s eyes settled on the blacked-out mark on Thom’s arm.

			‘Very wise, hard to imagine a penitent being given control of a Pit,’ he said neutrally.

			Thom went stiff. The crash and rattle of the work gangs covered the deep silence between them. ‘I’ll catch up with the group,’ he said coolly, departing. Once he was out of earshot, Fenne glared at Jubale.

			‘There was no need to be rude.’

			Jubale shrugged. ‘It’s clear for all to see. There’s a reason they force penitents to expose their marks of censure. Lurellans wish to see you atone in public, not hide away. He should be able to withstand a comment like that.’

			‘Penance isn’t that serious. It’s a reprimand if anything,’ Fenne said hotly.

			Jubale seemed to have lost interest in the conversation, his fingers shifting as he watched his novice still vainly holding their hands out to the stone.

			‘Nice meeting you,’ Fenne said sharply. As she stepped past, she looked at the boy. He was young and scrawny, the robes too big like he’d been expected to grow into them quicker than he had. His hands shook as he held them out, but barely the tiniest flicker of aether curled around them.

			He’s scared, she thought to herself.

			Fenne crouched down next to him.

			‘What’s your name?’

			The boy’s head jerked up. His voice shook with effort.

			‘Shen, my lady.’

			‘I am not a lady, Shen, I am a duellist,’ she said, holding his attention, the silver bells in her braids tinkling. ‘Do you know what that is?’

			The boy stared at her. ‘It means you fight for a living.’

			She smiled at the simple description. ‘Exactly, and I wouldn’t be able to duel without my Root. You know what that is, don’t you?’

			Shen frowned indignantly. ‘Of course. The specific manner in which a person best manifests their aether.’

			His hands no longer shook with nerves.

			‘I have what’s called a Boldwright Root. I can make myself strong, fast, and very tough for a while.’

			The boy blinked at her. ‘Okay.’

			Fenne nodded. ‘But it requires practice, and focus.’ She held her hands out toward the stone. ‘I’m not a Forgewright, I can’t shape the elements, but I’ve always wanted to be able to. Maybe you could tell me how?’

			The boy darted another glance up at his Master. Jubale gave a tiny nod. Shen quickly turned back to Fenne.

			‘Okay, I’ll show you how to do it.’

			Fenne put on a serious face and watched as he settled into position, brow furrowed.

			‘First you focus on the task, or the medium,’ Shen explained, staring intently at the crack in the stone. ‘You must draw from your aetheric core. Your soul.’

			Fenne kept her eyes on him supportively. ‘Manifesting,’ she said softly. ‘The act of using your aether.’

			Shen swallowed. ‘Yes,’ he continued. ‘You manifest your aether, and visualize the intent.’ A small nimbus of blue energy coalesced around the tips of his fingers. ‘Strength of belief is the most important part of manifesting. You must persuade your aether to do as you wish.’

			Fenne had been told similar, that the more certain you were in your ability, the more likely your manifesting was to work.

			‘Go on,’ she prompted.

			‘Then, once you have focus and intent, a Forgewright must express …’ He was locked on his task. The nimbus slowly radiated around his whole hand and the stone beneath his palms reflected the light.

			‘And we shape …’ Shen muttered, staring fiercely. For a moment nothing happened, then the stone began to turn from solid rock to a thick moveable texture. Shen gasped as it happened, eyes wide. Jubale stepped forward and placed both hands on his shoulders supportively.

			‘Good, now hold it,’ he intoned softly. Shen stared in disbelief as the stone swam beneath his hands, haloed with aetheric energy.

			‘What next?’ Jubale said. ‘Tell the woman.’

			Shen took a shaky breath.

			‘We … we keep the focus, and guide the material to its new position.’ He slowly drifted his hands to the side and the rock moved with him, rolling and dripping across like a ball of liquid. Shen slowly held one hand to the side of the join, and carefully used the other to simulate pushing the stone into the crack. It seeped in. He took a steadying breath, and Jubale tightened his hands on his shoulders.

			‘Then we must release the expression of its new shape, while keeping your aether manifested …’ He laid his hands over the top of the now smooth piece of stone. ‘And then we …’ he bit his lip, ‘we let it go.’ The blue glow flared awkwardly around his hands, then blinked off. Shen lifted them away to reveal the filled in crack, rough in execution but complete, nonetheless.

			‘That was excellent,’ Fenne said reassuringly, as Jubale knelt and assessed. Shen’s face was covered in sweat.

			‘An adequate fix,’ Jubale said finally.

			Shen sagged with relief. ‘Thank you, Forgewright. I’m sorry I couldn’t release properly, it kept slipping away from me.’

			Jubale fished into a small pouch attached to his belt and retrieved a silver square. He tossed it to Shen, and gestured to the old woman’s grill. ‘Go grab yourself something.’

			Shen’s face lit up. ‘Thank you, Forgewright.’ He half turned, then looked at Fenne. ‘Thank you …’ He stopped, uncertain of how to address her.

			‘Duellist is fine,’ she said.

			He beamed at her. ‘Thank you, duellist Fenne.’ Then he ran off toward the stall.

			‘You were making him nervous,’ Fenne commented. Jubale stared at her thoughtfully, then he knelt down and expertly brought a hand across the uneven fix. Aether shimmered around his fingers. When it had passed the rock was perfect, matching neatly with the previous work he had done. He stood, glancing over at Shen, who was laughing at some joke the stall owner had made.

			‘The Legacies of Lurella are monstrously powerful families, who wield power and prestige with casual ease,’ Jubale said quietly. ‘Shen comes from a Legacy of note, while his skills are mediocre at best. That was the first fix he has completed in two months with me. A simple joining, no craftsmanship involved.’ He shook his head. ‘No self-confidence whatsoever. He has every reason to be nervous.’

			‘Fenne!’

			She turned and saw Thom waving a hand at her to rejoin the group.

			‘Success does not occur overnight. He may surprise you,’ Fenne remarked, making to leave.

			‘You won’t be given control of the 2nd Pit,’ Jubale said suddenly.

			Fenne paused. ‘Excuse me?’

			‘I’d hope you’d have seen this by now, but Silver will go to a Legacy affiliate, a powerful one at that. An outsider like you has no chance of getting through the nominations. The same is true for the 1st Pit. But the 3rd Pit, the one known as Woodwork …’ He paused, eyes glinting. ‘Anyone could get that.’

			Fenne stared at him, considering. ‘I’ve been thinking the same. I came here to see how the Pit functions, not with the intent to vie for control of Silver.’

			‘A fact-finding mission, then?’ Jubale grumbled.

			‘Exactly.’ Fenne shifted with a sigh. ‘I know the appointment of Pit Lord is most likely going to go to an Eronese citizen, but I’ll try anyway.’

			Jubale’s eyes narrowed, considering her once more. ‘If I’m not mistaken, I can only think of one reason a Kraton would be trying for a position so far out of reach. To give them a reason to stay in Lurella, and avoid returning to the desert.’

			Fenne said nothing.

			Jubale really studied her this time. ‘Don’t I know the name Fenne? Champion of the Iron Circuit in Zahir?’

			Her heart sank. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

			Zahir was her home, and Jubale’s most likely. The magnificent circular city of Kratossif, built in rings about Lake Placid, the largest natural spring in the whole realm. Fenne had been born there, grown up there, and become the greatest duellist in the city. Then, six months ago, she had left. Without warning or notice. Something that was not allowed under any circumstances. Her body tensed as she watched Jubale consider her.

			Jubale’s gaze got colder. ‘Did the Council give you permission to leave?’

			‘I didn’t want to stay.’ Fenne spoke without conviction.

			His eyes went hard. ‘It is the duty of all Kratons to provide for the realm. Your Root is strong. The Sentinels need you to help stop the Arid Sea. Duty and sacrifice, these are the principles of the desert. It is time for you to return home.’

			Fenne met Jubale’s gaze with hostile resentment, but didn’t say anything. He scowled.

			‘You wish to become Pit Lord, so you have a reason to stay here in Lurella,’ he muttered disparagingly. ‘That is no way for a Kraton to behave.’

			Fenne’s temper flared. ‘I shall do what is right for me,’ she snapped. ‘I will return and serve the city when I decide, not when I am forced to.’

			There was quiet between them, as Jubale held her with his gaze for another moment, then walked past her to where Shen was chatting with the stall keeper, and didn’t look back. Fenne slowly walked to rejoin her impatient friend.

			‘Duellist Fenne.’

			The call broke her train of thought, and she turned to see the Warden himself beckoning her.

			‘You have managed to miss the descriptions of the loading process for checkpoint one. I hope your time was well spent,’ the Warden said curtly.

			‘It was enlightening, Warden. My apologies.’

			Tutting, the Warden led them onward. Fenne listened distractedly, as they descended into the depths of the Pit. Jubale’s words had confirmed something for Fenne, something she had already suspected.

			She needed the 3rd Pit.

			Woodwork.
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			Accountability in practice

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			The next day

			‘Name?’

			‘You can’t be serious.’

			‘Name.’

			‘This would go faster if you just wrote my name down instead of asking me every time.’

			‘This would go faster if you just told me your name.’

			‘Thom, of Legacy Braxis.’

			As he stood to attention, Thom ignored the cramped confines of the administrative room, assigned for the report on the state of his penance. The representative of Legacy Braxis, some thin relation to him by the name of Hughe, neatly wrote his name down on the stupid piece of paper.

			‘Let the record show that Thom Braxis has been serving penance for a period of seven months and six days,’ Hughe said brusquely. ‘Now, are you conducting yourself within the parameters of your penance?’

			‘Every endeavour I pursue is to make amends to the Legacy.’

			‘Do you still duel in the Iron Circuit?’

			‘I’m seeded in the top twenty duellists and have a bout this evening.’

			‘I hear you were beaten a few months ago.’

			Temper flaring, Thom pondered explaining to this fuckhead that he had a record of thirty-two-and-one, but knew the solo loss would be the only thing that mattered.

			‘Fenne was the champion of the Iron Circuit in Zahir, the best duellist from the entire realm of Kratossif. There was no shame in losing to her.’

			‘We’ll be the judge of what is shameful.’

			Thom fell silent.

			He wondered how Fenne’s meeting was going.

			‘I must remind you, your rights of residency are contingent upon acquiring a senior position. The treaty we have with Kratossif is very clear.’

			Fenne nodded, concealing her frustration. It wouldn’t help her to antagonize this woman. The room was absolutely freezing, and she tried not to shiver. The chamber was so cramped it was like it had been designed for someone half her size. Fenne watched the woman fiddle with her papers, a doubtful look on her face. Her title was rather dry, the Chief Administrator of Urban Planning, and her name was Leona Thalor.

			‘I visited the 2nd Pit yesterday,’ Fenne said firmly. ‘I have a meeting with my sponsor, Merit-Elector Constantine, after this meeting. I’ve been trying to book a slot to tour the 2nd Pit for a while and that was the first available date. I have the notification letter right there that Constantine is still considering whether he will nominate me for Pit Lord, surely that qualifies for extension?’

			‘I’m not going to tell you what’s possible,’ Leona began, clearly about to do exactly that, ‘but the chances of a Kraton who has been in the city seven months being nominated for Pit Lord is …’ she trailed off wearily.

			Extremely fucking slim.

			‘Nonetheless,’ Fenne said through respectfully gritted teeth, ‘I believe I will be Merit-Elector Constantine’s pick for Pit Lord, which will be decided within the week. I only ask for an extension until then.’

			Leona nodded absently, shuffling the files.

			‘Fine. I will approve your extension, but rights of residency will depend upon your nomination as Pit Lord. If you are unsuccessful, you will be required to leave the city of Lurella, immediately. As you know, we are only able to give residence to a Kraton national for six months, unless they assume a significant role.’

			Fenne breathed out in relief. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘a little more time is all I need …’

			Leona studied her doubtfully. ‘Keep the office informed of your progress,’ she said, collecting her papers. ‘Good luck, I suppose.’

			Fenne gave a half-smile as Leona left, dropping it once she was gone. A little bubble of anxiety poked her. She was not blind to the slim chances of actually being nominated, but she’d been in the city well past her allotted time, and only this process had allowed her to stay. Most realms had similar deals with Kratossif, to ensure that younger generations had to return to the realm of their birth. Fenne was not unique in wanting to escape to more exciting adventures. She just had to persuade the man who was considering sponsoring her, Constantine, that she was worth helping.

			She stepped from the chamber, into the hall. As she made for the exit, she hoped Thom’s meeting was going well.

			‘Have you divulged the reasons behind your penance?’ Hughe barked.

			‘No,’ Thom replied evenly.

			‘Have you interacted with any of your fellow penitents from the event?’

			‘No.’

			‘Have you plans to repeat the event that caused your penance?’

			‘No plans have been made.’

			‘Do you need to inform the Legacy about anything that has happened?’

			‘No.’

			The Braxis representative collected his papers and stood.

			‘That concludes this week’s assessment.’ Hughe paused as he made for the door. ‘Remember that though you may not call yourself a Braxis, you are still ours.’

			The door clicked shut behind Hughe. Thom reminded himself that the life of a penitent was not supposed to be fun, and sparing no time, he moved along the well-lit hallways of the Watchery. After a couple of minutes, he came to the colonnaded entrance lobby, empty except for a calm clerk at the front desk. Keeping his head lowered, he strode quickly over the tiled floor, and pushed his way outside.

			The sun was blinding. The flat plain of Victory Square spread before him. It was a vast expanse of smooth stone, shining like a snowy plain as it caught the sun. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the Braxis representative stepping into a carriage. He checked his attire, smoothing down creases and straightening sleeves.

			‘Go okay?’

			He glanced round to see Fenne, looking like she’d been strolling around while she waited.

			‘My penance continues for the foreseeable,’ he said lightly. ‘You?’

			She shrugged. ‘I’ll be kicked out of Lurella if I don’t become Pit Lord.’

			‘Good thing you like pressure.’

			She laughed. ‘Let’s go.’

			Thom glanced behind him at the looming facade of the Watchery, drapery of Eron flapping, hiding its barred windows. He caught the eye of one of the elite guards by the doors. Known as Blades, they wore simple mail with a brilliant blue cloak and held tall spears. They regarded him with contempt, eyes on the blackened insignia on his arm. Thom looked away, and led Fenne off. He was used to it by now.

			Lurella. The city of white stone.

			Sometimes known as the Cerulean City, so named for the brilliant blue that had come to identify the citizens of Eron, in flags, banners and heraldry. It was a magnificent metropolis, spread between two hills. It had ruled as the unofficial leader of the Octet Alliance for over two hundred and fifty years, and was home to some of the greatest aetherists, and most gifted minds in all the realms. In orderly fashion, the city was broken up into distinct districts, each with a principal function and, by extension, unique personality. They were Major, Minor, Entire, Receiving, Forum and Away.

			Thom and Fenne swiftly left the westerly hill, the district of Major, and headed across the city along the Noble Avenue, the major thoroughfare from the western gate to the far eastern corner, making good time as the sun arced through the sky. It was constructed from smooth grey flagstones, and made traversing the city simple, as you only had to follow the road to reach every dividing gatehouse between the districts.

			After a couple of hours, the duo approached the powerful silhouette of the gatehouse dividing the districts of Entire and Minor, in the north-east of the city. Two rounded towers buttressed a raised portcullis, the gateway itself a long tunnel through the dividing wall between districts. All made of the famous white stone Lurella was known for. A crisp blue flag with tri-bars of gold topped one tower. On the other was a storm-catcher, a fluted tower of swirling blades that caught aether from the aetheric storms that blew over the continent when the Mistral was at its zenith. It had three curved sheets that were lined with brass. It would funnel aether it harvested down into sinks within the wall.

			City guards were everywhere, directing transport from either end. Their blue capes caught the sun, light flashing from spears. They weren’t imposing like the Blades, who were far better trained and equipped, but were structured, nonetheless.

			Casually, Fenne considered how she’d render one incapable of combat.

			Step in close, within the reach of his broadsword. Then a blow to the abdomen, breaking his second and third ribs. As he folded, follow with an uppercut to the jaw. Broken bones, on the ground in two seconds.

			A hand poked her elbow.

			She swivelled her head to see Thom staring at her.

			‘You’re doing that thing again.’

			‘What thing?’

			‘That thing where you think about killing people.’

			Fenne brushed herself off.

			‘Incapacitate them, no murder involved.’

			‘Hmmm.’

			‘Just trying to take my mind off the meeting. What if I don’t get nominated, I’ll have to …’ She trailed off, at a loss.

			‘Couldn’t you just go somewhere else?’ Thom offered as they slowly approached the gatehouse. ‘North to Insor, maybe? That’s a realm worth exploring.’

			They joined the crowd shuffling toward the gate. The storm-catcher above them whirred as its fluted blades sliced the air.

			‘I like it here,’ Fenne complained. ‘Lurella is an extraordinary place. You’ve not left, even though you’re serving penance, so why should I?’

			Thom seemed to understand that. ‘I guess,’ he muttered.

			Fenne squinted at him.

			‘You’ve never properly explained what your penance is for.’

			Thom eyed her, sensing he couldn’t brush her off this time. ‘I committed a transgression.’

			Fenne rolled her eyes. ‘Really, Thom.’

			‘Fine,’ he grunted, fed up. ‘I brought dishonour upon my family.’

			‘Legacy Braxis?’

			‘Right. As such, my affiliation to the Legacy, and all the advantages that brings, is revoked.’

			‘What did you do? Is it really bad?’

			Thom had an odd look on his face.

			‘Not really.’

			‘Well, what was it?’

			Thom sighed. ‘A couple affiliates of Legacy Braxis, and some people from other allied Legacies, had a little party. My aunt, Thena Braxis, was there and organized some music.’

			‘Okay,’ Fenne said slowly, unsure where this was going.

			‘The band starts playing, and I recognize it immediately. It’s a movement from a brilliant piece called “Gently, We Ascend”, written a number of years ago by a Terrius composer called Emilia Firebird. The problem was, per Lurellan law, playing anything belonging to a realm we’re at war with, no matter how minor, is enemy propaganda. Everyone in the room got really uncomfortable, but Thena just laughed it off and carried on. But someone ratted us out, and everyone who was there got sanctioned with penance.

			Fenne couldn’t believe what she’d heard.

			‘You’ve been blacklisted from your Legacy, because someone put on a piece of music at a party?’ she said incredulously.

			Thom made a face. ‘I shouldn’t have told you. There were about five members of Legacy Braxis there, so it was all a bit embarrassing. It won’t be forever.’

			Grumbling, Fenne looked away, indignant and furious.

			‘You didn’t even do it. Your aunt did. That’s outrageous.’

			Thom said nothing, and led them into the gloom of the passage beneath the wall. He cleared his throat as the tunnel echoed with the crowd’s voices.

			‘This is your first time in the district of Minor, correct?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I’ll let you have a moment when we get through.’

			‘A moment? Why would I need a moment?’

			Thom chuckled as they stepped into the district of Minor.

			Fenne halted, mouth open.

			The Constant Academy lay before her.

			Long ago, hands had lovingly laid the first part of what would become the greatest institute of learning in the Second Era. Bisected by the Noble Avenue, there were two sprawling carpets of buildings that tumbled and soared in a chequered Academy that flowed up the hill. White brick buildings rising like hundreds of mismatched teeth, all different shapes. Pavilions and conservatories and atriums and cloisters and spires all competing for prominence. Towers and minarets spiked from otherwise uniform construction, flutes of thin stone, elegantly cut here and roughly slabbed there. A hundred different architectural visions fused together, bizarre and extraordinary.

			The eastern side was known as the Convocation, home to the war-casters and teachers of the practical. The study of aether, where aetherists came to train, to learn. This was where the Mistral was observed from great silver telescopes out of cosmic touching observatories. The western side was the Symposium, where theorists, philosophers and great academics focused on the theoretical study of aether, providing a space for deep intellectual engagement. They debated the effects of the Mistral, exploring its philosophical implications, and developed new theoretical frameworks for understanding its mysteries. Of course, it was also home to the Endless Library, where more knowledge was stored than lifetimes would be able to read.

			And at the distant summit of Minor, at the end of the Noble Avenue, the mightiest building of all loomed – the Constant Cathedral. Deep obsidian, looking down over the white carpet of the Academy beneath it, like an embodiment of a God observing its flock. Named for the World Wind it honoured, one half of the Mistral. Holiest site for the faith of Constantism, dominant above all others.

			Fenne slowly came back to herself, completely overwhelmed by the glory before her. She felt inconsequential, small and fragile, when weighed against this incredible sight. She was heading into it to meet a man who commanded most of what she could see, in the hopes he would nominate her for Pit Lord.

			As Thom had said earlier, it was a good thing she liked pressure.

			Fenne turned to her friend.

			‘You were right, I needed a moment,’ she managed.

			Thom sniggered. ‘We can’t stand here gawking,’ he continued, aware they were standing in the centre of the Avenue.

			‘You’ll have to lead the way,’ Fenne said in a daze.

			‘What else is new?’

			‘I want to know everything.’

			‘A broad request, but I’ll do my best.’

			Thom led them up the Noble Avenue.

			‘The Constant Academy is the oldest university in the world. It was formed immediately after the overthrowing of the Exalted Dynasty in the people’s rebellion of 8SE, when this place was just another city, not the capital of a realm.’

			‘Eight, Second Era,’ Fenne breathed. Over two hundred and fifty years ago.

			‘The founder of Eron, Shife Kuro, knew even in the midst of the rebellion, that education is the cornerstone of any successful and enlightened civilization.’

			‘He was a smith, wasn’t he?’

			‘Yes. The “Hammer of Coal” they called him. There should be a … there it is! …’

			Thom indicated a statue they were approaching on the left. It towered in grey imposition. A broad-shouldered man with a hammer raised to the sky, the face deliberately featureless and smooth.

			‘There are no records as to Shife’s appearance,’ Thom said absently. ‘I think the blank face is meant to imply any one can step up, and take responsibility.’

			A small group of students in dark blue robes passed, chattering excitedly. They were keen-eyed and hopeful. Thom and Fenne resumed their stroll, ivy-covered facades and a procession of arched windows sliding past.

			‘If you show any talent for aetherical aptitude, you’ll be shoved in here immediately.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Or even if you don’t. Legacies will pay good money to secure spots here.’

			The clamour of bells chorused from the summit, tolling in chromatic grandeur.

			‘That’s the carillon of the Cathedral.’ Thom indicated the distant building. ‘In the highest tower, there are fifty-one bells, each made of brass. They’re called the Bells of Heaven.’

			They listened to them as they walked. Fenne felt something stir within her, a dusty, pious corner of her heart. Voices drifted as they passed some classroom windows flung wide. Fenne and Thom peeked in, seeing ranks of desks filled with students as a lecturer pontificated at the front, furiously scrawling on a blackboard.

			‘… you forget the principles of aetheric disposition. It is passive, waiting to be used. Your Root is simply what we call your intuitive manifestation of aether. A Firewright will discover a propensity toward manipulating said element. A Soulwright allows the reading of subtle aetheric auras, revealing the emotions and intentions of others. In the vast majority of cases, your aether is mono-structured, it can only do one thing.’

			A student raised a hand and was officiously ignored

			‘Remember the categories of Root. Minor, Major and Mythic. Most of you will have Roots that are Minor, perhaps a couple might have Major. But since none of the four Mythic Roots has been seen in two hundred years, we may leave them as a matter for discussion within the Church as to whether they exist or not. Put your hand down, Finn! Your questions are banal and ceaseless …’

			Chuckling, Thom and Fenne resumed their walk, leaving the students to their fate.

			‘Did you ever have to sit through classes like that?’ Fenne asked.

			‘No. Having a Legacy education means you can skip most of the elementary classes. I learned most of what they’re studying around the breakfast table.’

			‘Did you display signs of your Root early?’

			‘Not really, teens I guess. But having a son with a Windwright Root was very good for my parents’ reputation. It’s a sign of blessing to be attuned to the wind. Like I was a Bengen or an ancient aetherist.’

			Fenne laughed. ‘Your parents must have been so disappointed.’ Bengen were incredibly powerful individuals, called the wind-touched saints, those gifted with a direct conduit to the Mistral itself, drawing on its power without limit, often with abilities that harkened to the elemental nature of the World Winds. They were incredibly rare.

			Thom smiled, but said nothing.

			‘This is where Constantism was founded, isn’t it?’ Fenne asked quietly, throwing a glance at the distant Cathedral, the seat of said religion.

			‘It was,’ Thom confirmed. ‘Constantism and Zephyrism became two separate religions around 50SE. At the start, the Mistral was worshipped as a single entity. But once people realized that it was in fact two winds: one larger, with a secondary, smaller one alongside, religious doctrine began to diverge. Constantism represented the faith of Constant, the larger of the two World Winds, with Zephyrism after the titular, smaller World Wind.’

			Constant and Zephyr, the two faces of God. Constant represented serenity, power and intelligence. Zephyr represented emotion, chaos and acceptance. These were needlessly binary descriptions, but the worshippers each World Wind attracted began to align with these common stereotypes over time. And as the Mistral shifted over the lands each month, reaching its zenith when directly above, and then receding in the other days, worship became as much a part of society as the sun rising and setting. Fenne’s home of Kratossif was Zephyrist by and large, so being in a city now so firmly devoted to the faith of Constantism had been exceedingly strange at first.

			However, she felt awed to be in the place where so much of substance had happened. It was what she had dreamed of, coming to Lurella. The chance to know and to see the very things that might one day change the world. This was the originating seat of the Octet Alliance. It was the centre of Mistralogy, the study of the Mistral above. Lurella was the birthplace of the ‘Rise of Aetherical Invention’, where the new machines that were powered by aether had been invented and then spread across all the realms.

			Fenne only wished to be present at the turn of action, perhaps history itself.

			She grinned. Such a small want, she thought dryly, as facades of ivy-tangled monuments to education passed by. Fenne leant toward Thom. ‘Nice of you to do this,’ she said warmly.

			‘No problem.’

			‘Is the faculty entrance much further?’

			‘Just ahead.’

			‘I’m a little nervous. A lot is riding on this meeting.’

			‘Haven’t you met Constantine a bunch of times?’

			‘And I’ve been nervous a bunch of times. I keep referring to him as sir. Which title do you think would be most appropriate?’

			The Avenue curled to the right, and a tall signpost in the centre of the road came into view. Thom glanced at her. ‘He is the Merit-Elector of the Assembly, and is also the head of the Academy, known as the Aetherist-Prime.’

			Fenne rolled her eyes.

			‘I know that, there’s just a lot of titles and groups and political association, so I thought my nice friend might be able to advise what was best?’

			Thom sniggered. ‘Let me break it down for you. You know what the Assembly is?’

			‘It’s one of the three factions of the Blue Triad, the government of Eron.’

			‘Exactly, and the Merit-Elector is the one who speaks for said faction. Now what you see around you –’ Thom indicated the sprawling university stretching around them – ‘all of this is also under his purview, since he is also the Aetherist-Prime of the Constant Academy. The head of the entire academic body.’ Thom glanced at her. ‘So, while you are within the boundaries of the Constant Academy, it would be best to refer to him as Aetherist-Prime, and anywhere else, as Merit-Elector.’

			‘Okay,’ Fenne said slowly, as they came to the signpost. A totem of solid oak, polished and well cared for. Fenne scanned the words carved into the post. Three lines of elegant text, the top one edged slightly to the left, the bottom to the right.

			The left read: Symposium.

			The right read: Convocation.

			The bottom line read: Faculty Entrance.

			Thom pointed to the left. ‘Good luck. Try to be persuasive.’

			‘Thanks,’ Fenne muttered.

			She marched up the path, little creepers of vines hung across it from the roofs. She came to a short flight of stairs leading to a set of double doors. They were sturdy pieces of thick, dark wood, with veins of faint blue weaving their way through the grain.

			Stepping within, Fenne took in a square, dark-panelled room. Small sconces dotted the walls, alight with sombre flames that caught on the inscribed rendition of the Mistral that covered them. In the centre of the room was a desk with candles and various papers organized neatly into piles. An inkwell stood to the side, beside an orb of Resonant krystal on a small copper stand. Light glimmered from its centre.

			Behind the desk was a woman, head bowed. She was scribing something upon a piece of paper. She wrote quickly and precisely, her thin metal pen scratching letters. Fenne waited, sure she’d been noticed.

			A minute passed. Then the woman set the pen to rest in the ink pot, and raised her face. Her gaze travelled the length of Fenne’s body, assessing. Fenne’s skin prickled with a similar sensation to the one she felt before a duel. Standing in the arena, an opponent sizing her up.

			‘Yes?’ the woman enquired tersely.

			‘I’m here to see Aetherist-Prime Constantine Lyn,’ Fenne said.

			The woman reached for her pen and slid a blank sheet of paper across the desk. ‘Name?’

			‘Fenne “Triumphant”.’

			There was an almost imperceptible pause.

			‘I’ll put duellist under your profession, then?’

			‘That’s right.’ Fenne moved a bit further into the room.

			‘Allegiance?’

			‘Kratossif.’

			The woman noted it all down in neat rows of script, then precisely placed the steel pen back in the pot.

			‘He is expecting you?’ she enquired, inquisitive in the way all effective gatekeepers were. Fenne nodded, setting the bells in her hair tinkling softly

			The woman reached out, and placed a hand upon the Resonant krystal. An aether-infused mineral, Resonant was the most conductive material when manifesting aether, and was often used to enhance a person’s Root. A shared glow faintly bloomed from hand and gem. A look of surprise crossed her face as she withdrew the hand.

			‘He is coming to meet you.’

			‘Thank you,’ Fenne replied.

			The woman turned her attention back to the papers.

			Minutes passed, the scratching pen the only noise. Then, Fenne heard footsteps approaching and the right-hand door swung open. Fenne swallowed as a tall, dark-skinned man dressed in blue formal jacket and trousers stepped through, a slim band upon his head. He radiated a serene authority that washed ahead of him, like ripples on a water’s surface. His dark eyes found her immediately.

			Fenne gave a small bow. ‘Aetherist-Prime.’

			As ever, the presence of this man induced waves of anxiety. He exuded a gravitas that made the back of her neck itch. In her limited interactions, she had witnessed how people leapt to his commands with comical haste, as though unable to resist obeying. He was ninety years old, with the appearance and vigour of one half his age. An individual so saturated with aether that it had slowed the natural cycle of life and kept him within lighter years. Fenne wasn’t sure exactly what Root he had, but it had to be incredibly potent to affect him so strongly.

			‘Thank you, are there any new meetings?’ Constantine’s voice was like liquid gold as he addressed his secretary. She stared at him sternly.

			‘You have a three o’clock with the Chief Lexorcist, followed by an evening assembly with the Cardinal and other Bishops.’

			‘Very good. There is a book written by Theodoral Fyrakin on my desk in the Endless Library. Bring it to me, please.’

			The woman inclined her head slightly, and moved to the doors.

			Constantine turned to the waiting duellist, who tried not to balk with nerves.

			‘Good afternoon, Fenne. Follow me.’
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			The first step

			The moment continues

			‘How are you, Fenne?’

			His voice was soft as he stepped behind her into a long corridor of pale stone. The lights here were made of Resonant krystal, an expensive alternative to flame.

			‘Very good. Glad to be here, with you.’

			She cringed at how stilted she sounded. Constantine prowled past her, gracing the babbling with a delicate nod.

			‘Let us retire to my study.’

			The regal academic led her through winding halls that crossed a couple of courtyards containing bubbling fountains and drooping trees. They saw no one else, merely doors upon doors, each presumably concealing a wonder of the Academy.

			‘You ventured into Silver?’ Constantine enquired.

			‘With a group of petitioners. It took a long time to find a free slot.’

			‘Appointment of new Pit Lords comes once every ten years. The number of hopeful nominees keeps the tours very busy during this period.’ He directed a calm glance her way. ‘And your meeting with Leona Thalor?’

			‘She agreed to the extension,’ Fenne said quickly. ‘My stay will depend on whether or not …’ she hesitated awkwardly.

			‘Whether or not I nominate you for Pit Lord, yes.’ He seemed unbothered by the situation. At that, they came to a wooden door which Constantine touched with easy familiarity, guiding them inside. Her interest spiked. She’d only met Constantine in his political offices, never here in the Academy. Keen to see what his private sanctum looked like, she entered, and stared, wide-eyed, at the Aetherist-Prime’s study.

			Marble walls of neutral tones blended together in diaphanous ribbons and shapes. The floor was divided in half. Before her was a shallow pool of water, full of tiny red fish darting around. The water was pristine, as clear as a mountain stream. A narrow footbridge led from the doors to the wooden floor beyond.

			The far side of the bridge held an ornate stone desk with a large chair set behind it. Carved shelves, crammed full of books, were positioned against the right-hand wall. In the corner, resembling a large standing mirror whose surface rippled like molten steel, stood a Heralding Glass – an aetherical device used to speak to another across far distances. A bold brushstroke painting of the Mistral covered the floor, held within the circular limit of a metal band, almost like a disc stamped into the wooden floorboards. The far wall was glass from ceiling to floor, revealing a bright sky and Academy rooftops.

			A sparkle drew her gaze to the left-hand wall.

			The city of Lurella was emblazoned in light against it, rendered in beams of gold that coursed like dim lightning. The names of the districts shone, bleeding sparks. Multi-coloured connectors of dotted lines and curving joiners flowed back and forth, depicting movement or information or … something else she could not imagine.

			‘Fenne?’

			Constantine occupied the room completely. With arresting presence. His dark blue uniform was covered in silver thread, subtle enough to catch the light but not enough to feel garish. On his head, the silver diadem mirrored the glint of his eyes. In a room of wonders, he was declaratively the most impressive thing.

			‘You mustn’t loiter in the doorway,’ he commented.

			Fenne obediently moved her feet and hurried over the bridge. He seated himself, back to the windows. Seeing no other chair, Fenne stood upon the painting of the Mistral in front of the desk. The painted circular area was lined with a ring of lambent krystal pieces, set about the edge. It created the impression of a dais. A place of worship.

			Or judgement. The thought unhelpfully popped into her head.

			‘The time comes for me to decide who I will nominate for Pit Lord. The vote will occur in mere days, and little time remains for us to speak,’ Constantine said neutrally, in charge behind his magnificent desk.

			‘Thank you for the letter of support,’ Fenne interjected quickly. ‘I would have had to leave already without it. The rights of residency are pretty strict here.’

			Constantine regarded her neutrally, as though he perceived her frustration. He made no comment on it, instead asking, ‘You were able to see the 2nd Pit in action. Give me your thoughts.’

			This would be her final opportunity to impress him, so Fenne took a brief moment to calm herself. There was no use being nervous, if she said the wrong thing, that would be better than being too timid to say anything at all. She took a deep breath, and began.

			‘The three Pits of Lurella are what make it such a powerful city when it comes to trade. Since travel by sea is the safest and fastest way to transport all goods from west to east, whoever controls the Grand March oversees nearly every import and export across the entirety of Mycenia.’ Fenne felt her heart rate begin to settle. ‘As such,’ she continued, ‘the role of Pit Lord is incredibly powerful. A person who can wield real influence on the comings and goings of not just Eron, but the economies of many other realms.’

			The Aetherist-Prime placed both hands upon the desk, fingers long and thin on the surface. ‘You appreciate the gravity of this process, then.’

			‘While I make it a habit not to take myself too seriously, the opposite is true for whatever job I’m doing.’

			Constantine smiled softly.

			‘Your conclusion of Silver, then?’

			Fenne felt calmer now, slowly shedding those nerves.

			‘Its operational remit is massive. I’m no political expert, but as a non-Lurellan, I’ll never be given control of Silver as Pit Lord.’

			Constantine said nothing. Fenne glanced at the emblazoned map of Lurella to her left, eyeing the swooping letters of ‘Silver’, clearly marking the Pit against the southern edge of the city map.

			‘The Warden who was showing us around heavily implied he didn’t think anyone would be elected from our group of hopefuls. And if it really is the pride of Lurella, the Pit Lord of Silver might possibly have been curated or groomed already, perhaps years in advance.’

			Constantine studied her, the window behind casting pale light into the study.

			‘Your honesty is to be admired. Very few would be so blunt about their prospects. You have my respect for that.’

			Fenne blinked furiously. The Aetherist-Prime watched her closely.

			‘You are correct. The Pit Lord of Silver will be drawn from a Legacy with ties to the Order of the City, affiliates holding senior roles within the Order, for example. Do you know what that is?’

			‘It’s one of the factions,’ Fenne replied immediately. ‘They control the military and … laws?’ She trailed off awkwardly.

			‘Indeed. The Order represent administrative and security apparatus, including the city’s bureaucracy, law enforcement, and military. Their Merit-Elector is Katrina Saturi, of said Legacy.’

			‘I see.’

			‘The Order has always had authority over the 2nd Pit. Nothing will change in these nominations.’

			He paused, as though allowing for Fenne to interrupt. She glanced back at the map, eyes darting to the left of Silver, where the name of the 1st Pit, Smoke, shone at her.

			‘Then the 1st Pit must correspondingly be under the influence of another faction?’

			Constantine nodded.

			‘Quite. Smoke is under the purview of the Guilders Consortium, and their Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio.’

			This was the faction Fenne knew of.

			‘The Guilders represent economic interests such as aetherical development and design, trade guilds, merchant associations, and financial institutions,’ Constantine concluded in summary.

			Fenne’s two closest friends, the brothers Eli and Dante Gregorian, were members of the Guilders Consortium. Jetsan Var Hulio was a very famous figure as well. A technical pioneer, and fierce advocate for the lower classes, Jetsan advocated for free-use of aether for all by infusing it into machines, so that anyone could use it, regardless of aetheric ability.

			‘I know a little about the Guilders,’ Fenne mentioned. ‘Eli and Dante have told me a fair bit.’

			Constantine paused, his face warming slightly.

			‘Of course. You came to Lurella via the southern trade route with them, did you not?’

			Fenne grinned, remembering those exciting nights. The journey from Zahir to Lurella had been magical, alive with possibility and dreaming under a starry sky. The Mistral had been so clear, swirling above them in shimmering veils of delicate aetheric silk. She’d escaped the duties of her home, drinking deep into the night with her friends, gazing out at an endless horizon.

			‘Eli and Dante, I’d known for years,’ Fenne said happily. ‘We’d chat in the Golden Bazaar of Zahir every time they visited. They’d always wave goodbye and say they’d see me next time. Finally, I just decided to skip that part and go with them.’

			‘Eli is a wonderful man,’ Constantine said sincerely. ‘A true friend.’

			‘The kindest man I know,’ Fenne agreed. ‘And the smartest. I would never have met you if he hadn’t introduced us.’

			‘No,’ Constantine said thoughtfully. ‘A moment of chance, that our paths would cross in such a manner. I had not visited Eli in months, and yet when I did … there you were.’

			There existed a peaceful moment between them, of mutual appreciation of a friend. Constantine lowered his eyes, and resumed his detached expression.

			‘I directed you to Silver as a test. Perhaps a simple one, but I wanted to know if you could see the web of politicking behind the scenes, as a relative outsider to Lurella. You will not be able to make it through nomination to be Pit Lord of either Silver or Smoke.’ The sun dipped behind the clouds as Constantine spoke. ‘But it seems you may be thinking ahead to another possibility?’

			Fenne nodded.

			‘The 3rd Pit. Much smaller, least respected. Built in the district of Away, which I know very well, as that’s where I go to duel.’ She paused. ‘I spoke to a Forgewright in Silver called Jubale – he seemed under the impression anyone stood a chance at getting nominated for that one.’

			Constantine lightly tapped a single index finger on the desktop. ‘Woodwork is, and always was my goal. It does not enjoy a good reputation, and is therefore liable to be taken by those with a bold nature. You have understood how parts of the city operate, but I would have you understand the city itself.’ He shifted his gaze to the map of Lurella composed of slim bands of light.

			‘This aetherium renders Lurella in real-time,’ Constantine continued, ‘connected to the various aetherical systems and machines that regulate and run the city. Regard the districts.’

			Fenne flicked her attention between them.

			‘Imagine the city as the human body,’ Constantine declared. ‘Various areas of importance, each with their task to fulfil. While Woodwork might sit, ignored, within a forgotten corner of the city, it relies on the general health of Lurella as much as any other venture.We begin with Receiving, playground of the Guilders Consortium.’

			Fenne looked to the bottom left corner, a square slab that contained the main gate to the city.

			‘The biggest export of Lurella are machines,’ Constantine stated. ‘Specifically, aetherical devices that use aether as a power source. Conversely, what is our biggest import? Resonant krystal, the only thing that can power this aetherical machinery. As the Guilders Consortium have advanced their technological revolution so too have the demands placed upon the allocation of Resonant. This district is the stomach. In Receiving, materials are turned into the food of the city. Look above.’

			Fenne looked at the word ‘Forum’, in a slim pocket above Receiving.

			‘This is the district of Forum, home to places where the Blue Triad meet, and to the nerve centre of our republic, the Chamber of Merit. It is the only truly neutral place within the city.’

			‘The brain,’ she said helpfully.

			‘Exactly. The mind and consciousness.’

			The light-constructed Lurella glittered as Fenne regarded it closely. This was all so different from where she was from. A city divided into discreet areas, connected, but isolated from one another, each faction jealously guarding the power they had, wary of letting even some of it trickle away. The visual imagery helped her practical mind. She had been told so much, it was good to hear someone explain it to her in more accessible language.

			Fenne stared at the district above Forum where she and Thom had been earlier. ‘That one is Major, the seat of power for the Order.’

			‘Yes. The fist of Lurella, the hand that wards and helps its citizens.’

			He gestured to the middle of the aetherium. ‘Then there is Entire, the trunk and heart of Lurella.’

			Fenne saw the vast swathe to the right of the prior three districts. It had numerous glimmering lines of myriad colour and meaning.

			‘This is where most people live, right?’

			‘… and also the Pits of Smoke and Silver.’ Constantine stood, and crossed to the map. He flowed across the floor like a dancer. He lifted a hand and delicately brushed the light of the top right district.

			‘This is where we are, Minor. The seat of our faith. The arbiter of aetheric knowledge and law. Of wisdom. It rests on the ascending hill where the highest point of the city sits. This is the soul, the meaning. The belief of Lurella.’

			He spoke with deep affection. His hand drifted down, pushing aside aetheric light which flickered back into place once his hand had gone. It ended up by a small, lumpy district in the bottom right corner.

			‘Finally, we have Away. The last and most unthought of district. The bowels of this city. Where the refugee crisis continues to spiral out of control despite the Assembly’s efforts to halt it. Where the poorest citizens live and grind out an existence. Where you have duelled in the Caldera as a fighter, and as you have pointed out, the location of Woodwork, the 3rd Pit of Lurella. The city has forgotten it, perhaps that can be changed.’

			He turned and crossed back to seat himself at his desk. Fenne lingered on the small star point of light that nestled on the edge of Away district, a tiny word beside it. Woodwork.

			‘Why do I show you all this?’ Cosntantine said dryly. ‘Does it matter whether you know in such detail how each district works and who controls it? For most, no. They are content to look at what is in front of them, and simply tackle each new task one at a time as they rotate before them.’

			Fenne said nothing, watching him intently.

			‘It is easy to look too closely,’ Constantine said softly. ‘You see the narrow picture but not the meaning behind it. It appears as though Woodwork is vulnerable because it is run down, but it is actually because the city has essentially discarded it. Are these connected? Of course, but they are not the same. The 3rd Pit does not work in isolation but rather in consequence to the rest of the Lurella. I show you the whole city, instead of just Woodwork, because I am looking for someone who can step back.’

			Fenne nodded slowly.

			‘Who can see the bigger picture,’ she offered.

			Constantine nodded. ‘Pit Lords change once every ten years, mere days till the next ones are appointed. A decade is a long time to prepare for a nomination which, as you say, is often unofficially negotiated years in advance.’

			Fenne swivelled to face him once more.

			‘I have no interest in nominating a fool, a sycophant or lackey to commercial interests,’ Constantine continued with some disdain. ‘I wish to preserve the city’s traditions, reignite faith in the Church, and remind people of their individual worth through community and service. I wish to nominate someone who might make it through the voting, rather than stalling and settling on a compromise appointment who is inoffensive to most, and meaningless to all.’

			Fenne heard the door open behind her, and turned to see the secretary from earlier enter, holding some files, and a small green book.

			‘Thank you,’ Constantine said as she placed them on his desk and the woman swept out.

			‘Are you religious, Fenne?’

			The question took her by surprise. She shifted uncertainly.

			‘No, I’m not.’

			‘Kratossif worships Zephyr, does it not?’

			‘Yes, most are Zephyrist in my realm.’

			While most people in Mycenia were Constantist, and venerated Constant, Kratossif had always leant toward the more subtle of the World Winds. Zephyrist in the majority. Why that was, Fenne couldn’t say. Eron was overwhelmingly Constantist, the most devout of the Octet Alliance, with the possible, contentious exception, of Terrius to the west.

			Constantine watched her without judgement. ‘You are not devout yourself?’

			Fenne shook her head. ‘Why do you ask?’

			He blinked as though realizing he might be unsettling her.

			‘My apologies. I ask simply to edify, that Lurella has changed. While change is inevitable in many ways, if it races ahead without caution, disaster can strike. Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio and his “Rise of Aetherical Invention”, as it is called, upsets the natural order of our world.’ He hesitated. ‘You are familiar with the Cycle of Renewal?’

			Fenne nodded. ‘Of course. The Mistral gives people Roots, then we use them, releasing aether back into the world which returns to the Mistral. And so it goes on.’

			Constantine did not smile. ‘Jetsan Var Hulio has created machines that subvert this, harvesting aether from the Mistral during its zenith in the month, and trapping it within devices that never relinquish it. Like a fire that channels its own flames back into fresh kindling – using the heat it generates to keep itself burning. The world has been seduced by the ease of these machines, and it is undeniably tempting to the majority, who have never known what it is to use aether.’

			Constantine looked pained, as though troubled by thoughts of judgement on people who could not know better. ‘The city is disregarding the old ways, and the traditions that guided us for decades. We have entered a time where commerce is tied into the fabric of society and how we live. Eron rushes to a future with wilful abandon. I do not deny that times change, but Jetsan has changed the world so swiftly with his machines, I worry we act without considering the consequences of discarding so much history behind us. I would have someone I can rely on to act without bias, as my nominee. A person I know to be receptive, and free thinking, rather than dogmatically tied to the political ascendancy of the Guilders and Jetsan.’

			‘Well, I’m agnostic,’ Fenne said boldly, ‘you don’t get more receptive than that.’

			A genuine smile, slight in size but present nonetheless, crossed his face. He slid the book forward, inviting her.

			‘What do you know of Woodwork?’

			Fenne picked up the slim tome. ‘Very little.’

			She saw the title on the cover: An Account of Woodwork and the initials ‘T. F.’ in silvery, fine script beneath it.

			‘There are more texts on Silver and Smoke than you can count.’ He tapped the book with a finger, drawing attention to it. ‘This slight volume is the most complete record of Woodwork.’

			Fenne frowned. ‘It’s not much.’

			‘It was written by Theodoral Fyrakin. A fervent woman of faith, and very powerful aetherist, who fell from grace. Nevertheless, her early works are impressive.’

			Fenne took it, still questioning the scarcity of pages.

			‘Fyrakin, is that a Legacy?’

			‘No longer, and Theodoral passed many years ago. There is only this book. She was Pit Lord for Woodwork in her early life. Read the volume and draw your own conclusions. Perhaps visit the 3rd Pit as well.’

			‘Will we meet again before the nominations?’ Fenne enquired.

			‘I think not. Time is precious, mine certainly more than most. I need simply make a decision about who I will officially back as nominee for Pit Lord.’

			Fenne swallowed. That was it then. She just had to hope she had done enough to convince him. The nerves returned, oddly stronger. She tried not to think that if this didn’t happen, she would have to leave the city. Find somewhere else, or worse, return to Zahir, and join the Sentinels. She shook it off, no use catastrophizing. Constantine was already looking toward some papers on his desk.

			She gave an awkward expression of goodbye and turned to leave. ‘I’ll leave you to your thoughts, sir.’

			‘Fenne.’

			Constantine’s voice rang out and she turned quickly. He stood, haloed by coronas of light that stretched through the window.

			‘In three days, I will give my nominations in the Chamber of Merit. The Blue Triad will deliberate and decide which individuals we think best suited to lead as Pit Lord. Many are the people waiting to hear if I will back them with my support. Why should you be one of them?’

			The room was very quiet, just the faint lap of water beneath Fenne, beams of sunlight cascading through the massive window. The answer seemed simple to her.

			‘An unpredictable component is needed to create change. And I’ve never been described as predictable, Constantine.’

			His expression was unreadable.

			‘May the Mistral light your way.’ He pressed his hands together in the sign of Constant, palms and fingers flat, facing out from his body.

			Fenne returned the gesture. ‘Wind walk with you.’

			She turned and walked back over the footbridge, the clear water and small red fish darting beneath her. She quietly stepped out, closing the door behind her.
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			Making friends

			That evening

			Thom sat alone, rolling a square silver piece across his knuckles.

			The Veil was filled with excited chatter and anticipation. A tavern of multiple balconies, a central void allowing patrons to sling jests and jeers at each other across the gulf. The bottom floor was a square of stained wooden planks, a clustered bar running along the north edge with hundreds of bottles lining shelves. Two large trapdoors were shut in the centre, concealing the back entrance to the Caldera. This was a private establishment, reserved for friends of the Iron Circuit before the headline duels.

			Thom pictured the queue of disgruntled members of the public trying to score entry. He sat at the defender’s table, reserved for those protecting their rank from those listed lower than them. He spied the challenger’s table on the far side of the room through breaks in the crowd.

			Empty. His foot bounced against the floor nervously. He whistled along with a bard playing in the corner, some jaunty tune no one seemed to know. A few hard-bitten patrons had approached, mostly to give compliments, some offering a drink. Thom thanked the fans, and politely turned down offers of alcohol.

			Not all were kind. For every few that approached him, a couple spotted the blackened emblem on his arm and retreated in distaste.

			Thom watched as a group of soldiers staggered past, obscenely drunk and singing to each other, full of pride in their military garb. The number of city guard in here seemed oddly high tonight. He tried not to fidget, and failed. He checked his sword, sliding it a few inches free and checking the edge. He manifested his Root a fraction and used an air current to spin the silver in his hand in mid-air. The flashing square spun above the centre of his palm, glinting in the light from torches. He maintained his Root for a couple more moments, then let it drop.

			He was a Windwright of modest strength, attuned to manipulating air currents. He’d shown great promise, much to his parents’ delight. But as the years rolled on, and his Root failed to develop further, his Legacy had discarded hopes that he might become capable of harnessing hurricanes, or even develop into a Stormwright, commanding the skies themselves. It was simply the first disappointment he’d given them. There were many more, now.

			Not so long ago he’d had an entire crew to support him. Out of all the sanctions his sentence of penance had inflicted upon him, that stung the most. A man should be able to count on his friends when times were bad, not just when they were good.

			A big chalkboard went up behind the bar, an enormous man clambering up a ladder with it. His face was flabby and jowled, his robes violet with a thick gold chain about his neck.

			‘Hear ye, hear ye. Let this duel be named!’ he cried theatrically. The crowd whooped and slammed hands against surfaces. Thom sourly regarded Noonan Bril, Master of Ceremonies, and second in command of the Iron Circuit.

			‘Our defender this eve,’ Noonan bellowed, scrawling with chalk, ‘the swift, the cunning, the fastest blade in the Cerulean city … Thom “Dancer”!’

			A half-hearted cheer went up.

			‘And our challenger, newcomer to the Iron Circuit … Dammi Var Willem!’

			The city guard present roared their approval, suggesting this Dammi was among their number. A handsome man wearing a dark green jerkin barged through the crowd. Dark hair with silver streaks swept back off his face. Briar Saturi. He was a relatively new duellist, but he was already making a name for himself. Being the second-son of the most powerful Legacy in the city helped with that. He was also a complete bastard. A man who had made tormenting Thom a daily exercise. Briar tried to catch his eye.

			Thom carefully ignored him.

			‘Who will prevail, the seasoned Dancer, or our fresh contender? Place your votes on the bar,’ Noonan said grandly, descending the ladder.

			Jars were put out and people placed a copper in the one they thought would win. Thom vowed not to check this time. Not good for the confidence if the jars were stacked against you. More people piled in through the front door. A couple of shrieking women in the dull browns of the Guilders Consortium, a pale man clothed in fitted robes of dark grey. Behind them, Luck Lamourney.

			Green eyes surveyed the room, as glasses were raised to greet the head of the Iron Circuit. Her gaze landed on Thom. She strode over, the crowd parting.

			‘You look lonely,’ she said shortly.

			Thom grimaced. ‘Very observant.’

			‘You need a second.’

			‘Fenne will be here soon.’

			Lamourney grunted, already looking around to see who was here. Thom studied her briefly. Vibrant blonde hair scraped back from a chiselled face. She appeared to be late thirties, though Thom knew her to be older. She was one of the rare few who had a Root so strong it had saturated her with aether that slowed down her ageing. His eyes flickered to her hands, and even he felt a tremor of caution at the damage they could inflict. Truly blessed by the Mistral.

			You’d never have guessed she was once Captain Luck Lamourney, the Hero of Victory Square. One of the greatest champions Eron had ever known. Now running the duelling scene in the depths of the city.

			‘How was your meeting?’ she said sharply, something like regret touching her.

			He shrugged. ‘Fine. My penance continues.’

			Lamourney sighed. ‘If there’s anything …’ She stopped, and Thom smiled. There was nothing to be done. After a second, her hard expression returned. ‘Your opponent will be here soon,’ she muttered and stalked off, grabbing a bottle from the bar before heading up the stairs.

			‘Excuse me?’

			The voice cut into Thom’s thoughts. A man stood a little distance away from the table.

			‘Is this seat free?’

			Thom examined him cautiously. He was wearing trousers of dark grey, a tight tunic with long slim sleeves, the material high around his neck.

			‘Been here before?’ Thom asked.

			‘This is my first time.’ The man was tall and lean, a youngish caste to his features despite how drawn he looked. He was very pale, almost gaunt in the torchlight.

			Acutely aware of the empty seats about him, Thom gestured to one of them.

			‘Knock yourself out.’

			The stranger inclined his head slightly, sliding into a seat. ‘I appreciate that.’

			Thom scrutinized him, noticing no emblem on the left sleeve, and realizing this stranger was doing the same thing to him. Thom gave an easy grin.

			‘Are you new to the city?’

			‘Why would you think that?’

			‘No marks of affiliation.’

			The man raised his hands in a rueful gesture.

			‘A Lurellan national, but I’m with the Church.’

			Thom raised his eyebrows.

			‘Maktar, are you?’

			‘For my sins.’

			Thom liked this ghost. Cracking religious puns. The Maktar were the arm of the Church who combined martial expertise with aetherical skill. They were counted among the deadliest warriors in Eron.

			‘I didn’t think Maktar were allowed to watch duelling?’

			‘There is a strong disapproval of the Iron Circuit in the Church. But strictly speaking, we’re not forbidden.’

			Thom grinned at that.

			‘The warrior-priests of the Church, debasing themselves with blood sports. Not a good image.’

			That got a thin laugh.

			‘I confess, I was curious to see what duelling was like.’

			‘You’re in luck. I’m Thom, by the way,’ and he held out a hand.

			The man paused, then slowly reached up and took hold with a firm grip. He glanced at the blackened mark on Thom’s arm for a moment, but didn’t say anything. Thom’s opinion of the stranger rose a notch.

			‘Virel.’

			He held Thom’s hand awkwardly, as though uncomfortable with the contact. Thom swiftly released the hand and then glanced toward the challenger’s corner.

			He saw three people.

			To his surprise, one of them was Briar Saturi, green jacket pristine. Thom didn’t know the other two, both women, in the blue uniform and light mail of the city guard. One had a livid scar running up her neck, emerging from the collar, stretching into the scalp, who Thom suspected of being his opponent tonight, Dammi. They were talking quietly, with Briar loitering by the table.

			‘You’re duelling tonight?’

			Virel was looking at the challenger table as well.

			‘Yeah,’ Thom replied.

			‘Who are you fighting?’

			‘One of the guards.’

			Thom kept an eye on the guardswomen.

			Virel gave him a quizzical look. ‘How do fights get assigned?’

			‘It’s a ladder system. As you win matches, you gain ranks. A lower rank can challenge a higher rank, and if they’re approved, you fight. You only get points for defeating higher-ranked duellists though, so there’s no benefit in fighting junior ranks.’

			Virel’s eyes were dark and clinical. ‘It’s a balance game. Claim as many challenges, and as few defends as possible.’

			Thom nodded. ‘Right. You have to hit a certain number of fights per month, or you’ll drop in ranking. Otherwise, people would just avoid taking duels to stay where they are on the leaderboard.’

			‘You’re a swordsman?’

			Thom patted his longsword. ‘My oldest friend.’

			‘Is it the best weapon for this style of fighting?’

			‘Depends. Whatever suits your tactics, I suppose.’ Thom glanced at Virel. ‘What would a battle priest like yourself use? Hypothetically, of course.’

			‘If we’re just speaking hypothetically, I’d use my knife.’ Virel leant forward to reveal a dark blade fastened to the back of his belt. ‘Close and dirty, no room to move.’

			‘Prize of battle?’

			‘Family heirloom.’ Virel paused as though drawn into memory briefly. ‘I’ve been with the Church a long time. I could duel if I really wanted to.’

			‘How did you get into the Veil, by the way. Do you know someone in the Iron Circuit?’

			‘Lamourney.’

			Thom’s eyebrows raised.

			‘Really? You’re friends with Luck?’

			Virel shrugged. ‘Friends is a stretch. But we’ve crossed paths.’

			Thom stared at him with undisguised curiosity.

			‘You’re too young to have served in the Cerulean Battalions with her, surely?’

			Virel breathed out a laugh.

			‘I wasn’t at Victory Square, no. And the Godless Crusade was before my time, let alone her years as captain. I would have been a child twenty years ago.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Who’s the man?’

			Thom followed his gaze back to the challenger table.

			‘Briar Saturi.’

			The man in question stepped away from the pair of guardswomen with a disgruntled expression.

			‘Not a fan?’ Virel asked.

			Thom shook his head. ‘Entitled trash. New to the Circuit, and he constantly pushes for bouts, always throwing his Legacy’s name around. Drives Lamourney crazy.’

			‘Saturi,’ Virel murmured with caution. One of the oldest, one of the richest, and one of the most well-connected Legacies in Lurella. Thom hated the way it automatically caused a hush in conversation. Briar at that moment turned from the two women and locked eyes with him.

			Thom thought about punching himself in the face for being so stupid. Briar was typical in that the moment you paid him any attention, he would take that as provocation. The Saturi immediately strode over, weaving his way through the crowd, pushing people out of the way.

			‘Still avoiding me?’ Briar drawled.

			‘Avoiding implies actually thinking about you,’ Thom responded icily.

			Briar gave a mocking clap. ‘Witty. When are you going to grow some balls and face me in the duelling circle?’

			‘Must we do this every time? Lamourney will decide when you’re good enough to face me, which isn’t going to be anytime soon.’

			Briar sneered, aware of patrons glancing over.

			‘You overestimate your skills.’

			‘My worst is significantly superior to your best.’

			Briar sniggered. ‘Very droll, from a self-hating clown who inspires laughs of pity.’

			‘Are you describing the rats you pay to throw duels so you can cheat the rankings?’

			Briar waved his hand dismissively. ‘I will hack away every excuse you cling to, and expose you as the shameful disgrace you are.’ The Saturi put his hands on the table, getting in Thom’s space. ‘No penitent should be allowed to duel in the Iron Circuit. You should serve your penance in a krystal mine somewhere, or making notes for the blue-robes like your aunt. The only reason Lamourney lets you duel is because she pities you.’

			Thom’s blood churned with fury, but his discipline outweighed even Briar’s taunting. However, the words struck. Did Briar know where his aunt was serving her penance? The Saturi held his gaze with a contempt that matched the venom in Thom’s. He saw Briar’s eyes flick to the side.

			‘What are you looking at?’

			Virel was staring right at him.

			‘What are you looking at, Slummer?’ Briar spat, using a derogatory term for someone who lived in Away. Thom willed Virel to back off. The Saturi duellist was no joke. A fast swordsman, and a Flamewright as well, he danced round his opponents while menacing them with bursts of flame. He was cocky for a reason.

			Virel stared silently.

			‘Are you deaf?’ Briar hissed, placing a hand on the basket hilt of his rapier.

			A few more people in the tavern had noticed and were watching, the volume lowering as people turned to see what would happen. Virel rose to his feet in a movement so swift Thom almost missed it. Briar jerked back, his hand almost drawing steel. His two compatriots at the bar had finally noticed something wasn’t right and started to push over.

			‘Do you even know how to use that toy on your waist?’ Virel’s voice was loud enough to carry. Some scandalized gasps rippled out as a member of Legacy Saturi was spoken to in such a manner.

			Briar went pale. He immediately lashed out. Virel swayed back, letting the fist pass through the air. He brought his left hand up to grip Briar’s wrist. He yanked the arm toward him, sending the Saturi off balance and twisted Briar’s arm round, slamming him face first into the table, holding his arm up in a pin position.

			Briar roared in outrage as his friends hustled over. Virel didn’t wait, and with his left hand holding Briar’s arm up straight at a right angle, he drove his free hand into the exposed elbow.

			The arm joint shattered. Briar screamed. Virel released the wrist, and the Saturi toppled backwards, face white with shock. He hit the ground heavily, but he threw his other arm out at Virel. Fire sparked around his fingers as he manifested his Root. Flames scorched through the air, guttering inches from Virel’s skin. Virel hammered his heel into the fallen Saturi’s face. Briar’s head snapped back, smashing against the floor, his nose snapping from the hit.

			The crowd erupted. Thom couldn’t believe how quickly it had escalated. Briar’s two companions finally reached the scene and frantically drew their swords.

			‘Enough!’

			Lamourney stepped through the onlookers. They all flinched, staring warily at her. Blood and spit trickled from Briar’s mouth. His right hand was half raised toward Virel, as though baffled the flames had failed him.

			‘What happened here?’ Lamourney’s face was thunderous. Her hands were tense, ready for action. The crowd gawked as they enjoyed better entertainment than they could have hoped for.

			‘I want him arrested. Get the Blades here now,’ Briar hissed weakly, trying to rise from the tavern floor. He was a mess, arm limp and broken on the floor.

			‘What. Happened?’ Lamourney repeated dangerously.

			Thom gave Virel a sideways look, fully delegating the conversation to him.

			Virel slowly looked at Lamourney. ‘Briar threw the first punch.’

			She scowled, turning to Thom.

			‘Is that true?’

			Mute, Thom affirmed. If anything, that seemed to make Lamourney angrier.

			She addressed Briar’s companions. ‘Take him back to your Legacy. Find a healer. He needs aether for that elbow.’

			The pair hesitated, then hauled Briar up.

			‘I demand satisfaction!’ he cried out, pain straining his voice.

			Lamourney stared at him in silence. Briar stared back wildly, but relented, as afraid of her as everyone else. Hunched over, he directed a murderous glare at Virel.

			‘I will find you,’ he promised.

			Virel said nothing. With a lingering look toward Thom, Briar stumbled toward the door, helped by his friends. Lamourney crossed her arms, seething.

			‘Fighting the second-son of Legacy Saturi?’

			Virel dropped his gaze, accepting the rebuke. Lamourney surveyed the breathless crowd.

			‘You should leave.’

			‘He could be waiting for me outside. Do you want more fighting outside your venue?’ Virel said neutrally.

			Lamourney cursed, and pointed to the trapdoor in the centre of the floor.

			‘You stupid prick. You can wait in the Caldera while I figure out how to avoid getting fucked by this. The last thing I need is Legacy Saturi giving me grief.’

			Thom wisely avoided drawing her attention. As Virel stood, he glanced toward Thom with a rueful smile.

			‘Best of luck with your fight.’

			Thom laughed at his nonchalance.

			‘You’re crazy, you know that, right?’

			Virel looked at him, face inscrutable.

			‘I thought you didn’t like him?’

			Thom shrugged. He hated Briar, but …

			Lamourney impatiently gestured to Virel. ‘Let’s go.’

			The pale man paused, then followed Lamourney.

			Left alone once more, Thom regarded them threading their way through the crowd toward the double hatch doors in the centre floor. The crowd merged behind them, blocking his view. He heard the creaking of the trap opening, then slamming against the ground. In a few moments, it was like nothing had ever happened.
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			A fight to remember

			Lurella

			‘Ten copper for the charm!’

			‘A dozen Noblite spoons, authentic, straight from tombs in Vurkesh!’

			‘A penny for the past and future …’

			Fenne firmly pushed Eli Gregorian through the throng, his wheelchair not suited to the janky cobblestones of this neighbourhood. Her closest friend, the man who had brought her to Lurella on his caravan, seemed to know every single person in this insanely busy market, its crowds unchanged by the time of night.

			‘Can we go now?’ she shouted.

			‘Just a moment, dear,’ Eli called back, laying his hand on a piece of paper. Fenne watched as ink spread across it, fluidly forming sentences until a message had been assembled in seconds. Eli removed his hand, a glimmer of aether vanishing from his fingers. He possessed a rare Root, known as a Lexwright. He could discern any language, and could manipulate text in many ways. A grubby boy with feathers tattooed on his neck took the message and raced off. Eli reached back and tapped her hand.

			‘Lead on, my strong champion.’

			‘I’m not a champion anymore, Eli.’

			‘The mentality never changes. The armour of triumph is retained within your mind and displays itself on the battlefield!’

			‘Sure it does.’

			Fenne led them from the Wind Market, a riotous and ramshackle street carnival of peddlers, magicians, fortune tellers and hard-working people with no prospects. Little streamers and ribbons flew through the air, groups shouting and calling this way and that. Fenne loved it, so much like the markets she’d grown up with in Zahir.

			‘Go right here. We’ll cut through Ridiel Row and then it’s straight on to the Veil.’

			Fenne did so, ducking into a side street. The houses here were wooden constructions, solid and earthy. One of the very few districts of Lurella where the white stone was less prevalent. They passed down Ridiel Row, the ‘main street’ of the district, with a journeyman forge and other general goods stores. Tools swung from hooks as Fenne led them past, Eli chattering away.

			‘Are you listening to me, Fenne?’

			‘Hmmm?’

			‘I asked if Thom was the defender or not.’

			‘He is. Facing a new duellist, I think.’

			‘Go straight now, we’ll be at the Veil in no time.’

			One of the steel and wooden wheels caught on a pothole and got wedged, bringing them to a sudden halt with a clatter.

			‘Shit. Sorry, Eli.’

			Fenne knelt down to see how she could best free the wheel.

			‘I think a stampede of rabid bison could run across this chair and it would still hold up,’ Eli said dryly. He looked small, tucked into the seat. A thin frame, a kind expression on a sharp face with a few slightly yellowed teeth. His hair was bright green this week, fanning back off his face. He wore a subdued dusty pink dress that extended to his ankles.

			Fenne lifted the wheel out of the pothole and carried on.

			‘I met with Constantine.’

			‘Do go on.’

			‘I think he might consider me for Pit Lord of Woodwork.’

			Eli made a sound of sincere surprise.

			‘Marvellous. What an idea.’

			‘You think so?’ Fenne said anxiously, buoyed by Eli’s enthusiasm.

			‘Certainly,’ Eli said thoughtfully. ‘A major problem in electing new Pit Lords is how familiar the power base is with all the usual nominations. So many alliances and debts owed, nobody wants to confirm someone who will grant a serious advantage against them. Having someone like yourself, a stranger, is intriguing. Hard to find reasons to block the nomination of someone you know nothing about. Very clever.’

			A scream pierced the night. Fenne whipped around to stare down a side street. At the end was the curl and flash of fires. More shouts echoed into the night. Fenne took a step forward.

			‘Leave it, Fenne.’

			‘Someone’s in trouble,’ she protested.

			‘Someone’s always in trouble. That is the Sore, the refugee ghetto of the city.’

			She hesitated, glancing uneasily toward the disturbance as angry tones reached them.

			‘The Annorsettrans live there?’ she asked warily.

			‘The refugees,’ Eli corrected sharply. ‘They flee their homeland of Annorsettra, seeking a new life here with nothing but the scraps of fabric upon their back.’

			Annorsettra had become secular around a hundred years ago. The faiths of Constantist and Zephyrist first frowned upon, then hunted to extinction. Those unwilling to relinquish their faith fled to new lands, many ending up in Lurella.

			‘It looks hellish,’ Fenne murmured.

			It really did. The shadow and flame of the distant ghetto seemed lurid and cruel. She suddenly felt unsafe for Eli. She slowly began to push him on, leaving the Sore behind them.

			‘It is a terrible place,’ Eli said sadly. ‘They are ignored and uncared for. I do what I can but we need people of significance to take action.’

			‘I’m surprised they came here after everything. They can’t have imagined Eron would welcome them after their realm tried to destroy Lurella?’

			Eli scoffed.

			‘Eron is meant to be the home of enlightenment. A place of possibility, that’s why you came, isn’t it? The Annorsettrans are atheists of the most fanatical nature. When they invaded Lurella during the Godless Crusade, twenty years ago, it was for that cause. The eradication of anyone who believed in the divinity of the Mistral. Those refugees back there, they came to us because they imagined we would have much in common. A shared faith. When they arrived …’ He paused. ‘We treated them like vermin.’

			Fenne said nothing, mind troubled by the nuances of events she thought she had understood, but now realized were more complex. She began pushing the wheelchair over bumps and cracks in the road. After a moment, Eli continued softly.

			‘The city sees them as refuse. They cite the appalling state of the Sore, of how they behave. Flaying them with the indignity of their lives. They fail to see that anyone would be the same if forced to live in cramped conditions, squalor and poverty. It is shameful.’

			‘You help. I’ve seen Annorsettrans – refugees, I mean – in your kitchens.’

			‘Not enough, Fenne. We don’t do enough.’

			Fenne loved Eli. How he inexplicably, despite everything that had happened to him, still viewed the world with optimism and hope. He had suffered his injury in the Godless Crusade, from a blade made of titanite, the anti-aether metal, ensuring no powers of healing would be able to fix his injury. It had severed his spine in the last stand of the city. That he could show such compassion … Fenne had no idea where that strength came from.

			They rounded a corner and were met with the sounds of chatter, music and frivolity.

			‘Finally,’ Eli said briskly. ‘Your poor arms can have a rest.’

			‘You’re as light as a sparrow.’

			A trio of figures stumbled out of the shadows, one half-slumped against his companions.

			‘Is that the Saturi second-son?’ Eli murmured.

			Briar’s left arm was held stiff against his chest, and his clothes were stained with blood from a broken nose. His companions were muttering something, and one, who had elegant features similar to those of Briar, glanced around and locked eyes with Fenne. She passed them evenly, neither speeding up nor slowing down. As the group vanished into the mist behind them, she heard a nasal comment from Briar.

			‘I’m going to cut his hands off and dump him in the river.’

			Eli twisted in his chair to glance back. ‘Nobility in the gutter. Quite a sight.’

			‘Thom hates him.’

			‘I imagine he would. Braxis and Saturi have never been close.’

			Fenne paused. ‘Are Saturi a bigger Legacy than Braxis?’

			Eli groaned. ‘You haven’t made comments like that to Constantine, have you? The matriarch of Legacy Saturi is also the Merit-Elector for the Order faction. Their family is two hundred and fifty years old, as old as the realm. Legacy Braxis are a scalpel compared to the great sword that is Legacy Saturi.’

			‘So, what? Legacy Braxis are merchants? Administrators?’

			‘Think a little more clandestine and you might be on to something.’

			‘They’re spies?’

			Eli rolled his eyes. ‘I see subtle conversation is outside your wheelhouse.’

			The doors to the Veil were wide open. A warm glow emanated, a number of windows billowing hazy light on to the street. People stood outside drinking and smoking, a queue of people trying to get inside. A regular spotted Eli and gave out a cry of welcome.

			‘Gregorian!’

			People clustered round his chair, reaching out to shake his hand and say hello. Eli beamed back at them, thrilled and generous with his attention as always.

			Fenne said loudly, ‘Make way. The Lord Eli Gregorian must get inside.’

			The punters parted, still talking at him, and a bouncer held the door open for them. ‘I’m not a lord, Fenne,’ Eli blustered. ‘You do know that?’

			Fenne tutted dramatically. ‘A dreadful oversight by the city.’

			Heat, noise and excitement. The Veil felt electric. Fenne looked to the defender’s table and saw Thom alone and looking morose. She spied two women sitting at the challenger’s table, looking serious. Lamourney stood before it, conversing with Noonan Bril, as always dressed in rich purple velvet and bedecked with gold jewellery. He waved ring-bedecked hands and hurried off down the stairs. Lamourney spotted a slightly overwhelmed Eli, and a rare look of warmth crossed her face. Someone bumped into the side of his chair, before staggering off.

			‘You okay, Eli?’ Fenne checked.

			‘Of course,’ he said loudly.

			She noticed he’d tucked his arms inside his chair.

			Lamourney reached them.

			‘Not that I’m not happy to see you,’ she began, kissing him on each cheek, ‘but you have to stop your brother from pestering me about making a speech at the anniversary.’

			Eli placed an innocent expression on his face. ‘I’m very well, Luck. How are you?’

			Lamourney scowled at him. ‘Tell Dante to stop. I haven’t even decided if I will attend’.

			Eli irritably waved his hands. ‘It is the twenty-year anniversary of the Godless Crusades defeat. You will come this time! Are you so busy with the Iron Circuit you can’t write two paragraphs celebrating the city’s greatest victory? The anniversary of Victory Square deserves your presence.’

			Fenne watched them bicker like an old couple with amusement. She was excited to hear them discuss the anniversary. It was the celebration of the Annorsettran’s defeat on the stones of Victory Square, where their assault had been turned back, twenty years ago. Thom had told her it was an extraordinary day, and they planned to go together.

			Lamourney grumbled at Eli, before sparing Fenne a glance.

			‘Triumphant. Good to see you.’

			‘Lamourney,’ Fenne said respectfully. One thing was for sure – Luck Lamourney was fucking terrifying. Suddenly, a child raced out of the crowd, a large sack on her back.

			‘Hedger!’ Lamourney snapped, twisting after the vanishing child. ‘Get back here!’

			‘You must make her stop stealing things,’ Eli sniped. ‘It’s becoming a habit.’

			‘Like you could do better. I’d chain her to the bedpost if I could, but even then she’d escape.’

			Eli seemed to sense Fenne’s keenness to be off. He turned in his seat to look at her. ‘Thank you, dear. Luck can look after me now. She owes me a drink. You go and find Thom.’

			‘Please,’ Lamourney cut in. ‘Stop him getting into any more trouble.’

			As the pair started bickering about who owed what person what drink from when and where, Fenne wound her way through the crowd to Thom.

			‘You missed a hell of a show,’ Thom said brightly.

			‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, thumping down on a chair beside him, facing the room.

			‘I may have made a new friend. Name of Virel. So pale he looks like he doesn’t know what the sun is.’

			‘That’s not like you,’ Fenne joked.

			‘Made a bit of a scene to be honest.’

			‘I saw Briar on the street out there.’

			Thom shot her a worried look.

			‘What was he doing?’

			‘Crying like a bitch.’

			Thom laughed, but his leg started bouncing anxiously.

			‘He started going at me again, trying to start a fight, then Virel just stood up. Broke his arm then his face.’

			Fenne snorted, ‘What happened then?’

			‘Lamourney took him into the Caldera. I’m a bit worried this might make Briar go after me even more. He’ll hate that I watched him get fucked over.’

			Fenne chewed her lip, concerned.

			‘It’s all talk though, right? He’s not actually going to come after you?’

			Thom shook his head, eyes dark. ‘He’s still the second-son of Legacy Saturi. Reputation is everything to them.’

			The bell clanged behind the bar, and the whole of the Veil let out a massive cheer.

			‘Entry is open! Entry is open! Make your way into the Caldera for the title fight.’

			The crowd began to move. Fenne saw a couple of security carrying Eli down the trapdoor, another holding his chair, a steady stream of people following. Lamourney reappeared from the crowd, face less than kind.

			‘What were you doing sitting with Virel of all people?’ she barked.

			‘Nothing. He just asked for somewhere to sit.’

			‘Just for once, could I have an ordinary evening?’ Lamourney muttered to herself.

			Fenne saw the child from earlier, the one called Hedger, sneak through the crowd and into the tunnel.

			‘What do you mean, Virel of all people?’ Thom ventured cautiously. ‘How do you know each other?’

			‘Fuck off,’ she grunted, ‘just try and stay out of any more trouble,’ and she strode over to the challenger’s table.

			‘If I’d been involved with all that, she would have thrown me out of the Veil,’ Fenne muttered.

			‘It’s guilt,’ Thom said dryly. ‘She feels like she owes me.’

			‘For what?’

			Thom leant in. ‘That party … The one that caused my penance. It happened here. Right in this room.’

			Fenne glanced around, picturing the gathering.

			‘Fuck. So Lamourney …’

			‘Feels bad, yeah.’ Thom tilted his head like that seemed silly to him. ‘She doesn’t have to worry about penance, she’s not part of a Legacy. But, she’s an ex-soldier, loyalty means a lot to her. Not her fault that someone ratted us out to Legacy higher-ups, but I’m not complaining.’

