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The Story so Far 




Marilia, bastard daughter of a prostitute and a deceased war hero, fled her mother’s brothel in the kingdom of Tyrace, along with her twin brother, Annuweth, in order to escape a life of slavery. She made her way to Karthtag-Kal Sandaros, Prefect of the Order of Jade, the elite knights who serve the Emperor of Navessea, Moroweth Vergana. Due to his friendship with Marilia’s father, Karthtag-Kal adopted the twin children as his own and brought them to his home, where he raised them and trained them; under his care, Marilia studied his books of history and warfare and impressed her father with her skill at Sharavayn, a strategy game that young Navessea noblemen play. Karthtag-Kal’s growing affection for Marilia created a rift between her and Annuweth, as her brother became jealous of her abilities. 

While living in the capitol, Marilia became friends with the emperor’s daughter, Petrea Vergana, and learned of her animosity towards the emperor’s adopted son, Prince Ilruyn Ikaryn-Vergana. 

After she turned sixteen, Marilia was married to Kanediel Paetos, a lord of an island province of Navessea named Svartennos. Annuweth, meanwhile, joined the Order of Jade and eventually became Captain of the Dragonknights, the Emperor’s personal guards. 

Marilia lived with Kanediel and his sister, Camilline (for whom she began to develop strong feelings) until the island was invaded by the army of Tyrace. Svartennos’ leader, Ben Espeleos, was taken prisoner in a surprise attack, leaving the island’s army under Kanediel’s command. After Kanediel was killed in a duel, Marilia convinced Svartennos’ Elders that she was the answer to an ancient prophecy that stated that the spirit of a long-deceased warrior queen would return in the form of another young woman when the island stood in danger. The Elders put Marilia in command of the defense of Svartennos, and she achieved an incredible victory against overwhelming odds, crushing the Tyracian army. 

Marilia and the army of Svartennos joined with the rest of the Navessean army (including her brother, Annuweth) and sailed south to attack the capitol city of Tyrace, hoping to end the war. Though the attack was a success, many soldiers in Marilia’s army—encouraged by Sethyron Andreas, the Graver, commander of the legion of a nearby imperial province and the man who killed Marilia’s father, long ago—pillaged the city and slaughtered many civilians before Marilia could restrain them, including most of Marilia’s childhood friends from her mother’s brothel. In order to save one of those friends from murder at the Graver’s hands, Marilia and Annuweth engaged the Graver in a duel. Marilia was victorious, leaving the Graver badly wounded, but Annuweth was also sorely wounded in the exchange. 

With its capitol city conquered, Tyrace surrendered. Impressed by Marilia’s victories and her role in ending the war, Karthtag-Kal offered to ask the Emperor of Navessea to name her the new Prefect of the Order of Jade upon his retirement. However, Marilia declined, sick of war and the empire’s habit of venerating conquerors and warriors. Plagued with guilt for her brother’s suffering, she also lied to Karthtag-Kal and to the Chronicler who had come to write the story of the war, telling them that Annuweth had helped her create the strategy that led to Tyrace’s defeat. 



Prologue 




Watching her mother die was like watching a flower fade and crumple in the summer’s heat. 

Once she had been beautiful. Bright-eyed, smooth-faced—the only mark upon her the little crinkles at the corners of her eyes that deepened when she smiled—as she had often, in those early days. 

Now her dress hung limply off her shoulders. Her hair was lank and thin, some color halfway between black and gray, frail strands clinging to skin stretched too tightly across her skull. Petrea could count the blue veins in her mother’s temple, and when she did, she felt a shiver creep through her gut—fear, disgust, and sorrow, all at once. It was as if a wicked dremmakin had perched inside her mother’s chest and was slowly consuming her from the inside, pulling her back into herself until all that was left was a shell. 

Then there were the wounds—places where her skin simply died before its time. Her body turned into a patch-work quilt. One side of her face had the slightly-wrinkled skin of a forty-year old woman; the other, the sagging, ash-thin flesh of someone twice that age. And when, in a fit of despair, she clawed at it with her fingers, it ripped away like paper to show what was underneath—a physick’s anatomy lesson, the first and most essential lesson of all: when all was said and done, all people were meat. 

Petrea’s mother wept, and, despite her horror, Petrea wanted nothing more than to run to her and hold her tight—but she didn’t dare. Her mother had forbidden anyone to touch her, for even one brush with Grumio’s Curse could mean death. 

The disease itself was responsible for only that last, most gruesome symptom—the dead flesh. The rest—the shrunken visage, the lost hair, the frailty—was the result of the cures a long line of physicks prescribed for her. She starved herself in the hope of starving the dremmakin inside her, she drank poisons in an attempt to drive it out. In the end, all she succeeded in doing was hastening her own demise. It was one of her medicines that finally killed her, not the sickness. Whether it was an accidental overdose or an act of intent, no one would ever know for sure. 

When she finally died, Petrea sobbed. Her brother Rufyllys cried with her, alone in the quiet privacy of Petrea’s room, his arm around her shoulders. His arm was thin and frail—he had always been frail, ever since the early hour of his birth—and when Petrea closed her eyes she could almost imagine it was her mother’s arm around her instead—that her mother wasn’t really dead at all. 

Afterwards, Rufyllys walked with her out into the Jade Keep’s garden, where their mother had liked to walk. He sat with her on the moss beside the pool of water where the lilies grew. He plucked one and placed it on the surface of the water, watching as the wind took it, as it traveled slowly away from them. 

“Don’t cry, little sister,” he said, though his own eyes were still red and swollen. “She’s in the House of White Sands now, with the rest of our ancestors’ spirits. When you light candles, she’ll come to you.” 

“I miss her,” Petrea said. 

“I know. But her spirit will be happy now.” 

“What is it like there?” Petrea asked, as if he could know the answer. 

She was only a child, and he was her older brother, and she would have believed whatever he told her. But he didn’t answer right away. He chewed his lip, considering the question. Slow and careful, as was his way. 

“You know how she always loved to watch the races? Remember the time she said she wished she could feel what it was like to go so fast, only without the danger of crashing?” 

Petrea nodded. “I remember.” 

“Well, that’s what it’s like to be a spirit.” He pointed to the sky. “The sun and the clouds are her chariot now. And she can go anywhere she likes.” On the surface of the pond, the lily spun slowly, revolving again and again like the sun around the heart of the earth. Rufyllys spoke in a soft voice. 

My world flies past, 

A ribbon of blue and white, 

In this moment, I am of the wind 

I am forever. 

Even if it wasn’t the best piece of poetry Rufyllys would ever write, it was the one Petrea would most cherish. 

They burned her outside the walls of Ulvannis, on a hill speckled with gold clariline flowers. Rufyllys stood beside her, his thin shoulders shaking with silent sobs. 

Ilruyn was there, too, standing beside Father, eyes glassy as he stared at the flames. 

At the end, when the time came to say a few words, Rufyllys choked up and couldn’t speak. But Ilruyn—you’d have thought he was the poet in the family. The words came pouring out of him—so many words, about how her spirit was like a candle-flame in a dark room that kept burning in front of your eyes even after you closed them, how the House of White Sands would shine even brighter now that she was part of it. You’d have thought he’d really known her, not that he’d only met her properly a few months before she died. 

It enraged Petrea. She said nothing, even though she wanted to. She longed to yell at him, to tell him what she really thought. You’re not one of us. Don’t think you can stand there and share in our grief. It’s ours, not yours. Your real mother is still alive. Ilruyn had stolen the preciousness of the moment, the private, exquisite pain of it. 

After that there could never be forgiveness. 

Only revenge. 




*** 




Petrea’s mother once told her a frightening story, one that gave her such a nightmare that she ran into her brother’s room in the middle of the night, wide-eyed and frantic. 

There was a certain kind of bird called the hiathaw that made its nest in the mist-shrouded mountains to the west of Ulvannis. Most birds, of course, build nests to look after their eggs until they hatch. The hiathaw bird was different. It was lazy and had no interest in waiting around for its young to emerge. 

It just so happened that the hiathaw’s eggs were silver-blue, the same color as dragon eggs. That meant it was a simple trick for the bird, under cover of darkness, to roll its egg into a dragon’s burrow. The mother dragon would awake the next day, none the wiser, and wrap her coils around the hiathaw egg, sheltering it with her warmth. 

One by one, all the dragon eggs would hatch—all except one. That one would continue to grow, swelling like something diseased, like a tumor ripening inside the chest of a man doomed to die. And one day, when the mother dragon was out hunting, the baby hiathaw would at last burst from its shell. A full-grown dragon was a match for any bird, but a baby dragon was a much frailer creature. 

After shaking off the gluey remains of its fractured egg, the hiathaw bird would ruffle its feathers, stretch its wings, and turn and swallow all the baby dragons, one by one. For a while they’d thrash inside the hiathaw’s belly, but there was no way out. Eventually they’d settle down, accept their fate, and wait as they were dissolved...until they shriveled away down to their bones, which the hiathaw would spit back out. 

That, my girl, her mother said, tweaking her nose, is how you kill a dragon. 

At least the mother dragon had an excuse; it had been deceived, outwitted by an opponent whose cunning it could not match. Petrea’s father had no such excuse. No one had snuck Ilruyn into their family; they had invited him in with open arms. 

Ilruyn’s adoption into the family had been the result of a tense negotiation between Petrea’s father, Moroweth Vergana, and Senecal Ikaryn, former Prefect of the Order of Jade. 

The story went like this: 

Once, Moroweth Vergana had been in line to take the throne; he was wealthy, and well-regarded, and, as a result, had been chosen by Emperor Secundyn to marry the emperor’s eldest daughter. 

But things soon soured between Secundyn and Vergana. While Vergana spent his days battling Kanadrak, trying his best to protect the empire from the enemies who wanted nothing more than to reduce it to ashes, Secundyn contented himself with reading eulogies for the dead and presiding over games in their honor. When Vergana marched north into the mountains, struggling through wind and rain while his men dropped dead around him and his hair grew thin with plague, Secundyn was enjoying the finest soaps and scented oils the Jade Keep had to offer. When Vergana watched not one, but two of his brothers die in his arms, Secundyn was cradling his young wife in his, safe and warm in the comfort of the Jade Keep. 

Vergana returned from the war filled with resentment towards his father-by-marriage, resentment which a more cunning and less honest man might have tried to hide. Vergana didn’t; he carried his disdain like a drawn sword. 

Next to Vergana, war hero, conqueror of the northlands, shield of the empire, Emperor Secundyn looked a wretched excuse for a man indeed. And if there was one thing Emperor Secundyn could not abide, it was living in another man’s shadow. 

Moroweth Vergana quickly fell out of favor. Instead, Secundyn began to lavish more and more honor on his prefect, Senecal Ikaryn—a man similar to Vergana in that he was a skilled general and a fierce warrior, but markedly unlike him in that he had no reservations about licking Secundyn’s sandals. It had always been flattery that Secundyn sought, and Senecal flattered him like no other. He made an art of it. 

One year, as a nameday present, Vergana sent Senecal Ikaryn a bar of the finest soap imported all the way from the Sunset Isles, along with a pair of forceps. When Senecal appeared confused, Vergana informed him that the soap was to be used after he first had a servant use the forceps to assist him in extricating his tongue from his emperor’s posterior. 

It was a remark that cost Vergana dearly. In the end, as a final insult—one last twist of the knife in Vergana’s side—Secundyn named Senecal his heir. 

For many nobles of Navessea, it was a step too far. One more impropriety on top of a long heap of them—the questionable imprisonment or disappearances of the emperor’s friends’ rivals (as well as the husbands of a few women his majesty had taken a fancy to), the callous disregard for the provinces, the executions of perceived critics in the temple and the endless flouting of Navessean tradition. It was the final spark added to the fire that was slowly turning Ulvannis into a simmering cauldron of rage. 

Within a few months, the city turned on Secundyn. In another few weeks, he was dead. 

By the terms of his will, the crown should have passed to Senecal. But many of Navessea’s senators—Vergana included—revolted at the notion. Under ancient Navessean law, the right of a tyrant to name a successor was forfeit, and the Senate almost unanimously declared Secundyn a tyrant. 

Senecal’s close ties to Secundyn had once been his blessing, seeing him elevated to the heights of power. Now, with his benefactor gone, they proved to be his curse. Vergana’s ally, the Speaker for the Senate, always a fine orator, made a compelling case that Vergana should claim the throne in Senecal’s stead. The senators were persuaded, and they moved to act before Secundyn’s body had finished turning stiff. 

In order to prevent Senecal from starting a civil war, Suryn, Harbormaster of Osurris, delivered Senecal’s son Ilruyn and his wife, Sulpicia, into Moroweth Vergana’s hands. 

Senecal, defiant to the end, had been prepared to lead the Order of Jade against Vergana and the Senate. But with his family taken hostage, the fight went out of him; he sat down with Vergana inside his villa for hours, and by the time the two men emerged, a deal had been struck. 

Senecal Ikaryn stepped down as prefect and formally renounced any claim to the throne; one of his lieutenants, Karthtag-Kal, was raised up to take his place at the head of the Order of Jade. Moroweth Vergana, with the Senate’s blessing, granted Senecal a unique, fifteen-year governorship of the Sunset Isles (a term of office three times as long as that enjoyed by Navessea’s other governors). It was a move that would placate Senecal (the Sunset Isles were, after all, Navessea’s richest province, and his share of the islands’ taxes would make him far wealthier than he had ever been while prefect) while keeping him far away from Ulvannis, where he might have plotted mischief. 

In addition, Vergana would adopt Senecal’s sixteen-year-old son Ilruyn as his own foster-son, and when the boy reached twenty years of age, he would inherit most of the Vergana lands and wealth—all but their family’s ancestral home in Naxos. Normally, those lands would have gone to Rufyllys, but since Rufyllys was going to inherit the throne of Navessea, he could afford to part with them. 

Ilruyn’s presence in Vergana’s home served another purpose, as well; so long as his only son lay within Vergana’s power, Senecal would not dare try to take the throne again. 




*** 




Their first meal together was a terse, miserable affair. For most of the meal, Ilruyn stared down at his plate, hardly touching his food, his brows like two thunderclouds. For a long while, no one spoke; Petrea could hear the sound of her father’s teeth chewing followed by the soft, wet suck as he swallowed. 

“Does the food not meet with your approval?” Vergana asked Ilruyn, after a time. 

“It does. You keep a very good table, my lord.” 

“My servants are some of the best. Do you not agree, Rufyllys?” 

“My father has always been very selective about his servants,” Rufyllys said automatically. 

“Forgive me, my lord. I find that I am not particularly hungry tonight,” Ilruyn said, still staring at his plate. 

“No? I would have thought you to be a boy of keen appetite,” Vergana said. “You have a strong look about you.” He gave a tight smile. “I gather that you are displeased with me.” 

“Why should I be displeased with you?” 

“That is for you to tell me.” 

Ilruyn looked up at last. “May I speak freely?” 

“Have you not been speaking freely?” 

“No, my lord, I have not.” 

“Go ahead.” 

“I am honored that you have taken me under your roof. I am grateful for the meal you have given me. But—” He squared his shoulders. “I am having troubling reconciling a certain inconsistency.” 

“Inconsistency can be troubling,” Vergana said. 

“I had always heard that you were an honorable man,” Ilruyn said. “Even my father said so.” 

“Even your father,” Vergana repeated. “Well, that is something, I suppose, considering how poorly we always got along.” 

“That is my trouble,” Ilruyn said. “I am having reconciling what I’ve heard with what I’ve seen lately.” 

“And what is that?” Vergana asked. 

“Honorable men don’t usurp thrones.” 

“He did not!” Petrea burst out. “It was his by right. The Senate chose him.” 

“Quiet, girl,” Vergana said. His brow furrowed as he regarded Ilruyn. “Is that what you think of me? A usurper?” 

“I think my father had the better claim,” Ilruyn said. He looked up and stared Vergana right in the eye. “Emperor Secundyn wanted my father as his successor. Everyone knows it.” 

“What everyone knows is that Emperor Secundyn was a tyrant. All but five senators agreed. I’ve never seen the Senate so full of agreement.” 

“The Senate was cowed by the thought of your army and swayed by your Speaker’s silver tongue.” 

“If you believe that, you’ve been listening too much to your father. The Speaker helped me take the crown so that there’d be no more scheming and backstabbing over a pretty piece of gold. But believe me, they needed no help from anyone seeing that Secundyn was a tyrant, boy.” 

“I’ll thank you to not call me boy.” They faced each other down across the table. Overhead, the candle flickered, making the shadows on their faces dance. Petrea held her breath. In that silence, you could have heard a grain of rice fall to the floor. She was sure her father would do something terrible to Ilruyn; ever since Petrea’s mother took ill, his temper had been short and his anger fierce to behold. She held her breath. For the briefest moment, her eyes met Rufyllys’ and she saw the same concern written on her brother’s face. 

Instead, Vergana chuckled. He leaned back on his cushion, a smile slowly creasing his face. “That’s bold, boy—Ilruyn. Very bold. Are you not afraid of me?” 

“You told me I could speak freely,” Ilruyn said. “You gave me your word. An honorable man does not break his word.” 

“Oh no,” Vergana said. “I meant what I said. I told you to speak freely, and you have. I thank you for it. I am of the opinion that you are wrong. As the husband of his late majesty’s daughter, the crown should pass to me. It seems most of the senators of Navessea share my opinion.” 

“Most of the senators are cowards,” Ilruyn replied. “Afraid of your army.” 

“Or maybe they chose my father because he had the integrity not to stoop to becoming one of his late majesty’s boot-lickers,” Rufyllys said defensively. 

Ilruyn looked at him. The look in his eyes spoke volumes. “Maybe,” he said, in a tone of regal disdain. 

Perhaps it was the disdain that won Vergana’s appreciation. Since Moroweth Vergana was a master of disdain, he was able to appreciate Ilruyn’s, the same way one skilled artist might appreciate another’s work. Within a few months they were on speaking terms with one another, albeit grudgingly. After another few months, their conversations were no longer grudging. Petrea saw them together often, Vergana sharing his old war stories, Ilruyn flattering the new emperor with comparisons to other famous generals of history. Within a year, they were close as father and son—Ilruyn’s real father, Senecal, quickly and conveniently forgotten. Senecal, the eccentric rumored to have taken up the heathen ways of the Sunset Isles where he had made his home; Senecal, the loser who had failed to take the throne—he was an embarrassment an ambitious young man like Ilruyn was happy to put out of his mind. 

Petrea watched it happen—slowly, inevitably, just like the gradual unraveling of her mother’s body. Ilruyn was everything Rufyllys was not. Petrea had heard the stories; Rufyllys had been born before his time, shriveled and tiny like a newborn bird. During the first moments of his life, his lungs had stopped, and it had taken the physick’s best efforts to revive him. A bad curse, that—to be born half-dead. To have escaped the clutches of the dremmakin so narrowly that part of their shadow still clung to you all your life. 

Rufyllys was fifteen years old, on the cusp of manhood, and still he refused to grow. His face was thin and pinched, like that of a clay statute pressed too hard between an over-eager sculptor’s hands. Though Mother often called him handsome, even Petrea, who was only nine, was old enough to understand that she only told him that because she was his mother and that was what mothers did. The truth was that Rufyllys would never be handsome. His eyes were weak, close-set and watery; his chin tapered to a jutting point like the tip of a spear. Most damning of all, he was thin and weak, and though the gods knew their father tried to change that—he must have spent the worth of a small town on the finest razorfish steaks and dragon’s milk that money could buy—nothing he did seemed to work. Because of his weakness, Rufyllys was no swordsman, and to Moroweth Vergana, Conqueror of Kanadrak, former Prime General of the Empire, that was a hard blow to bear. 

Ilruyn was fit. Ilruyn was strong. Ilruyn was handsome. And Ilruyn was an excellent swordsman. 

Petrea thought of the hiathaw bird, and she began to hate Ilruyn. 

She hated him even more when she discovered the second deal her father had made to secure the crown. To reward the Speaker for the Senate for his role in persuading the other senators to acclaim Vergana, he had betrothed Petrea to the Speaker’s eldest son, Scalian Priferneth. Scalian, with his sharp, cruel beetle’s eyes and doughy skin and wet, fleshy lips. 

She learned of the arrangement not from her father, but from Scalian himself, who had the brazenness to walk right up to her at a party and inform her, in front of all her friends, that when she turned sixteen, she would be his. Once before, just before a Sharavayn game, he’d asked for her favor to wear around his arm, and she’d refused him. She could see from the look in his eyes that he recalled that slight, and that he greatly enjoyed the reversal. The triumphant smile he gave her as he told her the news made her skin crawl. She could feel all her friends’ eyes on her. She felt as though she’d been flayed open like a jala fruit with the skin peeled back…some soft, tender, bleeding thing for all the feast hall to look upon and marvel. She stood there, her face burning hotter than the paper lanterns above her head, listening to the gasps and stifled giggles and wishing, like the candles in those lanterns, she could melt right down to a puddle and drain away through the cracks in the floor. 

Rufyllys did his best to console her. He tried to intercede with father on her behalf, too—she listened to the exchange with bated breath from the hallway outside her father’s bedroom. 

Father, Scalian Priferneth…truly? 

Yes, Scalian Priferneth. He is from a proud, noble house. 

Petrea told me there are ill rumors about him. I heard he terrorized a servant’s daughter, and more than once. 

By the gods, Rufyllys, you put so much stock in that girl’s fancies. What exactly are you suggesting? That the conduct of a boy towards a servant is somehow probative of what manner of husband he will prove? The daughter of House Vergana is not a servant girl. 

I only mean…I think we could do better. 

Rufyllys…there is no we. The match has been made. I gave the Speaker my word. I don’t need to explain to you what a slight it would be to our house’s honor if I took it back now. 

The trade was done: a daughter for a son…Petrea bartered away at the same time Ilruyn was brought into the family. Petrea knew her father believed it a fine bargain. Perhaps, if Rufyllys were a girl, her father might have traded him off, too, and made a full, clean sweep of it. 

She seethed, and when the bruised vessel of her heart could hold no more bitterness, she declared war on Ilruyn. 

She laced his tea with salvia because she knew it made his tongue swell up. She broke the straps of his sandals, she put kwammakin jelly on his chair so that when he rose, the seat of his robes was died a bright, vivid shade of pink. 

Her father warned her the first two times; the third, his temper broke and he punished her; he took her into her room and struck her harder than she’d ever been struck before. 

Afterwards, so sore she could hardly sit down, she ran into her mother’s room, sobbing. “I hate him, I hate him,” she said, over and over, wishing her mother would stroke her hair—but by this time, the sickness had begun to spread, and no one knew if touching was safe. “I hate them both. Father and Ilruyn.” 

“You mustn’t say such things,” her mother said. 

“Why? It’s true; I hate them. I want them dead.” 

“Oh, my child. Sit with me.” 

Her mother offered her a cushion. It was soft enough that even with her savaged buttocks, she could sit without too much pain. 

“Listen to me, girl,” Petrea’s mother said. “You can’t say such things. Whatever you feel, whatever you think you feel, you hide it, you understand?” 

Petrea bit her lip and said nothing. Her face was hot with passion. She wanted to throw things, to break things, and if in his anger her father struck her again, if he killed her, maybe it was better to die like that, to go out like a wildfire, all at once, in a bright billow of pure rage, like a mad empress in a piece of theater. 

Of course, another, more rational part of her knew she was being ridiculous. She calmed herself and crossed her legs, waiting for her mother to speak. 

“You can’t live your life fighting, girl. Not with Ilruyn and not with your father. You’ll wear yourself out that way. And you’ll never win.” She leaned in close. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to apologize to Ilruyn. You’re going to smile, and be nice when he’s nice to you, and laugh when he makes a joke, and nod your head when father asks you to. You get along, and you smile until they think the smiles are real, and take from them what you can. And no matter what, no matter how much you want to, you never show them the truth of what’s in your heart.” Mother’s voice had faded to a soft whisper, a sound like snakes rustling in the grass. “That is how a lady fights.” 

The way she said it, the way her eyes went distant, Petrea almost thought her mother wasn’t really talking about Petrea at all, but about someone else; about herself, maybe. She wondered about it, but she didn’t ask; her mind was too full, turning over her mother’s words, examining them the way a horse-merchant might admire a new stallion. There was something in those words—a possibility. A promise. 

Within a month, Petrea’s mother was dead. Her last request was to have her ashes interred in the family shrine back in Naxos; she’d always loved its wide-open hills and beautiful rivers far more than she had Ulvannis with its politics, plotting, and sickness. Despite the friends she’d made in the capitol, Petrea sometimes wished she could go back to Naxos, too—or, more accurately, she wished she could go back to Naxos as it had been in the time before Grumio’s Curse…and before Ilruyn. 

She took her mother’s advice to heart. She smiled when it was needed, laughed when it was proper. Of course, she was still only a girl, only ten years old, so inevitably there were slips; she dropped hints of her true feelings, she confessed to a couple of her friends a few small pranks she played on Ilruyn, such as the time she put kwammakin venom in his soup so that he lost his first tournament. But on the whole, she did an admirable job; she thought her mother would have been proud of her. She let her father and Ilruyn believe her anger had been a passing thing, the petulant wrath of a child, hot to burn, but quick to burn out. 

She had thought that to smile and play nice was an act of weakness and surrender. She realized now she’d had it exactly backwards; her mother had opened her eyes. Her secrets were her strength, her hidden knowledge a warm glow that heated her from the inside like the light of a prayer candle. 

When Ilruyn turned seventeen years old (it was five months after the death of Petrea’s mother) Vergana bought him a luck-dragon to be his pet. It was a magnificent creature. Since the animal was still young, its beard was not yet full, but already the colors were eye-catching; when the dragon was fully-grown, it would be a glorious mix of red and white like fire and sea foam. Its scales were sapphire blue but shone with a green hue when they caught the light just right. Ilruyn loved it. 

It was no difficult task for Petrea to get her hands on it. One day she stole into her brother’s room and pulled the dragon from its cage. 

She lifted the animal in her arms. Her skin prickled as its sinuous body coiled around her wrists. She had petted dragons before, but never held one. 

She hurried out into the royal gardens, to the edge of the parapet of the Jade Keep. Far below, the waters of Almaria’s River rushed along, the foam the same color as the tips of the hairs in the dragon’s beard. 

The dragon looked up at her with wide, guileless eyes. Its tongue flickered out, brushing her arm like a kiss. She could have sworn she heard it purr. 

Petrea threw the dragon over the edge and watched it fall into the river far below. It thrashed in the air, looking up at her with an expression of complete confusion. It hit the water hard and was swallowed by the foam. 

Almost immediately, the thought of what she had done struck her like a blow. She felt herself shake. She bit her hand to stop herself from wailing. She made her way back into her room in the Jade Keep and lay in her bed, shivering and weeping. The dragon’s dark eyes seemed to hang in the air before her. She saw them everywhere she looked; even when she closed her eyes, there was no escape. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” 

But what she was most sorry for wasn’t that she had killed Ilruyn’s dragon. What she was most sorry for was that she suspected that if she could have gone back to that moment when she stood atop the garden parapet, she would have done it all over again. 



Part I: Annuweth 



Chapter One 




Annuweth lay on a bed in a Tyracian villa. The sheets smelled of dried sweat and the coppery stench of his own blood. It was a smell that not even the garden breeze through the window could hide. 

Inside, his body raged, at war with itself. His lips were chapped, and he felt a dry heat racing through him like the fury of the desert winds. His mouth was thick and gritty as if choked with sand. 

He felt much like he had all those years ago, when he’d lain weak and shivering after Tyrennis Castaval had tried to beat him to death. The fear crept in on him along with the darkness that always seemed to be gathering at the corners of his eyes, a darkness that might have been the beginning of sleep or the beginning of death. He was afraid that the darkness would claim him for good. He was afraid that even if it did not, he would not get better; afraid that his body was broken. 

He needed his body; he wasn’t like his sister, whose greatest gift was her mind. His greatest gift was his sword hand. His speed, his strength. Without all of that...he wasn’t sure what he was. 

Physicks came in and out. They pinched and poked and prodded and made the pain dance across his skin like a wicked child skipping across the cracks in a broken road. They peered at his chest, at his side, at his broken nose, at the gash across his face, and they forced water down his throat. They sewed him back together. That part made him weep with pain, though it shamed him. He wished he could gather the tears back into his eyes. He wished he could silence the sobs that racked his chest. Tears are the recourse of those who have no other weapon, Karthtag-Kal used to tell him. Women and children. 

The physick crept away, leaving him alone in the dark. His only tether to the world of the living was the rippling, gaping pain that wrapped around him like a red scarf. 

While he was awake, the pain held him and rocked him in its arms. When sleep finally came, his dreams were no relief. 

He stood by the edge of a rushing river, the night around him darker than any he had ever seen. There were no stars in the sky, and a single sliver of pale moonlight made the ripples on the black water shine silver like the toothy grin of a razorfish. 

Figures stood before him—the knights who had sailed with him and Livenneth in the Bay of Dane. The children of Oba’al’s pillow house who had been his friends. Where their eyes had been were smoking holes; grave beetles crawled from rotting gashes in their skulls. Annuweth tried to raise his sword to fend the monsters away, but then he realized that his sword was just a broken stick. 

From out of their ranks stepped the Graver. He grew giant, tall enough to blot out the stars. He took Annuweth in his hands and crushed the life from him, squeezing until Annuweth’s bones came popping out through his skin. 

Annuweth awoke with his mouth open, but his scream died soundlessly inside him. 

The next day, Marilia came to him. Her blurred face hung over him like a half-finished silk tapestry distorted by the wind. She laid her hand on his brow and whispered to him that he would be all right, that she was sorry. So many things she whispered, on and on, until at last one of her men came to call her away. 

He looked for sleep, but it would not come; it was stymied by the song that pounded through his head, over and over. A song he’d heard once as a child. 




The tiger lord of westerland stood gazing out to sea 

Golden clouds and golden sun, my lady’s gone from me 

No, he thought. Make it stop. By the gods, by the spirits, just let me rest. 

Her hair was black as midnight’s cloud, her eyes like living flame 

Now I wake weeping in the night; with tears I call her name 

A hundred men my spear laid low, I sent them to the pyres 

I turned their broken halls to ash, the brave sons and their sires 




He closed his eyes. He drew one breath; another. That was all he could do—keep breathing. One in, one out. On and on and until his broken body mended itself and he found the strength to stand again. 

She lit candles for him. He wanted to tell her to stop, that the smell was too strong, that he was choking on them. But he could not find his voice. 

The smoke tickled his face and curled in his hair like the fingers of his long-ago mother. It wove shapes in the air. 

How bright his future had seemed, when he’d first ascended the steps to Karthtag-Kal’s villa. How long ago it felt now. How far away. It was this place, this city that had left him hollowed, that had placed its shadowy hand upon him. A curse that began the day Tyrennis Castaval laid him low. 

Annuweth had imagined at the time that his father’s spirit had saved him, that the prefect’s blood that flowed in his veins had given him the strength he needed to recover from the wounds caused by Castaval’s wooden sword. Nelos Dartimaos had saved him for another day, some other destiny that was waiting for him. 

What if that destiny was only to die here in this room? 

Again came the song, and he realized for the first time that it wasn’t only in his head—someone was singing it, someone outside his room. The men of Svartennos, many voices raised as one. 




The war was won, the battle done, the crown upon my hair 

While in my gardens children laugh, and women’s voices fair 

The western trees are tall and strong, the rivers bright and clear 

Yet none of them so dear to me as my Chrysathamere 




The Lady Chrysathamere. His sister. Once again, she had risen, and he had fallen. Now she had taken the dream of his childhood—to defeat the Graver, to make things right and avenge his father’s death. 

A new feeling flooded him. As hot as the fever, as fierce as the pain. His eyes opened; beneath the thin linens that covered his embattled body, his lungs swelled with a new, full breath. 

Fuck this city. Fuck curses. I’m going to live. I’m going to get better. 

Let his sister have her moment in the sun. Let her enjoy it for all it was worth. He would lie here, and hurt, and weep, and piss himself if need be, if that was what it took. 

But when it was all over, he would walk out of here, his sword at his side, to fight another day. 

Because he was Annuweth Sandaros, son of Nelos Dartimaos. 

And this was not the end of his story. 



Chapter Two 




Your sword is your gift, Annuweth’s mother told him once. It was a gift that would take him beyond the walls of the pillow house someday. With your sword, you can carve yourself a little piece of the world. She mimed slicing a piece out of the sky and eating it. They both giggled together at the little joke—then she patted him on the head and sent him on his way to sweep the pillow house’s hallways under Tyreesha’s watchful eye. 

But Annuweth never forgot those words. 

Even for the lowborn, even for the sons of painted ladies, there were possibilities, if you knew how to use a sword. You could join the city watch…or become a private blade and seek your fortune with one of the mining companies or on the deck of a trader’s ship. You could become a pit fighter, like Aptos, who won his fights in less than ten seconds, or like the Death’s Hand, who had once beaten two champion fighters at the same time. 

But what Annuweth wanted above all was to be was a knight like his father. Prefect of the Order of Jade. 

When he played with Marilia and the others in the grass by the edge of the River Tyr, he would imagine it—himself at the head of an army of the finest knights, galloping across the sand (for at that point of time, he couldn’t imagine a world without sand), a bright green aeder sword raised high above his head. 

Then came Karthtag-Kal, and the ship that had borne Annuweth back to Navessea, and he knew he had been right to dream. Karthtag-Kal repeated the promise his mother had spoken to him in their room in Oba’al’s pillow house. Different words, but the same promise: 

“You have the blood of a prefect in you, boy. You can be something great—a governor of a province, a commander of armies. A champion of tournaments, as your father was before you. Maybe even prefect of this Order.” 

Karthtag-Kal explained to him how that would work. Whenever one prefect stepped down, he passed along to the emperor the name of the man he believed most worthy to stand as his successor. But ultimately, the Order of Jade belonged to Emperor Vergana; the final decision lay with him. 

“Emperor Vergana is a wise ruler,” Karthtag-Kal told him. “He will never accept a weak or unworthy knight to be his prefect. And if I name you as my chosen, he will look at you especially closely.” Karthtag-Kal laid a hand on Annuweth’s shoulders, his dark eyes glittering like freshly mined aeder crystal as he brought his head close. “He will think that because I raised you, I may not be seeing clearly. He will think that perhaps I have named you for love alone, and not because you are worthy. It will be up to you to prove him wrong. You will have to stand before him and show him you are a true knight. One of the best. One of these.” 

And he gave Annuweth his first gift—a small water-script painting showing a line of knights on horseback. The lines that made the knights’ bodies were words—the men’s names. Four of them in all, all Prefects of the Order of Jade. The last name he recognized, though he had only just begun to learn how to read. 

Nelos Dartimaos. 

Annuweth loved the gift. He hung the painting on the wall of his room, right above his bed, so that he might never forget. 

One day, he thought, he would be a knight just like those. Champion of the tournament field, a glory to behold in his green-painted armor, with his fine aeder sword at his side. The Chronicler would write stories about him; men would remember his name. 

“Glory is all well and good, if well-earned,” Karthtag-Kal said, “but you shouldn’t hunger for it. It isn’t the measure of a true knight.” 

Annuweth frowned. “What is, then?” 

“Duty. A true knight does what he can for the good of the empire. That is what makes him a knight.” 

Though Annuweth wouldn’t have said so to Karthtag-Kal, if he was being honest with himself, glory sounded somewhat more exciting. 

He trained hard, to become a true knight, and for another reason as well—to kill the Graver. That was another piece of the story, part of the proper ending such a tale as his, he felt, ought to have. In all the stories his mother had whispered to him back in the pillow house while he sheltered against her side, the lost prince came back to claim his father’s place and to avenge his death. 

Those two goals formed the twin pillars of Annuweth’s destiny. It was a destiny that his mother would have smiled at, if she’d still been alive; one that made his heart feel as if a tiny ball of fire had settled inside his chest and was swelling brighter with each day, like a loaf of cloud bread rising in the sun. Maybe he had begun his life as a painted bastard child—but he would end it as something else. 

When they trained together, Annuweth attacked Karthtag-Kal as if the prefect were just another of his friends—no doubts, nothing held back. He was a ten-year-old boy, and Karthtag-Kal a full-grown man; but he sometimes thought that were it not for the weight of years between them, for the smallness of his own body and the might of Karthtag-Kal’s, he might have won. He knew that was what Karthtag-Kal desired—for Annuweth to defeat him. The fulfillment of a cycle, father to son, one chapter in the story of Sandaros ending, another beginning. 

There were other parts of his training that were far less welcome than swordplay. He grew to detest the long hours indoors, detest Teacher’s patient, wooden smile, the dusty smell of Teacher’s old vellum scrolls. Each day he itched for the moment before sundown when he could stand before Karthtag-Kal with his wooden sword in his hand; in the meantime, he forced himself to sit for hours on end, reciting the names of cities and emperors long gone. Karthtag-Kal said that Teacher’s lessons were a necessary, vital part of becoming a knight, so Annuweth bore them. He bore, too, the hours in the shrine, breathing in smoke, pretending to meditate at Karthtag-Kal’s command, distracting himself with imaginary battles. 

What he could not bear was the letters. 

Try as he might, he could not make them deliver their secrets—or if they did, they did so slowly, grudgingly. It was an act like drawing a flame from wet wood. Their many sounds and meanings rattled through his head like dice thrown across a table. All those tiny black marks—pages and pages of them—as many as the soldiers on every battlefield ever fought, terrifying in their endlessness. They were an enemy army, and he stood alone against them. 

“His mind cannot grasp the markings,” he heard Teacher say one day to Karthtag-Kal. “Perhaps...all that time among the common folk...” 

“I was illiterate once,” Karthtag-Kal growled in reply. “I was a barbarian from across the sea, with a different language, and I learned.” 

“You were at least a leader among your people, my lord prefect,” Teacher said. “But...the child of a painted lady...” 

“He is the child of Nelos Dartimaos,” Karthtag-Kal said. “Besides, his sister has learned.” 

“Yes, well...truly, I do not know. Perhaps he has a sickness of some kind...” 

“There is no sickness. The letters will come.” 

Annuweth tried. He stared at the letters until his eyes felt ready to fall from his head. He came to dread the feeling of Teacher—or worse, Karthtag-Kal—bending over him, their breath brushing the back of his neck. It was as if there was a wall inside his head, through which understanding came only slowly, like water dripping through a crack in a roof. 

“Try again,” Teacher said. His voice was gentle, patient. 

Annuweth wanted nothing more than to spin around and ram his stylus into Teacher’s patient face. 

By the time he had managed to correctly write full sentences that Teacher dictated to him, Marilia was already glancing through the books in Karthtag-Kal’s library. Annuweth guessed that she did not love the prefect’s books half as much as she pretended to; had he read as well as she, she would scarcely have bothered with the library. She did it because he could not; she did it because she knew it vexed him. He tried to pretend that he did not care. 

In a way, her success brought at least a measure of comfort. His greatest fear had been that Teacher’s words had been true. That some part of the pillow house, of his low birth, had rubbed off on him, like a slick, oily grime that had soaked into his skin, too deep to be washed away. 

But if that were so, how had Marilia learned? 

There is nothing she has that I do not have, he told himself. If she can learn, I can learn. 

He had no choice; he was Dartimaos’ heir. He had to master the letters. 

So he did. Slowly and painfully. 

The letters were the first warning sign of what was to come. 




*** 




By all accounts, he became a fine young knight, a proper heir to Nelos Dartimaos. As he grew older, entering that twilight space between boyhood and manhood, his body grew stronger, quicker. He was fair of face and form—a young Ben Espeleos, the emperor’s brother-by-marriage called him once, making his chest swell with pride. 

With a wooden sword in his hand, he was gifted. Of the boys that Karthtag-Kal brought to the villa to spar against him, he was not the strongest—his close friend Victaryn Livenneth had him beaten there—or the fastest—he could never match the speed of Serynisse, the son of Osurris’ arch-magistrate. 

But he was arguably the best. He won most of his fights, because what he had that the others lacked was precision. Swordplay was, in the end, the simple art of making the tip and edge of your sword go where you wanted them to. And he had a knack for that. 

He would never be a great scholar, but that was all right—everyone had a weakness. He made his way through the books of military strategy and history, and that was enough for his needs—leave philosophy and poetry to those with the taste for them. 

He was adept at Sharavayn, above average, winning as much as he lost. 

He was just good enough to comprehend the intricacies of the Noble Game, the infinite patterns contained within its carved wooden pieces, its potential for study—the way it served as a miniature simulacrum of the battlefield. 

He was just good enough to recognize what it was that his sister had. 

An unskilled player wouldn’t have seen it, would have merely acknowledged her as good. To the eyes of a small child, all men and women looked as tall as mountains, indistinguishable in their enormity. It was only as one grew older and taller that one could recognize the relative height of men like Karthtag-Kal or Dorokim, the Graver’s friend—giants among men. 

So it was with Sharavayn. The more Annuweth learned of the game, the more he was able to comprehend the way his sister’s intellect towered above her peers. In the entirety of the empire, those who could match her at the Sharavayn table might be counted on the fingers of both hands. 

There was a word for that: brilliance. 

Like white-gold aeder, the sort of thing that might be found only a couple of times in a man’s life. 

What bothered him was not her strange gift at the game, but what it meant to Karthtag-Kal. The prefect had always been the sort of man to be blinded by brilliance, dazzled and distracted like a Tyracian housewife confronted with a street-seller’s jewel. Annuweth knew that the games were more to the prefect than a pleasant past-time. To him, they were a reminder of something he had shared with his friend, Nelos Dartimaos, years before. By now, Annuweth knew his father well enough to recognize the misty look in his eye, and to read what it meant—a word he’d come across in Teacher’s lessons: nostalgia. 

Although Annuweth, too, played with Karthtag-Kal, it wasn’t the same. When it came to Sharavayn, he would never be exceptional. Marilia could give the prefect something—a lost part of Dartimaos—that Annuweth never could. 

He knew she enjoyed that. She enjoyed acting the part of the perfect stoic’s daughter. Whatever small imperfections she found in Annuweth, she took them, and, with the same calculated proficiency which a horse-trainer might use to break a wild stallion, she purged them from herself so that she might look better by comparison. He struggled to read—so she taught herself to adore Karthtag-Kal’s books and made a point of discussing them with Karthtag-Kal at every opportunity. He struggled with the stoics’ trance—so she delighted in the candles, spending hours at a time in Karthtag-Kal’s shrine. 

Annuweth did his best to fashion himself into the model of Nelos Dartimaos, the model he knew Karthtag-Kal wanted, but there were imperfections in his attempt, cracks like those in a crudely baked clay statuette. It was Marilia’s pleasure to shove her fingers into the cracks, widening them so that Karthtag-Kal could see them, too. 

And see them he did. 

One day when Annuweth was fourteen years old, as he was wandering through the halls of the prefect’s villa, he heard the sound of voices out in the garden. He paused just inside the door. He had not meant to eavesdrop, but the sound of his sister’s name caught his attention. 

Karthtag-Kal was sitting in the garden with Ilruyn, the emperor’s adopted son. They had their backs to him, watching the sunset as they shared a cup of chilled jala juice to ward off the late afternoon’s smothering heat. 

“My daughter is a good girl, but she can get carried away at times,” Karthtag-Kal said. “I hope you will forgive her forwardness. And I hope you will not bear this against me.” Annuweth realized what they were talking about; three days before, in the royal gardens, Marilia had faced Ilruyn across a board of Sharavayn and defeated him. 

“I won’t pretend it wasn’t…uncomfortable,” Ilruyn said, his voice a little stiffer than Annuweth had before heard it in Karthtag-Kal’s presence. “But no, I won’t bear it against you.” The prince took a deep breath. “My pride will recover…eventually. I suppose this is some incentive to spend less time helping our game-master with his tournament-planning and more time before the board.” 

Karthtag-Kal looked relieved; he’d always been fond of the prince, and Annuweth knew Ilruyn’s good opinion mattered to him almost as much as his father’s, the emperor’s. 

“It’s an unlikely gift,” Ilruyn said. 

“Unlikely,” Karthtag-Kal agreed. 

“She takes after you.” 

“And after her true father.” 

Ilruyn took a sip of juice and laid his empty cup down on the table beside him. “What a general she might have made,” he said lightly. “A play like that—does it ever make you wonder what it would have been like if the Fates had done things differently? If the threads were reversed?” 

“You mean...?” 

“If the boy had been born a girl, and the girl a boy.” 

Annuweth felt his breath seize in his chest. This, he thought, was too far, even for the Prince of Navessea. It presumed too much. He waited for Karthtag-Kal to deny it. The silence in the garden seemed to fill the space of a lifetime. 

“Perhaps. At times,” Karthtag-Kal said in a quiet voice. 

Annuweth eased away from the open doorway. His mouth had gone dry. He felt something cold and slick sliding its way up his throat. 

He returned to his room. A carved midnight-stone figurine in the shape of a horse-head was waiting for him atop his dresser—the commander piece from his Sharavayn set. The dark, glassy eyes seemed to watch him as he paced his way back and forth across the carpet. Struck by a sudden rage, he swept the figurine off the dresser. It shattered into dozens of pieces, some larger, the size of his fingernails, others as fine as grains of sand—a black, glittering powder that rained across the floor. 

It’s just a game, he told himself as he sat, trembling, on the edge of his bed. There had been great warriors, knights, and conquerors the world over who had never played a match of Sharavayn in their lives. Take Kanadrak, the northern warlord who had brought Navessea to its knees. Take the Great Emperor, Aryn, born before the game had even been invented. Just a game. It doesn’t mean anything. 

But it did. To him, it meant everything. 

“Annuweth? Is everything all right?” She was standing in the doorway to his bedroom, a little frown on her lips. 

“Why shouldn’t it be?” 

“I thought I heard something break.” 

He looked up at her, feeling the heat rise to his face, shifting a little to do his best to block the shattered remnants of the figurine from her view, ashamed of his childish petulance. He had a feeling that it was too late, that she’d already seen. 

He thought of all the things he might say to her. He knew she thought the world had been cruel to her and kind to him and that she wanted to hurt him for it. It was true—he knew the hand she’d been dealt wasn’t a fair one—but things weren’t as simple as she thought they were. You don’t know what it’s like, he thought as he looked at her, the weight of two great fathers on your back, the weight of his eyes, always watching. To live every day, every moment, in Dartimaos’ shadow, needing to be better, to be as good as you, and not knowing how. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Everything’s fine.” 

For a moment he feared she would press the issue, but to his relief she did not. She slipped out, leaving him alone. I wish she would go, he thought, staring at the mirror-smooth fragments of midnight stone glittering on the floor like black tears. I wish she would go somewhere far away and not come back. 




*** 




Soon enough, Annuweth got his wish—Marilia was betrothed to Kanediel Paetos. 

Shortly before Marilia’s seventeenth birthday, she, Annuweth, and Karthtag-Kal sailed together to Svartennos, the island that would be her new home. Annuweth watched her walk down the aisle, watched as Kanediel took the ribbon that bound her hair and cast it into the fire. Watched as it crumbled to ash. 

He and Karthtag-Kal sat side by side at the high table, Marilia at the end beside her new husband—their last meal together. There was a tender look in Karthtag-Kal’s eyes as he looked upon Marilia’s face. 

As the evening drew on Annuweth reached out and took the prefect’s hand beneath the table. A gesture of comfort. Of support. And a reminder. 

I’m right here, father. Right here beside you. Nelos Dartimaos’ son. 

The following day, Annuweth and Karthtag-Kal began their journey back to Ulvannis—alone. 

The first night after his return to the capitol, Annuweth had trouble sleeping. It felt strange to lie in his bed in the prefect’s villa and to know that the room next to his was empty. It was the first time in his life, he realized, that he and Marilia had ever truly been apart. It felt as if a dremmakin’s blade had come in the night and parted him from the familiar cloak of his own shadow. 

As he stared up at the shadowed canopy of his ceiling, he felt a stab of regret. 

This, he realized, was always how it was going to turn out. Marilia would leave, would sail away to Svartennos and become another man’s wife. The Sandaros name would fall from her like a childhood garment that had been outgrown. Meanwhile, he would stay with Karthtag-Kal and the Order into whose ranks he had recently been admitted. 

He thought back on his and Marilia’s last few years together, marred by bitterness and rivalry. A waste. All she’d wanted, in the end, was the same thing he’d spent his childhood searching for: Karthtag-Kal’s respect. Could he really blame her for that? 

He felt an ache deep within in his chest. When sleep finally did come, it was uneasy, filed with dark dreams. 

At last he rose, throwing back his covers and padding out into the hallway. His father’s armor called to him. He was struck by the urge to sit in Karthtag-Kal’s armory by the light of a candle and look upon the smooth yoba-shell helmet, upon the prefect’s blade in its scabbard hanging on the wall. Maybe, he thought, the sight of his father’s armor, the promise it represented, could help to turn his mind from the past and towards the promise of a better future. 

He paused in the hallway of the villa, feeling a chill crawl up his back. Ahead of him was the door to the armory. It was closed, and the room was dark, but Annuweth thought he heard a noise from within—a quiet, furtive rustling. 

He set his candle aside, placing it carefully on the floor. He wished he had a weapon in hand, even one of Karthtag-Kal’s practice swords. If it was a robber…but surely not here, in the prefect’s villa? Right next to the Barracks of the Order of Jade? That would be completely mad. 

It had to be his father. But why would he be up in the middle of the night…and in the armory of all places? 

And why did it sound like whoever it was wasn’t alone? 

Mist from the garden beyond the windows had filled the villa. It hung in the air before him like candle-smoke. The moonlight crept between the gaps in the tree branches outside, turning the hall of the prefect’s villa into a shimmering blend of black and silver like the walls of an undersea grotto. Half-forgotten stories Annuweth’s mother had told him came back to him—tales of dremmakin crawling out of the night. At that moment, he might almost have believed them. 

“I am not afraid,” he whispered. 

He tiptoed to the door of the armory, and, ever so slowly, slid it open a crack. He peered into the darkness. He was overcome with a sense of sick fascination, a fascination that made him want to tear his eyes away and, at the same time, keep staring. 

Two hunched fingers stood in the corner of the room. He knew them by the shape of their bodies, even in the darkness. Karthtag-Kal and Livenneth, the emperor’s brother-by-marriage. 

Something in Annuweth screamed at him to go back, not to look. But another part of him, that eager, grasping part that had drawn him to what lay behind the swaying silk curtain of his mother’s room—despite the fear of her blows, Oba’al’s anger, or the buyers’ wrath—kept him right where he was. 

Karthtag-Kal stood with his hands against the wall. Livenneth’s arm was wrapped around him from behind, Livenneth’s mouth near Karthtag-Kal’s neck. Livenneth slowly worked his hips and Karthtag-Kal’s body moved in kind. The only sound was the rough, quickened pace of their breathing. 

Annuweth stumbled back down the hallway to his room. He blew out his candle. He sat on the edge of his bed with his head in his hands and tried to forget what he’d seen. The play of the silver-white moonlight on Karthtag-Kal’s rough skin. The dappled shadows on the floor. The sound of the prefect’s breath like a gust of wind. It was so lurid, so surreal, that he might almost have convinced himself that he’d dreamed it. 

Almost. 

For the past seven years, he’d been staring at the world through a gold-tinted aeder window. Now the window had been pulled back, and he saw the truth behind it; he saw the world for what it really was. 

A few rooms away was Prefect Karthtag-Kal, a man so dedicated to the stoic virtues that he had never married or fathered children; instead, out of admiration for his predecessor and a sense of noble duty, he had taken in Dartimaos’ children and raised them as if they were his own. The perfect knight—or so he had let the world think. So he had let Annuweth think, all these years. 

But of course, that was too clean, too perfect to be true. All the stoic banners on the wall, all that talk of discipline and self-mastery, all those hours of meditation... 

All of it a half-truth, built up like a castle wall to hide Karthtag-Kal’s deepest secret: he was fucking the brother-by-marriage of the emperor he was sworn to serve. 

Annuweth’s immediate and overwhelming urge was to reveal the secret. To whom, he wasn’t sure. Victaryn? Thoryn? Another one of his friends? “Someone,” he breathed. It was the kind of burning, painful secret that demanded to be told. 

Are you mad? A voice inside asked. That would ruin him. He saved you from a life of slaving away in Tyrace as a painted lady’s son. Before him you were nothing. He took you in as his own. 

“Because he wished I was his,” Annuweth whispered. At last he understood. “Because he was in love with Nelos Dartimaos.” 

He knew it was true. Karthtag-Kal had not taken Annuweth and Marilia in out of generosity, or duty, or honor, or any of the other words he loved to toss about so freely. He had done it because he was in love. Not the kind of love a brother bears for a brother or a friend for a friend, but the kind a woman has for a man. 

He clenched his hands into fists. 

All those long days spent trying to fashion himself into something that Karthtag-Kal would respect. He’d been reaching for something that had never existed. Trying to become something even Karthtag-Kal himself had never managed to be. And all that time, Karthtag-Kal had let him go on trying, even knowing how much it cost him, even seeing how the doubt ate at him—doubt that he was worthy enough to be the son of such a perfect father. 

What a lie. 

There are no perfect knights. 

There was much that was uncertain, but there was one thing he knew, with a surety that came upon him like thunder after lightning. 

He would make himself prefect because it was what he’d promised himself and what he wanted. He would continue to train, to fight, to reach for the life Karthtag-Kal had promised might someday be his. But he was not Karthtag-Kal’s little boy anymore. He was a man, and no one’s man but his own. 

When he looked up, he saw the old water-script painting that Karthtag-Kal had given him, still hanging on the wall where he’d set it all those years ago. Four prefects, side by side, proud and noble as figures out of a children’s song. 

He took it down and burned it. 



Chapter Three 




“They’re going to free Prince Espeleos and Prince Ilruyn,” the physick told Annuweth. “I hear we may be able to leave this city in a couple of weeks.” He had un-wound the bandage around Annuweth’s chest to examine the wound. The skin was inflamed. It looked like a ghastly smile, the puckered skin grinning mockingly up at him. Annuweth closed his eyes and lay back on the pillow. 

“I know,” he said. Marilia had already been by to tell him the news; the war was officially over. In order to save his family, now prisoners inside Tyrace’s Tower, King Damar had agreed to make peace. 

“It’s good news, sir.” The physick smiled at him. Annuweth knew the physick meant the information to be comforting, so he forced a smile of his own as the man went on, salving Annuweth’s wound with some kind of ointment that burned like fire. 

“How many days have I been in here?” Annuweth asked. Somewhere between the fevered nights and the slow yellow days he had lost track of time. 

“Twenty days, sir.” 

“Twenty days.” Annuweth felt dizzy. He swallowed, tasting the rancid bitterness of his own phlegm in the back of his throat. 

“It was a grievous wound, sir.” The physick puled a fresh bandage from his pouch and began to wrap said wound, hiding it, mercifully, from view. 

After the man had left, Annuweth pulled back his covers and forced himself to sit up. Darkness closed upon him like a fist; he squeezed his eyes shut, his hands on the windowsill, letting the feel of the rough stone against his fingertips bring him back to himself. He waited until the dizziness had passed and swung his legs over the side of the bed. 

Twenty days. In that time, a war had ended, the fate of a kingdom and an empire had been irrevocably altered. Twenty days was long enough. It was time for him to stand again. 

He gritted his teeth, forcing his knees to unbend. His legs wobbled beneath him. It took him what seemed like an age to find his feet. He held on to the bedpost for support. He had the curious sensation that his legs had been cut away beneath the knees and that if he looked down, he would discover that he was floating in the air, weightless and insubstantial as one of the silk drapes that hung in the hallway outside. 

He wanted nothing more than to collapse back onto the bed. His weakness shamed him. He wondered if, back in Antarenne, the Graver had risen yet from his own sickbed. He prayed that he had not. He wanted to be the first. 

He turned his eyes to the doorway. To the doorway and back, he decided. I can manage that much. 

He took a deep breath and began to walk. 

Each movement sent a fresh ripple of agony through his ruined body. After two steps, he thought he might collapse. After four, he thought he might be sick. 

No. Remember the Order’s Trials. Five days baking in the sun, the sun beating down like a red palm upon his shoulders. The ground shimmering as if the very air had turned to water. He had lifted beams above his head until his tunic was heavy with sweat. He had battled the Trialmaster across the courtyard of the barrack of Jade and even fought him to a draw once. At the end of it, weary and aching, he had dueled and killed his first man beneath the hot summer sun, a condemned prisoner given to the Order to provide Annuweth with the chance to prove himself by killing one of the empire’s enemies—or to die trying. 

If you could do all that, you can manage a few steps. 

He reached the door to the hallway and turned around. Ahead, he could see the room’s open window. The Tower of Tyrace lay beyond, a dark monolith framed against the pitiless white heat of the sun, raised up before him like an accusing finger. 

He was halfway back to the bed when his legs gave out. His knees slammed against the floor; he cried out—a hoarse, choked whimper. 

He dragged his trembling legs behind him on the floor. Somehow, he managed to pull himself to the foot of the bed. To make that last, final push—to pull himself up onto the mattress—seemed beyond him, a feat of strength out of one of Neravos’ legends. I’ll just rest a little while, he thought, leaning back against the bedframe. Just a short rest, then I’ll get back up. 

He was still on the floor when Septakim found him a half-hour later. 

“By the gods,” the Dragonknight muttered. 

“I’m all right,” Annuweth lied. 

“No offense, sir, but you don’t look all right.” 

Septakim helped him back onto the bed. Annuweth shivered as he laid himself down. “What are you...doing here?” he asked. 

“Rescuing you from the floor, looks like.” 

“No, I mean why...?” 

“Your sister sent me to check up on you.” 

“Of course she did.” 

“I’m going to get you some salvia tea,” Septakim declared. 

“I’m all right.” 

“You keep saying that. I remain unconvinced.” 

Annuweth gritted his teeth. “Really. I’m fine.” 

Septakim looked down at him, his lips pursed. “Could I give you some advice, sir?” 

Annuweth raised an eyebrow. “Could I stop you?” 

“Interesting question. You know, I’m not really sure.” Septakim frowned, looking puzzled. “Technically, I’m a Dragonknight and you’re my captain, so you’d think I’d have to follow your orders. On the other hand, I’m Lady Catarina’s personal protector, so her orders trump yours. Lady Catarina put me under your sister’s command, and she told me to make sure you were all right. And in my opinion, making sure you’re all right involves forcing you to listen to my pearls of wisdom. So I suppose I’ll go with...no.” 

“That was convoluted.” 

“If I hadn’t been a knight, I think I’d have made a good bureaucrat.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

“If I were you, sir, I might try to be a little less grim.” 

Annuweth laughed out loud. “Less grim?” he repeated. 

“Now, if you’ll just hear me out...” 

“Back in the Bay of Dane, I led a company of knights. We were sworn to defend Prince Ilruyn and the emperor’s brother-by-marriage, General Livenneth. But I led those men to their deaths. Ilruyn was taken, our ship burned, and my general died right in front of me. The man responsible—Tyrennis Castaval—sailed away on the wind. Later, I saw my childhood friends butchered by a dremmakin-spawned bastard.” He swallowed at the memories, feeling the weight of a god’s hand hammer pressing down on the center of his chest. “That same piece of shit left me lying here. Forgive me if my heart doesn’t sing.” 

Septakim seated himself on the edge of the bed. “You know, when I was a younger man, the Governor of Dane’s son killed my favorite cousin in a duel. Cut his head right off his shoulders. So naturally, I did exactly what a young, angry Dragonknight would do...I waited until he visited Ulvannis, I took a big white horse, I rode right up to his villa, and I challenged him to a duel. And do you know what? The dremmakin-fucking coward said no.” Septakim shook his head. “Turned me down, right to my face. Just like that, he spoiled my revenge. Can you imagine the frustration? It tore me up, Sandaros. All day, every day. Anyway, about a month after, I got this ache in my gut—I was convinced I had a Daevish bloodeater worm inside me, sucking out my innards. I saw three different physicks, and none of them could fix it.” 

He looked Annuweth in the eye. “Rage can give a man strength, sure enough. For a little while. But what it gives, it takes back. Trust me, I know. It’ll eat your spirit as surely as any bloodeater worm will.” 

“So what did you do, then?” Annuweth asked. 

“I did the only thing I could do. I moved on. I found something else to fill my thoughts. A woman, actually. It didn’t work out, but while it lasted…” he shrugged. “Don’t suppose you have one waiting for you back at the capitol?” 

Annuweth didn’t answer. He felt his heart beat faster. Septakim studied him for a moment, then shrugged and looked away. “I hear the Governor of Dane’s whole army got wiped out by Tyrennis Castaval. That son I mentioned took an arrow to the lung. It took him four hours to die from it.” He gave Annuweth’s leg a light pat. “Turns out all I had to do was wait.” 

“What a nice story.” 

“I know, isn’t it?” Septakim rose and made his way over to the door. “That’s my advice, Captain,” he said. “Find your peace, however you can.” 

Septakim slipped away, leaving Annuweth alone to the silence of his thoughts. 

The man had been right; those thoughts were full of darkness, pain and rage. The sight of the Graver’s smile. The sound of dying men’s screams. The smell of blood and smoky air. 

He closed his eyes and did his best to force those thoughts away. 

He reached back farther, past the war and all it had brought, to an earlier time. A better one. 

Find your peace, Septakim had said. And at last, in a garden of memory that even his bitterness could not touch, he did. 



Chapter Four 




He first kissed her when he was fifteen years old. 

They were walking together with a couple of her friends in the Jade Keep’s gardens—he couldn’t recall the occasion now, some festival or other. It was not long after her betrothal to Scalian Priferneth had been cut off, and she was in a fine mood, which meant that those around her were in a fine mood, too, including him—she’d always had that effect on those who followed her. 

A grave beetle strayed across their path, and she shrieked and clutched his arm. Luckily, he was still carrying the practice sword he’d been using to spar with Victaryn. With a flourish and a single, quick thrust he skewered it and flung it aside into the grass. 

“That was very brave,” she said, and favored him with a smile. 

“It was only a grave beetle,” he said. 

“And humble, too. How perfect. You’re like my very own Dragonknight.” She looked to her friend Claria. “He is, isn’t he?” 

“Definitely,” Claria agreed. 

She laughed at the look on Claria’s face. “Don’t get too starry-eyed. You have to be careful with this one. Don’t you know who he’s named after? Annuweth long-spear, the poet who broke so many ladies’ hearts. I imagine he’s just the same.” 

Annuweth found himself blushing. “Not so, my lady,” he protested. “I…I haven’t broken anyone’s heart. Not at all.” 

“You swear it?” she asked, narrowing her brows suspiciously. 

“On my honor.” 

“I heard you were seen kissing Praxia Cyrdoreth in this very garden not so long ago.” 

“I wasn’t. It’s not true. I’ve never kissed anyone.” He saw her eyes widen at that, and he blushed further, his face as hot as an oven, wishing he hadn’t spoken. “I…I’ve been very busy,” he explained. “Preparing for the Trials.” 

“Ah, yes, the Trials. They are a lot of work, I hear,” Petrea said, nodding sympathetically. “Well.” And, without warning, she leaned in towards him and brushed her lips against his. He was so surprised that he didn’t even think to draw back. He could almost taste the jasmine perfume in her hair. She drew back and her eyes glimmered like two midnight stone pendants spinning in the light. “There,” she said. “Just so you know what it feels like.” 

She laughed, as though it was nothing—just an idle summer game—and slipped away. He stood there, rooted to the spot, his blood on fire. 

You can’t even think what you’re thinking, he told himself. She’s the emperor’s daughter. You simply can’t. 

Ulvannis was filled with many other lovely ladies, most of whom would not cost him his rank, his knighthood, or—at worst—his head if he was caught in their beds. Beautiful the princess might be, but too dangerous by half. Better, he decided, to turn his thoughts elsewhere. 

And for a time, he managed to. He hadn’t been lying; the Trials did keep him busy. As they drew nearer, he spent almost every waking hour training, body and mind, for what seemed at the time as though it would be the most important test of his life. 

Afterwards, Petrea disappeared from the city, traveling west to visit relatives in Naxos. She stayed away for nearly a year. But through it all, the memory of her lingered—as did the memory of that tantalizing, mystifying kiss. 

She came back to him in the warmth of spring, at a time when his star was rising, when he felt young, and invincible, and full of life. Ten months ago, he’d passed the Order of Jade’s Trials with distinction, his skill with a blade earning him a place with the Dragonknights—the personal protectors of the royal family. Three months ago, he’d fought in his first tournament. He hadn’t won—a more experienced captain named Morgarmir had claimed that honor—but he’d placed third, and, if not for a twisted ankle during his penultimate match-up, might have gone still higher. 

Two months before, the Captain of the Dragonknights had stepped down—the result of a sudden and brutal illness from which the man could not recover. In recognition of Annuweth’s prowess, he had been raised up to take the man’s place, becoming the youngest Captain of the Dragonknights in the history of the empire. 

So, it was a sweet, glorious spring, and all the sweeter when news reached him that Princess Petrea was returning to Ulvannis. 

A carriage carried her up White Street and into the courtyard of the Jade Keep. The emperor and his two sons met her there, with Annuweth and the other Dragonknights standing watch close by. It had rained the night before, and there were still a few puddles that lingered on the flagstones. The sunlight skipped off the water. The wind was quick and strong. It carried with it the smell of cherry-blossom petals, wet grass, and stone. 

The carriage drew up before them. The door opened and the princess was helped down by her own Dragonknight. She looked small next to that knight, and there was a deceptive, soft girlishness to her face that made her look, at a fleeting glance, younger than she was; perhaps that was why Marilia had once believed herself and Annuweth to be older than the princess when it was Petrea, in fact, who was the elder. But to Annuweth, she seemed somehow taller than she was, a presence as commanding, in its own way, as Karthtag-Kal’s, a gravity in her like a gale wind that drew those nearby towards it. She was dressed in a dress of blinding white that matched the curtains of the carriage and offered a sharp contrast to the black, silky curtain of her hair. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the sun’s light. As she caught sight of her father and brothers approaching, she smiled, and her teeth flashed in the sun the same way as the water on the flagstones. 

The memory of that first kiss came rushing back to him; at the time, he’d been dazzled by her beauty. But he thought as he looked at her now that in the year since he’d last laid eyes on her, she’d grown even more beautiful than she’d been before. The most beautiful person that he’d ever seen. 

As she passed Annuweth, she turned her head, briefly, and their eyes met. She passed him by, and the wind carried with it the scent of jasmine. 

He raised his hand and gave a sign, and the Dragonknights fell neatly into formation, one line on either side of the royal family. 

His eyes fell on Vergana. The Emperor of Navessea cut a splendid figure in his immaculately pressed white-and-red robes, a crown in the shape of a coiled dragon gleaming atop his head. Despite the wind, not a single strand of his oiled hair was askew. That was how Moroweth Vergana liked things; perfectly in their place. Their place being wherever he said it was. 

Not the sort of man who would take well to having his daughter seduced. 

Do as you did before, he urged himself. Put her out of your mind. 

But now that he was back, putting her out of his mind proved a more difficult task than it had before. After all, he spent a significant portion of his waking hours standing close enough to smell the scent of her hair—a smell that was both soft and somehow wild, like the wind in the hills beyond the city walls. 

Captain of the Dragonknights, as it turned out, was a largely ceremonial title; while his promotion had brought with it a few additional administrative duties and the opportunity to issue a few simple commands, by and large Annuweth’s work was not so different from that of the men under his command. First among equals, the saying went. That meant there were still many long hours of standing guard over the royal family. 

That meant that he was there when she and her family went to the races. He was there when they sat down to eat dinner. He was there at the racetrack while she gasped at the deadly speed of the drivers, while her eyes widened as she stared down at the track, while color crept into the soft skin of her cheeks like sunlight stealing across the dawn sky. Though he tried, he could not help but imagine her beneath him, that same blush of color, those wide eyes staring at him, that gasp tickling his face. 

He was there one afternoon when, to his surprise, she requested his company at the market. 

Since the princess and Marilia had been friends as children, Petrea was eager to seize the chance to speak with him in order to learn what had become of Marilia since she’d sailed away to Svartennos. 

That, at least, was the pretext she gave her father; but as she and Annuweth walked along through the streets of Ulvannis, Petrea’s handmaiden trailing quietly behind, Annuweth came to suspect it was only a pretext. They spoke a good deal—discussing the changes in the city, the chariot races, Petrea’s favorite pastimes—and while Marilia was mentioned, she was hardly the focus of their conversation. 

This wasn’t about Marilia…it was about me, he realized, his heartbeat quickening. She wanted to talk to me. 

Their talk soon turned to the nobles of Navessea. What struck Annuweth about the princess was her ability to discern the banal, disappointing truth at the heart of Navessea’s proud magistrates, priests, senators, commanders, and their wives. With her tongue, she stripped the nobles of their finery, left them naked and exposed. She could flay a man or woman to their bones. He recalled that Marilia had once told him that Petrea collected secrets the way other girls collected pressed flowers or sea-shells. It seemed that habit, at least, had not changed. 

Annuweth found he enjoyed the game; it was wicked, and improper, and a little cruel, and exactly the perfect antidote to the rigid formality that was a Dragonknight’s life. 

Salem Gurges, Governor of Korennis? “If you look closely, you can see a red burn-scar on the side of his neck,” Petrea informed him. 

“I’ve seen it. An old battle wound,” Annuweth said. “From the war against Kanadrak.” 

“Of course, that’s what he tells everyone. Not what I heard.” 

“What did you hear?” he was almost afraid to ask. 

“That it involved a highly-priced painted lady, a candle, an overabundance of adventurousness and an under-abundance of clothing.” 

“You can’t be serious.” 

“He’s mellowed in his older years. His wife keeps him on a tight leash now. Which, considering his proclivities, he may enjoy.” 

“You have a wicked streak in you, my lady.” 

“Shh. Don’t tell anyone. I have my honor to consider.” She smiled. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” 

The beautiful and dignified Lady Cyrdoreth? “I’m pretty sure she’s pillowing with a chariot-driver. You know the one who drives for the reds, with the wavy hair and that loincloth that’s about two sizes too small? Turns out a chariot isn’t the only thing he’s good at riding.” 

The young Victarian Ildoran, recently risen to take his late father’s place in the Senate? “There’s a reason they call him Victarian the Cautious. He’s making up for past mistakes. His father wasn’t cautious, at all; he gambled away most of the family fortune betting on the races, and now he can barely afford enough servants to tend the family villa.” 

“No…” 

“He’d be so embarrassed if he knew we knew.” 

“You are ruining the Senate for me,” Annuweth laughed. “Does everyone have a secret?” 

“Just about.” 

“What about my father?” The words were out before he could stop himself. He realized he was flirting with impropriety here—all right, he was more than flirting. His father was also his prefect. 

Then again, he was sworn to serve the royal family, and that’s all he was doing; keeping the princess company, keeping her smiling. It was Petrea talking, not him. 

“Oh, a stoic man like that, he’s bound to have quite a dark secret,” Petrea said. “They always do. Let me think.” She pursed her lips. “I think I know.” Her voice was grave. “I think he’s deeply, painfully in love with my father. But of course, he’d never tell him so.” Then she laughed, a sound like wind-chimes ringing. 

Annuweth laughed with her, but he felt a shiver run through him. He was unnerved by how close she’d come. What is your secret, princess? He wondered. He guessed it would be something more than that of the senators and their wives; something grand and tragic. 

Walking with the princess, he lost track of time; before he knew it, Petrea was pointing to a nearby store, and he blinked and realized they were already in the market. 

There were three major markets in Ulvannis. The arena market was the largest of the three, set up to profit from the games and spectacles that were held there. To the north of the arena were higher-end shops, where the lords, ladies, and merchants of Ulvannis shopped. 

The dress-shop was garishly bright, like a common child’s idea of what an emperor’s garden might look like. Dresses and habithra sashes in every shade hung from the ceiling. There were blues from Svartennos, reds and oranges from Dane, violets from the Sunset Isles. 

“There are so many to choose from,” Petrea said, biting her lip. “Are there not?” 

“I do not envy you your task, my lady,” Annuweth said. “With us men things are much simpler. Gray, brown, black, and white—hardly a difficult decision.” 

“And you chose black. What does that say about you?” 

“Who says it has to say anything?” 

“Almost everything about a person means something,” Petrea answered. “You wear your hair long, when you’re not in your armor you wear black robes with silver thread, even though the fashion of the city is white. You like to stand out. And so you have. Captain of the Dragonknights in less than a year. You must be very good at what you do.” 

“I try to be,” Annuweth said simply. 

“And that’s not all. Let’s see. You joined the Order of Jade, even though you didn’t need to—as the son of a prefect, you could have had a position as a magistrate or, say, an assistant Master of Ceremonies, easily. Could have made the Senate within a few years, spent your days writing laws for my father to sign. Instead you chose to try to become prefect yourself one day. Yes, you told me you chose that path to honor Nelos Dartimaos, but that’s not the only reason. A man doesn’t just choose the way of the sword unless he has a streak of danger in him. Am I right?” 

She gave him a look, then, a smile that was like the gap of light at the edge of a partly open door. 

Annuweth’s throat felt tight; he could not answer right away. “My lady is a keen judge of character,” he said. 

She laughed. “You flatter me. But really, all that was a little obvious. I don’t think I said anything particularly brilliant—any charlatan fortune-teller could have done as well. I do like to study people, though. The mind of a person is a fascinating thing, I find. Tell me, do you know the writings of Signyth Mandaryn?” 

Annuweth searched his memory. Of all the writings Teacher had forced into his head as a child, only a select few remained—mainly those dealing with battles. “I don’t think so, my lady.” 

“He’s one of the philosophers of the Order of the Book. Most of what they write is terrible nonsense, I’m afraid, but Mandaryn was different. Mandaryn wanted to understand people. All for the sake of the temple, with the goal of bringing them closer to the gods, of course, but his insights are still interesting. I think my favorite writing is the one about what he called internal dissonance.” 

“And what is that?” 

Petrea smiled, her eyes twinkling. “When two parts of a person’s spirit are at odds with each other. Take my father, for example. Most would agree he is an honorable man, a proper stoic...but a stoic doesn’t seek power. Yet my father also likes to order the world as he will, to make everyone dance from his fingertips like a rhovanna’s puppets.” Petrea’s smile seemed to tighten for a moment—like the frozen smile of a subject in a painting. In a second it snapped back, and she was herself again. “So, he sees a chance at the crown. He wants the power but is upset at himself for wanting it. What does he do? He tells himself that he’s only taking the crown because it’s his duty. For the good of Navessea.” She shrugged. “Problem gone.” 

Annuweth felt as if something had sucked all the air out of his chest. Even though he knew they were alone—the shopkeeper was at the other end of the store and had shut her doors the moment the princess of Navessea had asked for some privacy—he glanced behind himself, uncertain. “My lady...I am sworn to serve the emperor...” 

“And I’ve made you uncomfortable? I apologize. I was merely jesting. Forgive me; I suppose I have a streak of danger in me, too. No more talk about my father, I promise. How about a different example? One directly from Mandaryn’s writings? We have a knight who loyally serves his governor, but one day, he falls tragically in love with the governor’s daughter, and she falls in love with him. Now he’s torn between love and duty, between breaking the heart of the lady he cares for and betraying his governor. What can the poor knight do?” 

Annuweth sensed that she was testing him—that she had been testing him, in some way, since they’d arrived at the shop. The thought was dizzying, electrifying. 

He forced himself to slow, to stop, to think. 

Point one: she is the emperor’s daughter. 

Point two: if this path leads where I think it does, I could be risking...everything. 

Point three: she’s drawn to boldness, to peril. I can see it on her face. 

And the final point, irrefutable: no matter what, he could not bear to let himself fail her test. 

“It seems to me,” he said, slowly, “that the knight is sworn to serve the lord’s house—all his family. If he can return the love of the lady without the governor knowing, then both will be happy, and he will have done his duty. No more discord.” 

“Dissonance.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Hmm. Less than perfectly honorable,” she teased. “Not the answer I would have expected from you…considering who your father is.” 

“Well…” Annuweth pursed his lips. “I don’t mean to criticize, but…” 

“But?” She pressed. 

“My father never grew up in a Tyracian pillow house. Living that way…seeing the world that way…you learn a few lessons.” 

“And what lessons would those be?” 

“I only exist because a war hero slept with a painted lady and left her to bear his child alone,” he said bluntly. “If the world were perfectly honorable, I wouldn’t be standing here right now.” He looked into her eyes. “Sometimes you have to take what you can, when you can…or you’ll end up on the outside staring in…wondering…forever.” 

Her cheeks flushed, and he knew he had said the right thing. 

“Be careful,” she said. “Best not let your father catch you talking that way, since you need him to make you prefect.” 

Annuweth smiled. “I’m not overly concerned. You see, it’s his dream to have his child follow him. I think he wants it almost as much as I do.” 

“Ah. Well, that is fortunate.” She considered him. “What was it like, when you came from Tyrace? I mean…when you first started to train as a knight? What did it feel like?” 

He blinked; the question was unexpected, and it took him a moment to find the words to answer. “Like…like one of the best things I’ve ever felt,” he answered honestly. “Like the whole world was this chest that someone had just opened, filled with all these things I never even knew to dream of, and I could just reach out my hand and take it.” 

“You make it sound incredible,” Petrea said, and he thought he detected a note of wistfulness in her voice. “I’d like to feel that, I think.” She flashed a dazzling, cutting smile. “Maybe in another world, I’d have made a fine knight.” 

“No foe would have stood against you,” Annuweth promised. 

Petrea paused before a dress, this one orange-red with saffron sleeves. When the wind caught the fabric and made it flutter, it looked almost like flame—which was the idea, no doubt. 

He waited while she changed, only a single, thin layer of vellum between him and her naked body. The thought set his own on fire. 

Though Victaryn, Garryn, Thoryn, and his other friends had begun to frequent the city’s finer pillow houses, Annuweth himself had never gone with them; he would never feel comfortable inside those silk hallways. The closest he had come to being with a woman had been a brief flirtation with a servant girl who did the cleaning in the Jade Keep. Lingering glances had turned into something more; the brush of lips in dark places. But at last she had balked, and he had let her slip away. Probably for the best; she was too far removed from the world he knew for there to be anything between them besides physical lust, and while that might have been enough for some men, something about it sat wrong with him; he, a captain, she, a servant—there was something about it that reeked a little too much of the buyer and the painted lady. 

Yet he had spent more than one long evening in the company of his own imagination. Of late, the better part of such thoughts involved Petrea. 

The truth was, he had wanted her since he was twelve years old. 

At last she stepped forth, garbed in fire, and he felt his chest tighten, felt a longing that went almost as deep his longing for the prefecture—but fiercer, more immediate, like the sight of clear water after a day spent sparring under the sun. 

“Do you remember the last time I was in this city?” Petrea asked. “We walked in the keep’s gardens, and you saved me from that grave beetle? How relieved I was?” 

Annuweth’s face grew hot. He remembered, of course. 

“That was not the first grave beetle to have crossed my path.” Petrea lowered her voice. “I’m not afraid of them now, and I wasn’t afraid then. But I was glad you were there to leap to my rescue, all the same.” Her eyes met his again, and this time she held his gaze a moment longer. 

“So was I,” he said, and, to his surprise—and pride—she was the first to look away. 

“Well. The day is getting on. We should get back to the Jade Keep; my father will miss me.” 

She stepped past him, walking to the front of the store, where she handed a few coins to the shopkeeper. In a daze, Annuweth followed her. The world around him had grown suddenly bright; all the colors in the shop bled together, a river of light that carried him onward, out the door, into the clutter of Ulvannis’ streets. Though he knew on some level it was still there, he could not feel the ground beneath his feet. All the way back to the Jade Keep, he might have been flying. He might have been walking on the wind. 



Chapter Five 




It was mad; he knew that. If he touched her and Emperor Vergana discovered him, it would be the end of him. Maybe not his life—his position as Karthtag-Kal’s son might spare him from that fate—but certainly of his ambitions and his time in Ulvannis. And, come to think of it, maybe not even his life was safe. He’d heard a rumor that the emperor had had a boy beaten near to death for looking at his daughter the wrong way; what wrath would he visit on the man who did what Annuweth was thinking of doing? 

But the more time he spent in her presence, the more he desired her. 

Now, in addition to watching over her at the dinner table, the Jade Keep’s halls, the market, and the racetrack, he also met with her, on occasion, in her own quarters. She herself called him there, always on some thin pretext—a grave beetle or spider that needed killing, a query about Marilia, a nightmare where she needed him to check her cupboard for ghouls. She enjoyed playing the helpless lady in distress, and she watched him pretend to go about his work with one corner of her mouth upturned in an impish grin. In those moments, it was all he could do to restrain himself. 

It was more than simple lust (or at least, that was what he told himself). The more he learned about her, the more it seemed that they were twin spirits, with much in common. Both had lost the mothers who had loved them at a young age. When Petrea, in a rare moment of vulnerability, described that loss to him—a shock like seeing a mountain crumble–he felt a keen pain in his chest, one he had not felt for many years. In her words, there was an echo of his own long-forgotten grief. 

“At least there was your father,” Annuweth said. 

“Oh, but it wasn’t the same,” Petrea explained. “He loves, in his own way, but there are limits to his love. It could always be broken. And I always knew it wouldn’t even cost me an effort to break it…if I made the wrong mistakes…if I proved to be the shame of House Vergana. With my mother it was different. Her love was…” 

“Unbreakable,” Annuweth finished for her. “Like something gods-made. Like…no matter who you became, it would still be there. Even when you failed.” 

Petrea looked at him, and there was no sign of the playful smile she usually wore. Yet the look in her eyes was full of a different, fuller kind of warmth than all those smiles. “Yes,” she said, and said nothing more for a long time. “Just like that.” 

Both she and he had been raised by men of stone—Karthtag-Kal and his idol, Moroweth Vergana. Both played their roles well—she the demure young widow, he the stalwart guard captain—but both were secretly unlike their fathers. In both of them, there was a wildness, an urge to burn bright, their spirits not of stone but of flame. 

Still, he resisted. His perseverance, he thought, was admirable. A lesser man might have caved long ago. 

One day, as he was standing guard over Rufyllys, watching as the Prince composed a poem in his study overlooking the garden, Rufyllys turned to him and said, “my sister is quite fond of you, you know.” 

Annuweth’s mind had been drifting off; that snapped him immediately back to the moment. His mouth went dry. “Indeed, my prince?” 

Rufyllys turned to look at him, his quill dangling loosely from one hand. He raised an eyebrow, twirled the quill dexterously between his fingers. “If I was a betting man—and I am—I would feel not uncomfortable wagering you are also fond of her.” 

Annuweth stared at him. Now his heart was beating quickly. A bead of sweat prickled on his scalp. Do not react, he told himself. 

Rufyllys sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve made this awkward, haven’t I? I have, I can tell. Forgive me, Captain. I didn’t mean to alarm you. Well...” his mouth twitched. “Maybe just a little.” He set his quill down and rose from the cushion where he’d been sitting. With a frown, tossed aside the piece he’d been working on. “Not one of my best, unfortunately. It seems it’s not a good day for poetry. Maybe I’ll have more luck with match-making.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Come, Captain. I think it’s fair to say I’m cleverer than you, but I’m sure you’re clever enough to follow me. I know my sister very well. Always have. We have few secrets from each other.” His face became suddenly serious. “When she’s with you—when she talks to you or thinks of you—she is happy. I’m not telling you what to do. All I’m telling you is that whatever you decide to do, you have my blessing.” 

He left Annuweth standing frozen in the middle of the room. 

A few days after that, a month after the walk through the market, Petrea passed him in the hallway of the Jade Keep and pressed a slip of paper into his hand. Later, in the privacy of his quarters, he read it, his heart pounding. 




I intend to visit my friend, the young Lady Gurges, before retiring tonight. Maybe 

on the way to my quarters I will stop for a walk in the keep’s gardens at the hour 

of the fire-moth. They are beautiful in the moonlight. 




He read it again, and a third time, and a fourth, before, his hand shaking, he dropped it into his lantern and watched it burn. 

During his supper with his friends he was distracted, tense. He mumbled an excuse about having eaten something that didn’t agree with him and retired to his room early, where he sat staring at the wall. 

The royal gardens, he was thinking, were a big place. There were many places one could hide oneself, especially in the dark. The chance of being discovered was very small. As a child, he had hidden there once for hours, and Marilia, Thoryn, and two of Marilia’s friends working together hadn’t been able to find him. 

A more sensible voice screamed at him: What are you doing? She’s the princess! 

Yes, she was the princess, and she had offered herself to him. Though her letter hadn’t said as much, he knew, intuitively, exactly where she would be—the path by the pool of water where, years before, he had saved her from a marauding grave beetle. 

He pictured her going to that place, waiting for him—slowly realizing that he would not come, after all; his fear had overcome his desire. He pictured the little frown of disappointment that would cross her face; a slight tug at the corners of her mouth. Her bold knight who had conquered the Order of Jade’s Trials, not man enough to come and claim her. 

Just another of my father’s puppets after all, she would think. And that would, he somehow felt, be the end of it. 

He closed his eyes. Deep in his heart, he already knew how this struggle would end. 

He had always been drawn to what lay behind closed doors. 

When she’s with you, she’s happy. Rufyllys’ words ran again through his head. It was reason—or excuse—enough. 

He rose from his cushion and stepped out into the halls of the Jade Keep. 

He walked until he found the sliding door that led to the royal gardens. He stepped out onto a veranda paved with gray stones. He continued on, the noise his sandals made on the stones a whisper in the night. He passed between two walls of clean-cut hedge and it seemed that he stepped from one world into another. 

On the far side of the hedge rows, a cherry-blossom tree grew, its branches overhanging the garden. Flowers bloomed beneath it, their colors muted by the darkness. Annuweth could hear the sound of water running, of the wind, of the inns and gaming houses far away, and beneath it all the constant thrum of Almaria’s River like the pulse of the city. 

He walked deeper into the garden, following a path of scattered white steppingstones. A few flowers overhung the path; they brushed at his legs as he passed. A caress. An invitation. 

The sound of running water grew louder. Suddenly, she was there, like a moonlit cloud, clad in a dark dress that seemed cut from the night itself. He slipped off his shoes and walked to meet her. The moss gave beneath his feet, pressing into the spaces between his toes, tickling his bare skin. He saw the source of the water—a gentle stream that cascaded down a stack of rocks into a little pool where lilies floated. The falling water glittered silver. 

Petrea smiled and took his hands in hers. They stood together as moonlit shadows stirred around them, the tree’s leaves making a dappled pattern around them and over their skin. 

“Annuweth” Petrea said softly. “You came.” 

“Of course, my lady.” 

“None of that tonight. Until the sun comes up, I am only Petrea.” 

“As you wish...Petrea.” 

“It is beautiful, is it not?” 

“It is,” he said. He had been in the royal garden before, but he had never stopped to appreciate it as it deserved. It was beautiful, hauntingly so, in a way that made his heart ache. 

“I always loved gardens,” Petrea said, turning and leading him to the edge of the pool. “I used to spend hours in the one at my father’s villa, before we moved to the keep. First with my mother, then with my brother, Rufyllys. But the beauty there was nothing compared to this.” Her eyes shone with a light that was radiant, two cat’s circles that were dark and inevitable. “You can walk to the edge by the wall and stare out over the city—see it all laid out before you. The wind from the north is always clear, and strong, and smells of the rain.” 

Annuweth breathed in deeply. He tasted the rich, earthy scent of the moss at his feet and the smell of wet stone, the scent of her. When she turned her head her hair fanned out, a dark ribbon in the night, and a fire took hold in his skin. 

“Why me?” he had to ask. She was older, and—if he had to guess—more experienced than he was. They made an unusual pair, to say the least. 

“What? You don’t think you’re worthy?” she asked lightly. “The bastard knight and the princess? Too disreputable a scandal for House Vergana to bear?” 

“Well…that wasn’t what I meant…but I’ll admit the thought had crossed my mind,” he said wryly. 

“All the more reason, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” he said, after thinking it over. “Yes, I suppose it is.” 

The moon was bright in the sky. The wind fell still. The gods hid their eyes and the city held its breath. 

Petrea stepped back from him. Her hands moved deftly, unfastening the sash around her waist, opening her dress. With a shrug of one shoulder, then the other, she freed herself—it cascaded down around her feet, rippling like the moonlit water. 

In a moment his robes were beside her dress. He took her in his arms. Her breath quickened; a soft gasp stirred the hair by his ear. Her hands rose to touch his shoulders. 

For some reason, the image of father came to him unbidden—Livenneth’s rough, calloused hands sliding across Karthtag-Kal’s thighs. 

For a moment he drew back. Petrea paused, frowning in puzzlement. “Are you all right?” 

He shook his head. “Yes,” he said. “It’s nothing.” 

He looked into her eyes and saw the stars. She was his match in every way, a mirror image of his own forbidden lust. In her there was a wildness, a ferocity, equal to his own. 

“Petrea.” He said her name again. He pulled her close and kissed his way down the smooth dark curves of her skin. 




*** 




When it was over, he fell back onto the moss. She rose above him, smiling, skin glittering, the ends of her hair brushing his chest. 

She stroked his hair. It reminded him of something far off, beautiful but troubling. His mother had used to touch his hair just so. He took her hand and guided it down to his chest instead. 

“My knight,” she said. “My brave, beautiful Annuweth.” 

“You are beautiful,” he told her. “Like a…a flower.” He felt he could drown in her. 

She laughed. “A flower? How terribly inventive.” 

“Want something else? About hair like midnight and skin like silk?” 

“That’s even worse.” 

“I’m not a silver-tongued poet like your brother,” he said, grinning. “Take it or leave it.” 

“I’ll take it. As I did you. And don’t worry, your tongue’s just fine.” Languidly, she rose and walked to the pool, cupping water in her hands, cleaning herself. The water made her skin shine. “Besides, you’re not quite as bad a poet as you think. That little speech about how the world is an open chest you gave down in the dress-shop…I still remember it.” 

“You flatter me.” 

“Well, I can’t let you do all the flattery. I like to hold my own.” 

“I’ll say.” 

“We must do this again,” she said. She bit her lip. “From time to time.” 

“Again?” he repeated, his heart only just beginning to slow. “You are...” 

“What am I? Please tell me.” 

“You are a delight, Petrea.” 

He had wondered before what her secret was. Now he knew; her secret was him. 

She smiled, pulling her dress around herself. He rose and she touched his hand one final time, a touch that would linger until the day’s light. “Good night, Captain.” 

“And you, my lady.” He watched her fade away. He blinked, coming to himself. He reached down for his robes. 

As he lay in his bed and waited for sleep to come, his mind was filled with thoughts of her. He felt whole and clean, as if he were a cup that had been emptied and left at rest, waiting to be filled anew. 




*** 




Despite what Petrea had said, Annuweth meant for that first time to also be the final time. We must do this again, she had whispered to him in the moonlight, but in the light of day, when he told her “we can’t,” she nodded, and he could tell she knew he was right. Even if her father never discovered them, it could never last; he knew enough about Moroweth Vergana to know the man would not let his daughter marry a man who had been born a Tyracian painted lady’s bastard, no matter how high he had climbed since then. Petrea would wed, and they would part, and the closer they came before that day arrived, the more painful that parting would be. 

Better to leave it at one tryst, then—one, to satisfy the longing that had taken hold of them both; that was it. That was the promise he made himself. 

He managed to last one month before he broke that promise. 

They met the second time in the same garden, in the shadows beneath the gazebo where Marilia had once defeated Ilruyn in a game of Sharavayn. 

The third time they could not wait for the cover of nightfall, so they made use of a secret passage in one of the Jade Keep’s halls, a secret known only to the royal family, the prefect and top two lieutenants of the Order of Jade, and the Captain of the Dragonknights. It had been built years ago by the paranoid emperor Cossotos, who had wanted to have a means of escape should his men turn on him. It hadn’t saved Cossotos; the man had been murdered in his bathtub by a servant whose wife he had defiled. It had never been used, so far as Annuweth new, by any emperor in Navessea’s history. But at least the time that had gone into building it (which must have been substantial, since it stretched all the way to Zantos’ Monument beyond the city’s walls) hadn’t been a complete waste; Annuweth and Petrea put it to good use. It was a shame, after all, to let something as enticing as a secret passage go to waste. 

The passage skirted a vast underground lake. There, by the light of a single lantern, by the edge of the fire-kissed water, they made love. 

This time, when they were finished, they did not immediately head back to their quarters. Instead, they lay awhile by the edge of the water, huddled close together beneath the warmth of his cloak. Annuweth rested his head on one arm, staring up at the ceiling. Ripples from the water were reflected there, a pattern of blue-green lines twisting about like a spider’s web caught in a storm. With his other hand, he reached out to touch Petrea, his fingertips gently tracing her collarbone as she dozed off beside him. 

Then something changed; a frown crossed Petrea’s face, creases appeared between her eyes. She stirred fitfully, and with a sudden cry, she woke, shivering. Her fingers found his hand, her nails piercing his skin, making him gasp. 

“It’s all right,” he said. “It was only a dream.” 

She hung her head. Her breath shook. He realized—and the knowledge was like a thrust to the heart—that she was weeping. 

“Petrea...” 

“I’m not what you think, you know,” she said. “I’m not like the ladies in the songs. The things I’ve done...the things I think about...I’m wicked.” 

Her hair hung across her face, blocking the lantern’s light. The depths of her eyes were dark as the deepest reaches of the ocean. 

He looked at her, studying the play of the shadows across her skin. The moment he’d been named Captain of the Dragonknights and been given his quarters in the upper levels of the Jade Keep, Annuweth had thought that he knew what happiness was. At that time, he could not have conceived of any joy greater. But in Petrea he discovered a joy so savage that his other, earlier pleasures paled before it—a joy as hot as the desert sun, in whose light a man could go blind. In whose heat he might, if he was not careful, burn away the greater part of who he was until only the merest bones remained. 

“I don’t care,” he said, and meant every word. “Whatever you’ve done, whatever you are. I’m yours.” He leaned in close and kissed the tears from her face. 



Chapter Six 




As it turned out, Septakim was right. 

Annuweth’s rage had given him strength, but it had also taken it away. It had eaten a hole in his spirit, like a silvakim driving a burrow towards the heart of the earth. Petrea gave him strength of another kind. Even as the rest of his world crumbled around him, thoughts of her gave him the will to keep fighting, one breath after another. The Graver and his army of the dead no longer stalked him in his dreams. Instead, he found himself with her again, in the cool shadows of the underground lake, and when he awoke, he felt as if a weight had been lifted off his chest. 