			Fenne agreed, not a bad thing to have the head of the Iron Circuit feeling like they owed you one. Now the crowd had thinned, she spied a wrapped item on the floor under the challenger’s table, something about four feet long, bundled in heavy cloth. The shape wasn’t particularly identifiable from the way the material bunched, but it seemed like a long handle with a wider head to it.

			‘She’s got an axe or a hammer,’ Fenne muttered to Thom.

			His gaze sharpened. ‘What about her Root?’

			‘No idea.’

			‘She’ll know mine. People have seen me fight dozens of times.’

			‘The price of fame.’

			Thom patted his scabbard. ‘She’s still got to be fast enough to hit me.’

			Fenne stayed serious. ‘Just remember, if it’s a hammer, momentum is everything. You won’t be able to stop blows with your Root, it’ll have too much force behind it. It’ll be tricky to parry any of her strikes either, but she’ll have a hard time shifting blows or stances once she’s started them.’

			‘And if it’s an axe?’ Thom asked, his eyes half closed as he mentally adapted his fighting form.

			‘She might be able to stab as well as slash. It’ll be a bit more manoeuvrable. You probably don’t want to take any blocks if you can help it, but deflections will be fine. Create winds with your Root to flank her quickly.’

			The Veil now empty, Lamourney turned and waved. ‘Let’s go, Dancer.’

			They stood, Thom collecting his sword. The challenger rose, collecting the bundle at her feet.

			‘All right, everyone,’ Lamourney rattled out, ‘defending their rank is Thom “Dancer” Braxis. The challenger is Dammi Var Willem.’

			Thom gave a small bow, paying her sincere respect as though to a fully fledged duellist. ‘I defy you, Dammi Var Willem.’

			Dammi didn’t return the courtesy, scar livid against her skin.

			‘I challenge you, Thom Braxis.’ There was a slight emphasis on his last name. Fenne saw Dammi’s gaze alight on the obscured insignia on Thom’s arm.

			Lamourney turned and gestured to one of her security.

			‘Take the challenger through.’

			They led Dammi and her companion down the trapdoor. Lamourney glanced at Thom.

			‘She’s a Soulwright. Not sure how strong, but she’ll definitely be able to sense your intentions during the fight. Move fast.’

			Thom raised an eyebrow.

			‘Should you be telling me what her Root is?’

			‘She knows yours, now you know hers. Besides, I run this place, I can do whatever I want.’ She jerked her thumb toward the doors. ‘You know the way.’

			Lamourney stuck a hand out in front of Fenne.

			‘Hang on a second.’

			Thom gave her a backward glance, then continued into the tunnel. Some servers were clearing up and stacking glasses on the bar counter. The two jars for each duellist were full of coppers.

			‘Numbers?’ Lamourney called to the barkeep.

			‘Thom’s got the vote,’ the gruff man barked back. ‘Though there’s a couple of silver in the challenger jar.’

			Fenne whistled. Big spenders in the Veil tonight.

			‘Give it five minutes, then close the doors, all right?’ Lamourney called out.

			Her staff all nodded, and the head of the Iron Circuit turned back to Fenne.

			‘Did you persuade Constantine to nominate you?’ Lamourney said bluntly.

			‘I don’t know,’ Fenne responded evenly. ‘We had our last meeting earlier. I’ll find out once the voting is done.’

			Lamourney sighed. ‘It’s a damn shame. The Circuit could have used you to liven things up.’ She gave a last look round the tavern. ‘Shall we?’

			They entered the tunnel, which wound ahead with periodically spaced braziers illuminating dirt and stone packed so densely it resembled matt clay.

			‘Iron Champion in Zahir, now potential Pit Lord in Lurella. Ambitious little fucker, aren’t you?’ Lamourney said snidely as they strolled.

			Fenne shrugged.

			‘I like a challenge.’

			‘I’m aware. Which is what I want to talk to you about.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘Let me be blunt,’ Lamourney said as though she hadn’t already. ‘I know you were undefeated in the whole realm of Kratossif, the champion of Zahir, and that’s impressive. But this is Eron and there was a lot of expectation when you arrived. Now you’re about to be unavailable, so how about you help me out with a farewell bout. A final duel of Fenne “Triumphant”, that the city will remember forever.’

			The competitive flame that had driven Fenne’s duelling career for years sparked.

			‘Who were you thinking of?’

			‘What did Thom tell you about his interaction with Briar?’

			Far from dense, Fenne put two and two together.

			‘He said a man named Virel shattered Briar’s arm.’

			‘More like pulverized. That thing was a bag of bone chips and muscle.’

			‘Who is this guy?’

			They continued pacing down the tunnel, each keeping pace with their long legs. Very distant revelry could be heard clearer with every bend they passed.

			‘He’s a Maktar, acts as a protector to the clergy. So good he’s often assigned to pilgrimages and escorts that have senior officials from the Church along with them. I met him on one such trip to the north.’

			Fenne realized she meant the realm of Insor, a war-torn land on Eron’s northern border.

			‘I saw him in action,’ Lamourney continued darkly. ‘He’s a fucking killer, total monster. Doesn’t care how he wins, only that he does. A total unstoppable force.’ Lamourney gave her a side eye. ‘The only other fighter I’ve seen with a spirit like that, is you.’

			Fenne felt almost breathless at this comparison. She had very little pride. But she knew how good a fighter she was. Every day she longed for a proper bout, a real test of skill. This man …

			Lamourney sighed. ‘Virel might refuse. But I asked him here tonight to pitch him the idea. And since he screwed with a Saturi, the easiest way for me to avoid having the most powerful Legacy in the city make my life a living hell, is to make Virel a duellist. Then if Briar wants revenge, he can do it in the arena.’

			Fenne gave an admiring grin. ‘Turn the vendetta into a show. Smart.’

			Lamourney narrowed her eyes, a look of satisfaction glinting in them. ‘Virel would be a fool not to accept. Otherwise he’ll be looking over his shoulder for a Saturi hitman for the foreseeable. Which means I get my powerhouse duel between him and you, and avoid some difficult conversations with Legacy Saturi.’

			Fenne gave a fierce grin. ‘I’m in.’ She lived for competition. It had caused her to become champion of the Iron Circuit in Zahir. It had prompted her to drop everything and join Eli and Dante on their caravan. It was what drove her to desire the role of Pit Lord. Always moving, always changing. Getting better and better.

			‘Is Virel here tonight?’

			‘He should be haunting some corner of the Caldera.’

			‘I don’t know what he looks like.’

			‘Imagine a corpse. Now imagine it died twice. And was then left out in the depths of winter. Now you’re close to Virel.’

			Fenne chuckled, ‘I’ll keep a look out.’

			They turned a final corner and the noise spiked. A narrow aperture of light was revealed, the doorway into the Caldera. Lamourney paused, turning to Fenne.

			‘Let’s give the people of Lurella a fight they’ll never forget,’ Lamourney said with a savage grin. Fenne matched her with an equally savage look.

			‘They won’t know what hit them.’

			They smashed fists together and stepped into the Caldera.

		
	
		
			8

			Ugly for a lifeline

			The Traverse

			The same time

			Swan poured over the book, wearily trying to focus and not rip it up in a useless act of boredom.

			‘The Traverse is an arid, windswept steppe connecting the western and eastern sides of the continent, serving as a vital route for trade and military passage. It stretches hundreds of miles across a barren, tough landscape that bridges the great realms of Terrius in the west with Eron and Vurkesh in the east. The Arid Sea runs adjacent to much of its southern limit, with the massive chasm of Heaven’s Fall to the north, below which is the subterranean expanse of the Undersea. Essential beyond measure, the Traverse is one of the few viable land routes across Mycenia.’

			Swan sighed. The book was called Histories of the Continent, and was undeniably the most comprehensive resource she could have asked for. Morain had demanded she continue expanding her knowledge of the realms outside Terrius, in preparation for her assumption to the throne, and had so kindly procured the dryest textbook imaginable for her to read.

			‘Over time, it has grown in importance as other routes across the continent became too perilous. The realm of Aeternity at the centre of Mycenia is impossible to reliably navigate due to aetheric pollution and the fugue of madness that lingers in the fallen seat of power. Further north, an endless civil war rages in Insor, perilous to even the most well-guarded convoys. With no other viable paths, the Traverse has become a lifeline for commerce, diplomacy and military movements. Yet, despite its strategic value, it is a rugged environment where only the hardiest creatures and humans survive.’

			Swan banged her head into the wall, bored beyond reason. She gave up, and tossed the book to one side. Craving a glimpse of anything except the luxurious interior of her carriage, Swan swung open the door, and deftly ascended on to its roof. She settled into her usual spot, swaying as she gazed out.

			The Traverse was endless, and primeval. A midday sun blazed over the coarse green steppe. Distant mountains towered in the northern reaches, lining a colossal horizon.  Humanity had made no purchase upon the elemental immensity that framed the skyline and laid the earth beneath Swan’s feet.

			It was impressive. Astounding at first. She craved to see things the book hinted at. Zephyr-worshipping nomads, or herds of grastek, the large, woolly herbivores that roamed in massive numbers. She even wished to see Vurkeshi – from a distance of course. They were the sworn enemies of Terrius and often lingered within the Traverse to raid Terrius convoys. Anything to provide excitement to an otherwise boring journey. Swan lowered her gaze to see the delegation snaking ahead. Wagons and carriages of many sizes, all decorated in flags of victory and pennants of war from decades of supremacy. Stocked with enough foodstuffs to feed an army, and enough equipment to make it to the edge of the world and back.

			Blood Spears rode alongside in light mail, guarding their passage. Black-robed Sanguine, the diligent warriors of the Terrius upper echelon, prowled in smaller numbers, lethal and watchful for ambush and threat. If one was able to view the delegation from above, it might seem like a warrior had slashed a bloody knife across the surface of the Traverse.

			Swan’s eyes shone with the soft pink hue of a rare sunset as the day cascaded into the approaching night. Her eyes turned an already beautiful face into a masterpiece. Deep, tanned skin, chiselled cheekbones and an open face. Her black robes had faint white traceries embroidered in the material, detailing veins and arteries flowing across in a depiction of life beneath the skin.

			Swan lifted her gaze to the sky and watched the Mistral above her head. The shifting nebulas of its current caught the sun greedily, as the multi-hued texture of it transitioned from one colour to the next. Swan sought out the ribbons of red aether within the World Wind, taking comfort in the shade all her sisters manifested with their Roots. As ever, her gaze anxiously searched for errant strands of aether falling from the Mistral’s body. Signs that it was waning. Thankfully, she didn’t see any today.

			Knowledge that the Mistral weakened was not commonplace, but even those that were aware of how serious the threat was, were frustratingly slow to act. Their God was fading with each year. What would happen when it finally slipped away? Would aether cease to exist? What else might happen to the world? Though young, Swan felt such deep frustration at the uncaring rulers of the Octet Alliance. She knew Morain felt the same. One of the few things they shared these days. Steeling herself, she bowed her head.

			‘Bless our journey, guide our way,’ Swan said in soft prayer.

			The carriage lurched over a divot and Swan came back to herself, reaching a hand out to steady herself. As she did, she caught sight of her Ngari. Her map-of-deeds, the white ink tattoos that covered her hands, were almost childlike compared to other women her age. Most of her contemporaries had designs that spread all the way up their arms. It was embarrassing, fit for a child not a princess. Her mother would never have allowed her to spend so many years without challenge, without achievement.

			But her mother was dead, slain in cold blood. Swan felt the familiar anger burn in her chest. The four years since Dalia Fenway had been murdered had been a dismal time. Swan was too young to take the throne, so a regent had been appointed. Tsail Rose, advisor and blood-sister, had been elected to the rank of Queen Marshall, in the expectation that when Swan turned twenty-one, she would step aside. But Swan’s worth and eligibility must first be decided by the Crimson Court when she came of age.

			Swan sourly squinted as the sun glared in her eyes.

			How was she meant to show her worth when shuttered behind doors by paranoid sisters? Forbidden to explore and engage in any pursuit that held even the slightest glimpse of danger. Tsail Rose, though Swan loved her dearly, had wrapped her in suffocating safety. Just one of the many miscalculations her aunt had made. The Crimson Court did not think highly of Tsail Rose’s rule. The assassin had never been found, and the kneejerk massacre of the Eronese ambassador and his coterie in retaliation had begun a quiet war with Eron, named for the reluctance Tsail Rose had displayed. Now it had diminished to a shameful trade war, where Terrius warriors raided merchant convoys, frustrated that the Queen Marshall would not commit them to battle.

			Tsail Rose had always been a solid presence in Swan’s life, the firm right-hand to Dalia Fenway. But she had no passion, none of the magnetic presence of Swan’s mother. As she progressed through the aetheric training of the Court, and was inducted in ever ascending ranks in the sisterhood, Swan had come to understand that Tsail Rose was too rigid, too incapable of connecting the volatile personalities of all the Great Houses of Terrius. Swan loved her aunt dearly, and believed that Tsail Rose was doing the best she could, but Swan did not have faith in her rule.

			And that created distance between them.

			Swan was not blind to the whispers of discontent. This was Tsail Rose’s last chance to show her leadership. She had been approached many times by ambitious sisters, all trying to sink their claws into Swan for when she assumed the throne, seeking political advantage by being close to the future ruler of Terrius. It was among the reasons why she had demanded a place on this diplomatic mission. Now she was eighteen, Morain had allowed her presence on the delegation, and Tsail Rose had no choice but to agree. Swan hungrily looked at the horizon, finally seeing a world denied to her for four, long years.

			A rider appeared, heading against the direction of travel. Swan watched as the woman approached. Tacha, one of the protectors of the delegation’s leader, swung her horse round as she reached Swan’s carriage.

			‘The High Priestess wants you.’

			‘Now?’

			‘In the Royal Hauler.’

			A couple of lightly armoured Blood Spears trotted behind, short bows strung to the saddle. They had an extra horse with them, reins ready.

			‘Thank you,’ Swan called out.

			Tacha raised a hand and rode off.

			Swan reached for her mother’s staff, Defiance, and took it with her. The feel of it calmed her and the memories held within began to whisper.

			‘Calm down,’ Swan murmured to the staff, taking the horse from the waiting Blood Spears. They lowered their eyes in respect and rode away. Swan whispered soothingly to her steed for a couple more moments, then smiled up into the sky, chivvying her horse around the carriage to look southwards.

			There was nothing but a heat haze. A distant expanse of sand that stretched from side to side. The Arid Sea expanded every year, inexorably claiming mile after mile. Held back only by the efforts of Kratossif and the Sentinels whose duty it was to drive it back. It frightened her, the thought of endless sand, slowly inching its way forward like a living thing.

			Morain would be waiting.

			Swan nudged the horse up along the convoy. She passed wagon after wagon, each covered in symbols declaring their allegiance to one of the Great Houses of the Terrius Court. The back of her neck prickled, and she glanced back. Sure enough, behind her was the black-robed figure of a Sanguine, tailing her progress. Irritated, Swan spurred her heels into the horse’s flank, urging it into a sudden gallop. She didn’t need to look back to know the Sanguine would be frantically giving chase. The wind billowed through her hair as the galloping legs of her mount joyously carried her onwards.

			She grinned, savouring the freedom, the speed. Too soon, the giant bulk of the Royal Hauler came into view, looming above the smaller wagons behind it. An enormous pindor dragged it along, with a driver both on the back of the shaggy herbivore, and on the front step of the Hauler. The pindor’s crest of antlers swayed with each thunderous step. Swan pulled on the reins gently, steadying the horse to a gentle trot. She turned to watch the Sanguine pull up.

			Swan gave her a dazzling smile.

			‘Lovely day for a ride.’

			The Sanguine was blank-faced. ‘I wish you wouldn’t, your highness. We are here for your protection.’

			Irritated by her neutral tone, Swan scowled. ‘If you can’t keep up with me, what use are you?’

			She cantered ahead, leaving the Sanguine to follow. Swan didn’t dislike them, but the warrior’s presence was irritating. There was no part of Swan’s day which didn’t have at least one of the warriors lurking nearby. The Royal Hauler was heavily built, made of gorgeous hardwoods and painted with homages to the Mistral and the Crimson Court of Terrius. It travelled on eight reinforced wooden and metal wheels on flexible axles underneath, their composite nature supplemented by aetheric sigils. Banners of the Great Houses of Terrius flapped against the sides.

			Swan sprang from the horse to the driver’s seat, the old woman handling the reins paying her no mind. As she knocked, she heard a faint curse as the Sanguine rushed to gather the animal before it bolted. The door opened and Rulele stared out. Dark eyes and hair, sharp-edged in many ways but not simply physically. Swan felt her skin itch.

			‘Heir apparent,’ Rulele said smoothly, fully opening the door and gesturing her in.

			‘Blessings of the sun, sister,’ Swan said and stepped inside. Rulele stayed close as she shut the door.

			‘Blessing indeed.’ Her eyes ran the length of Swan’s body.

			Swan moved away, uncomfortable.

			It was dimly lit, yet very familiar to Swan. Weapons hung from the walls, little tables bolted into the wooden floor with shelves fixed to the walls, stuffed with books. At the back was a bed, spartan but large, while two cots were set against the walls by the door. It was well-appointed, but functional. The High Priestess was standing before her Heralding Glass, which revealed the distant throne room of Terrius, and the Queen Regent herself, Tsail Rose.

			‘Avoid antagonizing the Eronese once you get to Halfway Hold. We have asked them to provide shelter, and our sisters would be served by sleeping in beds at least once while on the road,’ Tsail Rose instructed. Once vibrant, she looked tired. Swan’s heart ached as she looked upon her aunt, so clearly burdened by responsibility.

			‘The women under my command do not need comforts, but as you order, my lady.’ Morain spoke coolly, absent of the deference she had paid to the Grand Hierophant when they left Terrius.

			‘As I order,’ Tsail confirmed irritably. ‘We need this peace, Morain. The technological advancement of Eron proceeds at pace, and our aetheric might will not be able to match them for much longer if we were to face their armies on the battlefield. The loss of life on both sides would be too much to bear.’

			‘The Mistral should be our focus,’ Morain responded icily, not quite snapping but very close. ‘If we devoted our attention on restoring the World Winds to health, we would not have to concern ourselves with technocrats and this Jetsan Var Hulio.’

			‘You have your orders,’ Tsail Rose barked. ‘This is the command of your Queen Regent.’

			Swan shifted uneasily, and Tsail Rose’s gaze flickered to her before darting back to Morain. ‘Once at the gates of Lurella, you will be met by their Merit-Electors. Out of these, we believe Katrina Saturi will be most amenable to honest discussion about peace between our realms.’

			‘I thought perhaps to approach Merit-Elector Constantine Lyn,’ Morain countered. ‘His deep faith is well known, and despite our doctrinal opposition, we are all one beneath the gaze of the Mistral. A fellow adherent of Constantism will likely be more receptive to negotiation than the commander of their military.’

			Tsail said nothing, clearly wrestling with whether this was better than her suggestion. Eventually, she waved a hand.

			‘Do as you believe is best. We will speak hence.’

			The image vanished and the mirror rippled as it turned to its swirling state of normality. Morain turned, not hiding her sneer.

			‘The Mistral withers, and she flails for purpose.’

			She noticed Swan.

			‘Enter. Do not skulk in the shadows.’

			‘I was giving you privacy,’ Swan replied.

			‘Your opinion of which Merit-Elector is best to approach? Katrina Saturi or Constantine Lyn?’

			‘I would not interject my thoughts between the Queen Regent and her High Priestess.’

			Morain regarded her sourly.

			‘Four years of steady decline, locked in a stagnant war. Your aunt produces ideas by the dozen and can see barely a single one to fruition.’

			Swan stared back. ‘Her title is the Queen Regent.’

			The Royal Hauler went silent. Morain watched Swan coldly.

			‘Guide us today, Swan. Choose your passage.’ She pointed toward the scripture podium. Swan obeyed, walking over and delicately opening Morain’s copy of the Binding, the religious text of Constantism. The pages were crisp, this copy exceedingly well cared for. Swan found one of her favourite verses, determined to choose an appropriate verse to focus her mind.

			‘Our Roots are gifts, meant not to alter nature but to anchor us within it. To wield them rashly is to risk uprooting the balance they were given to preserve.’

			She finished, and looked up to see Morain already sitting on one of the two cushions laid out for them.

			‘If only you could apply that to yourself,’ Morain said, voice low. ‘Your Root will not accept you if you do not command it.’ She indicated the cushions. ‘Now, sit.’

			Incense filled the air, a heavy scent like leather. Swan approached, folding herself down and placing her staff between them on the rug. She heard a slight shuffle to her right and glanced to see Tacha sat on a chair, out of sight of the doorway. Morain was muttering something under her breath, eyes moving quickly beneath closed eyelids. She finished, and opened them.

			‘We do this for the Lady Martyr – the first to die for the dream of Terrius. We do this for your mother – slain by unholy means within walls we believed safe. We do this for our sisters, and the promise of their future,’ Morain intoned. ‘What is your strength?’

			‘My sisters.’

			‘What is your Root?’

			‘The heritage of the Lady Martyr, the Root of Revelation.’

			‘The greatest Mythic Root. The power of prophecy.’

			‘Of the rose ambiguity,’ Swan said anxiously. She referred to the web of fate known to followers of the Lady Martyr, as the rose ambiguity. The pattern that connected all things, and allowed the Root of Revelation to see into the near, and perhaps distant, future.

			Morain’s eyes burned into her. ‘Such gifts you have been given.’

			‘I am blessed.’

			‘Yes,’ Morain hissed suddenly. ‘You are blessed. You will master this divine gift, if it is the last thing I do.’

			Swan swallowed, afraid.

			The Root of Revelation. She could feel it simmering within her, a strange meld of anticipation and nerves that bubbled in some liminal space inside her. A slight flicker of rose light trembled at the edge of her vision as her Root stirred. It bucked like a wild horse, slithered like an eel. It did not want to be controlled. Still, Swan would try.

			‘Let us begin,’ Morain said shortly, indicating the staff Swan had brought. ‘The memories contained within are only for you. No other can reach them. Despite our mission of peace, the identity of Dalia’s murderer might still be uncovered. By you.’

			Morain treated Defiance with more respect than she did Swan. The heir apparent looked at the staff, the trusted weapon of her mother and all Queen Marshalls. It called to her, whispered in her dreams. It held the final memories of Dalia Fenway. An aetheric imbuement that should have been as clear as the summer sky. Instead, something had tainted it, clouding it with muck and silt. Smudged beyond discernible insight.

			She reached for the staff. Her hands closed around it, and Morain’s closed around hers.

			‘See the rose ambiguity.’

			Swan settled herself, and gently connected with her Root. The world shifted and everything she saw became laced with flickering rose strands of aether, as though she could suddenly see the bones of the entire universe. Thousands of inter-connected, slim lines of glowing energy. The rose ambiguity unfurled itself in a web of fate that Swan could see merely the faintest part of, stretching out beyond sight.

			‘Enter your mind.’

			Swan closed her eyes.

			‘See yourself.’

			The sounds of the Royal Hauler faded, the creak of the wheels, the soft breathing of her sisters. Morain’s voice echoed as if from very far away.

			‘Defiance calls for you. Answer.’

			Swan manifested her aether and the Mythic Root dangerously began to stir. She stood in the void. A limitless reality of ebon immensity. A figure appeared in her mind. A woman with chipped gold nails and a hard stare. Her mother, Dalia Fenway.

			‘Harness your Root. See the memory left for you.’

			Swan felt her aether swell inside her. Her body hummed in sympathy. A lattice of pink lines expanded out from her in a geometric ball that expanded to encompass Swan and her mother within a sphere of light. The void didn’t like that. Immediately, she felt it seep into her manifested protection. The lines of rose light began to be threaded with black. Blood began to seep from Dalia’s mouth.

			‘Mother.’ The word slipped from her lips. Swan felt Morain’s hands grip tighter on her.

			‘Focus.’

			Outside the lattice of rose-coloured light, the void was changing. The shadowy interior of her mind was turning into dark walls and flickering gold braziers. A long hallway. A feeling of isolation and grief. The sanctuary Swan had created began to bow under the pressure of … despair. Of nothing itself.

			‘Do not relent. See the murderer!’

			The pink lattice of light began to fracture and distort. Swan felt her Root flail angrily inside her. She struggled to control it. In her mindscape, Dalia opened her mouth and blood spurted out, pouring into her lap.

			‘No!’

			Pain sparked through her body as the lattice began to snap one band at a time. Dalia fell to one knee before her. A scream was building inside her, but she couldn’t release it.

			‘Swan! See his face!’

			The pressure was insurmountable. It leant like grief on her soul. Something comprised not of darkness, but of emptiness and desecration. A silent tempest of absolute nothing.

			‘Mother!’ Swan cried. The sanctuary of rose light she had protected them with gave way. The emptiness rolled in and eradicated the idea of her mother. The last thing Swan felt before she was pushed out was the feel of words. The beginning of a sentence.

			‘You were dead …’

			Her mindscape collapsed. The empty hallway of stone that filled Swan’s nightmares engulfed her. She plunged back into her body with a feeling of nails peeling the skin off her back. Swan’s eyes shot open with a scream. Morain yanked her wrists, tearing them from Defiance. The rug beneath them was charred by the staff. Swan grunted hoarsely, hunched up on the cushion, her palms blistered.

			‘I tried,’ Swan said weakly. Tears trailed her cheeks.

			Morain regarded her coldly.

			‘You failed.’

			Rulele and Tacha looked on, pale-faced.

			Swan almost vomited. Flickers of her mother, dismembered and dying, danced through her mind. Her Root was burning a hole in her stomach.

			‘I can see it, I’m so close.’

			Morain’s face twisted in, and she reached out and took Swan’s chin roughly, tilting it upward. ‘You can still discover what hand took Dalia’s life. Which person held the blade. Do you wish your mother’s death to go unanswered?’

			Swan sagged as Morain released her grip, guilt crushing her.

			‘It’s the Root. I can’t control … it’s so powerful.’

			Morain didn’t move, but Swan felt it coming. The emptiness that foreshadowed being filled with a power so unimaginably vast it defied reality. The world before her eyes became riven with flashing lines of rose light as she perceived how everything was made. Connected.

			She felt her Root erupt.

			The portent hit …

			The figures around her became grey and desaturated.

			Watered down colours like a forgotten future.

			Tiny lines in soft pink ran about the limits of Morain.

			Geometric frames, divine intention.

			The aetheric structure of the universe.

			A traced image of light separated from the real, previous image of Morain.

			A hand made of pink aether sailed around and crashed into Swan’s face.

			Swan fell back, blood filling her mouth.

			… the present slammed back.

			Morain’s hand twitched.

			As the High Priestess struck out Swan leant back, just quickly enough to avoid it. She grunted weakly as the aether of the portent drained from her, leaving a weariness even stronger than before. Morain’s eyes narrowed.

			‘Your Root responds. It is your will that is lacking.’

			Swan didn’t have the energy to disagree. Morain stood, leaving Defiance on the floor, and crossed to the scripture podium. ‘A Fleshwright will come to attend to your hands,’ and she began to read from the Binding, disregarding Swan completely.

			She struggled to her feet, limbs heavy. A hand grasped under her arm and another on her waist.

			‘Easy now,’ Rulele said in her ear. Swan felt the hand on her hip intensely, and she shrugged off the Sanguine’s hold.

			‘I’m fine,’ Swan snapped, head swimming. She limped to the exit. Rulele shadowed her movements, and quickly opened the door for her.

			‘Shall I call on you later? Check how you’re feeling?’

			Swan stopped and looked at the calculating eyes of the woman.

			‘I wish to be alone,’ Swan stuttered before escaping the Royal Hauler.

			She stood by the door, one hand on the side of the carriage. She shut her eyes and breathed in deeply. Behind closed eyes she saw her mother staring at her in desperation. Blood dripped from her mouth. Her insides were vomited out. Her arm …

			Swan reached over and grabbed her forearm. A stump that was not her own throbbed in pain. She looked around at the Traverse. The air was filled with earthy aromas. The trauma would never fade, but the immediate terror abated to the back of her mind. Still, those three words, snatched from the memory.

			‘You were dead …’	

			A fragment. Her aunt had ordered peace between Eron and Terrius, but that did not mean Swan could not snatch justice for her mother at the same time. She would find more.

			She would find the assassin.
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			Strangers all

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			Fenne stepped into the defender’s lounge. A few plush couches, some chairs and tables with drinks positioned on them. The side which looked out into the Caldera was open, noise pouring in. Eli was set in his chair right against the edge, eagerly looking out into the expanse.

			‘What did Lamourney want?’ Thom asked.

			‘She wants a big send-off for me from the Circuit. Thinks me and your new friend, Virel, would put on quite a show.’

			He grunted, clearly agreeing. Drums started to beat a rhythm, heavy, reverberating impacts. A huge cheer went up, Eli clapping his hands delightedly.

			Thom hesitantly added, ‘This is the first newcomer I’ve fought since you.’

			He didn’t need to add that he’d lost then. She grabbed his shoulders.

			‘You are elite. Go shove this woman’s axe so far up her arse she could be used to cut trees.’

			Thom bellowed a laugh.

			‘Damn straight.’

			‘Thom.’

			They turned to see Lamourney waiting in the doorway. The beat of the drums gathered speed.

			Thom collected himself and faced Fenne.

			‘What’s that thing you say?’

			Fenne stared ferociously at her friend, and they slammed palms together.

			‘No backward step.’

			‘No backward step, fuck yes,’ Thom shouted, striding over to exit with Lamourney.

			Fenne dragged a chair over to Eli. His fingers bunched in the folds of his orange dress as he took in the Caldera.

			‘I can’t imagine how much you’re going to miss this,’ he said fervently.

			Looking out, Fenne felt exactly that.

			It was a marvel. A place for three thousand people of all walks of life to come and be connected as one, in the majestic demonstrations of skill that each duellist brought to their bouts. Fenne studied the people. They filled out every inch of the tiered seating. The lower standing sections right by the duelling circle itself, on to stone benches, padded with velvet, and up to the private boxes on the fourth and fifth floors reserved for wealthy patrons and influential figures. All through she saw the grey-clad affiliates of the Order of the City, and the neutral-tone attire of the Guilders Consortium. Here, the regal Legacy affiliates drank frothing pints and glasses of wine with the Guilders and craftsmen they so often quarrelled with.

			‘Here’s hoping I get to stay,’ Fenne replied far too late, lost in her thoughts.

			‘You will,’ Eli said firmly. ‘I have faith.’

			Another drumroll echoed out from musicians lining the bottom tier. The five-minute notice. Multiple people threw tankards of ale as far as they could in time-honoured tradition, splattering the duelling circle.

			‘He looks ready,’ Eli murmured, looking towards Thom descending the steps with Lamourney.

			Fenne cracked her knuckles. ‘Dammi would have to be pretty good to beat him.’

			She glanced across the Caldera to the betting stations, still thronging with people making last-minute wagers. Eli’s gaze was on Lamourney, who was giving the duelling circle a piercing search, checking for imperfections or faults.

			‘She does so much for the poorest of this city,’ he said distantly. ‘The unenfranchised and forgotten. Did you know the Caldera used to a be a Rovium den?’

			‘No, I didn’t.’

			‘All of this,’ Eli gestured, ‘once a hive for addicts and a criminal network Lamourney singlehandedly eradicated.’

			Fenne’s stomach turned at the thought. Crushed-up Resonant then blended with back-alley narcotics, Rovium was addictive and grotesque. Cracked skin, volatile tempers and wild escalations of people’s aether were its symptoms. It baffled her that people would take such a thing.

			‘How long have you known her?’ she asked, studying Lamourney as she made her rounds.

			‘My whole life. Luck Lamourney and the brothers Gregorian …’ Eli’s eyes softened as he thought of those memories.

			‘A devilish trio.’

			He laughed. ‘We certainly tried to be.’

			‘Will you be speaking at the anniversary?’

			‘I will,’ Eli confirmed. ‘Dante grumbles, but of course my brother will make a speech too. As for Lamourney … she’s never attended before. This year, we have finally managed to persuade her to come.’

			‘Maybe I’m misunderstanding, but wasn’t Victory Square where Lamourney turned back the Godless?’

			‘Yes, and where ten thousand civilians stood with her.’

			‘She’s never attended?’

			Eli stared down at the woman in question as she spoke to Noonan, pointing in sharp jerks toward things that needed doing.

			‘You know the history, of course,’ Eli began quietly, ‘but what actually happened that day is far from the glory you might think. Every year, the city celebrates the greatest act of heroism in Eronese history. The Battle of Victory Square. The Cerulean Battalions were mostly out of the city, pursuing a war in Insor with our allies. Only the 9th Battalion remained, led by Lamourney. That is when they came.’

			Fenne listened silently. She only knew the stories of Victory Square, never an account from someone who had actually been there.

			‘The Annorsettrans invaded up the eastern coast, and across the desert, to your own city of Zahir, as I’m sure you know. They hit all of the eastern realms with spite, but struck Eron with particular cruelty. When they reached Lurella, the Annorsettrans plundered and pillaged. District by district, the people fled. Finally, we had retreated to the last corner. The district of Major, and Victory Square. There was nowhere left to go.’

			Eli’s eyes glinted with reflected flames, the crowd of the Caldera seeming to hold court for this tale.

			‘It is often said, there are no heroes left. They have vanished into the mists of aeons past, never to return. But one hero emerged that day. One woman stood and said, “No more.” And when she said it, the people stood with her.’

			Fenne felt her skin tingle.

			‘Luck Lamourney held the line on Victory Square. She stood with the remains of her forces of the 9th, and with toolmakers, craftsmen, traders and poets. Administrators and judges and academics and teachers. Armed with whatever they could lay their hands on. With an army weaponized by faith and belief, the Godless Crusade was turned back. Lamourney slew hundreds with her Root, singlehandedly slaying their leaders, and driving them into a rout.’

			Eli’s face softened, a grief touching him.

			‘So much death,’ he whispered. ‘Lamourney may appear unbothered by the world around her, but the blood shed that day made the ocean look empty. She did what was necessary, and paid the price of having to bear the horror of it every day since.’ Eli looked at Fenne sadly. ‘That is why she never goes. The Order glorifies her actions, and diminishes the sacrifice made by those who stood with her. She does not wish to be hailed as a hero, when her memories tell her different.’

			Fenne looked at him with a kind of reverence.

			‘You saved the city,’ she said softly.

			He sent a kind glance her way. ‘Perhaps …’ he murmured.

			‘Lurellans! Are you prepared for glory!’

			Noonan’s voice echoed everywhere, and the Caldera roared its approval. Fenne jumped and reluctantly pulled away from Eli. The drums began to beat a steady rhythm. Fenne saw Dammi Var Willem had entered, and was positioned opposite Thom on the far side of the duelling circle. Lamourney finished her inspection, and vaulted out to ascend the stairs.

			It was finally beginning.

			‘Our defender, Thom “Dancer”!’

			A wild applause rang out. Thom lifted a sword in acknowledgement, eyeing the segment of the circle that was filled with water.

			Fenne concurred. That would be the deciding segment. Duellists fought for a limited amount of time in each area, testing the footing of the fighters, before moving on to the next round. Thom had more experience with this arena layout, so fighting in ankle-deep water might throw this woman off.

			By the drummers, Noonan Birl, his purple attire gleaming, stood alongside the massive timepiece, ready to spin it and set the sand flowing. He raised his hands and the drums stopped their beating in unison with a massive thoom. The noise dropped to a low murmur as silence rippled through the crowds.

			‘Our challenger, Dammi Var Willem!’

			As another cheer rang out, Fenne turned at the sound of beads jangling. Lamourney swept through the doorway, moving up beside Eli.

			‘Excited?’ she asked Eli, patting his shoulder.

			‘Very much so,’ he confirmed. The pair shared a smile.

			Noonan Bril cried out, ‘People of the Cerulean City, are you ready for combat?’

			A small piece of krystal in the gold chain around his neck glowed slightly as he spoke, so his voice echoed out, many times louder than it would normally be. The crowd roared back, a bellow of anticipation and feral excitement.

			The drummers gave two strikes, boom, boom.

			Thom lifted up his sword.

			The drums slammed out again, boom, boom.

			Dammi defiantly raised her axe in salute.

			Noonan gestured to the circle.

			‘We begin the duel on the sand. Duellists, approach and prepare.’

			Thom stepped into the arena. Dammi picked her way across the granite surface and stepped on to the sand opposite him. Barely twenty feet separated them.

			Noonan reached and grasped the gimbal-mounted hourglass, free to swing, with the sand pooled in the bottom half. Thom was still, his sword held laterally in front of him, opting for two hands on the hilt to begin. Dammi hefted the axe to her shoulder, the rear spike angled down her back, the blade up, ready to swing.

			‘Round one. Sand!’

			The chatter ceased. An aggressive quiet hit. The crowd waited. Eli reached out and took Fenne’s hand. Lamourney brooded, tense and expectant.

			A single, lone spectator whooped in the silence.

			Noonan slapped the hourglass and whipped it round.

			Boom.

			‘Fight!’

			The Caldera roared, and Thom was moving. He sprang forward, flicking out his sword, aiming for a quick first blood. Dammi reacted in time, wrenching the axe across in a parry. Regaining her balance, she lashed out with a lateral swipe. Thom quick-stepped back toward the centre of the circle, the wind of his Root throwing up twisters of sand.

			The roar of the crowd caught up with them and crashed against Fenne’s eardrums like waves against a cliff. Dammi replanted her feet at the edge of the arena and Thom settled near the three-way central section. It was euphoric and Fenne’s fingers clenched into fists as she sympathetically felt her own adrenaline spike.

			‘Go on, Dancer!’ Eli shouted.

			Thom advanced once more. Sword flashing. Dammi’s body was low, the axe held back in readiness. She kept twitching toward blocks, and then stopping, in no connection to the physical moves Thom was making. Fenne perceived a Soulwright in action, the woman able to detect intentions within an aetheric aura. Clearly deft enough to be able to distinguish an opponent’s motives within a fight. The trick was to react in time.

			Thom advanced up the line of the segment toward the top corner, sending out whip-like strikes with the tip of his sword. Dammi jabbed them away with the flat of her axe head, while sidestepping around the edge. The sand bunched and sank beneath their feet. She was doing well so far. Too often Fenne had seen new duellists stray toward spots which gave them nowhere to retreat.

			Dammi suddenly pre-empted a low hit from Thom and pushed inside his reach, taking it on the haft of her weapon. The sword smacked off it with an awkward clang. Dammi wrenched the axe up in a diagonal uppercut. Thom reared back, a massive push of aetheric wind billowing his hair and clothes as he used his Root desperately.

			‘No!’ Eli cried out. Fenne’s breath caught as she watched Thom lean at a crazy angle, knees bent and torso almost level with the ground. As he twisted to avoid the axe, his sword sneaked out and lashed a cut across the woman’s thigh. He spun clear as Dammi cursed. The damage had been done, and a crowing cheer went out as a spray of blood spattered the sand. Dammi stood for a second, as though unsure what to do.

			Noonan’s voice boomed out. ‘First blood to “Dancer”!’

			Dammi didn’t rush Thom, who kept his distance, taking the respite. Fenne heard Lamourney scoff.

			‘Damn rookies. Get after him.’

			Fenne watched Dammi waste time as the sands slowly trickled away. During a round, if one duellist drew blood with their weapon, they couldn’t score again until the next one. This allowed their opponent to go all out with an attack, knowing that any strikes they received themselves wouldn’t count toward a victory. Dammi was forgetting that and still duelling as though she needed to prevent Thom scoring another hit.

			Thom risked a quick glance at the hourglass, which was over half emptied. The crowd screamed at Dammi to charge him. She slowly approached, but Thom held her at bay. She directed some measured strikes at him, all of which he comfortably blocked. Roughly twenty seconds left. Thom was flitting around the axe blows, taking no risks and conserving his energy. Dammi was still directing intuitive hits with the axe, but couldn’t quite match Thom’s speed.

			Sparks flew as they slashed at each other. Fenne watched the sand trickle away and waited for the drums. Thom had manoeuvred himself so his back was to the granite section, up near the edge, Dammi closer to the centre. They’d both have an easy transition over.

			The sand in the hourglass ran out.

			‘Time!’ Noonan shouted, and the drums went …

			Boom.

			Both duellists stepped over on to the granite.

			Boom.

			Thom rolled his wrist, turning the sword in a loose figure of eight.

			Boom.

			The crowd quietened a little and Fenne heard members of the city guard yelling to their friend.

			‘Push him. Get close!’

			Boom.

			Fenne saw Dammi’s shoulders stiffen slightly.

			Boom.

			The hourglass flipped.

			‘Round two! Granite!’

			Thom carefully manoeuvred around, aware of how slippery the smooth granite was. Dammi watched him, as the seconds ticked away, then bounded forward. Thom cautiously scooted back, weaving the tip of his blade out in front. Dammi swept her axe in a downward hack, which Thom dodged. Sensing an opening, he cut in at her flank. 

			Dammi recovered too swiftly, and pulled her axe to the side, punching the sword in a parry. She stabbed out with the spike. Thom pulled his sword back, catching the axe and wrenching it over, locking the two weapons in a circle above. As they whipped overhead, Thom kicked Dammi in the chest. She staggered back, yanking on the caught sword as she did. Still wedged under the axe head, it slipped out of his hands. He stood there, suddenly weaponless. Dammi turned her fall into a roll and shook her weapon as she did, sending Thom’s blade clattering to the ground between them.

			The crowd roared approval and Fenne leapt up, sending her chair skidding back. Thom wasted no time and jumped forward for his blade. Dammi kicked it away, lashing out. Thom pulled back, avoiding the strike. The sword skidded off into the sand segment. Out of reach. Dammi instantly went full frontal with her axe. Thom ducked and weaved and twisted, as Dammi tried to cut him with swipes and slashes. On one dodge, he lifted a hand and pulled with his Root. The sand exploded as a gust of fierce wind slammed into it and the sword was tossed through the air.

			He held his arm out for a moment too long and Dammi leant round and slashed down, the axe slicing open Thom’s forearm with a nasty cut. The sword dropped as Thom pulled away, landing just on the edge of the sand and granite segments. Fenne’s breath caught.

			‘First blood for the challenger!’ Noonan cried out.

			The whole crowd gave a collective gasp as Thom retreated, blood pouring down his hand. Fenne snarled at the attack on an unarmed combatant. His face twisted with pain and frustration, Thom used his other hand and another massive gust of wind erupted and tossed the sword toward him, sending Dammi staggering as well, her clothes whipping around as though in a storm. The sword spun in the air and Thom caught it mid-rotation in a flair of skill and showmanship. He took a second to stare at the crowd and demand their appreciation.

			They gave it unanimously, adoring and wild. Fenne punched the air.

			‘Come on, Thom!’ she bellowed. Eli shouted as well, shaking his fists.

			Someone threw another drink over the arena, a spattering of ale raining down on the duellists. They took no notice. Thom threw himself toward Dammi. She defended desperately, face twisted, scar livid against her skin. The axe was a far more difficult weapon with which to block than to attack, and Thom exploited that, battering her with a flurry of blows. He finally thrust through a gap, spearing her shoulder. Dammi cried out, one hand going to the wound.

			‘Second blood for the defender!’

			The duellists halted, breathing heavily, glaring at each other. Neither could score again this round, and they both turned to look at the hourglass by Noonan.

			A tiny amount of sand was left.

			They both took a moment to compose themselves. Dammi looked worse for wear, the axe drooping in her grasp from the shoulder injury. Thom looked better, more composed, but the wound on his wrist was still bleeding.

			Fenne looked up at Lamourney as the time ticked away.

			‘Thom to win?’

			Lamourney grunted. ‘Odds?’

			‘Two to one. One gold, four silver.’

			Lamourney was already shaking her head.

			‘Dammi has no discipline.’

			The sand ran out. The drums beat five times.

			‘Round three. Water!’

			The crowd rumbled quietly as both of the fighters stepped into the segment. The pool was ankle deep. While it might not seem like much, Fenne knew it could easily confuse a tired fighter. Fenne had once lost a round as she went to put her foot down, felt the surface of the water beneath her foot, and forgot there were another few inches to go to solid ground.

			Thom efficiently pushed his feet through the water. Dammi took a couple of heavy steps, sending up splashes. A breeze caressed the surface as Thom flowed forward. Dammi threw out a couple of warding blows. Thom simply halted and poked some testing thrusts.

			Dammi hacked out at Thom’s chest, the flat edge of the axe flashing as it raced toward his sternum. He easily avoided it. She looked clumsy, sending up big waves as she staggered about. Thom kept his centre low, almost mimicking a wading movement while retaining his elegant fencing form. His sword ricocheted off the axe once, twice, and then pulled a quick circle as it rolled around under her guard. Dammi clearly felt it coming, and her face contorted with effort as she heaved her weapon down to block.

			It wasn’t enough, and the sword squeezed under the haft. It scored a cut on her ribs.

			BOOM, BOOM.

			‘Third blood for the defender. Victory to “Dancer”.’

			The Caldera cheered in adulation, Thom leaping back. Fenne cheered, grabbing Eli in a hug. ‘Never in doubt.’

			‘He won!’

			Eli was laughing as the crowd went wild, chanting. People were already pushing to the cashiers with their betting chits.

			‘Dancer! Dancer!’

			Lamourney stalked off, perhaps pleased. Thom saluted the crowd, while Dammi stood stiffly, one hand on her ribs with the axe loose in her hand. Her face was flushed, humiliated.

			Eli gripped Fenne’s hands. He was trembling slightly.

			‘What a stimulating evening.’

			Fenne held on tight. She glanced out at the roiling crowd, extremely happy for Thom. It wasn’t always such a good show. Everyone would be talking about this duel for a while. Lamourney paced down the stairs, accepting greetings with guarded satisfaction.

			Within the duelling circle, Thom stepped toward Dammi. Thrilled with the result, Fenne watched him lean in. He said something to the challenger, probably commiserations of some kind. Fenne saw her look at him, then at the blackened insignia on his arm as he finished whatever respects he was saying to her.

			Dammi spat in his face.

			Fenne leapt to her feet. There were shouts of anger from the crowd. Thom stood still, spittle running off his face. Fenne raced out of the lounge.

			‘What are you …’ Eli’s voice vanished behind her as she bounded down the staircase, barging people out of the way. Lamourney had a head start and vaulted into the arena. A fight broke out on the second tier where a couple of city guard were shoved. Whole blocks of spectators began pushing and shouting. Everywhere, mob mentality got ugly, fast.

			Fenne reached the lowest tier and barged past a man in grey, with skin so pale it seemed translucent. Ahead of her, Lamourney was squaring off against Dammi.

			‘Let us have order! Order!’ Noonan shouted to little avail.

			Fenne hurdled the rail. Security struggled to restrain the more violent members of the audience. A number of city guard were racing for the duelling circle as well. Dammi’s companion blocked Fenne’s path.

			What a mistake that was.

			Fenne glared at her. ‘If you like your teeth, move.’

			‘Make me,’ the woman sneered. She was tough, confident as someone who policed the streets of Lurella for a living.

			Fenne’s hands snapped out. Her aether pulsed as her Root manifested. With ease, she hurled the woman fifteen feet sideways. The woman crunched over the rail into the standing seats. Fenne charged ahead. Numerous city guard backed Dammi as she ranted at Luck Lamourney. Thom stood silently, blood dripping from his wrist.

			‘It is a disgrace!’ Dammi spat back.

			‘You dishonour the Iron Circuit with this shameful display.’

			‘I dishonour? You are letting a penitent walk its floors, shed the blood of unsullied duellists. It is your honour I call into question.’

			Fenne halted behind Thom, watching the group of guards shouting at Lamourney.

			‘Leave now, or I will break you,’ the head of the Iron Circuit spat. Dammi was incandescent with rage. The humiliation of defeat driving her past her senses. The city guards behind her did not look so sure, wary about confronting Lamourney like this.

			‘You are the Hero of Victory Square. How could you have come to this? Consorting with penitents and the lowest filth. Shame!’

			Fenne felt a premonition of danger pulse through the air as Lamourney faced the guards. Dammi looked toward Thom and made to step past.

			Lamourney raised her hand.

			Space detonated. With a pull that tugged on Fenne’s body and soul, every single weapon in the hands of the aggressing guards distorted. Dammi was flung back as the axe was ripped from her hand. With a scream of metal, the weapons imploded in a bang as they were smashed together by an inversion of gravity that could unbind physicality down to the smallest component. A lump of brutally obliterated metal thumped into the floor.

			Fenne’s blood was ice. She had heard of Lamourney’s power, the incredibly rare Gravitas Root, but to see it in action …

			Dammi stumbled, her face blanching in terror. The other guards recoiled fearfully. Luck Lamourney stared coldly, a chunk of metal an inch wide at her feet.

			‘Leave,’ she uttered.

			The beaten challenger slowly stepped away to join her companions, all pride departed. The guards swiftly fled. Shouts and chaos ricocheted about them all. Lamourney surveyed her arena, then reached down and picked up the crumpled ball of scrap that had once been numerous weapons. Something crossed her face, an emotion Fenne couldn’t read.

			‘I hate this city,’ Lamourney muttered, before walking to Noonan, who was trying to bring people back under control.

			Keeping some measure of calm, Fenne turned to Thom. ‘You all right?’

			 He seemed like he was the only person in the whole Caldera that wasn’t raging about what had happened. He stared off into space as blood slowly dripped down into the water.

			Fenne looked at him, worried.

			‘Thom?’

			He turned. Fenne saw a man that was accepting of how he had been treated, and who believed, deep down, that he deserved it.

			‘Another glorious win.’

			They stared at each other for a moment. Thom slowly picked his way out of the water segment and stepped up on to the stone floor with wet, squelching sounds. His despondent figure ascended the stairs with listless energy, all the joy of his triumph stolen from him. Fenne observed all the people screaming and swiping at each other after what should have been a glorious night and a fight well fought. Briefly, her eyes alighted on a strikingly pale man, staring at her in the crowd. But he was gone on second glance.

			Fenne regarded the raging Caldera with a heavy heart. The water lapped at her ankles as she left, and the diluted trails of blood from Thom’s injured wrist mixed in the pool, slowly disappearing like the memory of his victory.

			Elsewhere in the city, a bored sentry in the Watchery received a message from a distant Voicewright. The aetheric sending, penetrating her mind as though someone both spoke directly and imprinted their emotions directly on to her psyche, shook her from torpor. Hurriedly she scribbled down the words that she received.

			‘The Terrius are within reach of Halfway Hold. They are coming.’

		
	
		
			ACT II

			
			‘In dim light we take our places, content to allow the world another spin before we brave the horizon with our regard. My death comes on crooked wings, too long denied. But know this, ere I fall to Time’s knife. Revelation will return, on wings of white feather and learned despair. They will witness as I, the visions of Aeternity.’

			Visions of Aeternity – Last Psalms of the Lady Martyr

			

		
	
		
			‘When the man who would change the world first attempted to do so, many were the doubting voices. Jetsan Var Hulio is now the Master-Arcanist of the Guilders Consortium, but he was not always so, and what propelled him to fame and success has a name.

			‘The Rise of Aetherical Invention.

			‘This is his egalitarian crusade to put Roots, in machine form, into the hands of anyone in the world. Forty years ago, aetherical devices were not so common, most realms cannibalizing technology from the Noble Dynasty, or using Resonant to amplify a person’s Root. This meant basic heating and lighting, water filtration, and other reactive manifestations that could be stored for later effect.

			‘Jetsan changed that. He discovered a way in which Resonant, the aether-infused krystal, could be embedded within a machine, and recycle its aetheric store. This created a feedback loop that could create stronger effects, and last much longer than before. He also made it possible to re-infuse them at the zenith of each Mistral cycle, when aether cascaded off it on to the lands below, as long as the aetherical machines were attached to ‘storm-catchers’, towers that collected the released aether.

			‘He hailed it as “freedom for all”. A sort of emancipation for the majority of the world who lived without meaningful aetheric ability. Over the past forty years, many realms have come to rely on aetherical devices to operate their society. He is championed as a hero for the lower classes, as these are often the ones lacking Roots of strength, and is idolized by merchants, crafters and workers everywhere.

			‘However, the freedom promised by aetherical machinery came at a price. Instead of liberating individuals from spiritual dependency, many found themselves bound by financial obligations, spending vast sums on devices that perpetuated their reliance on the new energy market. Many began to whisper that the continued use of these machines might be harming the Mistral, as its decline increased. The desire for these machines continues without pause, despite this.

			‘Jetsan changed the world. The question is, was it for the better?’

			Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal
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			Memory hurts

			‘It cannot be true,’ Lamourney protested.

			‘A delegation from Terrius is on its way. The Crimson Court sends a dignitary to negotiate a formal peace.’

			She turned to Dante Gregorian, staring up at him.

			‘This is a trap.’

			He regarded her from his towering height. The brother of Eli Gregorian was a giant, six and a half feet tall. His hands were spades and his legs tree trunks. A barrel chest and a neck that could support a roof. A lush mane of dark green hair on his head that hung down to his shoulders. His eyes met hers with a wry crinkle.

			‘If it is, we will jump into its jaws together.’

			Lamourney smirked. ‘And most likely choke it.’

			A carriage rattled past them, wheels clattering on the flagstones of the Noble Avenue. It was heading in the same direction as them, no doubt filled with Meritors of the Blue Triad, Eron’s tri-part government. Lamourney eyed the pristine facades of the surrounding buildings. They gleamed as though freshly washed, baskets of flowers and garlands strung up. Sophisticated statues and soft fountains at every corner. For a woman who spent her time in the bowels of the city, the district of Forum was a very strange place indeed.

			‘Will you lead the Guilders today?’ Lamourney asked, referring to the Guilders Consortium, the faction in which Dante was second in command. ‘Or is Jetsan himself going to be there?’

			Always taciturn, Jetsan Var Hulio was the great technological pioneer of this new era of aetherical machinery, called the ‘Rise of Aetherical Invention’, a crusade to give everyone access to aether through machines. He led the Guilders and his decisions could be hard to predict.

			‘Jetsan will be there,’ Dante confirmed. ‘As will Katrina and Constantine. This is the largest gathering of Meritors in some time. We have plenty to discuss.’

			Lamourney scowled. All three of Eron’s rulers in one place, each with their own political agenda. The Order of the City, the Guilders Consortium, and the Assembly, gathered with all their supporters, the Meritors, to decide whether to allow the Terrius delegation into the city when they arrived.

			‘I’m surprised you came,’ Dante offered. ‘You hate these sort of things.’

			True. Lamourney was allergic to politics. ‘I want to hear the Blue Triad’s response to the Terrius,’ she muttered.

			Dante grunted.

			‘They will be let in with open arms, I suspect. Coffers hurt from poor trade will persuade them to make peace. I am unsure whether it is wise, but I will back Jetsan’s decision.’

			‘Sycophant.’

			‘Loyalist,’ Dante amended. ‘This is not the time for disunity.’

			Lamourney and her cynical mind would have scoffed at anyone else. With Dante, she knew his fervent attitude to be genuine. She spotted a gaggle of Order affiliates marching forcefully up the Noble Avenue. They all had strips of red fabric tied about the arms.

			‘What’s that about?’ she asked, pointing. Dante followed her gaze, then rolled his eyes.

			‘They’re protesting the Terrius. Now the news is out that they’re arriving. They wear red to remember the blood of those fallen to western blades.’

			‘I see,’ Lamourney approved.

			Dante rumbled a non-committal sound, cinching a belt tighter about his torso. His tan cloak of the Guilders, symbolically missing the right sleeve to honour the city’s founder Shife Kuro, who had lost an arm in the liberation of Eron, was big enough to serve as a tent. He wore workmen’s gear, tools clanking and a bar of glass spectacles with multiple lenses hanging round his neck. His harness had Resonant krystal inserts at the buckles, which shone with dun light, waiting to be activated.

			‘If it is a genuine overture for peace,’ Lamourney continued, ‘and not some ploy the Terrius have concocted, do you think it is achievable?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Dante rubbed his hands together, thick yet nimble fingers sliding roughly back and forth. ‘I pray it is so. Four years of trade drying up, slowly draining stockpiles and driving the market into crisis. The eastern marches depend on us for a safe and stable trade route. The realms all need different goods. Vurkesh is relatively self-sufficient but wants for foodstuffs. Kratossif is the same, and spends its time holding back the desert. It needs water, food and goods of all kinds. The demand for aetherical machinery continues to soar, with all realms wanting the devices Jetsan has pioneered.’

			‘Quate is a shell,’ Lamourney interjected, describing the series of islands that made a realm off the south-eastern coastline. ‘Gutted by the Godless Crusade.’

			‘Hard to describe Quate as a realm anymore. An admiral-run, pirate conclave these days.’

			‘Insor needs weapons. Lots and lots of weapons.’

			Dante’s face darkened. ‘We cannot afford to fund their war any longer.’

			The Noble Avenue began to widen, a bend in the road approaching.

			‘I must believe the Terrius come with sincerity,’ Lamourney said suddenly. ‘One in five people in Away live off one meal a day, unable to find a job, or find money to provide for their friends and family. I ceaselessly fish people out of the gutter. People I know to be worthwhile. Hard-working. Even where I live, in Evensong, it’s not looking good for the general population. People are suffering, there’s less to go around. Even if we didn’t start this war, we must find a way to resolve it.’

			The sun shone off Dante’s hair, creating a green sunburst around him, matching his eyes perfectly. He grinned down at Lamourney, exposing a crescent of teeth made entirely out of polished steel. They twinkled at her.

			‘You sound almost hopeful.’

			‘I fucking do not.’

			Dante laughed, slapping her on the back. She tolerated it with a tight grin.

			‘The great Luck Lamourney, engaging in naivety and hope. What will people say?’

			She grudgingly chuckled. ‘Keep your mouth shut.’

			They came to the bend and beheld the destination of the spread-out crowd around them. Within a swathe of white flagstone in the centre of Forum, was the seat of government in Lurella. With looming colonnades, gigantic pillars of textured marble and a crystal dome that flashed in the midday sun, stood the Chamber of Merit.

			The proud building was a large, circular structure, crafted in the off-white stone so familiar in Lurella. The exterior was fronted with black stone ornaments. Statues, raised facades and inscriptions upon the walls, artfully carved into pillars that resembled trees. It was perfectly round, with a single entrance at the front. A massive pair of double doors, a thick oak inlaid with tracery of dark blue striations riven through it. Three vertical bands of gold were fashioned upon it, the middle one bisected so that when the doors were swung ajar it parted in the centre.

			It was austere. Grand. Elegantly foreboding.

			It was the seat of the Blue Triad.

			A sea of people were milling outside, some entering, a palette of whites, blues and greys of the Assembly and Order affiliates. The tonal hues and muted earthen colours of the Guilders. As the pair grew closer, Lamourney saw the side glances and charged motions and words these politicos wielded so easily. Her hackles rose at these … ruffled birds and entitled nobles. Only interested in their own stake, bleeding the city dry for their goals and personal fortunes. It was exactly why she hated attending these types of events.

			‘I must find Jetsan,’ Dante said, casting around for the Merit-Elector of the Guilders Consortium.

			‘What’s his genuine take on this?’ Lamourney said.

			‘He wants to negotiate.’

			‘And the other Guilders?’

			Dante shrugged at her as if to say there was no difference. ‘Resonant must flow back to the city. While in conflict with Terrius, the merchant routes are, at best, risky to use. The reserves are dwindling fast. The Magister of Aetherical Invention and the Chancellor of Commerce agree that we will run out within the next couple of years. We have machines to export.’

			‘The First and Second Row back him?’ Lamourney referred to those Meritors eligible to vote in session.

			‘Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio has the complete backing and confidence of the Guilders, whatever his decision might be.’ Before Lamourney could interject, Dante raised a hand. ‘It might sound like a line I’m feeding you, Luck, but it’s still true.’

			Lamourney saw an organized block of people march past, trying to keep up with a woman in steel-grey armour, a single streak of blue through her salt and pepper hair. Her face was harder than the metal encasing her frame.

			‘Katrina has arrived,’ Lamourney observed. Dante turned, staring at the receding figure of Katrina Saturi, Merit-Elector of the Order.

			‘Let’s hope she’s in a good mood.’

			‘She’ll want justice for the Terrius slaughtering our entire diplomatic mission, and the ambassador Var Astra.’

			‘Only if it doesn’t interfere with bringing stability back to the realm.’

			Lamourney was irritated by that. ‘Are Jetsan’s aims truly altruistic?’

			Dante turned, confused. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Does he actually care whether peace is achieved? Or is this about his machine crusade, the “Rise of Aetherical Invention” and making money?’

			For the first time, real irritation crossed Dante’s face.

			‘Jetsan is not the greed-obsessed oligarch you paint him as,’ Dante said fervently. ‘He wants peace for the good of the realm as much as any other. The Rise of Aetherical Invention is technological emancipation for the lower classes. To put aether into machines that anyone can use. It is freedom! Instead of the Mistral randomly assigning Roots to the world, we can ensure anyone, regardless of aetheric skill, can have access to this technology.’ He spoke passionately, gesturing animatedly. ‘Obviously those who are gifted with more powerful Roots by random chance, will do better in life. While those who didn’t get blessed,’ he said the last word with a cutting tone, ‘struggle to make ends meet.’

			He narrowed his eyes at her, not a little frustrated.

			‘We’re trying to help. This is exactly what you do for the people of Away. That’s why you take in all those strays and do so much for the people with nothing. Why do you mock Jetsan’s dream so incessantly?’

			‘I don’t believe his aims are altruistic,’ Lamourney retorted. ‘Whoever makes the machines controls the aether. It’s just moving power away from the Assembly, into the hands of the Guilders Consortium.’

			‘I am the Master-Arcanist, right-hand of the Merit-Elector. Can’t you trust that if I’m part of this, I’ll make sure it’s for the good of the city?’

			Lamourney made a face.

			‘Will he protect the people of Eron or will his own agenda come before their safety? What deals might he make with the Terrius, for his own personal crusade?’

			Dante stared at her.

			‘It’s mine as well, Luck. It’s mine as well.’

			She hesitated.

			‘Good people …’ A thin voice intruded on their conversation.

			From a nearby alley, a wafer-thin man in rags had emerged. Nervous and fearful, he loitered, half in gloom.

			‘Good people? Could I bother you for a coin?’ His voice was hoarse. Lamourney went to find a silver piece, then froze. Creeping up the man’s neck were tattoos of feathers.

			Dante reached into a pocket and took out a triangular-shaped gold piece.

			‘Go to Gregorian Grains and get some food. You know where that is?’ he asked kindly.

			The beggar nodded pitifully. ‘All know of Gregorian Grains, I shall head to Receiving. My thanks, my thanks.’

			The beggar extended a hand to Lamourney.

			‘Spare a coin?’

			Lamourney was motionless as Dante turned to greet a clump of Guilders, all with similar tan robes with the right sleeve removed. Mixed complexions, some with durable masks pulled down. The beggar was staring at her. She couldn’t bear it. Blood was rushing to her head. Her tongue was thick, mind awash with events she tried every day to forget.

			‘Please, miss. Even a copper would be a kindness.’

			The feathers … the smell. The sound of his accent. Lamourney’s hands were trembling. She couldn’t think with him here, he had to go he had to run he couldn’t …

			The beggar reached for her and …

			Lamourney seized it.

			‘You will not have me!’ she screamed at him. Instead of the beggar, she saw a horde of howling fanatics on a blood-soaked square twenty years ago. The faces of the Godless were covered with winged tattoos. An Annorsettran army with quills and birds and plumage and feathers inked across …

			The beggar twisted as she wrenched his hand.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he wailed pitifully.

			‘Lamourney,’ she dimly heard Dante shout at her.

			She smelled death. Skin bubbling. Innards spilling on to the floor. Elderly scholars pretending to be warriors, hopelessly wielding weapons too heavy for them. A sword whistled past her head and decapitated her lieutenant. She heard the sickening crunch as a pike gutted a cobbler she’d walked by every day. A boy shrieking as his skin boiled from Annorsettran weaponry. Eli falling as a blade cut into his …

			A hand roughly pulled her from the beggar.

			Lamourney stumbled back into conscious thought. The man fell to the ground, whimpering as he cradled a broken wrist. She looked into the wide eyes of Dante. They were without judgement. But others weren’t.

			‘When Luck Lamourney assaults the innocent, you know the worst has come.’

			She turned at the growling, acerbic voice.

			Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio stood with his Guilders, glaring. A thick beard was trimmed neatly and sunken dark eyes peered out under a heavy brow. His head was shaved, mottled from an experiment gone wrong. Straps and buckles were tied tightly about the extremities of his body, the thighs, calves, forearms and biceps. Resonant gems were embedded into the straps of the harness.

			‘Dante, come,’ Jetsan Var Hulio snapped, turning immediately with the accompanying Guilders. Dante gave Lamourney’s shoulder a squeeze.

			‘Get out of here,’ he warned the beggar, before heading toward the Chamber.

			She turned to stare at the man at her feet.

			‘Lamourney …’ the beggar whispered. Fear became terror. She watched him collect his rags and flee down the street, vanishing into the lower suburbs of Forum.

			She stood there, feeling light-headed. She hadn’t had an episode like that in … It had taken her by surprise. She tried to become present in herself again, taking in the buildings, the people flowing toward the Chamber. A woman in blue robes passed her, hair held up intricately, accompanied by two Maktar. Eyes of gold glanced her way.

			‘Captain,’ the woman said serenely.

			Lamourney gave her a distracted bow. ‘Lexorcist,’ she replied, recognizing Amber Euthoreal, the head of the Endless Library. Pleasantries exchanged, the academic moved on. One of the Maktar gave her a look of deep respect.

			‘Hero,’ he murmured, before continuing.

			Lamourney suppressed the residual adrenaline coursing through her body.

			Unwilling hero, Eli always teased her. She hated it.

			Something caught her eye. Movement in a small alley to the right. A small shape, ducking back into cover out of sight.

			Lamourney sighed. Some recollection returned to her.

			The square was wide and flat, plenty of space allowed for the vast circular structure at its centre. From the exterior of the Chamber of Merit, statues reached out obsidian arms, marbled with gold, reaching up toward the sky, surrounding the doorway with a host of supplicating imagery. Lamourney stared at it all with cynical reserve. Her feet tapped quietly as she crossed diagonally across the Noble Avenue.

			Lamourney came level with the alley. She glanced in. It was no more than a narrow opening between the buildings, with some refuse lying on the ground, a few loose stones. A pile of rags, fallen from some of the windows higher up the side walls. Nothing else. She swung into the gloom out of sight.

			With a foot, Lamourney rolled a stone over and flicked it up into her hand, where she weighed it in a considering manner.

			‘Get out here.’

			There was no response. Lamourney aimed carefully with the stone. She threw it at the pile of rags. It struck with a thump.

			‘Ow,’ the rags said.

			‘Get out here, Hedger.’

			The pile shifted and a small figure crawled out. A dark-skinned child in cheap clothing with close-shaved hair, a small makeshift sack strung on their back. It jangled a little as some metallic objects clanked together.

			‘How’d you know I was in there?’ Hedger moaned, getting to her feet.

			Lamourney pinched the child’s ear. She yelped and went on tiptoes.

			‘You should be in school,’ Lamourney snapped.

			Hedger squirmed. She was a sweet-looking thing, with absurdly blue eyes that were big and wide and swimming with tears.

			‘You’re hurting me,’ she said in a trembling voice.

			Lamourney glared at her, unimpressed. Hedger kept it up for a moment more, eyes shining. She relented, body slumping in a pout.

			‘I was bored,’ Hedger grumbled.

			‘Why are you in Forum?’

			‘I was looking for you.’

			‘And what were you doing in the Caldera yesterday?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Did you steal anything?’

			Hedger scuffed a foot on the ground.

			Lamourney tried to remain calm. ‘I’ve told you to stop.’

			‘It’s just for fun.’ Hedger stamped her foot and a tiny flicker of light sparked in her eyes. Lamourney didn’t notice, looking to the sky in exasperation.

			‘If you continue stealing, you will get caught. And if it’s a duellist, they will be very, very angry.’

			‘I won’t steal from a duellist.’

			‘Go back to Away, and tell your teachers you’re sorry for leaving.’

			‘I hate it at the cloisters. It’s cold and damp and they only teach boring stuff.’

			‘Arithmetic is important. As is history.’

			‘I won’t go,’ Hedger grumbled, rubbing her eyes.

			Lamourney’s hand flicked out and grabbed her ear again.

			‘I told you, go back to Away!’

			Hedger stared petulantly up at her. Her eyes shone strangely. Lamourney saw a couple of tiny blue veins at the corner of the girl’s eyes where she’d rubbed them.

			Her annoyance vanished.

			‘Where’s your paint?’ she said quickly.

			Hedger looked confused. ‘In my bag.’

			‘Give it to me.’ Lamourney knelt in front of the child.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘You’ve rubbed off your make-up.’

			Hedger dumped the bag, objects rattling against each other.

			‘Why can’t I stay with you?’ she shouted. There was a second tone. As though a far-off echo was saying the words at the same time. A chill ran down Lamourney’s arms as she stared at the child.

			‘Give me the bag,’ she said firmly. The dark alley felt very cold suddenly.

			Hedger’s eyes were getting bluer and wider. Her outline flickered slightly, a chill wind fluttering down the alley. Lamourney reached out, very slowly, and cupped the girl’s face in her hands. She did so delicately, as though she was a butterfly that would flit away, or crumble beneath her palms. The skin was ice cold.

			Lamourney gently held Hedger’s face. ‘Try and calm down.’ Her breath frosted in the air, as cold as the fear that spiked through her veins. Lamourney didn’t move, fighting for calm in the gloom of the alley.

			Hedger shifted as a consciousness regarded Lamourney through eyes too wide and pale for such a face. It was an elemental immensity that was vast and ancient. It was a force that eroded mountains and drank oceans. Forced into a vessel too fragile to contain it. Hedger vibrated with aether, bleeding off into the alley, now cold as a winter tundra.

			Lamourney held still, barely breathing as she willed Hedger to calm.

			Then, it drew away like the tide from the beach. The presence receded from Hedger’s face. The child’s eyes shrank in size and went back to the vibrant blue from before as the attack passed.

			Lamourney smoothly took her hands away and tugged on the bag, which Hedger released without objection. She rummaged around, shifting through the scraps the girl had collected. Resting at the bottom was a small iron tin.

			‘What happened?’ Hedger slurred slightly, still looking a bit dizzy.

			‘You had an attack,’ Lamourney muttered, as she opened the tin to reveal a dish full of a thick paint, the colour of Hedger’s skin. She smeared it on her fingers and started dabbing it on the exposed veins that crept from the canthus of her eyes.

			‘It’s raining,’ Hedger trailed off uncertainly.

			‘No, it’s not.’

			Hedger’s head swivelled.

			‘Where is Mummy?’

			‘She’s not here anymore.’

			Lamourney carefully finished applying the paint and snapped the lid back on.

			‘Where are you going now?’ she continued.

			Hedger awkwardly looked down. ‘Back to Away.’

			‘I’ll be back in the district come sundown. I’ll see you then.’

			The girl slowly nodded, bending to pick up the bag. She seemed so sad, it broke Lamourney’s heart not to hold her, but she resisted. Hedger settled the straps on her narrow shoulders, then darted off, slipping quickly down the alley and out of sight.

			Lamourney dropped to one knee and let out a groan, holding her hands to her chest. She took deep breaths. She cautiously examined her palms. Tiny blood blisters dotted them where she had touched Hedger’s skin. The pain was so intense she had to stop it escaping with clenched teeth. The paltry make-up to hide the distinctive blue veins felt useless at this point. It was getting worse, attacks and episodes occurring whenever Hedger became angry. They couldn’t continue this way. A weary ex-captain trying to hide such a special child. Lamourney clenched her hands tight, then slowly exited the alley.

			The massive doors of the Chamber of Merit were still ajar. The guards were waiting just inside, the blue and white of their uniforms and metal chain-mail glinting in the light of torches, and their spears held ready.

			With a heavy heart, Lamourney walked away from the alley, toward the Chamber of Merit.

			Where the rulers of Eron would decide whether to hold open the gates for the Terrius, or slam them shut.
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			An argument of similar facts

			The moment continues

			The Blue Triad.

			Triumvirate Ultimate, formed of three factions that ruled over Lurella and, by extension, the whole of the realm of Eron. This included the Assembly, the oldest of the three, headed by Constantine Lyn, composed of the Constant Academy and the Constantist Church, focusing on aetheric progression, magical advancement and social welfare. The Order of the City, bridging the opposing voices of the other two, and headed by Katrina Saturi, was itself the administration, including the city’s bureaucracy, law enforcement and military. Finally, the youngest and strongest, the Guilders Consortium, headed by Jetsan Var Hulio – representing economic interests such as trade guilds, financial institutions and the aetherical industry. But most importantly, the driving force behind the spread of aetherical machinery across Mycenia.

			The collection of individuals here today were the entirety of all the Meritors, those allowed to speak within the Chamber’s walls. These were affiliates of the First and Second Row, backed by supporters who nonetheless wished to be present. Those unattached to any of these three factions could sit in the Independent Sector.

			The halls rang in volume unheard of for months, as Meritors and allies flowed toward the Chamber itself. Its vaulted ceiling took conversations and amplified them into importance. From the faction leaders down to the inconsequential electee, newly admitted to the Chamber, how each faction stood still seemed unsure.

			The agenda was clear.

			The Terrius and their demand for peace.

			And the nomination of new Pit Lords.

			‘My lord, will you enter?’

			Constantine nodded, silently passing beneath the eyes of saints and wind-touched devils. Their obsidian arms begged for guidance and strength from the mortals that swept by. He entered the Chamber of Merit. A senatorial hall of concentric rings, highest and longest at the top, shortening in descent toward the centre. Grey pillars held up the domed ceiling, sunlight sparkling through the air in hard beams of intensity. The room felt enormous, imperial in its majestic design.

			Constantine regarded the speaking floor, where he and his fellow Merit-Electors would deliberate. A radial dais, above a pool of clear water, which descended so deep it became black as night. Above this were four stone platforms that sat above the water’s surface. Each podium was identical to the others, four points of a compass. It was an amphitheatre, everyone in view, funnelling their focus toward this central well. Oratory excellence and confident discussion. These were the weapons of this place.

			Constantine observed the dour Katrina Saturi, already positioned at the Order’s podium. His attention shifted to Jetsan Var Hulio, vigorously speaking with his second, Dante Gregorian. He ignored the sparse benches of the Independents, unimportant to this discussion on the future of Eron. Trailed by white-robed affiliates, he sat in the First Row, content to wait for others to begin the proceedings. The Assembly took their seats with total confidence in their Merit-Elector, a swathe of blue, white and gold. They sat, portraying a beauty that the rest of the Chamber lacked, a model of serene patience.

			If anyone had looked at the patient visage of Constantine Lyn, resplendent in his diadem, it wasn’t hard to imagine what inspired them.

			‘Katrina might fight us,’ Dante suggested to his Merit-Elector. ‘She’ll hate the idea of letting all the casualties of the past four years go unpunished.’

			‘I will deal with Katrina,’ Jetsan spat. ‘I have had enough of this absurd war. The city’s stockpiles are shrinking. Thirty-two per cent of all production facilities in Lurella are dark, with no Resonant spare to power them. The only reason most of the machines are still running is because of the storm-catchers, harvesting aether at the zenith of the Mistral’s monthly cycle. We cancel this conflict, open up the trade routes, and get goods flowing once more.’

			Dante nodded, eyeing the filling Chamber. The Assembly sat unnervingly quiet as usual, ranks of observing figures.

			‘I don’t think the Assembly will offer much trouble,’ he ventured. ‘Surely they want an end to the violence?’

			Jetsan grunted. ‘If you could guess what Constantine is thinking in any given moment, you’re a smarter man than I. He’ll go against peace just to personally fuck me.’

			‘I’m sure the Aetherist-Prime has the city’s best interests at heart.’

			Jetsan squinted at Dante. ‘Fuck off. Just because he’s taken a shine to you doesn’t make him trustworthy. But you’re right about the Order. I think Katrina will tear the building down if we don’t get some recompense for the Terrius slaughtering our entire diplomatic mission, and the ambassador Var Astra.’

			They both regarded the Merit-Elector of the Order, standing at attention at her podium. They were silent for a moment as the Chamber got busier and louder.

			‘Fuck me, she looks livid,’ Jetsan muttered

			‘Maybe I should speak for the faction if you’re worried.’

			Jetsan cracked a grin. ‘Funny boy, sit down.’

			Dante did so, directing a last glance toward the entrance, just as his friend entered.

			Lamourney tried to find anonymity in the crowd, discreetly moving within the Chamber.

			She could sit with the Order of the City, and remind people of her history. Captain of the 9th Battalion. Katrina Saturi already stood by her podium, jaw set. Lamourney eyed her old commander apprehensively. Time had not worn down the matriarch of Legacy Saturi, Commander of the Cerulean Battalions. The single streak of blue shot through her hair seemed even brighter, and the armour more robust. The Meritors of the First Row behind her squabbled and concurred with each other.

			She saw Lucinda Var Ganis, 1st Captain and Shield of the Order. Vasco Tansen, Chancellor of the Administration, conversed with the Arbiter of Law, Eddard Yarrow. Everyone was here, all who carried influence and responsibility. The rows behind the First were a mass Lamourney had no desire to enter.

			But if she didn’t sit with the Order, there was only one other possibility.

			She glanced to her left, at the rows for the Independents. They were sparsely filled, and the selection of people eclectic, the bloc reserved for those not in the ruling factions. It was hard to know if it was bizarre, or simply had character. Lamourney saw two elaborately armoured storm-knights from Insor, plush purple cloaks over silver armour. Visitors from the north, here to observe the proceedings. Other foreigners joined them. Rough-looking sailors from Quate, and tribals from Vurkesh.