Only three days after Annuweth’s first ill-fated attempt at walking, he found himself on his feet, standing in the doorway of his bedroom. He had crossed the space from the bed to the door and back again and now he looked out at the hall, wondering how much more he dared attempt. 

He decided he would seek out Marilia. Last time she had checked in on him, he had pretended to be asleep. He knew she would not expect to see him standing, much less walking—he imagined the shock on her face as she saw him already risen. That thought was enough to get him moving; one step after another, and then he realized he wasn’t in a room at all, but back on Livenneth’s galley, the waters of the Bay of Dane foaming red around him, his men’s screams in his ears. The galley had been struck and was starting to sink. 

He closed his eyes. The moment passed. When he opened them again, the world had stopped spinning. 

He walked on down the hall. He slowed as he neared the end. He heard voices from the room ahead. A high voice—his sister’s. And a low voice, a rumble like a castle gate opening, a sound like a rockslide in the mountains. A voice he recognized. 

Karthtag-Kal had come to Tyracium. 

Annuweth paused. He felt a sudden stab of doubt. He wasn’t really sure if he wanted Karthtag-Kal to see him like this—shambling, eyes sunken and swollen, jaw studded with unkempt stubble. Yes, he was on his feet, but he was hardly presentable. He hardly looked like a Captain of the Dragonknights, or a captain of anything at all. 

He started to turn back the way he’d come. 

“Have you given any thought to what happens next? Where you go from here?” he heard Karthtag-Kal say. 

There was a moment’s silence. Then, Marilia’s voice: “I don’t know.” 

“I think I do,” Karthtag-Kal answered. “I am growing old. I cannot do this forever. Someday, my legs will grow stiff and weak and I will not be able to make the climb to the prefect’s villa...” 

The water of the bay came roaring in again and Annuweth threw out a hand against the wall to catch himself, to stop himself from falling. 

“...but you are young, daughter. And, when the time for me to step down finally comes...” 

...but it didn’t help; he was still falling, and no wall could stop his tumble, down into a place that had been waiting for him for years. A place that welcomed him with open arms. 

“...I can think of no name I would rather pass along to Emperor Vergana than yours.” 

There was a long pause, during which Annuweth held his breath. 

“I’m sorry, father, but I can’t do it,” Marilia said. “I can’t be the prefect.” 

“Where will you go?” Karthtag-Kal asked. “What will you do?” 

“I don’t know,” she answered. “But I will figure it out.” He heard her footsteps start towards the door, and realized, with a sudden jolt, that he had to move; above all else, he did not want to be found standing there. 

He hurried back to his bed. He sat there, staring out the window, at the blind yellow heat of the city and the desert beyond the city. He looked and he wanted to tear it all down, to rip it aside like a bad painting and put something different in its place. 

Inside him, his heart trembled like the petal of a flower as it breaks free and falls to the earth. 



Part II: Defeat in Victory 



Chapter Seven 




Marilia stood with Nyreese in the common room of Oba’al’s pillow house. The floor had been swept clean; silk banners and paper lanterns once again hung from the ceiling. The sun caught the red silk and lit it up, making the threads glow bright as blood. 

In her hand, Marilia held the broken end of what had once been Kanediel’s sword. She offered it to Nyreese. 

“What will I do with a broken sword?” Nyreese asked, brow furrowing. 

“It’s fine quality aeder,” Marilia told her. “It’s worth a lot of gold.” 

“Then why not just give me gold? Like you gave the others?” 

“Because...because I wanted you to have this,” Marilia said. It was a feeling that was hard to put into words. 

Slowly, hesitantly, Nyreese reached out and laid her hands on the blade. Her eyes met Marilia’s. 

“I’m sorry,” Marilia said—not for the first time. 

“For what?” 

“For what happened here. For making it happen. For not being able to stop it.” 

“I told you before. It wasn’t your fault.” 

But it was, and they both knew it. 

Nyreese moved to take the blade, but her hand slipped; she cut herself on its edge. She cried out; a bright line of blood welled across her palm. Instinctively, Marilia reached up to take Nyreese’s hand, another apology forming on her lips. 

She forgot that the broken sword was still in her hand. 

When she stepped forward, the jagged end struck Nyreese in the belly. 

For a moment they both froze, bound together. Nyreese’s wide eyes were inches from Marilia’s face. Blood ran down the length of the blade; it wrapped around Marilia’s wrist like a serpent. She felt its heat, like molten aeder, eating its way through her skin, down to the bone of her wrist. 

Nyreese sagged against her. She let out a feeble groan. 

“No,” Marilia said. “Gods, no.” She finally found her strength; she took a step back. “It’s only a little cut. You’ll be all right.” 

Nyreese collapsed. She was shaking, and the shaking was only making it worse; the blood was pouring out of her faster now. Marilia sank to her knees, placing her hands atop Nyreese’s belly; she called for her men. She screamed for Septakim. She felt the other woman’s skin against her hands—hot, why was it so hot?—and felt something moving there, as if a coiling dragon was trapped beneath Nyreese’s skin. She called again, this time for Annuweth—and then she remembered. The Graver had stabbed Annuweth in the chest. Annuweth was upstairs in the silk hallway. 

Annuweth had succumbed to his wounds; Annuweth was dead. 

The heat was unbearable; she thought surely it would be all right if she took her hands away, just for a moment. But the instant she did, the red dragon exploded from Nyreese’s belly. It slammed into her, snapping with its jaws, throwing her onto her back. Nyreese collapsed, shriveling into nothing, a pile of dry brown flesh like a discarded snake-skin. 

Marilia woke from the dream, eyes straining into the darkness. Her night-gown was wet, hugging her skin. She buried her face in her hands and wept, her shoulders shaking until her back ached. Hiding the night behind a curtain of tears. 




*** 




The war with Tyrace was over. 

The Tyracian armies surrounding Dane City withdrew south into their own lands; the Navessean army that had been marching to meet them turned back north. On Svartennos, Tyracian nobles who had been captured in battle were put onto ships and sent back home. 

In Tyr Ober, Ben Espeleos, Prince of Svartennos, was hauled, blinking and bewildered, into the light, leaving behind the dungeon where he had passed the better part of three months. 

Ben found himself standing beside a man the Tyracians believed was Victaryn Livenneth, nephew to the emperor (that was what he’d told them when they’d boarded his ship and captured him), but who Ben recognized as none other than Prince Ilruyn; had King Damar of Tyrace known the true value of the man they’d captured, he might have sued for better terms. But he had not known, and now the chance was lost, the deal struck, and the prisoners freed. 

Five galleys filled with some of Tyrace’s finest aeder and twenty more packed with some of her best war horses sailed north to Surennis—a kingly ransom to Emperor Vergana in exchange for the safe return of Tyracium and King Damar’s family. Those galleys then made their way south to the Neck of Dane, where they joined with the rest of Tyrace’s battered fleet. The ships were drawn up onto the shore, where grim-faced Tyracian soldiers doused them with oil and set them aflame. 

The Tyracian navy burned; ribbons of black smoke curled into the sky like the fingers of a vast, shadowy hand. They raked the underbellies of the clouds, clawing for purchase in the house of the gods. But the gods had chosen Navessea; the columns of smoke blew apart on the wind. The gutted skeletons of the Tyracian galleys crumbled; gray ash clogged the harbor for hours. The fleet of Tyrace would not threaten Navessea’s shores again any time soon. 

Not all the ships that burned were truly Tyracian. Part of the treaty between Emperor Vergana and King Damar had specified that the ships Tyrennis Castaval had seized from Navessea during the Battle of the Bay of Dane were to be returned to the emperor. But somehow, those ships, too, found themselves given to the flames. Castaval claimed it was the act of a few defiant sergeants, a bit of stealth-work done in the dead of night…the offenders long-since punished. Though no one really believed him, the damage was done and there was no point in openly questioning the honesty of one of Tyrace’s most powerful and well-liked nobles. The fleets of Osurris, Neravenne and Surennis had been diminished by Castaval’s act of disobedience, but the wounded Imperial feet was still far stronger than Tyrace’s nonexistent one, and that was what mattered. In the interest of peace, Emperor Vergana pretended to believe Castaval’s story. 

Not long after the burning of the fleet, Karthtag-Kal, Prefect of the Order of Jade, arrived in Tyracium; the emperor’s Chronicler, Ephrayenne, traveled with him, moved by his curiosity, by his desire to visit the city where the war had ended and to speak with the curious young woman at its heart. For the better part of three hours, the Chronicler spoke with the Lady Chrysathamere, asking questions, taking down her account of what would be remembered as the Lightning War; memorable for its brutality, but also for its swiftness. Fortunately for all, it had been brought to an early end through the cunning and courage of two unlikely heroes—the children of Nelos Dartimaos and Karthtag-Kal. The twins who began their journey inside the very walls they had gone on to conquer. 

The bastard siblings of a painted lady. 

Marilia Sandara, who had led the attack on Tyracium, who had organized the assault on her gates and had conquered the king’s Tower. 

And her brother, Annuweth Sandaros, who had thought to attack the city in the first place. Who, in a moment of great cunning, had devised a plan to get past Tyracium’s mighty walls. 

At least, that was how the story Marilia told the Chronicler went. 

*** 

When she was finished with her story, Marilia made her way to her brother’s bedside. 

Annuweth lay on his back beside the window. His head was tilted to one side, so that she could see the scar on his face. The sight of that scar made her stomach flutter, as if a child’s fingers had tickled her there. Her own face had been scarred by the Graver’s gauntlet—a gash across her cheek; but his was worse, a ropy mark that traveled from the corner of his lip up around the side of his head where his right ear had been cut in two. 

She reached out and took his hand. He stirred; his eyes opened. They looked hot, glazed, as if his fever had not yet broken...although it had, days ago. 

“Marilia.” 

There was a cushion beside his bed; she sat on it. 

“Are you all right?” 

He nodded. “Karthtag-Kal was just here to see me.” His face was unreadable, like the face of one of the statues they put around altars. “He told me you’d gone to speak with the Imperial Chronicler. I take it Lord Ephrayenne wanted your account of the war?” 

“Yes. He wants to speak with you next. If you’re strong enough.” 

“Does he?” Annuweth made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a bark. “I suppose he’ll want to hear about the Battle of the Bay; I was on the imperial flagship, after all. He’ll want to get all the bloody little details about how the Tyracians snatched Ilruyn off the deck of his own ship? How Livenneth died? No, Marilia, I don’t think I’m feeling well enough at the moment. Maybe later.” 

When Marilia had told the Chronicler her false story, she’d been carried away by the moment. She’d thought only of doing something to help her brother, to repay him for his suffering and thank him for all he’d done for her. But of course, she realized, it wasn’t that simple; she had failed to consider Annuweth’s pride. It seemed so obvious now that what she’d done might offend it. She felt suddenly nervous. Careful, she thought. “‘Weth...,” she began, hesitantly, “I told the Chronicler that when we were back near the mouth of the River Tyr, trying to decide what to do next...I told him we came up with the plan to conquer Tyracium together, you and I.” The words poured out of her in a rush. “I told him that I came up with the details, and I led the attack, but that attacking the city was your idea. That you were the one who thought of diverting the river and crawling in under the walls.” 

He stared at her as if she were something he hadn’t ever seen before—a rhovannon’s oddity, a silvakim with a head at either end of its body. “Why did you tell him that?” 

“Because...I wanted...I thought...” she’d had all her thoughts sorted out; had known, when she’d opened her mouth, exactly what she was going to say to him. But her tongue got tangled; she felt her face heating under his gaze. 

“Thought what?” He sat up straighter, the blankets falling back to reveal his naked chest. He had shrunken visibly over the past few weeks; she could see the curve of his ribs beneath his skin. He was shaking his head. “It’s a lie, Marilia. A damned lie. Go back to the Chronicler and tell him the truth.” 

“‘Weth, I can’t. I don’t want to.” 

“I don’t need your fucking charity, Marilia,” Annuweth said through gritted teeth. “If you don’t tell him, I will.” 

“This isn’t about charity. I’ve been trying to explain. This is about what’s fair.” 

“Fair? You conquered Tyracium. Not me.” 

“I owed you, all right?” Her voice rose sharply. “Everyone calls me the Graver-slayer, but you were the one who wounded him first. If you hadn’t hurt him, I would have died there on my back on Oba’al’s balcony. He would have crushed my throat with his bare hands. And if you hadn’t challenged him in the first place, I would have had to watch Nyreese’s daughter killed...Nyreese killed, everyone left in the pillow house killed. And maybe no one else cares about that, but I do. Without you, I couldn’t have stopped it.” Annuweth’s face distorted before her eyes, his features running together like the face of a man in a water-color painting. There were tears in her eyes. 

“I didn’t do it for you.” 

“I know. You did it for them—they were your friends, too. But you did it. You saved my life, all right? I wouldn’t be sitting here now if it wasn’t for you.” 

He stared at her. She saw the muscles move in his throat, the tendons standing out in sharp relief. 

“When all this is over, there will be a triumph parade, and the heroes of the war will stand at the altar of the Temple of Shavennya. The High Priestess of Shavennya will put dragon-bone bracelets around their wrists. And there are a lot of things that I don’t know, but I do know this. You belong up there with me. That’s what I want.” Take it, she thought. Just accept this, please. 

She got to her feet. Annuweth was sitting up straight in his bed. There was color in his lips. He looked as if his weariness had disappeared. Not her; she felt as if she had absorbed some part of his sickness, and now it was chewing through her bones like a grave beetle. “Do what you want,” she said to him. “I just want it done, Annuweth. I want to go home, and I want this all to be finished.” 

He stared at her for a long moment without speaking. When he did speak, it was in a whisper. “So do I. But it’s never finished.” 




*** 




Something she’d said must have swayed Annuweth; the Chronicler did not come seeking her out demanding to know what really happened back on the River Ob. 

The chance to change what had been written soon passed; the Chronicler moved on, sailing away up the river to gather more stories, to spread her words—her lie—to every corner of the empire. 

It was the right thing to do, she thought, as she stood at the villa’s window and watched his ship sail away. A debt owed and paid, just like I said. 

But another voice, a little nagging voice buried deep in her head, said are you sure? Are you really sure? 

Tell me, Marilia—do you really know what you’re doing any more? 




*** 




Another week passed. The army of Svartennos made ready to return home. 

Boarding houses and captured villas that had housed Svartennan soldiers for the past several weeks began to empty; horses were saddled and wagons were loaded with supplies. Ships flying the banner of House Espeleos came floating down the River Ob to carry them back north. 

One of those ships brought another visitor. 

Marilia was finishing packing up her belongings when a knock against her doorframe made her turn. Camilline stood there, dressed in a simple white dress fringed with the gold color of the Svartennan fields in summer. 

“I thought…well, I thought I’d come to see you,” Camilline said. 

For a moment, Marilia just stood there. Then her body remembered how to move; they were in each other’s arms. Marilia was crying, her tears dampening the shoulders of Camilline’s dress. She could smell Camilline’s familiar smell; it reminded her of horses and wildflowers and the dry grass of Svartennos. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, embarrassed. “It’s just...it’s been a lot.” 

Camilline laughed. “Just the biggest war in almost twenty years.” 

They sat together by the window. They talked of the health of Camilline’s mother and the rebuilding of Svartennos City, of Vergana’s treaty and the Chronicler’s visit. 

“I missed you,” Marilia said. 

“That was nice of you. I missed you, too.” Camilline’s expression sobered. “Are you all right?” 

Marilia looked down towards the floor. The sunlight was flickering there, the shadows of the trees outside the window dancing with the movement of the wind. “I thought I could trust my men. I thought I could even trust Andreas. In the end it wasn’t even Tyrace; it was my own side that almost killed me. That’s what hurts the most.” 

Marilia felt Camilline’s palm against the side of her face. “You can’t take the deeds of evil men on your shoulders,” Camilline said quietly. 

“I should have seen it coming. There were signs; Annuweth warned me. I just didn’t want to believe...” 

“Marilia, no offense, but you always had a tendency to blame yourself for things that weren’t your fault.” 

“I look back and I...” 

“Think about all the things you might have done differently?” Camilline asked, raising her eyebrows. “So did I, after Zev got my sister killed. Don’t look back.” 

Marilia chewed her lip. “That’s the trouble...I don’t know where else to look. I don’t know what comes next.” 

“Well, first a triumph in Ulvannis with lots of food and wine, at the end of which you get to climb up to the Temple of Shavennya and listen to the whole city cheer for you,” Camilline said lightly. “That might be nice.” 

“But after that...” 

“Surely you must have given some thought to it?” 

“I thought maybe I’d become an Elder,” Marilia said. Partly, though she didn’t want to admit it, she’d thought that because she didn’t know what else there was for her. All her life, she’d thought she wanted to be one of the great generals in Karthtag-Kal’s history books. But she’d just turned her best chance of that down when she handed Karthtag-Kal’s sword back to him. 

“Well, you are a widow, and you’ve already passed all the Elders’ tests,” Camilline said. “They’d have to take you, wouldn’t they? I mean...you are the Lady Chrysathamere. And you’d be right near Svartennos City, just a few hours’ ride away. Close to Castle Paettios, too. It would be nice having you close by.” She looked sideways and her eyes met Marilia’s. Marilia felt suddenly dizzy, as if the sunlit pattern on the floor was dancing across her vision. 

“What about you?” Marilia asked. 

“Me?” Camilline shrugged. “What about me? I don’t have to think about it. Most people don’t. You’re the only one I know without a clear path already laid out for her. With Kanediel gone, I’m Lady Paetia now. I’m all that’s left of the family once my mother goes, and I mean to do it proud. I’ll tend the castle, I’ll watch over the lands, I’ll marry, I’ll have children, I’ll carry on the family name.” 

Those last few words sent a painful twinge through Marilia’s chest, as though she’d just been pierced with a shard of heated aeder. She’d always known, on some level, that it was coming, but to hear it spoken so bluntly was painful, all the same. 

“And…has anyone asked you? To marry, I mean?” Marilia asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer. 

“Well…Aerael Dartimaos’ mother did write me a letter on his behalf, but…I’d rather not.” She made a face. Marilia smiled in spite of herself. “And then…” Camilline paused, and in that pause a shadow fell across Marilia’s heart and she felt her smile die. “Well…there’s Jariel Valennos.” 

“I don’t think I know him,” Marilia said. She recognized the family name, though; there had been a Prefect Valennos who had led the Order of Jade, once upon a time. The books in Karthtag-Kal’s library were full of his exploits. 

“He’s Lord Valennos’ youngest son. He was wounded in the Battle of the Pass, so he stayed behind with Lord Konos and helped rebuild Svartennos City. He’s an old childhood friend, so he was there when my mother…” she trailed off. 

“Oh,” Marilia said. “I see.” 

“He hasn’t asked me yet, but I think he will.” 

“Is he better than Aerael Dartimaos?” she asked, with a lightness she did not feel. 

“I would say so,” Camilline said, and she had the decency to blush. 

Marilia looked back at the floor. Here was her reminder, if she’d needed one; even if she went back to Svartennos City and became an Elder, as Camilline had suggested, things would not be the same. Even if Marilia’s path was now open, Camilline was still bound to hers. That path included a husband, children, a life that Marilia could never fully share. 

She pictured herself as an Elder of Svartennos, watching Camilline’s children grow up…near Camilline’s family, but never quite one of them, like a spirit looking in from the window of a family shrine. She would be only a day’s quick ride away from Castle Paettios—but she wasn’t sure if that closeness might not prove to be its own form of suffering. 

“Well,” she said, feeling a hollowness in her chest. “As long as you’re happy. I want you to be happy. He’d be lucky to have you.” 

“Nice of you to say so.” 

Camilline’s tone was still light and playful. At least as far as she could tell, it contained nothing of the gravity Marilia felt. She doesn’t know, Marilia thought miserably. She doesn’t feel what I feel, not any of it. Yet when their eyes met again, Marilia thought she saw—or maybe she just imagined it—a flicker of doubt. 

A part of her wanted Camilline’s stare to reach inside her, to the inner depths of her spirit, so that Camilline would see in Marilia’s eyes the truth in her heart that she didn’t dare put into words; another part of her, perhaps a greater part than the first, was terrified that Camilline would do just that. 

What Camilline saw or didn’t see, what she suspected or didn’t suspect, Marilia could only guess. 

Marilia remembered standing in her tent the morning Camilline had departed to see her ailing mother, shortly before the fall of Tyracium. She’d wanted to kiss Camilline then, but she hadn’t dared. She wanted to now, but once again she found she didn’t dare. She had faced down an army of Tyracians, had swum with razorfish and dueled the Graver, but she didn’t dare cross those last few inches of space and touch her lips to Camilline’s. 

“May the spirits watch over us both,” Camilline said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Wherever our paths take us.” 

“Wherever,” Marilia agreed hollowly. Cursing herself for her cowardice, she went back to packing her belongings for the journey north. 




*** 




On the day before her departure, Marilia wandered through the streets. Septakim and two other knights of the Flower Company followed at a respectful distance. Two others lead the way, some paces ahead. They walked in silence; they knew she wanted to be alone with her thoughts. 

She didn’t dare stray too far; even though the war was ostensibly over, there were many in the city who nursed grudges and would be happy to take a blade to the Lady Chrysathamere. In the last week alone, there had been three attacks that had left two of her soldiers dead and two others wounded. More deaths to add to the five Tyracian men and one boy that had been killed the week before. Marilia had ordered her men not to attack the Tyracians; each time Tyracians ended up dead, the Svartennans responsible claimed the killing had been done in self-defense. There was never anyone to prove otherwise, but Marilia had her doubts. 

The enmity between Tyrace and Navessea ran thick as blood, and the truce between Emperor Vergana and King Damar had not changed that; nothing could. Marilia would be glad to leave. She wanted nothing more than to put Tyrace behind her forever. 

But not before she said farewell. 

She passed the river-market, where, not long ago, she had crawled through a grate in Tyracium’s wall with her men; where, longer ago, she had played with her brother and the other children of Oba’al’s pillow house. 

She passed the broken remains of what had once been the stage of a rhovannon troupe—maybe the place she had once seen a baby silvakim bite off its own trainer’s nose, and, in that moment, first learned the meaning of the word betrayal. 

The ground beneath her feet grew steeper. Soon she was breathing hard; the sun was hot and sweat dampened her dress. 

There was a reason that few made the climb up this hill during the day; it was a place well-suited to the kind of business that was done at night. 

Where once had stood a sign bearing the image of a woman’s supple figure there now stood only a broken wooden pole. All the shutters over the windows were closed. Once, two paper lanterns had hung above the door; now, all that was left was two empty metal hooks. 

Her dreams had lied to her; this was the truth. Nyreese, thankfully, was still alive and unharmed, but the pillow house itself was dead, another casualty of the war. Marilia had given the painted ladies gold she had gained selling the four gold aeder swords she had taken from the Tower of Tyrace—her share of the spoils of war. Since she was from Svartennos, where the amount of wealth any warrior could hold was limited by law, her spoils weren’t as much as they might have been. But they would be enough, she hoped, for the painted ladies of Oba’al’s pillow house to start new lives for themselves. To do what she herself would have to do—try to begin to forget. 

The door to the pillow house had been broken open; it hung slightly ajar. Marilia stepped inside. 

A figure moved in the shadows. 

Her hand went to her dagger; but it was only a beggar, gray-haired, dressed in a threadbare, mud-stained tunic, his face ravaged by spots. He gaped at her, and she saw that he had lost most of his teeth. 

He rose and scampered through the far door, out into the pillow house’s courtyard. Despite a limp, he moved quickly. He hurried into Oba’al’s quarters and vanished from sight. 

Marilia was alone. 

Septakim and the others waited outside. She threw open the windows’ shutters, letting light into the dining hall. 

Marilia walked to the end of the room, to the wooden podium where the minstrels had used to play. She set a single black candle there and lit it. She sprinkled ash in a circle around it—an offering for the gods. She knelt on the floor and watched the candle burn. Wax ran like tears down the side. 

This is for you, Saleema, she thought. For you, Damar. Tyreesha. Mother. 

She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of the candle, trying to find her calm. But she could still hear the screaming. When she opened her eyes and stared at the shifting shadows on the ground, she could still see the river of her friends’ blood running red across the floorboards. When she turned her eyes to the candle’s flame, she could still see the light of the Graver’s mocking smile. 

Marilia took a deep breath and spoke the prayer. “May Neravos guide them and keep them. May they find their way to the House of White Sands.” One by one she spoke their names. When she was finished, she blew out the candle and rose to her feet. 

Goodbye. 




*** 




The following morning, she rode out of Tyracium with six thousand men behind her. 

The wind was blowing fiercely; it cut patterns out of the sand, whistled through the dunes, a sound like the reed flutes of Svartennos. Marilia squinted against the grit; she thought she could see shapes through the dust, dancing figures made of sand and reflected sunlight. The spirits of the dead come to see them off. 

The wind whipped through her hair. It wrapped its fingers tenderly around her. 

As she climbed onto the deck of her galley, as she watched the Tower of Tyrace recede into the distance, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was still holding onto her; that whatever had grabbed hold of her during that brief ride had never really let go. 

She was leaving Tyrace behind, but its dead traveled with her. 



Chapter Eight 




Out on the open water, their fleet split in two; the greater part made its way back towards Svartennos, while the lesser turned west towards Surennis. There simply wasn’t enough room in Ulvannis for all those who had taken part in the war, so each governor was only allowed to bring one thousand men with him to the victory celebrations. The Svartennan party had been chosen by lot before they’d left Tyracium. Eight hundred had been drawn from among those who had marched south with Marilia to the Tyracian capitol, and the remaining two hundred had been drawn from those who had fought in the Battle of Chrysathamere Pass but, due to wounds, or because they were following orders to remain behind, had spent the rest of the war on the island, rebuilding what the Tyracians had destroyed, watching over the prisoners taken during the battle, and guarding the island’s shores against attack. 

The selection process wasn’t entirely random; there were special places reserved for the strategoi, war heroes (Marilia and Annuweth) and their closest companions (Camilline, Septakim and the rest of the Flower Company). 

Last time Marilia had traveled this way, it had taken her only a few days to arrive at Ulvannis; but back then she had been part of a company of twenty, and hundreds of men moved much more slowly than twenty. It was two weeks before they reached the capitol. 

Marilia stared up at the smooth yellow-white walls. They towered above her, rising like a wave, and she suddenly felt like a little girl again, coming to the city for the first time. For a second, she felt dizzy. It was as though the last eight years had meant nothing at all, or rather, they had meant something; but whatever they had meant had been part of a story that was now finished. A new story had begun, the first, empty page set before her, a surface as stark and blank as the city walls themselves. 

Ben and Catarina were waiting just inside the gates. Catarina clasped Marilia’s hand; Ben clapped her on the shoulder, then made a fist and touched it against hers—a warrior’s gesture. A sign of respect. The feel of his rough, scarred knuckles against hers sent a warm flutter through her chest. Coming from Ben Espeleos, it meant a great deal. 

They all walked together towards the Jade Keep; although Emperor Vergana was indisposed, the result of some illness he had carried back with him from the war, Prince Rufyllys had invited them to a small feast in the royal gardens to celebrate their return. Ten huge round tables had been set up beneath the shadow of the gazebo where she had once matched wits against Ilruyn over a board of Sharavayn. 

The royal family greeted them as they arrived. Rufyllys was first, bumping fists with the warriors. Marilia couldn’t help but think that the gesture looked odd coming from him, like a housecat playing at being a tiger. She had heard that during his first engagement with the Tyracians, he’d fallen from his horse into the moat surrounding one of the castles in the Neck of Dane; it had taken three men of the Order of Jade to haul him out before he’d drowned in his armor. 

His adopted brother, Ilruyn, looked much more at home in this company; he laughed and clapped Karthtag-Kal on the arm, tossed a wink to Ben Espeleos, radiant with the glow of victory. Looking at him, it was hard to believe that only a few weeks ago he’d been languishing in a Tyracian dungeon. She supposed he was just happy to be out of it. 

Behind Ilruyn, she caught sight of Petrea, radiant as ever in a gown of pale lavender. She caught Marilia’s eye and smiled; Marilia discovered that even after all these years, the princess still had the power to make her blush. 

“This is where I leave you,” Camilline said, touching Marilia’s arm. She moved away to one of the farther tables, where most of the nobles from Svartennos would be dining; Marilia, Annuweth, Karthtag-Kal, Ben, and Catarina had been given places of honor with the royal family at the center table. 

The sky to the east looked a little ominous; gray thunderheads were rolling in. Set against the light of the setting sun, they looked like smoke pouring from the mouth of the dremmakin’s Fire Mountain. But for the moment at least, the air above their heads was free of rain. They dined on kraken, razorfish and spiced lava-yams and drank chilled jala juice and rice wine while men with flaming swords and women trailing ribbons of fire danced in the background. 

“A new fancy, fire-dancing is,” Ilruyn said, catching Marilia staring. “I’ve been told it’s spread like...well, like wildfire, I suppose...” his mouth twitched “...while we were gone. Apparently, we have the Daevish to blame. Personally, I’d worry that all that twirling might burn the garden down, but Rufyllys assures me this is the best troupe in the city; they know what they’re doing.” 

“It is, and they do,” Rufyllys confirmed. 

“I won’t argue, brother,” Ilruyn said. “You may not be much of a horseman, but by the gods, you do know how to throw a party. Looks like I have some competition.” He squeezed his brother’s lean arm. Several times in the past, it had been Ilruyn who had helped the Master of Ceremonies organize Ulvannis’ festivals and tournaments. But since, this time, Ilruyn had been occupied recovering from his time in Tyrennis Castaval’s dungeon, Rufyllys had stepped up to take his brother’s place. 

“Well, I learned from the best,” Rufyllys smiled. Marilia noticed that the mirth did not reach his eyes. 

Ilruyn lowered his voice. He leaned in across the table towards her and Annuweth. “Thank you both,” he said. “I’d had about enough of that Tyracian dungeon. If it weren’t for you twins, I might be there still.” 

Marilia looked down at her plate, feeling her chest constrict. “It was nothing,” she managed to say. 

“It was a good deal more than nothing,” Ilruyn said. “But have it your way, Lady Chrysathamere.” 

He wasn’t the only one to thank her. Ben raised his cup in toast. “To Marilia Sandara and Annuweth Sandaros,” he said, and drank deeply. “By the gods, you two certainly did better in this war than I did.” He laughed. “The first war in seventeen years and what do I do? I manage to get myself captured in the first engagement. Goes to show how much good all that sparring did me, doesn’t it?” His voice was light and jovial, but when Marilia looked closer, she saw that the Prince of Svartennos did not quite look himself. His face seemed thinner, his eyes sunken. And when he laughed, a muscle twitched in his cheek, a rhythmic spasm like the flick, flick of a chicaya’s antennae. “Eight tournaments I’ve won—eight—but I couldn’t stop myself getting dragged away by those meat-eating bastards.” He stabbed a piece of razorfish—too hard. The flaky meat broke apart and his fork scraped loudly against the surface of his plate. “Good thing I had my cousin’s wife to save my island for me.” 

“It was my honor to help Svartennos,” Marilia said. 

Ben grunted. He took a long gulp of rice-wine, emptying the rest of his cup in a single swallow. A server was quick to his side, refilling it to the brim. “Triumph parade...” Ben muttered. “Not sure what I’ve done to earn the right to march in a bloody triumph parade. To be honest, I probably would have sat the whole thing out if my wife hadn’t wanted to visit her father.” 

Catarina laid a hand on her husband’s arm. 

“You’re too hard on yourself, my friend,” Karthtag-Kal said. “It was simply ill luck that you were in the harbor when the Tyracians came. As the saying goes, war is chaos, and...” 

“War is chaos. Ah, yes, a little philosophy to go with the yams. Trust Karthtag-Kal to find the right book for the right moment.” Ben laughed again, a bit too loudly. “Which one was that? Urian? You always did like to quote that imp-fart at every opportunity.” 

“It was Prefect Valennos,” Karthtag-Kal said. “Ben, you might want to go easy on the wine.” 

“I might,” Ben said coolly. “And I might not. This being a party, I might want to drink as much as I damn well can. I think I’d be the one to know, don’t you?” 

An uncomfortable silence descended. Across the table, the royal siblings appeared to become aware, for the first time, that the Prince of Svartennos was starting to make a spectacle of himself. Rufyllys and Petrea exchanged an uncertain glance. 

Then Ilruyn cleared his throat. “I thought I heard someone mention Prefect Valennos,” he said. “Now there was a man. Did you know my father used to read me stories about old Valennos when I was little? In fact, one of those stories comes to mind now. Do you mind if I share it?” He looked questioningly at Ben. 

“Not at all,” Ben said, lowering his head in a sign of deference. 

Marilia did not miss the grateful look that Catarina threw her adopted brother. 

She also did not miss the fact that throughout the entirety of the dinner, Annuweth said hardly a word, and only when spoken to. For the most part, he stared down at his plate, as if the breaded kraken fascinated him. She recalled, dimly, a terror of her childhood, an old man with a wounded head she had met down by the river-bank. Though he was alive—his chest rose and fell with every breath—some indefinable piece of him, of what had made him a person, was missing; it was there to see in his eyes. Like the skin of a jala fruit after all the juice has been sucked out; all wrapping with nothing inside. 

That was how her brother looked now. The war, she thought, had changed him. 

Well, that was no surprise. They all had their scars; the war had marked all of them, each in their own way. 

After they finished their dinner, the lords and ladies of Navessea wandered off into the garden to mingle. 

Karthtag-Kal had been right; Ben had indeed had too much wine. He wobbled as he moved towards the gazebo. His foot came upon a loose stone in the garden path and he stumbled in the direction of one of the fire-dancers. A flaming sword flashed through the air before his eyes, trailing sparks. He flinched. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” he snarled at the man, who paused awkwardly. He stood there with his swords sizzling in his hands. 

“Sorry, my lord,” he said. “I...I didn’t realize...” 

“Not a lord. A prince. Prince of Svartennos.” Ben’s lips pulled back to show his teeth. “By the gods, can’t a man go for a walk without some bloody idiot flailing burning swords around in his face?” 

Marilia had seen the fear in Ben’s eyes; she thought she understood. Fire...Ben had been down by the piers during the razing of Svartennos Harbor. He had been taken captive among the smoke and heat of the island’s burning ships. 

“What are those?” Ben demanded. 

“My...my prince?” 

“Your swords, man, what are they? What are they made of? Not real aeder; I’m sure Emperor Vergana wouldn’t let a commoner touch an aeder sword in his garden. Crystal-glass, is it?” Ben reached down to his waist and drew a half-inch of blue aeder from his scabbard. “See that? That’s real aeder. And I can tell you all the twirling in the world won’t help you if I have to pull it out.” 

The fire-dancer took a step back. His lip trembled. Naked fear lit up his face. 

Catarina rose and took a step towards her husband, but Karthtag-Kal got there first. 

“Never mind these sword-spinners,” he said. “How about a game of Capture the Emperor? And a few words with an old friend?” 

Ben’s chest rose and fell. The fire left him; he looked momentarily confused, like a stallion spoiling for a race who springs at the sound of a trumpet only to find there’s no race at all, merely a cruel stable boy playing a trick. He swallowed and seemed to find his voice. “Yes. Yes, I think that would be well. Please excuse me.” He let Karthtag-Kal steer him back towards the shelter of the Jade Keep. 

Marilia found Camilline at the far end of the garden, staring out at the city and Almaria’s River. Marilia had known she would find her there; Camilline had never been much for well-tended gardens. The artificial orderliness of them annoyed her; she had no use for thick rows of hedges or narrow flagstone paths. She’d always preferred wide open spaces, the feel of the wind, the sound of the river. 

Marilia had grown weary of this party. The smiles were too wide, the laughter too loud, the glow of the fire-dancers too bright. Except for Ben Espeleos and Annuweth, the rest were all so happy, or at least pretending to be. They talked of the fall of Tyracium as if it was the finale to some great festival, something grand and glorious. But she knew better. 

Finally, she thought, a chance to be herself, to be alone with someone who understood. 

But, Marilia realized with a sinking feeling in her chest, Camilline was not alone; a young man was with her. He’d been hidden from view by a cherry-blossom tree; as she drew near, he stepped forward and offered her a bow. She curtsied in return. After months of bowing and warrior’s salutes, she felt somehow awkward in her dress. 

“This is Jariel Valennos,” Camilline said. 

Marilia knew who he was. She’d learned quite a bit about him since Camilline had first mentioned his name back in Tyracium. 

Jariel Valennos. The younger son of one of Svartennos’ most distinguished families. The man who had helped put right all that the Tyracians had destroyed. Winner of two tournaments and one Sharavayn championship, which wasn’t all that many compared to someone like Karthtag-Kal or Ben Espeleos, but wasn’t that few, either. 

He and his brothers were longtime friends of the Paetos family; Jariel had spent much of his childhood training with Kanediel, racing dragons and tending to horses with Camilline. 

And now he wanted to marry her. 

He was, as it turned out, handsome. Like a younger, sparer version of the Prince of Svartennos. The same wavy hair, the same firm jaw, the same large, soulful eyes. The thought of this man and Camilline alone on Svartennos for a month made Marilia’s stomach feel cold, as if she had just swallowed too much of the emperor’s chilled jala juice, too fast. 

“Lady Chrysathamere. It is an honor to meet you. Of course, I saw you before. I was there at Chrysathamere Pass, but we never spoke.” 

She forced a smile. “Thank you. Camilline’s told me much about you.” 

“And you as well, my lady. As a man of Svartennos, I can tell you how much I appreciate all you’ve done for us.” He was well-spoken, too, and when he bowed to her, he made it look almost as graceful as dancing. “Perhaps we could all sit and talk for a while?” His eagerness made her think of a newly-hatched dragon purring for its mother. By the gods, she thought, he’s like a fan meeting his favorite chariot-driver for the first time. 

She didn’t want to sit and talk with him, not for all the midnight stone in Tyrace. 

She forced a smile. “Of course.” 

They seated themselves at a small table near the veranda. Servants brought cups of rice wine. Marilia drank hers too quickly. It burned on the way down. 

“So...” Jariel cleared his throat. “I hear you were thinking of joining the Elders.” 

“Yes,” Marilia agreed. 

“Obviously, we...I mean to say the people of Svartennos…are honored to have you,” Jariel said. 

“Thanks.” She searched for something to say. “I hope you’re feeling better. Camilline told me you were wounded.” 

“Oh. Yes.” Jariel nodded. As if unconsciously, his hand reached down to touch his left hip. “A broken leg and a dislocated hip. Still a little stiff, but that’s all. The physick says that should fade with time.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” She wondered what might have been if Jariel Valennos hadn’t broken his leg and dislocated his hip. She didn’t miss the way his gaze strayed to Camilline. It was a look she knew well enough. She’d grown up seeing it every day, though she hadn’t fully understood what it meant at the time. Jariel’s stare was subtler, more proper than those of the buyers in Oba’al’s pillow house, but in the end, it was all just desire, however well-cloaked. He wanted her. And why shouldn’t he? They were easy enough to picture together. She with her long legs and perfect skin and brilliant, crooked smile. He with his prince’s hair and dazzling eyes and warrior’s lean, trim body. They’d make the sort of couple that Oba’al’s minstrels might have sung of. Svartennos’ newest perfect pair, to rival Ben and Catarina for beauty. 

“How goes the rebuilding?” she asked, just because they were having a conversation and she felt it was her turn to say something. 

“It goes well,” Jariel said, exchanging a glance with Camilline. “you’ll see soon enough. The castle in Svartennos City was completely destroyed, but there’s a temporary quarters set up where Clariline and Ben’s retainers are staying, and when I left the architects were saying the castle would be completely rebuilt by the time Prince Ben and Lady Catarina got back. More than in time for the Day of Binding festival.” 

“How fortunate.” 

“Obviously, I still wish I could have fought beside you and the others.” 

“Why?” 

Jariel blinked. “My lady?” 

“Why be sorry?” she asked. “Seems like you found the best way to ride out the war.” She shrugged. “I’m sure there are many men who would have preferred to stay at home in the company of a beautiful woman rather than go sailing off into the Bay of Dane. You probably enjoyed your time a lot more than I did.” 

Jariel’s boyish smile finally slipped. He drew back as if struck. She knew she shouldn’t have said that, but she felt a cold pleasure at his discomfort. 

“We all played our part in the war.” Camilline spoke up. “Though great generals and their Chroniclers tend to forget it, rebuilding things is just as important as tearing them down.” She gave Marilia a sharp stare. 

“Of course it is,” Marilia said, stung by the rebuke. 

“Jariel lost his younger brother in the Bay of Dane,” Camilline reminded, laying her hand on the young knight’s arm. “He would have given his leg for good for the chance to be there and stop it.” 

Marilia felt her face growing warm. She got to her feet. To her shame, she discovered that she wasn’t that far off from Ben Espeleos’ condition—the wine had gone to her head, and she felt her legs wobble as the garden tilted ominously to one side. She closed her eyes. She wanted nothing more than to open them again to find herself back in the comforting quiet of Karthtag-Kal’s villa. 

Instead she opened them to find Camilline frowning at her, a look on her face that made Marilia’s own burn still hotter. 

“Please forgive me,” she said. “It’s been a long day. I think I should retire.” 

She hadn’t gone more than a few strides when she felt a tug on her sleeve. 

“You’re just going to leave?” Camilline demanded. 

“Yes.” The rice-wine felt hot and heavy in her gut, like a weight of molten stone. “That’s one of the perks of being Lady Chrysathamere, isn’t it? I can just leave whenever I want.” 

Camilline shook her head. “You’re behaving...” 

Marilia pulled her arm away. “How am I behaving?” 

“Well, you know those giant crabs we used to hunt? Like one of those.” 

“I’m sorry. Like I said, it was a long day.” 

“Is that all you have to say?” 

“What do you want me to say?” 

“This isn’t how friends behave.” 

“I’m sorry, all right?” Marilia’s voice was hoarse. The garden gave another unsteady wobble, Camilline’s face distorting before her eyes. Friends, she thought. That’s all we are, isn’t it? All there can be between us. Memories assaulted her—she and Camilline, diving together off a cliff into a pool, riding through the fields of Svartennos, standing together on the terrace of Kanediel’s castle and watching the sun go down. She thought of it all and she felt sick. “I just don’t feel well.” 

“Well,” Camilline said coolly. “Feel better, then.” 

I can’t leave it like this, Marilia thought, her stomach churning. I can’t. But though she tried, she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Camilline slipped away before she could. At last, defeated, she bowed her head and hurried from the garden. 



Chapter Nine 




Almost two years had passed since Marilia had last set foot inside the walls of the prefect’s villa; as she stepped through its doors, it seemed somehow smaller now than it had been then, as if it had been compressed to the size of a set in a piece of theater. 

She returned to the room she’d slept in as a child. Someone—Catarina, she supposed—had already arranged to have some of her belongings shipped over from Svartennos in anticipation of her arrival; dresses were folded neatly in the drawers of her closet, prayer statuettes, one for each of the twelve months, were set in a box atop the bed-side table. A paper lantern hung from the ceiling, and another lantern was set beside her bed, which was neatly made. 

In addition, while she’d been dining in the royal gardens, the Order’s servants had brought up the belongings she’d carried back from Tyrace. Her armor lay in one corner; the gold-and-blue habithra sash that Nyreese had given her as a parting gift was laid across her pillow. 

The broken sword that had once been Kanediel’s and then become hers rested on a footstool at the end of her bed; she guessed the servants hadn’t known quite what to do with it. It wasn’t the sort of item that was commonly found in ladies’ rooms. 

Marilia recalled that she was expected to wear a sword at the triumph parade. She knew it would be easy to acquire a new one, one that would actually fill the entirety of the scabbard at her side. One which, when drawn, would actually be a full-length blade. But she thought she would keep this one, instead. 

She laid it beside the armor. 

“My lady.” Stellos, Karthtag-Kal’s steward, knocked on her door. “The short-form account has just now come forth from the Chroniclers. Copies are being passed among the city’s nobles. I thought perhaps you might care to see it.” 

At the end of every war, before setting pen to paper and writing the full history of all that had transpired, the Imperial Chronicler would, by tradition, put out a short-form version—a summary of the conflict so that those who witnessed the triumph parade would know something of the heroes, both living and dead, who were being honored. The short-form account was the skeleton upon which the Chronicler would later set the flesh. 

Marilia took the scroll that Stellos offered her. “Thank you.” 

The storm that had threatened over dinner had finally arrived; the sky outside the room turned dark as kraken’s ink. She lit a lantern, and, by its wavering light, read what the Chronicler had written. 

After the fleet of Daevium arrived with reinforcements, driving off the forces of Tyrennis Castaval, Annuweth Sandaros, Captain of the Dragonknights, the brother of the Lady Marilia Sandara, was struck with inspiration, and urged her to attack Tyracium. He devised a plan to breach its gates; namely, that her army would divert the waters of the River Tyr, allowing access to a metal grate built into the base of Tyracium’s formidable walls. 

She read the sentences four times. Though she’d expected it—asked for it—it felt strange to see it on paper. There was something final about it; those letters like blocks of stone set in the foundation of a wall, onto which more stones would be piled, on and on until the first ones were buried out of reach. 

It was the right thing to do, she thought. It was what I owed Annuweth. A way to heal the wounds between us. 

But it didn’t work, did it? A voice in her head whispered. He’s hardly spoken a word to you since that day in Tyracium. You’ve lost him, and now you’re losing Camilline, too. 

Shut up, she thought at the voice. Just shut up. 

She unraveled the scroll further, her eyes scanning the parchment, looking for the Chronicler’s account of what had transpired inside Oba’al’s pillow house. At last she found it. 

When the city fell, many of the men, in their wrath, fell to pillaging. 

Marilia Sandara quarreled with Sethyron Andreas, the Commander of Antarenne, and in the heat of the moment, a duel began between them. Andreas battled both Marilia Sandara and Annuweth Sandaros at once, and Sandaros and Andreas were both left sorely wounded, Sandara the victor. 

She set the scroll aside. That was it. Despite what she’d told the Chronicler back in Tyracium, there was no mention of the slaughter in the pillow house. Nothing about what the Graver had done to Saleema and Damar, to Tyreesha, to the painted ladies and their children. 

Well, what did you expect? They’re Tyracian painted ladies; he’s the Commander of Antarenne. What did you think the Chronicler would write? 

“Stellos,” she called, her voice strained. She handed him the scroll. “I’m finished with this. Pass it on to whoever is next.” 

He looked surprised. “Already, my lady?” 

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve read enough.” 




*** 




The triumph parade began at the Jade Keep. The courtyard filled with thousands of men and over a hundred horses. They wrapped like a ribbon all the way around the palace. Assistants to the Master of Ceremonies, the person charged with organizing the festivities—and to Rufyllys, who was helping him—scurried about the length of the procession, making sure everything and everyone was in its proper place. 

It took two hours merely to prepare. They started in semi-darkness, the eastern sky just beginning to blush with the first light of dawn. By the time they were ready, the sun had risen; the eaves of the Jade Keep were painted gold. 

At the front, Karthtag-Kal would ride with two knights of the Order of Jade; just behind would come Emperor Vergana and his two sons, followed by more men of the Order, to protect the emperor and his immediate family from the ferocious energy of the crowd. 

Just behind the royal procession were Marilia and the others who had been chosen by Emperor Vergana to receive the dragon-bone bracelets that marked them as heroes of the war. She was relieved to see that, his contributions to the Battle in the Bay and the conquest of Tyracium notwithstanding, the Graver was not among them. After the fall he’d taken, she wasn’t sure he would have made it up the temple’s steps, in any case. 

Instead, she had been given a place close beside Senecal Ikaryn, former Prefect of the Order of Jade, whose Sunset Fleet had managed to hold the Tyracians at bay in the west, and who had, she’d heard, killed two Tyracian tyrenni in single combat, one after the other. 

She caught him staring at her out of the corner of his eye; she, an oddity, armored like the rest of them—in yoba shell plates painted a rich, perfect blue—but not like them. The lone woman in the procession. She met his gaze. He was not a handsome man, with dark, heavy brows like kwammakin cocoons and a nose that was too large and too hooked. His skin was curiously rough—it was peeling, she realized as she looked closer. She’d seen a similar look on a Tyracian man after they’d dragged him in from the desert. The effect of too much sunlight. 

Still, much like the emperor himself, there was some indefinite quality about him that made him seem grander than he first appeared. Perhaps it was simply the fact that he was widely known to be one of Navessea’s greatest generals; she’d read about his campaign to re-take the Sunset Isles many times when she was a girl studying in Karthtag-Kal’s library. 

“Well met, my lord,” she offered. “It’s an honor to meet you in person.” 

“Well met, my lady.” 

“I heard about your battle with the Tyracians. How you drove them back. Thank you for your service.” Tentatively, she offered him her fist. 

He ignored it. “And thank you for yours. You were a great inspiration for the men of Svartennos.” There was something cold about the way he said it. He turned from her, peering towards the front of the procession as if wondering when it would start. Hoping it would be soon. 

She frowned. “Have I given offense?” 

“No,” Senecal said. 

“Then why...?” 

“To be frank, my lady, I never imagined that I’d find myself riding in a triumph parade beside a woman.” 

“I earned the right to be here, my lord. I led the army of Svartennos to victory.” 

He frowned at that, his dark brows drawing together like the front of a thunderhead. “Of course. You were their general, the mind behind all their strategies.” 

“You sound as if you don’t believe it.” 

“My lady, does it really matter what I believe? Here we are.” 

“Do you not trust the emperor’s Chronicler?” 

He gave her a knowing look. “Ah, yes, the account good Ephrayenne has put out. Even my own son Ilruyn seems to put some stock in it. They’d have us understand that your brother came up with the plan to divert the river—cunning, that was—but that was the only thing he helped you with. All the rest—the attack on the walls, the battle at the pass—all that was you, of course. You learned all you needed to know of war in your father’s library, playing games of Capture the Emperor and Sharavayn.” 

Her pulse quickened. “Yes,” she said. “I did.” She was aware that some of the heads around them had started to turn their way. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought that there was doubt in many of their eyes. 

“Put it this way—if I were to be told that a lark had out-flown a hiathaw bird, or that a dragon had bested a razorfish in a battle at sea, I would not take the teller of the tale at his word. I would have questions.” 

Senecal was one of Navessea’s most respected generals, but right then, she didn’t care. “You can question whatever you like,” she told him, her voice heated, “but the emperor put me in this parade right next to you. And when they call the names, my name will be called after yours.” The High Priestess always called the names of the most important heroes last, usually those who had commanded in the decisive or final battle of the war. 

Senecal’s face tightened. “Of course,” he said. “We can’t offend our good neighbors on Svartennos, can we? Must pay credence to their traditions and give respect to their heroes—after all, they did win the war for us. The Chronicler will write what he will write, to make the Svartennans happy, and because he’s always loved a good story. But make no mistake, my lady...you may have convinced your islanders, but there are still many in this city who guess the truth, no matter what tale Ephrayenne may spin.” 

“And what is the truth, according to you?” Heat was radiating out through her body from somewhere deep in her chest, quick and fluid as a sword in the hands of a fire-dancer. 

“Does it matter?” 

“It matters to me, my lord. I want to hear it.” 

“Very well; since you asked. You led the charge at Chrysathamere Pass when the Svartennan peasants were losing heart—a stratagem designed to boost morale. Classic Urian—hope is worth a thousand swords. It worked so well that soon the whole island was bending the knee to you, and the Council of Elders doubtless had no choice but to keep up the pretense. Maybe they even came to believe it themselves.” He shrugged. “But someone was helping you. Your brother, certainly. Maybe one of the strategoi. And Commander Andreas. Of course, he couldn’t take the credit...the Svartennans dislike him enough as it is, and he didn’t want to antagonize them by casting aspersions on their newfound hero. If I had to guess, I might even say that dispute played a part in the duel between you—where, again, your brother did most of the work and you took most of the credit. And now they will put dragon-bones around your wrist.” For the first time, she saw anger on his face. “If you had proper respect for the dead, for Navessea, you would have removed yourself from this procession.” 

“Did the Graver tell you all that?” She felt a vein pulsing in the side of her head. “You’re wrong. I did it all myself. And the reason Prince Ilruyn puts stock in the Chronicler’s story is because he knows what I am capable of. When I was a girl...” 

But before she could finish, a yoba-shell horn rang out, drowning out the rest of her story with an echoing note that made her horse’s ears prick up and caused her ribs to tremble. 

Probably for the best; Ilruyn had always been kind to her, and she’d been about to repay him by sharing the story of the time she’d bested him at Sharavayn. 

The courtyard gates swung open, and the waiting crowd roared. Speech was impossible. Seething, her ears burning, Marilia kicked her horse forward—a little too hard. The animal shot ahead, and she nearly lost her seat. She tugged hard on the reins, righting herself. 

She hated Senecal for his mincing little sneer. He had taken something bright and precious and trampled on it. But there was nothing she could do but shut her mouth and bear it and ride beside him into the streets of Ulvannis. 

I will not let Senecal or anyone else ruin this moment. I saved Navessea. I ended a war. Whatever else happened afterwards, that is worth celebrating. She buried her anger somewhere in a dark, familiar place in the shadow of her heart. 

The crowd surrounded them on all sides, hurling pink and white cherry-blossom petals through the air. There were so many petals that they formed a tunnel. The world beyond the flowers was visible only in flickering snatches. 

They made their way into a vast plaza. Knights of the Order of Jade made a wall around the base of the staircase that led up to the Temple of Shavennya, keeping the crowd back. The nobles of Navessea seated themselves in shaded stands while the commoners stood farther back, shielding their eyes from the light of the sun. 

The procession stopped before the temple. As one, the riders drew their swords and raised them to the sky. Green, blue, red, violet, and gold burned bright under the summer sky. It was like someone had lit several thousand prayer candles, all at once. 

Marilia dismounted and, along with the others the emperor meant to commemorate, made her way around to the back of the temple, where a second set of stairs led up inside the building. 

The noise of the crowd was fainter here, a sound like the waves crashing in a seashell. The light was golden—the windows were made of tinted gold aeder; they must have cost a fortune. Marilia seated herself on a marble bench. There were twenty such benches in the temple, and all were full. The war had many heroes. 

Annuweth sat on one side of her, Senecal on the other. 

Directly ahead, an open doorway overlooked the altar. Emperor Vergana himself stood there in white robes trimmed with red, a crown in the shape of a coiling dragon set upon his head. The High Priestess of Shavennya stood beside him, and beside her was the city’s Sacred Flame, the flame that never died. 

A little lower, the other priestesses of Shavennya filled the top four steps below the altar. They began to sing the victory song—the story of the fall of the dremmakin king at Neravos’ hand, the first great battle of the world, and a brief summary of all the battles after. Marilia barely heard the words. 

Emperor Vergana spoke next. His voice seemed weaker than Marilia remembered; doubtless many of those watching from below would be left disappointed, straining to hear. The effect of his recent illness, she supposed. 

“Today we honor some of those who, through their cunning, valor, and strength of arms, made safe our great empire. May their example serve for generations to come.” 

It was the High Priestess who cried out the names, in a voice that carried far and wide. One of the Order’s captains went first. 

The rest of them sat in reserved silence; it was improper for any but the priestesses to speak inside this holy place. Marilia became aware of many of the others glancing her way—with the same doubt, she thought, that Senecal had shown, though she couldn’t be sure. 

Senecal’s words had fastened onto her heart like a leech, and try as she might, she could not tear it free. 

Forget him. He’s just a fool. It doesn’t matter. 

But what if what he’d said was true? Many in this city know the truth. 

How many? she wondered. How many still doubted her? She set her jaw, clenching her teeth. She felt her anger returning, swelling with each passing second. 

The numbers of those inside the temple were dwindling. The Priestess continued to call out the names. “...Victarian Ildoran, whose bold actions during the Battle of Dane helped rescue the Order of Jade,” the Priestess cried out. 

“…Crysenneth Bols, who safeguarded the life of our great emperor.” 

“...Senecal Ikaryn, whose quick-thinking in the fires of battle helped repel the Tyracian fleet from the western coast.” Senecal rose, seeming in no great hurry, and marched calmly to the front of the temple. She was glad to see him go. 

She and Annuweth were alone. 

She turned to look at him. He avoided her eyes. 

“‘Weth,” she whispered, breaking the temple’s holy silence, beyond caring about what was proper or polite. “I just want you to understand...” but she trailed off, because she wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence; what was it, exactly, that she wanted him to understand? That the lie they’d told the Chronicler was an innocent one? That she needed him to be at peace with the decision they’d made, because if he wasn’t, then what had been the point of it all in the first place? 

“I’m fine, Marilia.” Annuweth’s voice was as still as the surface of a lake. “Here we are; this is our moment.” 

“I just want...” Before Marilia could think of anything else to say, the Priestess spoke again. “Annuweth Sandaros, who helped to devise the stratagem that saw Tyracium fall.” 

Slowly, as if pulled to life by a puppet-master’s strings, Annuweth rose. He walked across the temple without a word and out into the sun. The emperor spoke a word to him and set a dragon-bone bracelet around his wrist. 

And then it was her turn. 

“Marilia Sandara, who led the final attack on Tyracium and repelled the first enemy landing on Svartennos at the Battle of Chrysathamere Pass, who served as an inspiration for the army of Svartennos.” 

Marilia closed her eyes and opened them again. Slowly—doing her best to mimic Senecal’s dignified stride—she made her way out into the light. 

Maybe fifty feet down, at the bottom of the stairs, a sea of faces stared up at her. They had fallen as silent as a crypt, because the emperor was about to speak. He stepped forward and she turned to face him. She could feel the heat of Shavennya’s flame against the back of her neck. 

The altar was crowded with the heroes of the war; a few of the very first-called had already made their way down the steps to make way for the newcomers, but most were still with her at the top. Annuweth was beside her, a bracelet around his wrist. She tried to catch his eye, but he would not face her. 

The emperor stopped before her, the High Priestess at his side. 

She raised her right arm and the High Priestess slipped the bracelet around her wrist. She glanced down, caught a glimpse of the letters etched upon the bone. Words from the Book of the Gods. To serve one’s people and emperor, to fight for the world of the gods, there can be no higher honor. 

And though she couldn’t see them, she knew more letters were inscribed along the inside—letters that spelled her name. 

“Marilia Sandara, in recognition of the service you have done this empire, I bestow upon you these bones. May they bring you good fortune in the days to come.” Emperor Vergana stepped back, his part in this ceremony finished. Marilia knew what to do next; she had seen it written in Karthtag-Kal’s books often enough. And he returned to Ulvannis with great honor, and raised his bones to the crowd. 

She raised her right arm into the air, as if she were reaching for the House of White Sands itself. As she did, she felt a great, hollow emptiness rise within her. 

No, she thought. This is all wrong. She’d spent hours picturing how this moment would go—she and her brother, side by side above the entire city, raising their hands as one and smiling under the bright Navessean sun. The feeling of triumph she’d been sure would come. 

She searched for that feeling now, like a falling child grasping for the hand of her father. She couldn’t find it. What she felt instead was the sensation of coming to the top of a steep slope only to find there was nothing on the other side but empty air. The moment was ruined, like a golden sea of shimmering wickwheat turned dark with rot. It had been ruined the moment Senecal and the other lords had turned their cold, judging eyes upon her. The moment her brother had refused to meet her gaze. The moment Camilline had left her in the emperor’s garden. The moment she’d stepped into the bloody darkness of Oba’al’s pillow house and laid eyes on what her victory had wrought. 

The crowd cheered and cheered. Marilia’s vision blurred. She met Karthtag-Kal’s gaze and saw that his eyes, too, were shining. Tears of joy or tears of sorrow—from this distance, who could tell the difference? 



Chapter Ten 




When the ceremony was over, Marilia returned to Karthtag-Kal’s villa. The triumph was far from over—there was much more still to come—but the Master of Ceremonies had allowed for a pause in the celebration so that the heroes, weary from the long ride through the city, could rest, bathe, and trade out their armor for robes—or, in her case, a dress. 

Marilia unbuckled the yoba-shell plates, letting them drop piece by piece to the floor of her room. She paused as she came to her belt. She glanced down at the hilt of Kanediel’s sword, frowning. After she had finished stripping off her armor, she drew the broken blade from its scabbard, turning it over in her hands, considering what to do with it. 

She carried it to Karthtag-Kal’s armory. 

There, at the end of the room, was Nelos Dartimaos’ armor. Beneath it were several practice swords. There were a few smaller spots for daggers and short-swords near the bottom of the rack, and some of them were empty. She walked to the rack and laid the broken end of her sword there. It seemed like a fitting place for it. 

She took a step back, staring at it, seeing her reflection in its surface, blue as the banners that had flown over Chrysathamere Pass. 

There, she thought. I’m done with you. 

“It’s a shame about the sword,” Karthtag-Kal’s voice said behind her. She jumped; she hadn’t heard him come in. He stood in the doorway, one hand resting against the wall. “It shouldn’t have broken at all,” he said. “It was fine aeder; I bought it for Kanediel from one of this city’s best craftsmen.” 

“It was my fault,” Marilia said. “I hit the Graver wrong. I panicked.” 

“It happens.” He took a few steps into the room. “That sword can be repaired, you know.” 

“I know. But it’s all right; I think it’s better this way.” 

He stopped beside her, gazing upon the broken blade. “Perhaps you’re right.” 

They stood for a while in silence. 

“You’ve been through a great deal,” Karthtag-Kal said. “So have we all, but you, especially. So much, so fast. The Lightning War, they’re calling it. I can only imagine all that was going through your head—and your heart—when I came to you in Tyracium.” He shook his head. “None of us, I think, were quite ourselves.” 

“Perhaps not,” she agreed. 

“I want you to know that the offer I made you then...it still stands. That path is still open, if you want it. I can speak with the emperor. I can help you try for the prefecture.” 

She felt her heart beat faster, felt a sudden lurch in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t dare look at him. 

Had she imagined this had ended in the villa in Tyracium—a simple matter of offer and refusal, over and done? How foolish she’d been. Karthtag-Kal had never been one to give up so easily. “I already gave you an answer.” 

“I know,” he agreed. “You did. Back when your losses were still fresh, and your wounds were not yet healed. But now that we’re standing here, in this city, I have to ask...is your answer the same now as it was then?” 

“Why do you want me to be prefect?” she asked, still looking at the sword instead of at him. 

“You misunderstand me. I want nothing.” That, she thought, was a lie, though he might have been lying to himself, as well. “Well…I only want to be sure that you are certain in your decision.” 

Marilia stared at their reflections in the flat, blue surface of the broken sword. “You say you want nothing, but I think you want me to say yes. You think I’m making a mistake. Admit it.” 

“Do you really want to know what I think?” Karthtag-Kal touched her shoulder, and at last she turned her head to face him. “I think that this is your chance. Maybe your only chance to be what you were always meant to be.” 

“What was I meant to be?” 

“You know it as well as I do. Laekos Valennos. Sarenneth Arryn. Nelos Dartimaos. You’re one of those, Marilia. One of the greats.” 

“What about Annuweth?” 

“Yes, Annuweth.” Karthtag-Kal pursed his lips. “Tell me, Marilia—diverting the river, taking Tyracium by night by crawling beneath her walls...was all that truly Annuweth’s idea?” He searched her face closely. 

“It really was,” she said. “He’s always been cleverer than you gave him credit for.” She wasn’t sure if Karthtag-Kal believed her. She also wasn’t sure whether she really wanted him to believe her or not. 

She pictured Senecal’s sneering face. Many know the truth. 

He was entirely wrong. None of you know the truth, she thought. If you did, you’d struggle to believe it. 

“It would hurt him if you were to take my place,” Karthtag-Kal admitted. “For a time. It will wound his pride. He will be angry with me. Maybe he will never fully forgive me. But in the end, he will be all right. He is a fine knight, one I am proud to call my son. He will win tournaments, he will carry the sword of Dartimaos; he will live in honor and sire children who will also live in honor.” He squinted at her. “Is that what this is all about? You think the prefecture belongs to your brother simply because he might want it?” 

“Not might. He used to dream of it when he was a child.” 

“And you didn’t...because you were never allowed to. Because you were born a girl. And how much justice was there in that? There are other homes for Annuweth’s sword besides the prefect’s villa. What about yours?” 

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. She knew there was truth in what he said. 

After the silence had stretched on for a while, Karthtag-Kal cleared his throat. “I suppose we could try another path. You could be captain or lieutenant of the Order. A waste of your talents, I think, but it’s there if you want it. It would be difficult to convince a governor to name you as a commander, but it might be done.” 

“No,” she said. “I can’t.” 

“Why?” he sounded bewildered. 

“I just can’t.” You’re wrong, father she thought. You’re wrong, and the Graver was right. I’m not suited for it after all. 

At night, in her dreams, she still saw the things she had seen when the pillow house in Tyracium fell. She didn’t know if she could bear to see anything like that again. She thought it might break her. 

But she could never admit that to Karthtag-Kal. 

She closed her eyes. She felt the same emptiness she’d felt as she stood before the crowd with the dragon-bone bracelet around her wrist. As if her body was as hollow as the suit of armor in front of her. “Father, I...I’d like to be alone right now.” 

“Of course. Forgive me.” 

He left her, slipping out of the armory and sliding the door shut after him—or at least, mostly shut. There was a small gap, a dark space between the door and the wall. 

Marilia sat on the floor and stared at the empty eye sockets of Nelos Dartimaos’ helmet. 

She’d meant to tell Karthtag-Kal no; to assure him that her answer was final. Why hadn’t she done that? No matter, she thought. I’ll tell him later. I’ll tell him just as soon as I get up and walk out of this room. 

But another voice, a voice in her head, said: are you sure, Marilia? Are you sure you’re not making a terrible mistake? 

Shut up, she thought. 

What are you going to do? The voice asked. 

Go back to Svartennos. Become an Elder. 

Why—because Camilline is there? Because you’re in love with her? Sooner or later Camilline’s going to get married; you know it’s true. And then you’ll get to watch her bear Jariel’s children while you sit atop a mountain with a dozen men and women three times your age. Is that really what you want? 

When Marilia was a young girl, her mother had taken her to see her very first rhovannon’s play. It was a strange piece about a fallen priest who traded his daughter to the dremmakin king and, in return, was gifted with the power of dremmakin magic. He came to the knights and ladies of Tyrace in their dreams and played terrible tricks upon them; with the power of his voice he could make them do whatever he said. 

The man playing the priest had been a very good actor, better than the others; better than the play deserved. Though the finer points of the play had gone well over Marilia’s head (she’d been only six at the time) she still remembered the sound of the priest’s voice. It was a sound both musical and dreadful; perfectly smooth, like oil on marble, like sugar melting in the sun. 

The voice in her head sounded like that now. 

Prefect of the Order of Jade...the voice whispered. The only woman in the history of Navessea to hold such a title. That would show them, wouldn’t it—Senecal and the others? That would show them all. 

Tell me, Marilia—is that really the sort of chance you just throw away? 

She closed her eyes. Even now, after everything that had happened, everything she’d told herself, she knew some part of her still wanted it. She wanted it the same way a child with a chest full of toys wants the sword on top of his father’s shelf—the only toy out of reach. 

The voice in her head sounded different now—it sounded like the Graver’s voice. ...to see how wide a mark we can make...to rage, to burn...and never to stop. We’re not so different, after all. 

She felt suddenly sick. 

The armory door was bothering her. With an urgency that surprised her, she sprang to her feet, crossed the room, and wrenched it shut. 



Chapter Eleven 




Annuweth sat in the Temple of Shavennya. The sun slanted in through the gold aeder windows. It made angled patches of light on the floor. Dust motes danced in those beams, flickering in and out of sight. 

The dust was there, in the air, all around them, invisible. It was always present, but it was only by shining a light on it that you could see it. There’s a curious thing, he thought. The more light you shine on something, the more filth you find. 

“Annuweth Sandaros, who helped to devise the stratagem that saw Tyracium fall.” The High Priestess of Shavennya spoke the words, and Annuweth walked to the altar, where Emperor Vergana set a bracelet of dragon-bones around his wrist. 

He turned to face the crowd, and they cheered for him. 

He raised his fist to the air. Turned his eyes to the sky, blue streaked with white. 

The House of White Sands; maybe Nelos Dartimaos was there, staring down at him. Shaking his ghostly head. 

Dear boy, is this what it’s come to? I was a real war hero; you’re one your sister made up so she could soothe her conscience. 

Annuweth’s first instinct upon learning about the lie Marilia had told the Chronicler had been to rush into the adjoining room and set the record straight. But then she’d started to speak about how she owed him, how she needed him to accept what she’d done, how this was for her, not for him, and there was enough truth to all of that to plant a seed of doubt inside him. 

So when the Chronicler asked him the question—your sister tells me you were the one who thought of the plan to attack Tyracium?—he’d simply nodded his head. His throat was parched, and his voice dry, and the words no, wait, I think you’ve got it wrong. I had nothing to do with it, cost so much more effort than nodding. Besides, it wasn’t even a lie, not at first. It was a simple act of acknowledging a stated fact: Marilia had, indeed, said those words. 

Once he’d made that first nod it was like stepping into the fast-flowing current of a stream. The Chronicler had continued to ask him questions: 

The plan was to divert the river and crawl under the gates, correct? 

Yes, yes it was 

And you remembered that grate from your time swimming in the river as a child? 

Yes, yes, I did 

And at first the answers he gave were technically true, and then they weren’t true at all... 

Can you tell me how you thought of the idea? 

I wish I could say more. I don’t know where it came from. 

But you must have some idea... 

It just came to me, all right? Whether the gods or my ancestors or the fates put it there, I don’t know. 

And the farther down the stream he went, the harder it was to turn back, because then he’d have to explain why he’d lied in the first place. And so, in the end, he surrendered to the current, letting it carry him where it would. 

And it carried you here, wearing an honor you don’t deserve. 

A second later, he almost laughed at the absurdity of the thought. Deserve? What does that even mean? What is this, a question of fairness? Well, then—let’s have a look at that. 

Karthtag-Kal didn’t deserve to be hailed as some perfect paragon of Navessean virtue when, behind everyone’s back, he was fucking the brother-by-marriage of the man he was sworn to serve. 

Annuweth’s Dragonknights didn’t deserve to die because Livenneth happened to underestimate Tyrennis Castaval. His friends in the pillow house didn’t deserve to be slaughtered because Marilia was stupid enough to trust the Graver and kill Captain Aexiel. 

And his sister didn’t really deserve to be able to stand on these steps and smile and forget it all while he still saw their faces in his dreams. He looked sideways at her. He knew she loved the sound of the cheers. Maybe with enough time and enough cheers, she’d look back on this war fondly, despite what had happened. After all, it had made her a legend. 

Well, to be fair, it made both of us legends. 

That was the real question, he supposed—did she deserve that dragon-bone bracelet around her wrist more than he did? Sure, she’d come up with the plan that had defeated Tyrace, and he hadn’t, so on one level, you could say that she did. But on another level… 

He’d trained every day for six years, often with scarcely a break; he’d struggled, and sweated, and passed the Order’s Trials. 

He’d fought to save Livenneth’s flagship with every ounce of strength he possessed—and to save Livenneth himself, despite what the man had done to his father. Later, he’d stepped up and saved his sister from a duel that would have cost her life. He’d fought the Graver just as hard as he’d fought to save Livenneth, his form almost flawless, the sort of display that would have earned him reverent applause at any tournament. In short, he’d done everything right—and in the end it hadn’t mattered one shit. 

He hadn’t been able to save Livenneth or the Dragonknights under his command. He hadn’t been able to protect his friends in the pillow house. Not because he was weak—he knew he wasn’t—but because there was never a chance. In the end all he’d ever had was his sword, and while the blade that had belonged to Nelos Dartimaos was a fine, well-crafted weapon, it was nothing next to the power of the Fates. 

Some people, the Fates opened gates for, and for others, they slammed them shut in your face. 

His sister…she was one of those they opened gates for…quite literally, in the case of Tyracium. Even when she failed or made mistakes, and others got hurt for it, she always seemed to come out on top. Svartennos City burned, and she was Lady Chrysathamere. Livenneth died under Annuweth’s guard, and she was general of Navessea. Nyreese and Damar and Saleema were murdered, Annuweth lost half his ear, and she became Graver’s Bane. And prefect, too, if she’d wanted it. 

Instead she’d left that for him—like a generous master throwing his pet dragon a bone. 

He felt her eyes on him now. She’d been trying to meet his gaze since they’d climbed up the temple steps. To remind him, he supposed: everything you still have, you owe to me. Don’t you forget it. You’re only here by the grace of my mercy. 

He knew she enjoyed that, though she would never admit it. 

Sometimes he wondered if she had ever even wanted to be prefect—or if she’d only wanted to prove that she could. That if life were a race, she’d be at the finish line first. 

He snorted. As if she really needed more proof than she already had. He saw now that the gift the Fates had given her was woven into the very fabric of her spirit. No matter how hard he practiced and trained, no matter how much he suffered or sweated, he would never match her. 

He listened to the High Priestess call her name. 

“Marilia Sandara,” the High Priestess said, “who...” 

Who conquered Tyracium, who beat the Graver? Who is so clever that her plans ruin cities, and so noble-hearted that she can give a thing I’ve dreamed of all my life away at a moment’s whim? 

The perfect daughter of Navessea. The empire’s golden child. 

She stepped out beside him. Vergana set a ring of bones around her wrist. She was still trying to catch his eye, but he was careful to keep his face completely blank. Inside, he felt as if something he’d spent all his life building was crumbling down, like the wall of a child’s sandcastle withering in the rain. He knew that he would carry the weight of her pity for the rest of his life, like a chain draped around his neck. 

He tried not to hate her. 

He stared down at the bracelet on his wrist. Don’t be sanctimonious. It’s all horseshit, he thought at Dartimaos’ spirit in the sky. But it was horseshit before I got here, and it will be horseshit tomorrow, too. This ceremony had been a wretched lie long before he’d sullied it by climbing up here to claim an honor he hadn’t actually won. 

He wondered if all the things he’d read about Dartimaos in Karthtag-Kal’s books were even true. And even if they were, did they tell the whole story? Or did Dartimaos simply get lucky time and time again, like Marilia? Or claw his way up over the bodies of forgotten, lesser men and women, like the Graver? 

Or maybe you were a just an expert liar, like Karthtag-Kal? 

Like me? 

The High Priestess of Shavennya drew a long habithra sash from inside her robe, the fabric stitched with runes from the Book of the Gods. If he’d been a better reader, he might have had time to make out the words before she cast it into the fire; but, as Karthtag-Kal and Teacher well knew, reading had never been his greatest strength. 

“Navessea!” The High Priestess cried. 

“Navessea!” The crowd roared in response. 

Mercifully, the moment was over. 

He made his way down the temple steps. He moved like a man just woken from a dream. People touched his shoulder, clasped his hand—congratulations, Sandaros, well-done, you have your father’s spirit in you, sure enough!—and he smiled until the muscles of his jaw ached and the ache spread to his head and pounded like a battle-drum inside his skull. 

He squeezed past Garryn the Dragonknight, who told him how he’d always known Annuweth would make something great of himself, and Vexaryn, Captain of the Ninth Patrol, and found himself face to face with Victaryn Livenneth. 

They stopped, facing each other, two old friends locked in place while the nobles of Navessea mingled around them, forgotten. 

“Oh,” Annuweth said. “Victaryn.” 

“Annuweth,” Victaryn said, nodding. 

Annuweth stared at Victaryn and he saw Victaryn’s father, Livenneth, kneeling on the prow of his ship, blood and sea-water running the length of the deck, pink foam frothing on his lips as he breathed in blood, the hilt of the short-sword that had punctured his lung peeking out from beneath the pit of his right arm. 

“I’m sorry about your father,” Annuweth said hollowly. 

Victaryn nodded. “I know you tried to save him.” 

“I tried.” He’d tried even though every time he pictured Livenneth, he couldn’t help but see that night—the dappled shadows dancing on Karthtag-Kal’s skin. He’d had every reason to despise Victaryn’s father, and he’d fought his hardest to save him, all the same—only to watch him die a few scant feet away, almost close enough to touch. 

“I’m sure no one could have done better. The Tyracians were everywhere, I heard. It was a complete disaster.” 

“When they stabbed him, Marilia’s flagship was three lengths behind us,” Annuweth muttered. “If they’d made their way to us two minutes sooner, maybe we could have saved him. Prince Ilruyn might not have been captured. That was all it would have taken. Two minutes.” He stopped himself, realizing that that was probably not what Victaryn wanted or needed to hear. 

Victaryn took a deep breath. “It was his command. He died with his fleet. He died fighting. I won’t pretend I don’t miss him, because I do, but he fought, and he lost, and he paid the price. It’s no fault of yours.” 

“I’d love to put my sword through the hearts of the people whose fault it is, believe me, but I can’t.” 

“The Tyracians?” 

“The Fates,” Annuweth answered. “Excuse me. I have to go.” He gave Victaryn a brief nod and moved to take his place at the emperor’s side. 

After the triumph parade came the obligatory chariot races. Annuweth stood in the royal pavilion, watching over the emperor and his family. He was aware of Petrea glancing at him out of the corner of her eye; she’d been doing it off and on over the past two weeks, ever since he’d returned to Ulvannis. She was gradually becoming more overt about it. 

He glanced her way, and quickly away. He felt heat gathering in his face. His ears burned—the one-and-a-half of them he had left. 

He’d done his best to avoid speaking with her at great length since his return. It hadn’t been difficult; with the preparations for the triumph parade, there had been plenty to occupy them both. The thought of facing her filled him with dread. When he had lain wounded in the Tyracian villa he had longed to be with her again; but that was before he’d had a chance to really think things through. Before Karthtag-Kal had tried to give the prefecture to his sister. Before Marilia’s lie. 

Lying to the others was one thing. Lying to her was another. The thought made him sick. 

But if he didn’t…if she learned the truth about the Chronicler’s story… 

When she’d first come to him, he’d been the city’s rising star—bold, daring, handsome and strong. Everything a knight should be. Now he was weakened and scarred, and on top of that, a thief of the High Priestess’ dragon-bones. 

Every time her eyes lingered on his scarred face, it burned as if he had been cut all over again. What would she do if he told her the truth? 

You aren’t exactly her brave, beautiful knight anymore, that’s for sure. 

But how could he take her in his arms again if he didn’t? 

After the races were over, they walked back to the Jade Keep. There would be a few hours of rest before the feast tonight. The feast—he dreaded that the most. He hated the thought of mingling again, smiling and bowing his head over and over like a puppet with a broken string. Congratulations, Captain. Such an honor… 

“Captain?” Rufyllys’ voice jarred him from his thoughts. The prince was standing close by. “I was wondering if I might have a quick game with you.” 

“A...quick game?” Annuweth repeated blankly. 

“Of Sharavayn,” Rufyllys clarified. 

“Forgive me, my lord. I didn’t know you played much,” Annuweth said. 

“Well, from time to time. I’m learning to be better. I suppose the war with Tyrace gave me more of a taste for it.” Rufyllys shrugged. “I’ve been so busy arranging the triumph, I thought a quick game would help to clear my head.” 

No, Annuweth thought. No, damn you. Of all the times to pick to play a game of Sharavayn, you couldn’t have done worse. But of course, he couldn’t say that; Rufyllys was the Prince of Navessea, and Annuweth was sworn to serve him. He plastered a false smile onto his face. “Of course, my prince,” he said. “Just as soon as I change out of this armor.” 

But when the door to Rufyllys’ room slid open, it wasn’t the prince that he found inside; it was the princess. 

Annuweth felt his heart seize inside his chest. 

She slid the door shut behind them. 

“Forgive me. My lady. I thought...” 

“I know what you thought,” she said. “You were expecting my brother. He’s not coming.” 

“He...we...” 

“He arranged it so we could talk. Since apparently my other methods of getting your attention were too subtle.” She eyed him closely, her brows narrowing. “You’ve been avoiding me.” 

“Not so, my lady. It is simply that with all the preparations for the triumph parade...” 

Her voice was sharp; for the first time, he detected a trace of anger in it. “Don’t pretend with me. Have you forgotten who you’re dealing with? Please; I’m not a child.” 

He took a deep breath. 

“Has something changed between us?” she asked. “Your feelings for me, perhaps?” 

“No, my lady,” he said hoarsely. “My feelings for you will never change.” 

“Then what is it?” 

“It’s just...” 

“Just what?” she stepped closer. He could smell the jasmine in her hair. He could not speak; steel bands had closed around his throat, making speech impossible. 

“I am not as I was,” he managed to say. 

“Why? Because you were injured? Because of this?” She laid the palm of her hand against the side of his face, her fingers tracing the scar the Graver had given him. He flinched. He could feel his skin prickling beneath her touch. He wanted to pull away. 

“You don’t understand.” 

“You’re right. I don’t. Help me to.” Her voice softened. The way she was studying him, it seemed impossible that she, the woman who spent her days studying the secrets of Navessea’s nobility, could miss the secret he’d done his best to hide from the world. 

“I failed. I couldn’t save my knights…” 

“You are a hero,” she said quietly. “You helped to win the war.” 

He could feel the truth pressing against his lips like a chicaya beating its wings against the bars of a cage. It burst from him suddenly. “I didn’t. It’s a lie, all right?” He drew back, stepping away until he reached the window, until he felt the dry summer air on the back of his neck. He could hear the distant cries of Ulvannis’ revelers. 

“I don’t understand. What’s a lie?” 

“The bones they gave me...I didn’t earn them. While I was sick, my sister told the Chronicler I helped her come up with the plan to take Tyracium. She said she did it because I saved her life and helped her fight the Graver. She begged me not to tell anyone, and I didn’t. I don’t know why I didn’t…I should have. But I guess I was afraid, at first. I thought if I said the truth, Karthtag-Kal would make my sister prefect instead of me. I was afraid of that…of the damned shame…” He turned his face away from her. “And the longer I stayed quiet, the harder it became to tell the truth, because then I’d have to explain I lied in the first place. So I…I just let it stand. I wish to all the gods I hadn’t, but I did. I suppose that makes me a damned coward. I’m not who you think I am.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her move towards him. She was close enough now that he could feel her warmth. “Is that what you think of me?” Petrea asked. 

“My lady?” 

“You think I would abandon you for that? You forget; I know the secrets of half this city’s senators. I have secrets of my own. If that’s the worst you have to offer, Annuweth Sandaros, then you should count yourself lucky. I’m surprised you think so little of me.” 

“I think the world of you, my lady,” he said hoarsely. 

“And yet you think that because of a few scars, a few setbacks, a moment of weakness, I’ll lose interest? Just because you’re not some perfect knight? Yes, at first I wanted you because you were bold, you were daring, you were fierce. But I thought you’d know by now we were past all that. Did you know that when he was a boy, my brother Rufyllys used to suffer from shortness of breath? My father must have brought in a half-dozen physicks, and it was all for nothing; they couldn’t fix him. They couldn’t make him the perfect son Moroweth Vergana wanted. Oh, how it pained my father; he’d always put such stock in brute, physical might.” She leaned in so that he could feel her breath on his skin. “I am not like my father. Do you remember what you told me before you sailed for Tyrace? I do...I couldn’t forget it, because it was one of the sweetest things I’d ever heard. Whatever you’ve done, whatever you are, I’m yours. Did you think I would hold myself to anything less?” 

Her eyes were locked on his face. On the scar that marred his face. Karthtag-Kal could not bring himself to look at it, not for any length of time; his eyes always shied away, as if deflected off the angled edge of a sword. 

Petrea did not shy away. 

Annuweth stared back at her, at this woman he loved. His rock in the storm. He felt at that moment that even if she’d been all he had left, it would be enough. 

Her face blurred before his eyes. Do not weep, he thought. Please, do not weep. 

“Thank you,” he whispered, feeling as though some small part of himself had come back to him. 

They did not kiss; they simply stood there, together. He put his arms around her and held her close. 



Chapter Twelve 




When it came to this triumph, the Senate and the emperor had spared no expense. 

Twelve mighty yoba, their shells painted with water-script psalms from the Book of the Gods, were led into the Great Arena, where the High Priest of Viveos slashed their throats with an aeder dagger, spilling their blood into the sand. Their shells were carved away, and the their remains set aflame. While their bodies blazed, a hundred chicayas were released into the sky, trailing burning threads of silk that had been tied to their legs—miniature habithra sashes. 

An immense black candle for the spirits of the dead was set atop a wooden podium in the center of the arena; it must have been taller than Karthtag-Kal. While it burned, chariots raced circles around it to the roars of the crowd. 

In Almaria’s lake outside the city walls, sea beasts were slaughtered and their bodies, too, were burned in offering to the gods. 

The one thing there was not was a tournament; after so much real fighting, after so many Navesseans had died, it would have been unseemly to play at war with blunted swords. 

Annuweth watched it all, outwardly calm, inwardly feeling as if he was one more bad moment from falling to pieces. He stood guard over the emperor; he feasted on wine and jala juice and razorfish and smiled and nodded. Just keep walking, he thought. One step, one day after another, until what happened in Tyrace is forgotten. 

He knew that there were many men in the empire who would have killed to have been him. Despite his failures and his losses, he was still Captain of the Dragonknights, winner of one tournament, finalist in another, one of the best swordsmen of his generation. Beloved of a beautiful woman. 

So Petrea reminded him, when they huddled together in the darkness of their secret passage. 

But the weight of what he had done lay heavy inside him. It was the finality of it that bothered him most. Whatever came next, he would always know that it had begun like this—with Marilia’s lie. 

The foundation on which the rest of his story would rest was hollow and false, just like Karthtag-Kal’s. 

And what came next? He’d accepted Marilia’s lie to the Chronicler in the hope that it would quiet Karthtag-Kal’s doubts about him and see him named prefect. But even though Marilia had turned Karthtag-Kal down, even though Karthtag-Kal had said he was ready to retire… 

Nothing. No indication that he was actually planning to hang up his sword at all. 

Maybe he’s just waiting until the celebrations are over, Annuweth tried to tell himself, but he didn’t believe it. In his heart, he knew the truth. 

Karthtag-Kal was waiting for Marilia to change her mind. 

Not just waiting—probably trying to persuade her. 

He could be very persuasive when he wanted to be. 

If she did change her mind, he’d hand her his prefect’s cloak and sword in a heartbeat. 

Then the lie would all be for nothing. Annuweth would lose the prefecture. 

That’s not all you’re afraid to lose, is it? 

Annuweth stared down at the lake, watching the smoke rise from the body of a slain razorfish without really seeing it. Petrea. He was afraid to lose Petrea. 

Long ago, he’d resigned himself to the fact that they couldn’t be together. He was a painted lady’s bastard, a mere captain, and she was the daughter of one of Navessea’s oldest and proudest bloodlines. 

And at the time, he’d been right. Annuweth Sandaros, Captain of the Dragonknights, had no chance of winning Moroweth Vergana’s approval. 

But if the Prefect of the Order of Jade—hero of the war against Tyrace—went to the emperor and asked for her hand… 

He might have a chance. 

Don’t you dare hope for it, he told himself. This will only end in heartbreak. But if there was one thing he did remember from all those hours studying Emperor Urian’s writings, it was that hope, once kindled, was a difficult flame to put back out. 

We were meant to be together, he thought. If there’s any good that’s come from all this, it’s that I can finally see that. And maybe now we can be. 

If Karthtag-Kal will just get out of the way. 

Annuweth turned to regard his foster father. The prefect was sitting only two seats down. He and Marilia exchanged a quick, familiar smile, one that made Annuweth’s chest tighten painfully. 

What are you? He asked himself. A helpless bastard child? Or a knight of Navessea? 

A knight. 

What does a knight do? Just wait for his enemies to step aside? Or does he stand up and fight for what he wants? 

Karthtag-Kal is not my enemy. He’s my father. 

He’s in your way. You can make him move out of it, though. You know how. You’ve known for a long time now. 

He felt a shiver crawl down his spine. 

All he needs is a little push. 

If I go through with this, Annuweth thought, things will never be the same between us. We can never go back to the way things were when I first came to this city—to father and son. 

He searched the depths of his heart and was surprised to realize how little he cared. 




*** 




He went to Karthtag-Kal at dusk. 

As he crossed the courtyard of the Barracks of Jade the wind struck him like a fist, whipping his hair, sending eddies of sand dancing around his ankles. The jade cloak he wore streamed out behind him. The wind tore the dust from the earth and spread it across the fading canopy of the sky, turning it a deep, fiery gold like the sun-kissed walls of Tyracium. 

Men turned to stare at him; maybe it was the purpose in his step that caught their attention. A few offered him crisp salutes, which he returned without thinking, never taking his eyes from the path ahead. Some glances lingered as he passed; curious eyes followed him as he reached the staircase at the far end of the barracks’ courtyard and began to climb. 

There were a hundred steps from the courtyard to the doors of the prefect’s villa. A hundred deep breaths, with which he tasted the city’s dust, the dry, brash heat of summer’s end. Several hundred quickened beats of his heart. He could feel the sweat running down his back. 

He stopped before the door, one step to go. 

Karthtag-Kal would be inside, just returned from a day’s work, readying himself for his evening meal. This evening, Marilia would be away, dining with Ben and Catarina. It would be just the two of them. 

It’s not too late to turn back, he thought. He almost did. 

That’s right, said a voice in his head, derisive. Turn back. Go back to standing guard and smiling. Go and wait like a good, proper boy—wait while your sister changes her mind and takes your lifelong dream away from you, while Petrea slips out of your reach. That’s what a good, honorable stoic would do. 

He gritted his teeth, raised his hand, and knocked on the door. 

Karthtag-Kal opened it. While Annuweth was dressed in his Dragonknight’s armor, his jade cloak billowing about his shoulders, Karthtag-Kal was clad in his evening wear—plain white nobleman’s robes, his feet in sandals while Annuweth’s were in armored boots. He still stood almost half a head taller than Annuweth, but it was something, at least. One small physical advantage for which he was grateful. 

“Annuweth. I was starting to wonder when you might come to visit,” Karthtag-Kal said. 

Annuweth shrugged nonchalantly. Inside, his heart was beating fast as a galley’s drum. “I thought maybe we could speak together.” 

Karthtag-Kal favored him with a warm smile. “I was planning to spend my supper going over some of the Order’s reports. I think this will be far preferable.” 

Oh, I very much doubt that, Annuweth thought, and he realized for the first time that he wasn’t sure if the quick beating of his heart was from fear or from excitement. 

They seated themselves on cushions at the end of the villa’s main hall, facing each other across the table. A servant bustled by, leaving plates of steaming summer rolls in front of them. Cups of jala juice. Forks, napkins. Karthtag-Kal began to dine. Annuweth left his food untouched. 

The gold light made dust motes dance in the air between them. The windows along the wall were half-open, and the wind stirred the hangings on the walls—water-script paintings, words from the Book of the Stoics arranged together to form landscapes and scenes of war; in the wind, the paintings seemed to come to life. Knights raised their heads to stare; horses pranced and reared. Mountains trembled and waves rose and fell. 

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you for some time,” Annuweth said, resting his hands in his lap. “But I couldn’t find the words.” He squared his shoulders, as if he were stepping out into the arena to face an adversary in a tournament. “There’s something I need to understand. The war is over. Once, you were ready to step down at its end. To hang up the prefect’s sword and walk away. But you haven’t.” 

Karthtag-Kal frowned, his dark brows drawing together. “Who told you that I would retire? I’m only fifty-two.” He chuckled. “I’ve still some strength left, boy. I’m not too old to make the climb up these stairs.” 

Annuweth felt a flash of anger, quick and hot as a kiss. Even now, even after all this time, Karthtag-Kal was still lying. 

“No,” Annuweth agreed. “But you were ready to step down, all the same. I heard you say so when you offered Marilia the prefecture.” 

To his credit, Karthtag-Kal’s face remained, for the most part, serene. But Annuweth saw him blink quickly, and his fork scraped along his plate as his hand missed its mark. He couldn’t deny that there was a certain dark pleasure to be found in the look of discomfort on Karthtag-Kal’s face. 

“I was there, father,” Annuweth said. “I heard everything.” 

“You were listening?” 

“I was in the hall on my way to see you. With my wounds, walking to see you took longer than it might have.” He shrugged. “Long enough to hear what was said behind a door that was not quite closed. It makes sense. She’s a brilliant strategist, my sister. One of the best.” He looked down at his plate. “Though I won’t pretend it doesn’t hurt, I understand that part, at least. What I don’t understand is why you haven’t retired since she turned you down, if you were so ready. You’re waiting for her to change her mind, aren’t you?” 

“Son...” Karthtag-Kal swallowed. “Maybe I simply changed my own. Maybe I realized I wasn’t ready.” 

“Maybe. But I think you’re waiting for her. I don’t think she’s going to change her mind, though. To be honest, deep in her heart, I don’t think she ever really wanted to be a knight in the first place.” 

Karthtag-Kal’s brows drew in together a second time; Annuweth recognized the look on the prefect’s face as one of disbelief. 

“Well, I mean, she did, but not for the reasons you think. She didn’t play all those games of Sharavayn and read all those strategy books because she wanted to be the emperor’s next great general. And she didn’t convince you to train her at swordplay because she enjoyed battling people. She certainly never enjoyed killing them. What she really wanted was your admiration, the same as I did. All these years, we fought each other to be your new, perfect Nelos Dartimaos. You must have known it would have shamed me—to follow under my sister’s command.” Before he’d come to the villa, he’d thought long and hard about what he would say. But these words weren’t the ones he’d prepared. They came from some place deep within him. 

“My intention was never to shame you,” Karthtag-Kal said. 

“Maybe not.” Annuweth shrugged again. “But it would have shamed me, all the same. That’s the reality of the world we live in, father. If a man chooses a sister for military command over her brother, it’s shameful for the brother. It’s not fair, maybe, but it is what it is. It seems you didn’t even consider my honor, which hurts, considering the care I’ve taken to preserve yours.” His breath was tight in his chest; his lungs felt as if they might explode. It was a moment like the start of a dragon-race, before the horn blew and the gates sprang open. All that raw power, coiling, contained behind a few inches of wicker-wood. Once the gate opened and the dragons burst free, there could be no containing them until the race had run its course. 

His next few words would be like opening that gate. They would be the end of the strained but settled truce he and Karthtag-Kal had shared. 

“What are you talking about?” Karthtag-Kal asked, giving him just the opening he needed. He delivered the fatal thrust. 