			Lamourney looked back into the Chamber, filled with people she had no interest in sitting with. Her gaze strayed toward Dante. She knew he would urge her to sit with the Order. To join the city, rather than separate herself further from it. Lamourney gave one last glance to the seat she had sat in twenty years ago. A woman with a buzz-cut occupied it, blue scars scattering her scalp as she laughed with her compatriots.

			Lamourney turned away and into the seats for the Independents.

			She avoided looking toward Dante.

			Sliding along a row, she sat herself next to a tired man in simple robes who glanced at her.

			‘Here for the circus?’

			‘Spectacle was my word, but circus will do.’

			‘Jubale,’ the man said, offering a hand. Lamourney briefly shook it.

			‘Lamourney.’

			‘Here for the Terrius response?’ Jubale queried.

			‘Yes, you?’

			He was silent for a second. ‘I thought I might come and see who the new Pit Lords would be.’

			Lamourney said nothing and they stared out in expectation.

			‘How does voting work?’ Jubale asked her.

			‘You need a two-thirds majority to pass a vote. Though if the three Merit-Electors themselves are unanimous in their votes, you only need a majority of one,’ Lamourney said shortly.

			‘Very democratic,’ Jubale said dryly.

			The voice of Katrina Saturi cracked through the air as though this was a battlefield. ‘I call this Chamber to session. Assume your seats.’

			‘I state to the floor,’ Katrina requested forcefully, ‘we are present and accounted. Let the Merit-Electors make their presence known.’

			‘Aye,’ Jetsan snapped.

			‘Aye,’ Constantine said softly.

			‘Meritors of the First Row make your presence known.’

			‘Aye,’ came the louder affirmative of the senior affiliates, all taking up the foremost seats in the Chamber.

			‘Meritors of the Second Row, make your presence known.’

			The Chamber rocked as everyone else spoke. Silence fell like a shroud.

			Katrina surveyed the chamber. ‘As speaker for the Order I claim the right to set the agenda. We will begin with the Terrius, and Eron’s response to their missive.’

			‘Many of my Guilders have not heard the message from the Crimson Court of Terrius,’ Jetsan interjected. ‘Let us hear it aloud.’

			Katrina turned to a man seated a few rows behind.

			‘The floor recognizes Leo Braxis,’ she declared. ‘He will now read the words sent by Queen Marshall of Terrius, Tsail Rose.’

			The declared Meritor, a cool and dark gentleman, lifted a parchment to read into the waiting air of the Chamber. He read the words sent by Terrius with a clear voice.

			‘To our eastern cousin of Eron, we extend a hand in regret. Tragedy is a harsh burden, and though we search still for the assassin that took our brightest light from us, we concede that our response may have been misguided.’

			The entire Chamber hissed at that. Katrina visibly sneered, unimpressed the murder of Eronese diplomats could be described as ‘misguided’.

			‘We ask for empathy and clear-headed insight,’ continued Leo Braxis. ‘After four years of fruitless conflict, we declare that a delegation has been sent to your capital, in the hopes of brokering a peace between our two great realms. Eron and Terrius have oft struggled to find commonality, but as the leading entities of the Octet Alliance, we believe understanding can be reached. Yours in humility, Queen Regent Tsail Rose.’

			The man lowered the parchment as the Meritors booed at the message. Katrina scowled as though women of Terrius were in the chamber with them.

			‘The letter is insulting,’ she spat. ‘They dare to dismiss the murder of our diplomats as a mistake?’

			When Queen Marshall Dalia Fenway had been discovered, dead in her own halls, the entire diplomatic mission had been tortured, slain, and the ambassador himself had been sent back to Eron, missing his hands, feet, genitalia, ears and eyes. The tongue was left, for him to bring the message of events. He’d been broken in mind by then, of course, so a Terrius male had gone with him, bearing a letter of accusation.

			‘Let us speak clearly. The war must end. There can be no question on that,’ Jetsan snapped.

			‘I disagree.’ Katrina’s voice echoed as she observed the entire Chamber. ‘Accepting their arrival is a tacit admittance of culpability in the assassination of their sovereign, and a betrayal of the ambassador Var Astra, and all others who were present with him on that diplomatic mission four years ago.’

			‘What’s done is done,’ Jetsan said bluntly. ‘Hunan Var Astra cannot be brought back from the dead, and the needs of the realm come above vengeance.’

			The Chamber didn’t like that, pragmatic though it was. The Order and even some of the Assembly muttered darkly. The Guilders said nothing, but seemed uncomfortable.

			‘You make honour and pride sound like ill virtues,’ Katrina retorted. ‘Duty to the fallen is a noble aim.’

			‘I care about people starving,’ Jetsan retorted. ‘About essential services malfunctioning and entire sectors of the realm falling into disrepair through lack of materials to repair them. Trade has become perilous for everyone, every merchant wary of being raided by either side lest they be reinforcing the other’s war effort. I care about keeping Eron safe, and the best way to do that is to allow the Terrius entry, and at least discuss what a peace might look like.’

			Jetsan made a convincing case, many Meritors nodding. Katrina sourly looked to Constantine.

			‘What say you?’

			The Aetherist-Prime threaded his fingers before him, calm radiating out.

			‘I agree with Jetsan that the Terrius must be allowed entry. I also concur that the needs of the people must be put first, before any notions of revenge. However,’ he lifted a slim finger, ‘there are other profound elements at stake.’

			‘Can we avoid bringing religion into this discussion?’ Jetsan snapped. He was met with an uncomfortable silence. Though the Church had lost influence as religious adherence declined, most still considered themselves people of faith.

			‘Alas not. My concerns are related to the Mistral.’ Constantine was cold as he stared across at his Guilders counterpart. ‘Our God, the sacred World Winds, continues to degrade. Year after year. We see the number of aetherically gifted individuals dropping incrementally, and Root Gales are increasing in severity. A Zephyrist parish on the coast was annihilated last week. The entire village, lost to madness and aetherical instability, as the rogue tempest assailed it. As these Root Gales continue to become more frequent, we must think of what can be done to prevent them destroying us all.’

			The room shifted uneasily at the mention of these storms. Root Gales were aetheric currents which fell away from the Mistral, rushing across the lands with scouring effects. They imploded Roots, causing people to go mad, perish, or both. They turned reality on its head and caused wild events that could not happen otherwise. Trees uprooting and shedding leaves of fire. Winter storms in the heat of summer. There was nothing deadlier in Mycenia than a Root Gale.

			‘What does this have to do with the Terrius?’ Jetsan retorted.

			‘Solutions cannot be found whilst we are at war. We must work with them to heal the Mistral and save the vanishing of our God.’

			Constantine’s voice rolled out like a storm front. Rich and compelling. Many in the room found themselves nodding in agreement. Even Katrina seemed swayed. Not so Jetsan, whose krystal inserts on his torso harness flickered as though an aetheric effect had washed over him.

			‘Keep your religion,’ he barked. ‘I care about real things. The effects on ordinary people. You say fewer people are being born with monstrously powerful Roots. I say that’s a good thing. Let us put aether into tools that anyone can use, rather than parents crossing their fingers their child might be the one in a thousand that can manipulate aether with some capacity.’

			‘I did not expect you to champion your own goals so overtly within this Chamber,’ Constantine said icily. ‘But I am unsurprised you would use these events to accelerate your own profits.’

			‘How rich!’ Jetsan snarled. ‘The Assembly claiming others are profiting from a crisis, as though that hasn’t been how you’ve kept control over the realm for the past two hundred years.’

			The Chamber exploded with shouts from the Assembly and the Guilders. Their Merit-Electors ignored it, engaged in their own stand-off with each other.

			‘Let us return to the matter at hand,’ Katrina shouted. She slammed her fist into the podium before her, and a clang split the air. ‘The Order submits the following terms. The Terrius will be allowed entry to discuss a formal truce. However, we demand that restitution will be made for the deaths four years ago of Hunan Var Astra and the seventeen other victims of the Eronese diplomatic mission.’

			The Order rumbled support. Jetsan scoffed.

			‘We would engage in peace talks, but abandon them if we aren’t satisfied with their apology? Ridiculous. The Terrius would laugh us off the negotiating table.’

			‘It is beyond expectation that such a realm would make a concession of error to the extent you describe,’ Constantine added.

			Katrina’s jaw set, but she didn’t look surprised.

			‘I hear your objections with difficulty.’

			‘I am no happier than you with the idea of letting injustice go unpunished,’ Constantine said firmly. ‘But if we are to find commonality, as their missive declares, we must work together. That cannot be so if we meet them with a demand like this.’

			He looked around the Chamber, radiant and strong.

			‘We are, all of us, united in the dream of Eron. Of a prosperous and fruitful realm, where those without are supported by those who have strength to share. Peace is a hard task, forged in compromise. Belief must be held by those with the vision to see it. Though the Terrius are a realm apart, in both Constantist doctrine and code of law, if we do not engage in honest discussion with them, we are at fault for being unwilling to even try for peace. Let us look each other in the eye, and find clarity from that. Let the Mistral be our judge.’

			‘Hear, hear.’ The entire Chamber responded powerfully. Jetsan looked at Constantine with narrowed eyes, but did not refute him. With a backward glance to his First Row, Jetsan spoke plainly.

			‘Somehow, I find myself agreeing with Constantine. Trade must be restored. The basic needs of Eron suffer and, as tariffs go up and the threat of convoys being raided increases the further west we go, more and more is at risk. For both imports and exports, and Resonant most of all.’

			Katrina stared with steely eyes. ‘Stipulations?’

			‘We expect thorough contracts to be drawn and sworn to,’ Jetsan said efficiently, ‘ensuring the safety of Eronese merchants and traders, and those from outside the realm who work under oath for Lurella and its environs. That can be our start.’

			Constantine gave a sage nod. Katrina still looked unconvinced, her eyes like hard tacks, boring down into the dark of the water between them.

			‘I cannot stomach the thought of no justice for the numerous dead in these past four years,’ she muttered, ‘nor for the initial, unavenged murder of our diplomats. But if it is the will of the Chamber to go in with no prior demands, then I shall concede.’

			Constantine tilted his head. ‘The first step on this road. It will be well trodden by the end.’

			There was a pause as the Chamber absorbed the fact that Eron would admit the Terrius delegation. Though the factions owed fealty to their Merit-Electors, many were the unhappy faces. All had suffered in this war, some had lost family members to raids and skirmishes. All done under a false accusation of murder. Jetsan looked dissatisfied as he always did, while Katrina seemed dark and bitter.

			‘I will send word to Halfway Hold to accommodate them as best they can. We believe they are merely a day’s travel from reaching it.’

			Constantine saw the mood of his people, and could not let it remain so morose.

			‘I propose a ceremony of unity.’

			His peers eyed him.

			‘A pledge of peace,’ Constantine offered. ‘Blessed beneath the gaze of the Mistral within the Cathedral of Constant. A magnificent ceremony to honour them as guests, and remind them that we have far more in common than they might think.’

			‘A worthy idea,’ Katrina said neutrally.

			‘Fine,’ Jetsan allowed. ‘Then the decision is made.’

			‘I call this Chamber to vote,’ Katrina called out. ‘Merit-Electors are unanimous in their decision. As such, a majority of one is needed to pass. Those in favour, raise your hand and say “Aye”.’

			‘Aye.’ Barely a hand wasn’t raised. This was not a vote where people wanted to be seen on the opposing side. For all three leaders of the factions to agree was uncommon.

			‘Those in opposition, raise your hand and say “Aye”.’

			No hands were raised. Those who had not voted were made up of abstainers.

			‘The will of the Chamber is to allow the Terrius entry to discuss a ceasefire,’ Katrina said powerfully, ‘and resumption of cooperation between our realms. We will mount a ceremony within the Cathedral of Constant to honour this goal of peace. This matter is concluded.’

			She banged her fist on her podium once more, cracking out a sound of confirmation.

			‘The next item on the agenda is the nomination of new Pit Lords.’

			The storm rattled the shutters.

			They’d deserved it. The whispers told her so. The fear of a blow or word of spite. A scream, a shout. Her mother hitting her. Her father hitting himself.

			‘Hedger?’

			They wouldn’t hit her anymore. Their bodies lay as blocks of ice. Eyes were stretched open. Mouths contorted in screams. Raw pieces of meat, as though a blizzard had ravaged them. Lips blue. Fingertips blackened. Eruptions of ice protruded from their mouths in grotesque impalement. 

			No more pain.

			‘Hedger, look at me?’

			They wouldn’t hurt her again. They wouldn’t beat her or lock her away. The whispers slithered promise in her ear. A creak echoed from a floorboard.

			‘Look at me.’

			The hard lady. The one filled with sadness. 

			‘Come with me, Hedger.’

			Her hand was steady as she held it out to Hedger. She sat between the corpses of her mother and father and reached out a hand to Luck Lamourney … 

			Hedger stared out of the alley as consciousness returned to her.

			It happened more and more. These absences. She felt as though something vast simply moved her out of the way as it swung by. She would wake, and the world would have changed. People fleeing, shaking and covered in ice. Sometimes dead. The whispers of the wind inside her head promised it wasn’t her fault, but …

			It was so confusing.

			Hedger poked her head out of the alley and looked up at the Chamber of Merit, its domed roof sparkling like the largest jewel she’d ever seen. What a trinket that would be to steal.

			A steady stream of people began to emerge. Conversation was vigorous, animated. Hedger pressed herself into the darkness of the alley. She saw Dante Gregorian exit, known to her as Lamourney’s friend. His expression was mixed as he conversed with a scarred man. They moved off together while clumps of faction affiliates departed the Chamber. Hedger waited.

			At last, Lamourney appeared. Hedger’s heart jumped. She had a massive urge to run out and throw her arms about the woman. Fear of punishment stopped her; she’d promised to go home. A couple of carriages clattered past, heading to the entryway of the building. Hedger observed Lamourney as the woman paced down the Noble Avenue. She neared the alley.

			‘Champion,’ a voice called out.

			Hedger watched Lamourney turn toward a tall man wearing pristine white, a beautiful circlet upon his head.

			She cringed. Even she recognized the Aetherist-Prime.

			Constantine approached Lamourney. So close, Hedger heard their conversation.

			‘I haven’t been called that in a long time,’ Lamourney said dryly.

			‘Your past accolades are worth remembering,’ Constantine said gently. ‘Eli tells me how you detest the moniker of hero. I thought this you would prefer.’

			‘My name will probably be fine,’ she grinned.

			‘Of course.’

			‘The Terrius inside Lurella. I never thought I’d see the day,’ Lamourney remarked.

			Constantine nodded thoughtfully. ‘History happens all around us. I am glad Katrina came round. She understands the nature of peace, but is still obliged to argue vengeance for the fallen.’

			Hedger watched Lamourney shrug. ‘They’re dead, we can’t bring them back.’

			‘Precisely,’ Constantine replied. His eyes strayed for a brief moment toward the alley. Hedger shrank back into the gloom a little further.

			‘Your charge,’ Constantine asked quietly. ‘How is she?’

			There was a pause.

			‘She’s fine,’ Lamourney said curtly. ‘We are … Hedger will be fine.’

			In the alley, Hedger was very still. They were talking about her. She didn’t know why. Constantine’s face was calm and supportive as he stared at Lamourney.

			‘Her nature is turbulent,’ he said. ‘If she is truly a Bengen, her powers will start to develop soon. If you ever need assistance, I would be more than willing to help you once more.’

			Bengen? Hedger didn’t know that word.

			‘No,’ Lamourney said sharply. She stopped and took a deep breath. ‘No, thank you. I appreciate you helping us back then, hiding us from the Church. But we’ll be okay. I can look after her.’

			Hedger smiled to herself, staring devotedly at Lamourney.

			‘I understand,’ Constantine offered calmly. ‘Eron does not have a view on Bengen that I agree with. That is why I helped you conceal her presence from the Church. The wind-touched saints are precious things.’

			Hedger felt some confusion as he spoke. Wind-touched saints? Was he referring to her?

			‘Yes, thanks.’ Lamourney cleared her throat and deliberately changed the subject. ‘I suppose I should offer congratulations for your successful nomination for Pit Lord.’

			‘Fenne will be delighted,’ Constantine replied with a warm expression. ‘I am pleased with the result.’

			‘I can’t say I’m not surprised,’ Lamourney said dryly. ‘How you managed to convince the Chamber that a Kraton who has only been in the city for a few months should be Pit Lord of Woodwork, I have no idea.’

			‘Fenne’s qualities are numerous.’ He gave a slight smile, as though telling a joke only he understood. ‘And I can be very persuasive.’

			‘You do have a way of getting people to do what you want,’ Lamourney said good-naturedly. ‘We’re losing a great duellist to the Lurellan bureaucracy.’

			Hedger watched Constantine offer a tiny expression of contrition.

			‘Sadly, her right of residency hinged on this. Duelling would be over either way.’

			‘I know. When does she hear the good news?’

			‘I have instructed her to come and meet me tomorrow at the Cathedral of Constant. I will tell her then.’

			Hedger had become distracted with the diadem on Constantine’s brow. The sparkling lights of its minuscule gems begged for it to become her property.

			‘She’ll be delighted. We were speaking about a farewell duel already, so it’s all in place. Perhaps you’d like to watch?’

			‘The Caldera is a valuable part of the city, yet not one suited for me.’

			Lamourney laughed. ‘You’ll be missing a fantastic bout. It’s going to be a Maktar going up against her.’

			‘A Maktar?’ Constantine said neutrally.

			‘Yes, name of Virel. I did a couple of runs with him up to Insor in the past. On escorts for the Church. I assume you may have met him?’

			Hedger watched people. She hugged the shadows and unseen places, and watched. Usually, to plan how to steal something. But mostly, it was because people tended to lie with their faces first.

			She watched Constantine. As Lamourney said the name, Virel, his face settled into stillness. A blank porcelain mask that dropped over any genuine reaction he might have.

			‘Virel?’ he said quietly.

			‘That’s right.’

			‘I would ask you to consider changing Fenne’s opponent.’

			There was a pause. Lamourney regarded the Aetherist-Prime with confusion.

			‘Change the opponent?’

			‘Yes. Simply change from Virel to another.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I believe she would be at risk against him.’ Constantine’s eyes were flat. ‘It would be in everyone’s best interests if you did what I said.’

			Lamourney’s expression stiffened. ‘I’ll remind you that I am in charge of the Iron Circuit, and these decisions are mine alone.’

			Constantine bowed his head. ‘I simply ask that you consider it. Please.’ His voice was so compelling it pierced the whispers in Hedger’s head for a moment, and she found herself agreeing. After a moment, he straightened. ‘In any case, I look forward to speaking another time.’

			‘Right,’ Lamourney said uncertainly. ‘Wind carry you.’

			Lamourney offered a sharp bow, then turned and walked south down the Noble Avenue. Hedger watched her go, trapped by Constantine who remained in the mouth of the alley.

			He was pensive. A tiny finger brush of aether slipped through the air. As Hedger looked at him, he slowly turned his head and looked straight at her in the shadows. Their eyes met. A chill blew across her skin as he watched her.

			The whispers spat fitfully, the faint hiss of the wind ruffling her mind. A pattern of frost crept over the stones beneath her feet.

			Constantine observed for a second longer.

			‘Stay safe, honoured Bengen. The Mistral has a plan for you yet.’

			He left. Hedger crept forward and peeked round the corner of the building. She saw him step up into one of the carriages. A driver cracked the reins and the horse pulled off, two other carriages following suit. They clattered past, following the Noble Avenue out of sight.

			Hedger slipped back into the dark.
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			Rolling along

			The Traverse

			‘While the Traverse is the belt of Mycenia, the established centre of the continent is the citadel that guards it. Halfway Hold.’

			Swan squinted at the copy of Histories of the Continent, in her lap. Her eyes hurt from the bright sun and her attempted diligence in reading.

			‘Built in the early years of the Second Era, between the years of 24SE and 27SE, it stands as a crucial fortress and checkpoint in the middle of the Traverse, controlling and protecting the only reliable passage across Mycenia’s rugged steppe. In early years, it was deliberately exchanged between alternating members of the Octet Alliance, the host relinquishing control as a clear demonstration of what international collaboration could be. In a passage of events that remain unclear, around the turn of 200SE, Eron refused to relinquish control of the fortress. As tensions worsened across the realms, and more and more disputes over borders and resources mounted, the eastern republic determined that it would be prudent to hold on to such a valuable asset. The logic is simple.

			‘It is much harder to take a castle, than to defend it.’

			Swan perked up, interest sparked.

			‘Unsurprisingly, the response from the Octet Alliance was of utmost dismay. None louder than the trade superpower of Daiya, and the realm with which it shared a southern border, Terrius. As owner of the lands the western exit of the Traverse opened out on to, Terrius decreed that it had just as much right to Halfway Hold as the Eronese.’

			At this chapter, Swan finally felt some interest. Her sisters spoke of Halfway Hold as a bitter wrong they were destined to put right. Reading this perspective, from an Eronese scholar no less, she felt some validation that Terrius was right to feel aggrieved that Eron had kept control of it.

			They were also hours away from sighting it on the horizon.

			As the carriage wheels went over a bump, Defiance rolled into her leg, and a faint hum caressed the interior of her mind. Without thinking, she reached for the staff. Then stopped. Taking a deep breath, she resisted, aware that reaching within another’s memories was dangerously intoxicating. It was hard for Swan. The staff contained the only way she might see her mother again in this world.

			Her mother. Swan thought back to the day that changed everything. A fourteen-year-old, finally baptized into the sisterhood. No longer a child, but an acolyte, a sister. She had been honoured to have her mother’s oldest friend, High Priestess Morain, lead the ceremony herself. Swan remembered the smile of all assembled while her mother endured the disrespect of Eron sending a fool to negotiate the moving of borders within the Traverse.

			Then the nightmare began.

			She remembered all of that night. When her mother had been slain. The darkness. The fear. The unknown feeling of her Root as it hit her for the first time. The rose aether unravelling her mindscape as the world disintegrated about her. She’d been walking the halls alone as the sun was setting, and her Root had manifested for the first time. She remembered the vision itself, so utterly horrifying, so abhorrent and confusing. How Morain had discovered her, slumped and hysterical.

			She remembered …

			Swan closed her eyes and left the memory in the recess of her mind. She could not think of it. Would not. Instead, she would learn. Settled in the present once more, Swan mused on what else she had learned of Halfway Hold from the book.

			It was a wide and flat castle, on a raised hill. A curtain wall with a forward ditch, an interior bastion with its own inner wall. Towers topped with ballistae and sun-flare trebuchets, ready to launch explosive ammunition. The physical defences supplemented by arcane shield batteries that stymied aetherical assault, powered by krystal pylons of the First Era. Ruled by a Warden of the Cerulean Battalions, and its military commanded by a captain of the Eronese Redemptors, the famous knights of the eastern realm.

			It was a place of unknowns, and for Swan, that was all that mattered.

			She yearned to know. To experience, to see, to find and gather marvels to her mind like a magpie hoarding glittering trinkets. Anything except the suffocating boundaries of her life up till now. Straining to see anything, she squinted at the horizon. Still nothing. Just a green incline before her. A flutter of movement drew her gaze skyward. Above the delegation, Swan saw a small shape. Soaring in the upper atmosphere. She watched it curiously, but it was too far to know what sort of bird it might be. It crossed into the sun, and Swan lost sight of it.

			The heat washed over her as she regarded the far-off mountains northward, a distant row of jagged teeth. A sudden breeze ruffled her hair, her pink eyes sparkling. The grass rolled along around her and she felt peaceful for the first time since the trip had begun. It was hypnotic. Nothing could compare to this freedom.

			As the delegation moved up a gentle hill, her carriage reached the summit. Suddenly, it was there. Swan sat bolt upright, and peered hungrily at the castle, not so far away, previously hidden by the incline.

			Halfway Hold.

			Swan absorbed it. It slumped in a flat rectangle, the curtain wall gently dipping up and down with the contours of the earth. It was copper in the light, burnished and solid. It spread across the green steppe as a rug, towers proud and the spiked needles of the arcane batteries dormant, regarding the surrounding earth from its hill with imperious regard. They were still too far to make out the shapes of soldiers on the walls.

			The sun was low, sending Swan’s shadow before her. A sparse number of clouds dotted the sky which was still a gorgeous blue. They still hadn’t seen another soul on the route. That seemed odd to her. The Traverse was the only major route between the eastern and western sides of Mycenia, and they should have passed many caravans. Merchants going to and fro.

			Swan waited until a rider went past and forced them to give up their horse. Now provided with a steed, she rode up the convoy. She made it to the Royal Hauler swiftly, and palmed the horse off to a nearby Blood Spear, jumping up beside the driver. Mighty tethers of rope stretched out on to a harness that circled the belly and shoulders of the enormous pindor pulling them along, its antlers wide as the canopy of a tree. The driver held a rein that travelled up to the back of the pindor. There, Swan could see the second driver, sitting on a small platform higher up, watching the road. A two-person system for such a massive carriage and steed.

			An urge struck her.

			Swan turned and jammed Defiance in a crack in the woodwork so it wouldn’t roll away. Before she lost her nerve, she darted out and scrambled along one of the ropes, put a hand on the platform, and pulled herself up. The lead driver swivelled to face her with confusion.

			‘Mind if I join you?’ Swan asked innocently.

			The driver eyed her cautiously. ‘As your highness pleases.’

			Peering through the spread of the pindor’s antlers, Swan watched the forward picket of riders ranged in front, routinely scanning the ground for hazards. If a beast this big took a fall, the Royal Hauler wouldn’t be going anywhere.

			A shadow sped over her. The shape she had presumed to be a bird had returned, slightly larger. Her eyes watered as she tried to make it out. The direct sunlight made it impossible. It was almost as though it was deliberately using the sun to shield itself from view. Forced to look away from the glare, Swan dismissed it.

			The Hold grew closer. The walls began to take clarity, along with the towers that marched along its length, and armaments atop them. Tiny glints from armour and mail, spear tips flashing as they turned to catch the sun. The reddish brick was bronzed. A beautiful hue that felt powerful yet welcoming all at once. A gatehouse and drawbridge was placed in the western wall.

			It was finally real. Everything Swan had read about was proven to be true. Other realms besides Terrius existed. Other people existed. Suddenly, a herd of deer bolted in front of the delegation from over the southern hill. They streamed in front of the forward picket in a massive pack. The pindor swayed unhappily, the driver soothing it into stillness. Swan glanced at the hill. She didn’t see anything to have spooked the herd.

			The dark shape from before flew into her eyeline again, ripping through the sky.

			It coursed a line through the woollen clouds. Swan watched it glide, some part of her stirring as though she didn’t yet understand what it was. The outline of its wings troubled her. As it descended toward Halfway Hold, Swan realized her estimate of its size was way off. It was large, with what looked like two vast fore-wings and two smaller ones situated just behind. The shape dropped and flared its wingspan at the last moment, plummeting out of sight somewhere behind the wall.

			There was a flash of gold brilliance as it vanished.

			A sharp whistle sliced the air.

			Swan turned. The hill to the south was a slight ridge where the land rose up enough to obscure the steppe beyond it. At the crest of the incline, she could see a single rider. Their horse was fifteen hands high, thickly muscled, with a brown coat. Swan stared, nonplussed.

			Another man joined the first, totems and hanging baubles dangling from his person. Maybe bones or feathers, it was hard to tell at this distance. But even from this far removed, she could see what he held. An enormous axe. The men watched the Terrius delegation with a strange stillness. The sight sent a chill of disquiet through her.

			A Blood Spear approached the riders with a warning call. A couple of Sanguine stood on the Royal Hauler, staring out warily. The newcomers were joined by one more. A short bow was gripped in their fists. In one swift motion, the man took an arrow, nocked it, and shot it straight into the chest of the Blood Spear.

			Swan watched in shock. Her bond-sister fell from her steed. The second man raised his axe and screamed a blood-curdling ululation. Swan heard a Sanguine shout something behind her, and a horn pealed from the Royal Hauler.

			The hill before her darkened with riders. Ten. Then fifty. A hundred and more. A sudden mass of cavalry emerged from the hidden rise of the hill.

			Cries rang out behind her. Shouting a word.

			‘Vurkeshi! Vurkeshi!’

			Swan froze as the battle cry spread.

			The host of warriors roared, and thundered down the hillside toward them.
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			Welcome to Woodwork

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Are you lost?’

			The streets of Away looked identical to Fenne, no matter which one they took. She watched Thom examine the nearby buildings pensively.

			‘That depends on your definition of the word lost,’ he said airily.

			‘The regular kind.’

			‘Existentially, are we not all a little lost?’

			‘Do you know where we are?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you know which way to go next?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then we’re lost.’

			Thom grimaced. ‘It seems we’ve determined that we are, in fact, lost.’

			‘We’ll never find Woodwork,’ Fenne groaned. ‘The 3rd Pit must have an access road?’

			‘Let’s go back this way. I think we should have gone left instead of right.’

			With no alternative, Fenne followed Thom as he led them through narrow streets. The houses were low and unkempt, a far cry from most of the city Fenne frequented. Even the western side of Away, the edge of the district the Caldera was situated in, felt more built-up and maintained. Here, there was a weariness to the sagging roofs and broken shutters of abandoned houses.

			‘This way, I think …’ Thom muttered. He cut through a side passage choked with rubbish. They held their noses as they slipped around piles of effluence and garbage. Thom exited, and cried out.

			‘I’m a genius!’

			Fenne doubted that, but followed.

			They looked out on a square, surrounded by storage spaces and warehouses. Random assortments of crates were piled all around. Some fresh, others looking like they’d been abandoned, their outer casing stained and weather-beaten. Fenne spotted a wider road just a few metres to their left.

			‘We could have followed that,’ she complained. ‘I said the Pit would have an access road.’

			‘Then you should have taken the lead,’ Thom retorted.

			‘I assumed the Lurellan would know where he was going.’

			‘I never come this far into Away,’ Thom said.

			She could see why. Everything was dirty. Guano painted the cobblestones. The boxes were the least of the clutter. Wagons with no wheels lay around as though waiting for repair. The run-offs and gutters designed to carry torrential rain into the Pits were bunged with filth, unlikely to be of use. As Fenne continued to stare, she saw people, lots and lots of people, all sitting around listlessly. And at the far side, she saw a large stone arch, amalgamated into a building with its roof sloping down into the earth.

			Concerned, she felt certain she was staring at the entrance to Woodwork, the 3rd Pit of Lurella. The Pit she hoped to have persuaded Constantine to nominate her for.

			‘Wind take me, this place is a dump.’

			Thom spoke bluntly. Fenne said nothing, though it was hard to disagree. They began to walk across the square. The entrance to Woodwork was quiet. The bustle and traffic she’d seen on her visit to Silver a far cry from the barren nature of the loading square in front of her. Some boxes were getting stacked on to a cart, presumably having come up the Pit, and a series of labourers were ferrying some bundles into the arched entry way. Fenne observed the sluggish efforts of the workers, many filthy, most apathetic in their duties. Sacks of coal seemed to be most common, no foods, no fine materials or premier goods.

			‘Annorsettrans,’ Thom muttered moodily, staring at a nearby group. Fenne followed his gaze, seeing a tightly wound gang of men and women with various tattoos of wings and feathers. They had a dangerous energy, one only people with nothing to lose could emit.

			Fenne glanced at Thom, disliking his tone.

			‘Eli says they’re refugees. Perhaps a little compassion wouldn’t go awry?’

			‘He can say what he likes, those people are from a realm that tried to destroy us.’ Thom spoke quietly, but glared with clear venom. ‘They came to our city, pillaged our homes. Butchered thousands of innocent people. How many of them could be spies? Reporting back to their Godless masters?’

			It was the first time Fenne had heard Thom speak this way.

			‘They’re a dispossessed people,’ she insisted, ‘searching for a new home. And I think many of them feel the pain of betrayal just as keenly as you. Their own people turned on them, crucifying entire families for their beliefs. For simply being Constantist. Don’t they deserve a second chance?’

			Thom’s face was hard. His eyes darted to hers, but he didn’t say anything.

			There was a noise behind them. They turned to see a pair of women shouting at each other, a broken crate at their feet. Thom shook his head as a group of other labourers piled in to pull them apart.

			‘They’ll have voted by now,’ he said casually.

			‘Stop.’

			‘The establishment of Lurella, bandying your name about the Chamber of Merit. Fenne Triumphant, contender for the new Pit Lord of Woodwork!’

			Fenne felt a smile tug at her lips.

			‘We don’t know whether I got chosen. I’m meeting Constantine at the Cathedral tomorrow. I don’t want to think about it until then.’

			Thom held up his hands in mock defeat.

			‘My apologies.’

			‘Where would the supervising Warden be, do you think?’

			‘Inside, I guess.’

			They approached the entrance. Stepping under the arch, shadow took them as the sun was left outside. The Pit felt gloomy, many of the braziers broken or unlit. They continued through the disorganized mess of crates, and spotted the loading dock. A krystal pylon projected from it, lambent blue and sparking with energy. It was the first thing Fenne had seen that felt reminiscent of the 2nd Pit. The wooden platform on the descending track was only a quarter full of goods, ready to descend to the river below. On each edge of the Pit were lines of flimsy-looking offices. Though still large – Fenne guessed it was about a hundred feet wide – it was only about a third of the width of Silver.

			 ‘That’s a lot of shoring material up there.’ Thom was squinting up at the walls of the shaft. Fenne followed his gaze to a mess of scaffolding and bracing beams extending in a web across the top curvature of the tunnel. Colourations between the beams fluctuated hugely. Even to her inexpert eye, it looked chaotic.

			‘Doesn’t look very safe,’ she observed.

			‘What are they doing?’ Thom interrupted.

			Fenne once again followed his gaze to a cluster of workers off in the shadows. One pulled a small vial from his pocket. The worker popped the vial and a small cloud of discoloured smoke whipped out. He inhaled it quickly. The smoke sinuously flowed into his mouth and nostrils. He gasped, and the vial was snatched by the others.

			‘Rovium,’ Thom said softly.

			Fenne stared in dismay. The worker staggered, a glassy expression fixing his face. The group shoved each other to get at the vial. She considered going over and wrenching it from them. Shouting in their faces at how stupid they had to be to even think of taking Rovium.

			‘Are you Guilders?’ a short man in a grey uniform snapped as he strode impatiently in their direction. His lined face was smudged with oil or dirt.

			‘No,’ replied Fenne.

			‘Are you here to commission a transportation?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then get out of here,’ said the man, who made to leave.

			Thom bristled. ‘Mind your manners, sir.’

			The man twisted back, glaring at him. A small rock came loose from the ceiling and tapped on to the ground, a little plume of dust following it.

			‘Sir, is it?’ He alternated his attention between them. ‘If you’re not from the Blue Triad or Legacy Kensei, you can piss off.’

			She hurriedly stepped forward. ‘My name is Fenne. I’m in the running to become the next Pit Lord for Woodwork. I was wondering if I could take a moment of the current Pit Lord’s time?’

			‘Dagen Kensei is nowhere to be found, as per usual, and I’m not a tour guide.’

			‘Not sure what else you’d be doing,’ Thom butted in. ‘Doesn’t seem like there’s much business going on.’

			The man spat. ‘What did you say?’

			His eyes sought insignias or heraldry on their outfits. Nothing on Fenne’s, so they crossed to Thom’s emblems, where they alighted on the blackened-out mark of a penitent. He stopped, an odd expression crossing his face.

			‘You’re a penitent?’ His voice was calmer.

			Thom warily backed up. ‘What if I am?’

			The man reached across to tap an insignia stitched into his grey jerkin. It was also blacked out.

			‘Welcome to the club,’ he said dryly. There was a cry behind them. The group of workers with Rovium were swinging at each other. The man bellowed toward them.

			‘Get the hell off the loading dock. Outside, now!’

			Those not intoxicated obediently dragged the offenders with them. As their shouts disappeared, the man turned back to them.

			‘Not surprised you didn’t notice. You never expect to meet another, do you?’

			Thom nodded, anxious. ‘How long?’

			‘Longer than you, I’d imagine. You’re fresh, right?’

			‘About eight months.’

			‘I see.’ Some of the aggression went out of him as he properly studied them. ‘I’m Dakota Laymen, the Warden in charge of Woodwork while the Pit Lord is off site.’

			Thom offered his hand, almost hopefully. ‘Thom.’

			Dakota firmly shook it. ‘Despite its appearances, it’s a fully stacked job to keep this place afloat, so I don’t have much time to spare. Let me show you around. You can see for yourself what a disaster this place is.’

			Dakota led them to the edge of the docked platform. They strolled past the krystal pylon, set within its brass and copper dais of conductive elements.

			‘Let’s start with the arcane battery,’ Dakota said brusquely. ‘The pylon is in optimal condition, though it has a few bumps and scrapes. It just needs to be reinfused, which will happen when Pit Lords exchange. All the maintenance you can’t do while the Pit is in operation will happen over a period of days where they’re assessed. The pylon is taken to the Guilders for repairs, then carted off to the Assembly, where it’s reinfused with aether. Don’t ask me how.’

			Dakota led them on, to the edge of the docked platform.

			‘Woodwork has a diameter of a hundred feet. The walls are crumbling, and the infrastructure is ageing. The track system requires frequent manual intervention. See those,’ and he pointed to one of the discoloured waste pipes. ‘That burst the other day. Almost drowned one of my workers in shit. By the end, he wished he had drowned.’

			Fenne remembered how carefully Silver’s waste system had been cared for, a far cry from the rusted state before her. Dakota waved a hand out into the descending shaft.

			‘The platform can only move fifteen tons of goods per cycle. Due to its faulty condition, it only operates four cycles per day. We deal primarily in low-grade wood, scrap metal, coal and construction materials. When the other Pits have no available berths to hire because of high business, people are forced to use Woodwork. This generates at least some income. But during this bullshit war with Terrius, trade has been so low that Woodwork is virtually obsolete. We’re lucky to get two or three shipments a day. Nobody sailing the Undersea anymore.’

			‘Why are there so many people outside?’ Thom asked.

			Dakota sighed. ‘People hoping for a slot to open up. They wait every day, in case I need an emergency number of hands to shift some product. Doesn’t happen often, but still they come.’

			‘If the current Pit Lord is not often here, how do any decisions get made?’ Fenne asked, concerned. ‘How do you get new contracts and facilitate the repairs?’

			Dakota looked grimly at her. ‘I’m authorized to renew existing deals we have for transportation, but precious little else. My status is an obvious deterrent in negotiation.’ He wiped his face. ‘The arcane battery is the only thing still in remotely good shape and even that needs a look at.’

			Behind them, the pylon spat a thick charge of aetheric lightning into the disc it was embedded in, echoing around the cavernous tunnel.

			Fenne coolly regarded the Pit in light of Dakota’s words.

			‘Which problem would you fix first?’

			He said nothing for a moment, eyes dark.

			‘The track,’ he said eventually. ‘It breaks all the time, which means the platform ferries goods too slowly. When word gets out that you’ll be unloading all day, you’re fucked. No trader wants to get stuck paying workers to do nothing. I’d start with the track.’

			There was a neglect that permeated the Pit, sinking in like a layer of dirt both mental and physical. It saturated the air with lethargy. This place needed a healthy injection of hope.

			It excited her. Starting from the bottom was where she thrived. Defying expectations, triumphing in the face of overwhelming odds. These were the stories spoken of, not staid success that followed from previous success.

			Fenne smiled at Dakota. ‘Thank you, this has been very helpful.’

			He watched her with a bemused expression. ‘I’m sure it has.’ He turned to eye Thom, who was peering down the shaft.

			‘Well, I wish you the best of luck getting back into your Legacy’s good graces,’ Dakota said bleakly.

			Thom nodded quickly, and glanced around, eyes darting this way and that.

			‘I’m going to get some air,’ and he walked briskly back out through the arch into the daylight. Fenne observed his walk, noting the tension in each stride. She turned to Dakota, a tired vision of what she knew Thom worried he might become as his penance dragged on. She offered Dakota a hand in farewell.

			He gripped it slowly, appreciative. Fenne noted the beaten nature of this man. The lack of desire that clung upon his shoulders. The detached focus to his dogged mien.

			‘Can I ask you something?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘How long have you been serving penance? Does Thom have long to go?’

			Dakota’s eyes glittered as another aetheric lash sparked off the pylon.

			‘I’ve been serving my penance for five years.’

			Fenne said nothing. The statement hung like a threat. With a weary nod, he walked away. Back to his duties and burdens.

		
	
		
			14

			You always remember

			The Traverse

			Vurkeshi. The tribes of the Eastern realm of Vurkesh. Bitter enemies of the Terrius sisterhood, who had plundered the ancient tombs of Vurkesh for riches, and were met with serrated axe and sworn murder. The two realms had fought without pause for over a century, and now a raiding party had come across the vulnerable Terrius delegation.

			They poured down the hillside. A horde of hundreds, roaring the cry of the berserk. Hides flapped and whipped in the air as they lashed their mounts. Pelts and cured leathers barely concealed corded bodies. Their weapons were thrust forward in their haste to get to the Terrius. Many shone with aetheric manifestations as the line of their charge seethed closer and closer.

			From the raised platform she’d climbed to, Swan gaped in shock as the Blood Spear who had been shot was trampled by the cavalry. The driver beside her cursed as the pindor bayed, pulling on its harness. Swan clutched to hold on to the rope buckles. The door to the Royal Hauler below crashed open and the High Priestess emerged, her outline shimmering like a heat haze as her Root stirred.

			Utterly unfazed by the ambush, Morain bellowed her disdain.

			‘Bury this scum beneath the earth. For the Lady!’

			‘The Lady!’ her sisters cried back.

			The charge was coming. A couple of the aggressors hefted barbed javelins and threw them expertly at the head of the pindor. The massive creature yelped in distress as one sank into its neck. There was nothing the driver could do as it reared, snapping ropes from its tethers. The platform skewed sideways and Swan tumbled back off. Terror flooded her as she began to fall.

			The aether inside her erupted and her Root surged to life. Her mind detached as strands of rose aether coalesced.

			The future appeared.

			The portent hit …

			
			She fell.

			Ropes whipped by.

			Her back hit the dirt.

			Something snapped.

			The pindor turned, raising a massive foot.

			It crashed down, shattering her legs.

			She …

			

			… the present slammed back.

			Swan reached out, now knowing the trajectory of the rope about to flail past. It smacked into her hand. Her arm was wrenched fiercely but she clung on. She was flung away from the pindor and landed with a crash. Gasping, Swan staggered to her feet. A massive hoof ground into the dirt beside her. She shuddered at the near miss.

			The horde hit.

			Screams and roars and battle cries erupted from the far side of the convoy. Forcing herself into action, she made for the Royal Hauler. She needed Defiance. Swan sprinted for the driver’s seat. There was a crunch and the Royal Hauler rocked on its axles as something smashed into it. Her heart was almost beating out of her chest. Two Sanguine leapt down, silent killers in the riot. Blood Spears rode past, searching for a gap between the carriages. The noise was incredible.

			She jumped up. The old woman driving the Hauler was dead, a massive wound in her abdomen leaking guts over the seat. Swan gagged. Defiance was where she’d left it. As she snatched it up, a roar snapped her gaze forward.

			A brutish woman leapt for her, two serrated hand-axes coming toward her head. Swan swayed and back-rolled off the raised seat, springing to clear ground as they squared off on the steppe. The woman’s face was covered in piercings. Her eyes were bloodshot and her jaw worked fitfully.

			‘I am Kalli, but you may call me death!’ She lunged forward, her huge frame dwarfing Swan’s.

			Swan stamped on her fear and met Kalli’s charge. Her staff came up to meet the first axe. The weapon flashed in the afternoon sun and batted Defiance out of the way. Swan swung under the blow and they traded positions. She brought up the staff like a spear, using it to ward off her aggressor. Kalli shuffled angrily, swiping in but unable to close fully as Swan kept her distance. She struck forward like a snake, and scored a cracking hit against the woman’s collarbone.

			It connected with an ugly crunch. Kalli shrieked and threw the axe from her left hand. It spun laterally toward her flank. Swan barely had time to drag herself out of the way, the blade ripping through her thin robes, scoring a nasty cut on her ribs. She hissed in pain. She kept her guard up, wind-milling Defiance before her. Kalli recoiled once more.

			Sound disappeared as an explosion rocked the world. They both fell as a massive geyser of smoke and fire detonated far down the delegation line. Kalli cackled as she regained her feet.

			‘The earth comes for you, red devil!’

			Swan snatched a look at Halfway Hold, so close yet so far. Feeling within arm’s reach, it might as well have been a million miles away. Briefly, Swan saw a faint silver sparkle outside the walls. Before she could make it out further, Kalli attacked again.

			Heavy blows rained down on her. Instead of blocking she deflected them to the sides, knowing she couldn’t compete with the strength this warrior possessed. As Kalli swung, bone totems and baubles rattled discordantly. Swan rebounded Defiance from a back swing to arc down into the right leg. Kalli lunged forward and grabbed it with her now free hand.

			Swan stumbled as her weapon was locked into place. Kalli’s axe glittered above her.

			‘Your soul is mine!’ she rasped. The serrated edge of the axe filled Swan’s vision. She couldn’t move, the techniques of her training disintegrating.

			A horse smashed into the ground beside them, a flailing leg smacking Kalli from Swan, Defiance flying free. The animal made a horrific sound as it attempted to stand and run. There was a yell behind Swan. She rolled over to see a Sanguine, Tacha, get thrown through the air, wood splintering as her body shattered some of the front seat of the Royal Hauler. Blood ran from her mouth as she lurched to her feet.

			Swan frantically cast about for Defiance, and scrambled for the weapon. Kalli was getting up as well, going for her axes. As Swan dived, she saw in her periphery the first rider she’d spotted earlier, jumping through the air and landing with a ground-shaking impact. He held his axe loosely and it was covered in blood.

			The blood of her bond and blood-sisters. Swan stared in panic.

			This man was enormous, his torso covered in shamanic symbols and piercings. He sank his monstrous axe into the ground without pause and spread his arms. His face was covered in a thick beard and tanned skin, weathered by the elements. Tacha squared off, fists raised. The man regarded the Sanguine.

			‘Know this. You are honoured this day to die at the hand of Warleader Ghidak.’

			Tacha heaved gulps of air, but didn’t back down.

			‘Girl!’ Swan turned to see Kalli coming at her fast. ‘Your doom is this way!’

			Swan spun a low blow toward the Vurkeshi’s legs, aiming to topple her to the ground. She missed as Kalli jumped over, aiming a series of hacks toward her. Defiance came up smoothly, pushing over and around her body. Swan’s defence was composed and efficient, the staff giving her reach and staying power. Sweat poured down Kalli’s face from the ceaseless assault she was unleashing. Swan blocked and retreated, again and again. Sparks flew as the weapons collided. Swan’s hands had gone numb, forearms burning with the effort of clinging on to Defiance. She dimly heard the sounds of battle from Tacha and the Warleader behind her.

			Kalli suddenly surged forward, knocking the staff out of the way and piling her shoulder into Swan. She flew back and crashed into the side of the Royal Hauler with a cry of pain. Kalli raised her axes in triumph, spittle flying from her mouth.

			There was a flash of crimson light.

			A loop of red aether snaked down and wrapped itself round Kalli’s shoulder. Swan watched breathlessly as the coil of shimmering energy yanked Kalli back. The warrior screamed as her arm was pulled and pulled … and came away in an explosion of muscle and skin. Kalli toppled back, shrieking in agony, a thick white bone jutting from the ruined flesh of her shoulder.

			Swan looked up and saw a familiar figure. Dark robes, steel-grey hair, haloed in a nimbus of roiling aether. An aura of power radiated from her. Morain stared down at the maimed Vurkeshi, eyes merciless as the warrior staggered. The High Priestess leapt to the grass. Her hand flicked out, the cable of red snaking off incredibly fast. Morain whipped it down and carved Kalli into pieces. The warrior gurgled her last breath, bisected on the steppe.

			Morain appraised Swan, swollen with fury.

			‘Stand and fight! There is no time to sprawl in the dirt!’

			The High Priestess advanced on Tacha and Ghidak. Swan scrambled to her feet and followed. Tacha was being bent backwards, meaty hands gripping her wrists. Ghidak was shouting something in her face as he forced her back. Swan was dumbfounded at his strength.

			Morain lashed out, and again the red aether snaked out and wound itself around Ghidak’s bicep. He was yanked off Tacha and dragged toward Morain. Swan saw him plant his feet and pull back. Morain matched his strength without hesitation. Her aura flared, a corona of scarlet force pulsing from her.

			Swan stared at Ghidak. His skin bulged against the pressure of the aether whip, resistant. Some Root enhancing his toughness. Ghidak bared his teeth and leapt toward the High Priestess. Morain released her bind, bringing both coils up. She lashed out, scoring a welt across his chest.

			Ghidak charged, but Tacha tackled him from the side. They went down in a heap, tussling in the dirt. Swan was still, terrifying immobility gripping her. Tacha got kicked off and rolled to a stop at Morain’s feet. A number of Vurkeshi emerged through gaps in the convoy. Wicked-looking weapons held in hands. Ghidak got to his feet as one of his riders snatched up his massive axe and rode it over to him. He stared at Morain, face like broken stone, all hard edges.

			‘My axe will feast upon you.’ His voice sent a shiver down Swan’s back. Morain was unimpressed. She cracked her aetheric whips with an ear-splitting snap. Horses reared at the sound.

			Morain glared at them all. ‘The Lady will not see me defeated by the misbegotten ilk of Vurkeshi whores.’ Tacha backed her, bruised but resolute in her defence of her mistress. Swan staggered up, forcing motion into limbs that felt filled with lead.

			Ghidak lifted his axe. ‘Red devils will line the ashen road, and my axe will sow their souls in the soil.’ He spat into the dirt, as did the rest of the riders.

			A horn filled the air.

			Not the alarm peal of the Terrius, but a clarion call. High and heroic, it cut through the chaotic noise of battle. Shouts of a different nature began to echo through the air. The Vurkeshi hesitated. One leant down to Ghidak.

			‘Warleader,’ she said urgently, ‘the Eronese come in number.’

			Ghidak’s knuckles were white on the haft of his axe. In a second that felt like it lasted an eternity, Swan watched him decide whether to stay or retreat. His horse was ridden up, flanks cut but still vital. It stamped the ground as he took the reins. Morain’s Root still held in the air above her, waving sinuously like a cobra waiting to strike. Swan heard shouts and calls from beyond.

			Ghidak gave Morain one last stare, his jaw clenching with distant rage. ‘The flame will have you.’

			Morain watched him disdainfully as he leapt up to his saddle and led his riders through the gaps between carts and around the pindor. The animal was slumped on the ground, terrified into stillness. Morain gave no pause, and strode forward, leading Tacha and Swan to the far side of the Royal Hauler.

			The Vurkeshi were quitting the field, those that survived riding hard up the slope. Swan wanted to howl after them in taunting victory, but was too drained to do so. The women of the Crimson Court had triumphed over the eastern tribals, and would no doubt clash once more in the future. The realm to the south of Eron, Vurkesh, had always hated the Terrius. It was an enmity that had persisted since the early days of the Octet Alliance. Vurkesh was a realm of dark earth and fiery temper. But underneath the rolling plains of black were the barrows and mausoleums of the Noble Dynasty. They were tombs that held treasures and ancient mysteries, and were fiercely guarded by the tribes of Vurkesh. Terrius had been sending raiding parties to plunder the tombs for decades, not accepting that anyone had the right to deny them.

			No two realms had fought more than Terrius and Vurkesh.

			A few still fought, consumed by bloodlust or to act as a rearguard. Bodies littered the steppe, mostly of the raiding party that had attacked the convoy, but many were the colours of Blood Spears, and a few black-robed Sanguine. Weapons and corpses lay strewn across the earth, random scorches and unnatural patches of bare ground where Roots had been utilized. A crater of fused dirt carved the earth where the earlier explosion had come from.

			Swan fought back vomit as the stench of blood, piss and shit came off the battlefield. The carnage was horrific. There was nothing glorious about the mangled mess that stretched before her.

			Silver gleams caught her eye and she beheld those who had come to their aid.

			Weaving expertly amongst the squalor, a gleaming brigade of knights fought, warriors bedecked in pristine armour of the finest quality. They held wicked lances and burnished shields. They rode their steeds with total control, boxing in the remaining Vurkeshi. One raider screamed invectives at three knights who skewered him with their lances, pitching him from his horse.

			The clarion call came again. A knight galloped past, horn to his mouth, a blue banner cracking behind him. Barding protected the horses’ flanks, the colour similar to the armour of their riders. Polished, and close fitting, there was a light mail beneath. The warriors’ helmets ran down along the cheeks, with a flat nose bar, leaving the rest of the face open. Two short, metallic pinions flared from the back of the helm in three defined bars. The trifold insignia of Eron.

			‘Redemptors,’ Swan breathed. The greatest cavalry of the Octet Alliance, the Knights of the Estian Lowlands, pride of Eron.

			‘We appear weak.’

			Swan turned to Morain, who was staring out over the disorganized mess the Terrius had been left in. The banners of the Great Houses of Terrius fluttered in the breeze as people wrestled for a semblance of control. Blood Spears helped dignitaries back into the safety of their carriages as Sanguine despatched the last of the Vurkeshi. Swan saw Rulele, covered in blood but otherwise fine, leading the checking of bodies. She approached one and stabbed, right in the chest, twisting for good measure. Swan wondered if she took a little too much pleasure in it.

			‘Assemble our bond and blood-sisters, and fetch my advisors,’ Morain hissed over to Tacha. Her eyes watched the silver knights warily. ‘Haste is imperative.’

			Tacha ran off. Two women were surrounded by attendants. Morain’s most senior advisors, General Kleodo and Ambassador Esther. Women fussed about them checking them for wounds. Morain grabbed Swan’s arm.

			‘You are to show strength.’

			Swan attempted to wipe some of the battle from her body. She felt congealed blood from Kalli’s dismemberment slaking her skin. She needed to scrub it off. She couldn’t control the shaking of her arms. Her chest was tight and breathing felt impossible.

			‘Who speaks here?’ a powerful voice called out.

			The knights had formed a loose troop of a couple of dozen heavily armoured Redemptors observing the fragmented Terrius delegation. The rest chased off the remaining Vurkeshi or were cantering around the steppe, searching for survivors. Tacha returned, leading General Kleodo and Ambassador Esther who had grim expressions nailed to their faces. With them came Rulele and a large number of Blood Spears and Sanguine. Two sides began to form out of the chaos.

			A knight rode forward.

			‘Who leads?’ came the voice once more. The knight had a long blade fastened to their horse’s flank, a heavy crossbow strapped to the other side of the saddle. The horse came within a few metres of the cohort before stopping as the women shifted their spears warningly forward. The helmeted head swung about as they took them all in.

			‘I speak for the Lady,’ Morain said in a clear voice. Kleodo and Esther quietly approached to stand with Morain, leaving Swan to fade behind them. The knights were arrayed against the backdrop of Halfway Hold. They looked imperious, out of legend. Swan was momentarily distracted by a glimmer of something gold atop a far tower.

			The knight dismounted and approached, pulling the helmet from his head. Blond hair came free in a tangled mess that reached his shoulders. He had blocky features and a square jaw with hard grey eyes. His face was lined by hard years, yet still retained a youthful edge.

			The knight fixed Morain with a frank stare.

			‘Fair weather to you,’ he said, his voice deep.

			Swan eyed him curiously. This was the first man outside of Terrius she had laid eyes on. He seemed … impressive. But though he and his knights glittered like paladins, Morain seemed more imposing, covered in blood, none of it hers. The aetheric aura was fading, the crimson nimbus dissipating as her Root subsided. She stared imperiously toward this knight.

			‘I am Glinan Var Astra, Captain of the 3rd Company Redemptors,’ he stated.

			The cavalry touched fingers to their foreheads in salute. The sun cast long shadows across the steppe as the light turned to sunset. Swan noticed Morain’s advisors shift at his name.

			‘I am High Priestess Morain,’ she replied smoothly, ‘Hand of the Grand Hierophant, representative of the Church and daughter of the Lady Martyr. I bring news from the Crimson Court.’

			The knights shifted with soft clinks as their steeds adjusted.

			‘News …’ Glinan said softly. ‘My superiors have informed me as such. You make good time across the Traverse.’

			‘We drive at a pace few can match.’

			Glinan faintly smirked.

			‘I’m sure.’

			He didn’t like them, Swan could see that. There was an aggressive nature to his stare. She glanced at Morain, unsure at how she would play this.

			‘Vurkeshi making it this far up the Traverse is unusual,’ Morain commented.

			‘These are factionalists, not of the main tribes.’ His hair rustled in the breeze. ‘As I suspect you are aware.’

			Swan blinked, absorbing the words with realization. Vurkesh were staunch allies of Eron and would not go against them directly. For Vurkeshi warriors to attack the Terrius so near an Eronese stronghold, they must have disobeyed orders from their chieftains, the chance to slay the women of Terrius too great a temptation.

			‘Did your scouts not report of their presence on the steppe?’ Morain continued sharply.

			‘We became aware of their presence later than usual.’

			The High Priestess of Terrius let a sneer flash across her face.

			‘No matter. Every dead Vurkeshi is a blessing to the Mistral.’

			Glinan’s knights shifted as he shook his head dismissively.

			‘The Great Tribes of Vurkesh are a mighty and dignified people. They tend the land and live a life very different from our own, yet still hold true to loyalty and honour. The actions of some rebels do not speak for the realm entire.’

			Morain’s eyes were stone.

			‘As you say.’

			The wind animated an otherwise still scene. The Terrius were gripped by a tension exuding from its leader. The knights waited like coiled springs, already cocked to deliver a killing arrow. The distrust born by four years of skirmishes was sunk into the bones of both sides. Swan smelled the cordite stink of Root expenditure sear her nostrils, harsh scents of iron and refuse from soiled bodies. Defiance felt heavy in her hand as she managed to suppress the urge to be sick from the awful mess that surrounded them all.

			She didn’t notice another flash of gold atop the far tower at Halfway Hold.

			Glinan broke his stare with Morain, casting his gaze over the Terrius.

			‘In stillness, we find the strength of the enduring; in movement, the mark of the steadfast.’

			‘Excuse me?’ Morain snapped.

			‘An appropriate passage, I believe.’

			‘I did not expect to be read verse from the Binding today. And I am unsure of your point.’

			‘You should be glad that we rode out when we did. Else the bloodshed would have been costly for an unprepared delegation of peace.’

			‘A sister of Terrius walks with the grace of the Constant, her steps guided by faith and vigilance. In her heart lies a shield of wisdom, and in her hand, the tools to face any storm.’ Swan felt her heart swell as Morain quoted the Lady Martyr. Not that this eastern heathen would know …

			‘The Visions of Aeternity have no place outside of Terrius,’ Glinan snapped. ‘We follow Constantism in the true manner. Your Lady Martyr’s additions to the Binding bear no weight here.’

			Swan hissed. Morain’s advisors bristled, General Kleodo visibly restraining herself. The man disrespected the last psalms of the Lady Martyr, made before she passed from life. They were called Visions of Aeternity, and were prophecy to the women of Terrius. For a foreign male to sneer at them so … the sisters of the Crimson Court would not act without their leader’s consent, but anger was hot.

			‘Our purpose is one of diplomacy,’ Morain continued calmly.

			Glinan said nothing, eyes like polished discs of metal. Morain gestured to the broken carts and the injured warriors. The scorched earth and detritus of battle that surrounded them all.

			‘May we use your infirmary for minor wounds and petition the healers of your aetherium for injuries of a more serious nature?’

			Glinan watched Morain with hooded eyes. ‘I will not let raiders run rampant on Eronese lands, but that is where my hospitality ends. You are not welcome within the walls of the Hold,’ he stated.

			There was an empty silence. The delegation rippled at the insult. One of Morain’s hands curled into a fist and a tiny red light pulsed about it.

			‘You would deny us?’

			‘An alleged claim of peace does not excuse the four years of bloodshed you have caused.’

			‘My Queen Regent imagined that hospitality would be given.’

			‘She was wrong.’

			The silence deepened beyond political jousting, into straight insult. Swan was furious for her aunt’s honour. The Crimson Court was not treated this way. Terrius was owed the highest respect, the wary fear. Blood Spears and Sanguine silently seethed, desperate to put this upstart male in his place. Yet the only thing greater than their pride was loyalty. All the women looked to their High Priestess.

			‘Glinan Var Astra …’ she let it trail off, the name drifting out. ‘A name that strikes some chord of recognition.’

			The knight said nothing.

			‘Have you been stationed here long, Captain Var Astra?’ Morain said.

			‘No.’

			‘What drew you to this posting?’

			‘Opportunity.’

			‘Of what nature?’

			‘I think you know.’

			Morain regarded Glinan icily, her advisors Kleodo and Esther markedly silent. The setting sun cast long shadows over them all.

			‘I recall a man of years past. An ambassador Var Astra, sent to us as an insult. He had no grace, no respect. He shouted and bellowed about Eronese primacy.’ Morain paused. ‘He is not shouting anymore.’

			Var Astra … this man was related to the slain Eronese diplomat of four years ago. Beneath the stoic visage Glinan maintained, Swan saw a feral anger. White hot, boiling against the lid that trapped it. Yet he did not respond. His discipline matched that of the Terrius. Morain let a sneer mar her expression.

			‘This lack of respect to a diplomatic mission is far from the courtesy we were promised.’

			Something frayed in Glinan. He took a single step forward.

			‘What of the respect owed to the Eronese you butchered four years ago? What of the ambassador you sent home, mutilated? Broken in mind and body. Where was courtesy then?’

			His voice was thick with distress.

			Morain silently narrowed her eyes in satisfaction as all the Terrius saw that Glinan was about to erupt, her goading finally tipping him over the edge. Sanguine began to coalesce Roots, Blood Spears stepping toward each other. Swan watched the knight’s lances dip, as though ready to charge.

			‘The Vurkeshi are gone, and my patience is at an end. You will not enter Halfway Hold,’ Glinan hissed, eyes burning, daring the Terrius to attack.

			Morain’s aura shimmered with a faint haze of aetheric power. Swan felt her about to order the Terrius to cut down these Eronese pigs.

			But then … gold flashed. Movement. The shape Swan had seen in the sky before the ambush suddenly loomed from the top of the nearest tower.

			Swan’s eyes widened in wonder.

			Fading sunlight glinted off golden scales. It reared up, and four massive wings extended. Thick talons on powerful legs gripped the crenellations and a lizard head swayed on a sinewy neck. Fangs so large they extended longer than a woman was tall. An enormous barbed tail, a thin trickle of silver smoke emanating from its snout. A massive beast dragged itself into view. The assembled sisters of the Crimson Court gasped as they saw it.

			A dragon.

			The Immemorial Elder. The Golden Drake of the Arid Sea.

			Swan stared in amazement as the drake emerged in the last light of the day. Even at a remove of a few hundred feet, its aura warped space around it. She saw tiny bursts of rain and lightning, clouds whirling in dervishes at the sheer presence this creature extruded into reality. She felt her very soul skip a beat as one of the oldest and most ancient beings of Mycenia emerged from the tower.

			Swan’s mouth was dry as she breathed in the sight. The Immemorial Elder was ancient, a scion of the fallen Noble Dynasty that once ruled Mycenia. It flew the skies of Kratossif and was known as the giver of auguries. A teller of destiny. It had watched the world come close to destruction at the end of the First Era, and ushered in the Second. It had a connection to the Mistral so profound, its mere presence disturbed the aether of the world, causing those strange phenomena that manifested around it.

			There was no mortal that could stand against the Elder. It rocked the Terrius back, like a wave breaking across the bow of a galleon. In a phenomenal display of self-control, Morain barely reacted.

			‘May we at least camp outside the walls?’

			Glinan retained his anger for a moment, before sagging slightly. The hate simmered low, content to burn another day.

			‘Do not come close to the Hold. Set off at dawn.’

			He slammed his helmet back on and marched to his horse. Everyone, from the lowliest soldier to the silent figures of Baroness Kleodo and Archivist Esther, watched as Morain allowed him to depart.

			‘I shall take word of your courtesy to your masters,’ she said in farewell. He said nothing, beyond provocation now.

			The Terrius watched him and his knights withdraw to the Hold, their horses’ hooves kicking up dust. Morain turned to Tacha.

			‘Pitch the camp a few hundred feet further south upon the rise,’ she said, voice tight.

			Tacha nodded. Morain turned to Rulele. ‘Gather the bodies of our sisters. We shall send them off with the Lady’s blessing.’

			Rulele hesitated, as if urged to voice something. Morain stepped in close.

			‘Need I repeat myself?’

			Rulele paled, then turned to join Tacha. Morain strode off with Kleodo and Esther. There was an ugly quiet, as the humiliated Terrius women began collecting the dead.

			Swan barely noticed. Her eyes were glued to the drake, which had now curled up on top of the tower. For a moment she thought she saw someone sitting on its back. A tiny figure, made smaller by the scale of the creature. It slunk back out of sight. Swan was motionless, letting everything swirl around her. The bodies returned to her awareness. The smells seeping back. She dimly watched the knights stream across the drawbridge into the castle in a river of silver. When they had all vanished across, the chains began to clatter again, drawing it back up.

			Nothing remained to distract her.

			The dead were everywhere. Her chest constricted again. She took panicked gasps as the dead faces of women she had known her whole life stared slack into the sky. A Blood Spear nearby cradled a friend, wailing a name that could never answer. The joy of adventure she had dreamed of, tainted by the misery surrounding her. The dirt was scattered with white flecks around her feet. They were shards of bone. Skulls crushed into the steppe.

			Swan collapsed on to the front seat of the Royal Hauler.

			And began to weep.
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			Haven’t I seen this before

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Name?’

			‘You know who I am.’

			‘Name.’

			‘Thom Braxis.’

			Four stone walls, a door, a table. Thom and Hughe, the worthless representative from his Legacy. He’d had a numb feeling lodged in his stomach since he met Dakota. Those haunted eyes, sullen body. Relegated to the scraps of the food chain in Lurella.

			‘Let the record show that Thom Braxis has been serving penance for a period of seven months.’

			Thom was silent, lost in thought. Lost in other ways as well. Duelling was infrequent and, though exciting, failed to stir his heart in any meaningful way. He lived to serve the city. It was all he knew. He had been trained to be a Ravennite, an elite spy of Legacy Braxis, and the unseen agents of Eron. Now he was forced to endure this limp questioning from a Legacy member who would never amount to anything at all.

			‘Thom,’ Hughe said brusquely, ‘are you conducting yourself within the parameters of your penance?’

			He was meant to respond with, ‘Every endeavour I make is to make amends to the Legacy.’ Instead, he said, ‘What is the purpose of penance?’

			There was a pause.

			‘Excuse me?’ Hughe said haltingly.

			‘What is its purpose?’ Thom repeated. ‘What is it designed to achieve?’

			Hughe looked uncertain at this break in behaviour. ‘It is an opportunity to make amends.’

			‘But it limits my activities to such an extent that there is nothing I would be permitted to do that would achieve this. How can I make amends, if everything that would allow me to do so is forbidden to me?’

			There was a moment of quiet as Hughe clearly struggled to find a response.

			‘It was nothing,’ Thom murmured. ‘We played Emilia Firebird’s music not to show support for Terrius, but because it’s a fucking good song.’

			‘Playing music composed by individuals whose realm we are in conflict with is not allowed,’ Hughe snapped.

			‘Have you even listened to it? The song? It’s glorious.’

			‘Thom, that is quite enough …’

			‘And it was my aunt,’ Thom said loudly, over the top of Hughe. ‘I was just listening! I’ve been saddled with penance for something I didn’t even do. Not that my aunt should be punished either. This whole thing is …’

			‘Enough!’ Hughe slammed his hand on the desk. ‘All Ravennites understand the rules,’ he spat. ‘If the law prohibits music by our enemies, then it should not be played at a party where anybody can see you taking pleasure in listening to it. The rules of the Blue Triad are clear, and you broke them.’

			‘What has happened to my aunt?’ Thom demanded. ‘Briar Saturi said she’s working in the Constant Academy.’

			‘Listen to me,’ Hughe said furiously. ‘You are not to seek out your aunt. You will forget anything said to you about her. You will refrain from enquiring with the professors about her whereabouts. You will abide by the rules of your penance, and there will be no more backchat from you about how amends must be made. Do you understand me?’

			He yelled the last part. Thom stared at the red-faced administrator, someone so insignificant that the Legacy could spare them to run this pointless exercise. He was done.

			He turned and walked out.

			‘Thom. Thom Braxis, get back here!’ Hughe called after him.

			He strode away through the halls of the Watchery. Not a single grain of regret plagued him. He followed the corridors and into the spartan entry lobby. As ever, very few people were about, and Thom stepped out into the district of Major feeling lighter than he had in months. He looked out over Victory Square. It was filled with platforms and work crews hoisting up streamers and ropes with flags dangling from them, getting ready for the anniversary. Tall wooden totems were periodically positioned that would hold aetheric sound emitters to carry the words of those speaking to the city.

			One of the Blades standing guard by the Watchery entrance cleared their throat meaningfully. Thom didn’t look back, and strode away.

			‘You did what?’ Fenne said incredulously.

			‘He’s just such a …’ Thom struggled to find a strong enough word to articulate how wormlike and pathetic he thought Hughe was. ‘A cretin.’

			Fenne laughed. ‘Strong words.’

			‘I don’t regret it.’

			And he didn’t. Though that numbness was still there, lurking inside him, he did feel lighter. As though he’d been wearing soaking wet clothes and not realized how much heavier they made him. A group of students in blue and white trailed by, heading up toward the main entrance to the Academy. Thom rested a hand against the signpost that indicated the faculty entrance, and glanced up the path Fenne had taken to see Constantine.

			‘He confirmed something though.’

			‘What?’

			‘He didn’t deny my aunt is working in the Constant Academy. Which means Briar was telling the truth, she is serving penance in Minor somewhere.’

			Fenne glanced around.

			‘I could ask …’

			‘No, Fenne,’ Thom said quickly, touched. ‘I’ll figure it out.’

			Fenne nodded and glanced north up the Noble Avenue.

			‘I’m nervous,’ she muttered.

			‘It’s good news,’ Thom said reassuringly, ‘I can feel it.’

			They began to walk up the gentle incline of the Noble Avenue.

			The ivy-covered walls of education flanked them as they continued through the valley of Constant Academy, its distinct university wings of Symposium and Convocation on each side. Quickly, they walked past the giant processional steps that led up to each main entrance, pillared and regal. Clumps of academics and aetherists were everywhere. A group of priests walked by, a Maktar prowling ahead of them observantly. Thom heard the sound of laughter coming through the open window of a classroom. They slipped through and carried onward.

			After a while, the buildings began to fall away, until they at last came to a point where the Academy ended. Before them was the Constantist hearth, a ceremonial iron arch that marked the threshold dividing the Academy from the sanctified grounds of the Church. Thom glanced down at the plaque embedded into the Noble Avenue.

			Through action aligned, the world and the Mistral become one.

			– Shife Kuro.

			

			‘They say the founder laid this as his first act of office,’ Thom remarked. ‘To celebrate throwing off the yolk of the Exalted Dynasty.’

			He received no reply and turned to Fenne. She was staring up at their destination. The Cathedral of Constant, where Constantine had asked her to meet him with news of whether or not she was the new Pit Lord. It shouted against the sky. The pinnacle of the city, it reared proud and strong, reaching toward the heavens themselves. It was a declaration of the dominance of Constantism. Its followers were so absolute in their faith that the only course of action had been to erect a home fit for a god.

			Thom gently touched Fenne’s arm. She started.

			‘What?’

			‘Let’s go,’ he suggested, and they continued. The buildings of the Academy gave way to soaring edifices of the Mistral. A statue of Saint Beroxim, the first Chancellor of the Academy. A low series of monastic buildings behind a gated fence. Shrines for both World Winds, Constant and Zephyr. Chapels and small places of faith flanked the Avenue. Offerings were laid at the feet of history. Little bundles of gifts and offerings collecting outside. Red strips of cloth had been randomly tied everywhere, the anti-Terrius sentiment expressed by the people of Lurella in physical form.

			Finally, they reached the supplicants’ stairs, the broad set of wide steps that led up to the entrance of the Cathedral. On the face of each step were the names of Bengen, every saint who had lived and died in service of the Mistral.

			Thom hesitated, looking back at his friend.

			‘You ready?’

			‘I’m ready,’ Fenne said firmly.

			They began their approach up the stairs.

			Long, needle-like spires spiked up toward the sky, all of them emerging from slabs of flat stone that elicited a sheer, angular beauty. The obsidian walls were detailed with geometric patterns carved into the mighty flanks of stone. Fractal images that bent the eye, weaving artistry that evoked the current of the Mistral above. Two enormous frontal towers lanced skyward, abreast of the entry. They tapered to points, so high they kissed the clouds themselves. There were no doors, just a monumental archway, a declaration that none would ever be denied entry to this, the most sacred site of the Mistral.

			The Cathedral of Constant, the heart of worship for all Constantists.

			‘Do you need a second?’ Thom asked.

			‘No.’ Fenne strode within.

			The quiet struck her first. A silence like a crowd holding its breath. The vastness of the Cathedral unfolded around her, a space so immense it felt like stepping into the belly of some ancient creature from the First Era. The nave stretched forward in a grandiose procession, its floor a mirror-like expanse of polished obsidian tiles that shimmered faintly. Eight towering pillars of glossy black stone loomed, their monumental girth so wide they seemed to hold the heavens themselves aloft. The carvings spiralling up their smooth surfaces mimicked the intricate designs outside, drawing the eye ever upward.

			Five balconies flanked the nave on either side, layered like shadowed eaves climbing toward the vaulted ceiling. Their railings, wrought into delicate latticework, cast patterns of light and dark across the serried rows of pews below. Each tier ascended higher into the gloom, disappearing into the obscurity of the cavernous space. The Cathedral seemed alive, its silence charged with an expectancy that made the air hum.

			Fenne’s steps echoed, sharp against the polished stone. The pews proceeded in perfect alignment from the back of the nave to the altar, their ends disappearing into the shadows beneath the balconies. The space above them felt infinite, an overwhelming chasm of emptiness. She shivered slightly. It was cold – colder than it should have been. The stone, instead of dispersing the ambient heat of the day, seemed to hoard its warmth greedily, offering none to its visitors.

			The supporting pillars were colossal up close. They thrust upward like eternal monoliths, bearing not just the Cathedral’s weight but its timeless presence. Fenne reached out, her fingers brushing the surface of one. It was freezing to the touch, as though it drew its chill from some abyss beyond comprehension, or the infinite reaches of the atmosphere. The sensation lingered, sending a faint prickle through her arm as she withdrew her hand.

			They passed pew after pew, their journey punctuated by the solemnity of the Cathedral’s architecture. People from all walks of life dotted the pews. Heads bowed in prayer, or isolation, or contemplation of another kind entirely. Fenne glanced up to the balconies that hung in shadow, their edges faintly illuminated by small sconces embedded in the pillars and emitting a warm glow.

			‘Fenne,’ Thom whispered, pointing toward the central axis about which this whole place turned. They approached the altar.

			Where light and shadow coalesced elsewhere, the rear of the Cathedral was filled with blazing daylight. Ascending the steps that separated the nave from the raised dais, Fenne’s gaze was drawn to the altar. A golden lectern, fused into a broad slab of dark stone etched with runes of which she had no understanding. The outer limit of that sanctum dais was a line of krystal inserts, all reflecting the light spilling through the segmented glass wall at the back of the Cathedral. Thin beams of dark metal divided it, one last platform beneath it, made for choirs and gatherings to stand behind the altar when mass was in service.

			The altar was familiar, stirring something in her memory.

			She couldn’t begin to imagine from what.

			Fenne stood for a moment, taking it all in. The sheer scale, the cold, the echoing silence – it was overwhelming, like standing in the presence of something eternal, something that had witnessed the rise and fall of countless generations. The Cathedral was not merely a building; it was a relic of an age beyond understanding, untouched by the hands of those who now inhabited its city. Here, in this sacred void, divine and mortal met.

			And standing amidst it all, tall and proud, was the turning figure of Constantine Lyn. He graced her with his attention, and for all the immensity she had witnessed, he remained above it. A blade of light in the darkness.

			‘The Mistral sees you,’ he offered to them both.

			‘Sir,’ Fenne said respectfully. Thom echoed her greeting, bowing deeply.

			He seemed serene. At home in this environment.

			‘Join me,’ Constantine requested. They stepped on to the sanctum dais. Together, they surrounded the altar. Upon the gold metal lectern was a large copy of the Binding, wooden covers laid with leather and silver gilt.

			Fenne studied the sanctum dais. ‘It’s incredible, yet it feels familiar. The strangest thing …’

			‘The floor of my study in the Academy is a replica, modelled on this exact design.’ Constantine gestured to the circular dais, lined with krystals. It seemed obvious now he had pointed it out. There was even a metal recess in the centre, where something long ago had been placed for some purpose. He studied her.

			‘Thank you for joining me here. The other Merit-Electors would have their potential nominations for Pit Lord attend them in offices where the moment might be somewhat uninspiring. I thought the Cathedral would be much finer.’

			Fenne smiled weakly, heart pounding.

			‘Of course. So, what did you decide?’

			He delicately laced his hands together, eyes amused.

			‘Fenne, I put you forward as my nomination to be the next Pit Lord of Woodwork. Receiving no objections from any of the factions, it was successful.’