“I know your secret, father. For the past two years, I’ve known. That you lay with the emperor’s brother-by-marriage under this roof. That you let him take you like a woman. That you wished my father were alive so that he might do the same.” 

Karthtag-Kal’s hand jerked on his cup of jala juice; it fell from his grip with a clatter, rolling across the floor of the hall, a dark red stain like blood spreading among the tiles. In the dark circles of the prefect’s eyes Annuweth saw a sudden quiver, like a candle wavering before a night wind. 

At last, Karthtag-Kal was afraid. 

While the knights and prefects on the walls continued to move, stirred to life by the evening wind, Karthtag-Kal himself had gone as still and lifeless as a statue. 

There it was, Annuweth thought. Everything spoken; the last few years laid bare like a blade pulled from its sheath. 

He could feel something cold and deadly rising up inside him. Whatever had been left of his fear was gone. In its place was a feeling of release. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Karthtag-Kal said. 

We really are father and son, aren’t we? Annuweth thought. I’ve been lying for the past few weeks—but you’re the one who taught me how. No one lies quite as thoroughly or as perfectly as you do. 

“Yes, you do. All this time I kept your secret. From my sister. From Victaryn Livenneth. From Ilruyn and the emperor and all my friends. I did it because you were my father and I was your son and that meant something to me.” He rose from his cushion, looking down on his foster-father. Karthtag-Kal did not rise to meet him. Maybe he couldn’t, not yet. “I’m done with lies,” Annuweth lied. “What do you think Marilia will say when I tell her?” 

It took Karthtag-Kal several seconds to find his voice. When he did, it wasn’t the voice Annuweth knew. That voice was deep, strong, like the echo of falling stone. This one was a hoarse, feeble whisper. “Annuweth.” He looked up, imploringly, meeting Annuweth’s eyes. “Don’t. Please.” 

Annuweth’s breath froze in his chest, as if he’d just plunged beneath the waters of an icy river. Karthtag-Kal, the mighty prefect of Navessea, was begging with him. 

“What is it that you want?” Karthtag-Kal asked. 

There were so many things I wanted, Annuweth thought. But it’s too late for most of them. I’ll take the only thing you have left to give me and be content with that. 

“I don’t want anything,” he said. “I didn’t come here with some scheme to beg you for favors. I only want you to understand.” 

“Understand what?” 

“All these years, you enjoyed pitting me against my sister. There was never room enough in your heart for both. And she won.” 

“That isn’t true.” 

“Just let me finish. When you brought us to this villa, I thought you were the mightiest man I’d ever known. Like a mountain; unshakable. The perfect knight. All I wanted was to be you. Even after I found out the truth, that no one is perfect, that we all have our faults and our secrets—even you—still I tried to be what you wanted me to be. I placed near the top of every tournament. I became the youngest Captain of the Dragonknights in the history of Navessea. It wasn’t enough. After everything, when the time came for you to choose my sister, you didn’t even have the courage to tell me to my face. You owed me that much, at least. To look me in the eyes and explain.” 

He turned his back to Karthtag-Kal. He began to walk away. 

One step. 

Two steps. 

After four steps doubt began to creep in—what if Karthtag-Kal didn’t call him back, after all? What if he’d overplayed his hand? 

Seven steps. Eight. The door loomed large before him. He reached out his hand to touch it. 

And then at last he heard it: “wait.” 

Only then did he allow himself to turn. 

Karthtag-Kal was on his feet. Slowly, looking, at last, his age, he made his way across the hall towards Annuweth. His dark eyes were glassy, like the mirror-smooth darkness of midnight stone. 

“You’re right,” Karthtag-Kal said. “Everything you said is true. And I’m sorry.” 

Annuweth waited, his heart pounding. It seemed he knew his father, after all. 

The prefect seemed shrunken. As if for all these years, he’d been wearing an invisible shell of armor that had suddenly been stripped away. What lay beneath was just a weary old man with nothing left to hide. 

All those years, fighting for this man’s heart. Trying to melt himself down and re-forge himself into the image of his sister. 

It had never been worth it. 

Now maybe you know what it feels like to look small in the eyes of someone you love. 

Karthtag-Kal stepped forward and took Annuweth’s hands. “I was wrong,” he said. “You are the son of Nelos Dartimaos. You are my son, and if Emperor Vergana will heed me—which I think he will—you are the next Prefect of Navessea.” 



Chapter Thirteen 




It was one day after the end of the triumph festivities. One day before Annuweth would be named Prefect of the Order of Jade. 

The day after that, he would ask Moroweth Vergana for Petrea’s hand in marriage. 

Annuweth’s heart was beating fast. It was all he could do to keep his hands still as he stood watch over the emperor’s council. 

Stood watch—because although the emperor had accepted Karthtag-Kal’s retirement, and his recommendation, making Annuweth prefect in all but name—he was still, for the moment at least, Captain of the Dragonknights. 

Standing watch left a lot of time to think…and to worry. 

What if he says no? 

The mere request was a great risk—if Moroweth Vergana refused him, it could cost him the prefecture along with Petrea. After all, if he were emperor, would he want a spurned suitor serving as the commander of his personal bodyguards? 

No…no, I would not. 

He swallowed. Don’t think of that. You’ll cross that road when you come to it. There’s nothing you can do now except wait. 

As Marilia could have told him, patience had never exactly been his greatest virtue. 

The imperial councilors sat on cushions arranged around an oval table of polished ebon-wood. Ephrayenne, the Imperial Chronicler, scribbling away near the end of the table; Cyrdoreth, the Master of the Treasury; the Head Magistrate; the Speaker for the Senate; the Master of Ceremonies... and of course Karthtag-Kal, serving out his final days as Prefect of the Order of Jade. 

Conspicuous by his absence was the emperor’s son Rufyllys; before the war, Vergana had been in the habit of including Rufyllys in all his meetings, grooming him for the throne. 

Ilruyn was there instead. There was a curious expression on the prince’s face. Annuweth frowned; there seemed something vaguely familiar about it. It took him a moment to place—he’d seen that look before, the first time Ilruyn had, with an unexpected uppercut from the floor, bested Karthtag-Kal in the sparring chamber. A look as if he wasn’t quite sure if what he was seeing was real but wouldn’t be at all disappointed if it turned out it was. 

Annuweth frowned. Something’s wrong here. There was a tension in the room—a feeling like a dragon coiled in the grass, waiting to spring. It grew with each passing minute. 

The council talked of new taxes to be levied to pay for the games, of appointments to replace certain officials who had been lost in the war, of the composition of the Senate and a dispute between the High Priestess of Shavennya and the High Priest of Viveos. It was all routine. But there was something odd about the emperor’s voice—it sounded tight, strained, like a quavering bowstring drawn back and held too long. 

Then, at last, Emperor Vergana cleared his throat. “There is one final matter,” he said, his eyes sweeping around the table, taking in each man in turn. “I have made an amendment to the royal will.” 

Annuweth felt a flutter of apprehension in the pit of his stomach. 

“My son Ilruyn will follow after me; my other son, Rufyllys, will inherit the lands of Naxos and the wealth of House Vergana. I trust that this decision will be appropriately enforced.” 

Annuweth blinked. It was his duty to remain composed, oblivious, and he thought he managed to pull it off. Some of the others did not do as well. The Chronicler stopped writing and stared up at Vergana with his mouth hanging open. Cyrdoreth’s brows disappeared into the dark curls of his hair. Even Karthtag-Kal looked shocked. 

“You mean to say...” Cyrdoreth cleared his throat. “You mean to say that Prince Rufyllys...that he will not...” 

“I have already spoken with my sons regarding this matter earlier this morning. This is what has been decided; it is for the best.” 

Ilruyn drew himself up, taking a deep breath and squaring his shoulders as the eyes of all the councilors turned to him. He said nothing; what could be said at such a moment? He simply nodded, a gesture of acknowledgment, of confirmation. 

Annuweth’s first coherent thought was: Petrea will not like this. She will not like this at all. 

She loves Rufyllys. This will break her heart. 

Emperor Vergana rose to his feet. His hands gripped the edge of the table as he leaned in towards the councilors. He might have done it to impress upon them his seriousness—it was certainly a posture that bespoke gravity—but Annuweth saw the emperor’s right knee wobble just beneath the rim of the table, and he wondered if Vergana might not have also grabbed hold of the table as a means of steadying himself. The emperor’s recent illness had sapped his strength. 

“Thank you for your time,” Vergana said. “This meeting is adjourned.” 

The rest of the council—and Ilruyn—rose as one. 

Just like that, in the space of a couple of minutes, Navessea had a new heir. 

It was unheard of. How, Annuweth thought, did the old law go? The oldest of the emperor’s sons shall inherit the throne. But it was a law that predated the custom of adoption. And that was the question—was Ilruyn Vergana’s eldest son, or was he Senecal Ikaryn’s? Ilruyn was a unique case—Annuweth could think of no other occasions where the son of a man still living had been adopted by another father. 

“I will take a short walk in the gardens before my next meeting, Captain,” Vergana said to him, jarring him from his thoughts. 

Annuweth fell into step alongside the emperor. Afternoon sunlight carved slices out of the hallway in front of them, their shadows flickering in and out of being as they passed by the keep’s windows. 

Annuweth remembered something Petrea had told him about her father. 

Shortly after Vergana married and inherited his family’s lands in Naxos, his wife had taken a fondness to a particularly beautiful racehorse. But there was a problem; though the beast was certainly well-bred, possessed of agility and the ability to accelerate at the speed of a charging kraken, it was less suited to the long, open stretches that were the hallmark of the traditional Navessean racecourse. To the disappointment of Vergana’s wife, the animal simply didn’t have the makings of a champion. 

So Vergana had a new racecourse built, one consisting of shorter stretches and tighter turns. It cost him over seventy talents, a huge sum. Another twenty to make the new, unorthodox course become popular. 

And his wife’s horse won race after race. 

If the racecourse didn’t suit the horse, most men would buy another horse. 

Moroweth Vergana invented another sport. 

The rules? 

There could be only one answer: the rules are whatever I say they are. 

It didn’t matter what the old laws said, or what custom might seem to demand. It only mattered what Moroweth Vergana willed. 

Annuweth and Vergana wandered among the flowers. Twice, Vergana paused to cough, his shoulders shaking. Just how ill is he, really? Annuweth wondered. He was older than Karthtag-Kal by nearly a decade, a year past sixty. He’d just come through a bitter war, and while Karthtag-Kal might tout the values of a stoic lifestyle to any who would listen, Annuweth had to wonder if such an ascetic lifestyle was truly beneficial to the emperor’s health. 

They rounded a bend and Rufyllys was there, sitting on a bench. He rose. Annuweth balked; his first thought was that this was a terrible and absurd coincidence. It was only when he looked sideways at Vergana’s face that he realized that the emperor had meant to find Rufyllys here. 

“My son,” he began. 

“It’s done, then?” Rufyllys’ voice was stiff and formal. 

“I didn’t want to leave things as they were the last time we spoke, Rufyllys,” Vergana said. 

“How did you want to leave them?” Rufyllys asked. 

Vergana looked to Annuweth. “Captain, step back a few paces...” 

“No.” Rufyllys shook his head. “Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of him.” 

And to Annuweth’s surprise, Moroweth Vergana, the man Annuweth had never seen back down before anyone, gave a nod of acquiescence. “All right.” 

Rufyllys shook his head. A mirthless smile crossed his thin lips. “What more is there to say? I thought everything was...troublesomely clear.” 

“I know you see this as an insult...” 

“It is an insult.” 

“It isn’t meant as one.” 

Rufyllys raised an eyebrow skeptically. 

Vergana seated himself on the garden bench that Rufyllys had just vacated. “Sit with me,” he said. Reluctantly, Rufyllys complied. Annuweth hovered awkwardly to one side, wishing he were somewhere else. 

“I know how this must look,” Vergana said. “A sign of disrespect. Me denying you the opportunity to rule.” 

“It does look a little like that, yes,” Rufyllys mumbled. 

“Ruling isn’t an opportunity. It’s a duty. A burden.” Vergana turned his gaze up to the sky. A pair of sparrows circled overhead, toying with each other. He watched them frolic, maybe because it was less uncomfortable than looking at his son’s face. “Every day you wake up and you know that you hold thousands of lives in your hand. This empire is the greatest in the world. Viveos’ light on earth; the Empire of the Sun. It is like the tiger on the mountain, from that old rhovannon’s song.” Annuweth knew the song Vergana was referring to; Teacher had shared it with him once. One day, the tiger, while hunting, scraped its leg against a rock and began to bleed. The lesser animals, the crabs on the shore and the jackals in the grass, seeing it bleed, banded together to climb the mountain. They surrounded the tiger and killed it. “Like that tiger, like anything proud and good and worth admiring, this empire breeds envy. And envy breeds enemies. Enemies from without—the Tyracians, the Valdruk slavers, the Mountain Men to the north—and also enemies from within. Short-sighted men who look only to gratify their own vanity, no matter the cost to Navessea. The late emperor Secundyn was one such man; Senecal Ikaryn, I believe, is another—part of the reason I could not let him rule. Navessea is surrounded by jackals. The emperor is the shield that stands against them. If he falters, if he bleeds, then his enemies stop respecting him. And once he has lost that respect, he has lost his control. That control is everything.” 

Rufyllys looked down at the moss between his feet. His voice, when he spoke, was subdued. His father’s presence, Annuweth had noticed, often had that effect on him. “And you are saying I cannot command men’s respect.” 

“You are not a fighter, Rufyllys. That isn’t your strength.” 

“So now you’re telling me I do have strengths, after all?” 

“Of course you do. You always have. Do you need me to list them? Very well. You’re diligent. You’re precise. You’re clever, and a quick study. You have a good heart.” Vergana laid a hand on his son’s hunched shoulder. “You have a lot of your mother in you. And that’s not a bad thing.” 

Rufyllys said nothing. Vergana studied his face closely; Annuweth did, too. He thought he saw a change come over the prince’s features; an easing of the lines between his brow, of the tightness in his jaw. A vulnerability Annuweth had not seen in him before, one he guessed the prince kept carefully masked; in that moment, Rufyllys looked much younger than his twenty-four years. He looked like a boy, alone and filled with doubt. 

“I want you to understand I am not trying to punish you,” Vergana said. “Punish you for what?” He snorted. “For being born sick? For being born frail? None of us has a say in how the Fates spin their threads.” 

“I thought you hated me for it,” Rufyllys said quietly. 

“I never hated you.” Vergana took a deep breath. “I am only trying to do...” 

“What’s right for Navessea?” 

“And for you, though you may not see it. Whoever follows me will have to contend with Tyrace. Even though the war is over, even though their fleet is burned and much of their best aeder lies in our hands, still this peace we have won is a fragile thing. If it breaks, do you really want to be the one to call the legions? To lead our armies? I am giving you the chance use your strengths, to be a councilor and a poet, whatever you want—to live your life free of this burden.” 

“Do you want to know the truth, father?” Rufyllys rose from the bench and turned to face the emperor. “I never really wanted the crown. I used to have nightmares about it when I was a boy. I used to dream I was standing in front of the Senate, that all those men in their white robes were looking at me, waiting for me to speak…and I didn’t know what to say.” His voice was choked with emotion. “All I really wanted was your respect.” 

“You have it,” Vergana assured him. But Annuweth noticed that he did not look his son in the eye as he said it. He knew the look in Vergana’s eye; after all, he thought, with a touch of simmering anger, he’d seen it often enough in Karthtag-Kal’s. 

He wondered who Vergana was lying to—Rufyllys, or himself. 

Rufyllys swallowed. “I know I’m not what you wanted me to be…” he began. 

“None of that. You are the blood of the House Vergana,” the emperor said, taking his feet. “You are my son.” He moved to embrace Rufyllys, and the prince did not shy away. “You are my son,” Vergana repeated. Annuweth looked away. He had the feeling that he was intruding on something bare and private, as if he had taken a wrong turn in the bath-house and entered the room meant for women. He turned his eyes to the ground between his feet. 

“I suppose…” Rufyllys pulled away. “I suppose being a councilor does have some appeal,” he admitted in a small voice. 

“You will do great work for the future of this empire,” Vergana said with an uncharacteristically gentle smile. “I know it.” 

Annuweth recalled what Petra had told him about her father. He likes to order the world as he will, to make everyone dance from his fingertips like a rhovanna’s puppets. It seemed as though Rufyllys was dancing now just the way the old emperor wanted. Annuweth tried to keep the disgust from his face. It wasn’t right—that this man could disinherit his own son and still have things end like this—all (for the most part, at least) forgiven, the past’s wounds closed over with hardly a scab, father and son teary-eyed in each other’s arms. 

“Forgive me, father,” Rufyllys said, bowing his head. “I think I need a moment alone.” 

“Of course,” Vergana nodded. “Enjoy the garden. The gods know it’s a beautiful day for it.” 

But as Vergana turned Annuweth’s way, Annuweth realized that perhaps he had been too quick to rush to judgment; perhaps it was not so clear who had been manipulating whom. Over Vergana’s shoulder, he caught sight of the prince’s face. The sparkle of unshed tears was gone, vanished as if it had never been. So too were the tremble in his chin, the stoop of his shoulders. The young, lost boy that had stood there a moment before had disappeared and something quite different stood there in his place. The stare Rufyllys leveled at Vergana’s retreating back was not the feeble, servile one he’d worn before, but one that was hard, and cold, and calculating, his dark eyes like the smooth surface of two freshly minted coins. 

Annuweth felt a chill creep down his spine. It was a look he’d seen a few times before, in those rare moments when Petrea’s cheerful façade cracked and he caught a glimpse of the anger that lay beneath. A reminder, if he’d needed one, that the two were of a kind—brother and sister in more than just name. 

He turned and followed Vergana back through the garden. 

“Will you...will you retire, your majesty?” Annuweth asked, tentatively. 

“I think I will,” Vergana answered. He paused beside a pool of water—the very same, Annuweth realized with an uncomfortable lurch in his stomach—where he and Petrea had first made love a year ago. 

Vergana paused to stare down at his reflection in the water. “Does my decision surprise you, Captain?” he asked. 

The question took Annuweth by surprise. “I...I suppose I was not expecting it, your majesty,” he answered carefully. 

“It was my own ancestor, Neravan Vergana, who wrote that war reveals to us our inner truths...even the ones we sought to hide from ourselves,” Vergana said quietly, almost as though he were speaking to himself. “Well, I suppose I learned a few things during this one.” 

Annuweth frowned, trying to figure out what, exactly, the man was talking about. Ilruyn, he supposed; lost at sea, captured by the Tyracians. All those weeks, never knowing if Vergana would ever see him again... 

He supposed he could see how that experience might have shaped today’s decision. 

Absently, Vergana plucked a white lily from the edge of the pool, turning it between his fingers. He cast it out onto the water, watched it drift there. “On Naxos, during a child’s nameday, there are these special wafers that we eat. They bake them in an oven and wrap them around arandon berries and kwammakin jam. If they are too thick, they never taste quite right. The trick is to get them thin.” Vergana held up his thumb and forefinger in a pinching motion. “But if you roll them too much—if you push them too hard—they start to tear. And at that point, if you try to re-shape them, if you fold over the tears and try to keep going—it just tears more and more.” 

Annuweth stared at him. What is this? He thought. Bad poetry? “Yes, your majesty,” he said automatically. 

“I pushed Rufyllys too hard, I think. I was hard on him from the start—harder, maybe, than was needed. I see that now. He’s not a bad boy. He has a kind heart. He has a lot of his mother in him. Sometimes, when I look at him, I can see a little of her looking back.” 

“Yes, your majesty.” 

“He will understand, I think,” Vergana said. “He raged at first—his pride was stung. But pride is the one wound that needs no physick to heal.” 

You’re wrong. Pride is the deepest wound of all, Annuweth thought, but did not say. “Did Neravan Vergana write that as well, your majesty?” 

Vergana nodded. “He did. He was a great man. A wise man, who always tried to do what was right. The greatest good, the least suffering. I’ve tried to mold myself in his image. I’ve always done what I thought best for Navessea. No matter what I had to give up along the way.” He sighed. “In time, the sting will heal. Rufyllys is no fool; he will come to see the truth, as I have seen it. He and Ilruyn are stronger together. That’s what I hope for them, you know. The sword and the pen. Together, they could usher in a new era—a better one than what came before. The blood of House Vergana will make for a better line of rulers than the mad spirit of House Secundyn.” 

“But, your majesty…wouldn’t it be the blood of House Ikaryn?” It was a less than prudent remark, but he found that he couldn’t resist. 

But Vergana looked unperturbed. “Both. I mean to join our houses, once and for all. Ilruyn will take the throne, and Petrea will sit at his side.” 

And at last, Annuweth understood the full, terrible extent of Moroweth Vergana’s plan. 

No, he thought. No, no, no... 

He stood there, the same bland, stupid expression on his face, while inside, he felt as if his legs had been cut off at the knees. 

Anything but that! he wanted to scream. Please. Don’t do this to her. Don’t you know how much she detests him? 

Moroweth Vergana calmly watched the white lily dance on the surface of the pond. Annuweth wanted to draw his sword, wanted to run it through the emperor’s back, watch Vergana cough blood all over his well-pressed white robes. Watch the dragon crown fall from his head and roll down into the water. 

“Well. I think I could use a little rest,” Vergana said. He turned to face Annuweth. “Congratulations on your appointment, Captain…prefect-to-be. Take the rest of the day off. It’s a pleasant afternoon, and you should enjoy it.” 

From somewhere very far away, Annuweth heard a voice—his voice—say, “yes, your majesty. Thank you.” 



Chapter Fourteen 




Annuweth stood in the midnight garden. Behind him, the trees rustled in the wind. Ahead the lights of the city winked out, fading one by one into darkness like spirits claimed by the Fates, their threads severed. 

Below him, Almaria’s River rushed on its way, heedless of him, heedless of any of them, the sickle shape of the moon contorting on the surface of the water, distorted by the current. It roared in his ears; the pulse of the city, endless, eternal, speeding on its swift path to nowhere. 

He could feel the pain he knew Petrea was feeling as a physical presence inside him. The bite went almost as deep as the wound left by the Graver’s blade. 

One thing he knew—his days as prefect were numbered. There was no way he could get up each day and attend Ilruyn’s councils and command his knights while Petrea sat and dined and slept at his side. 

He laughed, a harsh, bitter sound. All that effort, all that rivalry with his sister, and in the end, it turned out that his prefecture would be the shortest in the history of the empire. He’d have to hand in his cloak. He could never serve Ilruyn, not knowing the cost. 

He caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye. 

She stepped towards him, wearing a black dress with a fiery red sash around her waist. 

“Petrea...” he said brokenly. 

Her eyes were hot with fury. Her hands trembled at her sides. “My father,” she hissed. “I hate him. I hate him. You know, for years, I feared this, exactly this, but I thought no, you’re being paranoid, it can’t really happen, it’s too fucking absurd.” Her lip curled. A tremor rocked her body. “I can’t do it, Annuweth. To be his wife, to lie with him—after what he did to my brother—it makes me sick.” 

It made Annuweth feel sick, too. The sickness was like a ball of oily slime in his stomach, heavy as a block of lead. 

“How long do we have?” 

“He won’t let it happen until the triumph is over…” 

Of course. Moroweth Vergana was a man who stood on tradition, and tradition said that a marriage that occurred during a time meant to honor those fallen in battle was cursed—and it would be especially inopportune given that one of those fallen was the emperor’s own brother-by-marriage. But the triumph would be over soon. And then there would be nothing standing in Vergana’s way. 

He held her close. He felt the slow, steady warmth of her in his arms like the dying glow of a campfire. Her head nestled beneath his chin, and he could smell the jasmine in her hair. 

“This world is shit,” Petrea whispered. 

He said nothing; he could not disagree. 

“What if we could make our own world? Rufyllys would be emperor, you would be his prefect, and I would be your wife.” 

“If only it were so,” Annuweth said hollowly. 

She tore from him suddenly, her eyes fierce, a look on her face that he had never seen before. “Why couldn’t it be that way?” 

“Because it’s impossible.” 

“Is it?” 

“Yes.” He frowned. “Yes,” he said again, only this time he wasn’t as sure. 

“My father is ill...worse than everyone knows. He tries to hide it, but I can tell. He’s dying, Annuweth.” 

“That’s impossible,” Annuweth said again, his throat dry. “He said he was getting better.” 

“Appearances can be deceiving. The truth is, he’s in denial, but I think even he’s starting to realize that he hasn’t got long.” 

“He would have...he would have said something...” 

“No, he wouldn’t. Not even to his own family. The only reason I know is because I make it my business to know things. Do you really think he would say anything to anyone else until the last possible moment? You know how proud he is.” 

“But…the wedding…if he was really dying, wouldn’t he want to see you married first?” 

“You know it’s bad fortune—to have a wedding during a triumph. The spirits of the dead wouldn’t like it, and my father cares very much what his ancestors think of him. Yes, he could have rush to see us wed, but that would mean Zantos beat him…forced his hand. Besides, he doesn’t think he needs to hurry. He knows Ilruyn and his council will do whatever he writes in his damned will. If he says he wants me to marry Ilruyn, well, that’s what will happen…unless someone does something to stop it.” 

“By the gods, Petrea…stop it how? Even if it’s true about your father, there’s still Ilruyn…” 

“Doesn’t the ancient law of Navessea suggest that the emperor can only name an heir if he has no son to follow him? Otherwise the oldest son inherits the throne. Rufyllys is the oldest son, because Ilruyn isn’t really my father’s child at all; he’s Senecal’s.” 

“That’s one interpretation, I suppose,” Annuweth said. “Interpretations only matter if you can get the world to go along with them.” 

“Well...” Petrea said slowly. She was no longer looking at him. She was staring at the stars. They stared back, filling her eyes until they glittered like two sharpened pieces of midnight stone. “What about that, then?” 

“What about what?” 

“What if everyone preferred my interpretation over my father’s? Well, it wouldn’t be everyone, of course...Ilruyn has too many friends for that. But it wouldn’t have to be everyone, would it? Only the right people.” 

“Who are the right people?” 

She frowned, tugging at the strands of her hair. “There’s an old edict, derived from the Book of the Gods, that says the Senate has a duty to try to prevent usurpers from inheriting the throne. A usurper’s right is forfeit,” she quoted, chewing her lip. “Once Rufyllys is crowned, our enemies could try to make use of that law to brand my brother a traitor, to have him cast down and replaced. That’s why we’d need to make sure our power in this city—and the rest of the empire—is firm before we act. Taking a throne is no good unless you can hold it. So…who would we need to hold the throne?” 

“I’m not sure,” Annuweth said numbly. At that moment, any complex thought felt far beyond him. His chest had gone tight; he was struggling to even breathe. 

Petrea suffered from no such debility. The more she spoke, the faster her words came, his own mind racing desperately to keep pace. “Cyrdoreth, the Master of the Treasury. He’s very wealthy and has a lot of influence with the Senate. Governor Gurges of Korennis; his sister is the High Priestess, one of the two people responsible for crowning the new emperor; her support would carry a lot of weight. Governor Gurges also has a lot of ships. A large navy is always rather persuasive. Speaking of ships, there’s the Harbormaster of Osurris. Together, their fleet is quite a bit larger than Senecal’s...that would be enough to deter him from stirring up any trouble, I’d guess.” 

“What makes you think they’d…” 

“Help us? Ilruyn crippled Cyrdoreth’s eldest son in a tournament; I doubt the Cyrdoreth family has much love for him. They’d side with us. As for the Gurges, if we betrothed Rufyllys to their daughter, that would seal the deal there. And the Harbormaster, well, a little blackmail could do the trick. I happen to know a scandalous secret about the man and his brother’s wife.” Petrea began to pace, faster and faster, like a razorfish circling a swamped ship. Annuweth watched her. Before his eyes, she had transformed herself into something new, something unrecognizable. It seemed incredible to him that only moments before he had thought her weak and frightened. “I’d guess the Suryn family would help us, too…they’re the ones who handed Ilruyn over to Vergana in the first place…even though it worked out well for him, it was a betrayal, and I don’t think he’s ever really forgiven them for it. They have to know they’d fare better with Rufyllys. Lord Suryn is the Governor of Surennis right now. That’s a very sizable army right there.” 

Annuweth stared at her. “Are you serious?” 

“In Tyrace, the Fates tried to break you. Now they’re trying to break us. That’s what they do—they find things that are good and take them away. They won’t just let you have anything. You have to fight them, every step. You have to take what you can, when you can. You already know that. We can do it, Annuweth.” She smiled. “We have the Order of Jade on our side.” 

Annuweth took a step back. Treason, he thought, his mind racing. His palms were slick with sweat. She’s talking about treason. 

She looked him in the eye. “Annuweth,” she said. “I need you with me.” 

“Just…just give me a moment…” He felt as if he was falling, plummeting down over the edge of the gardens into the depths of the river below, and there was nothing to stop that fall, nothing to grab onto. 

His mind had never been as quick as hers, and it was flagging badly now. By the Fates, he couldn’t think. It reminded him of how he’d felt hunched over one of Teacher’s tomes, staring at those cold white pages with their hundreds of tiny letters. 

If you do this, Karthtag-Kal will never forgive you. He’d never forgive you for even thinking it. Neither will Marilia. They just made you prefect. If you take your cloak and your green aeder sword and you use them for this…if you turn on Ilruyn and the emperor…you’re dead to them. Forever. 

Not just them… 

Ben. Catarina. Stellos. Camilline. Septakim. All Karthtag-Kal’s friends, all those who hold him, or Ilruyn, dear. 

“We could try to talk to him…” he said hoarsely. 

“To who?” 

“To Ilruyn…” 

“And say what?” Petrea shook her head. “Don’t you see? This is everything he’s ever wanted. He wants the crown…that’s the reason he never went back to Senecal, even after he turned twenty, even after he was free to leave…and he wants me. He doesn’t know I know, but one day, in the bath-house, I caught him alone, whispering my name and…you know…” 

“By the spirits…” Annuweth muttered. 

“And he’s so close to getting it…if you ask him for my hand, he’ll know you love me and he’ll just send you away, and that will be the end of it…trust me, I know. Please, Annuweth.” 

Petrea stared at him, and the look in her eyes made his throat grow tight so that each breath was an effort, like drawing water from the desert sand. Here she was, this beautiful woman he loved more than anything, standing in front of him and asking for his help. She had stood by him before when he was alone; she had been his rock in the storm. This time, it was she who needed him to help her. 

You swore an oath, a voice in his head reminded him. Honor, duty, justice. You swore an oath to serve your emperor. 

Yes, he’d sworn an oath. He’d sworn a lot of oaths. But the world was too big to do right by everyone. Whatever he did, someone would end up hurt. Whatever promise he broke or kept, someone would pay for it. 

There are no perfect knights. 

What about Ilruyn? He’s always been kind to you. He thinks of you as his friend. 

Annuweth closed his eyes. A low growl rose from the back of his throat. He remembered Rufyllys, cowed and humiliated as he was forced to swallow Vergana’s insult. He pictured Petrea, her body naked and open beneath Ilruyn’s strong hands, her eyes closed, doing her best to pretend she was somewhere—anywhere—else. 

He hurt the woman I love, and that woman’s brother. He came into her family and ripped it apart from the inside. He could have helped Rufyllys, lifted him up…instead he helped tear him down. He could have gone back to Senecal and the Sunset Isles, but instead he stayed in the capitol…always making excuses. He stayed because of his friends…or his Sharavayn club…or because he liked being in the center of government…or because of the threat of war with Tyrace…or because he thought he could find a better wife in Ulvannis…there was always some reason why he didn’t just go back to his own true family. But now you see the truth, don’t you? He stayed because he knew Moroweth Vergana could offer him more than his true father ever could. 

Sure, Ilruyn had always been pleasant—it didn’t cost you much to be pleasant or gracious when you were Navessea’s golden child. 

In a way—in a lot of ways, actually—Ilruyn reminded him of Marilia. 

He opened his eyes and hardened his heart. 

Fuck Ilruyn. 

“Can you really do it?” he asked her. 

“You know who I am,” Petrea said. 

She was the cleverest woman he knew, besides his sister. Perhaps even including her; Petrea’s cunning was of a different kind, meant not for battlefields but for villas and council halls. 

“I know.” 

“Then you know I can do it.” And he knew she meant every word. 

He hadn’t been able to save the men under his command, or his friends in the pillow house—the Fates hadn’t let him. But he could still help Petrea. 

There was a lot that he didn’t know and didn’t understand. But there were some things that were beautifully simple. He loved her and she loved him, and against that his doubt was nothing at all. 

“I’m with you,” he said. 

He was sick to death of men like Karthtag-Kal and Moroweth Vergana—noble, proud, insufferable men who thought they knew what was best for everyone around them. They’d had their turn in the sun; now it was time for a change. 

It’s our turn: the dispossessed, the shadow children. The ones you were ready to push aside because we were good, but not quite good enough. Or, at least, that’s what you told yourselves. The truth is, we were always more than a match for you. 

People like Marilia, Karthtag-Kal, Moroweth Vergana and Ilruyn thought their honor was a strength, but it wasn’t; what the Graver had been able to do to Marilia in Tyracium had proved that clearly enough. All honor meant was that you were fighting with one hand tied behind your back. 

He looked at Petrea. While we...we have nothing holding us back. 

“Promise me,” Petrea said. 

“I swear it,” Annuweth said. “I said it before, remember? I’m yours.” 

“Oh, Annuweth…” She threw herself against him, her kisses feral, urgent. The bare skin of her thighs hugged his waist. They fell together to the grass and he was already inside her, her gasp tickling his face, the warmth of her around him like the embrace of a spirit. 

He whispered in her ear: “us against the world.” 



Chapter Fifteen 




On the final day of the triumph festivities came one last feast in the great hall of the Jade Keep. There were more fire-dancers, singers, and—perhaps in Marilia’s honor—even a group of Svartennans who performed the Mountain Song, the drums and reed flutes echoing through the emperor’s throne room. 

Marilia sat watching the fire-dancers spin. She grabbed at happiness, but it slipped away like a child playing a game of hide-and-seek. For a moment, she felt panic wash over her, a tight grip on her chest like a kraken’s arms closing around her. The hall was too full of candle-smoke. She could feel it crawling across her skin, like the spirits of Tyrace’s dead come to call. 

“I think I need some air,” she muttered. She got to her feet. 

She made her way out into the garden. She found Karthtag-Kal standing on the gazebo, his hands on the railing, staring down at the fast-flowing stream as cherry-blossom petals danced around his ankles. 

“Listen…” she began. “About what you said before…in the armory…” 

“It’s all right,” Karthtag-Kal said. “I understand your decision.” 

That was what she’d wanted him to say. What she’d come to him hoping—needing—to hear: that she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. That she would be all right on Svartennos. 

Well, now he’s said it. Don’t you feel better? 

She didn’t. 

He turned to face her. She frowned; something seemed off about him. There was a far-away look in his eyes, and his shoulders looked stooped with weariness, though as far as she knew his day had not been particularly taxing. “I did as you wanted,” he told her. “I passed Annuweth’s name on to the emperor. You were right; he will make a good prefect.” 

Marilia blinked. She felt as though the floor of the gazebo had suddenly given way under her and left her dangling in the open air above the stream. “Oh,” she said. “Well…that’s good. I’m glad.” 

“Daughter, I…I’ve tried to raise you both the best I can, and I know…I haven’t always been perfect. But the gods know I’ve tried. That’s all any of us can do, isn’t it? Their best?” 

Feeling numb, she reached out and touched his hand. “I couldn’t ask for any better father,” she said truthfully. His eyes glistened as he swallowed. 

“Forgive me, father. I…I think I’m going to head back inside.” 

“But you only just got here.” 

“I know, I…I just needed a quick breath of air. That’s all.” She smiled tightly. 

This is exactly what you wanted, isn’t it? She asked herself, furious, as she made her way back into the great hall. This is what you chose. Don’t tell me you have regrets, Lady Chrysathamere? 

You weren’t thinking of changing your mind, were you? 

Her jaw tightened. 

Of course not, she thought. I wouldn’t do that to Annuweth. There was never a chance of that happening. Besides, I’m tired of fighting. 

“Lady Sandara.” She turned. An old woman in a plain white robe was making her way towards her through the crowd. Her face was deeply lined, and her voice sounded like the wind gusting through a thicket of wicker-wood branches. Marilia had seen her before; she was one of the Elders of Svartennos. 

Marilia went to her and clasped the Elder’s hand in her own. “We’ve met before, I believe, though you do not know my name,” the Elder said. “I am Narinia, the voice of the Council of Elders of Svartennos City.” 

Voice of the Council...Marilia frowned. “What about Patos?” 

“Patos is with his ancestors now,” Narinia answered. “He took ill shortly after you left Svartennos’ shores. He lived to see the war’s end, and I think for that he was most grateful.” 

Marilia bit her lip. “I...I am sorry. I had not heard.” 

“I was chosen to take his place. I think I have you to thank for that.” Narinia’s eyes twinkled. She lowered her voice. “Usually, they’d choose a man, but I suppose good judgment counts for something. Between the two of us, I always thought you had it in you, Lady Chrysathamere. I’m glad to see I was right.” 

“Thank you,” Marilia said through a lump in her throat. 

“I don’t know what plans you have,” Narinia said. “I imagine there are a great many young men of the island who would be honored to call you wife. Perhaps some beyond the island, as well. But I want you to know that if you seek a place with us, our doors are open. No matter that taking someone your age would, I admit, be stretching the word Elder a bit.” She smiled. “There’s no need to decide now, of course. Take your time. Think it over.” 

Marilia didn’t want to think it over. She was afraid of where thinking might lead; as far she could tell, probably only to doubt and heartache. She knew the answer she needed, the one that would quiet, once and for all, that damned voice inside her head. “Yes,” she said. “I want to do it. I want to join the Elders.” 

Narinia beamed at her. “Excellent,” she said. “We will be happy to have you.” 




*** 




The day after the festivities ended, while Marilia and the rest of the contingent from Svartennos were beginning their preparations to return home, came the announcement, like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky: Karthtag-Kal was resigning from his position as prefect, and Emperor Vergana had chosen Annuweth to replace him. 

The following day, the men of the Order of Jade—those who had survived the disastrous battle against the Tyracians in Dane—assembled in the courtyard below the prefect’s villa. Besides the knights of the Order, Marilia—as Karthtag-Kal’s only living family, besides Annuweth—was the only one there. 

She stood on the villa’s balcony and watched as Karthtag-Kal stepped out before his men. He stood alone atop the villa’s stairs, the wind stirring the graying hairs of his head. He took a slow breath, as if to steady himself, and began to slowly descend, one step at a time. She counted silently to herself. Twenty-six...twenty-seven...twenty-eight... 

As he reached the fiftieth step, the men of the Order moved as one. The knights he had led for over a decade and fought alongside for the past twenty-five years drew their swords as one and raised them to the sky—a final, heartfelt salute. Karthtag-Kal continued his descent to a sound like a drum beating—the sound of almost two thousand men beating their fists against their armored chests, the heartbeat of the Order, the same beat that had echoed in Karthtag-Kal’s chest all these years. 

As was custom, the emperor had presented Karthtag-Kal with a generous stipend, a reward for his long years of service—more than enough to live out the rest of his life in peace. But Marilia couldn’t help but think, as she looked at him, that he was not at peace. She did not miss the glance he threw back up the steps he had just descended, a glance that lingered perhaps a moment too long, before he turned and made his way through the crowd. 

The knights parted before him. Their swords formed a canopy above his head, the green blades as bright in the sun as the spring grass in the fields of Svartennos. 

At the end of the courtyard of the Barracks of Jade stood Annuweth. Dressed in Nelos Dartimaos’ armor, with Nelos Dartimaos’ sword belted at his hip, he looked a mighty figure indeed. Besides the scar on his face (all but invisible from this distance), there was nothing to show that, not so long ago, he had lain at the Gates of Death. Tall, handsome, perfect as a child’s dream. Karthtag-Kal stopped before him. If any words were said, they were lost in the wind. Karthtag-Kal un-clasped his prefect’s cloak and laid it across Annuweth’s shoulders. 

“All hail Karthtag-Kal Sandaros, prefect that was!” Stellos, Karthtag-Kal’s steward—and now Annuweth’s—shouted the words from atop the barracks’ battlements. 

“All hail!” the knights cried in one voice. 

“All hail,” Marilia whispered. 

“All hail Annuweth Sandaros, prefect that shall be!” 

“All hail!” 

Just as she had at the triumph, she tried her best to summon a feeling of joy. And just as it had then, it eluded her. 

The voice in her head would not let her be so easily. 

It could be you standing there. Maybe it should be. 

She drew her arms tight around herself; the last days of summer were over, and the wind had turned chill. The knights of the Order lowered their swords and stamped their feet once, a final, echoing blow that reverberated in the stones beneath her feet, that made the railing tremble beneath her hands; a last beat before silence, like the closing of a door. 




*** 




Marilia ran through the dark. The water was up to her thighs; the river’s current was swift and strong and she stumbled several times. She ran on beneath the red ruin of the sky, through the mist that clung to her skin. Ahead, through the shadows of the fog, a woman in a pale silk dress floated on the surface of the water. Her chest rose and fell slowly, evenly; the steady, heedless breathing of one asleep. 

Marilia called out to her to wake, but her voice was swallowed by the sound of the river like a candle in the fog. 

The river’s sound grew louder. Marilia’s legs burned. She fell; her hand sinking into the mud of the riverbed. It throbbed around her, hungrily; it closed upon her wrist like a vice, threatening to suck her in. With a cry, she tore free, her hand dripping red. 

There were more bodies on the water now, a whole host of them, spinning like water lilies as the current tossed them at its whim. 

“Wake up!” she screamed. “Wake up!” 

The closest opened her eyes and raised her head. Her face flickered like candle-fire before Marilia’s eyes; it changed. It was Saleema’s, and Tyreesha’s, and Raquella’s, and the face of the Tyracian girl she’d seen trampled beneath the hooves of one of her knight’s horses. It was her mother’s face. It was her own. 

Out of the mist at the river’s end a vast shadow rose, detaching itself from the lesser shadows around it. Marilia’s heart froze in her chest. She tried to shout a warning, but the shadow swung its sword and with a single blow it cut the woman down. She fell and was swallowed by the water. 

The shadow walked among the bodies, its sword falling like a hammer, scattering their limbs along the rough grass of the riverbank. It moved at leisure, working its way towards her with the easy pace of a yoba grazing its way across a field. It stopped in front of her. She tried to run, but her legs had sunken deep into the mud and she could not turn away. 

Marilia sprang awake and rolled out of bed, reaching for her sword. But her sword was gone, broken and hanging on Karthtag-Kal’s wall. 




*** 




Marilia spent the next several days traveling between visits with Ben and Catarina, visits at the Jade Keep (at the insistence of Ilruyn and Vergana, who had questions about the war) and training with Narinia and the three other Elders who had accompanied her to Ulvannis. In a borrowed room inside the Jade Keep, they taught her the words of the Mountain Song and the laws of Svartennos. Soon enough, Narinia assured her, she would have the chance to see what it was like to put her newfound knowledge into practice. 

When she had a spare moment, she wandered the Jade Keep’s gardens and tried her hand at water-script painting. It relieved her to find that even after a long while out of practice, her skill had not eroded. 

She even tried leafing through the books of Karthtag-Kal’s library. But the memory of how the Chronicler had cheated her, had left out the deaths of the painted ladies in Oba’al’s pillow house and the slaughter in Tyracium’s streets, made her put the books aside almost as soon as she’d cracked the pages. 

Before she knew it, the time had come for her to leave again. 

She took down the water-script paintings from the walls of her room, put her Sharavayn figurines into their box, and bundled her dresses, sashes and her scratched, blue-painted armor into a chest at the foot of her bed. 

The morning of her departure she rose early. She made her way to the villa’s shrine and sat among the candles, breathing in the familiar smoke while the sky slowly brightened outside the window. 

After a while, there came a knock at the door. When she rose and slid it open, Karthtag-Kal stood there, a wooden box tucked under one arm. 

“You’re up early,” she said. 

“As are you.” 

“I couldn’t sleep well.” 

“Well,” Karthtag-Kal said with a shrug. “Since we’re both awake...” 

He shook the box and it rattled; she realized what was inside. Sharavayn pieces. “I thought you might care for one last game before you go. Like old times.” 

They seated themselves in the main hall. The sky beyond the windows was still gray and dark; she had to lean in close to properly see the figures. 

As she set her last piece—her commander—down, she paused to study Karthtag-Kal’s face. The fringe of dark hair around his balding head had turned gray; there were deep creases beneath his eyes and at the corners of his mouth. Where before, due to his size and strength and vigor, he’d always seemed younger than his years, he now looked older. He was still shy of fifty-three, but he might have been a decade past that. It was more than the lines on his face, though; it was something in the way he carried himself, the way he hunched over the board, as if bowed beneath a heavy wind. 

“Where will you go next?” she asked as she reached down to move one of her figures. “Have you decided?” 

“Well.” Karthtag-Kal pursed his lips, considering the army arrayed before him. “I was thinking to do a little traveling. As to where...Livenneth always spoke very highly of the Sunset Isles’ beauty, but Senecal is still governor there, and I don’t think he’d be very happy to see me.” 

“Who cares what he thinks?” She bristled, remembering Senecal’s tight, cruel smile. 

“Well, my rank being what it is, Senecal would be obliged to host me in his villa. I was looking for a peaceful stay, and sleeping beneath the roof of a host who’d like nothing more than for me to leap off a cliff isn’t my idea of peaceful.” 

“So where, then?” 

“I was thinking...Naxos. The Vergana homeland. It may not be the Sunset Isles, but the way Livenneth and the Emperor always described it...I think it would be nice to finally see it. After that, maybe I’ll come pay you a visit on Svartennos.” He smiled. “We have all the time in the world, don’t we?” 

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose we do. I’d like that…a visit, I mean.” 

The wind began to howl outside the window—the tail end of some northern storm that had swept in off the sea. It reminded her of her early days on Svartennos, which was not without reason called the Windy Isle. During one of her early rides, she hadn’t thought to bind her hair back, and the wind had left it so tangled that she’d broken one of her best combs trying to sort it out. It had taken Camilline’s help to put it right. 

Marilia’s mouth went dry. Camilline… 

She and Camilline hadn’t spoken since that evening in the emperor’s garden. In a matter of days, the two of them would stand face-to-face again; they would be sharing the same ship home. Catarina had made the travel arrangements; it made sense that she’d put the two close friends together. Catarina had thought she was doing the two of them a favor; Marilia hadn’t had the heart to admit to her that she’d been avoiding her best friend for the past few weeks. 

You can’t run from this forever. You’ve got to talk to her. It might as well be now. But what could she say? How could she even begin to explain what was in her heart? 

And then there was Annuweth. She had tried to bring him closer, but he was farther away than he had ever been. Now she had only one final breakfast left with her brother, and then a quick farewell—not enough time to mend something that had been years in the breaking, even if she tried. 

“Are you all right?” Karthtag-Kal asked. 

Marilia blinked. She’d become distracted—Karthtag-Kal’s cavalry had begun to envelop her right flank, while her left was in danger of being smashed by a sudden advance of his infantry reserves. It wasn’t a dire situation yet—nothing she couldn’t fix, nothing she hadn’t fought her way out of before—but if she didn’t keep her focus, it could easily become a losing game. She turned her mind back to the match. 

During her earliest games with One-Eye back in the pillow house, Marilia had discovered that she had a knack for seeing how all the pieces on a board—or in this case, the floor—fit together. The order in the chaos. Each piece bound to the others by invisible threads, like an intricately-formed spider’s web. Each movement altering the web’s shape, its pattern. The art was knowing where to pull and when and how far, how much stress the structure of her miniature army could bear without breaking. 

She narrowed her eyes, driving away thoughts of Annuweth and Camilline, falling back into the flow of the game. She warded off Karthtag-Kal’s knights on her right flank with a sudden charge of her own cavalry reserves, sent her light horsemen around to attack him on the opposite side, re-directed her spearmen to plug the widening gap in the center of her formation. 

“That’s the daughter I know,” Karthtag-Kal chuckled. 

But he was wrong. 

Just the simple act of fending off his attack had left Marilia’s mind scrambled; her head buzzed as if a million shards of stone were rattling around inside her skull. She tried to follow the threads of the game, but they were faint and out of reach. Something was missing—some spark that had lit a fire within her, that had cut like a white-hot knife through the chaos and let her see the game with clear eyes. Something was blocking her. And the harder she focused, the more the game resisted her. 

Before she had looked at the figurines and seen armies, heroes out of the chroniclers’ tales dancing at her fingertips. Now all she saw was a few dozen lifeless blocks of wood. 

A wall had sprung up inside her head, and she sensed that if she could only break through it, tear it down, she could find the game again. 

But trying to break through it was like pounding at stone with her fists. 

Karthtag-Kal frowned, puzzled. 

Come on, she urged herself. You are better than this. You are the Lady Chrysathamere. 

Or at least, she had been. 

As she watched Karthtag-Kal’s pieces demolish the pitiful remains of her army, she wondered what, exactly, she was now. 

She stared at the clutter of tiny pieces, disquieted. It wasn’t so much that she had lost—Karthtag-Kal was, after all, one of the city’s best Sharavayn players—but rather how badly she had lost. Though she’d held her own at the outset, she had quickly lost her way, and it would be a stretch to call the game anything resembling close. 

“Well,” Karthtag-Kal said with an amiable shrug, “even the best players can’t win every time, can they? Come.” He rose and offered her his hand, helping her to her feet. 

They stood for a moment in the doorway of the shrine. “Whatever happens, I will always be there for you,” he promised. 

“I know,” she said. She followed him out into the hall. 

Annuweth joined them for one final breakfast. It was a mostly silent affair, just as it had been the last time she’d left for Svartennos. When it was over, they made their way out onto the villa steps. A carriage was waiting below. 

She embraced Karthtag-Kal first. Then she and Annuweth faced each other at the top of the steps. In his green yoba-shell armor, he looked just as handsome as he had the day Karthtag-Kal had wrapped the prefect’s cloak around his shoulders. “I will miss you, Marilia,” he said. 

“And I will miss you.” She searched his face—not even sure what she was searching for, but sure that she would know it when she found it. 

She didn’t. 

“You will always have my love,” Annuweth said, touching her hand. Yet his voice was stiff, as if the words were spoken in some language with which he was not quite familiar. As though he were a rhovannon, acting out the part that had been prepared for him without fully believing it. 

“Congratulations on your new appointment,” she said, and her voice sounded almost as stiff as his did. “You will make a fine prefect.” 

“Thank you. I wish we had more time.” 

“Well, we will. Elders of Svartennos can travel, you know. I’ll come to visit you soon.” 

Something moved quickly across Annuweth’s face. She might almost have imagined it was pain. 

When he spoke next, the stiffness had gone from his voice. “You are my sister. Same blood, same spirit. Whatever happens, nothing will change that.” 

It struck her as an odd thing to say. Not quite like Annuweth. She was still pondering it as she climbed into the carriage. 

There were many different kinds of farewells. There was the kind a man said to his sister before her voyage to a new home, a voyage that would see the two apart for many months to come. 

And then there was another kind, the kind a knight said before he rode into a doomed battle. 

The kind of farewell that you said for the last time. 



Part III: Traitor 



Chapter Sixteen 




“That is quite a line-up, sister,” Rufyllys said. He spoke casually, but Annuweth wasn’t fooled; he heard the nervous excitement in the prince’s voice, marked the unsteady tremor of his hand as he raised his fork to his mouth. “Cyrdoreth, Gurges, Sandaros, Suryn, the Harbormaster. The empire’s richest man, her biggest fleets, her High Priestess…the Order of Jade…you really think they’d all stand with us?” 

He, Annuweth, and Petrea were sitting together in the prince’s room overlooking the gardens. Servants had set bowls of steamed kraken in honey-sauce on the table in front of them. As of yet, those bowls sat largely untouched; for politeness’ sake, Annuweth had tried to eat one, and had nearly choked on it. He shivered as he recalled the feeling—as if the tentacled beast had come back to life inside him and tried to claw its way back up his throat. 

It would be a while before he tried another bite. 

In a corner of the room, a box of chicayas sang. Most noblemen who kept chicayas for the soothing nature of their song limited themselves to three or four, at most. Rufyllys had obtained a cage of seven. The sound was high and trilling, like the reed flutes they used on Svartennos. And loud; much louder than was custom. Too loud; as Annuweth stirred the glazed krakens with his fork, he could hardly resist the urge to get up, seize the cage and smash it across the floor. 

There’s a reason for all the noise, he reminded himself. No one will overhear what is said in this room. They’d have to be standing right next to our table to catch a word. 

“They will,” Petrea said, in answer to Rufyllys’ question. 

“Because, you know, one word to Ilruyn, one betrayal…it only takes one.” 

Don’t fucking remind me, Annuweth thought. 

“Trust me,” Petrea said. 

Rufyllys stared at his sister. His eyes were bright, and the look on his face was one of the deepest admiration. “I was thinking about who we might win over…how it might be done…and in the end, I might have spared myself the trouble. Here you are with nearly everything solved. You really are incredible. It’s father’s loss he never realized that.” He laughed. “I like it. We’ll do it properly…legitimately. No usurping When he gets up before the Senate to claim the crown…an open challenge, based on the ancient law. The High Priestess says Ilruyn has no right to the throne…we get Sandaros to back her up….we force Ilruyn to sign away his right, right there before all the senators…yes, I can see it now!” 

It was the same plan Petrea had outlined for Annuweth the night before. The threat of the Order of Jade would force the High Priest to get in line with the High Priestess—to crown Rufyllys instead of Ilruyn. A few carefully crafted alliances would ensure that neither Ilruyn, his father Senecal, nor anyone else tried to steal the throne. At first, some men might mutter that Rufyllys was a usurper and that he ought to be removed from power...but as the months and then the years went on, the mutters would be fewer and fewer; Rufyllys’ reign would become the new state of normalcy. Almost all the emperors in Navessea’s history who had been overthrown had fallen from power during the first year of their reigns. The beginning days were the most perilous, the most prone to rebellion—make it through one year, and everything became much easier. 

As he listened to Petrea talk, Annuweth tried to ignore the nausea that roiled inside him. In the silver-gray shadows of the moonlight, Petrea’s scheme had seemed so tangible. Now, beneath the yellow light of the sky, he felt his confidence burn away like dew swallowed by the sun. He swallowed, feeling his stomach squirm again. It had become a familiar feeling over the last few hours. A steady, hot pain, like the sawing of a tiny dagger in the soft tissue of his gut, slowly opening him up. He wondered if Petrea and Rufyllys felt it, too. 

He had made the right choice—he believed that—and yet it still felt like a terrible dream, one from which he could never wake up. When it was over and the dust was settled, his family and half his friends would loathe him. And that was the best possible outcome. The worst… 

Chaos. Killing. Maybe even the beasts ripping me open on the sands of the Great Arena. 

No. That won’t happen. I won’t let it happen. I am the prefect. I have the Order of Jade on my side. 

“You look troubled, Prefect,” Rufyllys said, with, perhaps, just a touch of suspicion in his voice. 

“I am troubled,” Annuweth admitted. He shrugged. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stop imagining all the things that could go wrong. Starting with Vergana. Are you both really sure he’s dying? He looked…firmer…this morning.” 

“Well, his physick would heartily disagree with you.” Rufyllys’ lips pulled back to show his teeth. “Come on, Prefect. You saw that maudlin display in the gardens. Why do you think he was so desperate to make peace with me? He wants to wrap things up with a nice little bow before he goes. That’s why he was so ready to be taken in by my little performance. What a fool.” He fashioned his features into those of the boy Annuweth had watched cower in his father’s embrace the day before—imploring, submissive. “Please, father. All I want is your respect. I had a second performance a little later that you missed, Sandaros, almost as fine as the first—one for Ilruyn. I told him I’d love to serve as his councilor—Master of Ceremonies, specifically, since I know how much he’s always loved the games. They both lapped it up like a yoba at a trough. Of course they did. That’s what I do, isn’t it? Forgive and forget. Good old Rufyllys, always so agreeable.” He drove the fork down hard against his plate. Even with the noise of the chicayas, Annuweth could hear the slow grind of metal against clay. He slowly lifted his hand, turning the fork between thumb and forefinger, the kraken speared on the end revolving, its dangling tentacles dripping sauce onto his plate—like an offering to the gods dripping gore onto the floor of the Great Arena. “To be honest, it might be simpler if they were both dead.” 

The dagger in Annuweth’s gut gave a deep, vicious twist. No, he thought. This isn’t what we talked about. This isn’t what we planned. “My prince,” he heard himself say. “We…that is, Petrea and I…were thinking it might be best to keep Ilruyn on as a councilor…to keep him close by, alive, to insure Senecal’s good behavior. Otherwise…” 

“Otherwise he might turn rebel. I understand, Sandaros. Believe it or not, I do grasp these subtleties.” Rufyllys pursed his lips, considering. “Senecal’s gone a bit mad in his old age, though, from what I hear. How many would really join him if he did rebel?” 

Annuweth swallowed. 

Rufyllys must have seen the unease on his face. He laughed lightly, though the smile did not touch his eyes. “Oh, come now. Don’t worry; I was only jesting. He’s my adopted brother, after all, and I’m not a kin-killer. What I am is the rightful heir of Navessea. We’ll do this properly. Just as I said.” 

Annuweth sank back into his cushion. He let out a long breath, his heart still beating fast. 

“A few things,” Rufyllys said. “It occurs to me that we haven’t properly considered the racing guilds.” Rufyllys was referring to the four chariot-racing teams that operated inside Ulvannis. Wealthy and popular beyond measure, each wielded outsize influence with the city’s commoners. Two were especially powerful—the reds and the greens. During the reign of Emperor Secundyn, the two teams’ leaders had banded together and organized a mob that had burned down a quarter of the city, wiped out several hundred knights of the Order of Jade, and nearly succeeded in carrying off the emperor himself. After that, Secundyn had retreated to the safety of the Jade Keep, where, days later, in a fit of despair, he had thrown himself to his death. 

“Their influence is strong with the common people,” Rufyllys said. “And, truth be told, we could use some help there.” 

Annuweth understood; Ilruyn, as the long-time assistant to the Master of Ceremonies, the man responsible for providing the city with its entertainment, had won no small degree of popularity with the common people. That popularity was only further bolstered by the fact that he was a three-time tournament champion and five-time runner-up. Unlike Rufyllys, who had always been reserved and introspective, Ilruyn knew how to play to a crowd. He was especially popular with fans of the green chariot team, whose colors he had worn as sponsor during each of his three victories. 

“I believe Commander Andreas made his fortune in racing,” Rufyllys mused. “The man has more contacts within the guilds than any other nobleman in the empire...isn’t one of his friends Captain of the Reds? Do you think he could be persuaded to join us?” He looked to Petrea. 

She considered the question. “For the right price. He always was ambitious.” 

Annuweth felt a sudden chill fall over him. For a second the light in Rufyllys’ eyes seemed frightening, something not entirely wholesome, like the wet gleam of a fever. “The Graver is a monster,” he said. 

Rufyllys drew back, chewing his lip as he regarded Annuweth. “He’s also one of the richest men in Navessea, and surprisingly well-connected, considering his background. This is the imperial succession we’re talking about here, Prefect. We can’t be so choosy…” 

Petrea laid a hand on her brother’s arm and he fell silent. “You’re right,” she said to Annuweth. “He is a monster. And what he did to you is unforgivable. But Rufyllys is right—we’d be safer if he was on our side than if he was against us. We can’t afford to take half measures, Annuweth. Even with the Order of Jade on our side, what we are doing is dangerous. Ilruyn has a lot of friends. If something goes wrong—if he gets away, if he or one of his friends raises an army against us—my brother could die. You could die. And all of this would be for nothing.” 

Annuweth looked away. The scar on the side of his face burned; only half-aware of the movement, he reached up to touch it, one finger tracing the jagged tear where the bottom half of his right ear had been. 

This was a step farther than any he’d imagine he might take. It was one thing to betray Karthtag-Kal and the emperor, to turn on Ilruyn…but to ally himself with the Graver? To bribe and elevate the man who’d nearly killed him, who had killed his father and his friends? 

This is crossing a line, he thought. Nelos Dartimaos would not have done this. If I do it, then I cannot pretend my hands are clean. 

But he also knew that Petrea was right; if they failed, it could cost them everything. Even if they won, he didn’t want another war. The only way to make sure one never happened was to make sure that Rufyllys was too strong to challenge. 

He started as he felt the light, soothing touch of Petrea’s hand on his own. “Annuweth, please. It would only be until the crown is secure. Only as long as we need him on our side. Then we’ll find a way to deal with him. Right?” She gave her brother a questioning look. 

“Of course,” Rufyllys agreed. 

You don’t know him, Annuweth thought. You don’t just use a man like that and then cast him aside so easily. But he forced his misgivings aside. “I understand,” he said, looking Petrea in the eye. “No half-measures.” 



Chapter Seventeen 




Marilia stood on the stern of the ship, watching the mainland fall away. The tall grass by the edge of the water bent in the wind; it seemed to be waving good-bye. She closed her eyes and tasted the salt of the sea. The wind snapped in her ears. The grim weather of her final day in Ulvannis had cleared; the clouds were beginning to pull back, and shafts of brilliant sunlight pierced the canopy like swords shattering an enemy line, grazing the surface of the foam-capped waves. 

She knew what she would see before she turned. Or rather, who she would see. A ship was not a large place, after all, and Camilline had always preferred the open air to confined spaces. 

She felt her stomach swoop, and it had nothing to do with the waves. 

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” she said, just for something to say. 

“Yes,” Camilline agreed. “Beautiful.” 

“Look...about that night in the garden...” 

“I was wondering if we were going to talk about it.” Camilline said. “Or we could keep moping around awkwardly, hardly seeing each other. You avoiding me.” 

“I wasn’t avoiding...” 

“Haven’t you learned by now that you’re really pretty terrible at second-guessing me?” 

“Um. I suppose.” 

“You have been avoiding me, Marilia.” Camilline seated herself on the ship’s railing, her legs crossed in front of her, facing Marilia, who, reluctantly, seated herself on one of the benches bolted to the ship’s deck. 

“I’d had a lot of wine to drink, and I wasn’t myself...” 

“You know, Ben Espeleos once told me that a man—or a woman, I suppose—becomes more herself after a healthy dose of wine, not less. And I guess if anyone would know it would be him, right? You don’t like Jariel Valennos.” 

“I don’t dislike him.” 

“Well, you certainly fooled him.” 

“I shouldn’t have said those things.” 

“Maybe you just don’t like the fact I’ve found someone to marry,” Camilline said. “I would have thought you’d be happy for me. I would have hoped you would be.” 

“It’s hard to explain...” Marilia began. 

“Try me,” Camilline urged. “I mean, that’s what we’ve always done, isn’t it? We talk to each other, Marilia.” 

If only it was so simple, Marilia thought. She looked at Camilline and felt as though the air in her lungs had turned to ice—this instant crystallized, frozen in time; one movement, one step, one beat of her heart and it would all shatter. It was just like the time they’d stood on the hill before she’d sailed away to war, just like that almost-kiss in the tent in Tyrace before Camilline’s return to Svartennos. Marilia didn’t know if she had the courage to say what she wanted to say, but she did know that things couldn’t go on the way they had been, with the weight of her secret like a stone wall between them. And while she was still trying to decide, her body chose for her; her lips opened, and the words came spilling out. “I think I’m in love with you.” 

As soon as she said them, she wished she could take them back. Camilline stared at her, her body rigid. She hadn’t expected to hear that; Marilia could see the shock written on her face. 

Marilia felt as though her stomach had become lodged somewhere near the bottom of her throat. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I shouldn’t have...” 

Camilline cleared her throat. “Well,” she said. “That...I wasn’t...” 

“I only meant...” 

“This is a lot more awkward than I was expecting.” Camilline had always been the self-assured one, the one ready with a joke or a grin. Not anymore. Marilia had never seen her so uncertain. 

“I’ve ruined everything, haven’t I?” Marilia said, feeling a wave of despair wash over her. 

“What does it mean? That you’re in love with me?” Camilline’s voice trembled, as if perhaps she was afraid of the answer. Perhaps she already knew the answer. From the look in her eyes, Marilia guessed a part of her had known it longer than she would admit. 

“I shouldn’t have said that.” 

“But you did, and here we are. We can either hide from it, or we can talk about it like adults.” 

“It means...” Marilia swallowed, forcing her trembling hands to lie still. There were some things that were hard to put into words, to put a name to. “You know those songs, the ones about Emperor Aryn and the Lady Chrysathamere? And all the others like it? When my friends listen to them, they imagine the lords they hope to marry someday, if they’re lucky. I...I just think of you.” 

“Neravos...” Camilline breathed. 

Marilia’s fear was a physical thing, a dragon coiled at her neck. “Please. Maybe I should have told you sooner. I just didn’t want to lose you.” 

For a good several seconds Camilline said nothing; those were some of the longest seconds in Marilia’s life. At last, with a deep breath, Camilline found her voice. 

“Marilia, you won’t lose me. You are my dearest friend.” She took Marilia’s hand in hers. Marilia could feel the warmth of her skin, a shelter from the chilling sea spray. “But I’m the Lady Paetia. There are things I want. I want children to follow after me. I want to watch them grow up, to teach them how to ride and run and sing the notes of the Mountain Song. I want a strategos who loves me and cares for me. I want to do my family proud—for Kanediel.” 

“I know all that,” Marilia said. She thought about what she wanted. She wanted to reach out and take Camilline in her arms. She wanted to hear the high, clear ring of her laugh. She wanted to ride beside her through the fields of Svartennos, to sit down beside her at the end of the day, to wake up in the morning and feel the warmth of her skin. Most of all, she wanted to be enough; but she wasn’t. She knew that there were things Jariel Valennos could give Camilline that she never could. It hurt, knowing that, a pain that was worse, in some ways, than the wounds she’d taken in her duel with the Graver. 

For now, she just held Camilline’s hand, standing beside her at the ship’s railing and looking out over the waves. She’d never much cared for the motion of the sea, but with Camilline standing next to her, the ship’s rocking didn’t seem so bad. 

What name to give to what she and Camilline had she could not say—but she loved, and, in her own way, she was loved in return. She tried to tell herself that it was enough. 




*** 




They made anchor off the shore of one of the tiny Stepstone Islands that wound like a sash through the middle of the sea dividing Svartennos from the mainland. Lying in her cabin in the dark, with the deck shifting beneath her and the wood creaking around her, it took Marilia an age to fall asleep. 

Sometime in the night she heard a cry. It was a sound that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end; the call she imagined a dremmakin might make. She waited, heart beating fast, staring into the darkness. For a moment she thought she had imagined it, that her tired mind had conjured it up. Then it came again, and she recognized Camilline’s voice. 

She rose and lit a candle. The flame cast its light against the narrow walls of the ship’s cabin, driving back the night. Marilia pulled back her covers and slipped out into the hall. 

Camilline’s room was next to hers. Marilia pulled the door open and slid it shut behind her. Camilline lay curled on her side facing the door. Her brow was furrowed, as if in pain; her fists were bunched in the disheveled bed-sheets. She gave another soft cry. Marilia put a hand on her shoulder, and Camilline sprang awake with a gasp, shrinking back so quickly that she nearly struck her head on the far wall of the cramped cabin. 

“Marilia...?” 

“You were crying out,” Marilia said, setting the candle down on the small wooden stool beside the bed. 

“A nightmare.” Camilline began to shake. She put her hands over her face; her shoulders heaved with deep, shuddering sobs. “I saw him...” she whispered. “I saw him as clear as if it happened yesterday.” 

“Saw who?” 

“My brother. He was lying on the grass and his chest was open...” She shivered. She struck at the wall with her fist. “I just wish I could stop seeing it.” 

Marilia sat on the bed beside her. “I have dreams, too,” she said. “Pieces of things that happened. Sometimes it’s Kanediel. Sometimes it’s what happened in the pillow house. Sometimes it’s other things, from earlier, or all of them mixed together. The more dark things that happen, the more the dremmakin stick to you.” 

Camilline’s eyes were glassy; the reflected candle-flame was trapped there, two shimmering points of liquid fire. “What I said before was true,” she said. “About wanting to carry on the family and tend the land and all the rest of it...but there’s another part of me that’s afraid to go back. Every time I walk through those halls, I remember all the things that happened there, and all the things that aren’t there anymore. I think of them…my sister...my father...my brother. And I remember I’m going to be the last one left. Sometimes I wish I could just ride off into the hills and keep on riding.” 

Marilia wasn’t sure what to say. It had always been Camilline who was best at this; at offering the right words, at the right time, at seeing into the heart of you and knowing what you needed to hear. “You’re not alone,” she said. “If you ride, I’ll ride with you. I’m there for you, just like you were always there for me. Even when I was difficult, even when I didn’t always deserve it. Everything I did…I owe it to you. And your brother saw all of it. I know he’s so proud of you, because he has to be. You’re the best person I know.” 

Camilline’s face was so close, close enough that Marilia could feel the warmth of her breath, close enough that a stray strand of Camilline’s hair tickled Marilia’s cheek. The last inch between them seemed as wide as the sea between Surennis and Svartennos. 

But Camilline moved first, her head inching forward to close that gap, and that was enough to shatter the wall inside Marilia, a wall that had been crumbling for a long time. She kissed Camilline. 

She felt Camilline stiffen against her. For a moment she feared she had made a terrible mistake—crossed some line that was not meant to be crossed. Touched something she would have done better to leave alone. 

Camilline sighed, and what was in that sigh—relief, longing, regret, or some mixture of them all—Marilia could not say. Camilline’s lips parted. The taste of her was something both familiar and entirely new. 

Here in the heart of the night, in this place in the middle of the sea, bounded by shadows, it might have been the secret kiss of a dream that the ocean wind had carried in through her door. When a dream came, you could not argue with it, could not study it or second-guess it. The only thing to do was follow where it led. 

Marilia moved to kiss her again, but Camilline was there first, rising from the bed, pressing against Marilia with such urgency that she shuddered. Her hand descended, snuffing out the candle; in the close confines of the cabin, Marilia could taste the smoke. She buried her face in Camilline’s hair. She felt the warmth of the other woman’s neck against her lips, the steady beat of her pulse, her one anchor in the sea of darkness. Camilline’s night-gown fell away beneath her fingers. Marilia held her close, afraid that if she let go, the dream would end, and the darkness would carry Camilline away. Her fingers traced the soft contours of Camilline’s body. She heard Camilline’s breath quicken. The other woman’s hands moved across her back, sliding the night-gown from her shoulders. 

After a time, she heard Camilline gasp, her breath stirring the locks of Marilia’s hair and tickling her face. Camilline’s hands tightened on her back, her nails digging sharply into Marilia’s skin so that she gasped, too. She gasped again when Camilline rose against her, bolder now than she had been before, turning her onto her back. The fire that Camilline lit in her was one she’d never shared, not with Kanediel, not with anyone—and it was just as she’d imagined it, awake alone on those starless nights in Castle Paettios. 

When whatever it was they’d shared was over, they lay there for a while and listened to the sound of the waves beyond the hull. Camilline absently traced her finger along Marilia’s face, following the rough path of the scar the Graver’s gauntlet had left across her cheek. 

Camilline’s touch had opened a door to a place Marilia hadn’t even known was hidden inside her, and she felt the light come flooding in, bright and warm and endless. For a moment—a long moment—she couldn’t speak. 

“Do you remember that day when you took me out onto the balcony of Castle Paettios and showed me the fields of Svartennos?” Marilia said at last. “When the sun was setting?” 

“I remember.” 

“I think that was the first time I knew.” 

“Knew what?” 

“That I was in love with you.” Marilia took a deep breath. “Do you ever wonder what it would be like to go back in time? To turn things back, like Sothia did in the first days, when she was building the House of White Sands? Just to stand there again, feel that again...” 

There was a rustle in the darkness; she felt Camilline pull away from her. Though she could see nothing in the blackness, she knew that Camilline was tugging on the end of her hair, the way she often did when she was preoccupied. 

“What? What is it?” 

“Oh, Marilia.” Camilline sighed softly. “You’re misty-eyed now, but it wasn’t quite like you remember, you know.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You make it sound...I don’t know. So perfect. Magical. But you were actually pretty miserable that day. I brought you out to that balcony because I was trying to cheer you up.” 

“Oh.” Marilia frowned, thinking back to that day, sifting through the fog of memory. She realized that Camilline was right. 

“You were gloomy then, and you’re gloomy now.” There was no resentment in Camilline’s voice, no recrimination; just a sort of gentle pity. “Maybe that’s your curse.” 

“It’s just everything that’s happened,” Marilia protested. “Tyracium, and the Graver, and Annuweth and Kanediel, and all the rest of it.” 

“A lot of terrible things,” Camilline agreed. “But did you ever think that maybe it’s not just the things that happen? Maybe it’s you, too.” She gave Marilia’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Dawn’s coming soon. You should get some sleep.” 

Marilia rose and slid from the cabin just as she’d entered it—a spirit in the darkness. She returned to her cabin and lay on her back, staring up at the cabin’s ceiling, watching as the room around her materialized with the first blue light of morning. She wondered if maybe Camilline was right. 

Had she ever really been content? Not as a girl in Oba’al’s pillow house, longing for more. Not as a twin sister fighting for Karthtag-Kal’s love, and not as a young woman once she’d found it. For a brief, brilliant moment, maybe she had been—when she’d stood atop the hill in Chrysathamere Pass and listened to her army call her name, when it had seemed as if the world was hers and anything was possible. 

But even the glory of that moment could fade. Nothing lasted; nothing stuck. What is it that you want? She asked herself, the same question she’d asked herself back in Karthtag-Kal’s villa, staring at the broken sword hanging on the wall. 

What do you really want? 

But no answer came. 



Chapter Eighteen 




There were three thousand, four hundred and sixty-two beats of the drum in the Mountain Song. 

Twenty stanzas of chanting, with seventeen words in each stanza. Ten beats of the drum for every word. Sometimes the beats came fast and hard, like the pounding of rain on a roof. Sometimes they were slow and steady as the beat of a heart. Sometimes they slowly quickened in tempo, like the thunder of a racehorse accelerating. Like the war drums that Svartennos’ galleys used to navigate during battle, quickening to ramming speed. 

Then there were thirty-one drumbeats at the beginning and end of the chant. 

The song was a weapon. The song’s words told of the original settlers of Svartennos’ voyage from the darkness at the edge of the world, pursued by Shuvakain, the Demon of Death, guided by the music of the Mountain Gods that called to them across the waves. Those words were (so the legends of Svartennos went) engraved on the metal bands of the chains that kept Shuvakain trapped in his cave beneath the island. It was the duty of the Elders to perform the song each day to make sure that the chains did not break, for when they did, Shuvakain would rise again and swallow Svartennos back into the sea. 

When the song was over, the Elders took a brief pause and lit candles, because although Svartennos followed its own traditions, it was still part of the empire, and it followed the imperial gods, too. 

Then they did the Mountain Song all over again. 

Though Marilia had heard the words before, she had not yet committed them to memory. The first few times, her tongue slipped. 

Narinia was calm and patient. If Marilia faltered, she offered a gentle smile, and they began the stanza again; the song had to be done right, each word in its proper place. “By the time you take your vows, you will know the sound of the song just as well as you know the sound of your own name,” Narinia promised. 

Narinia was right; the song was hardly complex. For someone who had memorized the battle strategies of Emperor Urian, Prefect Valennos, Moroweth Vergana and Queen Svartana, who could set up a board of Sharavayn into a fair simulacrum of Kanadrak’s last battle with her eyes closed, learning the words of the Mountain Song was no great feat. 

By the fifth day of her time with the Elders, Marilia knew the words well enough that she found her mind wandering. 

That troubled her. 

It was precisely what she’d been hoping to avoid when she’d taken Narinia’s hand inside the emperor’s feast hall and pledged herself to the Elders. 

When her mind began to drift, she inevitably recalled the way Annuweth had refused to look at her when they sat together in Shavennya’s temple, waiting for the High Priestess to call their names. 

When it wasn’t Annuweth’s face she saw in her mind’s eye, it was Camilline’s. And that was even worse. 

Jariel Valennos had asked for Camilline’s hand in marriage the day after they’d landed on the island. 

And Camilline had said yes. 

Marilia tried to lose herself in the music of the song, in the voices of the eleven other men and women that echoed through the chamber, mingling with the fierce mountain wind that whistled through the narrow windows and howled against the blue-tinted aeder dome overhead. 

But sometimes when she sang, she was reminded of her own wedding. The Song had played as she’d stepped through the crowd of onlookers to take Kanediel’s hand. It had played as he’d kissed her and as she’d taken the black ribbon from her hair and cast it into the fire, signifying the end of her girlhood. 

Camilline’s betrothal would last six months—until next spring, an auspicious time for a new marriage. Then Marilia would have to stand and hear this song as she watched Camilline cast her own ribbon into the fire, as part of her past burned away. 

“Are you all right?” one of the Elders asked her one day after they had finished the song. “You seemed...” 

Gloomy, Marilia thought, remembering Camilline’s words to her in the ship’s cabin. 

“...troubled,” the Elder finished. 

Marilia smiled and assured the woman that she was fine. 

While the Mountain Song took up most of every morning, the afternoon was given over to more worldly matters: testing the fitness and worthiness of lords and ladies newly elevated to the head of their household and resolving disputes. 

Many of those disputes involved women denounced by bitter rivals for violating Svartennos’ oppulate law, which limited the amount of wealth any noble of the island could possess. There were also questions as to which family name should prevail when two first-born children married each other, and quarrels over the many spoils of the recent war. 

One of the first of these quarrels she encountered involved her own cousin, Aerael Dartimaos. When he entered and saw her sitting there, his eyes widened. 

The second knight she also recognized. He was one of Camilline’s knights. He had been a member of her Flower Company, her group of elite protectors under Annuweth’s command. He had fought beside her the night Tyracium had fallen and had been one of the first inside the city. Akeleos of Paettios. That was his name. 

Akeleos produced a gold aeder blade and held it before them, the flat resting on his palms. “Elders, I believe this blade is mine,” the knight said, bowing his head in a gesture of deference. “It belonged to Tyrennis Ashiwetsu of Tyrace. The law of Svartennos says that the blade of an enemy belongs to the man who kills that enemy upon the field of battle. During the fall of the Tyrace, I struck the killing blow...” 

“I struck the killing blow first,” Aerael interrupted. “I have witnesses. My blade took him beneath the arm, in the lung. He was coughing blood. Then this man...” Aerael pointed to Akeleos “...came up beside us, cut off his head, and took the sword that should have been mine.” 

Narinia looked to Akeleos. “Do you concede these facts, or will you be requesting a full hearing, with witnesses?” she asked. 

“I concede the facts,” the knight replied, reluctantly. 

“Then this is a question for the law of Svartennos to decide.” Narinia turned her gaze to Marilia. “You’ve studied the books, Sister Marilia. Perhaps you could tell us.” 

Marilia had indeed studied the books. In the evenings, when the other Elders partook of the trama vine (which granted them visions of the will of the island’s gods, and which she was not allowed to touch until after she’d taken her vows) she pored over the old laws of Svartennos. And in one of those books there had been a case much like this one. 

She looked from one man to the other—on her left, a brave man who had fought beside her to open the gates of Tyrace. On her right, a cousin who had undercut her authority at every turn, who had aided the Graver in spreading dark rumors about her through the Svartennan camp, and who might have partaken in the sacking of Tyracium. 

But the role of the Elder was to be impartial. They were the voices of the gods, and if the gods wanted to pick favorites, it was for them to say so. 

“When First Captain Aexiel severed the arm of the Valdruk pirate Storm-Eye, Storm-Eye’s sword was his, even though another of his men later found the pirate after he crawled away and put the dying man out of his misery. Lord Aerael is correct. The blade belongs to him.” 

For a moment their eyes met. Marilia had never been able to prove that Aerael had ordered his men to loot, rape, and murder innocents after the fall of Tyracium, but she had heard the rumors, and she knew in her heart that they were true. 

Don’t think this means I forgive you, she thought. Don’t think this changes anything. 

She watched as Akeleos handed Aerael the gold aeder sword, and felt a knot harden in the pit of her stomach. 

Narinia smiled. “Very good, Lady Chrysathamere,” she said after the men had departed. “You learn quickly.” 

On the fourth day after Marilia began her training atop Mount Phelkos, Narinia turned to her after the Mountain Song ended and favored her with a warm smile. 

“I think you will enjoy what comes next,” she said. 

Although there was a path that led up the slope of Mount Phelkos to the Elders’ temple, the Elders themselves were, for the most part, too old and frail to make the climb. Instead, Narinia and Marilia stepped together into a wicker-wood basket that hung over the mountainside, suspended by a pair of ropes. One of the Elders’ servants turned a pulley, and the basket descended. 

High above, the doomed roof of the Elders’ temple scraped against the underbellies of the low-hanging clouds, as if the mountain was a vast arm holding up the heavens. Staring up at it, it was easy for Marilia to see why the islanders worshipped it as a god. 

At the base of the mountain was a second, smaller shrine, a shelter from the wind and rain. Inside, water-script paintings hung on the walls. Marilia looked closely and saw that the words formed images of battle—a charge of knights over green hills, fires burning in the mountains, a fleet of dark ships emerging out of the mist. 

“The war with Kanadrak,” she realized, recognizing several scenes from the accounts she’d read in one of Karthtag-Kal’s books. 

“That’s right,” Narinia agreed. “The last great war in which the sons of Svartennos laid down their lives. Now these scrolls will be moved to the prince’s castle in Svartennos City, and new scrolls will be hung up to take their place. Scrolls to honor the dead of the Lightning War. Look closely.” 

Marilia looked more closely still, and saw that the words that made up the lines of the paintings were actually names—the names of the island’s fallen. She turned her eyes to the image of the knights charging across the fields—her birth father’s final battle—and, after a moment’s search, found it: Nelos Dartimaos. The prefect’s name formed part of the lead knight’s upraised sword. 

Narinia looked sideways at her. “I heard from your father that before you studied Sharavayn you enjoyed painting with water-script.” 

“I did,” Marilia said. 

“Each of us has chosen a moment to depict. Dark moments. The burning of the Harbor. The fall of Svartennos City. Three scenes from the massacre in the Bay of Dane. Bright moments, too. Zeviel’s charge in the Pass. The flight of the Tyracian army. We left your first charge for you. I thought it fitting.” 

“Thank you,” Marilia said. 

Every day thereafter, before the petitions were heard, two hours were set aside for the Elders to work on their paintings. Marilia stared at the blank canvas for a long while before she even reached for her brush, trying to remember what it had been like, as a girl first learning to paint. The excitement that came with creation, with knowing that whatever came next was entirely up to her, the anticipation building as her plan began to take shape. It wasn’t all that different, in the end, from the way she felt before a game of Sharavayn—or a battle. 

A water-script painting hung on the wall of her room in the temple right now; it was a work she had done after the fall of Tyracium, while Annuweth still lay wounded and no one knew if he would live or die. Two children, holding hands atop a grassy hill as the sun went down, a single chrysathamere flower rising from their joined hands. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t anything close to as good as she had once been, back before she’d turned from the craft, choosing to pursue Karthtag-Kal’s games of strategy instead. 

I can do better, she thought. I will do better. She closed her eyes. My first charge... 

Her first charge had been terror, noise, confusion. The thick, cold mug of the bog. The mist of blood in the air. The screams of dying men. She grimaced. That was no good; but the moment that had come after, when she’d stood atop the hill, the Chrysathamere flower banner flying in the wind...that, she could paint. That feeling was worth remembering. 

She began with the banner itself, a circle of blue in the center of the canvas. She worked her way outward from there, adding in the names that on the scroll Narinia had given her, the names of all those who had fallen in the battle. She painted the green fields dotted with blue flowers. The swords of the knights. The dark thicket of upraised spears. The clouds and the sun as it broke between them. She worked until her hand was sore, before Narinia knocked on her door to fetcher her into the council chamber. She did the same the day after, and the one after that. She fell into the scroll the same way she’d used to fall into her games with Karthtag-Kal. 

It was beautiful. The finished scroll was probably the best she’d ever done. 

When she was finished, she spread it across her desk, weighing the ends down so that Narinia could look at it. 

Narinia stared for a long moment without speaking. “It’s expertly done,” she said at last. Marilia detected a note of hesitation in her voice. “But...” 

Marilia frowned. “But?” She hadn’t expected a but. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that there could be a but. Look at it, she thought. Her painting was, without a doubt, far better than any of those that hung on the walls of the shrine at the bottom of the mountain. 

“Marilia, have you seen the scrolls of the other Elders?” 

“I’ve seen them,” Marilia said, not understanding where this was going. She’d caught glimpses of the others’ works through their open doors. 

“Being an Elder is about being one of many,” Narinia explained. “Each of our scrolls is meant to stand not alone, but as part of a whole. To compliment each other. And that...how would that look hanging alongside the rest?” 

For a moment Marilia couldn’t speak. “You want me to paint...more poorly?” she asked slowly. 

“It’s not a matter of better or worse,” Narinia said. “It’s a matter of harmony.” 

Harmony, Marilia thought, suppressing a sneer. For a moment, she felt something dark and ugly stir inside her. You’re jealous, she thought, looking Narinia in the eye. In that instant she hated Narinia’s serene, wrinkled face, her self-righteous, soothing voice. You’re jealous because for all your years and all your supposed wisdom, when it comes to this, none of you can hold a candle to me. 

She swallowed hard, forcing her anger down. She rolled up the scroll and, with a savage flick of her wrist, flung it away beneath her bed, as if it was nothing at all. “Apologies, sister,” she said sweetly. “I sought only to honor the dead. I suppose I got carried away. I’ll make another.” 

“I think that would be for the best,” Narinia said. The gentleness of her voice, the soothing touch of her hand on Marilia’s arm, made Marilia angrier still. “Come. It’s time for our afternoon council.” 

Marilia was still seething as she listened to a couple of lords prattle about yoba herds and aeder mines and compensation for horses killed in the war. It was a silly thing, she knew, just a painting. This anger was beneath her. The way she’d acted back in her room—hurling the painting beneath the bed like a petulant child—was definitely beneath her. 

Yet the anger persisted. It clung, dark and thick as oil on her skin, and just as hard to brush away. 

At last, she was jarred from her bitter thoughts by the wail of a baby. 

The final petitioner that day was a mother, a young knight’s wife who came bearing an infant in her arms. With shaking fingers, she pulled aside the cloth wrapping covering it and handed it over to Narinia. 

Narinia shook her head, declining the offering. “Sister Marilia will take this one first.” 

Marilia stared down at the child and the child stared back. It was a baby boy. The child’s eyes, she noticed, were just like those of his mother—a piece of the woman’s spirit bound forever within her son’s flesh, to be passed on and on down the years, to be reborn each time the Fates wove their threads and a mother brought forth another son or daughter into the world. 

Kanediel and I were going to have a child, she remembered, distantly. But the baby had died inside her when she’d ridden forth to battle, another part of the price paid for victory over the Tyracians. Now Kanediel’s spirit was to be found only in memory, in the flicker of candle-flames, in the winds that came from the House of White Sands. It would never again be part of the earth. It had been cut free, like a ship snatched by a storm, fading out into the rain-lashed sea. Marilia had done that to him. 

She felt a lump swell in her throat. “A son,” she managed to say. “His body appears intact. Nothing seems amiss.” But even as she handed the infant off to the next Elder in line, she knew that wasn’t quite true. The joints of the child’s knees seemed too large and too red, and when she touched him there his small face puckered up and he began to weep, his cries sounding terribly, fatally loud in the otherwise silent chamber. 

Narinia took the child last. She turned the infant over in her arms, gently probing his elbows and knees with one long finger. He gave a wet, rattling cry. 

“I have seen this condition before,” Narinia said. “The child may walk, if he is lucky, but it will be with difficulty. He will never stand on the field of battle.” She looked up into the face of the child’s mother. The young woman’s expression did not waver, but her face trembled, like the placid surface of a pond shaken by a sudden wind. 

“I am sorry for your misfortune,” Narinia said. “But you know our laws. If he were a peasant, things might be otherwise. But your boy is the son of a knight.” 

“Yes, Elders.” The woman’s voice was a whisper. She did not look at Narinia. She did not look at any of them. The tears fell in silence, streaking her face. 

The wailing marsh, Marilia thought, feeling cold. The place where the crippled noble-born children of Svartennos were sent to die. 

“What condition is it?” Marilia asked. All eyes turned towards her. 

Marilia cleared her throat. She did not meet any of their gazes. She focused her stare at a scroll of water-script that hung on the wall beside the door, following the intricate pattern of the letters. “You said you saw this condition before. I hadn’t heard of it. What is it?” 

“They call it Yoba-leg Curse.” One of the male Elders spoke. “The joints swell so that the bones cannot properly move.” 

“It is fairly rare, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” the Elder conceded. “Fairly.” 

“Do you think we ought to send for a physick, then? Just to make sure? The one who treated my brother after the fall of Tyrace was very skilled. He might...” 

“There is no need for a physick,” Narinia said, her voice flat as the end of a hammer. “I have done this for fifteen years. This is our work, and we know it well. I have seen this condition more than once, and there is no mistaking it.” She looked to the young mother. “Leave us.” 

“Yes, Elders.” The mother curtsied. Her hands shook. Taking her child back in her arms, she turned for the door. 

In the silence that followed, Narinia turned to face Marilia. “That was ill-done…to throw her false hope.” 

“Forgive me,” Marilia said. 

“You disapprove.” 

“It is not my place to disapprove,” Marilia said tonelessly, still looking at the scroll on the wall. 

“But you do anyway,” the male Elder said, his tone sharp. 

“I should not have spoken.” 

Narinia looked to the other Elders. “This day’s petitions are over,” she said. “Please, leave us. I would like a moment with Sister Marilia.” 

The other Elders filed out, leaving Marilia and Narinia alone. 

“You do disapprove, do you not?” Narinia said, watching her shrewdly. 

“Do you wish me to speak my mind?” 

“Please.” 

“The child will walk with a limp.” Marilia shrugged. “So maybe he’ll never be a great swordsman. What if he turns out to be something else—a Sharavayn master? What if his mind is that of the next Akeleos?” 

“Weakness of the body is a sign of infirmity of the spirit,” Narinia replied. “It’s been known for hundreds of years.” 

“What about Neravan Vergana? The great Stoic writer? I heard he walked with a limp, too.” 

Narinia sat for a moment without speaking, threading her thin fingers together as she regarded Marilia. Her gaze was measuring. “What do you want me to say to you? No rule is without its cost. No law is perfect. But Elders have been doing this work since long before you were born, Marilia. And they will be doing it long after the spirits of your ancestors take you back. That is what tradition means. It is part of the island, part of our people, part of us. It is how things are.” 

Marilia stared at her. Her pulse was pounding in her ears. In the stillness, she could hear her mother’s voice. The children of painted ladies become painted ladies. 

“When I was born, everyone thought that all I’d ever become was a painted lady. I suppose it’s a good thing there was no-one there to make her put me out on a hill to die. Good thing for Svartennos, too.” 

“That was different. You were chosen by the gods. They would not have let you die. And if the gods wanted this child to live, they would have sent us a sign.” 

“Are you sure? You think they would have sent you a vision? You think last night after you’d all smoked your trama root you would have heard Phelkos’ voice in your head, telling you, ‘wait, don’t kill this one, this one’s special?’” Marilia knew that she was making a mistake, that she had far overstepped her bounds, but she couldn’t help herself. 

“Yes,” Narinia said calmly. “Phelkos and Aphexia would have spoken to us. Just as they did to you before the Battle in the Pass.” 

“What if they never spoke to me?” Marilia said. “What if I did it all myself? What if I planned it, I told Zev what to do, I made the strategy without any visions or help from anyone?” 

“That would mean,” Narinia said slowly, in a frigid voice. “That you lied to Zeviel Espeleos. And, by extension, to us. It would mean that you lied to the Elders of Svartennos.” 

Marilia stared at her. Too late, she realized the implications of what she’d said. She felt a chill in the pit of her stomach. Her anger had taken her this far; she had spoken without thinking, and now, she saw from the hard, forbidding look in Narinia’s eyes that she had made a mistake. 

“Sister Narinia...” 

“It might even make one question,” Narinia said, “whether you are actually Chrysathamere Reborn at all.” 

“I was,” Marilia said. “I am.” 

“I have been patient with you,” Narinia said. “But I think you should go outside, Sister Marilia, and reflect on what you’ve done. Now.” 

Numbly, Marilia stumbled out onto the mountain’s peak. The day was fading, the sun’s light draining from the clouds. Away from the protection of the temple’s walls and the warm fires of its lanterns, the wind was swift and biting. Marilia stumbled to the edge of the bluff, wrapping her arms about herself, shivering as she bowed her head against the wind. She could see the lights of Svartennos City far below, across the field, glowing bright against the gathering dark. Somewhere in the distance a yoba bellowed, the cry long and mournful. 

Cold as she was, she did not dare turn back inside. She waited, afraid of what Narinia would do. Afraid of what she would say, and to whom. Lying to the Elders, she knew, was a serious transgression, and lying about something as serious as the Chrysathamere prophecy was punishable by denouncement—the worst penalty the Elders could give, the pronouncement by which they could condemn a man or woman’s souls to the cruelty of the dremmakin and make her a pariah in the eyes of her peers. 

I did what I had to do for Svartennos, she thought. Narinia will understand that. She has to. 

“I saved this island,” she muttered. “That’s all that matters, isn’t it?” 

There was no answer but the howl of the wind. 

She stared miserably at the rocky ground. The cold washed over her. She tucked her fingers into her armpits. She curled her toes tight, but she could still feel them going numb. 

She wasn’t sure how long she sat there. At last, as the sky was darkening like a bruise, she heard the crunch of footsteps on stone. She turned and Narinia was there. The Elder was wrapped in a black shawl, her eyes narrowed against the wind. “What a bite,” she said. She took a seat on a boulder beside Marilia. 

“I’m sorry, Sister,” Marilia said hurriedly. “I never meant...” 

“I was angry,” Narinia admitted. “I do not anger easily, but once the flame catches…I don’t let it go easily, either. I needed time alone to think.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “When the island stands in peril, when the darkness gathers and enemies ride our shores, the spirit of Svartana will return in the form of a girl, to lead our people to victory. Those are the words of the prophecy, no? It doesn’t explicitly mention a vision.” She turned her gaze on Marilia. “It was wrong of you to lie to Zeviel, and not to later correct that lie,” she said bluntly. “But when weighed against the good you have done, it would seem that your transgression is measured out, and you have earned a place among us. I will forget your words, spoken in haste and anger.” 