			‘What?’ Fenne said stupidly.

			‘You will be the next Pit Lord of Woodwork,’ Constantine repeated, then added, ‘Congratulations.’

			Thom whooped and clapped her on the back.

			‘Yes! I knew it!’

			Fenne breathlessly laughed, and crushed Thom in a bear hug.

			‘I’m the new Pit Lord?!’ she cried. She wouldn’t have to leave! Exhilarated, she almost made to hug Constantine. One look reminded her that he was not be touched in that manner. He did observe her with faint amusement, however.

			‘It is seldom I am gratified with such joy to news I bring.’

			‘I don’t know what … thank you,’ Fenne said fervently. ‘You took a chance on me, you won’t regret it.’

			Constantine nodded and directed a glance at Thom.

			‘Did you have business with me?’

			‘No, no,’ Thom spluttered. ‘I came for moral support. She’s been a mess.’

			‘Shut up!’ Fenne hissed.

			Constantine raised a hand.

			‘It is quite all right. And though you bear the mark of penitent, I believe it commends Fenne that she has seen past the outdated trappings of a parochial system of punishment. Legacy Braxis is not unknown to me, and the Ravennites do much good for the city.’

			‘You honour me,’ Thom said quietly.

			‘I cannot disband your penance, but as you are presumably aware, a delegation from the Crimson Court of Terrius is on its way to Eron, arriving in a couple of weeks’ time. They will require an escort from the border of Eron to Lurella to prevent any malcontents causing trouble. I would allocate you a position on this escort, to perhaps ease your journey back into the good graces of your Legacy?’

			Thom’s mouth opened and closed.

			Fenne, still reeling from her own news, saw how much this affected him. For a penitent to be given such a role by a man of means. Thom placed his hands on his thighs and offered a deeper bow, and held it.

			‘You honour me, my lord. I cannot repay your kindness.’

			Constantine acknowledged the respect.

			‘No repayment is necessary. Where might I send word to you?’

			‘I am currently at the Cliff Hearth Inn in Evensong,’ Thom said quickly.

			Constantine acknowledged that. ‘Then I shall send instructions when necessary. Might you leave Fenne and me to discuss her appointment?’

			Thom straightened, eyes shining.

			‘Of course, my lord.’

			Thom turned. ‘Congratulations, Pit Lord.’ They beamed at each other, before Thom departed, a skip in his step. He weaved through a gathering congregation of priests thronging the aisle. Fenne watched them direct glances up to the altar.

			‘I am in the way,’ Constantine said, noting her focus on the waiting priests. ‘They are keen to prepare for midday assembly.’

			‘Shall we …’ Fenne said slowly. Constantine shook his head in a way only the powerful could.

			‘They will wait,’ he said simply. He then indicated the sanctum dais of the altar. ‘I am curious, do you see what this is?’

			Fenne directed her attention toward it, eyes darting over the krystal inserts at its edge. She wasn’t sure what he meant.

			Constantine gestured. ‘Look closely.’

			She looked again. There were lines etched to create runic sigils. The krystal inserts seemed to sparkle with their own presence as well as catching the light from the enormous back window. She turned to him.

			‘I don’t know what I’m looking for.’

			‘I thought perhaps you might recognize it. This is a Conveyance Plinth.’

			Fenne looked back, intrigued.

			‘A transportation disc?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Is it functional?’

			‘Sadly, no. Research faltered on developing its use a long time ago.’

			‘There’s one in Zahir. I saw it when I was a child. It was half the size of this one, though.’

			Constantine inclined his head. ‘Yes. The plinth in Zahir is more modest. This one was presumably used to transport many people at once.’ He gestured to a metal recess that lay in the circle to the northward edge of the rim. ‘The device that once powered it is gone. It requires a focus, or “arcane battery”, as they are now described. There are very few left that contain the necessary aether required to convey the passage of even one person. To make this one work would require tremendous resources. Like many things, it has been left behind by the city as they turn to something new. A mistake, to leave the past behind so clearly.’

			Fenne followed, smiling at him. ‘Just like Woodwork.’

			Constantine inclined his head in agreement. Light billowed in from the massive rear wall, beams of daylight cascading about the space, his face in shadow. He fixed her with a stare of frank assessment.

			‘I have tried to find a suitable nomination for years, but nothing aligned, as though the paradigm shifted aside at the last moment each time. In much the same way that the plinth is missing a focus to power it, in you I believe I have found the missing piece for Woodwork.’

			Fenne didn’t know what to say.

			‘You are insightful,’ he continued. ‘I am sure you perceive how the upper echelons of this city operate, and by extension the Octet Alliance. Plans are meticulous, precise. Organized and borne to fruition on ideas that are years or decades in the making.’ He hesitated. ‘What you said when you left my study, struck me. About how you are an unpredictable element. Eli does not know how far-reaching his actions will be in introducing you to me.’

			Fenne was dumbfounded. He reached round, and lifted a copy of the Binding attached to him on a slim silver chain.

			‘Would you allow me the chance to bless this moment?’

			Surprised, Fenne half nodded, half shrugged.

			‘Of course.’

			Constantine opened his personal copy of the Binding delicately and with precision. He spoke softly, as though wary of waking something.

			‘The Adamant Root stands towering and vast, a bastion carved of stone, of will, of might. No storm may bend it, and no blade may cast its shape to ruin, nor blot it from the sight.’

			Something within her shifted.

			‘What verse is that?’

			He closed the Binding, tying it shut.

			‘The Tale of the Mythic Roots,’ he said gently. ‘One of the oldest verses in the Binding.’

			Fenne cocked her head. ‘The lost Roots of the Noble Dynasty. Isn’t that right?’

			The Noble Dynasty. The empire that once ruled all the world from western lands to eastern sea, and south to faraway Annorsettra and the great northern mountains. It had been an Elysian civilization that wielded aether with skill laughably beyond the means of contemporary history. They had been undone in a calamity called the Ruin, that had toppled it in a day. Giving end to the First Era, and the dawn of the Second which the world now lived in.

			Constantine looked away, out of the back window of the Cathedral. ‘Yes, the divine Roots of those that once ruled all of Mycenia.’ He changed, a brusquer expression taking hold of him.

			‘I will speak candidly, for now we are tied together in this,’ Constantine began. ‘The Assembly wanes in influence. As it does, the attitude of the people changes. The clergy are warned off, sometimes violently, as the Guilders Consortium continue to propagate the sentiment that the Church does not have the best interests of Lurella at heart. Yet it is they who rush recklessly into areas unknown or unwise.’

			‘What do the Guilders want?’ Fenne asked intently.

			‘A major shift in how aether is viewed,’ Constantine replied slowly, as though taking care to remain objective. ‘Jetsan Var Hulio has been their leader for close to two decades, and in that time his crusade, the ‘Rise of Aetherical Invention’, has been swift. I do not refute his genius, but when new breakthroughs advance recklessly, dangers are created.’

			‘I know Dante speaks highly of Jetsan,’ Fenne said cautiously.

			‘And I commend him for that,’ Constantine replied. ‘Loyalty is to be applauded, and I have a tremendous appreciation for Dante Gregorian. I have waited for someone of his talent and intelligence to appear for a long time. He currently works on a project I fought to get him, unlocking a powerful artefact from the First Era. But in this, he does not see clearly. Aether must not be trapped in machines. It must exist in the world, part of the cycle, returning to the Mistral to then be graced back to us.’

			‘You say it is reckless,’ Fenne asked curiously. ‘In what way?’

			Constantine cast a glance around the Cathedral, face stern.

			‘The Mistral is a force of aether. A divine body of energy that passes above us all. By using our Roots, we expel the aether it gifts, back to it. Like rain, returning to the sky to fall again.’

			A slight glimmer rippled around Constantine, an unconscious expression of his aether.

			‘The Mistral weakens each year,’ he continued, ‘and we don’t know why. It reduces in size and potency, and as it loses the strength it once had, it struggles to hold itself together. The stability it exerts upon itself, diluted. It has been doing so for decades, and this creates instability, and in extreme cases, Root Gales.’

			Fenne shuddered. She had only seen one, once, distantly in Kratossif. It had stained the sky with coloured lightning. All you could do was flee as fast as you could to try and escape it.

			‘By locking aether within machines,’ Constantine continued, frustration tinting his voice, ‘They contribute to this. Accelerating the weakening of the Mistral. Jetsan’s technological pioneering, the Rise of Aetherical Innovation, has spread like wildfire, with many realms turning to them across all aspects of society. Jetsan claims it is to free us from the unfair allocation of aetheric strength that we have lived with for hundreds of years. I am not so sure.’

			‘So, you’re saying,’ Fenne said slowly, ‘that if they continue, the Mistral will die?’

			He nodded. ‘I am certain.’

			‘And they don’t care?’ Fenne said with disbelief.

			‘They dispute it.’ Constantine’s face was hard to read as ever, but she saw a deep anger held within it. ‘They cite lack of evidence and study, blind to the obvious fact that Root Gales are more common, fewer people are born with Roots today than ever before, and that …’

			He stopped.

			‘Constantine?’ Fenne said hesitantly.

			He sighed, turning back to her. ‘Another time. I have spoken too long on matters not of your new role. You will be Pit Lord of Woodwork in mere weeks when we exchange. Let us focus on that.’

			Fenne slowly agreed, though her mind lingered on the discussion they had had.

			‘When the Pit Lords exchange in a couple of weeks, please send the krystal pylon to the Assembly first so it can be reinfused.’

			‘Done,’ Fenne confirmed.

			Laughter drifted through the air as a child giggled, their parent shushing them. Fenne heard some louder chatter, and eyed the priests from earlier. They seemed more angsty now, as though struggling to decide who would bother the Aetherist-Prime.

			‘You should introduce yourself to the Order of the City,’ Constantine continued. ‘The Wardens are who you’ll be dealing with most often once you assume your role, as they have oversight over operations in the Pits. It would be beneficial for you to be on good terms.’

			‘Who should I speak to?’

			‘Merit-Elector Katrina Saturi, or the Chancellor of Administration if she is unavailable. But I imagine Katrina will make time should you reach out.’

			Her heart sank. ‘Saturi?’

			‘As I said.’

			‘I’m familiar with a Briar Saturi, bit of an asshole.’

			‘He is her second-son.’ Constantine looked unconcerned. ‘Katrina is a fair woman. Briar is nothing like her.’

			Fenne was unconvinced but made a noise of agreement.

			‘You should also speak to Jetsan Var Hulio,’ Constantine said with a practical tone. ‘For all his attributes I find distasteful, he is exceedingly influential. You must acquire his notice, if not his affection. Go through Eli, or through Dante if that is your relationship.’

			‘My lord.’

			Three priests loitered awkwardly at the edge of the dais. They wore pained expressions. Fenne watched Constantine stare at them archly.

			‘Beg pardon, your grace,’ one said reluctantly. ‘The bells will clamour any moment and we must prepare for midday mass …’

			‘You will wait until I am done.’

			Constantine’s voice rolled past her, collecting weight from the air. It hit the priests with a physical impact, and they all bowed in unison.

			‘We will wait,’ they muttered together, eerily synchronized, before filing back down the steps. Fenne turned to Constantine with an impressed expression and observed him. He was old, Fenne knew. Very old. Not past a century but coming close, imbued with enough aether that his body remained far more youthful than it should. She didn’t know his exact Root, but it must be immensely strong for it to affect him so.

			‘Do you miss Zahir?’ he asked her suddenly.

			Fenne was taken aback.

			‘No,’ she said honestly, ‘I’m not one to sit still.’

			‘I think we share a desire to create change, to take action.’

			That struck a chord with her.

			‘I like to have a goal. I’m far happier when I’m on the journey rather than reaching the destination.’

			He smiled. ‘Rather difficult to find success so unsatisfying.’

			Fenne chuckled, and glanced back behind her, her feelings complex.

			‘I’m worried I might make the wrong decisions,’ she said frankly. ‘When it’s just me, I have no fear. No doubts. But an entire Pit … these changes you describe. I just think –’ she stopped – ‘I don’t know.’

			Constantine considered her. He lifted a hand, and coalesced a soft ball of white light. He cupped it gently, the glow highlighting his features, exposing the lines and years on his face.

			‘You speak of responsibility,’ he spoke softly. ‘It is a light that shines a path through the darkness that obscures direction from our sight. Very few can hold it, for it tries to fly free into the grip of those who might wrest it from you. Or merely slip from a hand too afraid to grasp it.’

			Fenne said nothing.

			‘What separates the great from the good? The superlative from the merely gifted? It is belief. In yourself. In your vision, your dream. The knowledge that every step, no matter how dark or treacherous or misunderstood by those around you, is the right one. The root of all acts that guide others, is belief. And in this, know that I have belief in you. Let that be enough, until you can find it for yourself.’

			With a flick of his hands the light expanded from him in a radiance of aether, fading as the energy dissipated. The krystals inset around the rim of the plinth flared for a moment, then went back to their steady shine.

			Fenne was alone. No parents, no siblings. No one left in a city she had abandoned to pursue adventure. All she had were the people she had found in Lurella: Thom, Eli and Dante. And now this gracious man, so noble, and so important. Emotion choked her chest, and instead of risking speech, she gave a tight, emotional bow. Constantine mirrored her and clasped his hands before him.

			They held it together for a blissful moment.

			Constantine straightened and took the chain that held his copy of the Binding to his person. With deft fingers and an echo of aether, he slipped a ring loose. It was a simple band of platinum, a tiny line of krystal running through the middle. He offered it to her.

			‘This is a mark of my patronage. If you encounter difficulties, use it.’

			Fenne took it carefully. ‘Thank you.’

			‘There will be many more things to come, not least your presence among those meeting the Terrius delegation, but for now, celebrate.’

			Fenne nodded, sensing that was a dismissal. She held out a hand to him.

			‘Thank you, Constantine.’

			He looked at her for a moment, then delicately reached out and took her hand. His grip was strong, his long fingers wrapping around gently.

			‘Clear skies, Fenne.’ He released her hand and she walked from his presence and the Cathedral, out into her new future.

			‘You may begin,’ Constantine allowed.

			The priests made way immediately, ascending the steps and setting out candles and assorted religious iconography of the Mistral. The Cathedral was getting busy as midday mass approached. Constantine observed Fenne disappearing down the aisle toward the exit. She was driven and talented. She impressed him greatly in ways no one understood but he.

			Constantine paced slowly around the perimeter of the Conveyance Plinth. He contemplated the deep, dark slab the altar rested upon. He absorbed the graceful lines of the Mistral carved into the dais, seeing the power and logic in the twisting of Constant’s current, the passion and emotion evoked in Zephyr’s flow. He’d done this many times on the replica he had recreated on the floor of his own study. The krystal inserts were enigmatically bright, caught somewhere between resonance and slumber.

			He lifted his gaze as the priests darted about him.

			In the pews, he saw a young mother ten rows back, holding a child to her breast, rocking it softly as she whispered. He saw a Guilder, wearing the semi-sleeveless cloak of the trade, fixedly staring toward the back wall, his face lost in thought. Two city guards were seated next to each other, holding hands with heads bowed.

			Then he saw a cloaked figure, hood up, sitting under the cover of the first-floor balcony.

			The hood tilted toward him slightly.

			Constantine lifted a hand and beckoned.

			The cloaked figure stood and made its way toward him.

			The Aetherist-Prime allowed a mote of peace to touch him for a breath, the still coldness of the Cathedral holding him.

			It passed.

			The figure moved through the priests and stopped opposite Constantine. They were held in the swirling movement of the clergy.

			‘Will Briar Saturi cause problems for Fenne?’ Constantine asked. The figure raised gloved hands to the edges of their hood and pulled it back, revealing dark hair and a pale face.

			Virel spoke with efficiency and respect.

			‘He has patriotic inclinations that veer toward isolationism. He doesn’t like a foreigner coming to the Iron Circuit and doing so well, but probably won’t want to mess with Fenne. He prefers weaker prey.’ Virel paused. ‘Briar has a deep hatred for the Braxis penitent. I got involved in matters I should have avoided.’

			‘It is done. If Briar attempts to cause trouble for Fenne, ensure it does not escalate. As for Thom Braxis, leave him to his own devices.’

			‘Understood.’

			‘Lamourney said you we going to fight Fenne in a duel.’

			‘I am. Her farewell bout from the Iron Circuit.’

			‘That is less than ideal.’

			Virel went tense.

			‘Should I …’

			‘It is in hand.’

			Virel said nothing, a kind of placid obedience to his manner. The Cathedral hummed with the sound of the gathering congregation. The morning ended and the Bells of Heaven clamoured above. A reverberating chromatic sensation from fifty-one brass instruments of divine honour rang through the Cathedral from the tallest tower. They would send their call across the city far and wide, calling the faithful to prayer.

			‘For now, I want you to look after Fenne. Make sure she is safe from harm, and treat her as you would a friend.’ Constantine spoke deliberately, his voice rich and compelling above the sound of the bells.

			‘Anything else?’

			‘You have your task.’

			Virel smoothly pulled his hood back on. He briskly wound his way through the crowds and disappeared. Constantine dismissed all thoughts of the future from his mind. He walked to find a secluded spot in the pews, and clasped his hands to his chest in solemn prayer.

			He sat there for a long time.

		
	
		
			16

			Sad to see what sings

			The Traverse

			The Terrius mourned their dead.

			They cut the hair from the fallen. They scattered it on the bodies so nothing would tie them to the living world. Their hands were painted in silver to give them strength in passing. Their weapons were laid with them, hands forced in rigor about the handles so they would not be defenceless in the lands beyond. They were laid in one pyre, so they would venture forth one last time as sisters of bond and blood.

			Swan wept openly. So did most of her sisters as the flames rose. Tacha stood beside her, stone-faced. Morain led a wailing chant, harsh and discordant. A warning cry to the spectres of fallen foes waiting on the far side. A declaration to the Mistral that its daughters were coming home. Swan sang with her sisters around the pyre and felt tears track down her face. Silver paint flecked her own hands from where she’d honoured a fallen sister. She trembled with intense emotion as she performed the funereal rites for the first time.

			Morain stepped forward, daring the flames to burn her as she knelt close to the pyre.

			‘Go with the wind, my sisters.’

			It was awful and wonderful at the same time. The act of sacrifice woven into the flesh of all Terrius. Though they die, their sisters live on.

			‘You are a coward.’

			Swan started. Tacha was staring at her in the firelight.

			‘What?’ Swan said haltingly.

			Tacha’s hands were clean. She’d made Swan’s efforts to administer the funeral honours look clumsy in comparison. She glared at Swan in the firelight.

			‘A fragile deer, frozen as a hunter crosses its path.’

			Swan was shocked. She was royalty, the heir apparent. Indignation filled her.

			‘I fought my opponent to a standstill. Yet it was you I saw outclassed and beaten on the dirt. There is no place for weakness in the sisterhood.’

			Tacha recoiled, and left without another word.

			As the flames licked higher and higher, she forgot about Tacha and was lulled by the fire. Thinking of her fear, the shakes after combat, the weakness that had rushed over her.

			‘Victory in battle, the pride of single combat. We add these to your Ngari and your deeds grow, as the map of your life takes shape.’

			The tattooist finished applying the ink to her arm. It burned with a frigid pain, tiny flecks of aether imbued by the sister inscribing it into Swan’s skin to ensure it would never fade. She smiled as she saw her Ngari expand. Her insecurities over the juvenile level of detail for one her age and station somewhat mollified by this.

			‘Heal it.’

			Swan started and looked up at Tyol. She was an obdurate woman, well-built and heavy. She was one of the two Sanguine in charge of the delegation’s safety. Morain had sent her with Swan to get her ink.

			‘I don’t need that,’ Swan protested. ‘It can do so naturally.’

			‘Heal it,’ Tyol directed the tattooist, ignoring Swan. ‘Your High Priestess commands you.’

			It was indecent. Shameful. You received your deeds with dignity and stoicism. You did not hasten the healing; the pain reminded you of what had occurred, what parts of you had changed. Swan stared impotently as the tattooist ran a glimmering hand over the ink, accelerating the rejuvenation of her skin.

			‘Heir apparent,’ she murmured, before moving on to the next sister waiting. Tyol turned and strode away, her task complete. Swan stood, looking down at the additions to her Ngari.

			Did she imagine she felt eyes on her? Reproachful. Unfair. Yet another way she was set apart from them all. Given special treatment despite her protestations. With conflicting emotions, she wound her way back to her tent.

			Night had fallen, and Swan saw the Mistral off in the far distance. An endless waterfall of light, as though draped upon the sky as it streamed across the curvature of the land. It resonated with jades and magentas and lavender. She lowered her gaze to sights closer. A hundred torches sparkled in the darkness. Braziers and lanterns dotted along the walls of the Halfway Hold. It turned the crenellations and ramparts into a winding line of twinkling fireflies, mirroring the stars above.

			She followed the curve of wagons and carts as they had been drawn in a large circle around the Royal Hauler. The massive pindor, wounds treated from the ambush, was tethered with the others of its kind and the rest of the drawing beasts in a picket to the south. The majority of the delegation slept on the inside of the exterior ring, while night-time sentries patrolled the outside of the circle.

			Music pulled her attention. She rounded an armoury wagon, to see a small cluster of Terrius about a campfire. It crackled and spat, as a woman plucked the strings of a lute. Her sisters listened reverently as a tune of remembrance graced them, forging the fallen sisters’ life into their hearts. Swan watched quietly, outside the circle of listeners. The musician had a long plait of dark hair trailing behind them, with boldly patterned trousers and shirt hung baggy. The campfire highlighted sweet features and a younger aspect than most of these warrior women had.

			The last trembling note of the morendo lingered, its echo weaving through the air like a fading memory. The player’s fingers paused above the strings. A sigh of wood and string, soft and mournful, fled from the lute itself. The audience were hushed, feeling the unspoken words of farewell settling like a fine mist – achingly beautiful and gone too soon.

			The listeners bowed their heads and silently departed. Swan smiled and walked over to her friend.

			‘I’ve never heard that one before.’

			Emilia Firebird looked up, face emotional in the aftermath of the playing. ‘Rivili, one of her unpopular movements in the 4th. The middle act though –’ she wistfully tweaked a string – ‘it has its moments.’

			Swan warmly gazed upon Emilia. She was an internationally celebrated bard and the favoured musician of the Crimson Court. For a realm that was so well known for its harvest of red grain and military might, she was a rare and precious individual. Her hands were covered in a Ngari that was focused in great density about the fingers and wrist, which on first glance made it seem like she wore white gloves.

			She had composed for kings and queens, and paupers and peasants. She had travelled the lands outside of Terrius more than any other, and despite their jests, was a valuable piece of the diplomatic mission.

			‘Are you okay?’ Swan asked.

			Emilia rolled her eyes. ‘I was locked in a carriage the moment the alarm was sounded. Not very dignified. But who would entertain the Lurellans if I was skewered by the Vurkeshi?’

			Swan laughed. ‘The negotiations would fall apart without you.’

			The musician did not disagree, though her face was troubled.

			‘The Vurkeshi were bold to attack us here,’ Emilia said. ‘They couldn’t have hoped to slay us all, not with their numbers.’

			‘They hate us more than any other,’ Swan replied, having heard countless stories from her mother and aunt growing up. ‘If there is a chance for a single Terrius woman to be slain, they would sacrifice a dozen warriors to make it so. Selfish creatures, clinging on to riches below their lands. My mother told me many stories about raiding the tombs of Vurkesh.’

			Emilia slung her lute over her shoulder with a grin.

			‘I’ll walk you back to the Hauler, I need to stretch my legs.’

			They linked hands as they walked back.

			‘Will the Lurellans appreciate a mournful symphony?’ Emilia mused lightly. ‘Or would some epic concerto tweak their fancy more?’

			‘Are you composing a new piece?’ Swan asked.

			‘Possibly.’ Emilia trailed a hand over the strings of the lute. ‘I’m not sure if they’d appreciate more a new take on an existing score or an original composition.’

			‘They’re a democratic republic,’ Swan said officiously. ‘With powerful links to technological enfranchisement. Surely music is far down their priority list?’

			Emilia scoffed. ‘Being book-smart does not equate to understanding, Swan. I’ve been to Eron before. They love music.’

			‘What about something like the piece you did for summer solstice two years ago? In the ballroom of the Ebon Martyr? That was extraordinary.’

			Emilia made a non-committal sound.

			‘The Great House of Ebon Martyr is traditional, the typical Terrius perspective of strength and duty. But the Eronese will want something international. Representative of all the Octet Alliance. They prefer vocal elements as well.’

			They stepped into the inner circle of the delegation, the Royal Hauler resting proudly as the nexus. The dark silhouettes of Sanguine lurking in shadows were only noticeable when they moved. Swan had seen Morain enter the Hauler earlier, followed by her advisors Kleodo and Esther. Raised voices had followed from within.

			Tacha diligently stood guard by the door as Swan and Emilia sat themselves by a smaller campfire and bedroll reserved for Swan. It was still warm, despite the deep night, and she much preferred being out under the sky, breathing the air. Defiance was laid on the ground, and she imagined she might spend the entire night just gazing at the castle and the stars. Apart from inside the Royal Hauler, the atmosphere was settled. Death in battle was a familiar thing to the sisters of the Crimson Court and its peoples. Emilia slumped on the grass, musing aloud.

			‘The strongest signifiers of a culture’s beliefs are the things they choose to occupy their time with, not the things they are required to do.’ She looked up to the stars, sparkling in sympathy with the lights on the castle. ‘Are we defined by our military might, or our endless fields of grain that are essential for feeding the Octet Alliance? Of course not. Being the breadbasket of Mycenia does not encompass our soul. I wish to understand the Eronese. Profoundly. Only then will I understand what I should play them.’

			The two friends sat quietly for a moment and let the crackling of the flames flick over them. Swan heard the door to the Royal Hauler crack open. Rulele slipped out and spoke to Tacha, who nodded, before disappearing inside. Rulele took up her position. Swan watched darkly.

			‘Tacha accused me of cowardice. She said I froze, didn’t help them fight that Vurkeshi Warleader …’ Swan trailed off, unable to vocalize her feelings.

			Emilia sat up, eyes gentle.

			‘If you froze, that is normal. Nothing can prepare you for battle. All the training and preparation amounts to little in the end. That feeling of your life being at risk, it cannot be known in theory until it is felt in reality. And cowardice would be running, fleeing from the fight. Next time you will be better. Bravery only matters if it conquers fear in the process.’

			Swan chewed her lip, not certain she believed that. She fiddled with her Ngari additions. Emilia reached a hand out.

			‘Don’t scratch, you’ll ruin the healing.’

			‘No problem there,’ Swan said bitterly. ‘Morain made me heal them already.’

			Emilia winced. ‘Does she hate you?’

			There was silence as the question fell flat. Emilia made an apologetic face.

			‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to …’

			‘It’s fine.’

			‘It’s just, you two were so close.’

			‘We were. Until my mother.’

			They fell silent once more. Emilia knew Swan didn’t like to talk about it.

			A pulse rippled through the air. Swan’s ears popped as the pressure changed and she felt her aether stir.

			Emilia pointed frantically to the southern horizon.

			‘Root Gale!’

			Swan twisted to stare as other calls came from the camp.

			In the far distance, she could see an errant river of aether in the night sky, falling away from the Mistral, hitting the clouds below which roiled with emerald catastrophe. Flashes of light scrawled their way across the heavens and the faint roar of a storm washed over the Traverse. Swan watched clouds implode and expand as harsh bolts of aetheric lightning cracked them asunder with a violence that reached them a hundred miles away.

			‘It’s over Kratossif,’ Emilia whispered, as though scared to draw its ire.

			They watched in awe. Mesmerized and held by fear. These tempests induced dread in the hearts of all Mycenians. They upended the lands beneath them. Bizarre acts of nature occurred, rivers boiling or trees disintegrating to sand. An oil geyser erupting from a plot of stone. To people, they were destructive, causing eruptions of Roots or temporal and mental instability.

			They had increased in frequency and severity. There had been a time when they occurred barely once a year, now multiple storms washed over the lands in the same time frame. Swan stared at the Mistral, beautiful and coruscating with vibrancy. Her eyes followed the falling tributary that had detached and caused the Root Gale. Like a torn shirt, cloth ripped and fraying.

			She had seen the effects of a Root Gale on a village in southern Terrius. A town broken, its people … minds shattered, sundered by the touch of the World Wind. Their Roots had become incandescent, tipping over and causing them to act with mania to those around them.

			‘The Mistral sickens,’ Emilia murmured.

			‘That’s what they say,’ Swan said quietly, recalling the preachings of her superiors. The power of the Mistral escaped, like loose strands, breaking further with every year. Swan and Emilia watched for a while. Held captive to the lethal and evocative storm. The lights slowly dimmed as the Gale moved further south into the desert. The camp descended back into stillness and calm.

			Swan surveyed the Halfway Hold. ‘Captain Glinan Var Astra … He knew of our mission. Yet still he attempted to antagonize Morain, baiting and provoking.’

			‘We have been at war,’ Emilia reminded her. ‘Anger on both sides is inevitable.’

			Swan shook her head. ‘It was more than that. He would throw away his life and reputation? Disobey orders? He was related to the ambassador we killed, wasn’t he?’

			Emilia nodded. ‘His son, I imagine,’ Emilia said seriously. ‘That night was full of horror.’

			‘The Eronese had sent an ambassador and attendants to speak with us,’ Swan said thoughtfully. ‘The Court was demanding we refuse to move our border any further down the Traverse. My mother was furious the Eronese didn’t send a Merit-Elector.’

			Emilia nodded. ‘Right. They sent an unimportant ambassador instead. His name was Hunan Var Astra.’

			Swan’s memories of that night when her mother had been slain were jumbled. The death had sent Swan into a daze and what had been done to the Eronese was distant in her mind. But she knew they had been executed, and the ambassador tortured and sent back to Eron with a note of accusation.

			‘Even so,’ Swan said slowly, ‘for him to try and provoke us, sunder any chance of peace …’

			Emilia shrugged. ‘What would you do if the people that murdered your mother had stood in front of you? Would you put the needs of your realm first, or would revenge come swiftly and without thought?’

			The latter. Swan would burn down the world for the chance to slay the person who had taken her mother’s life. There was a second as they stared up at the moon, and the faraway Mistral, and Halfway Hold. Emilia sighed and stood.

			‘I’m going to sleep, you should do the same.’

			They kissed goodnight, and the musician left Swan to her dreams.

			She lay on the hard ground, keeping the castle in her sight. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. Despite the tragedy, thoughts of mysterious lands, customs and cultures ran through her mind. She thought of adventure, and though it took a while, as she finally drifted into slumber, she did so with a small smile on her face.
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			See the unwilling hero

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			The Anniversary

			Victory Square.

			Three hundred thousand square footage of pristine stone. When empty, it shone like the polished breastplate of a valiant knight, reflecting the golden rays of the sun during a triumphant charge. On the north-western side was the ruling seat of the Order of the City. Castle Adamant, a towering bastion of dark steel and stone, grimly observing the seats of administration and military compounds the Order commanded.

			The square was filled from centre to edge with the people of Lurella. A roiling field that shifted and swayed in jubilation. The energy of the crowd was directed to the massive stage which hosted speaker after speaker, each with their own celebration of Eronese spirit and pride.

			For it was here that the Godless Crusade of the southerners had been turned back twenty years ago by an army made of the common folk, armed with nothing but faith. Led by a young captain of the 9th Battalion, Luck Lamourney.

			The Hero of Victory Square.

			Fenne valiantly pushed her way through the throng, Thom shouting directions in her ear. They hugged the edge, unable to make any headway further in, seeking the Meritors Pavilion by the stage, where the elite of the city were spending the anniversary. The noise from the crush of people was vast, like sitting within a sea cave as a tidal assault battered the cliffs outside. With firm pushes, Fenne slowly cut a line further into the square. This situation was one of the few times, outside of battle, where her Root could really shine. She coaxed a fragment of aether into her body, muscling forward. Another firework erupted and she turned to look.

			The skyline was interrupted by hundreds of flags. They were held in children’s hands, or wielded on long bending poles that soared above. The three gold bars on a blue banner was the predominant flag on display. The mark of Eron, trinity of pride. There were many others, those of Legacies representing their families: a mailed fist on an orange background; a bird’s eye, large and yellow, glaring out from a treescape. Fenne saw her own flag of Kratossif, a half-sun bisecting two different shades of brown. She smiled at the sight.

			Another wave of fireworks exploded above. They expanded in starbursts of fire and light that clustered as they fell, swirling together to form a helical depiction of the Mistral, some conjuration designed by someone with a Lightwright Root. The artistic creation raced toward Castle Adamant, and before it reached the dark steel barbican, it again detonated in a supernova of light. The crowd loved it. Fenne grinned at the troubadours and street bands, the chaos of a people liberated from formal trappings and allowed to let loose for a day.

			She felt a hand on her arm.

			‘Keep! Going!’ Thom shouted right in her ear.

			They forged a path. Large brass horns emitted the voice of those who were on the main stage, addressing the city. An erected stage with winding stairs leading up to it, and lower balconies, lined with Blades in ceremonial garb. A lectern dominating centre stage, great banners of Eron flapping behind it. Next to the stage was a cream canvas tent, its enormous canopy glowing in the sun.

			Fenne led them on a more direct path toward it.

			As they closed the distance to the tent, Fenne could make out the speaker. A woman in full armour and buzz-cut was addressing the masses.

			‘… and so, I say to you, be proud, be urgent, and have faith in your city!’ the voice roared about the square. ‘The spirit of the Eronese cannot be stopped, and will never be forgotten. This day is for you, Lurella!’

			The crowd cheered, flags swaying. Civilian trumpeters let out bugles in rehearsed celebration. Fenne finally reached a break in the endless mob, stumbling out with Thom at her back.

			‘That was hell,’ he wheezed, taking a moment.

			‘Agreed,’ Fenne muttered, trying to dispel the claustrophobic anxiety the sea of people had caused her.

			‘Step back, please, citizen.’

			She turned to the Blade addressing her. Their silver and blue ensemble was supplemented by gold trimmings and heavier helms. He and his cohort had a solidity that felt leagues more threatening than usual. Fenne saw the sweeping canvas of a cream tent behind him, a bunched entrance of folded-back material, revealing a brightly lit interior bustling with energy. Thom shifted uncomfortably at her back.

			‘This area is off limits,’ the Blade said firmly.

			‘This is the Meritors Pavillion, isn’t it?’ Fenne said hesitantly.

			‘It is,’ the Blade confirmed.

			Fenne remembered the ring that Constantine had given her in the Cathedral. She faced the Blade, and hesitantly lifted her hand as though it might not work, the platinum ring glinting. The Blade saw the simple band with the krystal line melded into it. Immediately, he straightened.

			‘My apologies,’ he said politely. ‘Enter at your convenience.’

			A warm feeling filled Fenne.

			‘Thank you.’ She moved past the Blade. As she did, another guard stepped forward. Their face was not so kind.

			‘Sir,’ they muttered, pointing toward Thom and the obscured emblem of his Legacy insignia. The guards reacted instantly, all of them rigid and tense.

			‘No penitents,’ the Blade snapped, barring the way with his spear.

			Fenne’s eyes darted between the still tableau of Thom and the guards. He looked helpless.

			A shadow fell over her.

			‘What seems to be the issue?’

			They all turned to see Dante Gregorian, his massive frame slung with a buckled harness that held tools and other, unknown aether-tech. His green hair was slicked down in an effort to appear presentable. But his silver teeth still shone unnervingly from his habitual smile. The Blades stood to attention.

			‘Master-Arcanist, just an undesirable attempting to gain admittance.’

			Fenne said nothing, bristling at the insult. Dante, however, nodded respectfully.

			‘Your attention to duty is commendable. However, I will vouch for his presence. Allow him to pass.’

			There was a brief moment as the Blade processed the limits of his own authority in relation to Dante. Fenne and Thom waited anxiously.

			The Blade smoothly stepped aside.

			‘My lord.’

			‘Day of victory to you. Come along, now,’ Dante beckoned to the pair.

			Thom moved quickly. In the presence of Master-Arcanist Gregorian the guards dared not be explicit in their distaste, but their expressions told the truth. Dante guided Thom to his side.

			‘Thank you,’ he murmured, rattled.

			Dante patted his shoulder. ‘The day of victory is for everyone.’

			Despite this, he fixed a pointed look at Fenne. She could read the disapproval in his gaze at her taking such a risk. She swallowed nervously, realizing she had projected her own lack of care over Thom’s status on to others. Being a penitent was serious to many, despite her own disregard.

			‘And our new Pit Lord of Woodwork,’ Dante commented dryly as he led them into the tent. ‘Congratulations on yet another triumph.’

			Fenne grinned.

			‘I won’t take over for a couple of weeks yet, but I’m very excited.’

			‘I am assigned to monitor the exchange of the 1st Pit, otherwise I would supervise yours myself.’ Dante flashed her a steely smile. ‘But know that I am there in spirit.’

			They stepped inside the pavilion. The curving canvas glowed as the sun hit it. There were raised platforms and wide areas to mingle and discuss. The floor was opulently laid with carpets and rugs. Many tables lined the edges filled with food and refreshments. Attendants flitted between the chatting Meritors from all of the factions. The mood was intense, but jubilant. In resplendent white, Constantine himself slid out from the crowd.

			‘Day of victory to you, Master-Arcanist,’ he said smoothly.

			‘And you, my lord.’ Dante offered a sincere bow. ‘Will you be speaking today?’

			‘I regret not. The Cardinal will address his flock in the name of the Assembly.’ Constantine regarded Fenne. ‘A pleasure. I’m glad you came.’

			Fenne nodded. ‘I wouldn’t miss it.’

			‘How does your research progress?’ Constantine enquired, turning back to Dante.

			‘At a reasonable pace, though I wish it would be faster,’ Dante confessed. ‘The artefact eludes all manner of inspection, aetheric or practical. Though I have had some luck in deciphering the runes. I think they might give some understanding into its intended use.’

			Seeing her bemusement, Constantine graced Fenne with an explanation.

			‘I recently commissioned Dante to investigate a relic the Assembly has had within its vaults for decades. It is known colloquially as the Enigma Artefact.’

			‘Why?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Because it’s an artefact, and we don’t know what it does,’ Dante interjected with a smile. ‘Your patron championed vigorously for me to have access to it.’

			‘You are the most talented arcanist we have ever seen,’ Constantine said softly. ‘I have been waiting for someone with your skills to emerge for a long time.’

			Dante shrugged awkwardly, unused to compliments.

			‘What are you bothering my man about now, Constantine?’

			Fenne swung around at the cutting tone. She balked. Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio glowered past her and Thom. His distaste was unconcealed.

			‘We are having a discussion, Jetsan,’ Constantine said shortly. ‘Are you unfamiliar with the concept?’

			‘All I see is a snake, trying to poach a Guilder over to the Assembly,’ Jetsan retorted, sneering at him.

			Dante caught her eye, and tilted his head. Fenne got the message and slipped away with Thom.

			‘I’ve never heard anyone speak to him like that,’ she whispered.

			‘Jetsan isn’t most people,’ Thom said quietly.

			‘Let’s find Eli. He said he’d be here with Lamourney.’

			They wound their way through people toward the side of the stage. Breaking from the pack, she spotted a staircase that led directly from the tent out into Victory Square. Some hassled attendants patrolled, trying to keep the schedule of speakers running on time. She saw Eli, small in his wheelchair, chatting off to the side with Lamourney. He had a pale blue dress on with subtle blush and shadow for the occasion. He’d dyed three streaks of blue through his fluorescent green hair. As Fenne approached, the armoured woman who had been speaking stamped down the stairs into the tent. Closer, Fenne saw blue flecks scattered through her buzz-cut.

			The woman blew out a breath of relief, then spotted Eli and Lamourney.

			She stopped, her expression changing.

			‘I didn’t believe you’d show up,’ she snapped.

			Lamourney’s face stiffened. ‘Twenty years is a long time, and Eli asked me to come.’

			‘Hello, Jana,’ Eli said with a hopeful smile. ‘Captaincy suits you.’

			The woman said nothing, staring at Lamourney. There was an uncomfortable silence. Eli spotted Fenne.

			‘Ah, there she is!’ he cried. ‘Our new Pit Lord of Woodwork.’

			Fenne hugged him.

			‘It all feels like a …’

			‘Have you forgotten how to speak in that cesspool you run in Away?’ Jana suddenly said. ‘Surely speech isn’t beneath you now?’

			Everyone went quiet, as Lamourney stared coldly at Jana.

			‘This is not the day for words such as these,’ Eli protested. ‘Celebration and victory are what we should feel, not this anger.’

			Jana regarded him angrily.

			‘Do not patronize me. I hold respect for the hero who defied the Godless horde, not the woman who left the Battalions without a single word of farewell.’

			‘You like to twist the truth to your own ends,’ Lamourney hissed. ‘Could the chance that I left the Battalions for reasons of my own penetrate your thick skull?’

			‘You abandoned us,’ Jana growled. ‘We bled upon the stones of this very square as friends, and yet you left us without a word.’

			‘Lamourney does not owe you an explanation, Jana,’ Eli snapped. ‘Her actions saved the city and you must trust she had reason to leave the Battalions.’

			Jana turned a terrible look upon him.

			‘Our actions saved the city. I was there, and so were you, right alongside Lamourney. You do this, time and time again. You twist the past to make it seem as though only she halted the Godless horde that day. But I remember a thousand more at my side.’ She looked to Lamourney with a hate only heartbreak could generate. ‘And if she does not owe me an explanation as to why she left the Battalions after our greatest triumph, I do not owe her my respect.’

			Eli regarded her sorrowfully, hunched and small, Lamourney deathly quiet beside him.

			‘We were friends once, Jana,’ he murmured. ‘We could be again.’

			Fenne saw Jana’s eyes flick to the wheelchair.

			‘I’m sorry, Eli.’ She strode away, vanishing into the crowd.

			Lamourney stared fixedly into the distance. Eli hung his head, a deep sigh rattling his thin frame.

			‘It is beyond me that you haven’t spoken in two decades.’

			‘I heard shouting,’ Dante said, as he entered the conversation. Eli and Lamourney said nothing. Fenne felt deeply uncomfortable, like she’d intruded upon something personal that she had no right to be witnessing. Two attendants came barrelling down the stairs.

			‘Master Gregorian,’ one blustered, ‘we’ve been searching for you. It’s time for your speech.’

			Dante distractedly followed them, eyeing his brother.

			‘Excellent timing,’ he muttered, clomping up on to the stage with the attendants escorting him. Thom cleared his throat in the awkward silence that followed.

			‘Really looking forward to the duel tonight,’ he said with faux brightness.

			‘Who are the opponents?’ Eli said gratefully.

			‘Our very own, soon-to-be Pit Lord.’ Thom nudged Fenne. ‘And a mysterious Maktar named Virel with the complexion of a plague victim.’

			‘I see. This will be your last duel then?’ Eli asked Fenne.

			‘A spectacle for the ages, that’s what we’ve planned,’ she said, directing the last at Lamourney. She got no response as the woman cast a dark look in the direction Jana had gone. The crowd outside cheered as Dante Gregorian was announced. The sound vibrated through the stone floor and seemed to make the canvas tent shiver.

			‘Day of victory to you all.’

			The profound voice of Constantine washed over them all as he slid out of the crowd effortlessly. He regarded Eli affectionately.

			‘You have dyed your hair again. I like it,’ he commented.

			‘My dear man, you are radiant as ever,’ Eli said, reaching out to clasp his hands.

			‘I must thank you.’

			Eli looked puzzled. ‘For what?’

			‘For introducing me to our new Pit Lord,’ Constantine continued, directing a smile at Fenne. She gave a rueful bow as Thom slapped her on the shoulder.

			‘Serendipity at its best,’ Eli said wryly.

			‘Indeed. Almost as though the rose ambiguity aligned.’

			Eli raised his eyebrows. ‘Fenne will get a big head if you compare meeting her to the pattern of reality itself.’

			‘The rose ambiguity?’ Fenne asked curiously.

			‘The plan of the Mistral, or more simply, fate,’ Eli explained. ‘The fabric of causality, and how the past, present and future are connected. It arose from the Root of Revelation, how the wielder of that Root perceives the world through their visions of prophecy.’

			‘Like the Lady Martyr?’ Thom offered.

			As Eli nodded, Constantine spoke up. ‘The Lady Martyr may have possessed the Root of Revelation, but the concept of the rose ambiguity comes from the Noble Dynasty.’

			Eli directed a challenging look at Constantine.

			‘That is a possibility,’ he said carefully, ‘yet historical accounts do not confirm this. There is much conflicting information of the First Era.’

			Fenne’s eyes darted to Constantine, but the Merit-Elector merely smiled gracefully.

			‘I forget you used to run the Endless Library. Once a historian, always a historian.’

			‘Lexorcist,’ Eli corrected with a laugh. ‘Decipherer of words is a much fancier title.’

			Constantine waved his hand. ‘Regardless, I was merely saying it felt destined that Fenne and I would meet, nothing more than that.’

			Fenne watched the two men talk with something akin to happiness. Eli had brought her to Lurella and remained one of her closest friends. Constantine was now her sponsor, and mentor, so to see them together in high spirits felt encouraging and hopeful. The Merit-Elector glanced toward Lamourney.

			‘How are you?’ Constantine ventured. ‘I cannot remember the last time you attended an anniversary.’

			Lamourney stared at him.

			‘I’m only here to support Eli and Dante.’

			Constantine nodded his head in a non-committal manner, and said to Eli, ‘Come visit me sometime at the Academy. Its halls miss the sound of your voice.’

			He swept away, leaving the four of them stuck in a stiff silence once more. A wave of excited applause from thousands of hands cascaded down the stairs behind Dante as he stomped back inside the tent, flushed and excited, trailed by the attendants.

			‘They loved it!’ he exclaimed. ‘What a rush!’

			‘I’m sure you were superb,’ Eli said reassuringly.

			Dante beamed around and whirled on Lamourney.

			‘You should speak,’ he said eagerly. ‘I told them to announce you. Can you imagine the reaction you’ll get? The Hero of Victory Square making a speech on the twentieth anniversary.’

			‘What?’ Lamourney said tightly.

			‘Just go up, Luck. This is the moment to leave behind the past. Forget what happened. Go talk to the city.’

			She saw Lamourney’s fingers clench. Her face was blank, unsettlingly so. Something about it made Fenne uneasy, like a bomb was about to go off. With expressions of respectful awe, the attendants nervously approached Lamourney.

			‘May I say,’ one began, ‘it is an honour to meet you.’ She swept a hand out, palm facing down, in greeting. ‘For the Hero herself to be here on this day – I have dreamed of meeting you for years.’

			‘Master-Arcanist Gregorian informed us you would like to make a speech, ma’am. If you would follow us.’

			Lamourney was rocking slightly, as though preparing herself to move.

			‘Why the fuck would you do that?’ she said to Dante, voice low.

			‘Luck …’ Eli began.

			‘By the Mistral itself, why would you dare to try and make me speak?’ she continued, voice growing in volume.

			Dante’s face fell.

			‘I thought you might want to tell the people of Lurella that you still care for them,’ he snapped.

			Lamourney took a long look at the gilded pavilion, filled with pompous Legacy affiliates and smug members of the Blue Triad. Her face was stone as she turned back to Dante.

			‘This anniversary is a sham,’ she murmured, voice threatening. ‘It is to celebrate themselves that the elite mount it, claiming to champion the people who gave their lives on that day twenty years ago. Once, Lurella was a place of enlightenment, where dreams could be realized and any person, regardless of who they were or where they came from, might make a life for themselves. I came today, because I thought you might be right, that being here would change how I feel. What a fucking idiot I was.’

			Dante stared at her, struck dumb, the attendants frozen along with Eli, Fenne and Thom. Lamourney continued, not taking her eyes off Dante.

			‘You would attempt to force me to make a speech,’ she hissed, ‘to play along with people who desire only reputation, and are nothing of substance? They care only for the future and the wealth they might create. The real people who exist in this city, discarded and struggling to make a life for themselves, are barely a thought for these pretentious nobles. Abandoned in the gutters of Lurella without aid or support. That is why I left the Battalions, Dante, because I will not be complicit in their system, and that is why I have never come before, and will not, ever, make a speech.’

			A powerful voice from outside interrupted them.

			‘Now, on this anniversary, twenty years since the Godless Crusade was turned back, it is my honour to introduce the greatest hero of us all. Captain of the 9th Battalion and Champion of the Iron Circuit. The defender of faith, and protector of the Cerulean City. The Hero of Victory Square, Luck Lamourney!’

			The roar from the crowd was so primal it shook the heart. So loud it buffeted the tent. So fervent it made everyone take a step to steady themselves. An army of citizens from the city of Lurella screamed their adoration for Luck Lamourney.

			She recoiled, eyes flaring with a wild intensity as she glared at Dante.

			‘You’re no better than them. Even you just want to use me.’

			She turned and marched off. Eli was silent as Dante made to step after her.

			‘Luck, please!’ he cried.

			She was gone. Disappearing as though she had never been there. Dante looked adrift, devastated. Face composed, Eli expertly wheeled himself round.

			‘Get me up the stairs.’

			The attendants looked shocked. ‘Sir?’

			Eli slapped his hands together a couple of times. ‘My chair, get me on the stage and I will speak instead.’ He clicked his fingers at his brother. ‘Dante!’

			Dante jolted into action while the attendant spluttered. ‘You are due to speak later, and they’re expecting the hero …’

			‘They’ll have to settle for me now,’ Eli snapped as Dante easily grasped the back and lifted the wheelchair and the attendants helped carry him up on to the stage.

			‘Can we …’ Fenne began.

			‘… help?’ Thom finished. They got no response.

			They stood there silently, as the world continued. Together, Thom and Fenne slipped away, heading for the simpler environment of the Caldera and Fenne’s final duel.

			Fenne fastened the last strap of her gauntlets, letting the bellow of the arena soothe her. They fit her like an old lover, comfortable and intimately acquainted. She flexed her fingers, watching the hundreds of tiny plates that were fused and layered together shift like scales. Around the knuckles, they were reinforced with an extra ridge of metal. Countless tiny scratches marred them from the blows she’d delivered.

			She closed her eyes, mentally connecting to the gauntlets. Absorbing the texture and smooth adhesion, until they had shifted from a foreign object to a second skin. Part of her fighting style, no longer merely a weapon but an extension of herself. She knew they had a small amount of Resonant forged within the metal, not quite enough to be considered flexium, but enough to grant it the flexibility for its design while still being strong enough to bat away the sharp edges of blades.

			‘Nervous?’

			She grunted and looked up at Thom. ‘No. I’ll win, or I’ll lose. Probably win.’

			Thom laughed, slumped in one of the chairs. ‘Can’t argue with that.’

			Fenne glanced out into the Caldera. As promised, Lamourney had billed this as a massive fight. The tiers were crushed at every level. The bars and lounges of the upper circles stuffed with Legacy nobility and wealthy Guilders. She observed the drummers filing down to their instruments next to the duelling circle. The farewell fight of Fenne ‘Triumphant’ would be a spectacle.

			‘My aunt loved it here,’ Thom muttered. ‘She introduced me to duelling, sparked my interest when I was young. I wish she was here to see your final fight.’

			Fenne fiddled with the straps on her gauntlets. ‘Have you thought any more about searching for her?’

			Thom made a face.

			‘It feels stupid to go blundering around the Academy.’ He leant forward, pulling a face as he spoke. ‘Excuse me! Has anyone seen Thena Braxis? High Ravennite, the spymaster of Lurella!’ He subsided. ‘Maybe I’ll work up the nerve to ask Constantine when things calm down. Unlikely they will with the Terrius soon to arrive, but still …’

			As he spoke, a shape darted in. A small child with bright blue eyes. She snatched Thom’s coat from the chair he’d tossed it on, and fled.

			‘Hey!’ Thom shouted, and leapt after her. They disappeared through the beaded curtain of the doorway. Fenne blinked, then chuckled at the absurdity of it. Alone, she stared over the railing. Still no sign of Lamourney.

			The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

			She glanced toward the doorway.

			There was a pale man watching her. A sword was strapped to his back. He was perfectly still, and as they locked eyes, he offered a short bow.

			‘Day of victory to you, my name is Virel.’

			Of course, Fenne thought. A face so gaunt it could be a twice-dead corpse. Fenne studied him, taking in his bearing, his weapon, absorbing as much detail as she could.

			‘Wind sees you,’ she offered politely. ‘Lamourney’s told me you’re a hard customer.’

			Virel shrugged. ‘I’ll let you be the judge of that.’

			Fenne snorted, liking the response. Thom burst back in, coat in hand. ‘That little shit took my gold pouch,’ he cursed.

			Belatedly, he noticed Virel.

			‘Day of victory,’ he said, flustered.

			Virel acknowledged him reservedly, and turned back to Fenne. ‘I’ll leave you to prepare. I merely wanted to offer my respects.’

			Fenne inclined her head. ‘Thank you.’

			Virel turned and strode away. She observed how he planted his feet soundlessly, his movements fluid. She also noted a dagger strapped to the back of his belt. Then he was gone. Thom crashed down into a chair.

			‘My fucking money,’ he muttered. ‘She’s Lamourney’s stray, that orphan called Hedger. She’ll get it back for me, right?’

			Fenne shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

			Thom spotted something out in the arena. ‘Here she is.’

			On the far side, Lamourney marched in, her expression rigid. She walked with the poise of someone spoiling for a fight, and the crowd parted for her as she strode down the stairs toward the duelling circle. There was someone with her.

			‘Is that Tunid?’ Fenne asked.

			Thom peered down. ‘Yeah, Tunid “Slasher”. Mid-range duellist from Quate. All flash, no substance.’

			Fenne watched Tunid follow Lamourney. He was whippet thin, a couple of curved sabres at his waist. He was hovering at Lamourney’s shoulder with a frenetic energy. Noonan Bril left his master-of-ceremony duties and approached Lamourney. Something she said confused him. She stomped past and left Tunid with Noonan as she crossed over the stairs that would take her up to the defender’s box.

			Fenne saw Noonan throw his hands up, almost in bafflement, and point toward the duelling circle, before striding off in the direction of the betting stations. With growing confusion, Fenne saw Tunid step down in to the centre of the arena. Her brow furrowed. No one except personnel involved with the duel were allowed to enter that area. He stopped on the challenger’s side of the circle.

			‘What is he doing?’ Thom said, bemused.

			‘I have no idea.’ That wasn’t exactly true. There was only one obvious reason for Tunid to be standing where he was. With a crash, the drummers let out their first echoing call to attention. The boom reverberated around the Caldera.

			Lamourney entered the defender’s lounge like a thundercloud.

			With grim energy, she glared at Fenne. ‘There’s been a change of plan.’

			Exchanging a look with Thom, Fenne stood slowly. ‘Why is Tunid out there?’

			‘Because he’s your opponent tonight.’

			‘I’m facing Tunid?’ Fenne could beat the ratty duellist with both arms tied behind her back. ‘Why not Virel?’

			Lamourney ignored her. ‘Let’s go.’

			Frustrated, and growing angry, Fenne stepped out with Lamourney, leaving Thom looking baffled behind them.

			‘Everyone’s been betting on a duel between Virel and me,’ she protested. ‘You’ll have to refund them all.’

			‘I know.’

			‘This is bullshit, Lamourney. What the fuck is going on?’

			Lamourney stopped and directed a bleak look at Fenne.

			‘Careful,’ she hissed.

			‘Okay, okay.’ Fenne took a half step back. ‘I just don’t understand why you’d change the duel so last-minute. Didn’t you want this to be a duel to go down in history?’

			Lamourney said nothing, leading them out. The crowd surged with excitement as they emerged and they descended the steps. Fenne distantly raised a fist, playing to the crowd, mind whirring. This would cost Lamourney a lot of money in refunded bets and she would know that Fenne would eviscerate Tunid, instead of giving the audience the fight they deserved. It made no fucking sense. They strode in silence, until Lamourney stopped at the edge of the duelling circle.

			She turned and glared at Fenne, jaw tight. ‘I’ve made my decision,’ then rapidly ascended back up to the higher tier. Fenne felt frustration boil up as she dropped into the duelling circle. Tunid bounced around on the opposite side, wasting energy and performing theatrics with his swords. She paid him no mind. Instead she sought out the man she had thought would be her opponent.

			Virel stood at the railing of the challenger’s lounge. He displayed no disappointment or anger at suddenly being replaced. The confusion ceased, there could only be one reason for Lamourney to have switched duellists so late. Virel must have asked to renege on the bout. He had come to greet her with fake pleasantries, only to absent himself in some mockery of the proceedings. She glared at the man who had ruined her final fight.

			The drums sent another roll about the Caldera. The crowd gave another cheer, this one threaded with jeers as they saw the challenger was Tunid. An entire group hurled their drinks out into the arena. Fenne aggressively stared at Virel, refusing to break away.

			A child appeared behind him.

			The girl from earlier, the one called Hedger, who had lifted Thom’s gold. Fenne watched her hands reach to the back of Virel’s belt. He didn’t notice, the sound of the Caldera overwhelming. A few moments of deft manipulation, and the child drew back gingerly. She held the dagger that had been on his belt. A flash of bright blue eyes in a sulky grimace.

			Fenne almost pointed, then stopped.

			Why would she help the man? Virel continued to stare into the arena, none the wiser, and the child scampered away with her prize.

			‘People of the Cerulean City, are you prepared for combat?’

			Noonan’s voice boomed stridently, drawing her attention back to the arena. Tunid stood opposite her, his twin sabres in hand. He sensationally flourished his weapons in a glittering display of skill. Fenne rolled her eyes. She put everything out of her mind, rolling her shoulders. Her gauntlets glinted in the light and the familiar sensation brought her peace and focus like nothing else. She stared at the lean, ratty form of Tunid.

			‘No backward step,’ she muttered under her breath.

			This wouldn’t take long.

		
	
		
			18

			Augury on high

			Halfway Hold, the Traverse

			Her dreams were filled with fire.

			Swan approached the edge of destruction, the ground plummeting into the depths of the earth. A cataclysm of azure and ruby energy stretched across a choked sky of smoke and dust. It was filled with a roiling multitude of indistinct figures seething with ghostly rage as eight vast hands reached toward to sky. A figure of harsh light loomed above it all, a thousand strings stretching from their hands. The wave of a future calamity rippled through the world toward her. The sky fell as she …

			… woke up.

			The dream stayed with her as she got herself ready.

			The operation of packing up to re-embark on their journey took barely twenty minutes, the Blood Spears working in perfect sync. Fires were stamped out and tinder raked flat to disperse the heat. Bedding and pots and pans were replaced in their vehicles, which were wheeled around back into a line. The animals were led from the picket and saddled up. The pindor roused slowly, drowsily accepting bridles with a giant’s slow acceptance. They left the latrines as they were for the Eronese to deal with, their stench horrendous. Just because they were leaving didn’t mean they couldn’t be petty.

			As Swan gathered her belongings, she eyed the ramparts of Halfway Hold, now bedecked with hundreds of Eronese standing sentinel. A glittering line of spears that numbered far greater than yesterday. Swan glowered at them. Another insult from the Captain Glinan Var Astra.

			Swan settled outside the Royal Hauler, waiting for Morain. Defiance was held across her legs as she observed the castle. There was a creak behind her. Tacha stepped out, arms bare, exposing new additions to her Ngari. She noticed Swan and firmly pulled the door shut.

			‘The High Priestess will be out shortly.’

			‘Sure,’ Swan responded awkwardly. Tacha leant against the wall beside the doors. Blood Spears shouted around them as the delegation prepared to venture onward.

			‘The Grand Hierophant must think highly of you to place you in Morain’s retinue,’ Swan noted in the quiet.

			Tacha paused, a grudging look of appreciation passing over her.

			‘That is kind of you.’

			‘To be a Sanguine, then. Is that your goal?’

			‘There is no greater honour,’ Tacha said confidently. ‘To serve the High Priestess herself, even more so.’

			‘I remember when we were young you said you wanted to be a general of the Red Host. What changed?’

			‘Those were the dreams of a child who did not understand duty,’ Tacha said bluntly. ‘To devote one’s life in service, to our God and our sisters. To lay life and soul upon the altar of war, this will be how I show my worth.’

			Did Swan imagine the implicit suggestion that Tacha viewed her as frivolous? That her royal status was less worthwhile than the duty described?

			‘There are places for all sisters within the Crimson Court,’ Swan responded archly. ‘I am glad you have found one for yourself.’

			Tacha darted a spiky look at her.

			‘The safety of the High Priestess is my duty. If you had such a purpose, you might understand …’

			‘Do you think my life so untethered that there is nothing of meaning within it? I have purpose, Tacha. I am the heir apparent, and I will one day assume the throne.’

			‘Only if the Great Houses allow it,’ Tacha snapped back. ‘Which they will not do if you wallow in self-pity.’

			Swan’s temper flared. ‘How dare you speak to me like that? You insult me last night with accusations of cowardice, and now this?’

			‘Someone must say it,’ Tacha retorted hotly. ‘Our sisters’ lives are at stake out here beyond the limits of the motherland. I will not see them die because you are too timid to act.’

			The door slammed open with a bang, making them jump. Morain emerged into the light with predatory disapproval.

			‘What is happening out here?’ she snapped.

			Both young women burned with silent resentment, Tacha standing to attention. Behind the High Priestess, Swan saw the two advisors Kleodo and Esther staring out at them.

			‘You prattle outside my door. Answer me,’ Morain ordered.

			‘A misunderstanding, my lady,’ Tacha murmured. ‘I apologize for disturbing your discussions.’

			Swan noticed a couple of Blood Spears surreptitiously glancing over, riding their horses at a slow trot. She hadn’t realized their voices had got so loud.

			Morain turned to Tacha. ‘Step inside.’

			The Sanguine gave a tense bow, then re-entered the Royal Hauler, closing the door behind her. Morain folded her arms, glowering at Swan. ‘You belittle yourself by feuding with her.’

			Swan snatched up Defiance and dismounted the front sill of the Royal Hauler.

			‘I cannot reason with the stupid and inconsiderate minds that surround me.’

			She strode off angrily. Morain followed, her robes rustling. She whistled sharply at a nearby rider, who turned and rode toward her.

			‘Do not walk away from me, Swan,’ Morain called.

			She stopped, blood boiling.

			‘Is there something else you need?’

			There was an ugly mood between them as the rider reached Morain.

			‘Fetch us two horses, make sure they’re saddled,’ she barked.

			The woman bowed her head.

			‘Your Grace,’ they said as they rode off.

			Morain’s ordinary eyes locked with the extraordinary ones of Swan.

			‘It is beneath your station to bicker with a Sanguine. You will seek her out later and apologize.’

			‘Why do you care so much if we argue?’ Swan snapped.

			Morain was silent for a moment, the sound of the delegation convoy loud and bustling about them as the Terrius prepared to leave.

			‘They behave this way, because they do not understand you. The Root of Revelation runs through your veins. You represent the dream of our Lady Martyr, first woman of Terrius to carry this blessing in her blood. This makes you not merely a person, but an ideal. Upon this, you shy from their attempts to know you. You shutter your feelings and emotions away, sitting behind unlocked doors claiming you are trapped.’

			Swan’s knuckles were white from gripping her staff. Morain appraised her without warmth, as calm and forbidding as the endless steppe about them.

			‘You will apologize to Tacha because it is your duty to represent all of your sisters. Those who shower you with praise, and those who mutter unpleasant words behind your back. If you cannot make amends with a woman you have known your entire life, one who you have grown up with, and learned with, how could you possibly be expected to debate with foreigners and foes? To make judgements on matters that will decide the fate of those that depend upon you?’

			Swan said nothing, anger extinguished like a red-hot blade being quenched within a forge. A rider returned, leading a couple of horses. Morain took them. The rider bowed her head again and shot a parting look at Swan, a mix of curiosity and awe in her eyes. Morain held the reins reflectively, reaching up to stroke the neck of one of the horses.

			‘The future is wide and I would have you find the strength to be at my side. Do this, Swan. Leave the girl behind and become the woman we need you to be.’

			She gestured for Swan to take the reins of the second horse.

			Swan felt empty, drained of her indignation. Filled instead with shame. She planted her foot in the stirrup and heaved herself up. Morain did the same. The convoy began to leave, peeling off in a spiral, with the massive pindor letting out a snort as it forced the Royal Hauler into motion.

			Swan felt the element of a tear form in the corner of her eye, though it refused to fall.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I wish I could have saved her.’

			Morain twisted around, face blank.

			‘Dalia is gone. Look to the future, Swan.’

			She bowed her head, as Morain spurred her steed forward.

			The delegation departed, resuming their passage east. The forward picket returned to scanning the ground ahead, while the rest of the sentries kept pace alongside the column. Halfway Hold slowly retreated from view behind them. The mood was sombre. No one actively voiced their disapproval, but a sense of injustice and disrespect hung in the air nonetheless. It sat ill with the women of the Crimson Court to be treated so, with no reprisal from their leader. Still, loyalty was an ingrained emotion for them all and no one gave voice to their thoughts.

			Swan kept her horse in time with Morain’s. They were just behind the Royal Hauler, almost at the very front of the column, Morain’s words weighing heavily on her. The fact was, Swan had very few friends in this world. Perhaps it was as Morain said, that her Root set her so far apart it made her untouchable, unknowable. Being the presumed heir to the throne probably added to that.

			When Swan thought of her life, she believed only two people had ever shown her pure affection. Uncoloured and honest. Her mother, now gone from this world.

			And Morain.

			Swan stared at the back of the High Priestess, the older woman easily swaying in the saddle. She’d grown up with her. Virtually all her lessons had been taught by her, be it academic or martial. An incomparable mentor, who had never let her lofty position in the clergy distract her from caring for the heir apparent. They’d been so close back then.

			Until the death of her mother, four years ago.

			Swan closed her eyes …

			… and remembered the worst night of her life.

			Rose geometry coalesced into a face peering down at her. Swan shook with desperate confusion and terror. Morain became made of flesh and blood, not aetheric lines etched into the fabric of reality. Swan pressed herself into the cold wall and was unable to speak.

			Morain held her close and tried to pry some understanding. Falteringly, Swan hysterically unburdened herself. An empty silhouette, the light fading below the horizon, her mother bleeding and butchered. The universe formed of aetheric bonds that warned of tragedy. A Queen dying on the stone floor in lonely disgrace.

			As they knelt, the sun vanished from the window and all the braziers ignited in the dark. Morain’s face was cast in shadow, expression unreadable except for a terrible grief.

			‘Dalia.’

			Morain sprinted away. Swan staggered after her. Running through the halls of Fort Conqueror until finally … 

			She opened her eyes.

			The worst thing was this. She understood why Morain hated her. If she’d only spoken quicker, if she’d only realized what was happening to her sooner – a portent – then her mother might still be alive. They could have reached her in time. The Root of Revelation was a gift to see the future. The portent she’d received had been a chance to save her mother. Instead, she’d panicked, letting the chance slip through her fingers.

			Swan felt the familiar guilt, an ache of misery that wouldn’t shift. Tacha didn’t understand that her grief was not a shroud she hid beneath, but an armour so heavy she was suffocating, unable to shake it off. And when Swan had needed her most, Morain’s love had turned to hate, twisted by the sorrow of Dalia’s passing.

			There was a cry behind them. A rider pointed up at the sky. Swan stared upwards, seeing a shape coasting high above them. The sun flashed on golden scales and two pairs of wings could be seen beating rhythmically. The clouds formed strange patterns in its wake as the Immemorial Elder coursed through the sky. Though still a thousand feet above, the drake was descending.

			Morain bellowed a command to one of the Sanguine on the Royal Hauler. A moment later a sharp peal erupted from a horn. The convoy ground to a halt, animals shifting nervously against their haulage. Warriors moved swiftly around her, forming defensive positions uncertainly.

			‘Swan!’

			Morain gestured to her urgently. ‘With me. Now!’

			Swan kicked her horse’s flank, and together they galloped ahead of the delegation. A number of Sanguine rode with them, hefting their weapons, following the High Priestess’s trail. The drake continued banking around, spiralling lower. Morain reined in her horse about fifty feet out from the pindor. The forward picket retreated past them with a panicked expression. The four Sanguine joined Morain and Swan.

			‘Make space,’ Morain directed. ‘Do not provoke the drake. Under no circumstances attack it.’

			The warriors all split, putting a generous gap between them. Swan stayed close to Morain, clutching Defiance.

			‘What are you going to do?’

			The High Priestess glared up, tiny flickers of red aether curling at her hands.

			‘It is older than the earth we stand upon. It bore witness to the end of the First Era and the calamity that led to the Second. It is of the Mistral and the world, mind and soul. The intricacies of life itself bend to its desires. We live or we die at its will.’ She paused. ‘I will listen, and hope death does not come for us this day.’

			The dragon swung round toward them. As though liquid gold had flowed into a shifting shape of deific elegance, it sailed through the blue sky like a comet. Behind it crackled electricity and cloud nimbus as its power distorted the world around it. Swan tried not to scream in terror as it sped toward them.

			At the last moment, it lashed out its wings, sending a shock wave of wind over them. On this bright day, a sudden rain cloud burst, soaking them all before clearing immediately. Their robes whipped. Both horses reared. Swan, one hand on her staff, was unable to keep a tight enough grip and tumbled off her horse. She thumped into the dirt as the animal took off in fright. Swan lay stunned for a moment.

			There was a hum. She slowly raised her eyes.

			It towered against the sky. Its long abdomen reared tall, a broad chest covered in a lighter tone of yellow scales to the rich gold that covered the rest of its body. Its front limbs were held before it, corded with muscle and ending in savage claws. Its neck travelled up sinuously, ending in a lizard-like snout. A massive jaw parted and multiple rows of fangs could be glimpsed. Its eyes were the crystal sapphire of the sky it had descended from. They exuded a chill of the deep void, the frozen grip of dread winter. As fathomless as the oceans themselves.

			Swan watched as flowers burst into life where its claws touched the ground. The sun fractured into rainbow hues and the shimmering curtains that made up the Mistral, drifting over them all like a sea of fireflies. They disappeared as the world adjusted to the reality of this mythic creature.

			It was the most glorious thing Swan had ever seen. She watched the Immemorial Elder observe the insects at its feet, and with another ground-shaking hum its wings flexed, back-lit by the rising sun. Two large appendages stretched upwards diagonally, with a slimmer pair beneath, thick membranes attached to a hefty bone top rim and covered in mesmeric patterns, splashes of colour and sweeps of earthy tones. It looked like an artist had gone mad, and thrown their paint in one frenzied motion. Swan lay still on the dirt, barely breathing, soaking up a sight she knew would remain with her until her dying day. Which might not be far away, considering what was before her.

			The pindor behind them was frantic, pulling at the gimble and harness. The Blood Spears were having similar problems with their mounts. Only Morain had managed to calm her steed. She studied the drake with impossible reserve.

			‘Honoured sky-lord, Scion of the Noble Dynasty,’ she called. ‘The Lady Martyr’s blessing upon you this day.’ Her voice was strong. Swan stood. The drake blinked an eyelid. There was a sudden hum and a shimmer radiated from the creature. It swept out like a heat haze, wrapping around the High Priestess, whose eyes went wide.

			‘The thought had never entered my mind, sky-lord,’ Morain said respectfully. It’s talking to her, Swan realized. ‘We treat you and your kin with all the respect they are owed.’

			Swan watched as another ripple came from the dragon, once again enveloping Morain. Its head swayed slightly as it maintained whatever aetheric manifestation it was doing to Morain.

			Her face hardened. ‘I see.’ Evidently, she hadn’t liked what the dragon had said.

			The drake slowly began its final descent, front legs hitting the ground with a thump. Wings creaking, the ground shifting as its massive weight dropped, it brought itself as close to the ground as possible. As it did, Swan saw it was not alone.

			A woman sat upon the nape of its neck. Swan saw a wild mane of bright red hair, covered in flapping robes of orange and brown and yellow, tan leather shorts underneath. She swung her legs over the side and dropped the dozen feet, hitting the ground and rolling out of the landing.

			‘I cannot feel my ass,’ the woman groaned.

			Swan blinked. Many things struck her. The hems of this person’s clothing were smouldering, as though they had caught fire and recently been extinguished. Swan’s eyes watered as she tried to take in her face. There was something peculiar about it. Swan found it hard to focus on specifics – the shape of the mouth, the shade of the skin, the colour of the eyes. The only thing that Swan was sure of was the wild and vibrant tangle of hair. The woman stretched lithely, a small bag strung over her shoulder.

			‘You have no idea how long I’ve had to travel like that.’

			She spoke directly to Morain. Swan watched in astonishment as the High Priestess let out a physical gasp and immediately dismounted her horse. In sincere genuflection, she prostrated herself before the stranger, kneeling with her head bowed, hands clasped above her head.

			‘Your holiness.’ Her voice rang with respect. No, more than that. Reverence.

			The woman brushed a couple cinders from her sleeves.

			‘I’ve pulled my neck. Please stand up.’ Her voice echoed with the distant crackle of a fire. The drake sent out a ripple that caressed the stranger.

			She laughed easily, ‘I’m sure,’ she said to the one who had carried her through the sky. She stretched her arms, relishing the sun. ‘By the wind that’s nice …’ she groaned, then planted her fingers in her hair.

			It burst into flame.

			Swan cried out, but the woman pulled her hands back and the flames turned to smoke. As they cleared, Swan saw it had transformed. It was no longer an unruly mess extending down her back, but a shock of slicked back-scarlet hair. Spiralling sparks flicked up and disappeared as she lowered her hands.

			‘That’s better.’

			Swan gaped. The stranger winked at her, before reaching in to the bag on her shoulder.

			‘I have something for you, Morain.’

			She withdrew a square-shaped bundle and held it out to Morain, who stood, murmuring something that vanished into silence as a wave pulsed out from the drake and hit Swan. The words the High Priestess had begun to say vanished as an unusual solitude wrapped around her. Morain’s mouth moved, but Swan heard no words.

			‘Revelation returned.’

			The voice was a bass drum echoing from a deep ocean. A vibration that could gently sunder a mountain. It wasn’t sound exactly, but rather an impression. The words appeared in her mind, bypassing her ears. Swan slowly met the gaze of the Immemorial Elder. One great ultramarine eye speared down. The silence vibrated about her, a faint hissing at the very edge of hearing, like a wind rustling through the trees.

			‘Hello,’ she thought, unsure if it would work. The drake’s tongue slithered in-and-out.

			‘Your journey begins as petals upon the celestial path, Revelation.’ 

			Its voice appeared in her mind effortlessly.

			Swan shivered beneath its azure glare. ‘What?’

			‘For many years have I waited, when all Four walk again.’

			‘Four?’

			‘Desecration. Revelation. Adamant. Belief.’

			‘The Mythic Roots?’

			‘You walk the rose ambiguity itself, Revelation.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Swan blurted out, her thoughts frantic. The auric drake lowered its head.

			‘Heed my words.’ The dragon flexed its wings, massive spans of haphazard colour rippling in the sun. ‘The Shards of Divinity are found, and the Four come again. Your world will become fused with the rose ambiguity. Betrayal will breed suffering, kindness will be offered from a hand discarded. When black night falls upon the red harvest, and belief pulls down the sky, your life will hang upon an edge of possibility. Prophecy begins with despair, ere the gold emerges in rain and thunder. For Aeternity returns, and firmament with it. This is my augury. This is the testament of Revelation.’

			Swan swayed as the silence she was held in enveloped her so completely she almost forgot she was real. Her Root shivered, overwhelmed by the presence of this being that had flown the heavens for a thousand years.

			‘Your sister follows a path that can only lead to oblivion. You do not know what hand guides her and those that walk at her side.’

			Swan could barely breathe.

			‘Morain?’

			The drake said nothing, a mountain against the sky.

			‘Are you saying I can’t trust her?’ Swan continued.

			The dragon absently traced its taloned claws through the air. A thin trickle of silver smoke snaking from its snout.

			‘Yes.’

			This was too much. The silence faded. Swan heard the remnants of a conversation between Morain and the woman. Morain was holding the item gifted to her carefully.

			It was a lacquered, wooden box.

			‘… give the box and what it contains to our ally. He will be expecting it,’ the fiery stranger ordered in a stern voice. ‘Once you arrive in the city of Lurella, contact will be made. The Thunder, praise be Her name, trusts you to do this. You are Her hand in Terrius, and so is he in Eron. Work together to ensure our success. There can be no disharmony between you now.’

			The High Priestess lowered her eyes respectfully. ‘Of course, your holiness. The Thunder be praised, in Her name.’

			Swan’s mind rang with questions.

			The stranger flicked more sparks from her clothes and turned back to the drake.

			‘I beseech you for one last passage, my friend.’

			With that, the creature crouched and massive muscles tensed beneath its scaled skin. The stranger was lifted on a talon, regaining her position on its back. She stared down at Morain.

			‘Do not fail Her in this, Morain.’

			With that, the creature erupted from the ground. A dervish of sand lashed with it, a miniature hurricane briefly coalescing as it moved once more. Swan clutched her hands to her ears for a moment as dirt whipped around her. The creature ascended, its passenger a tiny speck. Morain turned, filled with vigour.

			‘Back to the convoy!’

			Swan called out. ‘Who was that?’

			The High Priestess paused. Her eyes glinted in the rising sun.

			‘One of the great Bengen of our time, the Saint of Summer.’

			Swan’s breath caught. Bengen were sometimes merely powerful conduits of the Mistral, meaning their Roots were incredibly potent. But some took the form of more literal things. Ideals or beliefs. Aspects of the world that were shared by so many people, they ended up manifesting through some physical avatar, made by the Mistral.