Marilia let out a deep breath. “Thank you, Sister.” 

“Now there is something you must do.” 

“What is that?” 

“The winter season is coming in one month, and with it, the Day of Binding. That day was to be the day you took your oath and joined us. You’ve learned all you need to here; you’re clever, as you well know, and a quick study. What I want you to do instead is to go down there...” she pointed towards the glimmering lights of Svartennos City, “and to reflect, Sister Marilia. I want you to be sure this is what you really want.” 

“It is,” Marilia said, feeling her ears grow warm. 

“There is a difference, I think, between honor and glory. It’s a subtle distinction, but a crucial one. Being an Elder involves a great deal of honor...but not so much glory. Some old warriors find the change hard to stomach.” 

“Is that what you think?” Marilia asked, appalled. “That I’m glory-hungry?” 

“I think, Marilia, that you have the spirit of a razorfish. The same spirit that burns in the blood of our own Prince Espeleos. Did you know that if you raise a razorfish inside an iron cage, it’s possible to train such a beast as a pet? I’ve heard the sorceresses of the Sunset Isles do such a thing. They made one as a gift to the tyrant Emperor Secundyn. But the emperor wasn’t content with one of those stunted creatures, of course he wasn’t—he wanted the real thing, snatched straight from the sea. So, he sent his men out to fetch one, and—a few missing arms and legs later—they did. But strange thing...that beast didn’t fare so well as the other. Having tasted the open sea, it couldn’t live for long inside Emperor Secundyn’s iron walls. It had all the things you’d think a razorfish could want—as much of the finest cuisine as a monster could ask for, including the still-beating hearts of some of the emperor’s least favorite enemies. But it didn’t matter. That razorfish kept beating itself against the iron walls of Emperor Secundyn’s cage. It beat itself to death.” Narinia laid a hand on Marilia’s shoulder. “Go down to the city,” she said. “If, in three weeks, you still wish to join us, there will still be a place for you here, Sister Marilia.” 




*** 




It was night-time by the time Marilia rode, shivering, into Svartennos City. The wind had not abated. If anything, it was worse. As she walked through the halls of the keep (newly rebuilt after it had been burned by the Tyracians) she could hear it howling outside, like an army of dremmakin battering at the walls, trying to get in. 

Catarina had prepared one of the guest rooms for her. The room was bare and empty; she’d brought few belongings with her. She would fetch the rest from the temple tomorrow. Still, as a concession to the notion of décor, a couple of Catarina’s servants had left a bouquet of chrysathamere flowers on the windowsill, and a second on the dresser. When she closed her eyes, she could smell them—the smell reminded her of the field where she’d raised a sword in battle for the first time. 

Servants, she thought. Catarina’s servants are leaving flowers for you. You could have been one of those servants yourself, you know. You could have been much less—a bastard painted lady, as low as you could possibly be. You could have been dead in a gutter in Tyrace, or One-Eye’s plaything, or sucked dry by the Sweats, or raped to death by the Graver’s men like Saleema, or any number of awful things. Instead you’re here, kicked out of the Elders’ temple because of your idiotic pride, because you couldn’t keep your damned mouth shut. You’re lucky they didn’t kick you out for good. She took one of the chrysathamere flowers and crumpled it in her hand, thoroughly disgusted with herself. Maybe the Graver was right, she thought. Maybe Narinia is right. Maybe I’m just a razorfish, after all. A giant, lumbering beast that knows nothing besides gorging, more and more, until it’s stuffed its gullet with as much as it can hold. 

She threw the window open, letting the wind tickle her face. What would your father think if he saw you now? Get a hold of yourself. You’re better than this. You have to be. 

There was a knock at the door. When she opened it, Catarina was there, a smile on her face. “I thought you might care for some company, Lady Chrysathamere,” she said. “You looked troubled.” 

Marilia frowned, perplexed. “Am I really that easy to read?” 

“There’s a reason you never win at pirate’s dice,” Catarina bit her lip. “No offense.” 

“I thought I was getting better,” Marilia protested. 

“Better is a relative term,” Catarina said gently. “Besides, you come rushing down here at dusk, without your things, alone, without any warning. Is it unreasonable to think maybe something’s amiss?” 

Marilia sighed. “It’s...complicated,” she admitted. 

“When things get complicated, my husband likes to take to the sparring ring. In fact, he’s there right now. Sometimes I feel like ever since the Tyracians burned the Bay, everything’s been complicated with him.” For a moment, a shadow flitted across Catarina’s features. “But I really don’t want to talk about that,” she said, cutting off Marilia’s concerned inquiry as soon as she’d opened her mouth. “I used to like singing, though now I’ve discovered archery is more fun. What about you?” 

Marilia chewed her lip. “Well...I...I don’t know...” 

“You could play a game of Sharavayn with me,” Catarina suggested. 

“Sharavayn?” 

“Oh, yes. I know it’s not very lady-like, but Ben’s been teaching me, and I have to say, I really like it. I’m not so bad, either.” She grinned mischievously. “If the Lady Chrysathamere teaches me a few tricks, I can surprise him next time we play.” 

“I was going to go to bed, my lady.” But in the face of Catarina’s smile and boundless enthusiasm, she was helpless. She let the other woman steer her from her chambers to the lady’s own, at the top of the keep. The sky outside, heavily laden with clouds, had turned prematurely black, but Catarina set up the pieces by the light of a couple of gold paper lanterns. 

Catarina hadn’t lied; she did play well. She was no Ilruyn or Karthtag-Kal—clearly, she hadn’t studied the books of Sharavayn or the histories of warfare—but that meant there was a refreshing kind of unpredictability to her play. Nothing studied, nothing copied; simply practice and instinct. And her instinct was good. She was good enough that she would require true concentration to defeat. 

Marilia tried to bring her own concentration to bear. She squinted down at the pieces, trying to untangle their web. 

And it was just like the last time, back in the prefect’s villa, sitting across from Karthtag-Kal. 

Once, she’d looked at the game and been able to see ten moves ahead, to know where her pieces should be before she ever reached out to touch one. Now, she played like an overwhelmed child discovering the game anew–reacting desperately to Catarina’s moves, with no hope of beginning an attack of her own. 

Panic bubbled up inside her, growing stronger with each passing second. 

Catarina’s cavalry smashed into Marilia’s right flank. Catarina’s spearmen tore through her left. Catarina’s commander and his elite guard closed the circle to take her from behind. Marilia flailed like a drowning man before a razorfish, and was demolished just as surely. 

Catarina smiled at her. “You know, this was supposed to be me cheering you up,” she said lightly. 

Marilia blinked. “What?” Her palms were sweating. She stared down at the floor, at the ruin of her army, her commander surrounded, death just a few moves away. 

“You didn’t have to let me win. Very nice of you, though.” Catarina moved for the kill. It was over. 

It was similar to what had happened to her in Karthtag-Kal’s villa on the day of her departure...except worse. There was no denying it now: whatever gift she had possessed—a commander’s mind, Karthtag-Kal had called it… 

She had lost it. 

She rose, feeling queasy. “I think I need to sleep.” 

“Of course. Remember, if you need me, I’m there.” Catarina scooped the pieces up and out of sight. 

Marilia felt dazed. She felt as though she’d just opened a familiar door only to find the home inside hollowed out and empty. She rose to her feet and stumbled towards the door. 

Before she reached it, a servant girl flung it open from the other side. “My lady Espelea,” she said, and her eyes were filled with tears. 

“What is it?” Catarina asked, alarmed. “What’s happened?” 

“Your father, my lady. The emperor. He’s dead.” 



Chapter Nineteen 




The day after Marilia set sail for Svartennos, Emperor Moroweth Vergana took a turn for the worse. 

He bowed out of his council meeting early, his brow shining with sweat. The first time Petrea offered him a glass of water, his pride made him turn it down. 

The second time she offered, the needs of the body proved stronger than the needs of the will. He took the glass with shaking fingers and downed it in a single gulp. And when she brought him a second glass, he downed that one, too. 

It didn’t help. 

The next day, he took to his bed. 

His children set up a vigil. They took it in shifts, so that one of the three was always with the ailing emperor. One watched while the royal physick hovered anxiously over him, plying him with herbs and teas and prayers. A second was in the shrine, lighting candles to the gods, begging the ancestors of the House Vergana for strength. Meanwhile, they rested and ate until the time came for his or her shift to begin. 

So it went, through that day and into the next. The knights of the Order of Jade who stood guard outside the bedchamber remarked admiringly on the love and dedication of the emperor’s children. If anyone could wrest the emperor from the Gates of Death with prayers, surely it was they. 

The keep remained shut. The throne room sat empty. Out in the city, the nobles began to whisper that something was gravely wrong. And soon it wasn’t just the nobles; the rumors spread like wildfire, sweeping through the city until all Ulvannis waited with bated breath. 

The second day of the vigil dawned cold and gray. While the sky was still dark, just beginning to lighten, Rufyllys crept from his father’s bedchamber and his sister Petrea took his place. Her eyes were dark and sunken, for though she had just come from her bedchambers, she had found little rest. 

“How is he?” she asked. 

The physick was gracious enough not to lie to her. “He is in the gods’ hands now, my lady,” he said, which was not really any kind of answer at all. 

Petrea stepped close, feeling a shiver crawl down her spine, like the icy, clawed fingers of a dremmakin tiptoeing across her skin. 

Moroweth Vergana lay on his bed, a blanket thrown over him, shivering in the chamber’s clammy warmth. If he recovered, it would be a miracle. That was clear enough to see in the grave look on the physick’s face, in the helpless, wide-eyed stare of the emperor himself. They all knew there was a fourth person present in the room. 

Zantos, the God of Death. 

He waited in the shadows, in the flickers at the edge of the mind’s eye, in the brief instants between the closing and opening of her eyelids. He lurked as he always did, just out of sight...but here. Palpably, unquestionably present. Waiting for the moment he would reach down and take Moroweth Vergana in his arms. 

The lanterns sputtered. The paper screens around the bed danced with shadows, orange and black, glowing like fire in a fissure of the earth. Beyond the candlelight was darkness, the hint of shapes rather than the shapes themselves. Banners with black ink hung from the walls. The writings of the stoic Neravan Vergana, for the most part. Petrea remembered the gist of them—proverbs about serenity, about throwing oneself into the great river and admiring the waters rather than fighting the current. Ironic, for a man who had led the world for the past decade. He’d never let life carry him anywhere. 

“Forgive me, lady,” the physick said, looking at her with an expression that was almost guilty. “I need a moment’s rest...I fear if I do not…I may begin to falter…” 

“Of course,” she said, offering a weak, queasy smile. “You should rest.” 

For the first time since Vergana had taken to his bed, the physick slipped away, leaving the emperor and his daughter alone. Petrea sat by her father’s side. The room looked like a cave, grown small somehow—just she and he frozen in this instant of time. The air was as warm as an embrace. 

The Emperor of Navessea coughed. It was a wet, rattling sound, like the sound a small animal makes when it is trodden on. Petrea shuddered. She tried not to think about what that sound meant. But the more she tried, the more the thoughts came to her unbidden—images of things opening that weren’t meant to open, the fabric inside his lungs swelling and bursting like a worm in the rain. She felt bile stir in her guts, threatening to force its way up her throat. Whatever Moroweth Vergana had become, whatever he had done or planned to do, he was still her father, the man who had given her life. She had never wanted him to suffer this way. This should have been over long ago. Would have been, if not for that cursed, tireless physick. 

He coughed again. It wasn’t the sound of a man that could get well again. It was the sound of a man locked in battle with Zantos’ Deathriders and losing. 

For all practical purposes, Moroweth Vergana was already dead. 

Petrea had killed him. 

She felt panic stealing up on her, as sure as Death’s own shadow. A chill went down her spine. 

What have I done? Oh, gods, what have I done? 

She tried to remind herself that she hadn’t had a choice; if he’d lived, not the army of the dremmakin themselves could have stopped him from marrying her to Ilruyn. That was the thing about him—one he made up his mind, nothing could sway him. His body might have grown frail with age and sickness, but his will…his will was as strong as aeder. The proof was in the fact that he was still there in front of her, breathing, when he should have been dead already. Even now, at the end, with Zantos’ hand on his shoulder, he clung to life, with the same obstinate tenacity with which he clung to everything. 

He should be dead. With the dose I gave him, he should never have lasted this long. 

Ah, but medicine is no precise science. It’s an art, and it takes an artist’s hand. 

Wasn’t that what the sorcerer’s apprentice had told her?—the daughter of the man her father, in his final fit of desperation, had summoned all the way from the Sunset Isles to cure her mother’s illness. 

At his appointed task, the sorcerer had proved a disappointment, but at least his daughter had helped make those final, grim days bearable. While the sorcerer tended to Petrea’s mother, the girl from the Sunset Isles helped distract Petrea from her grief. Since she was common-born, Petrea could let her guard down, at least for a while, in a way she somehow felt it would be improper to do around her company of young ladies. If Praxia or Claria saw her cry, it would be the talk of the city; the sorcerer girl, she somehow knew, wouldn’t breathe a word. 

She taught Petrea the names of the herbs of the land and sea…which could cure an upset stomach, or banish a headache, or help you sleep after a nightmare. Which could save a life…and which, if administered in the wrong dose or improperly mixed, could end it. 

A lesson she’d never imagined, at the time, she might someday need to use. 

Back when she was a girl, after one of her father’s beatings, Petrea had fantasized about this moment. She’d imagined the triumph she would feel as she watched him breathe his last. But she felt none now. All she felt was horror and pity at the waste of it all. 

I should have given him more. I should have given him enough to end this sooner. But pinsbane wasn’t completely tasteless, and if she had, he might have suspected betrayal. 

Maybe, she thought, she should have risked it. Then she wouldn’t be here, alone with him, waiting… 

She opened her mouth and found that she couldn’t breathe. 

She might as well have been in the dremmakins’ castle at the bottom of the sea. Alone in the dark. Drowning on shadows. 

What have I done, what have I done…? 

You did what you had to do, she tried to tell herself. You and Annuweth and Rufyllys have your whole lives ahead of you. Why should he get to stand in the way of that? 

She drove her nails into her leg, the pain opening like a blossom in her skin—enough, for the moment, to drive Death’s shadow back. Enough for a breath. 

How many chances had he had? And at every turn, he’d failed; he’d bartered away his eldest daughter the moment she came of age, choosing to send her across the sea so that Petrea’s own half-sister became, to her, little more than a stranger. He’d humiliated and cast aside his own true son, had let his wife waste away while he’d buried himself in affairs of state. He’d forgotten said wife in the company of his new son. He had traded Petrea to Ilruyn, the ultimate humiliation—to force her to lie with the man who had so deeply humiliated the only member of her family, besides her mother, who had ever truly loved her. And he had tried to trade her once before…to Scalian Priferneth. 

Yes…think of that. Remember Scalian. Her first betrothed. 

His pride inflated by the prospect of a marriage into the royal family, Scalian’s father had engaged in a series of indiscretions after his son’s betrothal to Petrea. He’d siphoned gold from the royal treasury; his liaisons with painted ladies became the talk of the city. Then, to cap it all off, he was discovered naked in bed with a Priestess of Shavennya, a scandal that not even his once-storied family name could bear. 

Petrea remembered the moment she heard the news, listening from behind a row of garden hedges as her father discussed her fate with Ilruyn, his new protege. The wedding will have to be called off, of course. Her heart had leaped with relief, naturally; but at the same time, there’d been a sense of disquiet, a hurt she couldn’t explain but which lingered with her long afterwards. She thought she understood it now. 

That was the moment she finally, truly understood what she was to her father. 

The wedding will have to be called off, of course. 

Not because Scalian Priferneth was ugly, or because he was coarse or cruel. Not because he tormented his servants’ children, or because everyone knew he’d fucked his first painted lady at the tender age of fourteen and would go on to fuck many more. Not because Petrea detested him and would rather have married half a dozen other young men instead. 

No, not for any of those reasons, but because Scalian’s family name had been besmirched—a stain that the pride of House Vergana could never bear. 

Petrea looked down at her father. Although she could still feel the ghouls’ clammy chill along her back and a feeling like a thousand tiny claws were prickling along her scalp—the edge of panic if not panic itself—she could at least breathe again. 

Why should Rufyllys and Annuweth and I pay the price for your dream? She asked herself. Especially because that dream wouldn’t even make him happy. He knew as well as she did that any chance for his own happiness had died long ago, with Petrea’s mother…the only woman he had ever truly loved. Not a crown or a throne or all the pleasures of Navessea could fill the void she’d left behind. 

The world would think the illness he had contracted during the war against Tyrace had resurfaced, or that it had never truly been cured. That the emperor had, as was his wont, pushed himself too hard when he ought to have rested and recovered his strength...that he had worked himself to death. Only she and Rufyllys would know the truth—that after that fateful meeting over supper, she had gone to her brother and explained the one part of her plan she hadn’t been willing to share with Annuweth, the part so mad that she trembled as she put it into words. Emperor Vergana was sick, but he wasn’t dying…not unless someone nudged him on his way. 

Vergana’s eyelids fluttered open. “Petrea,” he breathed. That was all. Just her name, then silence. 

She tried to think of what to say to him. She felt she had to say something…an apology? A prayer? But no words came. What words could suffice, in this moment? There were none that mattered, none that could make a difference. 

She took the glass of water from his bedside and held it in her hand. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She emptied a few more drops of pinsbane, coupled with salvia to take away his pain. 

He reached for the cup she offered him. As soon as his fingers touched hers, she felt a tremor run through her hand. 

“Did I ever tell you?” he said, “of all the flowers in this garden, you are the most beautiful.” 

She drew back as if stung. He must have been delirious; his mind wandering back to a day long ago, the day after she’d had a terrible fight with one of her cousins that had left her red-eyed and weeping. Those were the words he’d spoken to her then. It was a distant memory, one she’d thought lost; but now, in his final moments, her father had reached back into the mists of time and found it, dangling it before her like a magician’s last, cruelest trick. 

She swallowed hard. A fresh spasm shook her fingers. He frowned, tugging at the cup in her hand, but she could not make her fingers open. 

“Water,” he muttered. “I need water. Please, Petrea.” 

Still, she held onto the cup. She clutched it so tightly that an ache spread through her wrist and down her arm. It settled in the marrow of her bones. 

No, she thought. The past is dead. Let it die. 

The past is dead. 

She forced her fingers to open. 

He raised the cup to his lips and drank. 

The salvia took effect quickly. His head fell back onto the pillow; his eyes drifted shut. At the same time, his chest shook; a thin, wet rattle escaped his lips. 

Petrea felt the heat of her tears against her cheeks as she stared at him, silently willing him to die, just die already, please die. 

And, in the end, he did—his mind far away, lost in dreams as he choked quietly on phlegm and bile. 

A strange sound made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. She realized that it was a wail—her own wail. She hadn’t meant to cry out; rather, the cry had burst from her like a bird from an open cage. It had stolen her tongue, her lungs, her voice, and made them its own. 

Rufyllys and Ilruyn came running. Ilruyn’s own cry was sharp and cold as a knife parting flesh; it brought her back to herself. 

As he took Moroweth Vergana’s limp and lifeless fingers, she reached up with a trembling hand to brush away her tears. 

Rufyllys’ arm around her shoulder was like a lifeline, a tether back to the world of the living. “We did what we had to do,” he murmured in her ear, too low for Ilruyn to hear. 

I did it, she thought. I was the one who made the poison. I was the one who charmed the physick, who distracted him while you put it in that tonic he drinks every day. The first dose, to weaken him; the second, to send him to his bed. The third to finish him. Then I gave him the fourth by my own hand when the third didn’t work. Four blows—to make it look like sickness. I could have stopped. I could have turned back. But I didn’t. 

“It’s all right,” he said soothingly. “It’s all right.” 

She wasn’t so sure about that. But she supposed it was at least more all right than wedding Ilruyn, bearing his children, watching her brother live in shame. The past is dead. He’s dead. 

Now it was up to her, Rufyllys, and Annuweth to make that death mean something. 

Ilruyn hunched over Vergana’s body. She gazed at his back, and the tears were hot in her eyes and upon her skin, hot enough to burn her down to the raw cords of her spirit. 

This shouldn’t have been necessary. He had made it necessary. He had taken whatever was left of Moroweth Vergana away from her and her brother; Petrea’s father had been dead before the poison ever touched his lips. 

Ilruyn’s thick, muscled shoulders shook with grief; the corded muscles of his forearms were visible as he tightened his grip on Vergana’s hand. He looked so strong, so mighty, especially standing there next to a woman, her sickly brother, and a faded corpse. 

But he wasn’t. Moroweth Vergana had been his shield, and now that shield was gone. 

Ilruyn might have been the golden child of Ulvannis, but for all his many talents, he had always lacked Vergana’s subtlety and tact. In his rise, he had blundered roughshod over many others—men whose sisters or lovers he’d too openly seduced, proud knights and the sons of senators he’d humiliated on the tournament field or before the Sharavayn table. He simply couldn’t help himself; that was who he was. He needed to win each battle he fought. 

While she and Rufyllys could wait…to win the war. 

Without his shield, Ilruyn was weaker than he imagined. 

Soon, she thought, he would find out just how weak he really was. 

And how much stronger his frail brother and his innocent, virgin sister were than he ever could have reckoned. 



Chapter Twenty 




Outside the city walls was a pit where all the nobles who died within the city were committed to the gods. There, on a parcel of earth seared perpetually black by the thousands of funeral pyres that had been lit there, they burned Emperor Vergana. 

Flakes of ash danced on the wind—black and white, like the robes of the Priest of Neravos who read out the final rites. “Blessed is this soul, who has lived in the light of the gods. May his spirit find its way to Viveos’ palace in the sky, may he sit tall and proud at the table of his ancestors.” 

Annuweth stood near the front of the crowd, staring unblinking at the flames until his eyes watered, watching the emperor dissolve through the shimmering veil of heat. Just ahead of him, Petrea stood with her head bowed. He wanted to go to her and put his arm around her—although she had not loved Moroweth Vergana, he was still her father, and he could see sorrow in the weary stoop of her shoulders—but he dared not. Not yet. 

For a little while more, they would have to go on pretending. 

Beside Petrea stood Rufyllys and beside him, Ilruyn. He was the emperor de facto for the moment, though he had not yet been formally crowned. The crowning would take place before the Senate in three days’ time. Rufyllys—who had been there to watch when his father was crowned—had described to Annuweth how it would go. 

The High Priest of Viveos would announce Ilruyn’s intention to become Emperor of Navessea and ask if there were any objections. No one would answer—the question was considered little more than a formality. The High Priest of Viveos and the High Priestess of Shavennya would set the gold dragon crown on Ilruyn’s head while the senators of Navessea bore witness. The prince’s name would be carved into the wall of the Senate beneath his adopted father’s, and he would walk to the Jade Keep to take his place upon Vergana’s vacant throne. 

At least, that was Ilruyn’s plan. 

Annuweth, Rufyllys, and Petrea had another. 

At the moment of Ilruyn’s coronation, they would challenge him. The High Priestess would take their side. The threat of the Order of Jade would persuade the High Priest and any recalcitrant senators to get in line, while the fleets of Osurris and Korennis would make sure that Senecal and any other governors who harbored disloyal inclinations kept their legions right where they were. 

Ilruyn would stay on as councilor, where he could be watched. 

Annuweth would marry Petrea, and together, the two of them would walk side-by-side to meet their new destiny—not the one the Fates had planned for them, but the one they had chosen. The one they had made. 

When the fires burned low the High Priest gathered Vergana’s ashes—those that had not been claimed by the wind—into an urn. Annuweth made a gesture to his men and they fell into their proper places, flanking the nobles of Ulvannis as they walked in somber silence back through the city streets to the crypt below the Jade Keep. 

Most of the crowd remained behind, gathered in the courtyard outside. Only a few descended—the High Priest, the emperor’s children, and Victaryn Livenneth, the new Captain of the Dragonknights, now that Annuweth had moved up the ranks. At the end went Annuweth himself. 

The lid of the emperor’s coffin was crowned with a sleeping figure carved of midnight stone; the face was so expertly crafted that Annuweth felt his breath catch in his chest. It almost looked as though the emperor might open his eyes again, might rise back to life like Neravos and join their ranks. 

Rufyllys pushed open the lid. Together, the three children lowered the ashes of their father into their final resting place. Ilruyn pushed the lid closed. It was over. 

Arm-in-arm, Petrea and Rufyllys staggered out of the crypt, back into the light. But Ilruyn lingered a moment, his eyes upon Vergana’s carved visage. There was a distant look on his face. 

“It’s hard to believe,” he said quietly. 

“My prince?” 

“How much it hurts. It’s hard to believe I hated him once.” 

“Well,” Annuweth said, doing his best to keep his voice flat and free of reproach, “he clearly didn’t hate you.” 

“Make the best of what you have,” Ilruyn said quietly, under his breath. 

“What?” 

“Something your father said to me, actually. Right before my father handed me over to Moroweth. Life is a fickle stallion; sometimes it carries you far off course. You can wear yourself out trying to fight it, or wait for it to tire, and watch where it takes you. You might find yourself pleasantly surprised. Such a stoic thing to say, of course.” He laughed. “When I first came to Vergana’s house, I was so angry. I was just a boy, and I had to say goodbye to my mother, my father, my little sisters; I had to go off and live with this man who just walked away with the throne that should have belonged to my family. And I was supposed to thank him for the honor? It was too much. It stung worse than any hit I’d ever taken in the sparring room. I was ready to fight. I was ready to wear myself down to my last ember fighting. Then I thought about what your father said and I…I decided, well, it’s exhausting, being outraged all the time, and it’s not like it’s doing anything but making my life harder. I suppose I could stomach being civil for just one day.” 

Annuweth thought of what Septakim had said to him back in the Tyracian villa. Rage can give a man strength…but what it gives, it takes back. 

“So I tried being civil,” Ilruyn continued. “And I found…inside the idea of this man I thought I hated…there was this other man who wasn’t that different from me. What are the chances we’d have the same favorite book? Urian’s histories—the Chronicler’s account of his battle against Cardath. The same favorite Sharavayn champion? Even the same damned favorite food. Razorfish with Thyrian spice. I thought he was just another piece of shit who wanted power…but he really cared. I think that was what surprised me the most. All those times he could have been dining on lava-yams and heart-berries and gods know what else, or lying with bath-girls, or watching theater and the races…he once spent three hours straight making Cyrdoreth and Ephrayenne explain to him the impact some new tax law would have on the Neravenne shipping industry, because he really wanted to understand. Because he felt it was his duty to try. I spent hours with the proud bastard at the end,” Ilruyn said, laying a hand on the shoulder of the midnight stone figure. “I kept telling him to rest, but he kept going on and on about all the things I needed to manage and watch out for—the Tyracians rebuilding their fleet, Tyrennis Castaval seizing power in the south, Valdruk pirates and dissidents in Dane and the Sunset Isles. He was in pain—I could see it on his face—but the whole time he was dying, all he was worried about was Navessea.” Ilruyn shook his head, and Annuweth saw the bright sparkle of tears in the prince’s eyes. “He told me I was like him, but I’m not sure I am. Maybe no one is. I’d like to believe I could be that strong, looking Zantos in the eye, but...I don’t know if it’s true.” 

Annuweth felt a lump in his throat. He stared into the eyes of the man he was plotting to betray. All he saw there was grief, the grief of a son for his dead father. 

He wanted to see the man who had betrayed and wounded Petrea and Rufyllys. 

But instead he couldn’t help but remember the man he’d sparred with, played Sharavayn with, watched the races and tournaments with, fought beside… 

Why couldn’t you just be a monster? Annuweth thought. This would be so much easier if you were a monster. When he spoke, it was with great difficulty. “The most anyone can do is try, my prince.” 

“You know, I do think that’s one of Neravan Vergana’s sayings. He would have appreciated that.” Ilruyn took a deep, shaky breath and drew a hand across his eyes. When he lowered his hand, the sparkle of tears was gone. 

“He told me ruling could be a burden,” Annuweth said. “Not long before he died. I suppose if you wanted to avoid all that, you could always leave things to Rufyllys.” He said it with a false sense of lightness, as if he were only jesting. 

“Rufyllys…honestly, I was afraid he’d resent me for this. It’s not as though I begged Moroweth for any of this, but even so…” 

Of course you didn’t beg, Annuweth thought. Begging would be so sordid. You didn’t have to beg; he just handed the throne to you because you’re you, and he’s him. 

“Rufyllys was angry at first. But we had a talk, and in the end…once we talked things through…he told me he didn’t want the crown. Didn’t want all that responsibility. It would leave him no time for his poems.” 

And you really believed him? Annuweth stared at Ilruyn thoughtfully. The Prince was one of the smartest men Annuweth knew—a beast at the Sharavayn table, well-read, with a keen memory for names and figures. Yet somehow, he was still able to be so completely, willfully blind about something so critical. Maybe Rufyllys didn’t crave power, but all men craved respect. What was Vergana’s will but the clearest sign there could be that Rufyllys had never been respected? 

I guess maybe you really don’t understand, Annuweth thought. How could you? After all… 

You’re you. 

And you can never know how much a thing is worth until you’ve seen what it’s like to live without it. 

He felt something harden inside him—like the gates of a castle creaking shut. He looked at the man he was going to betray, and, to his relief, he saw his enemy again. 

If Ilruyn had any hint of what was in Annuweth’s thoughts, he didn’t show it. His smile was warm—just as all his smiles always were. “Well…see you around, Prefect.” He clapped Annuweth on the shoulder as he walked by out the door. The feel of that touch lingered—like the mark left by the fiery palm of one of the Fates. 




*** 




Annuweth walked back to the Prefect’s Villa at dusk. The last of the Order’s knights were finishing their drills in the training yard; they bowed to him as he passed, and he nodded at them in return. He climbed the steps as the sun was setting, lighting the brooding canopy of the clouds with red fire. By the time he’d reached the top his legs were aching and he could feel his lungs burning. He leaned against the doorframe, drawing in deep breaths, surprised by this uncharacteristic weakness. 

I need to sleep more. 

But he would have found it hard to rest properly even if he hadn’t been plotting against Ilruyn. There was so much for a new prefect to learn and manage. 

Promotions, disbursements of pensions to men who were retiring or who had been crippled in the war. Recruiting new knights to fill the ranks of the fallen and departed. Discharging high-ranking knights who broke their oaths. Ensuring that the Office of the Stewards made sure that all the Order’s knights went properly armed and armored. Attending the meetings of the Royal Council to help Vergana (and now Ilruyn) decide whether or not to add the royal signature to the Senate’s laws relating to military matters. In short, making sure that the Order, in all its complexity, continued to function almost as smoothly as it had when Karthtag-Kal was in command. 

Add Petrea’s plot on top of all that, and sleep did not come easily. 

There were times when he missed being Captain of the Dragonknights. True, standing guard for hours on end could be tedious, but there was an elegant simplicity to the work. All your energy, all your focus, devoted to one thing—protecting the emperor and his family. Here, it felt as though his mind was being stretched and pulled in a dozen directions at once. 

When he was Captain, at the end of a long day, he’d eat with his men at their common table in the Jade Keep, sharing their food, their talk, their laughter. Garryn, who always seemed to have a different bath-girl hanging on his arm and secretly enjoyed dabbling in the womanly art of water-script painting (how the others had teased him when they’d found out). Nihlos, who spent every free hour playing games of dice and cards, not for the love of gambling, but simply for the love of the games themselves—he’d rather play for chips of wood than coin. Serreth, who spent half his coins on exotic physicks and seemed convinced that one of them would help him discover the secret to perfect health and long life—and more than eager to share what seemed like a new miracle treatment each day, each one more preposterous than the last. Come to think of it, though, Annuweth had never actually seen the man sick. 

More often than not these days, Annuweth supped alone, surrounded by stacks of scrolls and wax tablets in the dim light of his bedroom. He still saw his men from time to time. They saluted and called him prefect now. They shared their stories and laughter for their new captain, Victaryn. 

The loneliness wouldn’t have been so bad, perhaps, if he hadn’t been lying to the whole world. Only Petrea and Rufyllys shared his secret. 

Us against the world, he thought. That’s how it has to be. At least until we’ve built the world we want. 

He bowed his head and made his way inside. His steward, Stellos, was waiting for him. Stellos had served Karthtag-Kal for many years, after a war-time accident had left him with a limp; it was he who had first trained Annuweth in swordsmanship. He was a year older than Karthtag-Kal, and would retire himself before too long, but had agreed to stay on to ease Annuweth’s transition into the role of prefect. 

Annuweth collapsed into his chair in what had once been Karthtag-Kal’s bedchamber, resting his arms on the desk. “What news?” 

The steward shrugged. “I’ve made sure all the reports are there,” he said, gesturing at a familiar stack of tablets and scrolls on Annuweth’s desk. “The recruiting goes well. Plenty of war heroes to choose from. Seventy-nine men will take the oath on the first day of next week. I think that in a month we will have replaced all those who fell in the war. If I may, sir...Chronicler Ephrayenne is complaining that the Order has been disproportionately honoring the men of certain legions above others. Specifically, he feels as though some of the men of his brother’s legion of Neravenne have been overlooked.” 

Any man could take the Trials to serve in the Order of Jade. Some men, however, could forego the Trials if they received a direct invitation from the prefect or lieutenant of the Order. Such invitations were typically a rare honor for both the man who received them and for the governor of the legion the man came from—many governors were known to compete with each other over how many of their legion’s men went on to serve in the Order. The chance to boast was a fair trade for the loss of a good soldier. 

The invitations were made to those who had shown exceptional valor or skill. Since the recent war against Tyrace had seen a surplus of valor and feats of arms, Annuweth had the opportunity to make many such offers over the first few weeks of his prefecture. 

Ephrayenne’s accusation was true; Annuweth had, indeed, extended a disproportionate number of invitations to men who served under those governors and commanders less likely to be loyal to Ilruyn, especially when it came to vacant officers’ posts. The more high-ranking knights whose loyalty he could be sure of, the better. If Ephrayenne’s starting to notice, that means I need to be more subtle. Next thing I know, Governor Ildoran or one of the others will catch on, too. 

“I’ll make a note of it,” he said. “I certainly didn’t intend any offense to the Chronicler, or Governor Ephrayenne.” 

What a mad year,” Stellos remarked. “The war...the prefect retiring...and now his majesty gone...” 

“Gods rest his spirit,” Annuweth said dutifully. 

“Gods rest it.” Stellos sighed. “He was one of the greats.” 

“He will be missed. Good night, Stellos.” 

“Good night, sir.” 

The steward departed, leaving Annuweth alone. 

He stared for a while at the tablets without taking anything in. At last he gave up and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes as he looked around the room. 

The walls surrounding him were mostly bare. Annuweth had taken down the old stoic banners with which Karthtag-Kal had covered the villa but hadn’t yet got around to figuring out what to put up in their place. All there was to see was a coat of plain, green paint. 

He fingered the hilt of the sword at his side—his father’s sword. Here I am, he thought. Not the way I thought it would be…not the way I planned. But I am Prefect of the Order of Jade. Just like I always promised I would be. 

He wondered whether Nelos Dartimaos would be proud, or angry. 

Does it matter? He’s dead, and the spirit you thought you’d been talking to all these years was only ever Karthtag-Kal’s idea of him. You never knew your father, and you never will. 

He tried to turn his attention to the reports Stellos had brought him. There was a problem, though. Try as he might to put it out of his head, he kept remembering the touch of Ilruyn’s hand on his shoulder. Why, he thought, had the prince had to go and do something like that? 

He’s trying to take the woman you love, and he was happy enough to betray his own foster brother. No matter what he said in the crypt, he looked very pleased with himself when Vergana named him his heir. He’s not the dragon he thinks he is; he’s a snake. 

I cannot falter now. I can’t. 

He closed his eyes. His head throbbed. He knew he needed just a moment’s rest. 

When he opened his eyes, Nelos Dartimaos was there. Or, at least, his armor was. It stood before him, battle-scarred and splendid, the dark sockets of the empty helmet gazing at him with the cold indifference of an executioner facing a condemned man. In the black gaze Annuweth read the promise of pain. 

He shrank away. He reached for the sword at his belt, but his arm was trapped, held fast by the prefect’s cloak draped about his shoulders. He thrashed against the silk, falling back against his desk as the armor of Nelos Dartimaos stepped towards him. With a single, fluid motion, Dartimaos reached down and succeeded where Annuweth had failed—he drew the green aeder blade from its sheath at Annuweth’s belt. Annuweth was babbling—father, no, father, it’s me. The armored figure seemed not to notice, or care. Dartimaos paused, gazing at the blade, and there was a look of fond recognition in the tilt of his armored head, as if a long-lost friend had finally been returned to him. 

He drew back his arm and thrust the blade into Annuweth’s heart. 

Annuweth screamed. He awoke with his hand on his chest. He felt a deep, piercing ache there, as if his insides had been seared with a white-hot brand. He leaned over the desk, his breath coming in shallow gasps. 

The lanterns had burned out; the sky outside was blacker than midnight stone. His eyes strained into the dark of the empty room. He could have sworn he heard a sound like a spirit moving. “Father?” he whispered. “Father, are you there?” 

But there was no answer except the frenzied, painful beating of his own heart. 



Chapter Twenty-One 




When plotting to overthrow an emperor, it was important to have the right allies. 

During the days following that fateful conversation in the gardens, Petrea and Rufyllys had spent her time making sure they did. 

Petrea’s first entreaties were to Cyrdoreth, Vergana’s Master of the Treasury. As a man who knew a lot about gold, he had amassed a good deal of his own, and was widely rumored to be the wealthiest lord in Navessea. Enlisting him was easy; carried away by the moment, in a fit of overzealous passion, Ilruyn had shattered the hand of Cyrdoreth’s eldest son in a tournament years ago. Though he was obliged to smile and play along and pretend that nothing was amiss (so as to please Vergana), Cyrdoreth had never truly forgiven Ilruyn, and was more than happy to seize the chance to exact revenge. 

Next, she went to Governor Gurges of Korennis—or, more importantly, Governor Gurges’ wife, Isara, who kept her husband on a short leash both outside and—as rumor had it—inside the bedroom. Isara had a beautiful daughter, Claria, who meant the world to her, and who happened to be one of Petrea’s oldest friends. Petrea offered to make that beautiful daughter empress of Navessea. It was a tempting offer, one that a loving mother and ambitious lady like Isara Gurges could not pass up. 

Annuweth spent that entire afternoon in a fit of terror, sure that Isara or Governor Gurges would betray their intentions to Ilruyn, that all would be undone, that he himself would end his days in the Great Arena, beasts ripping out his guts. 

But he should have had faith in Petrea. Whether it was her friendship with the Gurges’ daughter, or the persuasiveness of her words, or the power she offered, or simply her natural charm—or, most likely, a combination of them all—he wasn’t sure, but she returned to the Jade Keep that evening to tell him that the Gurges were with them. 

And soon enough, the house of Suryn was with them, too. Just as Petrea had predicted, the Suryn family proved natural allies. They were afraid Ilruyn had never forgiven them for delivering him Moroweth Vergana’s hands. 

Cyrdoreth would offer gold and influence with the Senate. Governor Gurges would offer the fleet of Korennis, and the friendship of his sister, the High Priestess of Shavennya. The family of Suryn would secure the eastern coast. The nobility of their name, one of the oldest in Navessea, would help ensure the legitimacy of Rufyllys’ rule. 

After those three key allies had been secured, they waited. The governors began to drift back to their own lands. Karthtag-Kal retired; Emperor Vergana sickened. It was only then, after Vergana breathed his last, that Rufyllys moved to enlist their final ally. 

Though the Governor of Antarenne and his legion had begun the journey home, Andreas had remained behind—Ulvannis boasted some of the empire’s best physicks, and the Graver, so Annuweth had heard, was determined not to leave their care until he had regained as much as possible of his old fighting strength. The prince met him inside a gaming house one rainy afternoon and emerged with a deal that left Annuweth furious. 

This was the first time that he could remember openly quarreling with Petrea. 

“You can’t be serious,” he said when she told him the Graver’s price. “Your brother agreed to make him Governor of Antarenne? The Graver—a governor? It’s too much.” 

“The current governor of Antarenne is sick—dying, by all accounts,” Petrea said. “Even if he lives, his term is almost over. We’ll need a new one. Andreas already knows the land well...” 

“He’s probably having someone poison the old governor,” Annuweth interrupted, his lip curling in disgust. 

“Remember what I said—taking a throne is no good unless you can hold it. Like it or not, Andreas has a lot of power—he can help us hold it.” 

“That’s what the Order of Jade is for, isn’t it?” Annuweth asked. “I think three thousand armored knights can handle a commoner uprising.” 

“And if we have most of the racing teams on our side instead of Ilruyn’s, it’s less likely that there will be an uprising. Besides, who’s to say all those knights of yours will be on the right side? Like it or not, Karthtag-Kal still has a lot of friends in your Order of Jade. No half…” 

“No half-measures,” Annuweth cut her off. “I don’t need to hear it again.” 

“You agreed,” she reminded him. 

“That was before I knew you were going to make the man a governor. He’s not worth it.” 

“What would you have me do? Have Rufyllys go back to him and tell him the deal is off? How long do you think it would take for him to betray us to Ilruyn then?” 

Annuweth looked away, seething. He knew it was true. 

“Listen,” Petrea said, “I know you wish you’d killed him back in Tyracium. But you didn’t. He’s alive, and we might as well make use of him until he dies.” 

“Until he dies,” Annuweth repeated. “And when will that be, do you think? He started as nothing; a barbarian mercenary. Now he’s about to become a governor of Navessea. The only step left after that is emperor.” 

“Sometimes we have to make deals with the ones we hate to get what we want.” 

“Don’t patronize me.” 

Her expression softened. She stepped close, laying her palm against his cheek. He could feel her fingers on the scar that wrapped around the side of his face. “We’re almost there now. Let’s finish this,” she said softly. “We’ve come too far to turn back.” 

It was true. All their preparations, all those long hours of doubt, had led them to the edge of the abyss. Their hand was already in the game. 

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said. 

He hoped that he did, too. 




*** 




The day of Ilruyn’s coronation dawned bright and clear. 

Annuweth rose early. He bathed himself, slipped on his clothes and—with the help of one of the Order’s servants—his armor. By now, the yoba-shell plates felt as comfortable as a second skin. He belted the sword of Nelos Dartimaos at his waist, took a deep breath, and stepped out to meet the man he was about to betray. 

Victaryn Livenneth was waiting with his full score of Dragonknights on the steps of the Jade Keep. Behind them, atop a pair of proud black Naxos horses, were the emperor’s sons, each clad in brilliant white robes fringed with red, the color of House Vergana. To one side lay a horse-drawn carriage, the windows veiled with pale silk; inside, the princess Petrea sat, shielded from the heat of the sun. 

“Prefect.” Victaryn saluted Annuweth as he approached. 

“Let’s go.” Annuweth squared his shoulders. Let’s get this done with. 

The walk down the White Street to the Senate chamber seemed to last an eternity. The sun was unseasonably hot for that time of year, beating down on their shoulders as they marched solemnly along the road. Annuweth was soon sweating in his prefect’s cloak. The relative dimness of the Senate chamber was a welcome relief, though it did not stop the sweating; if anything, he was sweating more and more with each step he took. 

The senators were already there, arrayed in concentric circles around the center of the chamber where a dais sat, illuminated by a shaft of light from above, where, at the very highest point of the chamber’s domed ceiling, a pane of gold-tinted aeder had been set to let in the sun. The High Priest of Viveos and the High Priestess of Shavennya waited beside the dais, both illuminated by the light, both looking completely splendid in robes of the finest silk. Besides the lavishness of their dress, the two were as unlike as could be; he, old, stooped, with a balding head and pitted cheeks; she, young, fair of face, with a full figure and rich, wavy hair that might even have made Petrea jealous. 

The senators, who had been talking among themselves, fell silent as the royal family entered, flanked by the Order’s knights. Ilruyn walked proudly, his head held high, utterly oblivious to what was in store. His face was a study in placidity. Rufyllys was a marked contrast; the muscles of his throat moved as he swallowed, and his fingers fiddled restlessly at his sides. 

As he walked, Annuweth scanned the rows of senators—as well as the four rows of chairs at the very back of the Senate chamber where Navessean nobles of distinguished rank were permitted to sit and observe the proceedings. 

He saw the Graver there. The commander’s blandly handsome face gazed down at him with an expression of naked hostility. A cane rested against one side of his chair, the only visible indication of the grievous injuries he had taken—that, and the scar on his right cheek where Marilia had stabbed him with a shard of broken wood. The man still walked with a limp, and for that Annuweth was grateful. But it wasn’t enough. 

He should be dead. His spirit should be rotting in the bottom of the sea with the dremmakin. He’d be right at home there. He tore his gaze away. 

And his heart skipped a beat. 

Karthtag-Kal sat on the opposite end of the hall. While the general rule was that no swords were permitted inside the Senate, Karthtag-Kal had his green aeder sword belted at his side—a privilege permitted to retired officers of the Order of Jade. 

He shouldn’t be here. He said he was visiting Naxos. Why did he come back? 

For the briefest moment, Karthtag-Kal’s eyes met his. Karthtag-Kal gave him the slightest nod of the head. Was it pride he saw in the old prefect’s eyes? Respect? Annuweth looked away. His heart was beating fast, as fast as it had been the night he’d first made love to Petrea. He felt as though there was a dagger in his chest, ripping him wide open, laying bare his heart for all the world to see. He stared down at the marble tiles on the floor, feeling the sweat roll down his back. He thought he might be sick. 

I can’t do this, he thought. I can’t. Not like this. Not with him here. 

You can. You must. Take hold of yourself and follow the plan. 

When Annuweth had been a child in Oba’al’s pillow house, despite Marilia’s best efforts, he’d never really developed a passion for Capture the Emperor. His favorite had been a different game—Pirate’s Dice. He still recalled with fondness those late afternoons huddled with the other children around a table in the common room, that little yoba-shell cup clutched in his hand. They’d each shake their cups, and the dice would rattle, and then they’d bring the cups slamming down atop the tabletop. 

Five children—Annuweth, Marilia, Damar, Saleema, Nyreese. One cup each, and in each cup five dice...twenty-five total. The object of the game was to take turns guessing how many of any given number were on the table at any given time when the only cup you could see inside was your own. 

Four threes... 

Five fours... 

Five sixes... 

Six fours... 

Until someone shouted liar! and the cups were turned over. If the last child had called six fours, and there were six or more on the table, the one who’d called the bluff was defeated. But if there turned out to be fewer than six fours, then the bluff failed, and the one who’d named the false number lost the round instead. 

There was some sort of mathematical strategy behind it, and he knew his sister had worked it out (of course she had). But the reason he loved this game above all others was that, much of the time, it didn’t matter. He beat her anyway. Not by counting or calculating or scheming, but only by looking at her face and reading the truth that was written there. By keeping the truth off his own. He called her bluffs with uncanny precision, but she rarely dared call his. 

One day, after a particularly bold bluff in which he named five sixes when he only had one, she turned to him and asked him what his secret was. He never told her the truth. 