			None had existed within memory like the Bengen of the seasons. The individuals that came walked with the grace of Summer, Spring, Winter and Autumn. They had fought wars and saved realms. They acted separately to any king or queen and held motivations known to precious few.

			‘That was the Saint of Summer?’ she said breathlessly, feeling the crackling warmth of the woman’s voice anew. ‘Why did she come here? What did she give you?’

			Morain studied her. Her gaze held evaluation and judgement.

			‘You are not ready to know.’

			Morain jumped up on to her steed, clutching the wooden box and her Sanguine set off toward the delegation.

			Swan stayed where she was and gave a final glance at the gleaming shape high above, now making its way south toward the Arid Sea. Carrying the Saint of Summer herself. Her mind tumbled wildly, filled with what had been said and given.

			What did the augury mean, this testament of Revelation? Who was ‘the Thunder’ that Morain and Summer had spoken of, and why had they praised her name with such reverence? What was in the box, and who did Morain have to deliver it to within the city of Lurella?

			What secrets was the High Priestess of Terrius hiding?

			She would find out. She would not hide in fear any longer. As Swan looked toward the east and the rising sun, the world seemed like a far more serious place than it had a few minutes ago.

			Then, a small grin crept across her face.

			She had met a dragon.

		
	
		
			ACT III

			
			‘We are the bones of an old empire,

			weakly hiding beneath the ragged cloak of our new one.

			The world changes,

			and we must change with it.’

			Jetsan Var Hulio

			

		
	
		
			‘The Octet Alliance is the great accord between the free states of Mycenia. Ratified officially in SE24, it bound together those that had successfully overthrown their overlords, or simply had come to power in the wake of Ruin, the calamity that destroyed the Noble Dynasty.

			‘The original members were Kratossif, Daiya, Quate, the People’s Kingdom of Insor, Xania, Vurkesh, and of course, its two founding participants, Eron and Terrius. After the fall of the Noble Dynasty to its two vassal empires, the Imperial and Exalted Dynasties laid claim to the west and east sides of Mycenia. Terrius led the rebellion against the Imperials in the west, and Eron led the uprising against the Exalted in the east. Once the dust had settled, the Lady Martyr of Terrius and Shife Kuro of Eron wished to ensure no despotic empires would rise again, and formally attempted to join Mycenia in unity, the Octet Alliance.

			‘This resulted in the three codes of law.

			‘The Code of Non-Aggression – no realm under the Alliance’s banner shall wage war upon another member. The Code of Dynastic Cessation – no new ruling dynasty may rise to supplant the balance of power. The Code of Aeternity’s Sanctity – no empire shall be raised within the ruins of Aeternity.

			‘The third code is both a safeguard and a warning. Aeternity, the central realm of Mycenia, and which once served as the heart of the Noble Dynasty, is a blighted land full of aetheric storms and maddened spectres that linger on in torment. It also prevents any nation from assuming the powerful advantage that controlling the centre of the world would bring.

			‘The second code is to stop tyrants from ever again subjugating a people, or accruing enough power to effectively rule the continent. Diplomacy and cooperation are the rules the Second Era attempts to live by, and no Dynasty shall ever again walk these lands.

			‘The first code is the clearest and most crucial. No realm under the Alliance’s banner shall wage war upon another member. There are aggressors, of course, the warlike Annorsettra being the most recent offender, but there have been no meaningful wars between allies in over two hundred years.

			‘While Eron and Terrius are unified, peace is preserved. If the unthinkable happened, and those two realms pledged destruction against the other, calamity would be too soft a word for the casualties such a conflict would inflict.’

			Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal
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			What they know as angel

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			Fenne stared out at the weathered docks of the 3rd Pit.

			At the bottom of Woodwork, amidst the gantries and piers, there was calm. The majestic underground river of the Grand March was soothing in its relentless current out of the Undersea. The sound of rushing water bouncing up the hard rock of the cavern. The vast beacons that hung from the harsh rocky ceiling cast a glare over the waters. The smell in her nose was fresh, an utterly foreign scent to a desert-born woman. A couple of sailing rigs drifted by on the river, letting the current carry them out toward the eastern seaboard.

			Fenne watched a galley that had recently docked, sailors disembarking as Pit labourers hauled goods on to one of the three piers of Woodwork. Her spirit was lifted. Energized. Despite the complete let-down of her final duel, her new role meant she had no need to fear being ejected from the city. Her confirmation meeting at the Watchery had gone smoothly, and her rights of residency had been officially approved.

			Fenne was to be the Pit Lord of Woodwork and guest of Lurella for as long as she held the office.

			This was her first visit to the Pit since her appointment, and though she wouldn’t take over for a couple weeks yet, she knew there was no time to waste. Woodwork was in dire straits, rundown, broken in many places, and facing a crisis of trade. No one wanted to use it. However, here at the water’s edge, she forgot about the dilapidation she was due to inherit. There was serenity in the water. Calm, in the wild elemental nature of an underground tributary so large it could transport a dozen ships side by side. The only disturbance was the sour presence of Dakota at her side.

			‘Three ships in two days,’ the Warden muttered. He’d displayed no change whatsoever at her appointment, as dour as ever. Fenne wasn’t sure he remembered what a smile was.

			‘What are the docks made of?’ Fenne asked, watching the galley unloading on stained planks and uncomfortably worn struts.

			‘Treated woods. Mostly cedar. The docks have a life expectancy of about twenty years before they need replacing.’

			‘When where they last replaced?’

			‘Twenty-two years ago.’

			‘Of course.’

			Fenne felt the judder as the loading platform completed its descent behind her, clicking into the receiving area. Labourers filed off.

			‘Clear! Loading clear!’

			Crates were carried on to it. The workers didn’t even glance at them. Fenne regretfully turned away from the vista of the Grand March, glancing up the massive Pit shaft.

			‘Let’s go back up.’

			Dakota nodded and they stepped on to the platform, then waited while the last of the goods were loaded.

			‘Thought about your priorities yet?’ he grumbled.

			‘I was hoping to get your thoughts,’ Fenne replied.

			With a slight hesitation, as though unused to being consulted on anything, Dakota rattled off some ideas. ‘Aside from fixing the track, begin with acquiring some regular contracts on a weekly or monthly basis. They don’t pay great, but the routine is essential for drawing up a budget. Then, replace the wooden structural elements in the docks and the onsite work quarters. After that, when you can guarantee pay, establish a stable workforce, a rota, and then explore options with high-paying contacts for exclusive trade contracts.’

			‘How would I do the last one?’

			There was a short whistle as the last of the goods were set. A man nearby turned a lever and shouted, ‘Going up! Load check!’

			‘Load secure,’ another worker called back. The platform creaked and lurched into motion, clicking upwards. Dakota scanned the platform and leant in slightly.

			‘One-off contracts are the most lucrative because they don’t suffer the same trade penalties as standardized shipments, which will almost certainly go through the Guilders Consortium, and be subject to tariffs. A private individual on behalf of themselves or a Legacy will pay on receipt and delivery, and we don’t have to share a cut.’

			‘So, making friends in high places is key.’

			‘Isn’t it always?’ Dakota said dryly, as the platform slowly ground its way up the Pit. As they moved, Fenne eyed the rough walls and disparate attempts to repair and improve the various aspects of the 3rd Pit.

			‘Constantine gave me a book about Woodwork. The author describes the Pit as a victim of location, stuck in the corner of Lurella.’

			Dakota sniffed. ‘True enough. Away has always been underdeveloped, but since the Annorsettran refugees moved in, it’s become even more neglected.’

			Fenne saw a worker cast a shadowed glance at them. She saw tattoos of feathers peeking out from his collar. Dakota paid no mind, eyes darting around, as though sacred things would break if he didn’t pay attention.

			‘What book, by the way?’ he asked distractedly.

			‘An Account of Woodwork by Theodoral Fyrakin,’ Fenne replied.

			Dakota looked vaguely interested. ‘The Aetherist-Prime?’

			Confused, Fenne looked at him. ‘Constantine?’

			‘Sorry, the previous Aetherist-Prime. Theodoral Fyrakin ruled the Academy when I was a kid. Tough old bird.’

			‘I didn’t know.’

			Dakota’s fingers tapped against his belt. ‘She was Pit Lord of Woodwork for a time, so she’d be well versed on it. Woodwork is the furthest east of the Pits, which means ships coming in from the Eastern Sweep will come across our docks first. So, while it’s more of a hassle to get to within the city, it’s easier to reach by water. There’s a world in which Woodwork is the preferred trading stop, it’s just the reputation of disarray we need to fix.’

			They continued in this vein as the platform ascended. It felt good, debating real tactics and merits with someone who knew their business. Though out of her depth with project-managing such a venture, Fenne felt inspired by the new challenge, and by the time they came into view of the upper loading dock, Dakota had gained some vigour, clearly enjoying the discussion as much as her.

			The crackling shape of the arcane pylon appeared, the blue mineral bar of contained aetheric energy reassuring to see. The platform clicked into place.

			‘Clear! Loading clear!’

			Everyone stepped off. As the workers swirled past, Fenne turned to Dakota.

			‘In regard to making connections, I’m off to do that right now. You know Eli Gregorian?’

			Dakota snorted. ‘Who doesn’t?’

			‘Anything you want me to ask him?’

			There was a pause.

			Dakota replied as though she was slow. ‘You know the wordsmith himself? The man who used to run the Endless Library of the Academy and largest collection of books in Mycenia? The author of a dozen tomes on the Noble Dynasty? The war hero who runs the best bakery in the city?’

			‘Um …’ Fenne began, ‘yes?’

			Dakota laughed.

			‘All right, tell him I admire him immensely. And then, ask him how to get Jetsan Var Hulio to swing by and use Woodwork for some of the contracts he can’t squeeze into the schedule of the 1st Pit. His brother Dante is Jetsan’s right-hand, so it might be possible.’

			Fenne considered telling Dakota that she was just as good friends with Dante as Eli, but decided to save it for another day. She smiled at him.

			‘Sure. I’ll ask.’

			Dakota shook his head.

			‘Friends with Eli, sponsored by Constantine Lyn. Who are you?’

			He marched off, barking orders at a nearby work gang. But Fenne could see his steps weren’t as heavy as before. Fenne headed toward the sunlit aperture of Woodwork.

			Seeking Eli, Fenne passed through the district of Entire, which spanned the whole trunk of Lurella, bridging east and west with residential streets, in contrast to the city’s bustling limits. Fenne’s allocated residence was located here, but had none of the character she saw in the rows of homes she passed. Each dwelling told a story – walls painted with care, from masterful landscapes of Eron’s coastline, to the Mistral above or the lush Estian Jungle, to clumsy efforts endearingly scrawled by children. But many stood empty, cold reminders of a bygone prosperity when the city had grown faster than its people could fill it.

			As Fenne walked, she heard raised voices. At the edge of the Noble Avenue, two women in the white robes of the clergy were being pelted with fruit by a gang of children. They held their hands up protectively.

			‘Father says, no church allowed,’ a stringy child replied in a sing-song voice.

			‘If we could simply speak with your parents …’ the other woman managed, before taking a tomato to the head. It splattered, the children cackling as the priests admitted defeat and fled.

			‘No more church, no more church,’ the gang chanted. Fenne watched with disquiet as she passed. This seemed beyond mere ambivalence, and into open dislike.

			She adjusted her leather jerkin, still bothered by her abrupt exit from the duelling circuit. Tunid had given her nothing but frustration in that final match, the bare minimum of three rounds – not the triumph she’d envisioned in the final bout in the Caldera. A dismal exit that stung in circumstances that still confused her. The crossing of Entire took a while, so as she finally made it to the dividing gatehouse, the sun was past noon. Her pace quickened as she moved along the Noble Avenue and crossed into the district of Receiving, where Eli would be found.

			The transformation was instant. Bustling crowds, vibrant clothing and music spilling into the streets. Shops filled every corner, hawking goods beneath tall, crowded buildings strung with ropes and garments. It reminded Fenne of Zahir – chaotic, alive and unapologetically full of personality. People called out to her as she walked, some shouting ‘Triumphant!’. She nodded at a few familiar faces, weaving through fiery exchanges, haggling merchants, sailors from Quate or austere emissaries from the Mountain Banks of Daiya to the west, dripping in wealth.

			Above, red cloth fluttered among the lines of laundry. On closer inspection, she noticed red strips tied to arms, aprons and shirts. The anti-Terrius sentiment was growing. Fenne pushed forward, her thoughts as tangled as the streets. The Noble Avenue widened as she reached the commercial hub of Receiving.

			Kaileo Plaza opened out before her, vast and imposing, its black flagstones stretching beneath the towering facades of tall buildings. At its heart rose a colossal statue of Shife Kuro, the architect of the Octet Alliance and founder of Eron as an independent realm. It was seventy-five feet of pale marble, hammer raised triumphantly skyward. The Founder’s face was left deliberately blank to represent those who had fallen, an icon of rebellion against the Exalted Dynasty who had ruled them with such cruelty.

			But the true wonder was above. Thousands of krystals hung suspended from string and rope strung between the rooftops and the hammer raised high in the Founders marble glory. The crystalline shards, ranging from delicate slivers to heavy wedges, shimmered in their natural aquamarine or glistened in painted hues. They refracted sunlight into a kaleidoscope of colours that danced across the plaza, casting shifting mosaics on the dark stones below.

			Fenne was just as enchanted as she had been the first time she’d seen it. A shifting whirlwind of colour refracted the sun over everything she could see. She politely circled round to the right as everyone was technically supposed to do. She saw a squad of Blades angrily confronting a small cohort holding signs and placards with anti-Terrius slogans. A group of Insorian Kings Guard imperiously rode past, silver armour and deep purple cloaks laid out over the hinds of their horses. Holding their long halberds upright, they carved a route through the traffic. Fenne followed closely, using them to aid her progress to the south-eastern corner, where nestled in a couple of arches was some simple drapery of dark green cloth hung loosely in an attempt at privacy. Embroidered on the cloth in gold thread were the letters ‘GG’.

			Gregorian Grains, the premises of Eli. Already there, Thom was fiddling with some brocade on his duelling jacket.

			‘Always early?’ Fenne called out.

			He looked up. ‘No. You’re always late,’ he said shortly.

			Fenne chuckled and they stepped inside Gregorian Grains.

			The sound of laughter and shouting filled the cavernous bakery, a sprawling under-croft broken by thick support columns and vaulted arches. Two long counters flanked either side of the space: one piled high with golden-crusted loaves, thick slabs of focaccia, and dense, dark rye studded with seeds; the other displaying an array of pastries, from glossy fruit tarts and flaky croissants to savoury hand pies and spiced honey cakes. Behind each counter, staff bustled, sliding trays in and out of ovens or wrapping purchases in paper stamped with the golden ‘GG’ of the premises.

			A soft green glow suffused the space, thanks to ivy trailing up the columns and delicate hanging plants spilling from woven baskets strung along the arches. As Fenne passed a table, five men and women slammed their fists rhythmically against the wood in unison, shouting a chant before throwing back shots of a dark, biting spirit called rince.

			They continued. Fenne wasn’t fazed by the ruckus. They reached another arch with hanging curtains. She pushed them aside, Thom at her heels, and entered the kitchen.

			The smell was incredible.

			The noise of the shop was replaced with the tumult of a kitchen in full swing. The white-tiled room was wide with ventilation holes in the ceiling and was broken in two by a low wall of granite with krystal inserts. These were Resonant and faintly gleamed with traces of green light sifting within. There was a set of ovens along the left wall and workstations with fire pots hung beneath them in the centre of their respective section. On the right partition was a baker’s paradise. Tables covered in dough and flour, racks of loaves ready to go into ovens, and an expansive wall stuffed with wooden drawers that Fenne knew to be filled with ingredients and toppings.

			‘By the wind, it’s boiling.’ Thom tugged at his collar.

			‘This is nothing,’ Fenne snipped. ‘The desert gets to fifty degrees some days.’

			Thom rolled his eyes. Fenne cast a look around. Men and women worked in stained, white uniforms. They wore dark green bandanas, holding their hair back, and all of the bakers had aprons with a small ‘GG’ threaded on the front. A stocky woman strode toward them. She wore a green overshirt and trousers, and a small, brimmed hat. She had a pair of intricately styled angelic wings tattooed across her face. The wings began in line with the cheek bones and swept around the side of her head, their tips reaching up to the back of her skull. Thom assessed the tattoos warily.

			‘Is she … ?’ He trailed off as the head chef approached them. He subtly straightened his sword belt. The inked wings shifted as the head chef chewed on something and came to a stop before them both.

			‘Yes?’ her voice whipped out.

			Fenne ventured a smile. ‘You’re Anolevka, right? We’re looking for Eli.’

			Anolevka glowered at her. ‘He is busy.’

			‘I think he’s expecting us,’ Thom snapped.

			Fenne glanced round at his tone. The head chef dusted her flour-coated hands on her apron.

			‘I will ask,’ Anolevka said shortly, and swept off into the bustle of the service.

			Fenne rounded on Thom angrily.

			‘Calm down.’

			‘She’s Annorsettran,’ he spat. ‘How else would I react?’

			‘You know Eli supports them. Don’t cause a scene.’

			‘His charity is not my concern, and he is free to behave however he wants. But I will not pretend I think she should be allowed in an Eronese kitchen!’

			‘Just fucking drop it!’ Fenne hissed.

			Thom closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. The crash of trays on counters and calls for orders enveloped them. After a couple of moments, Fenne spotted Anolevka returning. She eyed Thom. His face was blank.

			‘He says you can come in to the back,’ Anolevka said.

			‘Thank you.’

			Her eyes flicked to Thom’s. Fenne thought she saw her shoulders slump ever so slightly, as she escorted them to Eli. As they stepped in line with the wall, the temperature plummeted. The shock sent a shiver through Fenne’s body.

			‘That’s freezing!’

			Anolevka waved a hand at the dividing brick wall, its Resonant krystal inserts glittering. ‘A Finewright created a manifestation of cold. It keeps the treats safe.’

			They passed workstations where bakers kneaded dough and sculpted cakes and pastries, until they came to a cluster of three men and Eli gathered around a table with a row of biscuits laid out.

			The middle of the trio waved a hand over the table.

			‘They are too bitter. The mixture is all wrong and they crumble as soon as you bite them. No one wants to get crumbs all over themselves while eating.’

			‘The biscuits on this side are better,’ the one on the left remarked. ‘They have a good snap.’

			Eli clicked his fingers a few times. ‘Snap, snap, you’ve told me about the cursed snap a hundred times.’

			‘Please consider them,’ the one on the right implored. ‘They are beautifully made, and the icing is divine.’

			‘They are too sweet. A person could eat one and be full. We want customers to buy entire boxes.’

			Anolevka gave a cough. ‘Your visitors are here.’

			Eli deftly swivelled. ‘Good afternoon, my child.’

			He reached out his arms and Fenne took them in welcome.

			‘You have flour in your hair,’ said Fenne.

			‘When do I not?’ Eli slammed a hand down on the table, sending flour into the air. ‘We’ll carry on later, reduce the sugar in the icing.’

			The three bakers grumbled as they left.

			Eli wore a flowing robe that went up at the neck and covered all of his arms. It was the same dark green that Anolevka was wearing and little silver moons were embroidered all over it. He repeated the same greeting with Thom.

			‘My dear boy, you look handsome as ever.’

			He received a tight smile in response.

			‘You flatter me,’ Thom murmured, glancing at Anolevka, who reached out and brushed some of the flour out of Eli’s hair.

			‘You must decide on the bread of the month by the end of the day,’ she said chidingly.

			‘Yes, yes,’ Eli grumbled good-naturedly. ‘Get back to work.’

			Anolevka flicked his ear and swept away before he could retaliate.

			Thom watched the woman as she departed, his face shadowed.

			‘She may be feisty, but Anolevka was what the Annorsettrans called a Crafter. One of their artificers, I believe,’ Eli added. ‘She has such skill, wasted simply making pastries. I keep meaning to introduce her to Dante. I’m sure they’d have much to discuss.’

			Thom didn’t look impressed. Eli turned to them.

			‘You seem irritable today, sir Braxis.’

			Thom started, clearing his expression. ‘No. Sorry, Eli. Just thinking of other things.’

			‘The escort, perhaps?’

			Thom nodded quickly. ‘Yes, the escort. Exactly.’

			Fenne had almost forgotten. The Terrius delegation was getting closer every day. Thom and the escort would ride out to the border fort and wait for them to appear. Then they would bring them to the city.

			‘I imagine you will be leaving shortly?’ Eli enquired.

			‘Tomorrow morning,’ Thom confirmed.

			Eli slyly glanced at Fenne. ‘Since you have been learning of Eron so diligently, my desert-born champion, perhaps you can elucidate us on the route the escort will take?’

			Fenne glowered at Eli.

			‘To my shame, I have no idea,’ she said sarcastically.

			Eli clapped his hands. ‘Thom,’ he commanded, ‘educate our friend here.’

			‘Gladly,’ he said snottily. ‘I’ll meet them by the Western Gate in Receiving, exit the city to enter the Estian Jungle, and then we’ll travel to Tilion and Prim.’

			Eli gave Fenne an innocent look. ‘What might those be, Fenne?’

			She sighed. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘They are the major towns of the Estian Jungle, where Eron meets the border of the Traverse,’ Thom continued. ‘They were once a single city, governed by two sisters. The aforementioned Tilion and Prim. A disagreement split them so vigorously that they settled on either side of the jungle line. Tilion would occupy the grassy lowlands, and Prim would build within the jungle itself. The road goes through both. Then, we’ll head on further, and meet the Terrius at the border.’

			‘Very interesting,’ Fenne interjected. ‘But I think I’ll survive without knowing the rest.’

			‘So, you haven’t come to gossip?’ Eli retorted.

			‘No, I’ve come for advice.’ She paused. ‘I don’t know why Thom is here, he just asked to come along.’

			‘It’ll wait,’ he said quickly. ‘You go first.’

			Fenne studied him curiously, but turned to Eli as the kitchen calmed a little around them.

			‘I need some new contracts for the Pit, and I want to know if you can think of a marketable good, like steel or grain, that isn’t completely tied to one of the other Pits already.’

			‘Bluewood,’ Eli said immediately.

			‘Bluewood?’ Fenne asked. ‘The tree?’

			‘More than just a tree, Fenne.’ Eli laced his fingers, his voice changing into that passionate tone he acquired when speaking on subjects of interest to him. ‘The divine tree, as many call it. These are oaks or redwoods that lie beneath major pathways of the Mistral. They absorb aether from the World Winds, and infuse within the atomic structure of the tree themselves. Much like their metal counterpart, flexium, these are unnaturally sturdy, aetherically conductive, and sought after by professionals of all types.’

			‘Why isn’t there a solidified trade route of this already?’

			‘Small copses grow along major lines of the Mistral, but the only major source is from the forests of Tarwood to the far north. And the people of Tarwood do not trade with Eron anymore.’

			‘Why?’

			Eli sat back in his wheelchair. ‘During the Godless Crusade, the bulk of the Eronese army was in the north, fighting the remains of the Exalted Dynasty. Our alliance with the People’s Kingdom of Insor is ancient, and a campaign to finally eradicate the remnants of our overthrown Exultant rulers had been planned for many years.’

			Fenne listened thoughtfully. The realm of Insor, which shared the northern border with Eron, was a blighted land, riven by the endless civil war between the People’s Kingdom and the final stronghold of the Exalted Dynasty in the far west of the realm. Many were the stories she had heard of the conflict that had raged for over two hundred years on the once beautiful fields.

			‘But the Annorsettrans attacked,’ Thom said grimly.

			‘Yes,’ Eli continued. ‘They took the eastern realms by surprise, and hit Lurella most fervently. You know of Victory Square, but when word came that Annorsettra was making its way to Lurella, the Cerulean Battalions abandoned the northern campaign and made for home. Tarwood declared we had betrayed our oaths and vowed to never interact with us again.’

			Fenne digested that. A thought occurred to her.

			‘But I’m not Eronese,’ she said slowly. ‘I’m from Kratossif.’

			Eli tilted his head. ‘I see your point. Interesting. As a Kraton negotiating on behalf of Eron, it’s true you might have more success in dealing with them.’ He scratched his head. ‘But you’d probably need the help of some Guilders, which means convincing Jetsan Var Hulio to approve your plan.’

			‘I was planning to talk to him anyway,’ Fenne said.

			Eli made a face. ‘You are aware your patron and Jetsan hate each other?’

			Fenne paused. ‘Jetsan might not approve it purely because he dislikes Constantine?’

			‘Hate, not dislike,’ Eli said firmly. ‘What you see now is just the result of years of conflict.’

			‘Constantine says Jetsan is damaging the Mistral with this technology.’ Fenne felt the need to defend her new mentor. ‘It prevents aether from returning to the World Winds and damages the Mistral in the process.’

			Eli shifted his head in a non-committal manner. ‘There is some evidence of that, but not enough to convince me for sure. Though the Mistral’s weakening seems to have accelerated in tandem with Jetsan’s technology, it had been degrading for a significant time prior to their invention. The insinuation that if we stopped using Jetsan’s machines, we could heal the World Winds is unfounded in fact. Something more profound is wrong, though we have not been able to discover what.’

			Eli glanced away, eyes thoughtful.

			‘Jetsan and Constantine. Both so possessed of intelligence and drive, you might imagine they had much in common. But it is their methods that separate the two men, alongside their ideologies. Jetsan moves very fast, implementing action at a frantic pace. Constantine wishes to be measured, take things slow and assess over time. Which is where their animosity began in the first place.’

			‘Was there a fight, or disagreement?’ Fenne asked, Thom leaning in as well.

			Eli dramatically glanced around. ‘Not many people know this, so you will have to be discreet.’ He winked, causing Fenne and Thom to smile.

			‘Decades ago, when I was the Chief Lexorcist for the Endless Library, the lead historian essentially, both Constantine and Jetsan were in attendance at the Constant Academy. Jetsan Var Hulio was studying aetherical devices that endured from the Noble Dynasty. The arcane pylons, Heralding Glasses and the like. Constantine was working with me as a senior scribe, writing a thesis on the Mistral and its nature. Jetsan withdrew some books on the function of conveyance plinths, while Constantine was working, and never gave them back. He also didn’t sign his name, and Constantine was blamed for their disappearance.’

			‘Did he get in trouble?’ Fenne asked.

			Eli vigorously nodded. ‘Certainly. Though he is far my superior now, back then I gave him the earful of a lifetime and barred him from the premises for a week. I wasn’t aware of Jetsan’s actions, as Constantine never said anything, perhaps embarrassed he let it occur at all. But when I heard that the Order had been alerted to illegal materials within the workshop of a junior artificer named Jetsan Var Hulio, I suspected something had occurred. That Constantine had tipped them off. The Wardens confiscated everything, including the books, and thus their dislike turned into overt hatred.’

			Fenne said nothing, growing deeply concerned. Thom spoke up.

			‘Would there be a way to convince Jetsan to hear Fenne out?’ he asked.

			‘My brother,’ Eli said. ‘Dante is Jetsan’s closest confidant, and is working with Constantine on a project already. He will be able to persuade Jetsan to hear you out.’

			As trays continued to clatter and servers swished past them, Eli studied the metal countertop on which his biscuits were artfully displayed, with a sober expression. ‘Hard times come for the city. I feel it in my bones. I have seen many moments of history pass by, but the coming weeks smack of momentous change. The Terrius are not like us. They think differently. Their code of morality is harsher, more rigid. I cannot see a world in which some pledge made within the walls of the Cathedral of Constant will be enough to sate the hatred present on both sides.’

			‘Do you think we shouldn’t even try?’ Thom said

			‘Not at all.’ Eli broke off a piece of biscuit and popped it in his mouth. ‘Attempting the implausible in the face of probability is how any real change is accomplished.’ He made a face as he finished chewing. ‘I’m incredible. This biscuit is astonishing.’

			Thom and Fenne chuckled.

			Eli wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Anything else?’

			‘I suppose—’

			There was a loud clatter at the rear of the kitchen. They all looked to see a door open, Anolevka handing out loaves of bread to frail figures with dirty hands and threadbare clothes. They snatched rather than took, frantic in their haste to acquire the food. They had ink of feather and wing.

			The homeless Annorsettrans lunged for food, then fled without even a word of thanks. They had no space to feel anything but survival.

			‘Why feathers?’ Fenne asked. Before Eli could answer, Thom spoke.

			‘There is no beyond, only the edge of the sky,’ he said calmly. ‘The Annorsettrans despise religion and the concept of a life after this one. The horizon is the limit of existence. The feathers are tribute to the birds that watch over everything, their true angels. Even in a secular society, people still find things to worship.’

			Fenne said nothing.

			‘Well put, Thom,’ Eli said softly.

			‘I don’t understand how you can help them,’ Thom added, eyes hard. ‘How many might be spies? Their realm ravaged the eastern marches. They came to Lurella and butchered our city. I remember the screams as my parents hid me. Why do you do this?’

			Eli didn’t seem angry as Anolevka ushered the last of the starving people from the back door. He gazed with understanding, even sympathy, at Thom.

			‘Kindness only matters when held against adversity. It takes no effort to extend the hand of generosity to those you already love. But helping the beaten climb when you’ve been taught to hate them, that is when our true worth is judged.’

			Thom said nothing. The back door rattled as Anolevka shooed them away, shutting it. Fenne cleared her throat.

			‘If you used to be the Lexorcist, or chief historian of the Endless Library, did you ever come across more books about Woodwork? I only have one written by Theodoral Fyrakin, and was wondering if there was any more information out there.’

			Eli’s face betrayed surprise.

			‘There is precious little on Woodwork,’ he said slowly. ‘But did you say you have come across a book written by Theodoral?’

			‘Yes, Constantine gave it to me.’

			Eli frowned. ‘I have plenty of sermons and scripture penned by her but no actual books.’

			‘Shame,’ Fenne grunted. ‘She clearly knew her history.’

			‘Yes, she was a mighty figure. A rather macabre individual, obsessed with death. I found her … unsettling. Her opening statements at academic events were always bleakly profound.’

			‘Like what?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Well,’ Eli considered, ‘she once said, “Know this: the shadow of death has ever walked beside you, its hand outstretched from the moment of your first breath. You were dead already, only blind to its truth, and all that remains is the hour it shall claim you.”’

			He spoke fluently, with perfect recall. Fenne and Thom glanced at each other.

			‘You just remember all that?’ Fenne said doubtfully.

			Eli arched an eyebrow. ‘I am a Lexwright. I can understand all language, and once I understand it, I never forget it. I was not always a baker.’

			‘Impressive,’ Fenne said sincerely, Thom nodding beside her.

			‘Anyway,’ Eli sighed. ‘Theodoral was a special soul. The Fyrakin Legacy occupied a morbid niche of the aristocracy that was nonetheless compelling. A shame it ended so badly.’

			‘They were executed, I believe,’ Thom said softly. ‘It was a huge shock to the city.’

			Eli nodded grimly. ‘An ugly business. In the aftermath of the Godless Crusade, Legacy Fyrakin was discovered to have been conspiring against the city. The Blue Triad discovered and responded harshly. Theodoral and her Legacy were slain.’

			The sounds of pans clattering to the ground rang through the room followed by groans on the far side of the middle wall.

			‘Master Gregorian.’

			They turned to look at Thom, who had spoken hesitantly.

			‘Master Thom,’ Eli responded cheerily, ‘do we come to your purpose at last?’

			‘I was wondering whether I could ask a favour?’

			Eli made a ‘go on’ gesture. Thom looked torn, as though conflicted about what he was about to say.

			‘I was wondering if you could … since your Root lets you interact with ink and language, I was hoping you could reverse the haze on my Legacy tattoo.’

			Fenne’s attention flicked to the black circle of ink on Thom’s arm. Eli’s gaze softened as he looked at the young man.

			‘I don’t think that’s wise, Thom.’

			‘I hate looking at it,’ Thom said sadly. ‘Every time I look down, there’s this awful mark on my arm. I thought …’ he stopped. ‘I don’t want to see it anymore.’

			Eli tutted. ‘I do not agree with penance. It is old and useless. But if I were to remove it, and somebody saw, you would be in terrible trouble, Thom.’

			Fenne watched her penitent friend accept that, his emotions clear as day.

			‘I understand,’ he said swiftly.

			‘But …’ Eli interrupted, reaching out to delicately take Thom’s wrist. ‘Perhaps a quick peek wouldn’t hurt?’ He winked at Thom, who gave a reluctant smile.

			Eli carefully held Thom’s wrist in one hand and placed his hand over the mark of ink on his arm. His fingers shimmered as he manifested his Root, and then expressed his aether into the haze. The circle dissolved and skimmed away in inky spirals upon Thom’s skin. Eli drew his hand down slightly, maintaining contact, letting the ink form a swirling ring around a revealed image. They all stared at an intricate tattoo of a raven. The symbol of the Ravennites, a mark that you were part of an elite group of spies. The intricate eyes of the bird seemed to follow Fenne as she gazed at it.

			‘Beautiful,’ Eli said gently.

			Thom was quiet for a moment, moved.

			‘That’s fine, thank you,’ he said, voice thick.

			Eli twitched his fingers and the ink flowed back to obscure the Legacy tattoo.

			‘I am sorry to not remove it completely, but I think that would only prolong your penance, disobeying your family in such a manner.’

			Thom nodded, eyes glistening. Fenne put a hand on his shoulder. ‘We should go.’

			Eli’s attention was already drifting back to the biscuits. ‘Of course, of course. I’ll speak to my brother about you stopping by.’

			‘Thank you.’

			He waved absently. Fenne nudged Thom and they walked back through the busy kitchen. She nudged him again as they re-entered the front of the bakery.

			‘You good?’

			He jumped, as though lost in thought.

			‘Yeah. Weird to see it after so long, you know? I’d kind of forgotten that used to be my life.’ He stared off into the distance. ‘I had purpose, I was a spy of Eron, and now I’m …’

			He muttered something under his breath Fenne couldn’t hear, and she simply gave him a reassuring pat on the back. They emerged into the sun-dappled colour-scape of Kaileo Square. Thom turned with a rueful look.

			‘What are you going to do while I’m on the escort?’

			‘Talk to Dante. Figure out how I can turn Woodwork into something people don’t turn their nose up at.’

			He properly laughed and offered a hand.

			‘I’ll see you when I’m back.’

			She grabbed it in a warrior’s grip.

			‘Make friends, you hear me?’

			‘Oh, the Terrius will love me,’ he replied with an eyebrow waggle, before striding away, immediately lost in the crowd.

			Fenne worried for him. Even the most stoic of souls could only be pushed so far before they cracked. With that unsettling feeling, she also stepped out into the city, thinking of Pits, bluewood and responsibility.

		
	
		
			Chapter 20

			Different lands I see

			The Traverse

			Swan barely heard the wind chimes knock softly above her head. The Royal Hauler was already distant in her consciousness, the cushion beneath her a vague comfort.

			‘We try again,’ Morain said forcefully, seated opposite. ‘Use your Root and pierce the memory your mother has left us.’

			Anticipation kicked up in Swan’s body, like an addict sensing the approach of narcotics to soothe their shaking limbs. Some amorphous blend of want and need and fear. She already held Defiance in her hands, laid against the rug between her and Morain. The contained memory beckoned.

			The High Priestess took hold of her wrists.

			‘Manifest the Root of Revelation and focus your aether.’

			Swan was already doing it. The force within her didn’t boil, it coursed this time, washing into her body, saturating every inch. A confidence filled her that previously had eluded her attempts to find it. The travel, and the Vurkeshi fight, then Glinan Var Astra, and the strange meeting with the Saint of Summer. Swan was not the girl that had left Terrius. She was something different now.

			The Root of Revelation would not defy her this time.

			Swan’s eyes opened and she saw scattered pink motes of light dancing across her vision. She perceived faint lines of aether, connecting and bonding the universe. Morain flickered, tiny trembles and movements as Swan beheld alternate futures where she adjusted her body in various ways. She smiled.

			Morain frowned at her.

			‘Something amuses you?’

			Swan stared at her sightlessly.

			‘I see a pattern,’ Swan said distantly.

			‘A pattern?’

			She beheld Defiance glowing with an interior light that reached out in fractal lines and angular spirals. The entire world around her was disintegrating into a lattice framework of rose-coloured aether as the fabric of reality unveiled itself to her. It was beautiful. Something was whispering in her ear. Telling her, knowing her.

			‘Swan?’

			‘Is this it?’ she whispered. ‘Is this what our Lady Martyr saw?’

			‘What?’

			‘I see Visions of Aeternity through gossamer dreaming and quiet regard …’

			She spoke without thought, as though something stood at her shoulder, whispering words in her ear. Swan didn’t see the shocked expression of Morain.

			Her Root surged. Defiance flared. The memory took her.

			Swan knelt, alone in the dark. With another mental shiver, her mother appeared, the same as before, kneeling opposite. Radiating love. With no effort at all, Swan manifested a lattice of rose aether that expanded to encircle them. Swan looked at the lined face of Dalia Fenway.

			‘I miss you,’ her voice thick.

			Dalia stared back with tired eyes. She wasn’t really there, just a jaded fragment of a memory. Swan coiled a mental fist around the corrupted recollection imbued within Defiance … and pushed.

			The aetheric lattice bulged outward and the void was impelled away. She could already feel its crushing weight fighting back. A treacle cloy of malignance suffocating her Root’s power. Her mother’s shape distorted. She knelt. She stood. She was lying on the floor. She was sprawled on black stone, blood pooling around her. Words tumbled silently from her mouth. Braziers of gold flame trembled on the walls. The power of Swan’s Root held this memory for a brief moment.

			She recognized the hallway.

			Dalia’s final moments in Fort Conqueror. Her mother was staring at something behind Swan. Breathing a silent scream over her shoulder. She followed the dying gaze of the Queen Marshall of the Crimson Court.

			A shape occupied the dimensions of a person.

			It lurked, it shivered. It watched her. It was made of a black flame, or stuttering shadow. It was a scrap of black fabric caught on a wire fence. Swan felt an awful gasping sensation on her soul, drawing in her vibrancy and her aether inexorably. Whoever the assassin was, this was what Dalia had seen, at its core. The hidden power lurking below the skin. The person reached down and prevented Dalia anointing herself with her own blood to guide her in the next life.

			Defiance was heating up. Her Root was battling the corruption within the staff. Swan watched as the assassin stepped away and the whispering she’d heard coalesced. She felt some words.

			She became her mother.

			The man stood. Everything was so dark and cold. 

			‘You were dead already, Dalia. You just didn’t know it yet.’

			

			Her Root failed. The aetheric lattice protecting the memory snapped and despair crashed in. Swan screamed as her aether erupted like a tidal wave against the shore and the black void-scape shattered. Defiance turned white hot and the rug burst into flame. Morain threw herself back with a cry. Swan convulsed as pink lightning carved rivulets in the wooden floor.

			Tacha leapt up toward her mistress. ‘My lady,’ she yelled, dragging Morain back.

			Swan felt flashes of agony and ecstasy spark through her. Her teeth were locked in grim triumph. Slowly, she lifted her hands from Defiance. They were unmarked by the heat. She was unhurt.

			Morain’s urgent gaze was fixed on her. ‘Did you see his face?’

			‘It was a … thing,’ Swan began. ‘A cruel and awful creature, pretending to be a person. I did not see his face, but I heard him.’

			Tacha crouched behind the High Priestess.

			‘What did you hear, Swan?’ Morain asked softly.

			Swan repeated those last words in her mind, unforgettable now.

			‘You were dead already, Dalia. You just didn’t know it yet.’

			There was silence. Swan shuddered as the euphoria faded. Her arm began to throb. The interior was quiet as Rulele and Tacha observed Swan with something approaching awe. Morain regarded her with evaluating eyes.

			‘I see Visions of Aeternity through gossamer dreaming and quiet regard …’ Morain uttered. ‘You said that mere moments ago. Do you know what that is?’

			Swan shook her head.

			Morain studied her for a long moment. Swan got the distinct impression she was judging her honesty, which puzzled her.

			‘It is from Visions of Aeternity,’ Morain continued, ‘which you should not have been able to read. Can you explain how you knew these words?’

			Swan stared in confusion. The last psalms of the Lady Martyr were broken into two passages, the first incorporated into the Binding. As such, these passages were available for all to read, regardless of rank or station. But the second passages contained prophecy, and held mysteries of the Lady Martyr that very few were permitted to know. They were known as Visions of Aeternity. As High Priestess, Morain had earned the right to read them after years of dedicated service.

			Swan had never even seen a physical copy of Visions of Aeternity, let alone read individual psalms.

			‘How could I know that?’ she whispered.

			‘It means your Root is changing.’ After a second Morain breathed out slowly. ‘Now you see portents, glimpses of the rose ambiguity. But it will grow in strength, until your foresight extends much further. You are the first to be blessed with the Root of Revelation since the Lady Martyr herself. You have connected with her prophecy, you begin to see what she saw.’ She paused, face softening for just a moment. ‘I am proud of you.’

			Swan’s heart lurched, and though she stayed composed, the words hit her like a gut punch. She hadn’t realized how much she missed Morain’s affection.

			‘Thank you,’ she managed.

			A shout came from outside. Both Sanguine stood to investigate. Swan could still feel an ethereal sensation within her, ever so softly tumbling around the interior of her mind. Short flashes scattered across her vision. Pink lights, rose lines, the world ragged about the edges.

			‘High Priestess, we approach the border.’

			Swan twisted to look behind her. Rulele and Tacha were standing by the open door. The sky was blue beyond it, a small rectangle of light.

			‘Let us see for ourselves,’ Morain stated, striding toward the door. Swan scrambled to her feet and collected Defiance. The grooves and texture of the flexium staff pressed into her hand with an urgent feel. The memory wanted to be shared, to be understood. She knew she could do it.

			Swan stepped out into the sun.

			The dusty ground beneath them was changing. The rough earth of the steppe turned to a greener vibrancy. The foliage thickened with the lusher climate of Eron as they approached the end of the Traverse. Trace elements of black soil and sand could be seen blending in, evidence of the mineral-heavy plains of the realm of Vurkesh to the immediate south. The mountains that edged the divide between Eron and Aeternity were majestic to the north.

			At Morain’s shoulder, Swan looked out to the border of Eron.

			She saw a verdant treeline, a thick jungle mass that soared and intertwined and grew with each neighbouring tree. A large bastion distinctly reared out of this arboreal vista, a series of blocky redoubts and square keep of grey stone. On the steppe, in glittering formation, was a line of knights. A waiting troupe of Eronese watched the Terrius delegation approach. A flag of blue with three gold bars stamped on to it licked the air.

			Morain regarded the border fort distrustfully. ‘Let my advisors know I require their attendance,’ she barked.

			Rulele and Tacha set off quickly. Swan peered at the oncoming jungle, still distant but already filling the horizon. A gorgeous explosion of vegetation and life that towered into a dense canopy. Flashing green and orange toucans darted from tree tops. It was a wall of brilliant nature that felt almost unseemly to gaze upon after the blank steppe she had been used to for the past weeks.

			‘Swan.’

			She turned as Morain placed a hand on her shoulder. The grip was firm, deliberate.

			‘Yes?’

			Sanguine and Blood Spears began adjusting for the imminent arrival at the border.

			‘Do you believe in Terrius?’ Morain asked her.

			‘Of course,’ Swan said, almost offended.

			‘Do you believe in your sisters?’

			‘If I have done something …’ Swan protested.

			‘Answer me,’ Morain snapped, eyes intense.

			Swan hesitated, and replied, ‘I would die for them, Morain.’

			The High Priestess nodded, appearing to see something persuasive in Swan for the first time in years.

			‘What would you do to protect them? To ensure that they did not fade away into death and dishonour? What would you do to protect our life and our realm from the misguided and malevolent efforts of those that would harm us and the Mistral we praise?’

			Swan looked with complete conviction into Morain’s eyes.

			‘Anything.’

			The High Priestess of the Crimson Court looked approvingly at Swan Fenway, heir apparent to the throne of Terrius.

			‘We are here to control our future and the future of the Mistral,’ she said deliberately. ‘But we will have revenge as well. For Dalia.’

			Swan said nothing, waiting for more. Morain stopped, then let her hand fall from Swan’s shoulder.

			‘A wider goal exists here, in the service of one who shapes the destiny of the Octet Alliance. Everything we do is for our sisters. Remember that.’

			With that, she leapt from the Royal Hauler, to meet her advisors, and then the waiting Eronese. Swan watched her go, mixed feelings in her belly. She no longer had any doubt that Morain had a different goal than the one given by Tsail Rose, the Grand Hierophant, and the rest of the Crimson Court. They had been sent here for peace, but instead the Saint of Summer had intercepted them on the back of a dragon, and given instructions that Morain was to give a mysterious object to someone in the city. What was their goal?

			Swan felt a chill steal across her. What about her mother? She’d assumed that Morain had allowed her to come because peace was their goal, and that only she could pierce the corruption within Defiance, pierce her mother’s memories, and identify the assassin. Now it seemed as though Morain had a plan for her. Swan felt another chill pause her heart. Had her mother’s death been part of this? Had Dalia Fenway been involved in some way?

			The border of Eron approached, and Swan stared out at her sisters with deepening unease.

			The words of the Immemorial Elder crept into her mind.

			‘Your sister follows a path that can only lead to oblivion. You do not know what hand guides her and those that walk at her side.’

			Swan felt doubt. Hard and painful in her mind. These were her bond and blood-sisters. They were mothers, and aunts, and daughters. Loyalty and obedience was everything to the women of Terrius. But she had heard the name spoken by Summer and Morain.

			The Thunder.

			The one they used with such reverence. A person she had never heard of, and who had no standing within the hierarchy of the Crimson Court. Who, or what, was this person?

			Swan thought back to the dragon’s words once more.

			‘Are you saying I can’t trust her?’ Swan continued.

			The drake absently traced its taloned claws through the air. A thin trickle of silver smoke snaking from its snout.

			‘Yes.’

		
	
		
			21

			Attitudes, ambition and arrivals

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			Fenne tossed the core of her apple into the Named Reservoir and waited for Dante to answer the door. She watched it sink beneath the glittering liquid expanse, a soft wind caressing the water, bunching it like silk before flattening once more. Pathways with trees and benches circled it, an upmarket destination to relax and stroll in this high-end neighbourhood of Entire. Fenne eyed the mansions that lined the northern edge of the reservoir, called the Named Crescent, where some of the most powerful Legacies made their home in south-facing estates.

			Perhaps mansion was too modest, Fenne thought. Some of them were definitely on the edge of being castles.

			A pair of Meritors strolled along, eyeing her rugged attire dubiously. She waved good-naturedly and they hustled past. She smirked and turned away from the reservoir to bang on the door of Gregorian Goods once again. A dog scampered gleefully behind her, pursued by a cursing owner. Fenne squinted into the long-panelled windows that stretched either side of the double doors, but could only see shutters drawn. The dark green sign, painted with looping silver letters ‘GG’, squeaked above her head.

			‘Dante!’ she yelled, and banged on the doors again. She heard a distant rattle of something within the shop then a faint crash and a muffled curse.

			‘Everything okay?’

			A deep voice bellowed something back, before there was another distant clang. Finally, a bolt was drawn, then another. The right door opened outward slightly, and Dante poked his face around, a healthy few inches higher than Fenne. His green eyes focused on her.

			‘Hello.’

			She looked up at the floating head.

			‘What’s it like up there?’

			‘Breezy.’ He ducked back inside. The door closed, a chain rattled, then opened again. ‘Come in.’

			Fenne stepped inside the dark shop. Dante pulled the door closed and re-hung the chain.

			‘Thanks for seeing me,’ Fenne said.

			Dante waved his hand. ‘I could use the break.’

			He headed toward the back of the shop, reaching out to straighten an item on a shelf as they passed. The magnificent display cabinets and showcase stands that held myriad relics, curios and wonders of Era’s past or contemporary design, were covered in concealing cloth. The shop seemed bizarre and gloomy without the brightness of open windows and its treasures on display.

			‘Why are you closed?’ Fenne asked.

			‘You’ll see,’ Dante replied mysteriously, as he led her past the purchase counter, and into the back rooms. He paused to lay his hand on a krystal slate that was crafted into the wall. It flickered, then the door clicked as a locking mechanism disengaged. They stepped into his workshop.

			As Master-Arcanist of the Guilders Consortium, Dante’s workspace would be one of significance. Combining that with his generational talent, it was extraordinary. Upon one wall was a spreading series of mounted tools and weapons, all utilizing some element of aetherical craft. Fenne saw a flexium trident, its haft shimmering with internalized energy. A tower shield with the tree insignia of Insor was so matte it seemed to absorb all light reflecting on it. Fenne regarded devices with no concept of how they might be used. Ones with straps and handles, and krystal discs on the end of poles, or metallic gloves and helms with lens pieces or made of exotic metals.

			Tearing her gaze away from that wall, she glanced toward the other. At each end there were boards, pinned with papers and schematics. But dominating most of it was an expansive panel of thin pale krystal, almost the same consistency as quartz. It was six by ten feet, with a thin band of either copper or brass around it. She observed a circular arcane battery attached to its corner.

			‘Ever used one?’ Dante asked, indicating the krystal panel.

			‘What is it?’

			‘An Occularis.’

			Fenne whistled at its size. Occularis were a recent innovation of Heralding Glasses, which allowed users to speak across vast distances. The new Occularis was simpler, and allowed an aetheric current to transmit from a ‘seeing’ krystal back to a visual device, like the panel embedded on the wall. They were extremely delicate, and ruinously expensive.

			Dante reached out and touched the edge of the panel. ‘I’ve been tinkering with how to be more efficient with the energy requirements. The rim is a conductive bond of copper flexium. Hold the rim and express a small amount of aether. It will feed back and send a connecting current of aether back at you.’

			Fenne pinched the rim and manifested her aether.

			Nothing happened.

			She glanced at Dante. ‘Did I break it?’

			He frowned and followed his own instructions. Immediately, the panel slowly morphed from a pale surface to the faint image of a lush jungle canopy, seen from a high vantage point.

			‘Odd,’ Dante commented. ‘That should have worked.’

			Fenne shrugged, gazing in delight at the panel.

			‘Is that the Estian Jungle?’

			‘It is.’ Dante manifested a touch more aether, and the image fully saturated, colour bleeding in until it was almost like they were looking through a window. ‘The seeing krystal is placed in a tower over the western gate.’

			‘It’s incredible,’ Fenne said admiringly. ‘How long will the connection last?’

			He ran a tongue over his silver teeth in thought. ‘The longest I’ve kept it going is a couple of hours. I’ve imploded a couple of versions already.’ He jerked his head toward his desk. ‘That’s not what I’m working on, though.’

			Fenne followed him to the end of the workshop, where a thick wooden counter was bolted into the wall, which served as one, very long desk. It was covered in scorches and grooves from previous experiments. Tiny chunks of Resonant, all differing in size, were strewn around, alongside delicate instruments and more robust tools. Papers were everywhere, in piles or tacked to the walls. But in the centre was a shining object that immediately caught the eye.

			‘You are one of very few people who even know this exists,’ Dante confessed, eyes reflecting the glow of the item. ‘This, is the Enigma Artefact.’

			Fenne stared in wonder.

			It was an octahedron, a prism of pale Resonant that shone with the light of the Mistral. It was the purest clarity she’d ever seen. The prism swam with aether, roiling like trapped smoke, a whirling vortex of energy that pushed and pressed against its confines. Around the waist was a thin band of auric metal, and runes of harsh, angular script were etched into it. Similar runes were carved into each of the triangular faces. It was beautiful, otherworldly.

			‘The Enigma Artefact? Is that what the runes say?’ Fenne spoke in a hushed tone.

			‘We’re calling it the Enigma Artefact because it’s an artefact, and we have no idea what it is.,’ he whispered back.

			Fenne chuckled. ‘Now I remember, you mentioned this with Constantine during the anniversary.’

			As the moment of reverence passed, Dante grinned, his silver teeth sparkling from the emitted light of the artefact.

			‘That’s right. But though I don’t know exactly what it is, I can tell you it is a relic of the Noble Dynasty. I would describe it as a vessel, or container, with two fundamental parts to it. The exterior shape and the interior energy. The vessel is a seemingly impervious krystal frame, I can’t scratch it at all. The middle band of gold has the feeling of a lock to me, but I’m not certain. It contains a stupendous amount of aether. Unthinkable really. I was allowed to begin my assessing of it a year ago.’

			Eyeing the scorch marks on the desk, Fenne gingerly leant away from the artefact. ‘Is it safe?’

			Dante tugged on the leather harness he wore. ‘All Guilders have rigs to safeguard them,’ he explained, fingers brushing over the krystals embedded at the joins of each buckle. ‘These inserts are reflective, designed to prevent external influences of aether.’

			‘Essential when you spend so much time working with aetherical devices and artefacts,’ Fenne concluded, realizing she’d seen all of the ranking Guilders wearing such harnesses. She glanced at the papers strewn across the desk, covered in scribbly handwriting.

			‘This is a lot of writing for you to know so little.’

			‘Everyone’s a critic,’ Dante retorted, plopping his bulk on to a stool and dragging it forward. ‘And progress is made over a thousand small observations.’

			‘I thought you were a genius?’ Fenne grabbed another stool and sat as well. ‘This can’t be the first relic of the First Era you’ve been given to study.’

			Dante tapped the artefact with a small tool, sending a tinkle through the air. ‘This is like nothing we’ve ever seen. It’s clearly a Mythic remnant of some kind.’ He indicated the marks on the triangular surfaces. ‘These runes are from the aristocratic echelon of the Noble Dynasty, the Noblites. Eli has helped me discern some of it, but much of the language is unknown to us.’

			‘Are they names?’ Fenne peered at the angular runes. ‘Or it could be a story, or history.’

			Dante cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘Interesting you should say that. The ones we’ve deciphered have some crossover with a verse held in the Binding.’

			‘These runes spell out a chapter from the religious text of Constantism?’ Fenne said doubtfully.

			Dante laughed. ‘I suppose you could put it like that.’

			‘What’s the verse?’

			Dante shifted a slip of paper out from under a stack, sliding it over to her. Fenne skimmed the title.

			The Prophecy of the Withered World.

			As Fenne read the words, something shifted inside her. A sudden coldness, like a door had swung ajar. Her hand froze beneath the title.

			‘It’s a very old legend,’ Dante explained consideringly, eyes fixed on the prism. ‘It describes how the world will end unless “The Four” return to save it. Eli thinks this refers to the Mythic Roots, the four powers that the rulers of the Noble Dynasty once wielded.’ He tilted the prism a touch. ‘Eli got a word here, a word there, and we found enough to make a sentence.’

			Fenne knew what he was going to say. Her eyes shifted to the Enigma Artefact, the incandescent prism in front of her. Her mouth sighed open as Dante began to speak.

			‘For Four shall walk, and in their same step, the fate of all. If they falter …’

			‘… all that is shall fall,’ Fenne finished with him, too quietly for him to hear. She felt a rushing in her head as she turned to Dante. Her mind felt sluggish. How had she known that?

			‘You said you were allowed to begin studying it a year ago?’ she said slowly, still feeling odd. She pushed the paper away as her light-headedness began to pass.

			Dante sighed irritably. ‘The Assembly had held it within their vaults for decades. I suppose they didn’t want anyone else to have it, presumably thinking it was a religious artefact of some kind. The only reason I was allowed to try and retro-engineer it was because Constantine fought for me.’

			Fenne looked at him sharply. ‘Constantine? He went against his own faction?’

			Dante looked a little sheepish, as though embarrassed that somebody so important had paid him such attention. ‘He really went to the wall for me. At great labour, I would say. I don’t know how he did it, but he persuaded every single person that had opposed giving me access to the artefact, into voting in my favour. It was incredible. Constantine is the most persuasive man I have ever met. How he got some of those hardline members of the Church to support him I have no idea.’

			Fenne said nothing, lost in the swirling wonder of the contained aether within the Enigma Artefact. Her mind lingered on the feeling she’d had. The sense of eerie familiarity, as though she had already known the words. She shook her head, dismissing the silly feeling. The words had been in front of her, literally on the page. It was a mesmerizing relic, nothing more than that. As she was thinking this, Dante leant back, stool squeaking as he stared at her.

			‘But we’re here to talk about you,’ he said briskly, ‘and I’ve been jabbering on about my work. What can I do for the soon-to-be Pit Lord of Woodwork?’

			Fenne tore her eyes away from the hypnotic patterns within the prism, and focused.

			‘I want to introduce myself to Jetsan Var Hulio.’

			Dante nodded, eyes thoughtful.

			‘And you think this will be easier if I help, because Jetsan knows your sponsor for Pit Lord was Constantine, and they detest each other?’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘You’re absolutely right,’ Dante confirmed, scratching his chin. ‘I’ll put in a good word with him to grease the wheels. Run me through your aims, and I’ll tell you whether I think Jetsan will be interested.’

			‘I want to reopen the trade of Bluewood to Lurella.’

			Dante blinked in surprise.

			‘Really?’ he asked curiously. ‘How will you do that?’

			‘As a Kraton, I hold a unique position,’ Fenne said confidently. ‘The realm of Kratossif is devoted to preventing the expansion of the Arid Sea. This is a goal that serves the entirety of Mycenia, and gives me a reputation to exploit. I know Tarwood won’t trade with Eron, but a Kraton representative … they might have better luck.’

			‘Very interesting,’ Dante said, sounding impressed. ‘It’s a unique pitch. He might very well be interested.’

			Fenne felt relief wash over her. ‘Good. I wasn’t sure what else to say.’

			‘What are you going to say when he accuses you of being a puppet of his nemesis, Constantine Lyn?’

			Fenne hesitated. ‘He’s allowed you to work on a project associated with the Aetherist-Prime. Surely he’d see the value in what I’m proposing?’

			Dante made a face, his silver teeth flashing.

			‘I have worked with Jetsan for years.’ He spun the delicate tool about his thick fingers with surprising deftness. ‘Even then, he barely tolerates me working on something for Constantine, and he only does because of the potential of the Enigma Artefact. Because it might be some aetherical device that could propel his research into new avenues. Be careful, is all I’m saying. Do not underestimate the dislike between them.’

			‘Eli told me about their past, how they clashed at the Academy.’

			Dante shot her a look. ‘Eli should refrain from gossiping.’

			‘Funny,’ Fenne said witheringly, prompting a chuckle from Dante. ‘Look, I can’t change the facts. Constantine was the one who supported me, who gave me the chance to remain in the city. I won’t pretend, even to score political points, that I do not respect Constantine. Jetsan Var Hulio will just have to suck it up, and see the bigger picture.’

			Dante listened with amusement. When she finished, he grinned a silver smile.

			‘Talk to Jetsan like that,’ he ordered. ‘Even if he doesn’t like it, he’ll respect you.’

			A flicker of movement caught Fenne’s eye. Something was changing in the Occularis.

			Through the panel of krystal, the Estian Jungle rippled beneath the wind. The soaring trunks created a sea of dark spines, held beneath the canopy that rested atop them like a jade cloud. Out of the broad trail that parted the trees, a massive carriage emerged, pulled by a pindor. Silver-armoured Estian knights and black-robed counterparts raced into the open plain before the walls of Lurella. The figures were tiny dots, but unmistakeable.

			Her heart skipped a beat.

			‘The Terrius!’ she exclaimed. Dante swivelled on his stool to look.

			‘Here we go,’ he muttered softly.

			Heard dimly through the walls, they both heard the Bells of Heaven begin to clamour, a distinct tone that heralded the arrival of guests to the city. Fenne made for the door.

			‘I’m going to watch from the walls.’

			Dante said nothing, eyes fixed on the slowly emerging line of carriages. His mouth moved as he counted the number of delegates.

			‘A sizeable group,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Never before has Terrius come to Eron in such numbers.’

			‘Aren’t you coming?’

			He waved her off.

			‘I have work to do. Besides, I will have no shortage of exposure to the Terrius over the coming weeks. I’ll talk to Jetsan, set him up for you.’

			‘All right,’ Fenne said doubtfully. Dante turned back to the Enigma Artefact, eagerly leaning over the mysterious object. She observed him for a moment more, then raced out to go and witness history.

		
	
		
			22

			Flawed perceptions

			Estian Jungle, the realm of Eron

			The moment before

			Thom sourly watched the patrolling knights.

			It mostly stemmed from despair at the political clumsiness. The knights were shining, brilliant exemplars of military might. But as they rode in pairs, the dense foliage and uneven terrain they were forced to ride at the edges of the trail made their pace sluggish and awkward. On top of their jerky movements, they seemed pompous, rather than proud, regarding the Terrius with disdain.

			Even after five minutes, Thom could see these women weren’t going to be affected by such brutish efforts of intimidation. He trotted discreetly, his steed far down the delegation train, swaying lightly as they passed under shaded boughs. He’d spoken to virtually no one since meeting the diplomatic mission at the border. He had to admit, Staiyen Saturi, the first-son of said Legacy and who was in charge of the escort, had done a remarkable job on setting a forceful welcome.

			Thom still got a chill as he remembered the steel-grey eyes of the High Priestess Morain as they’d passed over him, taking in every detail.

			Staiyen was like a well-oiled sword. He exuded class and charisma, very different from his brother, Briar. He hid the anger the Eronese felt beneath a glossy coat of civility. But he could not conceal the expressions of his knights. They had fought these women for four years. Though it had never tipped into massed armies upon the battlefield, the skirmishes between the two realms had left dead bodies on either side.

			The Terrius were no better. Thom witnessed the disdain they held for men of any kind. The aloof superiority that suggested any of the male Eronese were little better than thick-headed thugs, and female Eronese to be pitied for not being born into the glorious society of Terrius.

			Thom weathered it with the stoicism his penance had drilled into him. Others in the escort were not so composed. After the parties had first met at the border fort, it had gone downhill. In an escalating aura of tension, like a pot of boiling water with its lid on, spats began to occur between the two groups. They passed through the towns of Tilion and Prim, and entered the thicker foliage of the Estian Jungle, making their way toward Lurella. The journey was arduous for so many, the road feeling cramped for carriage and riders together. Both parties had such intense dislike for one another, it made any communication between them fraught. More than once, Staiyen and Morain had been forced to separate and discipline members of both sides for starting fights.

			Thom put it from his mind, and observed the jungle as they neared Lurella.

			He breathed in the verdant sprawl surrounding the winding trail. A gentle warmth touched his heart as he remembered the years he had spent here, as a child. Better days, when his parents had been kinder, less inclined to be disappointed with him. His aunt, Thena, had led him and the other Ravennites-to-be on excursions. She would leave them in unrecognizable locations, and they would all have to make their way back to the city.

			‘You are never lost,’ Thom murmured to himself, echoing Thena’s words back then. ‘It is simply a matter of not yet knowing where you are.’

			A burst of macaws streaked across the sky, a dazzling ribbon of colour fracturing into individuals. The forest floor and canopy brimmed with an explosion of flowers, petals in every hue scattered like jewels against the earth and sky. Thom found himself smiling, lifted briefly by the jungle’s irrepressible vitality.

			‘You have a nice smile.’

			He jumped at the interruption to his thoughts. A horse had drawn up next to his, with two women sitting on it.

			‘Excuse me?’ he managed.

			The women stared at him with frank appraisal. The rider was a striking woman with white tattoos all over her hands. The one behind had the most arresting rose-coloured eyes Thom had ever seen.

			‘I said, you have a nice smile,’ rose-eyes repeated.

			Much to Thom’s dismay, he actually blushed. ‘That is kind of you to say,’ he forced out.

			‘What were you thinking about to cause such a smile?’ the rider asked cheekily.

			Are they flirting with me? Thom thought.

			‘I was thinking of my childhood,’ he replied. ‘I spent much time here in the Estian Jungle.’ Collecting himself, he offered a polite bow. ‘I am Thom Braxis. A pleasure.’

			A monkey screeched above them as the women both swept their hands flat before them in the general greeting of the Mistral.

			‘I’m Emilia,’ the front one said boldly, ‘and she’s called Swan.’

			‘Wind sees you,’ he replied formally.

			They both touched their thumbs to their hearts.

			‘The Lady guides,’ they responded eagerly. They had an almost hungry aura, as though Thom was something they wished to dissect and discover. He straightened his jacket, conscious of the blackened haze on his arm and Legacy insignia. Not that they would know what that meant, of course. His eyes tracked over their tattoos.

			‘Your ink is superb,’ he offered. ‘I forget what you call them?’

			Emilia lifted a hand, displaying her looping white tattoos proudly.

			‘We call them Ngari. They are our map-of-deeds, a chronicling of our achievements. With each new step on our journey, we add to it, letting our sisters know we have lived a life worthy of respect.’

			Which must mean they had huge importance in their society, Thom considered. Social capital, in other words. Very subtly, he let his peripheral vision wash over Swan, and saw a more modest Ngari. Some contour lines around the neck and jaw, and a geometric pattern up her forearms. Significantly fewer than Emilia’s. This presumably meant Emilia was the more senior, Thom decided.

			‘Are there traditions about where they are placed?’ he said with genuine curiosity.

			‘I’m a musician,’ Emilia explained, nodding. ‘So, my tattoos will typically be placed around the hands, though I hope to add some to my jaw in future.’

			‘She does herself a disservice,’ Swan butted in, elbowing Emilia. ‘She is a brilliant composer. You won’t see any musicians with a Ngari this detailed.’

			Thom paused. Emilia …

			It couldn’t be.

			‘You’re not Emilia Firebird, are you?’ he asked hesitantly. ‘Composer of “Gently, We Ascend”?’

			Swan laughed triumphantly as Emilia bashfully nodded.

			‘So famous!’ Swan crowed. ‘A legend in our midst.’

			Thom was stunned. He had been assigned to the Terrius escort, and happened upon the person responsible for his penance. Emilia Firebird, this beautiful woman beside him, was the one who had composed the song his aunt had played in the Veil, all those months ago. They had listened to her music, and been reported for it. Months of exile, being excluded by the city he revered and adored, for having the understanding that listening to music did not mean betraying your realm.

			Thom stared at Emilia with a mix of emotions.

			‘Your compositions are exquisite,’ he said softly.

			Emilia looked genuinely embarrassed. ‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’

			Swan cocked her head, as though sensing a more profound thought had come over Thom. He buried his feelings. They had no concept of what had happened to him, and besides, they were here on a mission of peace. This was no time for him to get emotional. With a sudden clarity, Thom slipped into the training of being a Ravennite, and decided to get some information from them.

			‘And yourself?’ Thom levelled at Swan. ‘Another musician?’

			‘I’m a Sanguine. Under the High Priestess’s command.’

			She was good, but Thom caught her slight hesitation, and the minute tensing of Emilia’s shoulders.

			Swan was lying.

			Thom’s eyes discreetly observed her lithe and athletic physique. It wasn’t absurd that she might be a warrior of the Terrius church, and her underdeveloped Ngari supported that, but he suddenly suspected he’d been wrong to assume Emilia the senior. This woman with pink eyes was important, and didn’t want Thom to know.

			‘How was your journey to Eron?’ he enquired. A small jungle cat ripped through the undergrowth and his horse shied away. He instinctively tightened his thighs and settled the animal. He noticed Swan did the same, expertly controlling her steed.

			‘Very boring at first,’ Swan said frankly. ‘The journey along the Traverse was empty of much to see.’

			‘Though the horizons are beautiful,’ Emilia interjected.

			Swan shrugged. ‘For the first few days, then every mountain begins to look the same.’

			‘We were attacked at Halfway Hold,’ Emilia continued. ‘Some Vurkeshi ambushed our delegation.’

			‘Vurkeshi attacked you outside Halfway Hold?’ Thom said incredulously. Even for a realm that hated Terrius with such intensity, attacking them within the boundaries of the Hold was astonishingly bold.

			‘We sent them in disarray,’ Swan said dismissively. ‘They posed no threat to the Crimson Court.’

			Definitely important, Thom decided. She was speaking with the arrogance of nobility. Thom had been around it enough to recognize the signs.

			‘That doesn’t sound very boring, but I am glad you emerged unscathed,’ he said. ‘Was the rest of your journey uneventful?’

			The women looked at each other, and burst out laughing.

			‘If you count meeting the Immemorial Elder uneventful, then yes,’ Swan said.

			Emilia interrupted, ‘I have never seen anything so wonderful in all my days on this earth.’

			Thom’s mouth fell open. ‘You met the Elder? What was it like?’

			‘It was an extraordinary being,’ Swan said softly. ‘It had a presence that altered the aether of the world. I will never forget what it said to me.’ She looked off a little at that, as though lost in thought. Thom narrowed his eyes.

			‘You spoke to it?’ he asked carefully.

			Swan paused.

			‘I was present when it spoke to Morain,’ she said, with a little more reservation.

			‘And you?’ Thom directed at Emilia. The woman shook her head.

			It was an interesting slip-up. Firstly, it sounded like the Elder had spoken directly to Swan, which she was now trying to cover. Secondly, she had referred to the leader of the Terrius delegation by name. Morain, instead of High Priestess.

			Who are you? Thom wondered.

			‘What else do you do, other than ride horses in escorts?’ Emilia asked.

			‘I’m a duellist in the Iron Circuit.’

			They sat up straight, eyes widening.

			‘Really?’ they exclaimed.

			‘What’s it like?’ Swan said eagerly.

			‘Is it as barbarous as they say?’ Emilia enquired. ‘How many people have you killed?’

			Confused, Thom shook his head. ‘No deaths. My friend and I always say it’s much more a sport than anything else.’

			They looked disappointed.

			‘That sounds far less exciting,’ Swan muttered.

			‘Is this your first time outside Terrius?’ he said casually.

			‘Not mine,’ Emilia replied.

			‘Yes,’ Swan said, ‘I’ve never seen a forest like this.’

			Thom adjusted the reins in his hands. ‘You don’t have jungles in Terrius?’

			‘We do, I just don’t get out very much.’

			Isolation tended to run hand in hand with importance. Thom nodded sympathetically as though he understood.

			‘My own journeys have been limited due to the duties I have to undertake.’

			‘I hear that,’ Swan responded moodily. ‘I long to see all corners of your city.’

			‘I’d gladly take you,’ he offered. ‘I stay in a place called Evensong, the jewel of Lurella. If you’re looking for somewhere to witness true beauty in our Cerulean City, you won’t find a better place for it.’

			They stared at him with glittering eyes. He felt settled, comfortable, as he employed wily techniques to put them at ease and slowly tease information out of them.

			‘Swan!’

			A voice cracked the air, making both women start. Thom twisted round to witness a woman riding toward them. Thom’s heart lurched as he recognized the leader of the Terrius. This was the High Priestess herself, Morain.

			‘Get up to the front of the delegation, now,’ she demanded.

			The two young women immediately sobered.

			‘My lady.’ Thom saw an element of defiance in Swan’s eyes. 

			Morain clicked her fingers at the women. ‘Firebird, back to your carriage at once. Swan, take her there, then join me at the front.’

			Swan clipped her heels and the pair rode off without another word. Thom was left alone with the High Priestess. Thom’s steed kept moving with the delegation, and Morain slowly turned her horse until they were level, and then trotted alongside. Her eyes never left his. Through his nerves, he couldn’t help wondering why the leader of the delegation would personally be looking for those two women …

			‘It is an honour …’ he began.

			‘Why were you speaking with them?’ Morain’s eyes were cold.

			‘Your Grace, they approached me. I apologize if speaking to them has offended you.’

			If he’d been worried she wouldn’t believe him, that disappeared as Morain tsked under her breath. ‘They are like cats with their curiosity.’

			‘I offer my greetings and blessings of the Mistral. Perhaps I could …’

			‘Do you think I don’t know what you are?’ The beauty of the sun-dappled canopy didn’t touch Morain’s icy expression. ‘You are a penitent. Lowest of the low. A jester in a city of fools. Perhaps the Blue Triad believe us stupid, but the disrespect they pay in selecting a disgraced Legacy affiliate to be part of our escort is only matched by their smug belief that we are ignorant of its insult.’

			Thom struggled to find words.

			‘My sincerest apologies, my lady. It was never my intent to cause offence to you.’

			Morain seemed not to care, wheeling to face ahead. There was a glimpse of white peeking through the trees as the light brightened and the canopy began to separate.

			‘If you go near them again, I will flay the skin from your bones.’

			She rode off, kicking dust up around him. Thom continued silently, hearing shouts as the walls of Lurella began to come into view.

			‘Is that them?’ Hedger said excitedly.

			Lamourney kept her eyes trained on the tree line. The jungle ruffled its leaves beneath a wind blowing from the north. It carried an edge that cut through the warmth of the day.

			Hedger pulled on her sleeve. ‘I can’t see.’

			Resigned, Lamourney reached down. Hedger happily let herself be placed on her shoulders. She gave a gasp of childish wonder at the view. From their vantage on the wide wall of Lurella, the spreading expanse of the Estian Jungle stretched away from her. They were among many who had thronged the wide thoroughfare, cramming many people deep against the ramparts to try and get a good look.

			‘Why does that cow have horns?’ Hedger exclaimed from her lofty perch.

			‘It’s a pindor.’

			She heard the frown in Hedger’s voice. ‘It looks like a big cow.’

			Lamourney ignored her, assessing the pageantry taking shape.

			The delegation swept out into a line, with Sanguine and Blood Spears revealing banner poles and ordering themselves into neat formation. A nexus took shape, a ceremonial assemblage that rapidly became something regal and official. Estian Knights of the Lowlands cantered about the open plain, closely followed by black-armoured counterparts from the Terrius. Lamourney regarded the smooth nature of the Terrius formations with a critical eye. Even in this, an unfamiliar setting, they maintained lines of defence and guard. Keeping oversight over all areas surrounding the important persons.

			She scowled at the paired Estian Knights, who milled uncertainly as the Terrius set up in front of the great walls of Lurella. They had expected to be greeting the westerners within the city, rather than meeting on the open field. The Abiding Courtyard behind Lamourney was clamouring with voices, confused and alternating commands ringing out. Suddenly, the sound of the gate opening beneath her creaked out into the air, along with the rattle of the enormous portcullis rising on its thick chains.

			The Eronese were riding out to greet them.

			Lamourney grudgingly respected the decision. Not many would have given up the grandeur of the walls. But better that, than awkwardly waiting within. She heard the rumble of the cavalry brigade under her feet.

			Someone bumped into her. A man turned with an apologetic face.

			‘Sorry, bit cramped up here,’ he said, then paused, the beginnings of recognition stirring in his eyes. Lamourney immediately turned. She didn’t want to be recognized here. She lifted Hedger down.

			‘Now I can’t see!’ the girl complained.

			‘You can stay if you wish.’

			Lamourney pushed her way through the crowd toward the stairs. Hedger sullenly looked at the battlement edge, and scrambled to follow.

			Swan stood proudly with her sisters, refusing to be cowed by the immensity of the walls before her. The Terrius delegation stood in unwavering formation, a black-clad line of resolute sisters stretched before their ornately wrought vehicles. The pennants of the Great houses of the Crimson Court rippled above their heads, declaring the pride they had brought with them, all the way to Eron. The Sanguine stood vigilant, their cured, darkened leathers gleaming with a deep, ominous lustre over their ceremonial robes, their weapons polished to an obsidian shine. Among them, the Blood Spears jutted like ebon spikes, their black steel armour catching the light.

			Morain held her ground, regal and unmoving upon an expansive red throw unfurled across the earth like a banner of sovereignty. Her advisors, Kleodo and Esther, flanked her with practised stillness. From lowliest Blood Spear, to the High Priestess herself, the sisters of Terrius stood proudly.

			Swan could not tear her eyes away from the sheer magnitude of the walls of Lurella. Towering like angular white cliffs, they rose impossibly high, their hard-angled parapets and crenellations silhouetted against the sky. Throngs of people teemed atop the battlements, their movements lending life to the otherwise monumental stillness. Fluted towers with conductive blades spun threateningly, the aetheric defences of the gate, while ballistae and trebuchet of incredible size crowned the walls. The city itself seemed alive, its guttural hum of anticipation rumbling. Swan’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she recalled her admiration for Halfway Hold – now rendered a quaint shadow in the face of Lurella’s overwhelming grandeur.

			The bells that had sounded as they exited the jungle rang again, startling a flock of birds from the nearby trees. They spiralled upward in a twisting, chaotic cloud that faded into the vast sky above. The yawning gate of Lurella behind them, the Eronese contingent advanced, gleaming steel-clad figures. Swan regarded the woman at their head, tall and adorned in a sapphire-blue cape and gleaming plate mail, her armour catching the sunlight like a shard of the sky. It could only be one person. The Merit-Elector for the Order, one of Lurella’s leaders.

			Katrina Saturi.

			A single streak of vivid blue ran through her dark hair, a mark of distinction as bold as the city she represented. The leader of the escort, the knight named Staiyen, rode up to this woman. She waved him off, and rode ahead of her contingent.

			Katrina dismounted, her boots hitting the earth with a resounding thud. Without hesitation, she strode directly toward Morain, bowing low in respect, her movement steeped in martial authority. The meeting of the two leaders felt like the clash of immovable forces, each bearing the pride of their people on their shoulders.

			They faced one another.

			‘In the name of the Mistral, Eron, and the Octet Alliance, I bid you greetings. Welcome to Lurella.’ Katrina hammered a fist into her breastplate.

			Swan was witnessing history. She felt it then. The promise of an idea never actually realized between these two realms. Morain took one, single step, forward.

			‘On behalf of the Queen Marshall, inheritor of the Lady Martyr, Ruler of the Crimson Court, I accept your welcome.’

			The armoured woman nodded. ‘I am Katrina Saturi, commander of the Cerulean Battalions and Merit-Elector for the Order of the City.’

			‘I am Morain, High Priestess of the Church, and right-hand of the Hierophant.’

			There was a moment as everyone simply looked at one another. Katrina Saturi and Morain stared with equal intensity, as the moment all had been waiting for finally arrived.

			The wind blew silently, as banners and capes flapped.

			‘Let us greet you within the walls,’ Katrina declared, gesturing to the city behind her. ‘Are you prepared to ride within?’

			Beneath banners of red and armour of black, Morain bowed her head. Her eyes did not leave Katrina.

			‘We are.’

			Everyone began to move, horns and trumpets blaring. The Terrius host gathered themselves as the roars of the city washed over them. With one last look into the shadowed jungle behind her, Swan followed in the footsteps of her sisters, as magnificent white walls loomed over them.

			The Crimson Court had come to Lurella.

		
	
		
			Chapter 23

			Share our house

			Two days later

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			Dante’s hand shoved her forward.

			‘Stop stalling and go.’

			Fenne forced herself to start walking down the aisle.

			The Cathedral of Constant echoed with the crowd gathered within. She weaved through the politely mingling dignitaries from both Eron and Terrius. Glancing behind, she saw Dante approach the platform past the altar where the bulk of activity was occurring. There, the leaders of the Terrius delegation were engaged in vigorous conversation with Merit-Electors Katrina and Constantine. The group of Guilders she was following marched outside through the enormous open archway of the Cathedral. She passed outside as well, glancing around at the numerous collections of artisans, politicians and administrators, all waiting for their moment to converse with Terrius counterparts.

			Fenne halted, listening in on the Guilders’ conversation and the voice berating them.

			‘We need a hundred more wooden beams for platforms, and the Chancellor of Commerce and Treasurer-General should have been here two hours ago. Someone find out where the fuck they are.’

			As Guilders rushed off, Fenne sensed her moment and called out.

			‘Merit-Elector, may I speak with you?’

			With glacial slowness, Jetsan Var Hulio turned. He projected a ring of isolation on the crowded paving stones outside the Cathedral. Up close, his face was even more scarred than she’d realized, skin uneven and waxy. Along with a heavy harness, he had esoteric tools hanging from straps and buckles about his person.

			‘Fenne “Triumphant”, in the flesh.’ His voice rasped as though injured like his visage.

			She swallowed. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you. I wanted to introduce myself, as the incoming Pit Lord for Woodwork.’

			Jetsan sneered as a Guilder rushed over with a clipboard. ‘Yes, a very strange occurrence.’ He scribbled a signature. ‘The champion of the Iron Circuit in Zahir, who emigrated to Lurella on Eli and Dante’s caravan. You’ve been here seven months, and have managed to find yourself a sponsor and successfully become Pit Lord on your first attempt.’ He stopped and scowled. ‘How Constantine manipulated the city into appointing a non-Lurellan as Pit Lord, is beyond me.’

			Fenne breathed out shakily. This was not going as she envisaged.

			‘I wanted to discuss a partnership. Woodwork has berths and plenty of availability in our schedule. If you had any shipments and you can’t find space for them in the 1st Pit, we’d be happy to reach an arrangement. If this goes well, I’d love to talk about opening a trade route to …’

			‘That’s not what Dante told me,’ Jetsan interrupted.

			Fenne paused. ‘Excuse me?’

			Jetsan folded his arms, regarding her critically. The harness and tan cloak of his faction bunched and pulled.

			‘He seemed under the impression that you had plans to restart the trade of Bluewood to Lurella. Yet you open with weak plans about empty berths. Is my second-in-command stupid, or are you too timid to be honest?’

			Fenne felt real irritation blossom.

			‘I have never been accused of being timid.’

			A troop of workers moved past, rolled-up tapestries on their shoulders.

			‘You come highly recommended from my Master-Arcanist,’ Jetsan barked at her. ‘Suspiciously high. Dante is a considered and secluded soul, and he praises your spirit.’

			Her heart lifted to hear such words. ‘The feeling is mutual. He and Eli are two of my closest friends.’

			Jetsan fiddled with a flashing disc on his belt. ‘Eli can keep to himself. Too sanctimonious for my taste.’

			Fenne was trying extremely hard not to hate him. Taking a moment, she continued.

			‘In any case, Dante was correct. My first goal as Pit lord will be to reopen a secure trade route with Tarwood, and ensure that Bluewood can flow in quantity once more.’

			Jetsan barely acknowledged her, taking another form from a passing Guilder before waving them on. ‘Is that right?’ he muttered. ‘And why would you succeed where so many have failed? The people of Tarwood are murderous.’

			‘To Eronese citizens,’ Fenne riposted. ‘As a Kraton by birth, I believe I could offer a mediating point between Lurella and Tarwood. The efforts of Kratossif are known by all, and we possess a universal respect very few can boast.’

			Jetsan lifted his gaze to glower at her.

			‘What is your experience in organizing mercantile ventures?’ he asked shortly.

			‘Zero,’ Fenne said simply.

			Jetsan scoffed. ‘And you think you have what it takes? To run a Pit?’

			‘Everyone starts somewhere.’

			‘Preferably elsewhere,’ he muttered, looking around. Fenne could see she was on the verge of losing his attention completely.

			Fuck this, she thought.

			‘If you had been able to reestablish contact with Tarwood, you would have done it by now,’ Fenne snapped. ‘The greatest mistake in approaching anything, is to repeat the same errors as before, and miraculously expect a different result. You may marvel that Constantine was able to persuade the Blue Triad, including many of your own Guilders, that I should be Pit Lord, but have you taken a second to imagine that I might have been just as persuasive to him? That I might have something to offer Lurella, which he could see, and you are too blinded by your emotions to acknowledge?’

			There was a pause. Jetsan swivelled to face her. Fenne’s courage almost left her, but she resisted, glaring right back. Jetsan’s face was as hard as ever, but he seemed to be considering her words.

			‘Make way for the Cardinal,’ a voice called. ‘Make way.’

			Fenne turned to watch a swarm of white-robed clergy file past, surrounding a radiant figure in their midst. A slender man with flowing black hair, silver chains about his neck and wrists. Incense was swung as he walked. She stepped aside, but Jetsan held his ground, staring moodily at the man. The group hesitantly moved around him, not daring to question the Merit-Elector of the Guilders. The man swept his gaze to Jetsan.

			His eyes were completely black.

			Jetsan didn’t look away, and the group passed within the Cathedral.

			‘Cardinal Orpheon Black,’ Jestan growled.

			Fenne stared after the head of the Constantist Church, supreme religious figure in all the east of Mycenia.

			‘His eyes …’ she began with a shiver.

			‘They have been changed by his Root,’ Jetsan said gruffly, a cloud passing over him. ‘He wields one of the most absurdly powerful gifts the world has ever seen.’

			‘What is it?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Resurrection,’ Jetsan spat. ‘Each time he returns, there is a little less of the man, and a little more stink of death to him.’ He turned back to her. ‘So, you have fire. Dante would not vouch for you unless he thought it was well intended. But let me put something to you. Do you think it fair that a single man be given a Root to rise from the dead while another barely has the aether to light a candle?’

			‘Not really,’ Fenn replied slowly.

			‘Quite.’ He paused. ‘Would you want his Root for yourself?’

			Fenne hesitated. ‘It sounds lonely. What about all your friends? What happens when you’re the only one still alive?’

			Jetsan grunted.

			‘My goals are simple,’ he growled. ‘Everyone knows them. I want to enfranchise those unblessed with Roots, and create machines that aether utilizes. This will mean everyone, regardless of whether they were lucky enough to be gifted a Root by the Mistral or not, will be able to use aether. I don’t care to surround myself with people who wish otherwise.’

			Fenne stared at him. ‘How do you make new friends?’

			‘I don’t,’ Jetsan said humourlessly. He lifted a monocle to his eye. It glimmered as he stared through it. ‘What Root do you have?’

			‘Boldwright,’ Fenne replied. ‘Strength and resilience aligned.’

			Jetsan squinted at her.

			‘I don’t think so,’ he muttered. Fenne tilted her head.

			‘What?’

			Jetsan evaluated her through the monocle. ‘If you’re a Boldwright, you’re the most powerful one I’ve ever seen.’ He lowered the instrument. ‘You’ve got a lot going on with your aetheric aura, very powerful. There’s some strange edges to it I haven’t seen before.’

			Fenne paused, not sure what to say. She’d always known she was a Boldwright. At least, that’s what she’d been told.

			‘What Root do I have then?’ she asked slowly.

			Jetsan shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter. My question is, would you give it up? Your Root? All that aether? If it meant you could right the scales, and offer everyone equal opportunity?’

			Part of her winced even at the suggestion, the idea that she might have to go a day without her Root. Slowly, she shook her head.

			‘No. But I’m not sure you have the right to ask people to give up the things they own. Surely if you shift power away from the Mistral to bestow Roots, and instead place it within machinery, you’re just changing who has control of it, not altering the system of power itself.’

			Jetsan scowled at her. ‘We must be harsh to enforce change. Someone, just once, has to stand up and take power away from those at the top, and spread it among those at the bottom. I care not for questions of morality. I know I am right, and no academic will prevent me from achieving aetheric liberation for all.’

			He ranted. But he also orated superbly. He radiated intelligence of a very different kind to Constantine. Fenne considered her response.

			‘I am new to Lurella, really.’ She gestured to the mingling Meritors of the Blue Triad surrounding them. ‘But that means I have no obligations that aren’t my own. Yes, Constantine helped me become Pit lord, but I wish to create my own future. My own achievements. I am not smart enough to know whether what you say about aether and Roots is right, but I simply want to succeed in my role as Pit Lord. I can really make Woodwork into something that draws the eye, that brings business to the city once more. Give me a chance.’

			‘In what way?’ Jetsan responded.

			Fenne blinked in surprise, and rushed on. ‘Send over any contracts you haven’t been able to allocate space for in the 1st Pit. I’ll run them through Woodwork. You can see how I do with those, and if you’re satisfied, we can organize a trade caravan to Tarwood, which I will lead.’

			Jetsan listened, face set. As Fenne finished, he evaluated her for a few seconds. The disc on his belt began flashing again. He retrieved it as he spoke. ‘You certainly don’t have that mindless feel some of Constantine’s allies possess,’ he admitted. ‘It’s like they’re extensions of his will, all blank and slack-jawed. But you … maybe you are different.’

			He raised the krystal and brass disc to his mouth.

			‘Search records for pending contracts without berths in excess of three months. Leave on my desk.’

			Fenne blinked.

			‘Does that mean …’

			‘I’ll consider your requests,’ he snapped, rubbing his scarred head. ‘You are what I keep searching for, after all.’

			‘What’s that?’ Fenne asked cautiously.

			‘Something different,’ he said dourly, before stamping off into the Cathedral. Fenne breathed out slowly, pleased at the promise of success, if not success itself.

			‘Not bad,’ someone called out behind her.

			Fenne turned. A Maktar near the archway stepped closer, and lowered their hood. The gaunt visage of Virel offered her a smile.

			This fucking guy, she thought.

			‘Unusual to see anyone convince Jetsan to do anything,’ Virel continued.

			‘You’ve got some nerve, talking to me,’ Fenne snapped at him. The frustration of how her final duel in the Caldera had ended up returned forcefully.

			Virel came to a stop. ‘Excuse me?’

			She rolled her eyes at his wounded tone. ‘Offering good wishes on a duel you intended to withdraw from. That might have been just another night for you, but it ruined the last opportunity I had for a proper duel. Why did you even agree to it, if you were just going to withdraw?’

			He was silent for a second.

			‘You are mistaken,’ he murmured. ‘I did not withdraw. After I left you, Lamourney came and told me the duel was off. No reason given.’

			Fenne paused, at a loss.

			‘Lamourney said that?’

			Virel’s dark eyes didn’t shift from her. ‘Yes. I was disappointed, but I assumed there was some rule of the Iron Circuit I was unaware of.’

			Fenne went to respond, but stopped, baffled. Virel seemed to be telling the truth. Why would he not? But why would Lamourney have worked so hard to convince her to fight Virel, only to change it at the absolute last second?

			‘I see,’ Fenne said finally. ‘Sorry, I just thought …’

			Virel shook his head. ‘I was surprised too. However, if it makes you feel any better, my night was also less than ideal. Someone stole my family blade.’

			Fenne mentally winced. She recalled not shouting out as the blue-eyed child lifted something from Virel’s belt.

			‘Shit, I saw that happen,’ she said apologetically. ‘I didn’t say anything because … anyway. A young girl took it just before my duel began.’

			Virel’s eyes sharpened. ‘A young girl?’

			‘Yes. Shaved head, blue eyes. Always hanging around the Caldera. I don’t know her name though. I’m really sorry.’

			He was very still. There was a rigid edge to him, razor sharp. A glimpse of the lethality Lamourney had warned her about in the tunnel.

			‘No apology necessary,’ he murmured. ‘Her name is Hedger. She is Lamourney’s orphan. I don’t know how I didn’t sense her.’

			‘It’s pretty hectic on fight nights.’

			‘Yes.’ Virel had a faraway look for a second as though sensing something in the distance. ‘But I can find her now.’

			Fenne stared at him, unsettled.

			‘She’s just a kid,’ she said deliberately. ‘A child.’

			He said nothing, face blank.

			There were raised voices behind her. She turned to see another group arriving, this time in the official garb of the Order. At their centre was Staiyen Saturi, flanked by Briar himself, who darkly assessed everyone around him as they approached the Cathedral.

			‘Best not to be seen,’ Virel muttered. In silent agreement, Fenne and Virel swept inside. The chill struck her as they slid into the pews, out of immediate line of sight. The voices of thousands of people bounced around, creating a greater degree of privacy than being alone could have generated.

			Fenne kept her eye on the enormous archway.

			‘I see the healers of his Legacy really fixed him up.’

			‘The best in the city,’ Virel muttered.

			‘Has he been looking for you?’

			Virel gave a grim smile.

			‘Of course. I broke his arm in front of a crowd. He won’t be able to let that stand.’

			Fenne sat back in the pew, assessing him.

			‘Are you scared of Briar?’ she asked, a bit of a challenge in her voice.

			Virel didn’t react, unbothered by the accusation.

			‘Briar is a rat,’ he said simply. ‘I do not concern myself with the attitudes of rodents.’

			Fenne chuckled, staring at a group of Terrius midway up the aisle. They were clustered around the regal figure of Amber Euthoreal, current Chief Lexorcist of the Endless Library, Eli’s old role. One of the black-robed women glanced around and caught her eye. She had arresting pink eyes. After a moment, the Terrius waved hello. Surprised, Fenne waved back.

			‘Briar has been looking for Thom all over the city,’ Virel muttered, attention on the archway. Fenne broke her gaze with the Terrius and turned to him, concerned.

			‘Why? You were the one who broke his arm.’

			‘Thom’s a penitent. To someone like Briar, having a disgraced Legacy member witness his humiliation is far worse than the injury itself.’

			‘I don’t understand this city sometimes,’ Fenne said irritably. ‘I’m going to see Thom later in Evensong. I’ll tell him to keep his head down.’

			A few chimes near the altar sounded, prompting movement from various contingents of the clergy. Virel straightened.

			‘I’d better rejoin them.’ Dark eyes flicked to her. ‘Careful of Briar. Even a fool can cause trouble.’

			He slipped away.

			A moment before

			It had been a long, long morning.

			Swan had been overwhelmed by the entry to Lurella. Ushered in through the towering western gate, into a courtyard packed with Eronese. The noise had been extraordinary, the whole range of emotion displayed by the citizens waiting for a glimpse of the women of the west. In amongst the shouts and cheering of the crowd, slanders and curses had come their way, delivered by people wearing strips of red fabric. With a haste that suggested the Eronese wished to avoid incident, the Terrius delegation had been taken to an estate and housed within.

			There had been plenty of ceremony and showmanship along the way, of course. But as yesterday evening became consumed with initial meetings and careful assurances that everyone would behave themselves, Swan had washed for the first time in weeks, and fallen into a deep sleep. Rising, she and the Terrius had begun a tour of the city, led by a huge and eclectic force of Lurellans. From district to district, they had been proudly boasted to about how the white stone of Lurella was a holdover from the times of the Noble Dynasty. They were shown the industrious action of one of their famous ‘Pits’, the 2nd one called Silver. They had been led, guarded at all times, along a road that travelled through the Noble Avenue, into a district called Minor.

			There, she had seen the first sights that had stirred her heart.

			The Constant Academy stopped her in her tracks. She greedily took in the ivy-crept facades of the Academy, delighting in the wild and incoherent assortment of architectural styles on display. She forgot about the acres of white stone, so provocative to the women of Terrius as the colour of their deposed tyrants from long ago. It was simply, other. In a way that was thrilling. As they left it behind, and made it to the top of the hill, she beheld an even greater sight.

			The Cathedral of Constant.

			It was glorious. Luscious black, obsidian immensity, all in homage to the Mistral. It had a crisp aura, as though worship was given with razor-sharp focus. A total dedication to the World Winds that had never, and could never, falter, in this sanctum of divinity. Swan had filed behind Morain, who had been engaged in niceties with the Eronese. There was none of the aggression that Glinan Var Astra had displayed at Halfway Hold. The Lurellans were civil, calm in voice. Swan could see the eyes of their elite soldiers, the Blades, constantly ensuring that no one of a disagreeable nature got anywhere near the Terrius.

			Swan had marvelled at how many people were at the Cathedral. Hundreds outside, and even more within. Why did so many need to be here? Quickly, she realized it was obvious that they didn’t. This was an opportunity to be in the right place to make deals, secure alliances and generally play politics. She ignored most of them, and as she finally entered the Cathedral, awe took hold of her, completely.

			Apparently, a grand ceremony was to be held here, called a peace pledge, to officially bond their realms anew. Swan understood immediately why this had been planned. Though hundreds stood within, their clamour seemed a whisper within the cavernous, vaulted ceiling of the Cathedral. The eight pillars that held it up were titanic, almost hard to justify as made by mortal hand and not conjured by the Mistral itself. It vibrated with solemnity. Her eyes had glistened with tears as holiness struck her.

			However, there had been no time to linger.

			Morain kept her close, obviously wary about letting her stray. But as they reached the rear of the Cathedral, past the sanctum dais of the altar, they began discussions with the Lurellans that mattered.

			The Merit-Electors.

			Morain seemed expertly respectful and Swan simply lingered in her shadow, observing. The rear platform was underneath an enormous window that let in the sun, and many of what were called Meritors stood here. First to greet them was Katrina Saturi, the woman who had met them outside the gates of the city. Swan studied the imposing figure, clad in armour, but absent of weapons. Katrina had a ruthless nature to her that Swan recognized. It was the same that Morain emitted. Their conversation was frank and short.

			‘How do you find our city?’ Katrina enquired stiffly. ‘I imagine it is very different to yours?’

			‘Very different, yes,’ Morain said neutrally. ‘But Lurella has a unique presence that is very clear to see.’

			‘And what’s that?’

			The High Priestess of Terrius paused. ‘Certainty,’ she said precisely. ‘The city of Lurella is certain of who it is, and of the minds of those within it.’

			Katrina said nothing, clearly unsure whether this was a compliment or some veiled insult. Into this conversation, Swan watched a stocky man wearing a harness strung with buckles and krystal gems emerge out of the crowd.

			‘Merit-Elector,’ Morain said in greeting, ‘a pleasure to meet Jetsan Var Hulio in person. Your accomplishments in the aetherical field are known to us.’

			Swan studied Jetsan, disliking him immediately. The man levelled a rude glare at Morain.

			‘Is that so,’ he growled. ‘I didn’t believe Terrius used any machinery of an aetherical nature.’

			‘We do not.’ Morain appeared unruffled. ‘Whatever gifts the Mistral has seen fit to bestow us, will be the ones we use to ease our journey through this world.’

			‘Regressive, don’t you think?’ Jetsan retorted, earning a sharp look from Katrina. ‘Don’t you worry that you will be left behind, as the world moves on without you?’

			Swan scowled, affronted. Morain simply smiled.

			‘The number of hands that toil for the Crimson Court are numberless,’ she said calmly. ‘A hundred thousand and again work our fields, construct our buildings, and carry our weapons. Fear not, Jetsan. Terrius will never be left behind by the east.’

			There was a tense moment as the group and those watching held their breath. Jetsan Var Hulio ground his teeth, anger flickering in his eyes. Katrina leant forward.

			‘The Octet Alliance is unique for the differences between us and the unity we still display.’ Katrina glanced between Morain and Jetsan. ‘That is why we’re here, after all, to recommit to that.’

			Morain graciously nodded. ‘I look forward to this peace pledge. We may all step forward in harmony, together.’

			An enormous man with green hair tapped Jetsan on the shoulder, and whispered something to him. Jetsan nodded, and they strode away toward the exit of the Cathedral. As an aide spoke to Katrina, Morain turned to Swan.

			‘Go and mingle,’ she murmured. ‘Talk to some of these Lurellans, and see how their tongues wag when not in the company of their leaders.’

			Swan stifled a grin, eager to explore without being chaperoned. Before she left, an odd sensation passed over her. She saw Morain’s eyes shift to someone over her shoulder.

			‘High Priestess, may the wind and Lady guide you this day.’

			The voice was very deep and sent a shiver through Swan. She turned to see a tall, elegant figure in deep-blue formal wear, a silver diadem on his brow. His eyes were dark and swam with intensity. She felt Morain step forward.

			‘Merit-Elector Constantine.’ Morain gave a shallow bow. ‘Wind sees you.’

			Swan was a little overwhelmed by Constantine. He had a severe presence to him. He returned the bow.

			‘No Terrius has set foot in Lurella for years,’ he said softly, ‘but as the storm departs, new horizons may beckon.’

			Swan watched Morain stare back, eyes narrowing slightly.

			‘The storm will depart, and will come again in new form,’ Morain said deliberately.

			Swan frowned, the exchange feeling strange to her. Morain turned to her.

			‘Do as I say, go,’ she ordered. Swan obeyed, feeling Constantine’s eyes on her back as she left to go and mingle.

			Swan found Emilia in the crowd, and together they began chatting to Lurellans. As Morain had suspected, they had more to say without the pressure of either realm’s leaders looking over their shoulder. After a few minutes, Swan had found a woman with eyes of pure gold, who was none other than Amber Euthoreal herself, the author of the book she had been reading on the journey from Terrius. Emilia was transfixed, rattling off questions about musical history in quick succession.

			‘Of course, addressing the inherent bias one might possess is crucial to crafting objective documentation of history,’ Amber said delicately, eyes flashing. ‘Many of my colleagues attempt to unpick my work for such before anything goes to print.’

			‘I’m fascinated about the evolution of music in Eron,’ Emilia said eagerly. ‘How do you think cultural identity has changed over the years from when Shife Kuro led Eron’s independence? Is it more sombre? How has instrumentation or orchestration shifted?’

			Swan couldn’t help thinking of the Immemorial Elder while she gazed at Amber. A vision in gold. Elegant, intelligent, composed. She seemed genuinely engaged with Emilia as well and, as the two chatted, Swan glanced around. They were in the aisle, a fair way toward the archway which revealed blue sky beyond. As her eyes scanned across the pews, they alighted on a distinctive pair. A tough-looking woman with collected braids and a pale man with dark hair. They were conversing discreetly, in a way that made Swan pay attention. In a funny coincidence, the woman chose that moment to also glance around and happened to lock eyes with Swan.

			After a second, Swan acted impulsively and waved.

			To her amusement, she received one in return, along with a grin. The connection was broken as the pale man said something and the woman looked away.

			‘I plan to compose a gift.’ Emilia gestured in a grand way. ‘Some symphony to help soothe tension between our realms.’

			‘Religious hymn is always welcomely taken,’ Amber suggested. ‘Referencing one of the only things Terrius and Eron have in common, as both are Constantist realms, will likely serve your efforts.’

			Swan stepped away, letting the two women continue. For some reason, the tough woman appealed to her and she began to walk toward her. Some chimes echoed behind her, and elegantly attired men and women in white robes drifted toward the altar. The woman’s companion slipped into the aisle and began to walk toward her. He stared ahead with intriguing intensity.

			Swan continued, ready to pass him. Swan felt a slight flutter in her chest and remembered Defiance in her grip. She felt clumsy, holding a staff, and tried to hold it casually. She was unsuccessful. There didn’t seem to be a relaxed way of holding a long metal pole.

			He reached her.

			They brushed shoulders as he swept toward the alter. A sensation crossed her like goosebumps. As he disappeared, he left a scent like that of grass after rain. Swan shivered slightly and approached the now solitary woman. She sat on a pew, relaxed but alert at the same time. Her hair was gorgeous, a thick braided collection fastened back tightly, with two small silver bands holding it together as it hung down to the small of her back. Small silver bells were woven into it.

			Swan stopped near her.

			‘Hello,’ she offered.

			The woman glanced round, body tensing as though she were expecting someone else.

			‘Say again?’

			‘I thought it would be polite to introduce myself up close. I’m Swan.’ She touched her thumb to her heart in greeting. The woman paused, then delivered a killer smile. Completely real, no caginess of any kind.

			‘How rude of me,’ the woman chuckled. ‘My name is Fenne. A pleasure to meet you, Swan.’

			‘Which part of the Lurellan administration do you belong to?’ Swan asked, slipping into the pew in front of Fenne.

			‘I don’t …’ Fenne began, before giving a wry smile. ‘I’m going to be the next Pit Lord of Woodwork.’

			‘Congratulations,’ Swan said pleasantly. ‘Is that the 1st Pit?’

			‘The 3rd,’ Fenne said. ‘Bit of a shithole, but that means there’s plenty to improve, which I like.’

			Swan laughed. ‘Should you be describing it as such?’

			‘Probably not,’ Fenne shrugged. ‘But I’m not actually Eronese, so I can get away with comments like that.’

			‘Really?’ Swan asked curiously. ‘What realm do you come from?’

			‘Kratossif. Land of stars and sand.’

			Swan sat up straighter, intrigued.

			‘You’re a Kraton … does that mean you’re a Zephyrist?’

			Fenne made a face. ‘Loosely. I don’t practise, but I suppose it was bred into me as a child.’

			Swan studied the woman before her. The religion of Terrius was Constantism, same as Eron, the worship of the World Wind of Constant. While the Mistral was undeniably formed of two distinct currents of aether, Constant was by far the larger, while Zephyr flowed beside it as a subsidiary river to the ocean of divinity that was Constant. Zephyrism had gone out of fashion in Terrius, before turning into something that met with outright disapproval. She had never met anyone who worshipped the Mistral’s lesser Wind.

			‘Is everyone in Kratossif a worshipper of Zephyr?’ Swan continued. ‘I’ve read that it has ten shrines to every one of Constant.’

			Fenne cocked her head. ‘Worshipper might not be the right word. Religious practice is very different in the desert,’ she began. ‘I’ve noticed that worship in Eron, maybe it’s similar for you, is really grounded in routine, and kind of part of everyday life. The greetings, the artwork, the buildings. Mass multiple times a day. The church has a lot more power here as well. In Zahir, which is where I grew up, it’s a communal activity, for socializing and connection, rather than a set of moral standards or ideals. They follow Zephyr, but gently, not as a code of law.’

			Swan was fascinated. It was all ridiculous, of course. The Mistral was a divine presence that guided its mortal vessels on the world, not some excuse to make friends. However, Swan was far more moderate than most of her sisters, and wasn’t offended.

			‘I see.’ She rested her chin on her arms, peering over the pew at Fenne. ‘So, you’ve been in the city for …’

			‘About seven months now,’ Fenne replied.

			Something struck Swan. ‘Seven months … and you were elected to be Pit lord? One of the most high-ranking roles in the city?’

			Fenne hesitated, face closing. ‘I was appointed just like anyone else.’

			Swan sat up straight. ‘Sorry,’ she said in concern, ‘I didn’t mean it like that. It just seems unusual for someone so new to the city to be given such an important role.’

			Fenne eyed her, but grudgingly nodded. ‘You’re not the first to say that, I suppose.’

			‘Someone must have really wanted you to be Pit Lord,’ Swan offered conciliatorily.

			Fenne smiled. ‘Yes, I suppose he did.’ She cleared her throat. ‘And you, what is your role with the delegation?’

			‘I’m a Sanguine, assigned to guard the High Priestess,’ Swan said smoothly.

			Fenne’s fingers tapped the wooden seat. ‘Why is it you’re over here talking to me and not with her, then?’ she asked innocently.

			Swan paused. That was a very good question. Fenne gave her a cheeky grin.

			‘I believe you.’ It was clear from her twinkling eyes that she didn’t. ‘Lovely to meet a Sanguine.’

			Swan couldn’t help but grin back. Even though Fenne had caught her out, it didn’t seem to matter. There was a strange familiarity, as though Fenne was somebody she could trust. She was the first person in this city she’d met that seemed to be themselves, rather than a poised image of who they should be. So, instead of leaving, she decided to stay, and talk more with this Kraton. Morain had told her to mingle, after all.

			‘What do you think of Lurella?’ Swan asked. ‘Compared to Zahir, I mean.’

			Fenne raised her arms as if to say, where to begin?

			‘Completely different,’ she began, lighting up as she thought of her home. ‘Zahir is a city made of rings, all built around an oasis called Lake Placid. It’s the only major city left in Kratossif. The Arid Sea has swallowed the rest of them up. The main duty of all Kratons is to join the Sentinels, who work to prevent the desert from expanding any further.’

			Swan nodded at that. Everyone in Mycenia knew about the Sentinels.

			‘Because of this clarity,’ Fenne continued, ‘Zahir has a lot of life to it. It’s freeing to know so clearly what your purpose is. Day-to-day living has a structure. The people are kinder and happier on the whole. We share resources and try to be welcoming to any and all. Kratossif is so devoted to stopping the Arid Sea, it doesn’t have many responsibilities on a global scale. It’s such a different pace of life. In Eron …’ Fenne rolled her eyes, ‘people are frantic and always in a rush. Everything is so organized, yet overwhelming with possibility. As though having so many options is actually harder to make work.’

			‘Why do you stay, then?’ Swan responded.

			Fenne cast around, looking at the Cathedral around them and all the people within it.

			‘Because it is in places like this that the world changes,’ she said simply. ‘I want to be somebody. I want to achieve great things. I won’t do that in Zahir.’

			Swan said nothing, eyes glittering as she listened to this engaging woman. Fenne leant forward.

			‘Have you explored the city yet?’ she said quietly.

			Swan pursed her lips. ‘A little. I saw a Pit and the Constant Academy from outside. Here, obviously.’

			Fenne looked at her slyly. ‘Fancy an adventure?’

			Swan’s pulse picked up. Yes. She did. She absolutely wanted an adventure.

			‘What do you have in mind?’ she said cautiously.

			Fenne’s expression changed to one of eagerness.

			‘You want to see the city proper, don’t you? Not manicured by these tour guides. I’m going to see my friend in a place called Evensong. Why don’t you come?’

			Swan burned to go, but forced herself to think responsibly.

			‘Evensong, what is that?’ she said slowly.

			‘It’s in Entire,’ Fenne said excitedly. ‘The central district. A long time ago, a plane of the city collapsed and left a wall of stone that resembles a cliff face. People have homes built into it, there’s a park at the bottom. A waterfall runs down it into fountains and …’ She gave Swan a grin. ‘It’s beautiful. Don’t you want to see something like that?’

			By the Mistral above she did. Swan was captivated by the description. It sounded utterly unlike anything she’d seen in Terrius. But Morain …

			Swan distantly spotted the High Priestess by the altar, surrounded by courtiers and aristocrats. The entire panoply of the Terrius diplomatic core at her disposal. A heavy sheet rolled down with a ripple from the highest tier. The blue banner of Lurella. Swan’s gaze alighted on Emilia, still chattering away to Amber Euthoreal.

			Morain had told her to go and mingle, but surely hadn’t meant to disappear into the city. It would be very risky, borderline dangerous.

			But still … Swan thought with anticipation … what a time it would be!

			She twisted back to Fenne.

			‘Can I bring my friend?’ she asked quickly. ‘She’d love to see this as well.’

			Fenne nodded, delighted. ‘Of course!’

			A haughty voice seeped through the air close by. Swan turned to see the leader of the escort, Staiyen Saturi, along with some other compatriots. Including one so similar, they had to be related. She noticed Fenne’s eyes crinkle with dislike. It didn’t bother her. Now she had decided, it seemed impossible to refuse.

			‘Okay then,’ she giggled. ‘Let’s go and explore a strange city!’

			Fenne smiled back.

			‘It would be my pleasure.’

			They almost left without being noticed. Swan grabbed Emilia, and the trio disappeared out into the sun. They departed with stealth, but the soft chime of bells from Fenne’s hair drifted in her wake and caught the ears of one who knew what they were.

			Briar Saturi’s cruel eyes turned and caught the back of Fenne as she left.

		
	
		
			Chapter 24

			Subtle jewel

			Evensong, the district of Entire

			Beneath the brilliant midday sun, Evensong gleamed like a natural wonder. A cliff wall of white stone, left behind by a fallen plane of the city, homes and shops were carved into the cliffside, their balconies adorned with flowing silks and hanging wind chimes that sang softly. Below, a lush park sprawled in verdant contrast, its winding paths shaded by pine and cypress trees, while a cascading stream plummeted into a pool from clifftop to park below, sending shimmering mists into the air. Staircases were artfully integrated into the cliff face, leading from the top down to the park where children laughed by the ponds, and musicians tuned their instruments near the Loom Pavilion where performances and festivals were held.

			To step into Evensong was to step into a place that felt alive – a vibrant heart beating within Lurella’s perfect white stone. It was also where Thom Braxis had been living for the past seven months.

			Beneath the shade of a sprawling holly tree, Thom sat on a curved marble bench, elbows on the table, the coarse paper of his letter catching the sunlight that filtered through the purple blossoms above. The soft burble of a nearby fountain mingled with the distant notes of a flute drifting down from the cliffside homes carved above. He didn’t notice, eyes trained on the letter to his parents he’d been trying to write for the past thirty minutes.

			He spun a pen around his thumb, irritably glancing up the cobbled path that led toward the Cliff Hearth Inn. Its inviting facade was half-hidden by flowering vines and the bright canopies of market stalls spilling into its courtyard. Thom watched the proprietor, Sabrina, rotate around the tables, serving her patrons with as much efficiency as he’d come to expect. He put his pen back to the sheet of paper.

			Honoured parents, I offer my greetings, and hope that health and guile serve you in equal stead. My penance continues in a manner I believe serves the interest of the Legacy. I make inroads to advance my fortunes, while ensuring I remain in the background of events. I would not further risk our reputation, yet neither am I content to linger on inaction. To this, I am writing to ask when you imagine my position as a penitent might be concluded? To have a goal would lift my spirits, which I hope would be in your minds. Perhaps with such … 

			Thom stopped. And laid the pen down angrily.

			He had no idea why he was doing this. He doubted very much that his spirits would be in his parents’ minds. He had always failed to live up to their standards. His Root had never developed to a satisfactory degree. He had failed to show the right intellect to enter the officer echelons of the Battalions. Instead, he’d loved duelling and working with his aunt. Neither of those things could they brag about at Legacy functions.

			Now he was stuck in disgrace. Punished for a small offence.

			He sighed, abandoning the letter, thinking of coincidence. That he should meet Emilia Firebird, the Terrius composer who had created the music that got him into trouble, seemed impossible.

			The world works in mysterious ways, he thought grumpily. He ignored the pile of scrunched-up drafts at the end of the table. Midday sun gleamed through the leaves and thicket of branches, enhancing a beautiful scene that Thom had grown weary of. He longed for the cool confines of the Braxis Estate. He missed his comforts, the familiar setting he had grown up with.

			What the fuck was he meant to do?

			Thom opened the top buttons of his duelling jacket. A faint sheen of sweat covered his forehead. He collected the discarded pile, but left the current letter where it was for now. A couple of Legacy affiliates wandered by, a servant carrying shopping trailing behind them. He spied a new crowd of people moving through the park, signs held in their hands and red fabric tied around their arms.

			An anti-Terrius march, all chatting and stopping for a rest in Evensong.

			Thom watched them distantly, not really invested either way.

			‘You look like you need something?’

			He glanced up at Sabrina with affection. She looked cheerful and tired, as all innkeepers seemed to be.

			‘Do you have any rince?’ he said half-joking. ‘I’m looking to get drunk.’

			‘You don’t want any of that,’ Sabrina chided. ‘It’ll take off the inside of your throat.’

			‘Some food will be fine.’

			‘I’ll bring a plate out,’ she reassured him, before moving off to greet the throng of anti-Terrius protestors a couple of tables away. He looked up at the gleaming cliff wall, reflecting the sun like a blazing mirror. He idly wondered which house was Lamourney’s. He knew she had a house somewhere in the area, and was the one who had recommended the Cliff Hearth Inn as a place to stay. He dropped his attention back to the letter and prepared to scrunch it up. Before he did, his gaze alighted on a trio of people picking their way through the trees toward him.

			It was Fenne. Leading a surprising pair.

			‘A flat section of the city fell, and it’s left this gorgeous little pocket within the district,’ Fenne explained cheerfully, as she led Swan and Emilia along a cobbled path. They both wore simple cloaks to cover their black attire. They seemed like casual tourists, rather than emissaries of Eron’s greatest rival. They hugged the near side of the cliff wall, passing stone benches and tables beneath dappled boughs.

			‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ Swan confessed, eyes drawn up the wall. Her face shone with innocent wonder at the small stream that raced downward into a large pool that itself further led to the numerous fountains. ‘Who gets to live here?’

			‘Most of the homes are passed between families,’ Fenne said. ‘They go back centuries.’

			‘What’s that?’ Emilia asked as they passed a large wooden bandstand hung with yellow gauze beneath the trees. The sound of music trailed from it as people could be seen relaxing with instruments in hand.

			‘The Loom Pavilion. You can come and watch shows and performances every afternoon and evening.’

			Emilia stared appreciatively at it, as Fenne spied the approaching veranda of the inn. Sunlight glinted off its hanging glass lanterns which cast the creeping vines in delicious illumination. It was crowded, everyone enjoying the sun, including a group of people nearby with signs lying in the grass. They had red cloth tied in strips to their arms.

			Fenne immediately sobered. Not wanting to worry the Terrius women, she ushered them onward before they could notice, heading for the inn. Almost as though she’d manifested him, Fenne saw Thom himself, relaxing on a bench, regarding them with amused disbelief.

			‘Here he is,’ Fenne called, taking them over. Swan and Emilia spotted him, and laughed.

			‘What a coincidence,’ Emilia chuckled.

			Thom stood smoothly and offered a bow. He looked as though the same thought had crossed his mind. Surprised, Fenne glanced between them.

			‘A pleasure to see you again.’ He waved a hand to the bench opposite him. ‘Sit with me, please.’

			Swan and Emilia did so, Fenne sliding in beside him.

			‘You really did make friends,’ she quipped.

			‘I can’t help it,’ Thom said easily. ‘Though I’m surprised to see two Terrius are attempting to discreetly explore Lurella.’

			‘Swan dragged me into this,’ Emilia groaned.

			The woman levelled her rose eyes at Thom. ‘Should we leave?’

			Fenne watched Thom swallow nervously.

			‘We’ll just keep a low profile,’ he managed.

			‘You live here then?’ Emilia asked. ‘Don’t you have a Legacy here in the city? Why aren’t you living there?’

			A good question, Fenne thought to herself.

			‘My family likes certain generations to leave and make their own way in the city before settling down in the estate,’ Thom said with a rueful expression. ‘Expanding horizons and perspective, all that sort of thing.’

			Keeping a studiously blank face, Fenne watched the Terrius buy it.

			‘We have similar sentiment in our realm,’ Swan chipped in.

			‘We grow in hardship, to better know serenity in peace,’ Emilia added.

			‘The Binding?’ Thom asked.

			‘Visions of Aeternity.’

			‘Your Lady Martyr’s passages, isn’t that?’

			They nodded, faces serious. ‘The words of prophecy and doctrine.’

			‘The Lady Martyr was the founder of Terrius, wasn’t she?’ Fenne said curiously. ‘An oracle of some kind, I read.’

			Swan and Emilia fell into attitudes of reverence, as though the mere mention of the name prompted instinctive reaction.

			‘The Risen Warrior, overthrower of our ancient oppressors,’ Swan began.

			‘First free woman of the red plains, founder of the Crimson Court.’

			‘An impressive person,’ Thom commented. He slid the piece of paper on the table into his lap. ‘She could see the future, right?’

			Both Terrius made a face.

			‘She had the Root of Revelation,’ Swan said, almost irritably. ‘But it’s not like seeing the future in the sense most think of. She had glimpses of prophecy, portents of what could happen, rather than witnessing grand events years in advance. All things are connected in a vast aetheric lattice of connectivity. One touch upon a thread will send patterns that end in potential futures.’

			‘Sounds complicated,’ Fenne said with a grin.

			Swan nodded, face deep in thought.

			‘The Root of Revelation is said to change over time,’ she said softly. ‘It is only in her final days that the Lady Martyr witnessed the Visions of Aeternity. She recorded them, and laid them in writing for her sisters to read. Many have come true.’ Swan hesitated, face conflicted by some internal struggle. ‘It took her a lifetime to learn and hone this blessing. It’s not easy …’ Emilia laid a hand on her arm supportively as she stopped.

			Thom and Fenne exchanged a glance, unsure what to make of it.

			‘Is everything in this city made of white stone?’ Emilia said, changing the subject deliberately.

			‘Lurella was a major city of the Noble Dynasty before its destruction,’ Thom replied, ‘and was built in the general style of the empire, I believe. It’s a type of marble. Very durable. Though the largest buildings are made of royal obsidian.’

			The Terrius nodded at that.

			‘All of our capital, Carmine, is constructed from obsidian,’ Emilia commented. ‘It was the preference of the Noblite ruling class to reside in buildings constructed of the black stone. The white marble –’ Emilia scrunched up her face distastefully – ‘it’s so crude.’

			‘It’s hard to look at,’ Swan admitted. ‘Where we’re from, white is an offensive colour.’

			Fenne frowned. ‘Offensive, why?’

			‘White is the colour of our ancient oppressors, the Imperial Dynasty,’ Swan said ardently, an expression of hate flashing across her face. ‘The tyrants that subjected our nation to misery wore white, and ruled in white.’

			‘When the Lady Martyr led our women to freedom, she ruled that white would only be worn by those in remembrance of past triumph, and black would be the attire of the Crimson Court.’ Emilia clicked her tongue as she said this, almost in satisfaction.

			‘The senior clergy and commanders of the Red Host would wear red, and the rulers of our realm would be permitted to weave gold into their clothing.’

			‘So,’ Emilia concluded, ‘you see why we avoid white. We have reclaimed our freedom and now wear the myriad colours denied before.’

			Fenne smiled. ‘You turned it into something to be proud of.’

			They nodded.

			‘I’ve always thought you’d fit with these figures of history,’ Thom smirked at Fenne. ‘So much ambition, ready to seize the world by the horns.’

			‘You think the Lady Martyr and I would have been friends?’ Fenne said disbelievingly.

			‘Definitely,’ Swan said with a smile. ‘She would welcome all sisters of strength.’

			Fenne ducked her head. ‘I think Thom is taking the piss.’ She punched him on the arm, making him yelp.

			‘I’m not,’ he protested. ‘Fenne “Triumphant”. You’d fit right in with the legends of the First Era.’ He pretended to list them off on his fingers. ‘The Lady Martyr, Shife Kuro, the Empress of Thunder, the Immemorial Elder and the other Drakes …’

			‘Excuse me,’ Swan interrupted. ‘What did you say?’

			Thom paused. ‘I was joking about …’

			‘No,’ Swan said quickly, face intense. ‘What was that third one you said?’

			Fenne and Emilia eyed the woman, while Thom uncertainly straightened.

			‘I … the Empress of Thunder, I think I said third …’ he trailed off.

			Swan stared at him. ‘Who is that?’

			Thom glanced around at the group. Fenne shrugged, not knowing the name either.

			‘It was the title given to the old Empress of the Exalted Dynasty,’ he said carefully, obviously unsure if he’d said something wrong. ‘While she ruled, she was simply known as such, but as rebellion spread throughout the east, her forces began to use storms to ravage our armies. Roots that could manipulate lightning and rain, huge aetheric attacks that manifested as storm fronts. They were heralded by the sound of thunder –’ he held out his hands at that – ‘and so, the Empress of Thunder became her new title.’

			‘I’ve never heard that,’ Fenne said with interest.

			‘I think the Insorians coined it,’ Thom explained. ‘They’re the only nation that still fight the Exultant remnants up north, so not really any reason for you to have heard it. My aunt used to use her as the monster when she told me stories, back when I was young.’

			Swan was quiet, face troubled, as though something about this title had been notable to her. A wind rustled the trees fitfully. A couple of the nearby protestors stood up and collected their signs. It looked like they might be about to start parading around the park. With a slightly nervous glance, Thom jerked his head toward the cliff face.

			‘Would you like to see more of the city?’ he enquired. ‘There’s plenty more that’s worth a look.’

			‘Fenne brought us past the Loom Pavillion,’ Emilia responded eagerly. ‘Perhaps you could show me that?’

			‘I was thinking perhaps slightly further,’ Thom answered, eyes darting to the anti-Terrius group.

			‘I’d love you to show me,’ Emilia implored him, batting her eyes. Unable to resist, Thom relented with a laugh, and stood, holding out an arm.

			‘This way,’ he said, and the pair set off. He gave Fenne a backward look of warning, jerking his chin at the protestors. Fenne subtly nodded. As the pair strode off into the park, Swan leant forward, putting her elbows on the table.

			‘Do you think peace can be found between my realm and Eron?’

			The question came out of the blue.

			‘Why are you asking me?’ Fenne said slowly.

			Swan chewed her lip.

			‘You’re not from my realm or here, and I worry there are too many secrets on both sides,’ she began. ‘Our realms have mistrusted each other for decades, and now, I don’t know if either party can be trusted to act in the best interest of the realms.’

			Fenne said nothing, sensing Swan had more to say. The Terrius’s pink eyes glittered with burdening thoughts she could not ignore.

			‘Since my … since the Queen Marshall was murdered, all of Terrius believed that Eron was responsible. But after years of searching, we have no clearer idea of who the assassin was. No proof either way, whether Eron was behind it. Now the Crimson Court is united in its demands for peace, content to forget that a noble, beautiful sister was murdered.’ Swan paused, voice thick. ‘I don’t wish for war, but I do wish for justice. Is that wrong?’

			Fenne contemplated Swan’s words.

			‘I trust in people to do the right thing,’ she began. ‘I’m about to take over responsibility of the 3rd Pit of Lurella, and I have no idea if I’ll be any good at it. But I’m going to take things one step at a time and just keep moving forward. I’ve never been in a war, but I know from what I’ve heard that it is an ugly thing. Avoiding the bloodshed that would occur if Terrius and Eron truly faced each other on the battlefield, feels like a type of justice to me.’

			Swan nodded, not in agreement, but simple acknowledgement.

			‘Would Kratossif fight for Eron?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ Fenne admitted. ‘The council of Zahir tries to be impartial in all things.’

			‘They wouldn’t be given a choice,’ Swan murmured. ‘There could be no neutrality in such an event. Terrius would demand allegiance and any refusal would be punished.’

			Fenne said nothing, mind troubled. Swan sighed, her young face too shadowed with burdens. ‘You said earlier you came here to achieve things,’ she said. ‘Why couldn’t you do that in Zahir?’

			Fenne hesitated. The guilt she spent so much time avoiding tapped on her heart, demanding to be let in. As she sat amongst beautiful trees, and bubbling fountains, she let her head fall.

			‘There’s only duty in Zahir,’ she said flatly, ‘and I ran from it.’

			Swan tilted her head. ‘What do you mean?’

			Fenne took a deep breath, uncomfortably trying to explain. ‘When you’re young, the council of Zahir encourages you to explore the world and gather experiences. Whether that’s within Kratossif or outside the realm, it doesn’t matter. They just want you to find ways to expand your consciousness, develop an appreciation of what we’re trying to protect by denying the advance of the Arid Sea. Some go to the archipelagos of Quate, and sail for a time, learning the trade of the open sea. Others go north to the People’s Kingdom of Insor, and fight against the remnants of the Exalted Dynasty with the Kings Guard.’

			Swan listened silently. Fenne continued.

			‘But once you become an adult, anyone with aetheric skill has to join the Sentinels. It’s non-negotiable. We need every set of hands we can find to stop the desert. It’s a sacred duty, a tradition and a calling all at once. Passed down from Kraton to Kraton, with every citizen taking pride in being part of a greater purpose. My Root is very strong. It helped me become the champion of the Iron Circuit in Kratossif, which brought me to the point where I had to join the Sentinels. I’d delayed as long as I could.’

			‘What happened?’ Swan said quietly.

			‘I left,’ Fenne confessed. ‘Two of my friends have a caravan that makes regular runs between Zahir and Lurella. I’d known them for years. The day before I was due to join the Sentinels, I went to say goodbye. Instead, they offered me a ride north.’ She paused, her mouth gritty with shame. ‘I was so afraid that I would get stuck in one place, that I ran away from everything I’d ever known.’

			Swan’s eyes shimmered. ‘Do you regret it?’

			Fenne went to say yes, but she couldn’t get the words out. She was sitting in an incredible city, with a charismatic Terrius woman, about to assume a role that many would kill for.

			She shook her head. ‘No. That’s why I feel guilty. If I regretted it, maybe I could return, but instead it’s like I’m some poor excuse for a Kraton.’

			Swan’s expression was inscrutable. ‘Can you go back?’

			Fenne blinked rapidly. ‘Even if I could, I don’t know how I could face them.’

			Swan reached down, lifted a long metal staff and laid it on the table.

			‘This was my mother’s,’ she said softly. ‘She bore it for many years, as did the sisters that came before. Now it is mine, and the duty it carries is a burden I do not know if I am strong enough to carry. But while you live, there is always a chance. While breath fills your lungs, you can keep trying. You can return home, one day. I believe that.’

			Fenne felt the young woman’s words wash over her, so much wiser than her appearance would suggest.

			‘I hope so.’

			They lapsed into a deeper silence this time. It wasn’t uncomfortable; it felt healing in some way. Full of understanding. In that quiet, Thom and Emilia returned.

			‘I think you should call it a day,’ he said, casting a look at the protestors. ‘These two are at more risk than they think.’

			Fenne grudgingly nodded, but before she could say anything else, a powerful voice called out.

			‘Dancer!’

			They turned to see Luck Lamourney herself approaching, shadowed by the small child with bright blue eyes called Hedger, the one who had stolen Virel’s dagger. She had a sack on her back and directed a moody glare at everyone except Lamourney.

			‘Sabrina told me you were out here,’ Lamourney barked, stopping before them. ‘I have a new bout to discuss if you want the slot.’

			‘I want the slot,’ Thom confirmed vigorously.

			She grunted and pointed toward the inn itself. ‘Let’s get some food, I’m starving.’

			The child behind her pulled on the edge of her top. ‘I want to climb some trees.’

			‘Then do so,’ Lamourney replied brusquely, before walking off with Thom toward the inn without a word of greeting to Fenne. Hedger followed grumpily.

			Fenne glowered after them as they marched toward the inn.

			‘Who was that?’ Emilia asked.

			‘Luck Lamourney,’ she said shortly. ‘Head of the Iron Circuit in Lurella.’

			There was a pause.

			‘That was Luck Lamourney?’ Swan said slowly.

			‘The Hero of Victory Square?’ added Emilia with a trace of awe.

			A shadow fell over the table.

			Fenne looked up to see Virel. The sun was lower now, peering through the gaps in the boughs above, and his face was cast in shadow. Fenne stared at him, perplexed.

			‘Virel? What are you doing here?’

			Swan and Emilia said nothing, watching him cautiously. He seemed distracted, his eyes drifting around.

			‘Have you seen her?’ he asked intently. ‘The thief?’

			Fenne studied him warily.

			‘Yes, she’s here. How did you know?’

			His gaze flicked to her.

			‘I can sense her. She shines like the stars.’ After a moment he added, ‘Briar is on his way.’

			Fenne felt her calm drain away. ‘What?’

			‘One of his coterie followed you from the Cathedral. They must have seen you here with Thom and gone back to get him.’

			Fenne cursed.

			‘Shit.’ She whirled to the Terrius. ‘Stay here, all right?’

			She dashed off toward the Cliff Hearth Inn.

			‘Maybe we should leave,’ Emilia said.

			Swan didn’t answer. She stared at the pale man called Virel.

			The light carved his face into angles that held her attention. He seemed tired, aching for a soft bed in which to lay his head. His eyes were dark and fathomless, but contained a spark of energy that was waiting to be ignited. It was the strangest feeling, like she was pulled toward him in a way she couldn’t fully describe.

			‘Swan,’ Emilia said urgently. ‘Are you listening to me?’

			She twisted round to face her friend.

			‘What?’ Swan said stupidly.

			‘We should go,’ Emilia repeated through gritted teeth.

			Swan darted a glance at the inn toward which Fenne had raced off.

			‘They’ll be back in a moment,’ she said distantly. ‘I don’t want to run off without saying goodbye.’

			Emilia relented, looking deeply concerned. As she did, Virel’s eyes slid to Swan. She took a breath, chest tight. She had an urge to reach out and touch him. To trace a palm over his face.

			But she didn’t say anything, struck dumb.

			Fenne strode inside the inn.

			It was carved directly into the white stone of Evensong. It exuded a rustic warmth, the walls retaining the natural grain of the stone, polished to a soft gleam and adorned with woven tapestries depicting scenes of Lurella’s history. Some plates of food were ready on the bar, where Thom and Lamourney were speaking animatedly. Hedger sat on a nearby chair, her legs dangling as she stared off into space.

			‘Thom,’ Fenne called out. ‘Briar’s on his way here to beat the living shit out of you.’

			He raised his eyes to the sky in exasperation. ‘I hate that little fucking shit-stain.’

			‘You should go,’ Fenne urged.

			A couple of patrons, singing a bawdy song, strolled past. As they did, Thom looked to the outside.

			‘I’m not running away,’ he hissed, and strode out.

			Fenne put her hands on her hips in frustration.

			‘Wind damn him.’

			‘He’s going to get himself in trouble,’ Lamourney commented, picking at the food on one of the plates. Fenne eyed her, then stepped closer.

			‘Why did you change the duel?’

			Lamourney stopped.

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘My final duel. You persuaded me to fight Virel, who’s outside looking for your child, by the way, and then you swapped the duellist at the last minute. Why did you do it?’

			‘Hedger is not my child,’ Lamourney snapped. ‘And I can run the Iron Circuit in any way I want.’

			Neither of them saw Hedger’s face twist in hurt at that comment, her small legs ceasing to swing on the chair. Fenne tried to remain calm.

			‘I understand that. But you said you wanted a spectacle, something to sell tickets. Why did you change my opponent?’

			‘It’s my decision.’

			‘Yes. I know. That’s not what I’m asking.’ Fenne had to restrain herself from shouting. ‘Lamourney. Why did you swap Virel out at the last minute? Did he ask you to?’

			‘That man asked you to change it.’

			The small voice cut across their conversation. Both women turned to look at Hedger in the chair beside them.

			‘What?’ Fenne said.

			Hedger glared at Lamourney.

			‘The Merit-Elector asked you to change the duel. Constantine. He said it was the right thing to do.’

			‘Is that true?’ Fenne demanded.

			Lamourney had a bizarre expression. It was a mixture of irritation and total confusion.

			‘Yes,’ she dredged up, ‘Constantine did ask me to change your opponent.’

			Fenne glared at her, baffled.

			‘Then why did you lie? Why didn’t you just tell me?’

			Lamourney blinked. ‘I thought …’ she tailed off as though she didn’t know.

			There were shouts outside.

			‘Their faith, our pain! Their faith, our pain!’

			Swan sat stiffly on the bench beside Emilia. It had all gone downhill fast. A nearby crowd had suddenly started chanting, anti-Terrius placards held high. They began to march around the park. At the same time, a trio of finely dressed Order affiliates, including the man who had been with Staiyen in the Cathedral, had swaggered up and begun taunting Virel and Thom as he swept back to the table.

			Thom had placed himself protectively at the other end of the table, physically blocking the newcomers. The handsome one running his mouth was clearly in charge, his lackeys flanking him. The woman to his right looked like a relation of some kind. The third sneered with a thug’s dumb confidence. Emilia was stock-still beside her, completely thrown by events. Swan had to get them out of this shitstorm.

			‘You’ve been a slippery fuck, but you’ve run as far as you can,’ the leader sneered. ‘I thought your friend might lead us to your doorstep.’

			Thom squared up. ‘There’s nothing for you here, Briar.’

			‘We came for you, and the wind dumped an added bonus in our laps,’ Briar crowed, gesturing to Virel who silently watched the exchange. ‘I’ve been considering what appropriate justice for you might be,’ Briar mused nastily, his hand lingering on his rapier hilt. ‘Why don’t I lay out the suggestions and you can decide between the options?’

			‘Are you so devoid of honour you’d brawl in public and avoid the arena?’ Thom said angrily. ‘Not that you could even hope to best me one-on-one.’

			Emilia was quiet as a mouse, staring between Briar and the protestors with fear. Swan was trying to stay calm, but anger was bubbling away. The threat of the protestors was nothing compared to the indignity of having to listen to their pathetic chanting.

			Briar stepped closer to Thom. ‘I have trained with a blade since the day I could wield it. I would leave you in so many pieces not even your harem of sluts could recognize what was left.’

			Swan felt rage immediately erupt, and before she was even aware of her actions she furiously rose to her feet.

			‘You are an insipid wretch who would not be fit to lick my boots clean.’

			No one said anything. Emilia was frozen in shock, Thom looking round in disbelief. Even Virel glanced at her dubiously. Briar stared for a second, then bellowed with laughter.

			‘Who are these women you’ve found for yourself? So arrogant they think they can hide their insults behind your fragile figure.’

			The protestors had come closer, still chanting their slogan, ‘Their faith, our pain! Their faith, our pain!’ as though the bond her sisters and she shared with the Mistral had anything to do with these blind fools. Swan regarded Briar with complete disdain.

			‘In a mere moment exposed to your presence, I have discovered to what depths a man might sink to. I scorn you, sir.’

			She spoke to him as though she were publicly challenging a sister in the Crimson Court, wagering it would provoke in the same way. She was correct. Briar went white with anger. He stepped forward, fist going to his blade. Swan’s entire mind rocked with aetheric energy as her Root surged to life.

			The portent hit …

			
			Rose lines detached from grey reality.

			Briar lunged.

			Thom fell back.

			Emilia was struck.

			Her cloak was torn aside.

			They were revealed.

			Swan felt an implosion beside her.

			A hand reached out and …

			

			… the present slammed back, as the portent withdrew toward Swan. The sunlight warped as an aetheric magnitude force cut through it. The air ripped from Swan’s chest. A wave of indescribable aetheric sensation grasped at her soul and an expanding bow wave slammed into people all around. The entire mob of protestors collapsed. The air filled with cries as anyone nearby toppled to the grassy earth. Swan’s skin felt as though it was on fire.

			A hand of incandescent heat gripped her wrist.

			Swan slowly looked up into the once dark eyes of Virel. They were now the purest gold, a shining and vibrant hue that rippled like mercury. His face was carved from marble, beautiful, handsome, and everything in between. His weariness had vanished like gossamer silk on the storm as his skin glowed with vibrancy. Swan lost all sense of her surroundings as this perfect face captured her.

			Dread scarred his expression.

			His face was contorted by panic, as though something he’d long been running from had finally caught him. His hand gripped her wrist with compelling strength, yet it wavered. Fragile in its authority. They stared at each other for a moment longer, the air crackling. A tiny wisp of pink aether curled between them.

			‘Are you okay?’ Virel whispered from exquisite lips.

			Swan couldn’t breathe. ‘My portent … what did you do to it?’

			He let go. The sudden absence of his hand made her heart ache. Emilia had fallen to the ground, trickles of blood running from her nose. Thom and the newcomers had all been violently sick and were still retching on to the ground. Further away on other benches, Swan could see many others were either motionless or weakly staggered about.

			Dizzily, Swan twisted back to Virel. ‘That’s never … before. What happened?’

			His eyes glittered as he absorbed her.

			‘I don’t know,’ he murmured.

			Virel shifted like water, his breath light and fast, a meld between joy and shock on his face. He adjusted in lightning-quick motions, his eyes darting away from her to look at the world around him. Swan tried to stand, but realized she was exhausted. A drop of blood hit the table. She lifted a hand to dab at her nose. It was bleeding.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Virel whispered back. His voice made her tremble, the pull toward him even stronger.

			Swan lifted a feeble hand. ‘You’re beautiful …’

			Virel’s mouth opened and she was mesmerized by the way his face moved and the curves of his cheekbones.

			‘Thom!’

			Swan watched Virel’s head whip around to the tavern. She stared at him desperately. He met Swan’s gaze one last time, then turned and ran faster than anything she’d ever seen, his form blurring into the dappled sunlight and shadow.

			Virel disappeared like a shadow across Evensong.

			‘Are you okay?’ Fenne asked Lamourney, who was almost dragging Hedger.

			‘I don’t know.’ Lamourney looked feverish. Hedger was deathly quiet, stumbling along pale-faced. All across the vicinity, people exhibited similar symptoms. They slumped against tables and lay on the grass covering their eyes. Emilia was caught up in the bench, have fallen backwards. Briar and his companions were being sick on the grass.

			Fenne had never seen anything like it.

			‘What in the wind?’ She got no response. Staying calm, she stepped up to Swan and clamped a hand under her shoulder. ‘You have to leave! You can’t be found here!’

			Fenne watched the fugue clear just enough from Swan’s mind that she took in what she was saying. Her eyes flicked to the iron grip Fenne had round her arm.

			‘Let go of me,’ she said with a weak voice that still managed to sound commanding. Fenne released her. Swan levered herself up and stepped toward the limp form of Emilia. Between them, they hoisted her up.

			‘Are you going to be okay?’ Fenne said quickly, glancing around at the human detritus about them. Luckily, it looked like all the protesters were still out of it.

			‘We’ll be fine,’ Swan said, shaken but alert. ‘I’ll head back to where we’ve been housed.’

			They stared at each other for a moment, then the Terrius women staggered their way across the grass. Fenne turned to check on Thom. Lamourney had her hand around his arm.

			‘Go. I’ve got him,’ Lamourney snapped. ‘You don’t want to be here when Briar gets back up.’

			With a lingering final look at Thom, Fenne gave a sharp nod and strode away. She strode past fallen bystanders, getting clear of the scene.

			‘On your feet, Braxis!’

			Lamourney wrenched Thom off the bench. He slid out like a sack of vegetables, moaning as his legs scrabbled to find purchase on the ground. A line of spittle hung from his mouth as he mumbled.

			‘I feel fucking awful …’

			‘Move now. Do you want to be at another mess involving a Saturi?’ She looked around. ‘Hedger, we’re leaving.’ She drove a fast pace, desperately trying to get Thom out of there before the city guard stumbled upon the scene. People watched them leave, some pointing.

			‘Isn’t that … ?’

			‘Luck Lamourney?’

			‘Is it an attack …’

			The mismatched trio half ran through Evensong, the grass flying underfoot as Lamourney led them toward a gap between two buildings off the park. No one caught up with them and Thom finally managed to regain some remnant of awareness.

			‘I feel like someone scooped out my soul,’ he groaned.

			They crowded into the alley out of sight, the dark walls of buildings looming high beside them. Hedger ran past and flattened herself against the wall. Lamourney glared at Thom.

			‘Once again you stick your nose out too far,’ she spat. ‘This is how you got saddled with penance, by thinking you can operate outside the rules of Lurella. In future, stay away from Briar Saturi! Do you hear me?’

			Thom panted, one hand against the wall. ‘Fine.’

			‘Get out of here.’

			He staggered out of the alley. Lamourney pressed her hands to her temples. The nausea was fading, but it felt like her bones were aching. The sound of an animal whining entered her ears. She turned. There was a large dog deeper into the gloom of the alleyway, hackles up, a low growl rumbling from its throat. Two mewling puppies were hunched behind it, tiny little balls of fur, whining in fear. The sound raised goosebumps. The dog kept growling, a vicious sound leaking from between its bared canines.

			Hedger was sitting very close to them.

			Staying calm, Lamourney reached out a hand.

			‘Come here.’

			No response. Hedger was rocking, her eyes squeezed shut.

			‘Hedger, look at me.’

			Lamourney realized the whining was coming from Hedger, not the puppies. A faint moan that made her skin crawl. Lamourney’s breath fogged in the air. The temperature had plummeted. She swallowed, fear washing over her. She carefully reached out to pull Hedger away from the dog.

			‘I’ve got you.’

			Her hand touched the girl’s shoulder. Hedger’s eyes snapped open. Raised veins of cobalt fractured her face. The eyes were the blue of a winter’s sky and as cold as the depths of the North Sea. A patina of frost spread like a rash over Lamourney’s face and body.

			‘Unhand me.’ 

			It was a voice older than the world. The small hand of Hedger shoved Lamourney’s chest. The breath was pummelled from her. She crashed backward, an eruption of ice snapping over the floor and walls and across her body. Lamourney hissed as her skin blistered as though exposed to sub-zero winds. A gale-force blizzard exploded around them. Hedger leered at Lamourney with a grotesquely distorted face. Her eyes widened horrifically, filling her face. They were gaping voids into a bottomless firmament.

			The dog howled as she fearfully protected her pups.

			‘Hedger, please!’ Lamourney cried. The girl that was-and-wasn’t Hedger looked back at her with those awful eyes uncomprehendingly. Lamourney manifested her Root with anguish, the destructive power surging into life. She had to do it. Hedger was out of control, her powers too wild. Lamourney had guarded her as long as she could, but it was too late. Hedger was no longer a child, merely a conduit for raw aether.

			‘Bengen,’ Lamourney breathed out in fear, as her terrifying Root took essence in her shaking hand. The mother dog lunged forward. Its teeth savagely sank into Hedger’s leg. The child screamed in pain. The world reversed. The wind fell, the ice evaporated. The frost immediately coursed into Hedger as she twisted away from the dog. Lamourney saw the child’s face snap back into the frightened visage of a little girl, desperately trying to get away.

			Lamourney reached out, and unleashed her Root. The dog inverted with a sickening crack of gore and bone. Viscera spattered everywhere, coating the floor. Blood fountained up the walls. Hedger collapsed whimpering, grasping at her bloodied leg.

			Lamourney tried to rise. Everything hurt.

			‘Hedger …’

			The girl snivelled. Lamourney’s breath caught as she met her eyes. They looked completely normal, the right size, the ordinary blue. Hedger looked to the vile puddle of meat that had once been the mother dog. Its puppies were whining hysterically, casting their small heads around for a mother that was no longer there.

			Hedger looked back at Lamourney.

			‘You killed it,’ she whispered.

			‘Let me check your leg.’

			Hedger shook her head and backed away from her. Lamourney’s heart broke as she saw the terror in the girl’s eyes.

			‘No,’ Hedger mumbled.

			‘Come back, Hedger. Please!’ she begged her. But Hedger ran as fast as she could and disappeared.
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			Of saints and sirens

			Later that day

			Swan stared out of the narrow window, looking anywhere other than the study Morain had made her quarters. The antechamber was austere and spartan in its decor. It was on the top floor of the estate that the Terrius had been allocated. Despite its large and no doubt impressive construction at one point in history, it was filled with so much dust in the corners it obviously hadn’t been used in years.

			A veiled insult from the Eronese, to assign them such a dump rather than premises that befitted their worth.

			Swan craned to hear the raised voices from within the study. It was guarded by the two Sanguine, Tyol and Jerandea, who were also the personal guards for General Kleodo and Ambassador Esther. They spoke quietly to each other, ignoring her. Defiance leant against the wall.

			Swan’s wrist still burned from where Virel’s hand had grasped it.

			The flight back to the estate felt hazy. She’d acted on instinct, rushing from one street to the next, trying to find anything that looked familiar. They’d come upon the road the Lurellans called the Noble Avenue and found sanctuary in the late afternoon. Her stomach twinged from the aftershocks of whatever it was that had happened at Evensong. Her thoughts strayed back to Virel. Her portent had been warped by something he did, as though the eruption of aether her Root had caused had been a trigger of some kind. Emilia had been in a poor state, forcing Swan to practically carry her.

			Worried, Swan darted a glance toward the study doors. Emilia had been in there for a while. Being made to go in separately felt dangerous to Swan. She knew Morain would be furious with her and didn’t want any of it taken out on the bard.

			A full argument had been occurring when they arrived back, the priestesses of the delegation vehemently demanding action over something. Their sudden reappearance had derailed that somewhat, yet the shouts continued, even while Emilia was apparently being chastised. Swan wasn’t sure what punishment they were going to receive for their actions. It had been stupid, risky. She knew that. Swan anxiously scratched her legs, peering out of the window at the setting sun. Lights twinkled across the surface of the dark city, a menagerie of different hues from standard fires and the eerie flames of Resonant braziers. There seemed to be no part of Lurella that wasn’t illuminated.

			The doors crashed open, and Rulele and Tacha sped past, faces determined. Confused, Swan glanced back to the open door of the study. She glimpsed Ambassador Esther and a couple of priestesses gesturing wildly and heard snatches of conversation.

			‘An emergence of such power is unheard of! For it to happen when we arrive is clearly a sign, or even destiny …’

			The door shut. After another minute, she heard a call from the study. Tyol immediately slipped inside. Swan heard some muffled voices, then Emilia stepped out. Her head was lowered, the bright clothes in stark contrast to the cowed way she was holding herself. She cradled her left hand.

			‘Emilia?’

			Her friend didn’t respond. Her fingers were mangled and broken. She quietly walked past, trembling.

			‘Are you okay?’ Swan asked urgently, reaching for her friend’s shoulder. Emilia didn’t meet her gaze. Tyol stepped out from the study.

			‘Heir apparent, step inside, please.’ Her voice was cold.

			Swan watched Emilia slowly walk into the hallway and disappear. She turned and glared at Tyol.

			Unimpressed, the Sanguine waited. With gritted teeth, Swan entered.

			The study had high ceilings, a few comfortable chairs dotted around, and a large table covered in papers placed in the centre and which General Kleodo leant on. Against the walls were massive banners of the Great Houses. The Heralding Glass from the Royal Hauler was positioned in the corner, liquid-mirror surface rippling gently. Morain was seated before the small group of Terrius clergy, who spoke animatedly.

			‘I hear you …’ Morain was saying, exasperated.

			‘We must save them from the Eronese,’ Esther insisted. ‘Bengen are treated like criminals by their church.’

			Morain waved a hand in exasperation. ‘Sisters have been sent to acquire the emergent saint, whoever it might be. Tacha and Rulele will succeed, I have faith in their abilities. Now, if you will excuse me.’ She turned to Swan with a grim look. Esther and the priestesses genuflected.

			‘My lady,’ they said respectfully, before filing out, though they regarded Swan with disapproval. She endured it. Eventually, silence returned, as Kleodo continued to sift through papers, and Morain stared at her. Swan could feel a vague threat humming through the air. She matched it with anger at Emilia’s treatment. In the Crimson Court, punishment was harsh, not vindictive. Breaking the fingers of a bard was cruel for no purpose other than spite. They clearly expected her to say something first, so she waited.

			Words finally came, unexpected.

			‘A Bengen was sensed mere hours ago while you were gallivanting about the city. The priestesses were in prayer to the Mistral when a Soulwright sensed the emergence,’ Morain said calmly.

			‘What?’ Swan said in shock.

			‘The aetheric signature was undeniable,’ Kleodo said gruffly, finally speaking up. ‘A wind-touched Saint is within our reach.’

			‘It is fate,’ Morain murmured. ‘For a Bengen to appear here, as we arrive, cannot be happenstance. The saint will be young, perhaps a child to release such a signature. They come so rarely now, as the Mistral weakens. We must take them in from these easterners who would imprison and taint the holy vessels with their false teachings.’

			Swan’s mind went back to Summer, the only Bengen she had ever met, riding to meet them on the Immemorial Elder’s back. Bengen were precious things, rare touchstones between mortality and the divine. Terrius had always carefully guarded such people, while the rest of Mycenia shied away, perturbed by the often-uncontrollable power they wielded.

			‘What did you imagine might happen, if two Terrius were discovered socializing with Lurellan citizens and concealing their identity?’ Morain asked dangerously.

			Swan’s heart lurched at the sudden shift in conversation.

			Morain clicked her tongue irritably. ‘When I said mingle, I did not mean leave the Cathedral. You decided to dally about the environs of the city for your own amusement.’

			‘We weren’t dallying.’

			Morain turned, eyes hard. ‘You should know better.’

			‘Will you break my fingers too?’ Swan spat.

			Crack.

			The back of Kleodo’s hand pummelled into Swan’s face. The blow was ferocious. Swan dropped to one knee and spat blood on to the ground.

			Morain was gazing at the Heralding Glass. A space had been cleared before it as though it had been recently used, perhaps to talk with Swan’s aunt in Terrius. Its liquid silver surface hypnotically rippled.

			‘To jeopardize our efforts, in some frivolous desire to explore the city is exactly what I warned you not to do. So much has come before this moment. It must not be ruined.’

			Swan wiped a hand over her mouth.

			‘Yes, Morain.’

			‘You will address her by her title,’ Kleodo snarled.

			Swan felt her face throb. ‘Yes, High Priestess.’

			Morain looked out over the skyline of the city.

			‘On the morrow, a ceremony of unity will occur. They call it a peace pledge, and it will take place in the Cathedral of Constant, beneath the gaze of the Mistral at its zenith. Under its munificent judgement, the Eronese wish to renew our oaths of unity.’

			‘I apologize for my mistake,’ Swan interjected. ‘My desire was to learn more about the city’s true nature. In that, I believe I succeeded.’

			Morain’s stare wasn’t as angry as Swan had expected.

			‘Perhaps. Until Rulele and Tacha return from their task to find the Bengen, you will remain here. Safe and contained.’

			Swan realized she had been stupid. Overtaken by emotion, instead of thinking of her sisters. She bowed in real apology, touching both thumbs to her heart.

			‘My Lady, I offer myself to your forgiveness.’

			Morain accepted her apology with cool sufferance, then turned to her general. ‘Kleodo, give us the room.’

			The woman shot a look at Morain.

			‘High Priestess?’

			‘The room, Kleodo. Absent yourself from it.’

			To her credit, Kleodo strode from the room without another word. The door clicked behind her. Swan waited apprehensively. The High Priestess stood, her expression guarded.

			‘Though your actions give me pause, there is no more time. Now is the hour in which you will be given greater understanding.’

			Swan nervously nodded.

			‘Yes, High Priestess.’

			‘You will shortly know more than nearly everyone in the Octet Alliance, about the future that comes for us.’ Morain rested a hand on the table. It landed next to the small wooden box that the Saint of Summer had given her in the Traverse. The High Priestess continued, ‘Go back to your rooms, prepare yourself. Tonight, we venture out into the city.’

			Swan stared at her. ‘Just us?’

			Morain turned to survey the city once more. ‘I will fetch you when it is time.’

			Swan had a thousand questions running through her head, but she kept them to herself.

			‘Yes, High Priestess.’

			Thoughts swirling, she crossed to the doors. As she reached out to grab the handle, she saw a small plaque fastened into the wood. A little bronze rectangle, with a line of text, and a name.

			You were dead already, only blind to its truth, and all that remains is the hour it shall claim you.

			Aetherist-Prime, Theodoral Fyrakin.

			

			Swan paused, staring at the words. The memory held within Defiance distantly stirred. It was similar, very similar to what the assassin had said to her mother. Those first words …

			‘You were dead already …’

			There could be no link. How would a small inscription in a dusty estate, given to them by the Lurellans, contain anything that linked to the words of her mother’s assassin? After a second, Swan shook her head. She was tired. She left the room.

			And prepared for the truth.

		
	
		
			ACT IV

			
			‘The Root of Theft, a shadow’s fleeting race,

			Runs through the dark where sun has lost its flame.

			Its desecration leaves a hollowed space,

			Where hope may dwindle, stripped of name and claim.

			Its path is chaos, wreathed in loss and shame,

			And those who follow find the light denied.

			Its theft consumes, yet none may turn aside.

			Run, only run, or face its endless snare,

			For none who linger may its wrath abide.’

			The Tale of the Mythic Roots

			

		
	
		
			‘Ruin. The calamity of our time.

			‘An event so monstrous it sundered the empire of empires. It marked the cataclysmic end of the First Era and the chaotic dawn of the Second. It toppled the Noble Dynasty in so little time, it is theorized that those who lived within the realm of Aeternity perished before they even knew the end had come. From the centre radiating outwards, the world fell into ruin.

			‘But what exactly was Ruin?

			‘An unknown catalyst initiated a destabilization in the balance of the Mistral, a phenomenon whose origins remain a subject of scholarly debate. This rupture unleashed a volatile surge of aetheric energy that ignited the minds of aetherists, causing insanity or death. It destroyed technology en masse, as most devices powered by aether exploded, melted, or disintegrated as the surging energy overloaded their aetherical workings. As aetherically tuned individuals perished in city-sized numbers, their aetheric signature corrupted the land, leaving them to forever haunt it and drive those who might stumble across them into the madness and horror they felt on death. In the aftermath, entire populations abandoned their homelands in search of safety, stability and resources. These ‘Great Migrations’ shaped the realms of the Second Era, leading to the formation of entirely new nations and cultures.

			‘We do not know what caused Ruin. Was it some action of the Noble Dynasty, too arrogant to believe that limits applied to them? Or did humanity find itself in the path of a natural phenomenon?

			‘I pray it was the former.

			‘What if the signs we see of the Mistral waning in strength were the signs the Noble Dynasty saw before their end? Was Ruin an isolated catastrophe?

			‘Or merely the first.’

			Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal
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			The wind can be fought over

			That night

			Hedger ran.

			She crashed into a wall as she took a corner too fast. A basket of refuse was sent flying as her foot clipped it. Another street, then another. Dark roads flashing by as she sped from shadow to shadow. The gloomy environs of Away pressed in around her. She stumbled, again. She went sprawling and scraped her palms. With a grunt of pain she clambered to her feet and ran on.

			Something was following her. She’d tried to lose it, but every time she thought she might have succeeded, a worry started scratching at her mind again.

			Terror propelled her onward. The whispers of the wind held at bay by her fear.

			Hedger listened intently. Nothing. She ran on. A man slammed his door as he saw her dark shape running down the road. She passed. Lungs burning, she staggered on to Ridiel Row, the smithy and other shops that were near the Wind Market. She squinted in the dark through hanging rows of tools that gently swung on hooks. There was no one around. Her legs cramped and she staggered on a few more steps before falling to her knees. Slumped against a closed shop front, Hedger took deep breaths.

			She just needed a second, then she could run again. It was eerily silent. Nothing but the creak of the smithy’s sign in the night.

			She heard a scrape.

			Hedger scrambled to her feet, utterly spent. She saw nothing but dark buildings and the unlit forge, coals burned down low and barely glowing. The rare lantern casting a feeble glow. She turned back the other way from the direction she’d been running.

			Two shapes emerged from out of the darkness. Black material swathed every part of them, and hoods were up, obscuring their faces. They had swords. Her breathing became harsh and ragged in her throat. They advanced slowly, footsteps quiet on the flagstones. One held an item that emitted a strange hum as it pointed toward Hedger. A wisp of smoke curled through the air from the dying forge coals.

			‘Stay back!’ Hedger stammered.

			The figures separated slightly. The one with the item extended it toward her. It lifted from their palm, a triangular krystal that hummed as it faced her direction. The figure paused, as though satisfied, then slipped it into a pocket. They drew back their hoods. Women. One stocky, the other cruel. Their faces were stretched with a reverence she didn’t understand. Hedger willed herself to run, but her body wouldn’t move. Terror had soaked through every part of her body from skin to bone. The rucksack full of scrap and salvage was heavy on her back, anchoring her to the spot. The two women’s breathing was steady, no sign that they had been chasing her.

			The stocky one raised her hands in a placating gesture, as if the girl were a wild animal that might bolt at any second.

			‘Do not be afraid,’ she said soothingly. ‘No harm will come to you.’

			Hedger didn’t believe her. The other woman spoke.

			‘You need not run anymore.’

			‘Why are you chasing me?’ Hedger said, voice cracking.

			The stocky one spoke again. ‘My name is Tacha, and this is Rulele.’ Her eyes were soft, but determined. ‘We are here to save you, honoured Bengen.’

			There was a flicker in the ebon night behind the pair. For a moment, Hedger thought she saw something move in the gloom.

			‘You aren’t safe here in this unclean city,’ Rulele said.

			‘They are heathens,’ Tacha continued.

			‘They are ignorant.’

			‘How could they understand the wonder before them?’

			‘The divine touch.’

			With each word, the women advanced. Hedger slipped and fell. She lay on the cold ground. She tried to get angry, but the fear was too strong and the whispers stayed far away. Though she couldn’t see it, her eyes spasmed in colour, lightening and darkening back and forth.

			‘You are wind-touched, child,’ Rulele murmured in wonder.

			‘That we have found you in time is a blessing.’

			‘We will take you in and protect you.’

			‘Teach you.’

			‘Save you.’

			Hedger shuddered at the sickly adoration that threaded their voices. A silhouette emerged silently from the dark behind the two women.

			‘You have something of mine,’ a voice said softly.

			The women whirled around and drew their swords with a metallic rasp. A figure stepped fully into the dim glow of a lantern. Hedger saw a man, clad in tight cloth and leathers. No ornamentation of any kind. A plain sword hilt jutted over his shoulder. It was the man she’d stolen a dagger from at the Caldera. The one Lamourney had called Virel. He almost blended in with the dark street.

			‘You will return what you stole from me,’ he said to her quietly.

			The women bristled as he ignored them.

			Hedger tried to work past the knot in her throat. ‘Save me and it’s yours,’ she said in a quavering voice.

			‘Walk away,’ Tacha growled, sword held threateningly.

			Virel seemed unmoved by her threat.

			Hedger darted a glance at the hunters. ‘If you help me, I’ll give it back to you.’

			He seemed dead, so little movement escaped him. The single lantern and diffused light from the moon barely illuminated the street.

			‘You have found yourself in a bad situation, Lurellan,’ Rulele hissed.

			Virel turned his attention to Rulele with the speed of a snake gliding across the floor.

			‘Surrender?’ he said so quietly Hedger almost didn’t hear it. He cocked his head, as though hearing something they couldn’t. ‘Do you not see that death lurks over your shoulder?’ he muttered to himself. The shadows seemed to be pulling into him.

			‘You are a long way from home, Terrius, are you not? Too far from safety to be making threats in the dark.’ Virel reached up and placed his hand upon the hilt of the sword over his shoulder. He drew it wearily, as though stiff. There were some strange blue lines marbled through the plain steel blade.

			‘You have chosen pain, then?’ Rulele said. ‘Pray to the Mistral that you find peace.’

			Virel closed his eyes. He definitely had more colour to his face, Hedger thought. He opened his eyes and she saw they were now bright and focused. She felt a very faint tug on her aether, so small she might have been imagining it.

			‘Prayer is meaningless. We are dead already, it is the truth that we must accept.’

			The night sighed with him in tenebrous agreement. The Sanguine coldly let the air run flat in the quiet sliver of calm before the storm.

			Hedger’s breath caught.

			They charged silently.

			Rulele jumped ahead, launching a flurry of strikes. Tacha bounded after her. Virel lashed out in response, the sword lancing out at her throat. Rulele sidestepped, striking out at his legs. Virel retreated, sweeping out wide to hold her back, only to have Tacha swing a blow with her heavy sword straight down. Virel barely got out of the way, and the weapon cracked the paving stone below them.

			Hedger watched rapt, forgetting her terror in the face of such extraordinary lethality.

			Virel spun round so both women were in front of him. They attacked together, familiar with each other’s movements. Virel laboured to match them. One of Rulele’s hits opened a cut on his thigh, but he didn’t make a sound. He deflected a side swipe from Tacha into the stall behind him. She burst a stall post into splinters.

			Hedger cried out as wood scattered. The women covered their eyes.

			Virel immediately weaved past Tacha, grabbing a handful of her robes and hauling her into the wreckage. As she fell, off balance, he struck. The steel dull in the shadowy atmosphere, he delivered a nasty gash on her back. She arched and tumbled down to one knee, while Rulele thrust forward aggressively, driving him back.

			Now Virel was closer to Hedger. Tacha heaved herself to her feet and moved back to Rulele’s side. He had taken some cuts, and seemed as though he was struggling to keep pace with them. The Terrius were focused, deadly. Tacha was sweating, a determined grimace on her face, the broadsword held down at her side. Rulele was grinning savagely, whipping her lighter blade in delicate patterns.

			Hedger saw her outline shimmer. With a red smear, Rulele split into two.

			Red tracery edged her outline and a second image of Rulele moved to the side. They moved in similar fashion, though not identical, and very faint scarlet aether ran along the edges of each image. Tiny crimson flickers reached into the air, resonating with an infernal glow, the street filling with new light.

			Virel waited, unmoved. The women charged again, Tacha sprinting and the twinned images of Rulele darting ahead, lines of crimson aether hanging in the air then fading.

			They were warriors. These were people who knew how to kill. There were no rules. The women were savage, working together well. Virel fought in silence. No changes in expression, just a quiet, methodical display of skill.

			But where Virel had stumbled, he now danced, using one body as a block to the others, revolving around them in pin-wheel movements. His balance was better, his speed increasing with each moment. Hedger watched him jump a low strike to his legs, bouncing from foot to foot while sweeping out toward the double of Rulele. The image jumped back, the red aether creating strange patterns through the air. He thrust, she parried, and he let the block twist him to her left.

			The image was caught off guard. Virel spun into her space, and he rammed the blade right up into its stomach. The other Rulele staggered as if in sympathy, Tacha too slow to stop it. It was visceral and sudden, a scream erupting from the image’s mouth as the weapon lifted her off her feet. The sound split the still air of the city.

			Hedger’s entire body shook. She’d forgotten, in the dazzling display of skill, that lives were on the line. The crimson tracers and skill of the fighters blinding her to the deadliness of what she was watching.

			Virel ripped the sword out and swept back, landing in front of the blacksmith’s smithy, the wide bed of coals smouldering. The stricken Rulele image dropped to its knees, and blurred, before imploding with a wisp of red light. The real Rulele was pale and breathing heavily, as if the destruction of her image had robbed her of some strength.

			Tacha glared uncertainly at Virel. He was getting faster and stronger. His eyes had tiny gold elements swimming in the iris. Hedger squinted at the cut on his leg from the earlier sword stroke and couldn’t see any blood running from it. He no longer held himself still, but swayed gracefully. He glanced up at the row of hanging smithy tools on hooks and lifted his hand. He idly ran a palm along, knocking them into each other, making a discordant chime.

			He looked at the women. ‘Did you imagine your lives would end this way?’

			Rage twisted Rulele’s features. Tacha’s confidence faded.

			‘Who are you?’ Tacha said, her voice strained.

			Hedger saw a tiny strand of red aether from the slain image of Rulele wind through the air and extend toward Virel. It reached for him, ravenously. It disappeared a couple of inches from his skin.

			Tacha grasped Rulele’s arm. ‘Sister, we must take the Bengen and go.’

			She shook her off. ‘You would run from this worm?’

			‘Our duty is the Bengen.’

			Rulele shook her head in disgust. ‘This man will die.’

			With the same blur as before, she shimmered and became two images with a coarse swirl of reddish aetheric energy.

			The images swapped places as they advanced, lashing quick strikes at Virel. He riposted, lancing toward the left one’s throat. She jumped out of the way. Virel turned and advanced rapidly on the right-hand image. Tacha waded in. Rulele backed up against the anvil and rolled over it, placing it between her and Virel. He vaulted over without hesitation and caught her by surprise, planting a kick in her sternum. There was a crack as something snapped within her chest. She was launched back into the bed of glowing coals. She landed with a shriek as the heat seared her skin.

			The other Rulele vaulted over the anvil, hacking with a backhanded stroke. Virel pirouetted and parried smoothly, running his sword down the blade’s edge and bumping on to the hilt. It did its job protecting her fingers, but the blade skittered off and scored a deep cut on her arm. With a cry she dropped it and hammered a kick into Virel’s side. It barely moved him. He grabbed the leg, trapping it and punched down on to the held limb, straight into the knee. It broke with a nauseating crack.

			Rulele screamed and began to fall as the other image rolled weakly out of the coals. Tacha froze, unable to do anything with her sister so close. As the Rulele with the broken leg fell, Virel lunged forward and wrapped his hands around her head. They went down together, and he twisted her head savagely from side to side, until her neck snapped. She went limp, before dissipating in a gout of crimson aether.

			Tacha seized the moment and began to deliver a massive downward hack. Impossibly swift, Virel rose and delivered a punch to Tacha’s abdomen. The air left her body in a retching gasp. Virel kept battering punches, leaving her reeling in shock. Rulele staggered to her feet in the forge, hunched over.

			The sword fell from Tacha’s fingers as she endured blow after blow. Virel took her apart with clinical precision. With a final strike, he gave her an immense kick as he had done to Rulele. Tacha catapulted across the width of the street. She impacted with the far wall. Cracks erupted over its surface. She collapsed. Bones were clearly broken, and blood poured from multiple cuts to her body.

			It was awful, and vicious, and violent. Hedger stared at the battered figure of Tacha, then at the shape of Rulele. She was making high-pitched wheezes, clutching her hands to her chest. For a moment, the street was otherwise still.

			With a scrape of metal, Virel stepped out on to the street, his sword retrieved. Hedger saw his lips move, but couldn’t make out the words. His eyes were light gold and emerald.

			‘Who are you?’ Rulele choked, rasping through something broken in her chest.

			Virel didn’t answer. He brought his attention down toward the limp figure of Tacha.

			‘Stop!’ Rulele shouted, her voice hoarse and breaking. ‘Leave her alone!’ Her robes were scorched, leg buckling beneath the weight of her damaged body.

			Virel twisted to face her.

			The shadows curled wistfully about him. Maybe Hedger was imagining it. A barbed fork of crimson aether trickled off his blade. Rulele raised her arms weakly, ready to defend herself. It was achingly brave to Hedger, despite what the Sanguine had intended. Virel filled the street with something awful. A sense of inevitable despair.

			He was within striking distance now. Tacha began to painfully stir. Rulele snarled at Virel, blood running down her chin. ‘You’d kill an unarmed woman?’

			Still, Virel said nothing.

			‘Say something!’ Rulele screamed, throwing herself toward him.

			Virel slipped out of her reach and brought his blade up overhead. It reflected no light. Before she had any time to react, Virel swept the sword down.

			He decapitated her. Rulele’s body fell to the ground like a rag doll. Her head rolled like a ball, bouncing grotesquely on the stones.

			Tacha let out a wail of horror.

			The severed head came to rest. Virel looked down at it, blood dripping from his sword. He bent down, grabbed a handful of hair and lifted his trophy from the ground. He held it to face him, staring into the lifeless eyes of Rulele.

			‘Death comes to all things,’ he sighed to himself.

			Hedger’s body was locked so tight her teeth ground against each other.

			Virel twisted the gruesome head to look at Tacha.

			‘You should have run,’ he remarked. ‘Maybe that will make your failure easier to live with.’ He carelessly discarded Rulele’s severed head on to the body with a sick thump. Tacha stared at the ruin of her sister, eyes detached with horror.

			Virel finally twisted to face Hedger. Her skin crawled as he came closer. He loomed over her, his sword still gently dripping blood on to the street. He held out a hand.

			Hedger forced her frozen limbs to move. She wriggled her sack round to her front, never taking her eyes off Virel, pulled it open and reached in. She sifted through her scrap.

			‘Are you going to hurt me?’ she said, her voice quivering.

			A flicker crossed his face. ‘Why would I hurt you?’ he asked, genuine confusion in his voice. Hedger took in the carnage about her, the dismembered body, the shattered forge and wall, Tacha staring in dumb horror at the gruesome corpse of her bond-sister. She held out the small blade she had taken. It trembled in her palm, like an offering.

			Something between a short sword and a dagger, it was made of very dark metal. The only embellishment was a small symbol in the centre that looked something like the letter ‘F’. Other than that, it was unremarkable, which was why she’d taken it. She hadn’t thought anyone would miss something so plain.

			Virel delicately plucked it from her grasp, seemingly taking care not to touch her skin. The gold flecks had vanished from his eyes, and the dark blue was returning, seeping back into a face that was gradually becoming pale once more.

			Hedger didn’t know what passed behind those eyes, but something certainly did, a curtain sweeping across an open window on a summer’s day. He fastened it to his belt. His mouth was moving, again speaking words too quiet for her to hear. The blank expression was firmly back in place.

			He began to walk away.

			‘You did all this for that?’ Hedger stuttered, the words spilling out.

			He paused. Against the night, he didn’t look real. He seemed like a hole cut out of the world.

			‘You think that strange?’ he said softly.

			Hedger stared wide-eyed. A last lick of red aether smoked out from his mouth as he opened it to speak.

			‘When everything is gone, the smallest glimpse of your past can be enough. I remember nothing, I feel nothing. But this blade I do know, for it is all that remains of a life that might once have been mine.’ His eyes stared bleakly at her. ‘My mother once told me, “Hold fast to your memories, for when death takes your hand, they are all that shall walk with you into the void.”’

			He fell silent and disregarded her. His foot nudged the head of Rulele as he walked away down the street and was swallowed up by the night.

			Hedger wasn’t sure how much longer it was before she moved. She finally got to her feet, hefting her sack on to her back, the scrap and salvage clanking. The noise roused Tacha, who looked around as if she didn’t know where she was. She looked back to the headless corpse of her sister, a sob escaping from her battered lips. Hedger started to back away. When she thought she was safe, she turned and ran, vanishing into the mist like Virel.

			A scream of anguish rang at her heels as she fled.
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			I won’t, I hear

			At the same time

			Swan stared up at the Mistral.

			It turned and spun across the breadth of the night sky. Draped elegantly above Lurella, Swan beheld it with reverence. Reams of shimmering curtains, collected into waves that further combined into a river that rushed from each edge of the sky. It flowed through the air as something beyond sight yet also the brightest aurora ever witnessed. Though she tried, Swan could not perceive the distinction between Constant and Zephyr, instead only witnessing a primordial entity that coursed with deific vigour through the night sky.

			It was on the way to full presence, and would wax to greater clarity the following night. Then it would be ascendant, releasing aether like unseen rain upon the world. Swan had seen what the Eronese called storm-catchers, already spinning, looking to siphon off the energy cascading down from the celestial heights.

			Swan silently thanked the Mistral, sure in her heart that the essence of her mother was held in its embrace. Cradled within the river as it streamed across the black sky like an echo of light, reaching fingers of half-remembered aether toward the city that gently slept beneath its care.

			Though not everybody was sleeping.

			‘Swan.’

			She turned to Morain, who had been similarly caught by the Mistral’s presence. She watched the High Priestess touch the surface of the wooden post, fingers trailing on words carved into it.

			Symposium.

			Convocation.

			Faculty Entrance.

			Morain led her left, up a narrow path obscured by vines.

			They’d left the estate without fuss. The only word Morain had uttered the entire trip was when she appeared at Swan’s door and said, ‘Follow.’ She’d led them on a clandestine journey from shadowed street to gloomy road. Swan didn’t know how she navigated the city with such ease. As though she’d travelled the way before. They’d slipped through the dividing gate between districts with a group of night workers, all of whom were carting construction elements to the Cathedral. They’d followed the Noble Avenue with the group for anonymity, and separated from them when they came to this wooden sign.

			Swan said nothing, anxious, and not a little afraid.

			Morain led them to a pair of thick double doors, engraved with Mistrallic carvings. She knocked once, then entered. An antechamber, filled with flickering sconces and a large stone desk. Behind it sat a sharp woman, who lifted assessing eyes from papers strewn across it. Without pause, she reached over to an ornate Resonant krystal beside her, placing a palm upon it.

			‘She is here,’ she reported.

			Swan went rigid, every part of her body coiled for action. She darted a look at Morain, but the High Priestess seemed very calm. A few seconds later, a door opened and two Maktar stepped out, white robes distinct in the gloom. The woman behind the desk stood and strode toward the open door.

			‘This way,’ she said brusquely. Morain began walking, Swan scrambling at her heels. They followed the woman, both Maktar falling in behind. Swan didn’t like it. It felt compromising to have her out of sight, at their back. The woman led them through long hallways that passed through open-roofed courtyards and other sophisticated architectural sights.

			She failed to appreciate it as nerves gripped her.

			Finally, they came to a wooden, panelled door, which the woman led them through without pause. They emerged into a study. Its marble walls reached for a high ceiling and the woman’s boots made muted sounds against a wooden floor before a shallow pool of water. She observed tiny red fish darting within the pristine water, their movement erratic but captivating. A narrow footbridge stretched across the pool to a space where an ornate stone desk waited, flanked by shelves brimming with books. The far wall was a sweeping expanse of glass, opening to a view of bright skies and the Academy rooftops beyond.

			A faint hum drew Swan’s attention to the left. The city of Lurella shimmered there, emblazoned in golden light. Its districts were marked in sparks and connected by multi-coloured lines that flowed and shifted, like veins of energy pulsing through a living entity. She jumped as Morain touched her arm.

			‘You are to observe,’ she muttered. ‘Do not engage him in conversation, do not ask him questions.’

			‘He is waiting,’ the woman said loudly, interrupting them. Morain stared at Swan a moment more, then advanced across the bridge with their guide.

			She followed, sensing the Maktar halt, settling either side of the door. They crossed the water, and she finally noticed the last person in the room. A figure stood waiting upon a circular painting of the Mistral, framed in a metal band that gave it the appearance of being stamped into the wood. Krystals lined its edge with dun aetheric promise. Swan’s breath hitched as she recognized the tall man in the crisp white uniform. Gold and silver lines swirled across his shoulders and cuffs, echoing the World Winds. His face, dark as polished ebony, was marked by quiet authority, and the silver diadem on his brow elevated his presence to something almost transcendent.

			They halted.

			‘Constantine,’ Morain said carefully.

			The Merit-Elector of the Blue Triad turned to them, his expression inscrutable. Swan felt the weight of his gaze as if the room itself shifted to acknowledge his authority.

			‘High Priestess.’

			His voice was rich and profound. It filled the air with a promise of certainty. Swan blinked rapidly, thinking furiously on the multitude of things going on that she had no knowledge of. A tremor of movement caught her eye. A Heralding Glass stood in the corner of the study, its molten surface rippling in silent witness to their presence.

			‘I was not aware the heir apparent was included in our plans,’ Constantine added curiously.

			‘She was not. Yet now is the time for her attention to be made aware of them.’

			‘Now is the time,’ he repeated. Swan didn’t bow, and she didn’t speak. Constantine’s stare felt physical, pushing at her.

			The Merit-Elector turned to the woman who had led them in.

			‘Thank you, Thena. Once you are back at your desk, forget all you have seen tonight.’

			The air shivered. Swan felt her Root flex, like something had kicked the inside of her chest. For a moment, she saw a thread of rose aether snake out from Constantine and wrap around the woman who had led them here.

			As it did, Thena nodded.

			‘Good evening, Aetherist-Prime,’ she said respectfully, before swiftly departing. Swan watched with unease at the unwavering obedience.

			Constantine had just done something to the woman. And Swan truly believed Thena would forget all about this.

			‘I am not here to waste time,’ Morain interrupted. ‘Let us be about our business.’

			Constantine inclined his head delicately. ‘Indeed.’

			‘I bear a gift.’ Morain withdrew the wooden box the stranger from the Traverse had given her from a bag. ‘It is delivered by Her will.’

			‘Thank you,’ he responded, plucking the box from her grasp.

			‘Now that we are here,’ Morain said, ‘I would confirm what is to happen tomorrow night to serve Her in the best way possible.’

			Swan said nothing, eyes darting.

			‘Very well.’ Constantine was still as he spoke. ‘During the Peace Pledge, an act of war must occur. Neither Terrius nor Eron should know what prompted it, and in the confusion, both sides will blame the other. Instead of a wary conflict, such as we have had for the past four years, a full-scale war will then be inevitable between Eron and Terrius.’

			‘You have planned for what this “act” will be?’ Morain asked.

			‘Yes. It must be something destructive enough to provoke the Crimson Court, and from a person that Lurella would never doubt. It is in hand.’

			‘This had better work.’ Morain’s jaw was tight. ‘We have sacrificed so much already.’

			‘Dalia’s loss was regrettable, but necessary,’ Constantine said softly. ‘You know what she planned. That Terrius did not commit to an invasion when she was assassinated, is why we are here. A bigger spark is needed to light the fires of change.’

			Swan felt as though her mind was working in slow motion. What was that about Dalia? Her mother?

			Had her death been part of … whatever this was?

			‘The assassin,’ Morain said bluntly, ‘he will be at the peace pledge?’

			Swan’s heart lurched.

			‘He will,’ Constantine confirmed.

			Morain looked grim.

			‘What about the Enigma Artefact? Have you succeeded in unlocking it?’

			He shook his head. ‘Events have escalated in pace, brought on by Jetsan’s aetherical machinery spreading across the world. But the artefact is now in the hands of Master-Arcanist Dante Gregorian, who I believe will succeed in breaching its seal.’

			Morain’s expression darkened.

			‘We are running out of time,’ she said.

			‘The most important goal is the destruction of the Octet Alliance.’ Constantine stared at Morain calmly. ‘Without the unity it provides, none will be left to oppose us. The spread of Eron’s aetherical crusade will be stopped, their designs to replace the Mistral with machinery will be left in the dust, and the deaths of so many will release aether back to the Mistral and slow down its decline.’

			Morain scowled. ‘You make it sound so simple. I assure you, it will not be.’

			Constantine said nothing, but a deep, sardonic amusement radiated from his eyes. Swan watched how Morain, who had faced down dragons and knights and all the terrors of the world, failed to cow this man. It was something more intricate than fear. A guttural wariness. Like the threat of deep night, or the swell of the ocean. Swan still said nothing, obeying her earlier instructions, completely overwhelmed by what was being revealed to her.

			‘The avenues of exit from the city?’ Morain finally said.

			‘The easterly 3rd Pit of the city, Woodwork, will be empty. Boats will be ready to take you up the coast to the north.’

			‘Will you join us?’

			Swan saw Constantine’s finger tap once on the box he’d been given.

			‘I have my own route to take. One that requires greater haste. The Thunder calls for my attendance in the north.’

			‘Praise be.’

			That name again. Swan barely noticed, her mind still lingering on the mention of her mother. He had said her death was … necessary.

			And Morain had not denied it.

			‘I thank you for bringing this to me,’ Constantine indicated the box. ‘There is one more task. The Thunder decrees that the prevention of the peace pledge is not enough. Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio must die.’

			Swan saw a frown appear on Morain’s face.

			‘Var Hulio? This is Her command?’

			‘His aetherical inventions will aid Lurella too much in the war to come.’

			‘But the greater the power wielded by each realm, the greater the casualties on each side will be? Slaying Jetsan would undermine that, his knowledge of aetherical machinery will greatly enhance the Lurellan war effort.’

			Constantine stared at her.

			‘This is Her command,’ he said simply.

			Swan waited for Morain to refuse. To question him. To demand more.

			But she said nothing.

			‘This is it, Morain.’ Constantine spoke with care, his voice so compelling. Swan leant in to hear better. ‘The Thunder cannot be everywhere, and so we, and all others like us, are Her instruments. There can be no questioning now.’

			Morain hesitated, gazing at Constantine with distrust.

			‘I do not understand your presence in this,’ Morain said. ‘There is no man on this earth that can have the power you wield, and yet serve another. How can I trust that you have the same goals as us all? I have given everything to follow the Thunder. Have you?’

			‘You dare question me?’

			Swan took a step back. His voice hit her aggressively, making her flinch. All of the fish in the pool behind her whiplashed into movement. Even Morain swayed backward as a sensation of offence fractured the air. Constantine’s face remained calm, but cold fury lurked beneath his skin. He waved a hand toward the depiction of Lurella emblazoned in golden energy against the wall.

			‘Observe the aetherium.’

			He gestured, and the city dissipated and became a vision of the Mistral. It hung in uncanny mirroring of the reality in the sky above. But through it, offshoots and strings drifted off, like pulled threads, wisped and trailing sadly. They glittered with different hues and shades, pulsing as though it was a heartbeat that thumped too quickly.

			‘This is our God,’ Constantine murmured. ‘Mighty. Glorious. The centre of meaning and purpose. The origin of belief. The source of every choice and action and moment of worth that exists in our world.’ His eyes sparkled as he gazed upon it. ‘And it is dying.’

			Where Morain’s voice sliced the silence, Constantine’s was water into a cup, a fluid consumption of space. Swan felt it in her bones, and her Root twinged, stirred by something in this man.

			‘It declines each year. The aetheric potential of Mycenia diluted, day by day. The age of the Noblites is gone, and the First Era is ended. This, our Second Era of Mycenia, must be remade in the image we desire. The Mistral knows all, sees all, and all that happens is all that should be.’

			Swan shivered as her Root stirred. Flickers of rose aether traced across her sight, unseen to everyone else. She once again saw threads reaching out from Constantine. They trailed behind her, into the Maktar lurking by the door. For a moment, she thought she saw the echo of a thousand more, disappearing out past the walls of the study.

			‘We take too much,’ Constantine continued. ‘We infuse machines with aether and forever strip it from the natural cycle of life. These so-called ideologues believe they change the world to create liberty and freedom. They do not understand that calamity came before because of actions like these. If we are to avoid a second Ruin, action must be taken now.’ He turned back to Morain. ‘That is why I serve Her. Only by Her sight can we chart the thin course between safety and destruction. She will bring the old ways into a new Era, and Mycenia will be saved.’

			Swan believed him. He was noble. Justified. She looked to Morain to confirm her feelings, but her mentor’s face was closed, shadowed. No belief flickered there.

			‘You see yourself as a prophet then?’ Morain said harshly. Swan blinked, the feeling of confidence in Constantine’s words fading, leaving her hollow.

			He regarded Morain impassively. ‘We are as we choose to be.’

			The study was quiet. Morain and Constantine had been locking wills. He won. How could he not? Swan could not even match the barest mote of his attention when it twitched her way. The High Priestess of Terrius gave a sharp nod of acceptance.

			‘Then this is it. I will ensure success at my end.’

			That was more like the Morain she knew, cold, authoritative.

			‘May the Mistral guide you on your path,’ he said in farewell.

			Swan followed Morain as she swept away. Her gaze snagged on the aetheric depiction of the Mistral. It continued round, irresistible, ending on Constantine, who remained where he was, dominating the room. He watched her calmly.

			‘Do you sense it?’ he asked quietly.

			Swan felt herself stop.

			‘What?’ she said, without any control over her actions.

			‘Swan!’ She heard Morain’s voice echo from far away. Constantine’s voice consumed her.

			‘You are the second,’ he continued. ‘The Root of Revelation. Do you perceive the rose ambiguity yet? The fabric of destiny, stretching before you?’

			‘I don’t,’ Swan said dizzily. ‘I worry every day that I will fail. That my mother will be unavenged. I worry that Morain has betrayed her sisters.’ She answered without thinking, as though something had taken control of her.

			‘Swan, do not listen to him!’

			Who was talking? Someone was shouting at her. All that mattered was Constantine, what he asked, what he wanted. He smiled gently at her.

			‘Revelation comes once more,’ he called to her. ‘I wish you well, Swan.’

			She wouldn’t leave. Constantine was what mattered. She needed to stay with him. Ask him what he wanted. How could …

			A hand crashed into her cheek.

			With a cry, Swan fell to one knee. Morain stood above her, eyes wide with panic. Without pause, she grabbed Swan and hauled her upright.

			‘Do not listen to his words,’ she hissed, and dragged her away.

			Swan almost disobeyed. Something was pulling at her to stay.

			But loyalty to her sister won through. In a daze, she stumbled after Morain. Constantine’s voice echoed out one last time.

			‘The Mythic Roots come again, and the Four walk in same step.’

			The Terrius women fled through the door.
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			Not a trick, just a hurt

			The next morning

			Thom searched for calm as his sword flashed through the air.

			It would not come. The sound of his feet sliding across the granite segment of the duelling circle was all that filled the empty air of the Caldera. It yawned like some slumbering giant, the wide, conical stadium so much larger without people to fill it. He panted, sweat dripping from his brow, his chin, flying free as he whirled around and around.

			His sword lashed through various forms he hadn’t utilized in years. Blade-art that lent itself to longer and heavier weapons. To glaives, halberds, tridents and other two-handed implements. He swapped hands, purely because he could, to further stretch his skill set. The blade licked an imagined wrist, neck. It slid into exposed shoulders and groins, severed hamstrings and clipped fingers from unwary hands. He stayed low and controlled, patrolling a narrow foot-by-foot area, refusing to give ground, merely slipping from side to side as he deflected his foes past him.

			For a moment he saw Dakota’s face, the Pit overseer drawn and alone. Would that be him? Is that what penance did to all people, in the end?

			His Root rippled in gusts that wrapped him in accelerating bursts, pushing his foot forward and back, carrying his blade just so, injecting speed in tiny, unpredictable moments. He spat excess mucus from his parched mouth, unable to stop. If he did, he would explode. For his entire life, Thom had adored the city. Loved its towering buildings, filled with honour and duty. The way it was structured into clearly defined aspects that would allow each person to excel in their own way.

			But now, he saw past that. What he had taken to be structure, was blind dogma. As his sword flashed through sunbeams, Thom allowed the bitterness to seep out.

			‘I am –’ he breathed heavily, whirling around the dulling circle – ‘a son of Lurella. I am a loyal … focused … soldier of Eron.’

			Why should he care? Why not just leave everything behind and go? Do as Fenne had done, and abandon the rigid rules of home and seek greater adventures over the horizon. His focus slipped, and so did his foot. He strayed too far and instead of smooth granite, he plunged down into shallow water. He staggered, going to one knee, drenched by the segment of the duelling circle. Fury took him, as spiteful and fast as a back-street mugger. He screamed, impotently hitting the water with his hand, casting his sword on to the sand. He gasped, muscles weary and ragged from his nonstop practice. The banners of past champions fluttered quietly in recognition of his trials.

			‘You’re spilling the water.’

			Thom turned, sweat stinging his eyes. Lamourney leant on the first-tier railing, staring down at him. She looked as weary as he, odd red blemishes like burn marks dotting her skin as though exposed to severe weather.

			‘Sorry,’ he said, looking at the water he’d shoved out. ‘Is there a duel tonight?’

			‘On the same night as the peace pledge?’ Lamourney replied sarcastically. ‘I wouldn’t think there’d be much of an audience.’

			Obvious really. Thom wasn’t thinking clearly. He squelched out of the water, sprawling on the granite beside it. Elbows on knees.

			‘Will you be there?’ he asked.

			She nodded. ‘Of course. Even I wouldn’t miss this.’

			‘You don’t have some role in the ceremony?’ Thom squeezed water from his hair, watching it spatter on to the ground. ‘You’re a hero, after all.’

			She scoffed. ‘You know better than to talk like that, and no, I’m not doing anything.’ She jerked her head up the stairs toward the tunnel that led to the Veil. ‘But I’m expecting Constantine himself any minute. Apparently, he wants to talk to me about something.’

			Thom squinted up at her. ‘Constantine is coming to Away?’

			‘I know, the world makes no sense.’ Lamourney stared at him. ‘You okay?’

			He gazed around at the empty Caldera, letting out a big sigh.

			‘I’m tired, Luck,’ Thom admitted. ‘I gave everything to the city. I’m young, I know that, and I don’t pretend that I’m not going to make mistakes, but this penance is … crazy. What does it teach me that wouldn’t be better served through instruction?’

			He trailed off. Lamourney regarded him with arms crossed, sober in her visage.	‘This city is fucked,’ she said shortly. ‘And I’m sorry for the role I played in your penance. I thought the Veil would be a safe place to have some drinks.’

			‘Not your fault,’ Thom muttered. ‘Whoever ratted us out to Legacy Braxis is the guy I want to strangle.’

			Lamourney hesitated. ‘Still, it happened in my tavern, and people should feel safe here. So, I’m sorry.’

			Thom nodded, accepting that. He shot her a glance. ‘Why do you think the city is fucked?’ he began. ‘My penance is bullshit, but you’ve hated the city for years. I’ve never really understood why?’

			Lamourney’s jaw clenched as she leant against the first-tier railing.

			‘I don’t hate the city,’ she said slowly. ‘I hate the people who run the city. Lurella used to be a good place for everyone. A real meritocracy, where opportunity existed for citizens of each district. I remember growing up and knowing, hand on my heart, that whatever I wanted to do, if I worked hard I had the chance of succeeding at it.’ She looked away, face dark. ‘Not anymore, Thom. Not anymore.’

			Thom listened quietly. Lamourney’s voice echoed around the Caldera, holding court to an absent jury.

			‘I started feeling this way just before the Godless Crusade, twenty years ago nearabout,’ Lamourney continued. ‘I’d noticed that less money was being funnelled into the poorer districts, and more spent elsewhere. Instead of public works being repaired, greater attention was paid to esoteric arcana and aetherical invention. Our leaders’ eyes had lifted off the present, and were so focused on the future, they ignored the people getting trampled beneath their feet. You know the Caldera used to be a Rovium den?’

			Thom shuddered.

			‘Eli told me,’ he said quietly. ‘I can’t imagine what that was like.’

			‘They were everywhere,’ Lamourney grunted, face matter of fact. ‘Dens and parlours all over the city. Rovium was originally invented by aetherists in the Battalions. They wanted a quick fix for injured soldiers, which then turned into an aetherical stimulant. From there, it spread into the city itself.’ Lamourney sneered. ‘A Resonant smoke, trapped in a vial. You open it and take a whiff, and suddenly you’re five times stronger, your Root is more powerful.’

			‘I’ve seen the effects,’ Thom said grimly. ‘A member of Legacy Braxis was abusing it, blew up a house with her Root, then died.’

			‘The Battalions pretended like they didn’t know about the after-effects, but of course they did. They were giving it to hundreds of soldiers.’ Lamourney cracked her knuckles. ‘And like always, it destroyed the lower classes. Went through Away and parts of Entire like wildfire. I think …’ She stopped, face vulnerable for a brief second. ‘That was when I knew I was right. The city was fucked. Our leaders had changed. Nothing would not be sacrificed in the name of progress.’

			‘Is that why you left the Battalions?’ Thom asked carefully. He knew she didn’t like to talk about it, but something told him that now might be the only time she would answer.

			Lamourney stared at him. ‘No. I left the Battalions because the Order took credit for defeating the Godless.’

			Thom paused. ‘What do you mean?’

			She dropped her gaze, face shadowed.

			‘The 9th Battalion was all that remained in the city when the Godless arrived. We held the city because of two things. One, the interior structure of Lurella meant we could force them into bottlenecks. Each dividing gate had a bastion of its own, where we managed to slaughter countless of the Godless. Two, we were fighting for our lives, and the lives of our families. Which meant we were willing to sacrifice.’

			Thom felt a chill creep up his spine. Lamourney spoke so matter-of-factly, it didn’t seem tied to the events she described at all. She continued, still leaning against the rail.

			‘Civilian mobs would assault the Annorsettran forces, armed with whatever tools they could lay their hands on. They would whittle them down, one at a time, enough for the Battalion forces to capitalize and eliminate the leaders, the fanatics in charge. But those who made the greatest number of martyrs that day, were the Assembly.’

			‘The Assembly?’ Thom said in surprise.

			Lamourney gave a knowing smirk. ‘See, even you had no idea. The aetherically gifted academics and members of the Church who threw themselves in harm’s way to allow us breathing room and space to use our meagre numbers to count. The amount of white-robed bodies on those streets …’ she hesitated.

			Thom’s parents had locked him safely underground in the estate. The vile aftermath was what lingered in his head, when he’d emerged to total devastation. He’d always been told that the Godless horde had been turned back by the Battalions.

			‘We held them back at Victory Square,’ Lamourney continued softly, ‘but it was won long before that, as lonely civilians gave their lives so strangers might live to see a future they would never see. When the Order returned, they beheld the destruction, and the story they wanted to tell. They ordered me to claim the Order had saved the city. That the Cerulean Battalions had marshalled a defence so titanic, that a force of four thousand soldiers had turned back an army eight times its size.’

			Thom didn’t notice a pair of figures appear at the top of the stairs far above them. Lamourney stared into the middle distance.

			‘In the midst of near defeat, all they cared about was influence,’ Lamourney continued darkly. ‘The deaths were irrelevant, the chaos and hurt of the city merely a useful thing to leverage for political power. The Order brushed away the huge sacrifice made by the Assembly, and claimed they were the heroes, while offering a patronizing congratulations to the civilians who stood with them.’

			The light shifted in the Caldera as clouds passed across the sun.

			‘I went to Constantine,’ she said absently. ‘I told him what had happened. Begged him to stand up for the lost souls of the Assembly. Make their true sacrifice known, not as casualties, but as heroes, each and everyone. He looked at me and said, “They will never believe it. No one trusts the Church any longer. Keep their martyrdom in your heart, and I will do the same.”’

			Thom listened, wide-eyed. Lamourney shook her head angrily.

			‘He was right,’ she spat. ‘I told everyone the story of the people who gave their lives, and the clergy who went to meet their god for their congregation. It made no difference. The Order and Guilders Consortium spun the narrative so well that I became the Hero of Victory Square, regardless of my words. Everything I said appeared to be the words of a humble champion, gracious even in total triumph.’

			She looked at him, eyes hard.

			‘This is not the city it once was,’ she said quietly. ‘Not any longer.’

			‘Luck,’ a voice interrupted.

			Thom glanced up to see Noonan Bril, purple-clothed and solemn, gazing at Lamourney devotedly. Behind him stood …

			He froze.

			Descending with the corpulent Master of Ceremonies for the Iron Circuit was a sharp woman with steel-grey hair and a face to match. She precisely placed each step, inch perfect to make no sound, and she regarded him without one iota of familiarity. But he knew her. He knew her better than any other in this city.

			It was his aunt, Thena Braxis.

			It was only through the most phenomenal effort that he didn’t sprint toward her in astonished joy. After all, she was the very person that had taught him such discipline in the first place. Instead, he said nothing, waiting to see what she did. Thena halted, looking to Lamourney.

			‘The Aetherist-Prime is here. He asks you attend him.’

			Lamourney grunted, pushing off the railing. ‘Let’s see what all this is about.’

			She climbed the stairs toward the tunnel that led to the Veil, while Noonan ambled alongside. Thom waited, watching his aunt. She calmly approached, easily swinging under the rail, and dropping on to the arena proper. Thena halted, absorbing his face.

			‘When Constantine said he wished to travel to Away, I thought him foolish. When he stated his exact destination, I perceived an opportunity.’ She smiled. ‘Hello, nephew.’

			Thom grinned, taking in the glorious figure of the once Chief Ravennite of Legacy Braxis. ‘There has never been a greater sight.’

			They looked at one another, each taking the other in. Thom had always more closely resembled Thena than his own parents. Hers was a face he’d been hoping to see for such a long time. Slowly, she wrapped her arms around him.

			‘You look dreadful,’ she said, voice muffled.

			He laughed. ‘You’ll have to forgive my jacket being creased.’

			‘Standards endure,’ she chided, releasing him and stepping back to subject him to a more severe evaluation. ‘It is in the shadows that we prepare for time in the light.’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘No one cares, Thena.’

			At his tone, she arched an eyebrow. ‘I did not train you to be petulant, and stand straight when I am speaking to you.’

			He did so, finding comfort in the strict yet straightforward attitude of this beloved woman.

			‘What does Constantine want with Lamourney?’

			‘That is none of your business.’

			He snorted. ‘I’m guessing you’ve been keeping tabs on me?’

			‘I did not lose my intelligence when penance began.’

			‘Or your network.’

			She gave a slight nod. ‘Nor that.’ She scanned him. ‘You seem weary. Have you been practising or does sweat and slovenliness rule you now?’

			He burst out a bellow of laughter. ‘Thena! Can’t you just say you missed me?’

			She sobered, but her eyes twinkled. ‘I have missed you, Thom.’

			He shifted, his head dropping. ‘You work for Constantine, then? This is your penance?’

			‘We reached an understanding,’ Thena said smoothly. ‘He would not belittle me or my talents, and I would work hard to ensure his affairs are run smoothly.’

			Thom examined her disbelievingly. ‘You? A secretary?’

			Thena arched an eyebrow. ‘You think I should scream and rage?’

			‘You were the Spymaster of Lurella, the Chief Ravennite. How have you accepted this demotion with such grace?’

			Thena refrained from rolling her eyes, but it was a close thing.

			‘I will find my power again, and until that day arrives, I will support the rulers of this city. Constantine Lyn is a remarkable man, and has convinced me of his worth many times over.’

			Thom marvelled that the Aetherist-Prime had convinced one of the most arrogant people he’d ever known to accept the role of receptionist with such humility. Thena sighed, her sharp-edged persona easing to reveal the fondness she had for Thom. He knew she was doing it on purpose, and appreciated it. Thena was a closed book with a locked clasp on the cover. To glimpse even the barest mote of her inner thoughts was a concession very few were given.

			‘This will pass,’ she told him.

			‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I met Emilia Firebird. Did you know that?’

			Thena paused. ‘Is that so?’

			Thom felt smug that he’d managed to reveal something that genuinely surprised her. ‘I couldn’t believe it. What were the chances of meeting the composer responsible for our penance?’

			‘Very slim,’ Thena agreed. She stared at him appraisingly, a tiny smile lighting up her face. ‘This has been lovely, but I must go. The Aetherist-Prime may be waiting.’

			Thom sobered. ‘Will I see you again soon?’

			‘Unlikely,’ she said. ‘But once this period is over, I will find you again.’

			He hated to see her leave, but behaved as a Ravennite should, and bowed low to his superior.

			‘Go with the wind,’ he said solemnly.

			‘Wind sees you, nephew.’ She strode away, back up the stairs toward the Veil. He watched her ascend the tiered seating and vanish. After a brief second, he followed. With quick feet he matched her pace, leaving enough distance that even she might not hear him. She entered the tunnel that led out toward the city, and Thom prowled on. Winding bends carried them forward, until finally, they came to the trapdoor that led into the Veil. He heard Thena climb the steps. Carefully, he snuck round, revealing slivers of light from the interior of the Veil.

			Hearing little, he crept further, and slowly poked his head from the trapdoor.

			Constantine stood in the centre of the room. Lamourney was opposite him. A number of Maktar were posted about the limits of the Veil. Thena stopped a polite distance away from the Aetherist-Prime.

			Thom watched Constantine murmur something to Lamourney. She was focused on him, unblinking. Thom eyed the tableau uncertainly. There was a strange energy to the room, as though everything had stopped for what was happening. He shifted slightly closer, and caught the final few words.

			‘… do you understand?’ Constantine said softly.

			‘I do,’ Lamourney responded firmly. ‘It will be as you say.’

			‘Very good, Lamourney.’

			Thom felt a feeling wash over him as Constantine spoke. It was resolve and determination. He blinked rapidly, steadying himself on the wall. The sensation passed. Holding still, he watched Constantine, Thena and the Maktar disappear out of the door of the Veil. Lamourney didn’t move, looking into the distance. Thom slowly climbed the stairs, and stepped into the chamber through the open trapdoor.

			‘Luck?’ he called out.

			She started, and turned to him.

			‘Yes?’ she said blankly.

			He studied her. ‘What did Constantine want?’

			Lamourney said nothing for a long moment. It was almost as if she had no idea what Thom was talking about. Then after a few more moments, her face resumed its customary glower.

			‘Mind your own business,’ she snapped, then strode off.
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			What is loyalty?

			At the same time

			Fenne could barely contain her excitement as the krystalline bar of the arcane pylon came free with a click. The workers carefully strapped the pylon down on to a wagon, a number of Guilders observing. Guards protectively loitered nearby. A senior artificer oversaw the removal, tools jangling from his belt, a Resonant eyepiece lodged in place as he ran his attention over the pylon.

			‘You’re certain his commands were to bring it to the Academy before Master-Arcanist Gregorian has a chance to assess it?’ the artificer complained.

			‘Merit-Elector Constantine will complete his own assessment first,’ Fenne said calmly. ‘You are welcome to pursue him and complain in person.’

			The artificer glowered, then grumbled back to the wagon the workers were securing the pylon to.

			‘I thought the lights would go off?’ she asked Dakota, who was gazing around with a vague expression.

			‘Back-up reserves will keep them going for a while.’ He chewed his lip. ‘First day off in eight years.’

			Dakota breathed out, and for the first time, Fenne saw some of the tension he carried fall away from him. She smiled. The moment was finally here. Come tomorrow, she would be the Pit Lord of Woodwork. As the city prepared for the peace pledge tonight, the exchanges on all three Pits were taking place. The krystal pylons were all to be removed and taken to be assessed for repairs by the Guilders, then taken to the Academy for aetheric re-infusion. Woodwork’s pylon was going to the Academy first, at Constantine’s request. But otherwise, it was business as usual. This was the only time the Pits ceased their trade, all shipments paused until the exchanges were complete. They would be silent, and empty.

			Excitement bubbled away, nervous anticipation making her clench her hands.

			Dakota suddenly laughed.

			‘Are you okay?’ Fenne asked cautiously.

			He waved his hands at the empty Pit. ‘I just realized, I have no life! I can’t think of anything to do that isn’t to do with this Pit.’

			‘Why don’t you get shitfaced?’ Fenne suggested. ‘We can start our rule of Woodwork with a raging hangover?’

			He pointed a finger at her.

			‘I knew you were going to be a good boss.’

			She grinned, while also regarding the Pit. All the workers were gone. The entire city was coming to a standstill in light of the peace pledge tonight.

			‘Have you ever seen it empty before?’ Fenne muttered, peering down the eerie shaft toward the docks below.

			‘Not in my time here.’ Dakota glanced at the steps that descended alongside the decline the platform would normally track down. ‘There are some boats that have just come in but the sailors will have to walk up.’

			Fenne frowned. ‘Some boats?’

			‘Sea trawlers,’ Dakota said absently, ‘big ships for fishing up the coast. They picked the wrong day to arrive.’ He beheld his silent domain with an introspective air. ‘I’m going to go and get a drink, join in the fun. Fancy coming?’

			Fenne ruefully grinned. ‘I’m going to the ceremony.’

			‘To the Cathedral itself. Such privileges you receive as Pit Lord.’ He slapped her on the shoulder. ‘Well, boss,’ he emphasized the word, ‘I’ll see you soon.’

			Dakota strolled off. Her eyes once more travelled to where the pylon had been, her gaze lingering on the recess it clicked into. She walked toward it. Just a plated gap in the stone, lined with some kind of metal. There was something familiar about the design. Final checks made, the arcane pylon of Woodwork rolled away, vigilant watchers surrounding their precious cargo.

			As quiet descended, some of Fenne’s thoughts returned to trouble her. The interaction with the Enigma Artefact in Dante’s workshop still troubled her. That uncanny feeling that she’d known what the runes said, despite having no knowledge of the language.

			The events of Evensong, and meeting Swan also stuck in her mind. She had been such a brilliant woman. So compelling and bright. The aftermath of Briar confronting them was confusing. What on earth had happened to fell an entire park full of people, and cause them all such damage? Something Jetsan had said remained with her as well. About her Root, when he’d said she wasn’t a Boldwright.

			‘You’ve got a lot going on with your aetheric aura, very powerful. There’s some strange edges to it I haven’t seen before.’

			What the hell did that mean?

			She shook her head, and began pacing around the brass disc the pylon had been embedded in. Maybe she could find an aetherist who would check for her, somehow. There must be someone with Root or machine that could identify her Root for certain.

			However, none of that even touched the biggest question she had.

			Why had Constantine told Lamourney to change her opponent from Virel, and why had Lamourney then lied to her about it? In the albeit brief time Fenne had known Lamourney, she’d never seen her back down or change her mind about anything. So … it seriously bothered her.

			As she considered Constantine, she wrestled with the idea of seeking him out. Surely he was busy today, planning events at the Cathedral? Could she really take any of his time with such an unimportant query? However, as she registered the enormous industrial site she had just inherited, she reconsidered. She was not Fenne ‘Triumphant’ the duellist anymore. She was Pit Lord Fenne, and ought to act like it.

			With greater confidence, she marched from the dark and inactive Pit, heading for the Cathedral of Constant.

			The Cathedral was packed. Workers from the Assembly, Guilders Consortium, and the Order moved in a choreographed flurry, their voices rising and falling in rhythm as they prepared for the peace pledge. The obsidian floor reflected their hurried footsteps, its fractal patterns glimmering faintly under the sconces embedded in the eight towering black pillars.

			Fenne moved cautiously through the nave, her gaze tracing the towering columns that spiralled upward. The balconies above swarmed with figures adjusting banners, stringing lights, and arranging ceremonial fixtures. She distantly saw high-ranking soldiers of the Battalions gesturing to places their warriors would stand guard. With them was the long form of General Kleodo of the Terrius. She continued up the aisle, passing pew after pew, until she reached the wide steps that led to the altar.

			People swirled in hypnotic pattern here, musicians preparing at the back of the Cathedral. Banners rolled out of Eron and Terrius. She looked on the Terrius flag for the first time. A central flame rising from a chalice, the fire crimson, flanked by intricate silver patterns resembling a crown, set against a black background. The chalice rested on a silver band at the base of the flag.

			She climbed the steps to the altar, where she found Constantine. Approaching the sanctum dais, Fenne paused to take in its austere magnificence: the golden lectern fused into dark stone etched with enigmatic runes. Surrounding it, krystal inserts captured and refracted the light pouring through the massive, segmented window at the rear of the apse. The deactivated Conveyance Plinth still evoked awe in its construction.

			She watched Constantine, who was speaking with the Cardinal Orpheon Black. Constantine noticed her immediately, offering a small acknowledgement, and after speaking a little longer the Cardinal swept away past Fenne. She stepped forward on to the sanctum dais.

			‘Sorry to bother you,’ she began.

			‘We were merely discussing the order of service,’ Constantine interrupted calmly. ‘The Cardinal will begin the proceedings with a blessing before I take over to begin the declaration of peace.’

			‘I’m looking forward to it,’ she said enthusiastically.

			‘Where will you sit?’

			‘I’m allowed to sit anywhere behind the twentieth row, I think.’

			Workers shouted at each other as long poles were tilted up the walls. Some drifted too close to them and Constantine turned.

			‘Be aware of where you step,’ he said warningly. The workers made apologetic faces, but were clearly too stressed to appropriately pay attention, and carried on much as before.

			Fenne made to speak but Constantine lifted his copy of the Binding that still hung from its silver chain to his waist. ‘I have been considering psalms and passages that most accurately reflect the import of this night,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I have not come to a decision as yet.’

			Keen to ask about the events of the duel, Fenne nonetheless stayed patient. ‘What are you leaning toward?’ she asked.

			He deftly flicked through some pages, landing on a line midway through the book.

			‘Beware the lure of shifting winds, for they test the faithful with both peril and promise. Yet it is through these trials that faith is tempered, and only by its breaking may the eternal heights of triumph be revealed.’

			He held his finger on the page. ‘Do you see my meaning?’

			Fenne shrugged. ‘Change is dangerous. But the only true victories are the ones forged in strife. I understand.’

			He studied her, eyes dark.

			‘I believe you do,’ he said quietly, as more workers supervised by Guilders continued to squeeze past them. ‘What can I help you with, Fenne?’

			‘I heard you asked Lamourney to change the duel between Virel and I.’ She watched him carefully. ‘Is that true?’

			Constantine raised a faint eyebrow.

			‘It is.’

			It still surprised her. ‘Why?’ Fenne asked, confused.

			He seemed thoughtful.

			‘What do you know of Virel?’

			‘Very little.’

			‘I have known him for a very long time. Since he was a child. He is a remarkable being, capable of things that no other is. He is lethality and violence manifest. Where soldiers fight, he kills. He is murder itself.’

			Fenne watched Constantine list these descriptors as accolades and felt a shiver of unease.

			‘Who is he?’ she asked cautiously.

			‘His full name is Virel Fyrakin. The son of Theodoral, the previous Aetherist-Prime. The woman who penned the novel on Woodwork I gave you, and led the Academy in the time of the Godless Crusade and before,’ Constantine continued, lost in thought. Fenne tried to hide her surprise.

			‘I asked Lamourney to change your opponent because I could not trust that you would be safe in combat with him,’ Constantine said carefully.

			‘I can handle myself.’

			‘I know that. Perhaps more so than even you.’ He paused. ‘But Virel is made of something more dangerous than pure martial skill and threat. He …’

			Fenne watched him halt, as though a decision had to be made about what he shared. His gaze sharpened on her.

			‘Theodoral Fyrakin was a unique soul,’ he said finally. ‘She embraced death with unsettling vigour. She interpreted the divine will of the Mistral in ways that few agreed with, and saw all Roots as sacred. To be cherished. In the aftermath of the Godless Crusade, that belief turned in on itself. Deepening and becoming fanatical.’

			‘How so?’ Fenne asked intently.

			‘Part of the Church’s responsibility is finding rogue aetherists, or any that would use aether to harm those around them, and bringing them to justice. We discovered that Theodoral had been finding these people, and taking them in. Hiding their existence and cultivating them from within the confines of her estate in Lurella. With no thought as to whether these people might go on to wreak havoc in the world.’

			‘She cared for them?’ Fenne muttered. Some workers awkwardly tried to carry some platforms through the altar, glancing irritably toward Fenne and Constantine in their way. He took no notice, continuing his tale.

			‘She had collected dozens of criminals and unlicensed aetherists, experimenting on them in various ways, trying to discover whether she could enhance or change how their Roots behaved. They could not be allowed to remain outside the bounds of our authority. When discovered, she refused to cooperate. She slew the clergy sent to demand her surrender, obsessed with her goal to understand Roots and how she might control them. The Assembly and the Order stormed the Fyrakin estate, and apprehended as many as they could. However, Theodoral was embroiled in madness, along with her family. She declared freedom from all authority except the Mistral, and led her family into battle with us. Almost none of Legacy Fyrakin survived.’

			There was no remorse in his voice. Fenne stared at him, shaken by what she’d heard. She swallowed. ‘You killed the entire Legacy?’

			He ignored her tone, face calm.

			‘I was an apostle back then. I had no power to decide our course of action, but I supported the Cardinal and the Order in their decision. Theodoral could not be allowed to live. A couple of other Fyrakins were taken away. Children, those with no knowledge of what had occurred. Yet as we searched the estate for any aetherists that might have survived, I discovered something within the cells hidden below. In Theodoral’s dungeon, I found Virel, drugged and imprisoned with titanite chains to stop his Root from destroying everything around him. Very few would have known what he was, but I saw it immediately.’

			The light from the rear of the Cathedral threw pools of shadow across a face where emotions lurked, that Fenne could not discern.

			‘In the clutches of a heretic, I had found a symbol of the Mistral on this earth,’ Constantine said softly. ‘The first of the Mythic Roots. The one who takes. A Root that has not been seen for hundreds of years. Before he could be slain with the rest of his Legacy, I took him, hid him, and nurtured him. I could not let him die.’ He hesitated, then murmured to himself, almost like he had forgotten Fenne was there. ‘I could not let him die.’

			‘The one who takes?’ Fenne said haltingly, unsettled but fascinated.

			Constantine slowly looked back to her.

			‘The one who takes. The one who sees. The one who stands. The one who gives. Desecration, Revelation, Adamant, Belief. They are the four Mythic Roots, and when all walk at the same time, the world will be changed.’

			‘What?’ Fenne said stupidly.

			He almost sighed, as though she was missing something incredibly obvious.

			‘I prevented you and Virel from fighting each other, because both of you have a part to play, and I could not risk that. Do you think this is chance? Do you imagine that you being here, at this precise turn of history, is some random occurrence?’

			As Fenne stared at Constantine, a passing worker strayed too close, and bumped into his back. The Guilder with him turned swiftly, face contrite.

			‘Your pardon, my …’

			Constantine turned with the speed of a thunderbolt. The air thickened and Fenne saw something warp the integrity of the surrounding environment.

			‘Leave the dais.’

			In unison, the thirteen workers dropped every single tool they held and marched in lockstep from the sanctum dais of the altar. The Guilder reeled back, two of the krystal inserts on his harness imploding. He followed after the workers and they vanished into the crowd.

			Fenne said nothing. Stunned.

			Constantine did not pause and pivoted back to her.

			‘Eli introducing you to me was part of the rose ambiguity. A pattern that while I did not foresee, was nonetheless meant to happen. Many things are planned and accounted for decades in advance. But others, they come through a purpose greater than any single one of us. The Mistral knows and comprehends our struggles.’

			Constantine lifted his copy of the Binding once more and found a requisite page without needing to search. He read softly.

			
			The adamant Root stands towering and vast,

			A bastion carved of stone, of will, of might. 

			No storm may bend it, and no blade may cast 

			Its shape to ruin, nor blot it from the sight. 

			It reigns unyielding through the day and night, 

			Its truth untouched by judgement’s fleeting call. 

			Yet those who climb may glimpse beyond the wall. 

			Through strength, its secrets slowly come to bear, 

			And fortify the soul that dares to fall.

			

			He lifted his gaze from the Binding.

			‘What does that mean to you?’

			The same sensation she’d had in Dante’s workshop hit Fenne again. A dizziness and invigoration in one. A part of her responded instinctively in a way she couldn’t express. Like seeing a house and sensing that you’d slept within its walls while the memories of a life lived elsewhere filled the corners of your mind. She stared at Constantine, rigid with unsettled confusion.

			‘What is that?’ she stuttered.

			‘It tells of Adamant, the third Mythic Root.’ He unclipped his copy of the Binding from his silver chain, and held it out to her. ‘Take this. You should read it in full.’

			Fenne didn’t want it, but she slowly reached out. She grasped it. For one moment, they were joined through the book and they stared at one another.

			He let go, and she held it carefully.

			‘Thank you,’ she murmured.

			‘It will enlighten you.’ Constantine glanced about the Cathedral. ‘Change arrives, Fenne. I know you resent having your final duel ruined by my actions, but far greater moments lie in store.’

			Fenne swallowed, oddly afraid by that. ‘I should go, prepare for the ceremony tonight.’

			‘Wind sees you,’ he replied softly.

			Fenne turned and walked away, feeling the stare of Constantine Lyn burn into her back. She clutched the copy of the Binding gifted to her. She passed the Guilder who he’d ordered from the platform. His gaze was glassy, unresponsive. A tiny line of blood trailed from his ear.

			She quickened her pace, and raced from the Cathedral.
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			Troubled thoughts

			The afternoon of the peace pledge

			Swan hadn’t moved in hours. With gritty eyes that yearned for rest, she watched the sun climb in the sky. She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at nothing.

			Rulele was dead.

			Swan and Morain had returned from their rendezvous to uproar. The news had spread after Tacha had stumbled through the gates in the early hours of the morning, dragging a bloodied sack with her. A trail of red had marked her path, a grotesque drip of crimson fluid leaking from the burden she carried. She’d been raving. Inchoate. Swan wasn’t sure where she was now, but she’d glimpsed the shattered expression of horror on Tacha’s face as she was hauled by Sanguine through the halls of the estate.

			Swan spun Defiance in her grip, the flexium staff grinding into the floor. Her mind … ‘raced’ was too light a word. Frantically exploded over and again, might be more accurate. What had happened that night was only just now beginning to settle into clarity.

			Morain was in league with one of the Merit-Electors of Eron. That alone would have been seismic enough that Swan would never have imagined it could get more intricate, but it did. Both Constantine and Morain were planning to sabotage the peace pledge, to such an extent that total war would be the only possible result.

			And they were doing it on someone else’s orders.

			The Thunder.

			Was it the Empress of Thunder, Queen of the Exalted Dynasty? Could Morain really be working on behalf of a figure out of legend? Did that make any fucking sense, at all? Why would she do that? Betray her sisters, and the realm, for a purpose that remained unclear to Swan. It went against everything she had ever known of Morain.

			Of course, out of the many things said last night, one in particular stood out.

			Her mother. Or more specifically, that her death had been ‘necessary’. The more time passed, the angrier Swan became. What had Constantine meant by that? And how had Morain allowed him to say that? Swan had demanded she come on this delegation, and Morain had appeared to approve of her efforts to discern the corruption on the memories stored within Defiance. Swan had truly believed that Morain wished to discover the identity of the assassin, to exact punishment. Justice for Dalia, despite the peace demanded by Tsail Rose and the Crimson Court.

			But that word … necessary.

			For Morain not to deny that could only mean one thing …

			Defiance was heavy today. As she methodically knocked it against the stone, she expressed a little aether into the flexium staff. It hummed in recognition. She felt a yearning within her. A warm sensation of allure. The aetheric memory of Dalia Fenway calling to her like a siren. She gave no resistance. Swan submerged, plunging down to the sensation of her mother. The dark void-scape of the contained memory, still corrupted by something, but clearer than before. The moment took over …

			The man stood. Everything was so dark and cold. 

			‘You were dead already, Dalia. You just didn’t know it yet.’

			Dalia watched him go, steps unhurried. With her last breaths she saw him reach the doors, glancing back toward her … 

			… the memory vanished, the idea of his face vanishing like smoke.

			Swan breathed quickly, her heart thumping, the euphoria of it already fading. It was so close, the features were there, the chance of recognition within sight. All it would take were a few more attempts and she’d discern it. Her arm ached where it had been hacked off. She paused. Where her mother’s arm had been hacked off. Her mind was cloudy. It was easy to get lost within held memories like these. You didn’t observe, you became the memory. Lived it.

			She felt an irresistible urge to just dive straight back in, and without thinking began to coalesce her aether once more. There was a knock on the door.

			‘Who is it?’

			The door opened and Morain stepped in. Bags under her eyes, the whites bloodshot. Swan felt no sympathy.

			‘Did the Bengen kill Rulele?’ she asked shortly.

			‘No,’ Morain said wearily. ‘It was some agent also after the saint. Tacha did not speak with clarity, I am unsure exactly what took place last night.’ She gathered herself, steel creeping back into her expression. ‘It matters not. I was a fool to be distracted by the Bengen.’

			Swan said nothing, eyes hard. Never before would Morain, High Priestess of the Church of Constantism, ever have said that finding a Bengen was a mere ‘distraction’.

			Swan realized Morain was not the woman she used to be.

			‘Then the Bengen is lost,’ Swan said coldly.

			‘It is done,’ Morain retorted, before relenting slightly. ‘You did well last night.’

			That surprised her. ‘I didn’t do anything.’

			‘Precisely. Constantine would play your mind like a fiddle and leave you thinking you wrote the music yourself.’

			Swan remembered that feeling of control, or her lack of it. The tiny strands of aetheric energy that had extended out from him like strands in a web all across the city. ‘I didn’t like him.’

			Morain did smile at that, a grim acknowledgement. ‘We consort with demons to save our angels.’ She regarded Swan wearily. ‘I imagine your questions are many, but these answers I give you now will have to suffice.’

			Morain leant into a wall, an uncharacteristic display of fatigue.

			‘The Mistral is dying. Not with the sudden wound of a sword, but a thousand tiny cuts bleeding it dry over the decades since Ruin. I am part of a movement to halt that, to heal the wrongs done to the Mistral and reset the balance of power in Mycenia.’

			‘Heal it?’ Swan asked.

			Morain’s face was dark.

			‘With every Root given out to the world, the Mistral is lessened, as a portion of its power is spent. By using aether, we return that power to the God that blessed us with its temporary strength. The Cycle of Renewal. Now, deep into this Second Era, the realms hoard aetheric strength instead of spending it, and craft machines that trap aether within. We will undo this.’

			Something about that didn’t quite make sense to Swan. The aetherical advances she spoke of had only blossomed in the past two decades. The Mistral had been weakening for hundreds of years. The two didn’t match up.

			‘But not only will we stop the spread of their machines,’ Morain continued, ‘the deaths of so many at one time will release aether back to the Mistral in amounts that will give us more time to save it.’

			Swan could barely believe what she had heard.

			‘A sacrifice,’ she murmured. ‘You will take the lives of thousands and murder them.’

			A fire glimmered in Morain’s eyes.

			‘We will save our God by any means necessary. If we are to succeed, the major powers that oppose us need to be sundered. Of these, the two greatest are Eron and Terrius. While they lead the Octet Alliance, the realms will continue to ignore that danger to the Mistral, and instead focus on their own petty interests.’

			Swan felt alarm course through her.

			‘You want to destroy Terrius?’ she blurted out.

			‘No!’ Morain said. ‘Our sisters will defeat Eron, and once this pathetic nation is a burned husk of the might it now possesses, we will be able to move forward with the next stages.’

			‘What if you’re wrong,’ Swan protested. ‘What if Eron is victorious and defeats our sisters? You will have helped cause the downfall of our Court.’

			Morain glared at her. ‘Do you doubt your sisters that much?’

			Swan leant back, disgusted. It was so blinkered. Of course Terrius was mighty, but in war, anything could happen. Morain spoke like a fool, not as the brilliant mentor as Swan had once idolized her.

			Angry, Swan spoke her mind.

			‘What did that man mean about my mother?’ she demanded. ‘Constantine said her death was necessary. What the fuck does that mean?’

			Morain went pale, anger racing away. She stepped forward, a gentler guise coming over her.

			‘Swan,’ she said. ‘Your mother was one of us. She inducted me into this movement thirty years ago.’

			Swan rocked back. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘Dalia had always wanted to change the world,’ Morain continued softly. ‘But amongst our number, she was the most moderate. She believed diplomacy was the best course, that we should stick to the shadows and avoid conflict. Persuading people over time to figure out how to heal the Mistral was always her goal. But as this continued to fail, the voices clamoured louder for action. To force change. Dalia did not agree with this and grew increasingly distant from us all.’

			Swan listened silently, body tense.

			‘Years ago, when this plan was decided to force Terrius and Eron into war with each other, she declared herself done, and abandoned the movement, claiming she would reveal all to the Octet Alliance,’ Morain muttered. ‘I begged her to stop but she would not. When had Dalia ever heeded another?’

			Swan’s blood was cold.

			‘And you killed her …’ she whispered.

			Morain juddered to a halt, face twisting.

			‘I pleaded with her, but she would not listen,’ Morain said in anguish. ‘She was going to reveal everything. The members of our movement, our plans. We could not let that happen.’

			‘I thought you hated me because of it,’ Swan said, voice hoarse. ‘All these years, I thought you treated me with such cruelty because I might have saved her, if I had told you of my portent sooner. But I see now … it’s guilt. You treated me like that because you are ashamed.’

			Morain said nothing, a shadow pressing down on her. Swan stared at her with loathing.

			‘I hate you,’ she spat. ‘My mother adored you, and what? You paid her back with death! You let an assassin violate our halls and take my mother from me! I spit on you!’

			And she did. Swan stood and spat in Morain’s face.

			The woman did not avoid it, and the spittle trickled grimly down her cheek. The room was filled with silence.

			‘We do this for Mycenia,’ Morain finally said, wiping her face. ‘Everything we do is in service to the Mistral. One day, you will understand that.’

			‘It’s in the service of the one you call the Thunder,’ Swan retorted hotly. ‘The Empress, I suppose?’

			Morain’s gaze sharpened. ‘What did you say?’

			‘The Empress of Thunder,’ Swan repeated. ‘That’s who you serve, isn’t it?’

			With the speed of a snake, Morain slid forward, suddenly looking very dangerous. ‘You will not say that name again, Swan. Do you understand me?’

			The threat in her voice was such that even Swan, in her furious state, paused.

			‘Fine.’

			Morain stared at her, then retreated a step.

			‘Dalia’s loss is a wound I will always carry,’ she said. ‘But the hand that actually killed her, the assassin himself, we can still exact justice on by claiming his life. We just need to see his face in the memory within Defiance.’

			Swan’s lip curled. ‘You let it happen. What use is punishing the dagger, instead of the hand that wielded it?’

			Morain said nothing.

			‘Who else here knows of this?’ Swan asked.

			‘My Sanguine. No one else.’

			Not the Blood Spears, not Ambassador Esther or General Kleodo. Not Emilia.

			Swan glared at Morain. ‘What will happen to our bond and blood-sisters?’

			Morain’s face hardened in the face of Swan’s anger. ‘This is war, sacrifices must be made. Not all the pieces will make it to the end.’

			‘Pieces’. It sickened her. This was not the Terrius way. This was not what her mother had fought for.

			‘They aren’t pieces, they’re people. Living, breathing sisters who are loyal to the Crimson Court.’

			‘Any one of them would give their lives for the realm,’ Morain growled.

			Swan stood up, furious. ‘They deserve to make that choice for themselves. Are they dying for Terrius, or are they dying for you?’ she spat. ‘Or this “Thunder” you and Constantine follow so willingly?’

			Morain looked at her coldly. ‘Since Rulele is dead, I will need you more than ever within the Cathedral. Along with Tacha, we will slay Merit-Elector Jetsan Var Hulio, then make our escape.’

			Swan looked at the woman who had helped raise her, all those long nights when her mother was consumed by running the realm. Someone who had held her, comforted her when she cried, and laughed with her in moments of joy. She now saw the bleak creature Morain had become, attempting to atone for her role in Dalia’s death with an empty desire to kill the assassin. A secretive manipulator of honest Terrius women, in league with foreign goals and desires.

			Morain looked back at her, and they shared a realization that there was nothing left between them. Face set, the High Priestess strode from the room. As the door clicked shut, Swan looked down at Defiance. The Immemorial Elder’s words shouted from her past.

			‘Your sister follows a path that can only lead to oblivion …’

			Her hand reached for the staff.

			‘Which means you met my aunt weeks ago, and I was just outside the door when you did!’ Thom exclaimed.

			‘Crazy,’ Fenne said vaguely.

			‘It is. It is crazy!’ Thom slumped back in his chair, stretching out his legs with exasperation.

			‘Please stop saying the word “crazy”,’ Eli muttered. ‘It’s driving me crazy.’

			They were sitting in a secluded corner of Gregorian Grains, twiddling their thumbs until the peace pledge that night. Eli was writing down a missive of some kind and going over accounts. The bakery wasn’t busy, just a few isolated patrons. The scents of burned sugar and fresh bread filled the air. Fenne peered at the neat font of the Binding, eyes scanning over the densely clustered words.

			‘Through fractal veils the Root of Fate is known,’ she whispered to herself, ‘its shifting truth a glimmer on the breeze …’

			‘Of course, it was great to see her,’ Thom continued, ‘but the fact she’d been under my nose the whole time is pretty weird.’

			‘Revealed too late, its course becomes your own, a tangled path to bring you to your knees …’

			‘What are you reading?’ Thom interrupted, throwing pieces of bread into the air to catch in his mouth.

			‘Eli, do you have a stick to throw for him?’ Fenne snapped.

			‘If I seem bored, it’s because I am.’ Thom prodded her. ‘What are you reading?’

			Fenne gave up, sighing. ‘It’s Constantine’s copy of the Binding. A section about the Mythic Roots.’

			Thom frowned. ‘I never paid much attention to those in class.’

			‘Constantine said something …’ Fenne continued. ‘He gave these Mythic Roots titles or phrases. The one who sees or … something like that.’

			‘The one who takes, the one who sees, the one who stands, the one who gives,’ Eli listed, not looking up, pen continuing to dance across the ledger before him. ‘They are the Roots of the four rulers of the Noble Dynasty.’

			Fenne stared at Eli intensely. ‘Do you know much about them?’

			He glanced up disparagingly. ‘Of course. The passage you are reading from the Binding is on the more poetic side, but I researched extensively when I was Chief Lexorcist of the Endless Library.’

			Fenne could have slapped herself in the head. Of course Eli would know about them!

			‘Can you tell me a bit about them?’ she said, finger still hovering above the page. ‘In more detail?’

			‘Isn’t there a prophecy?’ Thom interrupted.

			Eli delicately laid his pen to the side and sat up to regard them fully.

			‘The Roots described are as follows. Desecration, the one who takes. Revelation, the one who sees. Adamant, the one who stands. And Belief, the one who gives. Each of these is a Root so powerful, it can apparently change the pattern of fate itself. Constantist doctrine preaches this as the ideal shape of destiny, the way the world should be, though it is typically vague in relation to what this might look like.’

			Constantine had said that Virel had the first. The Root of Desecration.

			Fenne listened keenly. ‘And they don’t appear very often?’

			Eli pursed his lips. ‘They don’t appear at all. That is why they are consigned to history. There are no recorded instances of these four Roots apart from the Lady Martyr of Terrius who possessed the Root of Revelation. If anyone was blessed with one of these by the Mistral, it would be an immense moment in history.’

			Fenne lowered her gaze to the Binding. If Virel had the first, who was to say that the other three weren’t in the world right now?

			‘What exactly do they do?’ she asked. ‘What makes them so …’

			‘Powerful?’ Thom offered, doing that annoying thing with the coin he always did where he used wind to spin it above his hand.

			‘Important,’ Fenne clarified.

			‘Besides their heritage to the Noblite rulers?’ Eli said light-heartedly. ‘I understand your meaning. It’s hard to say, however. Exactly what each of these Roots did is unclear. Desecration is clearly malevolent in effect, the linguistic assumption being that it corrupts or ruins in some manner.’

			‘Revelation is obvious,’ Thom chipped in. ‘See the future and such.’

			‘And the other two?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Adamant implies strength, or durability,’ Eli paused. ‘But out of the four, Adamant has felt like the outlier in some way, as though it functions differently in nature.’

			Fenne paused, thinking. Her hand was open on the page for the passage that spoke of the last Root. ‘What about Belief? The fourth Root of Myth?’

			Eli narrowed his eyes thoughtfully.

			‘The one who gives. Read the verse in its entirety, then give me your instinctive thoughts.’

			Thom peered over Fenne’s shoulder as she lowered her head to read aloud.

			
			The Root of Belief, a mind’s steadfast chain,

			Consumes the will, yet shapes what we may see.

			Its flame ignites a path through joy or pain,

			And we, in eternity, tread where it decrees.

			No twist of fate can quell its firm decree,

			Though hearts may wrestle, bound by unseen sway.

			It leads, unyielding, neither kind nor grey,

			A truth not yours, yet all you must declare,

			The fire that claims the soul, come night or day.

			

			Fenne finished. The undertone of unease she’d felt since she met Constantine in the Cathedral had returned, rumbling away like anxiety in her belly. Thom leant back, his face scrunched up.

			‘I have absolutely no idea what it means,’ he declared, before tossing himself another piece of bread. Fenne batted it away, annoyed.

			‘The one who gives,’ she muttered. ‘The Root of Belief. What do you think, Eli?’

			The Gregorian fiddled with the rests of his wheelchair.

			‘The one who gives has always troubled me. What could a Root give that would be powerful enough to be ranked in the same manner as prophetic sight?’

			Fenne’s hand tightened on the copy of the Binding. Constantine’s personal copy.

			Constantine.

			Abruptly, that final moment in the Cathedral came back to her. Passing by the Guilder who had been frozen, the blood coming from his ear. The way he and all those workers had simply dropped their tools and marched away when Constantine ordered them to. The unison in which they had acted.

			‘It speaks of will,’ she said slowly. ‘Could it mean, make people do things? Even if they don’t want to?’

			Eli paused, then shrugged. ‘Perhaps. I really couldn’t say for sure.’ He turned to Thom, ‘And yes, there is a prophecy regarding the Mythic Roots. But considering they would need to exist for it to be relevant, it’s not worth much consideration.’

			Thom said something in return, but Fenne didn’t hear, consumed by her thoughts. She only had suspicions, no hard answers. Fenne looked down at the Binding, frustrated. Why had Constantine given her this book? What was he trying to tell her? She wasn’t smart enough to figure all of this out. All of a sudden, she felt the ring of patronage Constantine had given to her sit heavy on her finger. She almost pulled it off.

			‘Did you hear about the attack in Away last night?’ Thom interjected.

			‘An attack?’ Eli asked with concern.

			‘Some big fight. The smithy on Ridiel Row near the Caldera was ruined.’

			‘The sky take me from this collection of scoundrels,’ a voice boomed.

			The huge bulk of Dante Gregorian loomed over them. Eli held his arms up to his brother in greeting.

			‘Wind sees you.’

			Dante leant all the way down for Eli to deliver a kiss to each of his cheeks. The Master-Arcanist pulled up a chair. A server carried over a glass of water for him. Dante tossed out some metal badges to them all.

			‘Your marks of passage for tonight,’ he declared proudly. ‘What do you have to say?’

			‘Thank you, Dante,’ they chorused. He chuckled.

			‘Seriously, don’t lose them. There aren’t any more to go around.’

			‘Are you sure you won’t get in trouble by giving me one?’ Thom asked, worried. Dante waved him off.

			‘The Cathedral can seat fifteen thousand people. You think anyone’s going to notice you tonight?’

			Thom settled, though still looked concerned. Dante flashed a steely smile at Fenne.

			‘Your Pit is taking its time.’

			Fenne cocked her head. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘We have the arcane pylons for Smoke and Silver, but Woodwork’s is yet to arrive. Hardly a good first impression,’ he mock-chided her.

			‘Oh, I sent it to the Academy first.’

			Dante paused. ‘Why would you do that?’

			‘Constantine asked me to.’

			He frowned. ‘He knows better than that. We have to empty out the aether first to safely check its physical state, then once we’re certain there are no repairs to be made, we send it on to the Academy for aetheric infusion.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘We do these exchanges every ten years, and still people try to mess things up.’

			Constantine had to have known that, thought Fenne, so why would he ask her to reverse the order in which the pylons were sent? He was old, experienced. He ruled the Blue Triad, and had overseen multiple exchanges on the Pits over his many years. Why would he order it to be delivered to the Academy first, this specific time around?

			Fenne quietly assessed herself. There was something in the air that promised change. The smell of burned sand no longer floated at the back of her mind. She was becoming other, leaving the warm embrace of Kratossif behind. Replacing it with …

			Something. She stared at the Binding given to her, lying innocently on the table. As Fenne regarded her friends, she realized she’d never felt further from home.

		
	
		
			31

			Bring down the sky

			The evening of the peace pledge

			The Cathedral of Constant was the home of the divine, a place where Constantists – the true faith of Mycenia – had sat in speculative awe of their omniscient shepherd for hundreds of years. It had seen the Mistral when it ruled ascendant, magnitudes larger and grander than it was now. It had endured the death of empires when Ruin despoiled the world. It had felt the prayers of millions, both citizen and pilgrim. It was, fundamentally, the conduit of connection between heaven and mundane earth. It had been built by those who scorned the division between mortal and God, and it was no longer merely a building. It knew its flock. It understood the congregation.

			The interior of the Cathedral was lit by candlelight, countless brackets and sticks casting a warm glow across the churning crowds. Braziers of a more vigorous flame routinely adorned the large walls and pillars. A chorus of singers were positioned against the rear wall, up beyond the altar. They softly sang of common cause and pious duty. Two vast banners swayed gently from the highest reaches of the Cathedral, one the cerulean pride of Eron and the other the pitch majesty of Terrius.

			The citizens of Lurella filled the space with the clamour of fifteen thousand voices. The five ascending balconies on either side were packed. As the pews marched toward the front, they progressively seated a steadily increasing rank of influence. Minor nobility and Meritors dominated up until the twentieth row, and beyond that, the supreme individuals and their coteries or families waited expectantly. Through it all, the eight monolithic pillars stood at attention, commanding a presence all of their own.

			At the front, either side of the aisle respectively, were the delegation of Terrius, black and red resplendent, and the Blue Triad, a sea of blue, white and silver. The altar quietly waited, the sweeping expanse of the rear window revealing the night sky in a vast expanse of glass.

			And beyond …

			The Mistral beamed through the back window, casting a beneficent radiance upon the proceedings. Shimmering sheets of gold and silver aetheric light, overlapping and streaming about each other in some imitation of what a deep-sea current might look like. Anything you could imagine was displayed within it, a kaleidoscope of glorious, phantasmal colour. It commanded the eye, compelling the attention of most.

			But not all.

			Cardinal Orpheon Black lurked by the altar, a pristine and ornate copy of the Binding open upon it. His pitch-black eyes presumably swept the crowds with a judgement second only to the Mistral itself. The glowing ranks of the Assembly sat and stood in archetypical reserve.

			Katrina Saturi held vigil in plate mail and azure cape on the rear platform beneath the window, surrounded by her coterie. The greatest of all Legacies, dominant force in the Lurellan aristocracy, the Saturis revealed no tension at what was at stake. Her first-son Staiyen was charismatic and engaged, while the second-son Briar, brooded with malcontent. Esteemed heads of other Legacies stood with her, families such as Euthoreal, Kensei and Yarrow. The Order of the City collected in careful regard.

			Jetsan Var Hulio stood beside them. His acid-scarred visage was sullen as others made small talk. The members of the Guilders Consortium wore formalized versions of their unique attire. They wore neat, one-sleeved tan cloaks, to honour the one-armed founder of the city, Shife Kuro. Their belts were bare of tools.

			High Priestess Morain sat stiffly, disdaining muttered conversation. General Kleodo stared at everyone and anything about her, while Ambassador Esther made careful greetings to their nearby hosts. Ranks of black-attired women, isolated as a pocket of ebon that clamoured within the bright colours that surrounded them. Behind Morain, the Sanguine silently watched. Tacha seated between Tyol and Jerandea. Their faces were grave.

			Swan was with them. She held Defiance, vainly hoping the dreadful anticipatory fear that smothered her didn’t show. Her eyes followed the Maktar that prowled to and fro. Surveying the crowds. The armoured forms of Blades swept by, deliberately making their presence felt. Along with the armed Terrius, Swan perceived threat in every aspect of her surroundings.

			Finally, one figure stood to the side, and though no one would notice, it did seem as though for a moment the entire room drifted in his wake, effortlessly exerting an influence on the world around him.

			Constantine Lyn watched in white cloth of ornate cut. His skin glowed in the candlelight, his eyes deep wells that glittered. His diadem twinkled brightly as he panned his attention. Always moving his gaze. His eyes went to the darkness of the pews furthest from the centre. There, Virel Fyrakin waited, pale and cold. Constantine looked away, finally, to the most important person within the Cathedral.

			Luck Lamourney wore unkempt clothes she hadn’t bothered to smarten up. She sat in the sixth row, attentive and silent. Her face was devoid of expression. For once left in peace, she was serene in the midst of the organized chaos. She stared ahead, focused, unwavering in her anticipation of enacting his command. The absolute stillness in which she sat was unsettling, and unnatural.

			Constantine regarded her calmly. He had no concerns about Lamourney. She would do his bidding, like all his agents in the chamber.

			They had no choice.

			As the choir gently chanted, Constantine reached out to touch a nearby Blade on the shoulder and whisper in her ear.

			Swan’s eyes were open, but she saw nothing.

			Defiance was a lightning rod in her hand. Her aether was the crackling energy sparking through it. She was manifesting in small bursts, expressing pulses that ricocheted out of the flexium staff, almost like the sonar of some deep-sea creature. Something about the atmosphere in the Cathedral was amplifying it. The stones hummed to the Mistral and its energy, an echo chamber of resonance.

			A portent was bubbling under the surface, waiting to emerge, but Defiance vibrated with recognition. Which could only mean one thing. The assassin was in this building. Her mother’s slayer was here. Swan’s mind reached out and tried to isolate him, searching … searching …

			A bump against her leg jolted her concentration. Jerandea had leant away to say something to Tacha. Swan watched the Sanguine, who still looked terrible, set her jaw and give a tense nod. Tyol leant back, staring to the dais and the top platform.

			‘What is going to happen?’ Swan asked anxiously.

			Tyol snapped a glare to her. ‘Just be ready.’

			Swan said nothing. She looked at the back of Morain’s head in front of her. Emilia wasn’t here. She’d been left at their lodgings, her punishment continuing. One of the pillars was right in front of them, a titanic edifice of stone. The altar drew Swan’s gaze, the Cardinal patiently observing. Beyond that, she saw the intimidating figure of Jetsan Var Hulio.

			With every moment, the tension grew.

			Hedger squinted down at Lamourney. She sat all wrong. Too still. It made her uneasy. Things were bad between them and Hedger didn’t know how to fix it. Sad and grumpy, she wriggled into her spot.

			She’d climbed all the way up to the highest corner of the Cathedral on the fifth balcony. The location she’d chosen was right above the dais, almost above the altar. Perched in a small cubbyhole beside a statue of a roaring lion, she could see everything, safely out sight of any who might wish her harm. The Eronese flag hung directly below her, descending like a waterfall of cloth. A few feet from her, the balcony was full of people staring down at the proceedings. Her sack of precious scrap was wedged against the balustrades within reach.

			Hedger had spotted the surviving kidnapper, Tacha. She could also see the man in white, Constantine, who had told Lamourney to change the duel. He was moving from person to person, first Blade, then Maktar. Each time saying something to them. Her eyes drifted back to the motionless figure of Lamourney.

			
			‘Repeat it back to me.’

			‘Wait until the ceremony begins.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘When the Cardinal begins his blessing, act.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I will use my Root to bring down the sky.’

			‘Yes, Lamourney. Very good.’

			

			‘Pass through.’

			Fenne pushed Eli past the final squad of guards who moved on to the next group to check for hidden scraps of red cloth or weaponry. Hassled by the crowds, the guards made no mention of her metal gauntlets.

			‘Keep your badges,’ Dante advised as they approached the entryway to the Cathedral. ‘They may ask to see them again inside.’

			Fenne nodded as they swept with the crowd. Like being swallowed by a primordial entity, they burst within the glorious interior. They stared in wonder at the sight. Eli clapped his hands together with delight. He was wearing an orange dress with wheat-sheaves embroidered all over, delicate sandals resting on his footrest. Both he and Dante had smartened up their hair, the Master-Arcanist brushing up well. Fenne had her tried-and-tested leathers and simple brown attire, while Thom could have waltzed out of a textbook on royal presentation.

			‘I’ll take him now,’ Dante assured Fenne loudly, taking the handles of Eli’s wheelchair. ‘See you after!’

			She and Thom grinned and waved them off.

			‘I’ll find somewhere to stand at the back,’ said Thom.

			Fenne gave him an understanding nod. Better if he blended in with the crowd.

			‘Drinks on me,’ he added with a wink, before slipping away. She watched him vanish with a strange sensation. Alone, she pushed up the aisle. She offered her badge once she got to the front rows. They waved her further forward than she was expecting, and she headed into the foremost section of pews, searching for an empty seat. The noise was immense, the chant of the choir ethereally carrying above the tumult. The banners and platforms draped in iconography were dramatically illuminated by the flickering emittance of what felt like a million candles.

			She stopped at the end of a row and squeezed in at the very end. She was only a dozen pews back from the altar. Craning her neck, she tried to spot Swan, but couldn’t distinguish between the backs of people’s heads. A flicker of white caught her eye as a man stepped from the shadowed environs of the pew edges.

			Just a Maktar, sternly appraising the people around him.

			Her eyes drifted, to alight on someone much closer to her, distinct in their stillness. Fenne stared at the back of Luck Lamourney. Her face in profile, Fenne couldn’t make out her expression. She absently rubbed the grooved knuckles of her gauntlets, a last-minute decision prompting her to bring them with her.

			She hoped she wouldn’t need them.

			Thom hugged the wall, staying near the back within the huddle of the general populace. The pillars hindered his view, but it was better to not be noticed. There were a great many Blades standing to attention all around the Cathedral, as well as a few of the Sanguine and Blood Spears taking token spots around the Terrius-occupied pews. He made sure to avoid eye contact. There were more Maktar than he had expected, bone-hued uniforms standing out.

			Emerging from out of nowhere, Thom spotted Constantine, unmistakeable. He frowned. Why would he be at the back of the Cathedral?

			He watched the Aetherist-Prime conversing with someone. As he moved on, Thom recognized the distinct face of Virel. His pale expression was set, focused. He slipped deeper into the chamber. Thom watched Constantine head through the crowd. He elicited powerful reactions from people as he passed. Their faces softened, and many of them reached out to touch his sleeve or brush the side of his jacket. Blades and Maktar were approached by the man and spoken to softly.

			Thom eyed him curiously as he advanced down the aisle.

			Fenne touched her thumbs to each finger in sequence, going down the hand then back up. She tried to glimpse Eli through the crush but had no luck. Dante had marched up to join Jetsan Var Hulio at the rear of the apse. The shifting bank of the Blue Triad stood symbolically beneath the coursing shape of the Mistral without the building.

			A chill stole across her.

			‘Wind sees you.’

			Constantine stood right next to her.

			She tried not to flinch. Judging from his reaction, she wasn’t entirely successful. He surveyed her, looming over her seated form.

			‘You recoil from me?’ he murmured. ‘What troubles you, Fenne?’

			I don’t know, she thought. Having him next to her filled her limbs with a thick sediment, locking her in place.

			‘I’ve been thinking about chance.’ She spoke awkwardly, forcing the words out.

			‘Chance?’

			‘Yes. How some things simply happen, and others are the result of unseen hands, pushing the world into position with total silence.’

			He nodded, knowing her meaning as he always seemed to be able to do. ‘So, to the casual observer, it simply appears as though everything fell into place.’

			‘But really,’ Fenne said intently, ‘it was all according to plan.’

			Constantine looked seraphic, wearing his near century of years with dignity. He was bedecked in the most beautiful formal suit she’d ever seen. Gold and silver trimming, celestial and luminary brocade and pattern. He was transcendent. A divine representative on this stained earth. People passed them by. The Cathedral rang in sympathy with thousands of voices. It went unnoticed. Constantine held her in his gaze.

			‘According to plan …’ he said quietly. ‘Do you have a question to ask me, Fenne?’

			‘What are you doing?’ Fenne said softly. ‘Tell me?’

			Constantine looked at her calmly. She saw in the shifting crowds and expressive shadows a magnitude curve that bent to his person. Like the moon owes tithe to the earth.

			He knelt before her.

			An action that should have felt vulnerable instead seemed imperious. A humouring gesture as he lowered himself to her level.

			‘Did you read what I gave you?’ he asked her.

			‘Yes,’ she replied, chest tight. ‘The Tale of the Mythic Roots.’

			‘There is a design on this world,’ he began slowly. ‘It weaves as innumerable threads which coalesce with grace and tragedy. This design can fray and snap at the slightest touch. The Mistral knows this and allows it so in ageless wisdom. Yet guidance is required, for a weakened God is less than a ghost.’

			Fenne said nothing, frozen by the power in his voice, which rumbled like distant thunder.

			‘I have laid action over choice, above ideas and before contingencies numberless. I have plotted and schemed and persuaded to ensure that this moment, now, will come to pass in just the right manner. The weave that I have crafted, one delicate thread at a time, would break the greatest minds known to these realms. And yet … there is one, undeniable piece of proof, in the divine mind of the Mistral. Do you know what it is?’

			She felt his regard like a physical flame.

			‘No,’ she managed.

			She saw it again, the strange shift in the air as he spoke. It touched people around her who all paused, but it didn’t touch her. Constantine studied her with glittering eyes.

			‘You are my proof, Fenne,’ he muttered quietly. ‘You. Nothing else. I searched my whole life for you. I found the first early on with Virel. The young princess of Terrius is the second. But I could never find the third. Yet here, at the first step, a young woman from the desert is brought to me.’

			Fenne stared at him. It couldn’t be true, what he was suggesting.

			‘Are you saying … ?’ she stopped.

			‘You are the third Mythic Root, Fenne.’ Constantine stood gracefully, regaining his height. ‘You are the one who stands, and the Mistral sent you to me.’

			Fenne shook her head in denial, but something inside her pulsed with purpose.

			‘I don’t even know what that means,’ she whispered.

			Constantine said nothing, but his face was filled with understanding. Fenne hesitated, troubled by something. Virel was the first. A woman of Terrius was the second. Constantine claimed she was the third.

			Which left …

			She looked up at him.

			‘Are you the fourth?’ she asked softly.

			Finally, he smiled. It split his face like liquid gold or diamond stardust. It was beautiful. And terrible.

			‘Yes, Fenne. I am the one who gives.’

			He left her, striding down the aisle.

			Mute, she followed him with her stare.

			He laid a single finger on Lamourney’s shoulder as he passed. Fenne said nothing as the choir fell silent, and a crystal-clear trumpet called the Cathedral to service.

			Hedger stuck a finger in the open jaw of the stone lion statue and pulled at a fang. It was the size of her head. It didn’t budge. She saw a kind of tremor emanate from the top platform all the way to the pews. A musician lifted a silver trumpet to their lips. The chanting smoothly came to a stop as an elegant peal blared out. Hedger stuck her fingers in her ears.

			She peered down, her sack clinking as she rested a foot on it.

			A bead of sweat ran down Swan’s forehead.

			Morain rose as the trumpet sounded. The eyes of the room rested upon her as she ascended the steps. She joined the Cardinal by the altar. There was a solemnity in his pitch black gaze. As Morain reached him, Orpheon Black turned to the pews.

			‘Those gathered here today, under the beneficence of our god, the Mistral above, witness the beginning of this most momentous of nights.’ His voice rang out. The moment of peace had come.

			He placed his hands on the altar. Morain stepped forward to mirror him.

			The world shifted.

			Swan reeled as her Root erupted.

			The portent hit …

			
			The rose ambiguity.

			Swan felt movement.

			She turned as the grey mundanity surrounded her.

			A woman stood in the aisle.

			Luck Lamourney.

			Her hand was open.

			A million shards of rose aether erupted from it.

			They grasped the titanic front pillar.

			It burned with aetheric light.

			Swan felt a crack.

			A sphere of unreality collapsed the stone into a single point.

			It exploded outward …

			

			… the present slammed back.

			Swan threw herself to the ground.

			Lamourney stood up.

			Fenne’s eyes snapped round. People around Lamourney were hissing at her to sit down. The woman carefully lifted her hand and opened it, palm facing the frontmost pillar. She dimly registered a Maktar stepping in front of Constantine, throwing up their hands. As someone reached up to drag Lamourney back to sitting, an aetheric shock wave erupted from her. It cascaded over the pews like a heat haze and poured into the middle of the front buttressing pillar. She felt her ears pop as the air pressure changed.

			Fenne’s entire body turned ice cold as Lamourney released her Root.

			The sky fell.
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			The four in same step

			Lamourney was broken.

			Her Root ripped through her as she exerted it in ways she had never attempted before. Constantine’s command moved her mind as though she were a passenger in herself, unstoppable in its strength. She manifested her aether into one of the great pillars that held up the far ceiling, and fought to bring down the sky. The Cathedral fought back. It did not want to change.

			Her eardrums ruptured. A tooth shattered. Muscle tore all across her body as Lamourney refused to fail. The monolith of black stone almost screamed as it was forced from one giant structure into a thousand shards of razor-sharp stone. Lamourney’s heart frantically spasmed, and with a final howl of determination, reversed the gravitonic polarity she had created.

			The room screamed.

			The storm eviscerated the crowd. Terrius and Eronese dismembered in fountains of gore and severed limbs. Entire rows were slain. The destructive hail of obsidian hit the rear window and the pane of glass shattered with a splintering howl, sending a million individual slivers of glass out into the Cathedral. Dust scattered, thick and heavy, causing a gloom that flickered with the remaining light like hell itself. The banners intended to symbolize unity were shredded and plummeted to ground.

			Barely a second had passed. The crowd hadn’t even had time to scream.

			The first bodies began to fall.

			The ascending balconies were punctured like a sword through the belly of some stricken beast. A horrific rain began to plummet. From twenty feet, fifty feet, a hundred feet up, people smashed to the ground. They wailed as they fell to their death. Cracks appeared in the building. The highest reaches of the Cathedral began to fall with doom-laden moans. Where the pillar had been, there was a low stump of stone left at the bottom, then an implausible upper trunk suspended in the air, melded to the ceiling.

			Thom felt the cool floor against his cheek, ringing in his ears. People were screaming. His thoughts kept slipping away. Howls of pain pushed their way into his ears. Bodies lay all around him. Many weren’t moving. He pushed himself upright and slumped against the wall. Something warm ran down his brow. He lifted a hand.

			Blood.

			Fenne saw hundreds die in an instant. She gagged at the stink of eviscerated bodies and the smothering fugue of dust that enveloped the chamber. She could hear creaks as the ponderous weight of the pillar pulled down with no support underneath, like an enormous shard of shattered bone. The shock wave had felled the congregation. Fenne had braced herself, a hand in front of her face. She lifted her gaze in dumb shock to see the carnage surrounding her. It was almost impossible to understand what was happening. In the chaos, four black-clad figures from the Terrius section leapt across the pews with frantic pace, heading for the altar. Lamourney crashed to her knees. As the dust cloud rapidly obscured vision, Fenne searched for the architect of this atrocity.

			Constantine gleamed in radiant serenity, untouched by the madness. He was the lone shard of stability. A Maktar stepped away from him, a protective shimmer vanishing from their hands. He turned, levelling his gaze at her across the toppled ranks of pews.

			Constantine’s focus sharpened.

			As the dust cloud expanded, he saw three Sanguine join Morain on the sanctum dais and race toward Jetsan Var Hulio. The man was roaring in fury, up amongst the fallen bodies of the rear platform. He had been protected by his aetheric harness, and stood alone, unbowed in the face of chaos. Despite everything, Constantine felt a shadow of respect for the strength of will he displayed. He studied Morain as she raced forward. His co-conspirator’s face was grim as she headed toward her target.

			He turned away, preparing the next step.

			Constantine could sense his tools, like flickering fireflies in his mind, dotted around the room. He observed the chaotic melee, full of people searching for who or what had caused this.

			‘Let us remove any doubt,’ he said softly, no one would know what had happened, or who to blame. Such was the choked madness inside the Cathedral. He would not let that happen.

			The first of his Maktar reached the Terrius. A Blood Spear twisted, demanding answers. She received a sword straight through her gut. Another was speared in the back. Sanguine immediately retaliated and leapt at a Maktar in a burst of red aether.

			Cries of betrayal were called on both sides.

			Battle took hold, both sides decrying the other.

			‘Attend me,’ Constantine commanded, his voice radiating out.

			He felt Virel approach, a deep aura of despair that echoed from the depths of a maddened soul. It was always intoxicating to be in the presence of something so sacred, the wielder of the first Mythic Root. Yet he also felt caution.

			Virel was the most dangerous person in Mycenia.

			‘Morain will slay Jetsan Var Hulio.’ Constantine’s voice was thunderous. He let every scrap of his Root manifest and infect the pale Fyrakin. ‘See that they do not fail. Once it is done, kill her and any who remain.’

			Like a dam releasing its gates, an awful sensation rolled out from Virel as his Root manifested. Constantine took a sharp breath as anguish clawed at his soul. A violation of the fundamental bonds that gave meaning to existence. Virel moved off into the dusty murk. Constantine pivoted, two Maktar falling in line. He discreetly headed to the edge of the Cathedral and made for the exit. In his focus, he failed to notice a broken wheelchair, discarded.

			There was nothing left to do here.

			Fenne shattered the jaw of the Sanguine assaulting her. Clad in her metal gauntlets, her fists became battering rams. The Sanguine fell soundlessly. Fenne lunged on into the gloom. Breath tight. Fingers clenched hard enough to bend steel. She let aether flood her body with strength. Her reactions sharpened, her strength and resilience grew. She didn’t allow the confusion about what her Root actually was to cloud her mind. She only had to focus on what was right in front of her.

			Fenne cursed herself. Why hadn’t she done something? Why had she allowed Constantine to do this? She burned to pursue him, but the only thing she could think of was Eli. A small man in a wheelchair, so vulnerable. She had to find him. Hysterical citizens stumbled into her path, missing arms and hands. She bulldozed them out of her way. She didn’t have time to be gentle.

			There was movement everywhere, individuals coalescing into one another in the murk. A city guard stumbled into her path, brandishing a spear.

			‘Halt!’ His voice was shrill with fear and he thrust his weapon. Fenne snapped her hand about the haft, and yanked it out of his hands. She delivered a punch to his gut. The breath whooshed out of him.

			Fenne soldiered on.

			A woman emerged out of the fog, kneeling against the end of a pew. It was Lamourney. Fenne strode up and got in front of her. Her face was caked in dust, the corners of her eyes still gently oozing blood. They sliced red streaks down her face. Fenne shook her, fearing the worst.

			‘Did he tell you to do this?’

			Lamourney was insensate. Fenne abandoned her, and plunged further into the chamber. An arrow arced out of nowhere from some unthinking maniac with a bow. Lightning quick, she sent it flying away on the stones. She desperately squinted through the murk that flashed with flickering torches, screams and pain.

			This was hell.

			Hedger clung on fearfully. What remained of the lion statue was all that stopped her from plummeting to her death. Most of the floor of the top tier had fallen away, and she was stranded on a little promontory of rock. The sack was so heavy, all her possessions inside it. She’d have to jump to get to safety.

			Everything had gone wrong.

			All she could see through the cloying expanse of dust was the platform by the rear window. She recognized Lamourney’s giant friend, Dante, face down on the floor, only recognizable because of the green hair. People from both sides had been carried out by the protectors from the shattered rear window. The only one standing tall was a scarred man in a tan cloak, bellowing furiously, sapphire krystal inserts shining on his harness.

			Four black-robed Terrius erupted from the murk. They launched themselves at the man, bursting with crimson energy. Azure and jade aether coalesced about him as he twisted, mouth open in a roar Hedger couldn’t hear. She saw space ripple as they collided. The krystals embedded in his attire flared as he drew a hammer and fended off their furious assault.

			But he stood alone.

			The chattering whispers that plagued her so were howling for release. They slipped off her fear, unable to find purchase. Terror locked her hands in claws as she hopelessly stared out over the void she had to cross. The groan of stone above her promised one thing.

			If she did not find the courage to leap, she would fall.

			Fenne staggered as a brawling pair bashed her aside. The black of Terrius and blue of Eron were equally stained as they senselessly pummelled each other in blind fury. Here, in the immediate radius of destruction, the wreckage was absolute. She could barely make out the difference between body, pew and stone. It all coagulated into one horrific scum on the floor. She muscled on, searching the ranks where she knew Eli would have been placed as brother to the Master-Arcanist.

			‘Eli?’ Fenne shouted uselessly. The dust took her words and threw them aside contemptuously. She clambered over rubble, moving parallel to the bottom of the steps that led up to the sanctum dais, her eyes frantically seeking out the telltale sight of green. Her foot kicked something that spun.

			It was a wheel.

			Panic set in. She scrambled over a mound of shattered masonry from a balcony. The body of a Guilder was impaled on it. Two women held hands lifelessly, calm in death.

			Next to them was a small man with bright green hair.

			‘Eli!’ she cried.

			He was filthy, arms impotently pushing at a rock that had crushed his legs and lower chest. He mumbled, bubbles of red trickling over his lips.

			‘Hang on,’ she cried, panicked. Fenne grabbed the rock and prepared to throw it off, but Eli’s hand drifted out and weakly touched her wrist.

			‘Don’t,’ he managed to gasp. He wheezed a wet breath that hissed like punctured bellows. ‘My … I can’t breathe very …’ he faltered, his skin slick and feverish. Cracked lips collected the grime that drifted amongst them all. Fenne wiped his mouth, trying not to acknowledge how his eyes were distant and sickly bright. Tears threatened as she took in his ruined body. His gaze managed to find hers.

			‘I’ll carry you out, Eli,’ she said desperately. ‘You survived the Godless Crusade. You’ll make it through this.’

			Eli smiled faintly.

			‘I feel death knock at my window,’ he whispered. ‘It will not wait.’

			Fenne held him. He felt insubstantial. Already a ghost. Though she saw blood ooze from his slender body, it was the love and kindness he carried she saw rising free. She tried to remain still, to not jostle him, but emotion threatened to undo her. Another cough wracked his frame. His beautiful dress was stained and ripped.

			‘At least I can’t feel my legs,’ he whispered, laughing.

			She didn’t have the strength to laugh with him.

			‘Don’t go …’

			He looked through her. Cries for help slipped through the dense air, unanswered.

			‘Is it the Godless? Have they come for me?’

			Fenne held him as he bled out, the chaos unimportant now.

			‘No Eli, you’re in the Cathedral.’

			He blinked, his eyes drifting around her face. ‘The Cathedral … of course.’ His breathing was slowing. ‘What unsung terrors we unleash, in mortal hand abound.’

			Fenne gripped his hand. A tear tracked down her cheek, betraying her attempt to be strong.

			‘Tell Dante …’ Eli seemed puzzled. ‘Tell him I …’

			The pain left him. The kindness ebbed from his face as his soul faded away. Fenne kept her hand holding his for a moment, hardly hearing the screams and shouts reverberating around her.

			Eli was gone.

			Tears didn’t come as she rocked herself, still gripping his hand as though he might move again. A cold, numb horror screamed inside her. She didn’t dare give voice to it. Her Root halted, frozen in place inside her as her mind reeled. As the mountain lake lies untouched, the inner workings of her psyche came to rest. A crack sounded in her very soul as her entire being stopped.

			Eli was dead.

			She felt something. An iron core to her aether she’d never sensed before. Immutable and immovable. The strongest cliff and highest tower could not compare to its strength.

			She was stone. Impenetrable.

			Adamant.

			‘I am the one who stands,’ she whispered in the ruin of all things. She relinquished her grasp on the body that had once housed the kindest soul she would ever know.

			And she stood.

			Swan was drenched in blood.

			Though she’d tried to avoid it, the explosion had knocked her into a daze. By the time she regained awareness, chaos was total, and her sisters were nowhere to be seen. She tried to stand, still holding tight to Defiance, the only solid thing in this nightmare. She stumbled to the side, pushing past the remaining Terrius delegates. For a moment, she crouched by the ragged remains of the supporting pillar. The groans were getting louder from the roof above.

			A Lurellan guard stumbled into view and tripped, stained blue cloak awkwardly wrapping around them. They spotted Swan, and took in her distinctive black robes. Their eyes widened. Swan acted on instinct. She stabbed with the hard base of the staff. It hit the guard’s larynx with a crunch. They dropped their sword and fell on to their back, gurgling for air.

			Swan almost dropped Defiance in horror. Sweat poured off her as she reached out uselessly.

			‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!’

			There was a creak. Swan looked up as a chunk of floor detached and began to fall. Swan threw herself back, the guard raising a hand as though that might stop it from happening. The masonry crushed them, drenching Swan in viscera. She gagged, clawing it from her eyes, and pushed herself with her hands until her back found the steps up to the sanctum dais. A headless corpse blocked her way. A woman cradled loops of her intestine on the floor. Swan felt the coated residue of another human staining every inch of her body.

			She screamed.

			If Fenne’s feet could channel the rage she felt, the stones would be fracturing beneath her stride. There were red flashes in the gloom before her. The braziers were sputtering as some internal current within the Cathedral spasmed. She stepped on to the sanctum dais, and beheld the altar. The slumped body of Cardinal Orpheon Black lay half in the water, limp and unmoving. An ear-splitting crack lifted her gaze.

			She beheld a desperate scene.

			Jetsan Var Hulio fought for his life. He held the steps to the top platform. His left arm was mangled. Two Sanguine lay dead on the steps, one with their head caved in, the other burning with flames. A stocky woman was resolutely battering away at the Merit-Elector. The High Priestess, Morain, had a scourge of roiling red aether coiled around her arms. The tips writhed unnaturally through the air. A crack of blue-white lightning forked from the krystals on his harness. It met the Terrius with a thunderclap.

			The steps were broken and scorched all around from their struggle. Spit spewed from Jetsan’s mouth.

			‘You honourless curs!’

			Morain roared, ‘Tacha, strike him down!’

			The remaining Sanguine pressed in. A Blade appeared behind Jetsan. Morain struck, the crimson whip tearing out the man’s throat. Jetsan swung out and smashed Tacha’s sword aside. A gap opened. Morain lashed out with both aetheric whips simultaneously. There was a bang as they connected with the Merit-Elector, an azure aetherical shield springing to life around him. Resonant activators on his braces and straps flared. One exploded, the shield sputtering, and he was flung back. Morain shone with anarchic vigour, streams of aether pouring off her. Jetsan struggled to rise.

			He was going to die.

			Fenne stepped forward to help.

			A shape materialized from the shadowy murk. She snapped round, fists raised. It was Virel. His eyes blazed blue with golden flecks. His skin was flush and full of colour. He stared at her without recognition.

			‘Do not interfere,’ Virel said calmly.

			She glared back at him. There was a flash as Jetsan and Morain engaged again.

			‘Have you always been Constantine’s puppet?’ she taunted. His expression didn’t shift an inch. A cry made her turn. Morain whipped her scourge into Jetsan and shattered his shield. All the krystals along his harness ruptured. He fell back once more, his pockmarked visage twisted. Tacha sprang forward and drove her sword down right into his sternum.

			Fenne leapt to help. Virel moved faster than she could believe, and drove a fist into her chest. She flew back, landing in a sprawl.

			‘See what horror your master commands of you!’ Fenne yelled at Virel, rising to her feet. He held her gaze, emotionless. She halted.

			‘The one who gives,’ she said with sick dread. ‘He has taken your mind and made it his own.’

			Virel stared at her without any awareness of self. There was no room, for in his eyes, it was Constantine that Fenne saw looking back at her. The fourth, the Root of Belief. Eli had wondered what Root could be so powerful that it would rank in the same magnitude as the power of foresight.

			This was it, Fenne realized with horror. The ability to make another person a puppet for your will, and not even know what had been done to them.

			Morain gave a cry of victory. Jetsan clutched at Tacha, swinging his hammer at her in one last refusal to submit. She stabbed again. And again. He hissed in agony as his insides were shredded. The light guttered from the eyes of Jetsan Var Hulio, and finally he was silent. The Terrius howled in victory.

			Virel sensed the moment Jetsan died, and twisted round.

			The two Terrius slumped, spent beyond measure. Morain heaved great breaths.

			‘We must find Swan,’ she rasped. Tacha struggled to her feet, using her sword as a support.

			Virel swept forward like a shadow.

			Morain frantically twisted to look at the figure bearing down on them. Virel’s sword came down. Tacha couldn’t avoid it, crumbling at the sight of him. Cleaved in two, she toppled, her expression a grimace of horror and acceptance. Morain reared back, her aetheric scourge unfolding with a red crack.

			‘You do not know who you face!’ she cried.

			Her words fell on a mind that did not possess the ability to comprehend her condemnations. He was swollen with power, while Morain was exhausted from her battle with Jetsan. Virel slid through the air, and delivered quick cuts, batting away whip attacks from the High Priestess.

			She rallied, quickly spinning the aetheric lashes toward Virel. He rolled over one, and reached out a hand to the other. He caught it. Morain’s face locked in disbelief as he held it taut, hand smoking.

			‘A betrayal at the last,’ Morain shrieked. ‘Your master flees but sends his minions to slay me!’

			Fenne saw the air itself balk in fear. A vacuum of despair and corruption throbbed as Virel grasped the aetheric scourge of Morain. Energy bled into him. He seemed to swell with stolen vitality. The High Priestess howled in agony and collapsed. Her aura of crimson aether flickered as he approached.

			‘The Thunder will know of this treachery!’ she screamed.

			Virel looked down without pity. Without much of anything at all.

			Suddenly, Fenne saw Morain’s expression change.

			‘You …’ she whispered, her eyes widening. ‘I know this scent. Dalia …’

			Virel ripped out her soul.

			With a gruesome snap, he took the coiled crimson tether he had grasped and wrenched out the aetheric core of Morain. Fenne recoiled as she watched the very essence of life pull through banded cords of aether. Morain wailed in horror.

			And fell. Dead beside her sisters and Jetsan Var Hulio.

			Fenne lifted her eyes from the terrifying detritus of Morain, to the dark form of Virel. Unnervingly still, the air around him seemed cloying. Heavy. Tiny trickles of aether wormed toward his skin. Once again, it was something Fenne couldn’t feel, but could clearly see. The colours seemed lacklustre about him, the world grey. The Mistral still coiled in the sky, visible through the shattered back window. It illuminated the vile scene. She heard the words from the Binding in her mind. Over and over again.

			‘The one who takes,’ she muttered.

			But she didn’t have time to be afraid. She needed answers. And she would have them.

			She advanced, steps thunderous. She closed the distance and reached out.

			‘You will answer my questions, Virel,’ Fenne shouted, reaching for his sword arm. He whipped his left elbow back toward her face, dropping his weight down into a half crouch. She brought her own hand up and blocked it. The strike was powerful. She spun him round to face her, kicking out with a heel into the hand holding his sword. It fell with a clang. Fenne felt the blood rushing in her ears, the bottomless pit of rage that Eli’s death had dug in her bubbling over with the need to hurt something. Someone.

			The twisted angelic face of Virel howled at her, teeth bare. She saw the same chains that held her falling away from him.

			She bellowed back as her Root filled every atom of her body.

			‘No backward step!’
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			Limits exist alone

			Hedger tried to leap. Her body wouldn’t move.

			Another piece of stone separated with a splintering groan, tumbling away toward the ground. It crashed far below. The lion she clung to was broken, the sack cutting into her shoulders, the straps like barbs as the weight pulled her down. The gap between her perch and the safety of the remaining balcony floor seemed insurmountable. An unimaginable distance to jump.

			Whispers licked at the back of her head, urging her to do something. Anything. Her fear held them at bay. Her terror blotted out their noise.

			She was trapped.

			Swan’s voice was raw. The hoarse pleas had faded to panicked grunts. She held Defiance so tight her hands were cramping.

			She couldn’t see Morain.

			There were no Terrius left. She was the last. In the gore that caked her along with the dust and dirt, her black robes were unrecognizable. She was just another victim, cowering in fear.

			She couldn’t see her sisters.

			They’d left her. Schemes within plots, hidden within ideas, concealed by lies. Her bond and blood-sisters were broken about her. Was this what the drake’s augury had spoken of? Is this what her dreams of fire had foretold?

			She couldn’t see anything.

			They brawled like titans. They battled like heroes. They smote each other with the abandon of people who had always been the strongest. The toughest. The air quaked as they traded blows upon the steps of the Cathedral. The bodies of the dying surrounded them, half lost in the cloud of dust and rock. The Mistral continued to shine down, uncaring of the insignificant struggles of the mortals below. A sand-born titan fought a tenebrous scourge on the sanctum dais of divinity itself.

			Fenne punched Virel harder than anyone could feasibly withstand. She clawed and swung and brutally struck. A fist broke his lip. A kick took him to one knee. She relentlessly hounded him back and back until he had nowhere else to step. She raged at him, shattering his femur and sensing it reconstitute moments later. An elbow made him retch out a cry of pain as his head snapped round. She crunched her metal gauntlets once, twice, three times into his ribs. She felt them snap. She struck him with fists that blurred with speed. She broke his guard and made his chin a mockery. The clarity that filled her was sharper than ever before. No one could deny her superlative skill in that moment.

			He responded in kind.

			Virel hit her so hard she almost blacked out. He pummelled her in manic bloodlust, fists made of spite. He swept around haymakers and sent blows into her skull that threw her back. He crashed into her, brutal hooks that rocked her consciousness. His livid fists held murder as they ignored the resistance she threw at him. He stamped on her instep. He uppercut her chin. As she desperately spat out blood, he kicked her in the thigh so hard she cried in agony. He threw aside defences that had never been overcome. He grabbed her long braids and threw her over his shoulder so viciously it fractured the stone floor. He kicked down to break her throat and she retaliated, punching him so hard he somersaulted backward. He landed clumsily, leaning off a foot that must surely be broken.

			Fenne clambered up to face him. Her face was filthy, her breathing ragged. Virel felt indestructible. She’d never met anyone this strong before. Anyone this stubborn. Able to take blow after blow and do more than endure, but retaliate. It was like fighting herself. A rictus grin locked her face as she laughed hysterically.

			Virel screamed back. A howl came from his throat that froze her boiling blood. His eyes were purest gold. His skin was seraphic. He shone with the light of paladin and saint. The apathetic weariness that plagued him was banished. He was raw emotional force against the towering limits of her will.

			Fenne stared at Virel. Finally seeing him. He stared back, and confusion contaminated the rage in his eyes. Fenne saw more clearly now how the aether around him was drawn to his presence. Tiny flicks and tendrils in the aetherically saturated atmosphere, full with bodies and Root manifestation. It clawed and scraped into Virel. The first Mythic Root, the one named Desecration. A theft of the aether that made up all living things.

			But it did not touch her.

			She saw it all and felt nothing. The parasitic aura of Virel was unable to find purchase on her soul. The iron core she finally sensed, the third Mythic Root that Constantine had named her as: Adamant.

			Virel and Fenne truly perceived each other.

			The one who takes.

			The one who stands.

			The uncertain fear of the unknown stretched Virel’s face.

			‘What are you?’ he managed, desperate to know.

			Fenne felt a laugh escape her. ‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’

			Virel’s face contorted. She saw how he had taken her words as mockery, and her rage dipped. He was a lethal, monstrous thing. But he was also alone. Fenne now knew he was the last surviving member of Legacy Fyrakin, groomed and twisted from a boy into the monster before her. As Virel leapt at her, Fenne’s composure returned. He had answers she desperately needed.

			He was so fast. Her aether was draining, while Virel seemed to only be getting stronger. Arms blurred as he reached her. Fenne was ready. Instead of avoiding the grapple, she lunged into it. She grabbed his wrists and pinned both arms under her own in a bind. They were pinned, inches from the other. His face was pressed up to hers, and she saw stars swimming in the gold pools of his irises. He frantically wrenched at her, his strength appalling.

			Fenne headbutted him.

			Ugly. Functional. Effective.

			She hammered the hard surface of her forehead into the delicate structure of his nose and ruptured it. She released his arms and he fell back with a cry. Her head ached from the sensational strike. Virel toppled and for a moment he lay there, beyond dazed by the ferocious headbutt.

			Fenne steadied herself.

			‘I’m not your enemy,’ she panted, her hands going to her knees. ‘Do you even know where you are?’

			Virel roused from the daze, one hand going to his nose. He slowly got to his feet. He held his nose straight as his golden eyes blinked blearily at her. But as she had hoped, due to the brutal headbutt, some self-aware quality had leeched into the rage that gripped him.

			‘What?’

			‘Do you know what has happened?’

			His eyes left hers and surveyed the world around them. The devastated Cathedral, a dust-filled room, a floor of corpses. She watched bewilderment appear, and felt impotent frustration. He would be like the others, with no memory that Constantine had done anything to them.

			‘What is going on?’ he muttered, still holding his nose.

			Fenne wearily gestured to the devastation all around.

			‘Constantine has turned the two realms against each other. He has enacted a plan, decades in the making, manipulating others as his pawns. He used you, Virel. He made you his puppet!’

			Virel stared at her, bewildered. Afraid.

			Fenne twisted away, shouting in anger. This was useless. No one would know anything. Constantine’s power left no mark, physically or in memory. Virel didn’t know what had happened. Fenne had no idea what to do.

			‘I need to find Constantine,’ she began. ‘Do you know where he would go if he needed to escape the city?’

			Virel silently shook his head. Fenne cursed, eyes falling as she wracked her brain. All of this was engineered, curated perfectly. Constantine was gone. Fenne felt lost, a wound in her heart where Eli had been. The dust was dissipating slightly. It revealed the balconies destroyed by Lamourney’s Root. They were splintered panes of stone that still shed damaging chunks that fell into the gloom. The devastation was horrific. It was as if a god had taken a fist and upended the natural order of the world and felled the sky.

			Fenne stood upon the sanctum dais of the Cathedral. It was as if she was glorified in her ignorance. She sagged against the altar, weary with grief. Her eyes fell to the ground, taking in the inactive Conveyance Plinth. The ring of krystal runes was smothered with dust. It had been here that she sealed her bond with Constantine. Accepting the role of Pit Lord for Woodwork, and feeling warmed by his praise and attention. Before then, desperately trying to convince him to allow it, standing in his study upon the replica he’d had made of this very Cathedral dais. It sickened her, how foolish and blind she’d been.

			As Woodwork came into her mind, she wondered again, why had he asked for the pylon? What part did that play in this?

			Fenne stared at the Conveyance Plinth below her feet.

			She stopped.

			The exact replica he’d had made on the floor of his study.

			Fenne whirled to glare at Virel. ‘I have to show you something. Will you follow me?’

			Virel’s hand fell, nose already healed. His eyes glittered.

			‘Where?’ he asked.

			Thom clearly had concussion. He could barely walk without being sick.

			Everyone who could flee, had gone. All that was left were the dead. The gloom encroached as more and more braziers guttered and died. He realized he’d staggered up near the front.

			Thom saw the bottom stump of a pillar and could barely believe his eyes as he saw the upper half still attached to the roof. The bodies of the Terrius lay everywhere, lying side by side with Maktar and Blade.

			Not all though, some had escaped. He heard a whimper. A person caked in dirt was pressed against the steps leading to the dais. A hand was pressed to their mouth and muffled sounds of horror slipped out as they shook, eyes squeezed shut.

			‘It’s okay. You’re going to be okay,’ he said shakily, kneeling down next to them. The room swam as they opened their eyes. They were a brilliant shade of pink. He recognized them instantly. Swan stared with wide, broken eyes. Thom saw her staff lying next to her, and he gently reached a hand out.

			‘Did you see what happened?’ he asked dazedly.

			She recoiled from him.

			Thom stopped and said quietly, ‘You can’t stay here, the guards will find you.’

			Swan said nothing, beyond speech. He tried to look as reassuring as possible. He ruined it by lurching back to the side and vomiting everywhere. He coughed and wiped his mouth.

			‘Sorry.’

			Swan didn’t react. She was barely holding it together.

			Thom sensed movement. He turned to see Fenne and Virel launch out of the dust cloud. They ran down the aisle, moving together, in sync. He didn’t even have time to call out as they flashed toward the exit. As she left, he wondered, for a selfish moment, if she had even looked for him?

			He turned back to Swan.

			‘I’m going to get you out of here. No one will know who you are looking like … this.’ He stood and offered his hand to her.

			Swan hesitated, then reached up and took it with surprising strength. Her other held Defiance. She was silent, mouth locked shut. Thom opened his mouth to say something but the world swayed and he almost fell. Swan stepped forward to support him. He grunted a weak laugh.

			‘Looks like you’re going to have to carry me instead.’

			Lamourney knelt in the ruin of the aisle.

			People wept as they struggled to free themselves from the rubble.

			Dust choked the mouths and throats of those within, a poisonous fog that smothered the spirit.

			She didn’t understand how she’d got here.

			‘It was her …’ she heard a voice shout.

			‘Get that bitch on her feet!’

			Rough hands dragged her up. Her legs didn’t work.

			‘Take her away.’

			She managed to crack open an eye as she was dragged away.

			‘What happened … ?’ she tried to stutter, but it tumbled from her lips. The hands that pulled her were unkind, and she glimpsed a scene of horror as she was dragged from the Cathedral.

			Luck Lamourney hung limp, unable to move.

			And she wept.

		
	
		
			34

			Prophecy

			The door to Constantine’s study swung open and Fenne stepped in, alone.

			The surface of the water was on fire. A carpet of silent flames, the colours fluxing in sympathy with the Mistral outside. Charred corpses of red fish bobbed in the water, like tiny flecks of dirt. No smoke came from the flames, just a powerful heat that turned the chamber into a furnace.

			Beyond the slim footbridge, Fenne saw figures facing her. Robed in bone white, eyes grim. Maktar. Eight of them, arranged protectively about the centre of the study. The aetherium, the aetheric light map of Lurella, was emblazoned in golden light. And turning to face her …

			‘I did not expect you here.’

			Constantine’s voice slipped through the burning air, and pulled Fenne’s gaze forward. He stood in the centre of the study, surrounded by his Maktar. And beside him … was the arcane krystal pylon of Woodwork, the power source for the entire Pit.

			Fenne’s eyes darted down and examined the circular dais it was secured in, the painting of the Mistral the least important part of it now. She saw the ring of krystal inserts about the rim. An exact replica of the sanctum dais in the Cathedral of Constant.

			A Conveyance Plinth, capable of transporting a person far away.

			That just needed something to power it, she thought, returning her gaze to the pylon. It towered over them all, a thin bar of shimmering blue Resonant. It spat and coruscated aetheric energy as it presumably fed power into the device it had been attached to. Belatedly, Fenne spotted Constantine’s Heralding Glass, placed against the desk. Its silvery surface was roiling, almost as though it were framing Constantine and the pylon. Was he about to use it to speak to someone in a distant realm?

			‘I’m glad you are here, Fenne.’

			Constantine did not raise his voice, one hand poised to touch the pylon, as though she had interrupted him mere moments from using it. A silver diadem rested on his brow. His ceremonial attire glittered. In the shifting interplay of light and shadow, he was numinous. His eyes reflected the flames as faraway dots in the centre of his pupils. He seemed demonic in his calm. Fenne saw the grotesque butchery of the Cathedral race through her mind. She felt Eli die once again in her hands.

			And Constantine … was unchanged by the abject horror of what he had unleashed.

			Her jaw set, she carefully advanced a few steps and stopped before crossing the slip of stone over the flaming water. The heat was ferocious. The Maktar watched her with bloodshot eyes, as though the eight of them hadn’t been permitted to blink in days. She ached to leap at Constantine, to bury her fist in his no doubt delicate face, but knew she could not defeat that many Maktar.

			And besides, she wanted answers. For herself, but also for Virel. She resisted the urge to look at the door behind her and the hidden figure lurking behind it.

			As the Mistral lit them with its presence, Fenne and Constantine faced one another.

			‘You are different to who you were when you entered that Cathedral.’ His words were light, flying through the air with grace.

			‘Is that what this is all about?’ Fenne growled. ‘The Mythic Roots?’

			He studied her intently. ‘Only in part. There are many aspects to what has happened, and what must come to pass in future.’

			‘You said Virel is the first.’ Fenne saw again the aether coiling through the air, irresistibly drawn to his presence. ‘The Root of Desecration.’

			Constantine nodded. ‘Dominance over aether. To take and consume without limit. The Terrius princess, Swan Fenway, is the second.’

			‘The Root of Revelation,’ Fenne muttered. ‘She can see the future?’

			‘Not yet,’ he replied. ‘Her Root is only slightly more developed than yours. She sees portents of possibility, the myriad patterns of the rose ambiguity unveiled to her.’

			Fenne’s Root.

			‘And I’m the Third …’ she said, unable to conceal the anxiety in her voice.

			Constantine sensed it, offering a slim smile.

			‘You are the Root of Adamant,’ he said. ‘The opposite force to Virel. No aetheric effect can touch you, immune to sensing of thoughts and emotions, or other Roots that might affect a person’s soul. A strength of will that is impregnable. Inviolate. That it has not blossomed sooner surprises me, but now that it has begun to stir, its potential is extraordinary.’

			Fenne blinked, digesting that.

			‘And you?’ she murmured darkly. ‘You are the fourth?’

			He tilted his head, not taking his eyes off her.

			‘The Root of Belief,’ he said with calm pride. ‘The power of will and control.’

			She felt sick at that, how disgusting it was that he felt satisfaction in his ability to control people without their consent. A perverse abuse of authority. She glanced around the room again, remembering the still but alert shapes of the Maktar.

			‘When did you discover how to make it work?’ Fenne asked, gesturing to the dais. ‘You built a replica of the Conveyance Plinth, purely to escape what you’ve done?’

			He lowered his hand from the pylon, though he remained close to it.

			‘It was Jetsan Var Hulio who discovered it,’ he admitted. ‘In our first real interaction, when he showed his disdain for others by stealing books from the Endless Library, this is what he was working on. When I took back the books he stole, I saw that he had failed to figure out how to work a larger Plinth, but had the fundamentals of transporting a single person. Though it would need a power source –’ he indicated the pylon – ‘it was possible, in theory.’

			Constantine’s eyes glittered. ‘But he never pursued it further. He described it as lacking purpose …’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘Only function with him. If it could not be “optimized”, it was worthless.’ He collected himself. ‘I built it because I could, Fenne. Because we should try to discover the brilliance lost from Era’s past, and bring it with us into the future. I use it now, because I can, not because I must.’

			Fenne glared at him.

			‘So, all I was to you was a means to an end, like one of your pawns?’ she spat. ‘You needed me to acquire the pylon?’

			Constantine’s face was shadowed in the wavering light from the flames and Mistral, but an expression of pity appeared.

			‘I could have made any person within the city Pit Lord,’ he said quietly. ‘But then, Eli introduced me to you … and I saw what you were. I witnessed the aetheric aura of your soul, and realized that after years of searching, the third Mythic Root had simply appeared before me. Mere months from the greatest step to be taken by the true believers of the Mistral.’

			‘True believers?’ Fenne questioned. ‘Who are you talking about?’

			He looked lean in the strange lighting, as regal and proud as the day she had first met him, but that elegance was tinged by a volatile aspect. As though he ached to move on, but could not quite take the step.

			‘Would you hear of how we came to this moment?’ he asked softly.

			‘So you can convince me of your virtues after you slaughtered thousands of innocents?’ Fenne snapped back, using anger to bury her fear.

			‘This is no conspiracy of shame,’ Constantine said softly. ‘We operate in secret to ensure our success.’

			The Heralding Glass shivered behind him. In that moment, Fenne noticed a small wooden box, discarded to the side, open. There was a silk cushion with an indent as though an ovoid object had been removed. Constantine moved a step away from the pylon.

			‘I am part of a movement that seeks to prevent the end of the world,’ he said clearly. ‘No maudlin doomsayer am I, but a rational man. You have not earned the right to know what we call ourselves, but we are made of revolutionaries and ideologues. Prophets and poets. Warriors and despots. All aligned to save Mycenia.’

			He stepped closer, so they were separated by little more than twelve feet. He didn’t appear concerned that she might leap forward.

			‘The Mistral is weakening. Losing strength with each year that passes. We can see aether tearing away from it, how ribbons of energy that were once irrevocably bound to it, disentangle from its divine being. But it does not simply fade away, it lashes out as it dies, scorching the earth with storms.’

			Root Gales, Fenne thought. He had told her of such before, in the Cathedral weeks ago.

			‘These are merely symptoms,’ he continued. ‘Signs of a greater danger to come.’

			‘What danger?’ Fenne whispered.

			‘Ruin.’ Constantine’s eyes were hooded with shadow. ‘The end of the First Era. The storm that destroyed the Noble Dynasty. Ruin it was called, and aptly named it was. An aetheric explosion from the Mistral that destroyed an empire, and millions of minds within it. Another approaches, brought on by a natural weakening of the Mistral, that is escalated by the rise of the machines. The aetherical revolution created by Jetsan Var Hulio.’

			‘That’s why you hate him …’ Fenne said. ‘You believe his machines are going to destroy the world.’

			‘For many years I attempted to stop his rise,’ Constantine said, voice hard. ‘I took control of many members of the Blue Triad. But despite my efforts, I could not stop the people turning to the Guilders Consortium.’ A look of disdain appeared. ‘The sheep will always search for the greenest pasture, and I do not blame them for that. Yet it was difficult to see people abandon the Church, who had helped and nurtured them for generations, for the simple ease of machinery. For the gold-stained hands of merchants, instead of the honest palms of the clergy.’

			The pylon spat a thick bar of lightning on to the ground.

			‘The aetherical machines take aether away from the cycle. It prevents the sacred force from returning to the Mistral, and hastens its decline. While we search for a way to restore our God, Jetsan had to be stopped, and the widespread use of his inventions. Too many are now out in the world, and it is only a matter of time before each realm is producing them.’

			‘Why did you not simply influence Jetsan himself? Make him stop it himself with your Root?’ Fenne asked.

			Constantine glanced away, frustration touching his gaze. ‘The harnesses,’ he murmured. ‘They wear attire that contains aetheric dampeners. Jetsan’s is incredibly strong and he never removes it. I would never be able to interact with him enough to sway him to my command.’

			Dante had said this to her, in his workshop when showing Fenne the Enigma Artefact. She also thought back to the moment yesterday, when Constantine had used his Root to order the Guilder and workers from the sanctum dais of the Cathedral. The krystals in their harnesses had exploded.

			She hesitated.

			‘But why tonight?’ she said slowly. ‘Why did you need to cause such an atrocity?’

			Constantine nodded, as though thankful she had asked.

			‘Tonight came about because previous measures failed. I was not alone in trying to heal the Mistral. Many tried to find measures of slowing its decline, in much the same way as the Sentinels in your home of Kratossif fight back the expansion of the desert. One of our number was Dalia Fenway, the once Queen Marshall of Terrius.’

			Fenne rocked back in shock. How could people this important be part of such a conspiracy?

			‘Our movement came to the realization that politics and guile would not be enough to prevent the sudden collapse of Mycenia. We needed to topple the entire Octet Alliance. Dalia resisted, and attempted to betray us. Our leader saw an opportunity, and ordered her death. When an Eronese diplomatic mission arrived in Terrius, I unleashed an agent that could not be stopped to slay Dalia Fenway.’ He paused, face shifting strangely. ‘It did not achieve its purpose. The western heretics showed some restraint, and failed to march on Eron, Tsail Rose too timid to commit them to actual war.’

			An agent that could not be stopped. Did he mean …

			‘Virel,’ Fenne muttered. ‘You made him assassinate the ruler of Terrius?’

			The shadows grew a little deeper, as Constantine tilted his head in confirmation. ‘No other could possibly pass beneath the regard of the Terrius forces. The Root of Desecration cannot be stopped. Only avoided.’

			Fenne felt the yawning gap of the open door shiver behind her.

			Constantine carried on, invigorated by describing a tale he perhaps had never spoken aloud to anyone.

			‘Despite the failure of the assassination to provoke a conflict of total war, we knew it was not in vain. Four long years later, Terrius finally conceded and petitioned for peace, as I always knew they would do. The Queen Regent, Tsail Rose, is a weak thing, so unlike Dalia. With the work of the High Priestess Morain, a diplomatic mission was sent here, to Eron.’

			‘You needed something bigger,’ Fenne said in sick realization. ‘An act of treachery so strong they would be forced to respond.’

			Constantine smiled. It was full of grim satisfaction.

			‘Yes, Fenne. Exactly. A breaking of oaths, a sundering of diplomacy. With the deaths of their delegation, Tsail Rose will be forced to send their army, the strongest in all the realms, to invade Eron. We are mirrors of each other. Mighty, confident, driven. Eron and Terrius, the only individual realms capable of mortally wounding the other. The deaths of so many will release aether back to the Mistral. The spread of machines will be halted for a time, and perhaps stopped for good as conflict spreads. With the fall of the Octet Alliance, we will finally have the time we need, to discover how to save our God.’

			Fenne listened with fear.

			‘Jetsan is dead,’ she whispered. ‘The Terrius have been slaughtered. You have won.’

			He paused.

			‘Won?’ he said curiously. ‘This is not for victory. This is for survival, Fenne. We do not do these acts for glory, we do them because we must.’

			She didn’t believe him. Pride and satisfaction had trickled through the artful facade he presented. He was too strong, too powerful. Too confident not to show it.

			‘And the Mythic Roots …’ She paused. ‘What part do they play?’

			Constantine turned, and looked out of the window at the Mistral. He took a long moment observing its glittering immensity, before turning back.

			‘They are for what comes next,’ he said softly. ‘This is not enough for me. I will save the Mistral, and once Eron or Terrius has fallen, and the Octet Alliance is in ruins, then I will need the wielders of the four Mythic Roots.’

			He retreated a step, as though collecting himself. The Heralding Glass behind him pulsed, and the pylon crackled, along with the carpet of flames still pumping out their ferocious heat.

			‘You are the only part I could not plan for.’ He spoke almost to himself, wondering. ‘But with you, I found us all. Virel Fyrakin, broken and destroyed by his mother. Left to rot in her dungeon as she experimented on him. Swan Fenway, the heir apparent of Terrius, forged in grief by the death of her mother.’

			Fenne listened warily.

			‘I have known what I was from very young. How could I not, so immersed in the glorious gospel of Constantism,’ Constantine said reverently. ‘And you, a lonely desert traveller, running from her duty.’

			Fenne’s jaw tightened.

			‘There will come a time when all of us are needed, but it is not yet. I hope, by then, you will see the truth of what I say.’ Constantine watched her through hooded eyes.

			‘The Second Era is foul,’ he whispered. ‘We used to build monuments to God. We created works that would brush the heavens themselves. By all measure, we used to gaze to the sky and wonder at our place in the infinite grace of divinity. The stars were but the next step in the reality we once cradled in our hands. Now, we hold our frightened eyes to the ground beneath our feet. Afraid to look away, lest we tumble and fall. Now, it is almost too late.’

			Fenne felt his disgust as an almost physical thing.

			‘The Lady Martyr saw it,’ he continued. ‘In her Visions of Aeternity. But that was merely her witnessing what the Noble Dynasty had already foreseen. Long ago, a prophecy was made, about the Ruin, and the death of the Mistral.’

			Constantine opened his mouth, and his voice echoed with the promise of past glories, present calamity and futures unknown. He spoke from memory, unshakeable. The words he intoned were …

			
			Hear, O all who tread this fractured land,

			Witness the burden borne in mortal hands.

			For four shall walk, and in their same step, the fate of all.

			If they falter, all that is shall fall.

			

			The air crackled. Fenne couldn’t breathe. They were the words on the Enigma Artefact, that she had somehow already known.

			Constantine continued. ‘It is the Prophecy of the Withered World, and is within the Binding I gave you. Read it, Fenne, and know that destiny approaches.’

			He fell silent. She wavered, overwhelmed by yet another prophetic statement that apparently described her existence.

			‘I don’t understand.’

			Her voice was small. She had demanded answers and received so many she scarcely knew where to start.

			‘I know,’ he said gently. ‘Everything will change. I am the change. But so are you. So is Virel, and Lamourney who tore down the sky. War is come to Lurella, and soon it will sweep over all the Octet Alliance.’

			The pylon spat a thick bar of lightning, the white-hot energy scorching the floor. The surface of the mirror was clarifying. A shiver through the Mistral outside sent shafts of light scattering around the chamber.

			Fenne stared at him, encompassed by the vision of all he had achieved. He was so sure. Nothing could dent his certainty, and why would it? He had manipulated some of the greatest minds in the Octet Alliance and was going to get away with it. The crackle of the flames filled the silence, the heat slowly searing her skin. Constantine cocked his head, and looked to his closed hands.

			‘There we are.’

			He opened them. In his palm was an ovoid stone of amethyst hue. It rose into the air and slotted into the recess at the top of the Heralding Glass. Fenne darted her eyes to the box discarded on the floor, seeing the impression was the same shape as the stone. Like a pebble dropped into a lake, a central ripple began in the middle of the silvery liquid of the Glass, and emanated outward, one solid emittance that smoothed the surface into an image.

			Fenne saw a chamber, dark flames trembling on the walls. There were tapestries she couldn’t make out, and she saw what looked like rain cascading in the distance. There was something else … A silhouette. A shape. On a throne.

			‘I leave you now,’ Constantine murmured.

			She stared at him with dumb resignation. The circular dais of the Conveyance Plinth was glowing brighter, the arcane pylon giving off a hum that made her teeth ache. She wearily stared at the eight Maktar and knew she couldn’t defeat them all.

			‘We are bound as stars in the night sky. Look for me, and I will find you, Fenne.’

			‘Not if I find you first.’

			Virel Fyrakin stepped into the study. Despair billowed from him as he released his aura, previously held back to stop Constantine from sensing him. The flames nearest to him guttered out, their aether drained in anguish. The glittering brilliance of the Mistral seemed to diminish as the Root of Desecration emerged in full horror. His face was ghoulish, sunken. The silhouette of his frame defied sight, merely a shrieking void that aped at being a person.

			Constantine stopped, a look of grief passing across his face.

			‘Virel,’ he said softly. ‘I am sorry to leave you.’

			‘I am alone,’ Virel said through chattering teeth made manic with fury. ‘What have you done to me?’

			Constantine regarded him sadly as the hum of the Conveyance Plinth reached its crescendo. Nothing until now had touched the Aetherist-Prime. The echo of a flinch slithered through Constantine’s expression. Fenne saw the realization that the animal he had kept chained for so long had finally slipped his grip.

			‘Whatever you believe, know that I cherished you, Virel.’ His voice thundered above the tumult of the plinth. ‘And you are not alone. I saved another of Legacy Fyrakin. Your sister still lives in the district of Entire. Find her, Virel, and achieve peace at last.’

			Virel halted, frozen in place by this piece of knowledge. Constantine turned calculating eyes on Fenne.

			‘Your service is concluded,’ Constantine spat to the Maktar. Without pause, all of them brought their knives up and carved a hole into their throats. They fell, and Fenne leapt forward.

			Aether erupted. The Resonant krystals flashed, the energy flowing into the runic plinth. The last thing Fenne saw were Constantine’s eyes, glowing in semi-dark, as she was knocked back, blinded. The pylon’s interior imploded and dimmed. The Heralding Glass shattered into a hundred shards. She staggered to her feet. Steam emanated from the floor. The small purple stone clattered to the floor in the now dun circle.

			Constantine was gone.

			Fenne ran to the perimeter of the replicated Conveyance Plinth, and looked at the krystal inserts. Some of them had cracked, overloaded, and the runes had gone dark. It was non-functional. The pylon’s glow was lower, feeble.

			Useless.

			She felt hollow. The robes of the Maktar slowly became stained with their own blood. She heard steps as Virel stopped beside her.

			They stood together in silence and defeat.

			Fenne reached down, and picked up the amethyst stone. She turned to Virel. He was staring at the wrecked Heralding Glass.

			‘You heard?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Every word,’ he replied quietly. She had told him to wait, wary of Constantine fleeing immediately, hopeful for answers. Alone now, in the ruined study, it was hard to think that had been the right thing to do.

			‘Should we have killed him?’ Fenne asked miserably. Virel turned to her, eyes swimming between deep blue and gold.

			‘We would not have succeeded.’

			She knew that. Why then did guilt lay itself upon her shoulders?

			‘Where do you think he went?’ Virel said softly.

			Fenne shook her head. ‘I have no idea.’

			‘What now?’

			She wasn’t sure of much, but she knew one thing. ‘We find him, and we make him pay for what he’s done.’

			Virel’s eyes were hungry. ‘Vengeance, then.’

			Fenne nodded, trying not to weep at the immense events that assaulted her. She turned to Virel, so lethal, corrupting everything about him. Her Root protected her, the unseen and unknown gift that only now she knew about. Adamant, the third Mythic Root. It made her invulnerable to Virel. Even though she wasn’t affected by the soul-sapping effect of his presence, she did see the world around him desaturate as colour was leached from the world.

			Virel stared through her, his mind far away, and he muttered …

			‘He’s dead already, Fenne. He just doesn’t know it yet.’

			The words felt as if he’d said them before. He breathed in and some of the lustre shrank from his skin.

			‘Where to start?’ Fenne said.

			‘I will return to the Cathedral. I am still a Maktar and the city will be in disarray.’ He hesitated. ‘And I will discover if he speaks truly about my sister.’

			Fenne thought of Eli, slain by Constantine’s machinations. And where was Thom in all this? Was he safe?

			‘I don’t know …’ She stopped. ‘I have to find my friends.’ She reached out and offered her hand. ‘We begin tomorrow. Constantine will not escape us.’

			Virel looked at Fenne’s hand like it was something alien, but slowly reached out and took it. His gaze held an element of joy at the simple, human contact. Fenne thought of how long it must have been since somebody willingly touched him.

			He stared at her. ‘I exist in the twilight world. I sense every living thing, always, while hiding behind the thickest glass. But you … I see you with my eyes but cannot feel you with my soul. It is beautiful.’

			Fenne said nothing.

			Virel held her gaze, then turned and left. She was alone in the detritus of Constantine’s study. She fell to her knees. She was so tired she could pass out any second. She released her gauntlets and let them clang into the ground. Lifting a hand, she looked at the ring of patronage Constantine had given her. Slowly, she slid it from her finger and let it tumble to the floor.

			She heard his words echoing in her mind.

			‘War is come to Lurella, and soon it will sweep over all the Octet Alliance …’

			Fenne lifted her head and looked up at the Mistral, uncaring and glorious in the sky.

			‘No backward step,’ she whispered.

		
	
		
			Nothing

			An ending

			I linger on the threshold. The sky has fallen, and hell is here.

			My footsteps were soft breaths against the floor of the Cathedral of Constant, and I gently picked my way past broken stone and fallen bodies. I beheld newcomers to the scene. Friends and lovers. Robes starkly clamouring their affiliation to these Guilders or those Order nobles. They staggered into a hallowed place of worship and tried to make sense of the desecration they were witnessing.

			What was I doing here? It was so hard to remember.

			Lamourney was gone. Taken, I supposed, to a deep, dark cell. I could feel the flickering souls of people around me, fireflies in the gloom that called to me. Tempted me. My fingers scraped and clicked over each other. Ravenous, insatiable, guilty. The aether I had taken was draining away like rain into the gutter.

			I didn’t have long before I regressed again. Before I receded back into the depths of my mind where no colour existed and all living things were temptation. I tried so hard to act with kindness, but the burden of my Root made me into something distant and cold. The only reason I had been able to control it, was Constantine’s power over me. Now he was gone, what would happen to me?

			The word … ‘sister’ … whispered in my head, refusing to fade. I would find her. My sister who lived in Entire, saved by the man who had controlled me my entire life.

			I saw a few of my fellow Maktar hauling a body from the sanctum dais. It was Orpheon Black, the Cardinal’s robes filthy against his body and his eyes staring sightlessly from behind bloodied hair. I felt a faint twinge of caution. Orpheon would be back soon enough, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near him when he returned. Resurrection was to be treated with caution.

			I continued my search.

			As the aether drained from me, I felt the crushing weight of my Root begin to demand release once more. I appeared disconnected and blank to most people, but it was better than to drain the life of any and every one I met. Feeling horror weakly stir inside me, I prowled past sights that would turn the stomach and break the heart of any other.

			Headless men and women, or limbless wounded wailing and crying. A carpet of death that spread in ever increasing vileness. A man cradled his lifeless child, moaning prayers that had been scripted to inspire beauty. I whispered with him, briefly. I had loved words, once. I could not remember whether that was something I had given up, or that had been taken from me.

			I felt something above. A cold aura pulsing at me. Frigid like a clear winter’s sky.

			I’d felt it before.

			The thief.

			Bengen.

			I looked for the staircase. The balconies were gutted and broken, massive sections fallen, but the stairs had retained some of their integrity. I ascended. The first floor passed, then the second. At the third some of the stairs had fallen through. I leapt the twelve-foot gap easily, my strength still prodigious. Groans and creaks vibrated through the stones. I could feel the Cathedral. It was hurting. Its creators had built a construction that conducted aether. A building that felt its occupants and loved them as a parent.

			I ascended to the fourth floor. I could hear the calls for survivors and shouts of anger. I was angry too, a bubbling pool of red-hot magma that spat out vitriol and spite. There was a gaping wound in my head where Constantine had been. What murder had I inflicted under his words? Were they commands, or mere enabling of my instinctive and essential nature?

			Madness chuckled blithely, content to watch me tumble. How much of myself was my own? Without the terrible control that Constantine had over me, would I be able to hold back the Root that tortured me? Could I ever become a warm, gentle soul again?

			Or would I always be a monster?

			I reached the fifth and final balcony, high above the calamity. I could feel the Bengen somewhere nearby. I cautiously moved toward it. This was foolish, but I couldn’t stop. The Bengen attracted and repelled me in equal measure. I was a parched man in the desert seeing a saltwater lake. It would require total control to stop my Root destroying her.

			I delicately edged across, sticking to the sections with no cracks in. The floor surface was unstable, large planes of stone having already sheared away. I heard sounds of someone in distress. Sniffles and sobbing.

			I saw her. Hedger.

			The thief who’d attempted to steal my artefact. I felt no anger about it.

			I felt nothing at all, I suddenly realized with misery. My eyes would be darkening and pale distance would infect my visage. I was back to the soulless life, the sun locked outside my shuttered window. I reached out my will to try and hold on to empathy, but my Root dragged me down, until I struggled to feel anything at all.

			The blue-eyed child was clinging to a broken statue, and void separated her from the safety of where I was. Her little island was attached to the side of the hanging pillar, like a tooth from the ceiling. It was about to fall. The Cathedral had held on as long as it could.

			She saw me.

			‘Help!’ Hedger wailed. I stared at her, standing near the edge of where she would need to leap. I think she recognized me. I saw her face shrink back in fear. ‘Are you going to kill me?’

			An odd question. Why would I be here to kill her?

			‘No.’

			That gave her some reassurance.

			‘I’m stuck.’

			She was not stuck. She was scared and afraid to make the jump.

			I forced some words out, every syllable a struggle. ‘It is about to fall.’

			She looked terrified. Perhaps I had said the wrong thing. There was a crack in the roof. There were some shouts from far below.

			‘Will you catch me if I jump?’ she cried.

			I couldn’t touch her, it was impossible. If I did, my Root would erupt and I would leech every scrap of aether from her body. She was a Bengen, connected to the Mistral and all the aether it contained. Her lure to my Root was too much, and I would be unable to stop my consumption of her soul. Every part of me screamed to help her, to save this child.

			I had to try.

			‘You will fall to your death if you do not jump.’

			She had a sack strung around her back and shoulders which looked full of belongings. Her entire life was held within it. She had to let it go before she leapt. As I went to say this, the pillar detached with a crack. The girl screamed and threw herself from the statue, sailing over the gap between where she and I stood. The stone fell to the ground far below.

			I watched her sail in the air. She was too heavy. Without the sack she might have made it, but instead of landing with her feet, she hit the fractured balcony edge with a nasty thump on her chest, and slid back, her hands reaching out to grasp some scuffed stone. Her legs dangling in the void.

			‘Pull me up!’ she called hysterically. She was only a child, but the bag was pulling her back. She’d fall within moments if I didn’t help. My legs trembled as I screamed at myself to move, to take a chance getting close and pull her up on to the ledge. It all felt so distant, like banging on a window and hearing no sound.

			I couldn’t move.

			She stared at me with ice-blue eyes.

			‘Help me!’

			My mind bent under the strain. I wanted to help so desperately but hunger and loathing and gluttonous greed pulled at me. But I’d been near her before, I pleaded with myself, when I saved her from the Terrius. Even though Constantine had been in my mind then, perhaps now I could resist the aether, maybe today had shown me I was strong enough. That a will of my own lurked within the ravaged contours of my psyche that Constantine had raped and pushed and controlled for so long.

			She hung there, screams from below as yet more destruction was heaped on this hallowed ground. She was so small, clinging to the lip of stone, tears trickling down her face.

			‘Please,’ she whispered.

			I must attempt to save her. I would defy my nature.

			I stepped forward.

			Her hand slipped.

			She fell without a sound.

			I stood motionless at the edge of the splintered and broken balcony.

			I couldn’t have saved her.

			I think.

			With soft tread I turned and walked back to the stairs, feeling a crippling shame begin to fade as my mind returned to the endless task of holding back my Root. The Bengen passed from my mind like smoke on the wind.

			The tiny core of my self was all I could hold on to.

			I was Virel Fyrakin.

			I was a nothing.

			I was …

		
	
		
			Hear, O all who tread this fractured land,

			Witness the burden borne in mortal hands.

			For four shall walk, and in their same step, the fate of all.

			If they falter, all that is shall fall.

			You who have strayed in darkness, seeking dread power,

			Who twist the fair thread of fate and bind it in iron.

			You who turn the stubborn stone of will upon itself,

			And fed the flame that darkens the soul’s sight.

			And if you fail, the winds shall still.

			The sun shall burn but lend no warmth or light.

			The earth shall crack, and the sky shall weep,

			And none shall walk free through the endless years.

			For in your hands lie the shards of the world,

			And if it falters, so too shall all things fall.

			The four souls, returned, to that which bore them.

			The path is set, and your steps must hold true,

			For if you fail, the heavens shall not renew.

			Thus, let none say, ‘We shall not be lost,’

			For the world itself shall bear the cost.

			The Prophecy of the Withered World
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