The secret was that he didn’t care what was in the cup. He didn’t believe it; he couldn’t. As soon as he believed that he only had one six, no matter how hard he tried to hide it, one of the others would see the truth in his eyes. 

The trick, of course, was to convince yourself, fully and completely, against all evidence to the contrary, that you really had five sixes. 

I’m not a traitor, he thought as he stood before the Senate of Navessea. I’m not a traitor, Petrea isn’t plotting treason, Ilruyn isn’t the rightful heir (Rufyllys is), everything I do is proper, and there are five sixes, no matter what anyone says. 

Moroweth Vergana was wrong, and we are right, and because we are right, we will prevail. 

We will prevail. 

He swallowed, hard, and the sickness inside him receded, at least a little. At least for the moment. 

Several seats in the front row had been left open. The royal family took their places there—all except for Ilruyn, who strode straight to the dais. There, dead center, flanked by the High Priest and Priestess, on a pillow set atop a little wooden podium, was the crown of Navessea. 

“Here is Prince Ilruyn Ikaryn-Vergana of Navessea,” the High Priest announced. “By the will of our late emperor, the heir to the crown of Navessea. He is the adopted son of Moroweth Vergana, named in his will, and by that right he comes to claim the throne. Are there any who dispute this claim?” 

For a moment, silence reigned in the chamber. Annuweth wondered if now, at the end, it would all come to nothing simply because Rufyllys Vergana could not find his voice. Ilruyn drew himself up, his chest swelling, his square jaw jutting proudly, looking for all the world as if he were just waiting for a sculptor to set to work carving his statue. 

Then, at last, Rufyllys rose. He cleared his throat. All eyes turned towards him. “I dispute the claim, actually.” 

Ilruyn whirled so fast that Annuweth thought he might have strained his neck. A murmur swept through the Senate. 

“What are you doing?” Ilruyn demanded, staring at his adopted brother in disbelief. 

“I am Moroweth Vergana’s only true-born son,” Rufyllys said. Now that the moment had come, the familiar, even-tempered smile that so often graced his face had disappeared completely. He faced Ilruyn squarely, his jaw set, his voice firm and even. Petrea had told Annuweth that Rufyllys had practiced this speech many times in the privacy of his bedchamber, and the practice had clearly paid off. No speech, however well-prepared, could disguise the slightness of his stature or the pinched, unpleasant angles of his face. Nevertheless, in that moment, more than at any time before, he truly did look like Moroweth Vergana’s son. “I am sorry, Ilruyn, but the crown belongs to me.” 

“I am Moroweth Vergana’s eldest son,” Ilruyn spat. 

“You aren’t Moroweth Vergana’s son at all. Your father’s name is Senecal Ikaryn. Or have you forgotten?” 

“I am the son he chose. The whole council was there to see it. It was written in his will.” 

“Just like your father was the son Secundyn chose?” Rufyllys shot back. “And yet the crown passed through his daughter.” 

“That was different,” Ilruyn said. “Secundyn was named a tyrant. I think we can all agree your…our…father was not.” 

“It’s true,” the High Priest of Viveos agreed. “Prince Ilruyn has the right.” 

Petrea hadn’t even considered trying to sway the High Priest to their side; he was too loyal to Vergana, too fond of Ilruyn. Fortunately, his was not the only voice that could claim to speak for the gods. 

“With all due respect, I disagree.” The High Priestess of Shavennya spoke, her clear, high voice ringing through the hall. “Prince Rufyllys is right; Ilruyn is not Vergana’s son, not by blood. No emperor in the history of Navessea has ever been followed by any man other than his own firstborn son if he had one living.” 

The murmurs in the chamber grew louder; several senators exchanged quick, uncertain glances. Though the High Priest of Viveos technically outranked the High Priestess of Shavennya, all present knew that the High Priestess was Governor Gurges’ sister; they would now be wondering if her proclamation in favor of Rufyllys meant that Vergana’s true-born son enjoyed the governor’s support as well—and the support of the mighty fleet he commanded. The High Priest’s family, unfortunately for him, had only a few dozen household guards. 

“Just because it hasn’t been done doesn’t mean it cannot be done,” the High Priest argued, looking rattled. “The emperor may choose whomever he likes to follow him.” 

“May he?” The High Priestess of Shavennya shook her head. “With all due respect, I must refer us all to the Book of the Gods. To Neravos’ own words. I give unto you my eldest son, and he shall be your first leader, and you shall call him emperor, for in the son lies the heart, the spirit, and the strength of the father, and from him shall follow others, a line of emperors. So it was done when the empire began, and so it was meant to be.” 

Annuweth frowned. After hearing those lines spoken aloud, they seemed a somewhat flimsy excuse for what he, Rufyllys, and Petrea were trying to do. Is that all? The sole foundation for Rufyllys’ reign? A few lines of poetry? 

Evidently Ilruyn shared Annuweth’s feelings. He gave a contemptuous snort. 

“Even if we take those words to mean that an emperor should be followed by son—even conceding that, which I by no means am ready to concede—Prince Ilruyn remains our late majesty’s eldest son,” the High Priest snapped. 

“Not by blood,” the High Priestess said. “In the son lies the spirit and the strength of the father, Neravos said. What can that mean except the spirit bond that exists between a father and son of the same blood?” 

Annuweth risked a quick glance towards the back of the chamber. Karthtag-Kal’s brow was furrowed; his body trembled with agitation. He clearly wanted to talk, but for the moment, at least, he held his tongue; he was not a senator, or the high priest, or a member of the royal family, or—now that he had retired—a member of the emperor’s council, so he was not permitted to speak inside the Senate chamber unless called upon. Those were the rules of the Senate, and Karthtag-Kal had always been one to follow the rules, even when it pained him. 

Ephrayenne, the Imperial Chronicler, cleared his throat. “I was there in person during the council meeting at the end of the triumph where his late majesty expressed his desire that Prince Ilruyn follow him. If there is any doubt as to who has the better claim, we ought to follow his late majesty’s wishes.” He looked around the room. “I make my living studying and writing the histories of this great empire, so when I say Moroweth Vergana is one of the greatest rulers this land has ever seen, I hope you will give my words some credit,” he said. There were a few nods at that. “Emperor Vergana brought us peace, and when peace failed, he brought us a quick and decisive victory over the armies of Tyrace. He thought that Prince Ilruyn should follow him. That’s good enough for me. That should be good enough for all of you.” he looked directly at the High Priestess. “Since there appears to be doubt about what Navessea’s traditions require, why not defer to the wisdom of a wise man? Emperor Vergana was a wise man, and he chose this prince—” he pointed at Ilruyn— “to lead us.” 

Annuweth wrapped his fingers around the hilt of Nelos Dartimaos’ sword. The time had come. 

Ephrayenne spoke well—what else could be expected from a man who made his living peddling his own words—but he had nothing but his pen and parchment to back up his convictions. Annuweth had three thousand aeder swords. 

Now they would see which was more persuasive. 

“With respect, Ephrayenne,” he said, taking a step forward, “Emperor Vergana made a choice he had no right to make. I respect Moroweth Vergana as much as anyone, but we must follow Neravos first, for he is more than a wise man. He is a god.” He took a deep breath, feeling as though they were all hurtling towards the precipice of some great and terrible abyss. “The Order of Jade stands with Prince Rufyllys.” 

“For what it’s worth,” Cyrdoreth said in his dry, placid voice, “I agree with Prefect Sandaros.” From the smug look on his face, it was clear that he knew it was worth a great deal. 

There was no stopping the murmurs now. They swept like wildfire through the ranks of the senators, through the watching nobles, through the knights at Annuweth’s back. Ilruyn staggered to the edge of the dais, and for a second Annuweth thought he might fall off. He looked dazed, as if struck by a heavy blow. It was the second time Annuweth could remember seeing him so weak. 

But the weakness quickly turned to rage. 

“Traitor,” he spat at Annuweth’s feet. 

“I want you to swear, here and now, before all these good men, that you have no claim to the throne,” Rufyllys said firmly, undeterred by Ilruyn’s wrath. “Come, brother. This need not be the end for us. You can have a position of honor on my council. We...” 

“You said you didn’t want the crown and I was stupid enough to believe you.” Ilruyn shook his head. “How long have you been plotting this? Who else do you have with you? Gurges, Cyrdoreth, Sandaros...quite a group.” 

“Antarenne and Surennis, too, and most of the racing teams. You’re outmatched, brother.” 

Ilruyn seemed not to hear him. “Cyrdoreth and Gurges I understand, but…Sandaros?” He turned his eyes to Annuweth. “I thought you were my friend.” 

Annuweth gritted his teeth. He forced himself to meet the prince’s gaze. He saw real hurt there and felt an answering pain deep within his own chest, as if the Graver had stabbed him a second time. 

Do not show guilt. Do not show doubt. The High Priest was on Ilruyn’s side, as was the Chronicler and Karthtag-Kal and who knew how many others. None of Victaryn’s Dragonknights, he prayed, but he wasn’t fool enough to trust in prayers. He could not afford to show weakness, not here. If he did, his adversaries could tear him apart. 

“I am sorry, my prince,” he said flatly, “but the law of Navessea...” 

“Oh, horseshit. Don’t pretend you care about the law of Navessea. You’re adopted, too. Or did you forget? What did they promise you to go behind my back and embarrass me in front of all Navessea? I suppose it doesn’t matter.” He rounded on his brother. “Tell me something, little Rufyllys...do you really think you have what it takes to rule?” 

“I have the blood of the emperor in my veins...” 

“The blood of the emperor!” Ilruyn laughed harshly. His hands were clenched tight; a vein throbbed in his forehead. “Fuck that. You can’t even swing a sword. If the Tyracians or the northern armies come knocking, who’s going to drive them away? You? What will you do, read them a bad poem? Bore them to death? You might get a few that way, but I doubt such a strategy would have worked on Tyrennis Castaval or King Damar.” 

“Wasn’t it you who was captured during the Battle in the Bay?” Petrea remarked coldly. 

“Are women allowed to speak in the Senate chamber now?” the High Priest protested. No one paid him any mind. 

“Captured?” Ilruyn yelled at Petrea. “I killed seven men before they dragged me down. He knows!” he pointed at Annuweth. “He was there to see it. What did you do, Rufyllys? Father told me that during your first battle in Dane you fell off your horse and nearly drowned in the trenches.” 

“Enough, brother,” Rufyllys’ voice was strained. “I am the emperor of Navessea. If you continue to insult me, it will be treason.” 

But Ilruyn’s rage had carried him far beyond the point of caution. Maybe, in his pride, he believed that Rufyllys was not a threat. He had never taken his brother very seriously. 

“You back-stabbing bastard. No wonder your father never loved you.” 

Annuweth saw it then. Something changed in Rufyllys. Something broke. It was as if a cloak had been cast back to reveal the cold, naked blade beneath. A light went out of the prince’s eyes and when he spoke there was hate in his voice, a hate so deep and chilling that it sent a shiver down Annuweth’s spine. 

“Treason, then. Prefect, bring the traitor down off that platform and take off his head.” 

Utter silence reigned in the Senate chamber. 

Except for the ringing in Annuweth’s ears, a sound like the chiming of bells at a festival. 

He waited. For what, he wasn’t sure. For Sothia the Artificer to turn back time, for Yalaeda to cast the Senate into shadow and make everyone forget the words that had just been spoken, for Almaria to swoop down from the sky and bear Ilruyn away. For himself to wake from whatever dream this was. But nothing happened. Nothing could. Rufyllys had spoken the words before all the Senate. There was no way he could take them back now. 

Rufyllys turned to look at him with those frightening blank eyes. “Prefect. I gave you an order.” 

With numb fingers, Annuweth drew his sword. He took a step towards the dais. Ilruyn took a step back. For the first time, there was fear in his eyes. 

Too little. Too late. 

“Rufyllys,” Ilruyn said. “Rufyllys, come on, you can’t be serious...” 

Ilruyn was wrong. Annuweth had never seen Rufyllys more serious in his entire life. 

Annuweth’s feet were still moving, one step, another, up towards the dais. Inside he was praying for Viveos to stop him, to blast open the gold aeder roof and flood the room with fire. To burn it all away. 

He remembered his Trials to join the Order of Jade. His first kill. At the Trials’ end, they’d presented each of those recruits they were considering for the position of captain with a condemned prisoner. There, under the light of the sun, on the sands of the training field while his brothers looked on, Annuweth had put his sword through the man’s neck. He’d done it even though the man was weeping with terror, even though he himself had felt sick, even though afterwards he’d vomited his meager lunch off the edge of the barracks’ field into Almaria’s River. He’d done it because his brothers and the whole world were watching, and it was what he had to do. 

Forget honor, forget glory and songs and paintings on the wall. 

This was what it meant to be a knight. 

Honor, duty, justice. Maybe. But duty came above all. 

He could not disobey his emperor. 

“No.” 

The single, softly spoken word made him stop and turn. 

Karthtag-Kal had at last found his voice. He rose from where he was sitting at the back of the chamber and took the steps leading down to the Senate floor in three quick bounds. He placed himself between Ilruyn and Annuweth. 

Annuweth stopped. The world had narrowed to just the two of them. He was close enough to see his own drawn sword reflected in his father’s eyes. 

“I stand with Prince Ilruyn,” Karthtag-Kal declared, loudly this time. 

“Get out of my way,” Annuweth said. 

Karthtag-Kal shook his head. “I swore an oath to Emperor Vergana. An oath to protect his chosen heir.” 

Another of Vergana’s fucking oaths. Even from the grave, he damns us all. 

“You all swore oaths,” Karthtag-Kal called out, looking past Annuweth to the knights of the Order who stood behind him. “Oaths to Navessea. Honor, duty, justice. The words of the Order of Jade. Do those words mean anything to you?” 

Annuweth glanced behind and saw doubt growing in the eyes of some of the men, particularly those of the Dragonknights who had known Karthtag-Kal longest. Victaryn Livenneth was biting his lip, looking from Annuweth to Karthtag-Kal and back again, his brow furrowed. 

Doubt is an infection. The words of Neravan Vergana. Let it spread, even a little, and all is lost. 

He saw himself standing on the brink of a terrible future, one where his own men turned on him. Where he was cast into the cells beneath the Jade Keep, where he never saw Petrea again, where she was dragged weeping into Ilruyn’s wedding bed, where he waited in the dark until he was brought, humbled, to the floor of the Great Arena and thrown to the beasts alongside Rufyllys. 

“I am the Prefect of the Order of Jade,” he said to Karthtag-Kal. “Not you.” 

“Prefect.” Karthtag-Kal’s lip curled as he spoke the word. “I should never have given you that cloak. Nelos Dartimaos would be ashamed.” 

“Annuweth…” The sound of his name spoken in an urgent mutter made Annuweth glance back. Rufyllys was staring at him beseechingly, his hands knotted in his lap. Annuweth saw his own anxiety written on the prince’s face. 

“Please,” Annuweth begged Karthtag-Kal, lowering his voice. “Don’t do this, father.” 

Karthtag-Kal looked past Annuweth as if Annuweth was unworthy of his concern, addressing himself to Victaryn Livenneth. 

“Victaryn. I fought beside your father in the shadow of Kanadrak’s mountains. He was there when I took my first arrow-wound and he sat beside me while the physick bandaged me up. I was there to save him when his horse broke its leg on a stray stone. He was always a man of honor, your father. He would have stood beside me now.” 

Victaryn’s ears had turned deep red. He fiddled awkwardly with the clasp of his cloak to avoid meeting Karthtag-Kal’s eye. “Lord Karthtag-Kal, I…I fear you are mistaken.” But he sounded shaken. 

“Stand aside,” Annuweth said again, but once again, Karthtag-Kal took no notice. Annuweth felt his control slipping away. Petrea’s plan was unravelling more and more with each passing second. He cast a quick, desperate glance over his shoulder, saw her sitting there by the door, her hands clenched tight, her nails digging into her skin so deeply he thought she might bleed. 

“And you, Garryn,” Karthtag-Kal continued, relentless. “I knew your father, too. I was sorry to hear of his passing. I hope you yourself are in better health?” 

“I’m well, my lord.” Garryn mumbled. 

Ilruyn seemed to recover some of his strength. He drew himself up, glaring daggers at Rufyllys. “All true knights of the Order of Jade,” he shouted, “I call upon you now to stand with Karthtag-Kal…” 

Annuweth saw disaster looming. Do something, a voice in his head cried, and he did. He lunged at Karthtag-Kal, reaching for the sword belted at his father’s side, hoping to disarm him. But Karthtag-Kal was ready; he twisted away, striking Annuweth with his shoulder, sending him stumbling back into the wooden railing that separated the dais from the watching senators. Karthtag-Kal’s sword flashed in the gold-tinted aeder light as it flew free of its scabbard. 

“Touch me again, prefect, and I will take off your hand,” he warned. 

“Please, father...” 

Karthtag-Kal spat on the ground at Annuweth’s feet. “I should have left you in Tyracium.” 

Annuweth looked into Karthtag-Kal’s eyes. He knew that look. It was one he’d seen before—deeper, maybe, fuller, but essentially the same. I know you, Annuweth Sandaros, that look seemed to say. I know every bit of you, and you really are what they always used to say you were—just some painted lady’s mistake. Just another Graver—selling yourself for power. 

Annuweth’s arm ached where it had slammed against the dais. There was an answering ache inside him, a heat like a boiling sea, deep enough to drown in. 

You don’t know me, he thought. You don’t know me at all. 

He pictured Petrea, eyes wide as he moved inside her, cutting two bright, perfect circles out of the night. He heard his name on her lips, a plea, a cry for help...Annuweth. Please. 

Us against the world, he thought. There was a lot that he didn’t know and didn’t understand. But there were some things that were beautifully simple. Things that even beasts could understand. He loved her and she loved him, and she needed his help, now more than she ever had, and if Karthtag-Kal chose to stand between them, if he refused to move, then Annuweth would make him. 

No matter the cost. 

He hurled himself at Karthtag-Kal. He was screaming, though he couldn’t hear the sound. He could only feel it, a rumble that made his chest tremble, that ripped against the back of his throat as it forced its way out of him. He rained blows from on high, and Karthtag-Kal gave ground before him, surprised, maybe, by the ferocity of the attack. There was no finesse to it; it wasn’t the kind of swordsmanship that would have made Nelos Dartimaos proud or earned him a captain’s post in the Order of Jade. It was something older, cruder, the violent motions of the first man ever to pick up the first sword and throw himself upon his brother in anger. 

Dartimaos’ sword was deflected off Karthtag-Kal’s and left a gouge in the marble of the dais. Karthtag-Kal’s sword snapped up, and as Annuweth jerked his head back he felt the edge trace a gash across the bridge of his nose. He felt the warmth of his own blood as it crawled down his face. He spat blood from his mouth and kept coming, batting Karthtag-Kal’s sword aside, shrugging off the former prefect’s blows as they rattled against his armor. Karthtag-Kal’s sword left a dent in his pauldron that made his left arm go numb. He ignored the pain. He came in with a lunge, low to high, the point of his sword leading the way. 

Unlike him, Karthtag-Kal was not wearing armor. 

The point of Annuweth’s sword found the center of the old prefect’s chest and slid up between his ribs into his heart. 

Karthtag-Kal fell without a sound. His green aeder sword rolled from his hand and came to rest at Rufyllys’ feet. Blood spread across the front of his robes, turning white to crimson. 

The Graver laughed, long and loud, his eyes bright with delight. 

Annuweth stared down at Karthtag-Kal. The rage fell from him like a cloak torn away by the wind and all he felt in its place was cold. 

This isn’t happening. It can’t be. 

Oh, by the gods, you bastard, what did you do? 

He fell to his knees beside Karthtag-Kal. All around him, the chamber had turned to chaos. Senators were streaming for the exits. Some of the Dragonknights were forming a protective ring around Rufyllys while others climbed onto the dais to seize Ilruyn, who made a run for Karthtag-Kal’s sword but was blocked before he could reach it. 

Annuweth was hardly aware of any of it. Nothing mattered except the small patch of tiled floor where Karthtag-Kal lay dying. The world beyond was dissolving, threads of light and color and sound that meant nothing at all. 

He put his hand on Karthtag-Kal’s brow. 

The old prefect looked into his eyes. There was no hate left on his face, only a profound sadness. 

“You will never know peace,” he said. Annuweth could taste the blood on Karthtag-Kal’s breath. “Not while you live and not when you die and the dremmakin take your soul. Neravos take pity on you.” 

Annuweth knelt on the floor as Karthtag-Kal’s blood spread around him, as his father died in his arms, as the knights of the Order of Jade seized Ilruyn and, while he screamed and cursed, forced him to his knees. In the end, despite his initial hesitation, it was Garryn who delivered the killing blow. Ilruyn’s headless body crumpled to the floor beside Karthtag-Kal’s. 

And there, with trembling hands, amid the blood and the bodies of the fallen, the High Priestess of Shavennya and the High Priest of Viveos set the crown of Navessea upon Rufyllys Vergana’s head. 



Chapter Twenty-Two 




Annuweth staggered from the Senate chamber into the streets of Ulvannis. His sword hung limply at his side, still dripping with Karthtag-Kal’s blood, leaving a crimson trail on the ground in his wake. He was only dimly aware of where he was going, what he was doing. He must have been giving orders, because the knights of the Order of Jade were forming up in ranks by the Senate’s entrance, allowing Rufyllys Vergana to pass between them. 

Beyond those ranks was chaos. White-robed senators were pushing and jostling each other like commoners at a racetrack, all dignity forgotten. They shouted and argued, their words all so much empty noise. The commoners themselves were even worse, screaming curses, howling their fury at the death of the man who had been their tournament champion, their game-master. 

But the only words Annuweth could hear were Karthtag-Kal’s final words to him. 

You will never know peace. Neravos take pity on you. 

Though his spirit had fled somewhere far away, into some deep, dark place inside the tight cavity of his chest, his body continued to carry on its duties with practiced efficiency. “Make way,” it yelled, “for Rufyllys Vergana, the twenty-third emperor of Navessea.” 

Something flew over the shoulders of Annuweth’s knights and splattered on the road next to Rufyllys’ feet, covering his sandals. Yoba-shit. Rufyllys jerked in shock, his upper lip trembling. He looked shaken. 

“Twenty-third emperor of shit!” Someone screamed. 

“Murderers!” A man howled. 

“Where’s Prince Ilruyn? Where is he, you bastards?” 

“Ilruyn! We want our real prince!” 

“Swords!” Annuweth yelled, and his men drew. The commoners drew back. Annuweth stared into the eyes of the closest man, who held a fresh lump of yoba-shit in his hand, ready to throw. 

He knew he must have cut a terrible figure—a dead-eyed, grim-faced knight in a bloodstained cloak carrying a bloodstained sword. The man looked mutinous, but he drew back, letting his projectile fall from his hands. 

Annuweth pressed forward, and the streets cleared before him 

They marched up White Street, the knights of the Order proclaiming the new emperor’s name with every ten steps. “Rufyllys Vergana,” Annuweth said, like an infant trying out a new word for the first time—the feel of his own tongue strange and unfamiliar. “Rufyllys Vergana.” 

They entered the Jade Keep. Somewhere between the march and the entry he shed the bloody prefect’s cloak so that when he led the way into the throne room, no gore dripped on the well-swept marble floor. 

Rufyllys seated himself on his late father’s throne. His jaw was set, his eyes hard and unforgiving. If he had any remorse for his adopted brother’s death, he did not show it. Maybe he didn’t have any; maybe his remorse had been beaten out of him, along with some part of his spirit. Annuweth wasn’t sure yet what was left behind. 

What have we done? What have I done? 

He felt the world closing in, darkness sweeping in around the edges of his vision, like a cold wave rushing over a sea wall. His stomach flipped; he bit down hard on the inside of his cheek to stop himself from being sick. He tasted blood. It reminded him of the coppery taste of Karthtag-Kal’s last breaths. 

He’s gone. He’s not coming back. One of the greatest prefects of all time, and you killed him. 

That’s going down in Ephrayenne’s books. It’ll be there for the next generation to read, and the one after that, and on and on until time ends or the empire does. 

He wanted to scream, loud enough to make the windows shake. 

He stood in stoic silence, his knights beside him—a noble image, fit to fill a scroll of water-script painting. 

The ceremony ended. He staggered from the hall. His eyes were open without seeing—there were shapes and colors, but he couldn’t begin to make sense of them. His feet seemed to know where they were going, even if he didn’t; he followed them blindly, stumbling down narrow corridors until he found himself in the outer-hall of the Jade Keep’s bathhouse. The room was dim and misted with steam from the bath-chambers next door. Beams of sunlight from the narrow windows danced sluggishly on the thick and foggy air. 

His armor cascaded to the floor behind him, forgotten. He sank onto a bench, his bare feet shaking, drumming a beat on the floor’s tiles. He stared at his face in the mirror and saw that a patch of Karthtag-Kal’s blood had stained his neck. He shivered and scrubbed at it until it flaked and fell away. Still it seemed as though he could feel it on his skin, a rough, gritty texture like wet sand. He rubbed harder, until his skin was red and chafed, until his neck burned as if a stray spark had kissed him there. 

It felt as though all the water in all the bathhouses in Navessea might not be enough to wash the blood away. 

He wasn’t sure how long he sat in the dark, feeling the water slide down his neck, breathing in the wet and heavy air. At some point the door opened and Petrea entered. She was dressed in the same pale, lavender-white dress she’d worn in the Senate, so that she seemed to glow like a candle in the darkness. She laid her hand on his shoulder and he flinched. 

“Oh, Annuweth,” she said softly. “I am so, so sorry.” 

“I killed my father,” he said in a small voice. 

She put her arms around him as he closed his eyes and buried his face in the warmth of her hair. 

“It was terrible, so terrible, but it’s over now,” she whispered in his ear. “We’re together—from now until we die. We don’t have to hide anymore. We don’t have to pretend. I love you. I love you.” 

“Karthtag-Kal...” he began, shakily. 

“You didn’t kill him.” 

“I did...” 

“No. He killed himself. He chose to die, Annuweth. He could have stood with you. He could have stood with his son.” 

“He made me…” Annuweth breathed. Her words were coming so fast; he grasped at them, afraid that their meaning would slip away. He felt like a man clinging to the back of a speeding chariot. He wanted to tell her to slow down so that he could hold on. 

“Yes. He forced your hand.” 

“Why…why did he do that? Why wouldn’t he stand down?” 

“Because he was my father’s man and he couldn’t let go of that. You tried to give him a chance, the same way my brother tried to give Ilruyn a chance.” 

Annuweth took a shaky breath, filling his lungs with steam. 

“You can’t dwell on it,” Petrea said, her hand on her face. “You have to try to forget.” 

“How can I?” 

“The past is gone,” she said. “We have our future, Annuweth. Think of that, please.” 

He squeezed his eyes shut tight. The past is gone. He repeated her words, over and over again, inside his head. Let it go. 

Karthtag-Kal could have saved himself, if he’d wanted to, he thought. Ilruyn, too. They’d stood against him out of pride and loyalty to a dead man; he had fought for love, and for the living. 

What makes you the villain? He asked himself. 

They would have been willing to kill you. They tried to do it—to tear you down. They tried, and they failed. 

But they still could do it, couldn’t they? Even after death. They’ll haunt you until you lose your mind, if you let them, and who will protect Rufyllys’ empire then? 

They still need you. She still needs you—not a weeping boy, but a man. 

Not just a man—the Prefect of the Order of Jade. 

He sat in the dark with the woman he loved, holding her tight, waiting for his spirit to return to him. At last it did, and he sucked in a quick, choking gasp like the first breath of a newborn child. 

“I need you with me, Annuweth Sandaros,” Petrea said, pulling back and looking deep into his eyes. 

“You have me,” he said, rising to his feet. He took Petrea’s hand and stepped with her out into the new world she and he and Rufyllys had built together. 



Part IV: Empire of the Sun 



Chapter Twenty-Three 




Senecal Ikaryn should have been emperor. 

It was a knowledge that hung inside him, heavy as a stone. Even the beauty that surrounded him—the bright, brilliant, green-blue sea, the smell of the salt on the shores, the taste of the jala fruits that his servants brought to him each morning, the sounds of the chicayas singing in the trees, and, of course, the pure, timeless glory of the sunsets that gave the islands their name—could not lift the weight. He should have been emperor. And instead, what was he? 

A failure. A coward. A man whose son had been taken as a hostage (adoption, they called it, but he knew better). A man who had been exiled to a heathen backwater at the farthest fringe of the empire so that he might never threaten the usurper’s reign. A man whose own son, Ilruyn, was so embarrassed by him that, over the years, he visited less and less, and spent more and more time at the usurper’s side. 

A great honor. That was what they called his appointment, to make it easier to swallow, and technically it was true—the Sunset Isles were one of the richest provinces in the empire. Yes, many of the populace were mutinous (alone among the provinces of the empire, they steadfastly refused to worship the gods of Navessea). But even so, many men would have killed to possess what he had. 

He tried to content himself with that. 

But his father had once told him that great spirits were the most prone to discontentment, and there was no question that the spirit of Senecal Ikaryn, former Prefect of the Order of Jade, the emperor’s right hand, General of the Sun, was a great one. And, to be fair, there was plenty to be discontented with. His wife, for example. She spent half her time with the Priest of Viveos, the other half arranging sacrifices to the gods, ever more elaborate and absurd. As if the gods had time for her simpering, increasingly pudgy face (the years had not been kind to her). “It’s to counteract the heathens,” she explained, tapping a finger to the lid of her right eye to ward off evil. “Their magic brings out the dremmakin, you know. I can hear them howling at night, trying to climb up the mountain.” 

“That’s the sea wind,” Senecal said, with what he considered truly commendable patience. “It howls because we’re on top of a mountain, and, on top of that, the idiot architect who built this villa thought it would be a good idea to put it in a bottleneck between two cliffs.” 

Sulpicia made another sign against evil. “You can hear voices on the wind,” she insisted. “I was thinking...” 

“A rare but unfortunate event,” Senecal muttered under his breath. 

“...maybe we should paint the window-sills with kraken blood. The smell is known to keep them out.” 

“Well, I don’t know about dremmakin, but it would certainly keep out our guests. No, Sulpicia.” 

“The natives make spells against us!” she protested. 

“So they do,” Senecal agreed. “They’ve been making spells for eighty years, ever since we took this island. Look where it’s gotten them. Nowhere.” 

Not quite nowhere; there had been one semi-successful rebellion that had wrested most of the islands from Navessean control. But that had been a lucky break, due more to the incompetence of the Navessean governor than to any great wit on the part of the heathens. It had taken Senecal all of a few months to strike it down and restore order. Now his nine garrisons (each of the smaller islands guarded by a thousand men, with two thousand on the largest island where the governor’s villa rested) maintained that order from their barracks atop each island’s tallest peak. Though the islanders vastly outnumbered him, his men had the aeder, the training, the yoba-shell armor, and the most effective weapon of all—the fear. 

He was good at order, and even better at fear. 

Just another reason he should have been emperor. 

Sure, he had to admit Vergana was good at it, too. But in a crossing of blades, Senecal was sure he could beat the usurper. He couldn’t help but wonder how things might have gone if, rather than capitulating, he’d fought Vergana for the crown. Sure, Vergana’s army had been larger, and he’d had more allies on his side—he probably would have won. Senecal would most likely have lost his son and wife, too, but… 

There were some days he had to wonder whether he’d lost his son anyway, and his wife… 

Well. Enough said there. 

It was the not knowing that ate at him. The constant, terrible refrain of the ageing warrior who fears his best days are now behind him—what if? Senecal could still picture that day, as clearly as if it were yesterday: his brave knights behind him, facing Vergana’s soldiers outside the walls of Ulvannis. At the very least, Senecal might have gone down fighting. A fight for the gods to look on, a fight to make Neravos proud. 

Instead here he was. 

Levying taxes on heathens. 

Supplying Vergana’s empire with the best dyes, fruits, and spices that money could buy. 

Putting down the occasional little rebellion. 

Watching his wife squeeze out daughter after daughter...but no son. No second Ilruyn. 

The only boy she did give birth to died mysteriously in the middle of the night, two weeks after his birth. Grief and fear made Sulpicia more talkative. Senecal was forced to listen to even more endless hours of her whining about how all the heathens on the island with their dark magic and their ungodly ways had corrupted the air, the water, the food. How it was no place for a child to be born. How he really ought to pray more—as if lighting candles would have made the difference between his son’s living and dying. He did pray that night—that the villa’s balcony might crumble into the sea while she was standing on it and he could be spared any more of her sniveling. As soon as he thought it, he was ashamed; whatever else she was, she was still his wife, and it was a husband’s duty to provide for and protect his wife. 

Still, he wished, not for the first time, that he had married someone else instead. Sulpicia had the beauty of an old yoba, the wits of a rock, and was about as passionate in bed as a slab of draleen blubber. He’d only wed her in the first place because he had, at the time, thought that her father, then the Emperor’s Master of the Treasury, would make a fine ally if anyone were ever to try to contest his right to Secundyn’s throne. But the man had been so buried in his books of account and his fucking ledgers that he hadn’t even realized his supposed friend, Suryn, had gone over to Vergana. He’d trusted Suryn with his own fucking daughter and grandson, and look how that had worked out. Suryn got high-value governorship after governorship, and Sulpicia’s father got the unenviable post of ambassador to Daevium. Not that he lasted long in the role; he perished two years later when Valdruk pirates attacked his ship and killed all aboard. 

Black magic, Sulpicia called it, but if it really was the work of the dremmakin, maybe those web-fingered bastards weren’t as wholly rotten as everyone thought. 

Morosely, Senecal stared out across the waves, contemplating another woman, a far more beautiful one. If he had been her husband, he was sure, he could have saved her from the sickness that had taken her life. He, Senecal, would have given her everything she needed, everything she deserved. 

Vergana, filth that he was, had let her die. 

He clenched his hands into fists, gazing into the east, towards the distant shadow of the mainland. Towards Ulvannis. 

It was there that his Commander, Optakim, found him. “Lord Governor. There have been some reports of unrest among the people.” 

Senecal frowned. Again? “I thought the temple had learned better.” The heathens’ temple had twice already tried to stir up trouble after Senecal had obliged the island’s herdsmen and chicaya-breeders to supply their best for sacrifice during the festivals to the gods. The islanders protested, as they always did, that the festivals were an act of terrible evil, that there was only one true god and that they would worship no other. It had long been a sticking point between them and their governors. Senecal had little time for such theological arguments, and Optakim still less. As far as they were concerned, since the Navesseans generously allowed the islanders to go on worshiping their sun god, the least they could do in return was allow the Navesseans to go on worshiping theirs so that Sulpicia’s fears never came to pass and the dremmakin remained trapped at the bottom of the sea. Senecal patiently pressed that point upon the temple’s leaders with what he considered a most inspired argument, and when, sadly, it was lost on their less erudite minds, he had Optakim press it more persuasively at the point of a sword. 

“Not the temple, my lord,” Optakim said, shaking his head. “They haven’t sanctioned this. In fact, they were the ones who brought the news to me. Apparently, it’s a rogue light-bearer. They expelled her from the temple because they were afraid her preaching was too...fiery...but she persists, all the same. Just one woman, stirring up the masses.” 

Light-bearers were what the island’s natives called their priests. He’d had to behead a couple of them during his reign as governor; usually that served to quiet the rest of the would-be rebels for a reasonable period of time, but this woman hadn’t even waited three months since the last beheading. That vexed him; it demonstrated an unwholesome disregard for self-preservation. She would not get the sword, he decided. She didn’t deserve it. He’d throw her to the razorfish that some of the temple’s priests insisted, against all reason, as keeping as pets—the young ones would be best, as they’d take the greatest number of bites to finish her off. “What exactly is she preaching?” he asked. 

“As far as I can tell, the same bloody prophecy, my lord, that the last two bastards lost their heads over. Soon the night will end, and the sun will shine forever...” 

“Well, that should make sleep difficult,” Senecal remarked. 

“...and its light will burn away the heathens.” 

“Us,” Senecal said. “We’re the heathens.” 

“Yes, lord. Us.” 

“And somehow all that burning will leave everything else completely intact. A very discerning fire, that. A far cry from the fires I’m familiar with.” 

“I didn’t make the prophecy, lord.” 

“It just doesn’t make any sense.” 

The heathens who worshiped the sun ate strange food—tentacled...things... he could not, for the life of him, discern whether they were plant or animal…that grew (lived?) in the waters along the coast. When you sat in the sunlight and meditated after ingesting that rubbish, you were supposed to see visions of the future. It was much like the religion of Svartennos, in that regard, except even stupider. 

We’re all connected. The light joins us, a beam that passes not only through space but through time, from one thing to the next. We are all one in the light. The lines between objects are only illusions, illusions that hide from us the beauty of the truth. These were among the many things a mad light-bearer had rambled to Senecal when the governor had locked him in prison, and, on a whim, decided to question him about his religion. It all sounded like a pile of horse shit so immense that all the horses in Naxos would have strained themselves to equal it. 

Senecal rubbed at his forehead. “Tomorrow, I want you to go out and find her, commander,” he ordered. “And bring her to me.” 

But as it turned out, Optakim and his knights didn’t need to bother. 

The next morning, the light-bearer came to him. 

What he hadn’t counted on was that she was beautiful. 

A woman with rich, dusky skin, dressed in a clinging gold silk fabric that was, in Senecal’s opinion, scandalously low-cut for a priestess. He could see the rounded tops of her breasts, the two lumps where the fabric swelled to accommodate her. The curves of her hips seemed to strain against the silk. Her hair was a little unruly atop her head rather than the smooth, well-combed strands that were the Navessean style of beauty, but there was a strange, exotic appeal even to that. 

“Light-bearer...” he frowned, struggling to pronounce the strange name Optakim had given him. 

“Nhykara,” she said, and even her voice was beautiful—it made him think of the sound of a lover’s purr against your ear as you lay in the grass at twilight. She spoke the Navessean tongue well, but with a hint of the islanders’ accent. On her lips, the accent didn’t sound barbaric; it sounded like a song. 

“Nhykara,” he said. “I have been informed that you have been spreading seditious words.” 

“I would not say so, lord governor.” 

“The temple says you do not act with their blessing.” 

“With due respect, lord governor, I fear they misunderstand my teachings.” 

“Do you not preach that the fire of your sun god will come to burn the heathens away?” he demanded. 

“I do,” she admitted. 

“And that a time will come when your religion has replaced that of the gods of Navessea on this island?” 

“That as well. On this island and in the world. Forgive me for saying so, lord governor, but it is a central tenet of our faith. All the temple’s light-bearers would admit the same, if they were being honest.” 

“And that the time is near at hand, and will come through a war of your people against the so-called heathens?” Senecal bared his teeth. “That is the part that troubles me.” 

“I believe a war is coming.” 

“And you preach as well that your people should rise up and strike me down.” That was what the other rebel light-bearers had preached over the years—down with the tyrant—and since it seemed this Nhykara was in a confessing mood, he fully expected her to say yes. 

But she said no. 

And that changed everything. 

“No?” 

“You are not our enemy in this war.” She smiled at him. “You are the one who will lead us.” 

Whatever he had been expecting to hear, it was not this. “You think you can turn me?” he said when he had found his voice. “Are you mad? I am a noble of Navessea. I have my own gods.” 

“So many gods, my lord,” she said. “It’s a wonder anyone can remember all their names. Have they brought you happiness?” 

He stared at her. She was like nothing he had ever seen before. “Are you not afraid?” 

“Of what should I be afraid?” 

“Of death,” he said bluntly. “I have two thousand men on this island alone. I only need one to put an end to you. I need only snap my fingers and my man Optakim here will put a sword through your heart.” 

“If you kill me, I will become one with the light. I will lose nothing, my lord. But you...I fear it would be a terrible loss for you.” 

He looked to Optakim. “Kill her.” 

He wasn’t sure, as he spoke the words, whether he really meant them. Above all, he was galled by her bare-faced insolence, and was eager to see the look of horror on her face when she heard the command. 

But in that regard, he was to be disappointed. Certainly, her eyes widened a little, but she didn’t cower or quake, not even when Optakim drew his sword. She looked him right in the eye, with a boldness so different from that of his hand-wringing little yoba of a wife, and began to speak: 

“When I was a little girl, the sun first spoke to me! It spoke in the ancient language of my people, but I will do my best to turn the words to your tongue. A savior will come to us from across the sea to restore the light and free us from the false gods. A great man, skilled in war—a commander of men who has never been defeated on the field of battle. Child of a murdered father, parent of a murdered child, four times betrayed, he will arise from the ashes of the past and became the Champion of the Sun. Then the night will end, and the sun will shine forever, and the false gods will burn away.” 

Optakim reached her side. He seized her roughly by the shoulders, pushing her to her knees. He raised the sword. 

“Stop,” Senecal said, and the Dragonknight froze, the green aeder blade poised in midair. 

Senecal’s mind was racing. Child of a murdered father. Well, his father had died under mysterious circumstances, found drowned in his own bathtub. Supposedly he’d tripped and hit his head, but there had been some talk about the matter. The damage to the man’s face had seemed a bit much for a simple fall, rather more as if his head had been slammed against the marble. 

Parent of a murdered child. Senecal pictured his baby boy, dead in the night, Sulpicia’s wail loud enough to rouse the dremmakin from their caves. Had it truly been a spell of some kind, then, that had stolen the boy’s life? 

A commander of men...never defeated on the field of battle...well, that part was self-explanatory enough. 

Four times betrayed... 

Once, when Vergana stole the woman he loved. Twice and thrice, when he stole the empire with Suryn’s help. 

And a final time, by his own son Ilruyn, who had turned his back on his true father and become Moroweth Vergana’s perfect boy. 

He still remembered that last conversation with Ilruyn in the capitol. Oh, how they’d quarreled. Senecal had—rightfully—insisted that Ilruyn come home, since his five-year term of captivity with Vergana was finally over. 

But Ilruyn had argued. This is a better place for a young man like me to make something of himself, and you know it. It’s only your damned pride that wants me to trade Ulvannis for those heathen islands. 

Your place is with your father. Your family. 

Is that right? Maybe I’d be more eager to see you if it weren’t the case that every time I did, all you have to offer me are snide comments about how I’m…what, exactly? Some kind of mercenary? A defector? You’re the one who gave me away, remember? What was I supposed to do? Mope about miserably for five years, just counting time, stewing over how unfair my life is? No, father; that’s not me. That’s you. 

Upstart little yoba-fucker, Senecal thought now, gritting his teeth. 

“It’s you, my lord,” Nhykara said, still on her knees, her eyes shining as she looked up at him. “That’s why I came here. That’s why I had to see you. To make you understand. I am not your enemy.” 

“What do you want?” he asked, curious despite himself. 

“To show you our temple, my lord, as it was meant to be seen. Just once. If, at the end, you wish to clap me in chains, or flog me, or kill me, that is your right, but I ask only that you look.” 

Senecal stood there in silence for a long time, grinding his teeth, wearing down the muscles in his jaws until there was a deep, lingering ache like the pang of a scar in a storm’s chill. 

“Show me.” 




*** 




Sulpicia protested, of course. She blabbered about how the islanders would put a curse on him so that all his sons would be born dead, so that his daughters would sicken and their wombs turn barren. 

“Two of our daughters are far from here, and quite safe,” he answered her calmly. He had married the eldest to a senator and the middle girl had just, as of a few months ago, sealed her marriage to Naxos’ top magistrate. The youngest, Aveline, being only nine, was the only one potentially within reach of the islanders’ purported powers, and none of their spells seemed to have dampened her robust good health so far. On the contrary, the child was energy incarnate, bouncing between the stone columns of the villa, getting tangled in the legs of his guards, startling her servants as she streaked to and fro, chasing seagulls. If a curse could sap some of that unnatural vigor, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. 

Sulpicia made the sign against evil. “Be careful, my lord,” she pleaded. “At least take the Priest of Viveos with you.” 

“The Priest of Viveos doesn’t need to know about this visit...nor will you tell him,” Senecal said sternly. 

She moaned in distress. 

Her fearful jabbering, he had expected; what was more vexing to him was that Optakim, too, seemed doubtful. 

“I just don’t see what this can accomplish, lord,” he admitted with a frown when Senecal pressed him for his opinion. “I think if anything’s been well and truly proven in this world by now, it’s that the gods of Navessea are the true ones. Are we not the greatest empire in the world? Even the second-greatest kingdom, Tyrace, follows the same gods, albeit with a little heresy thrown in. What can some backwards, wild-haired islander witch have to show you that could possibly matter?” 

“That was certainly very frank, commander,” Senecal frowned. Maybe a little too frank. 

“Why go at all, my lord?” 

“Emperor Urian once wrote that curiosity is the mark of a great mind,” Senecal said with grandiloquence, laying a paternal hand on Optakim’s shoulder. “And, alas, greatness has ever been my burden. Have an escort prepared. I mean to pay the heathen temple a visit.” 

At dusk, he followed Nhykara inside the Temple of the Sun. Though the temple’s light-bearers protested—Nhykara had, after all, been banished from their ranks for her dangerous words—Senecal overruled them. At any rate, their protests seemed rather halfhearted. Senecal guessed the light-bearers were secretly rather pleased that Nhykara had managed to persuade the islands’ governor to take part in one of their ceremonies. 

Senecal had his knights clear the place out, until only he, Nhykara, and two of his knights (just in case) stood inside. 

The room was dim, a dark curtain drawn across the westward-facing wall. The chamber was a giant hexagon of stone with a domed, golden roof overhead. There were small aeder windows along the walls; they diffused the light that struck them. They glowed a deep, rich bronze. That glow spread throughout the room, so that the air seemed thicker, somehow, laden with narrow shafts of light like the threads of a kwammakin’s cocoon. The wood of the floor was of a dark, rich color that reminded him of the earth, and was lacquered to a bright sheen. 

“I have seen the idols you Navesseans pray to,” Nhykara said. “The laughing man holding a lantern, the crying woman in a battle-mask, the lady with four arms, the one in robes with his hammer and blade. How can God, who is infinite, be confined to the shape of a mere mortal? God is a part of all things, and all things are part of His light. We are, too, though we sometimes choose to forget.” 

Nhykara closed her eyes. She spread her arms and breathed in deeply. Senecal breathed in deeply, too, though he wasn’t sure why. He smelled sea-salt, a hint of willow tree and fish. It was a good smell. It made him think of his first battle, standing at the prow of his ship off the northern coast, about to drive like a divine spear of retribution into Kanadrak’s fleet. There was promise in that smell. How had he never noticed it before? That was what had been missing for these past years, its absence grinding like a rough stone wearing him relentlessly down to a pebble. Promise. 

He realized that the feeling came from her. From the half-smile on her lips—not the look of a woman who knows a secret that she won’t share with you, as the half-smile of a coquettish painted lady might suggest, but a purer sort of smile. As if inside the light-bearer there was a joy that could not fully be contained but spilled out around the edges. 

“You have a greatness in you, my lord, but there is a shadow on you. A shadow, a darkness. I would lift it, if I could. I would burn it away.” 

She pulled back the curtain. Senecal gasped. The entire western wall of the temple was made of gold aeder, a fortune purchased with years of the temple’s accumulated wealth before the Navesseans ever came to the island’s shores. The light of the setting sun was caught by the crystal, magnified by it, burning with a sudden intensity that stung the eyes and warmed the skin. When he closed his eyes, he could see the glow on the insides of his eyelids, red and white, his own veins like threads of fire. He almost wished that he’d not worn his armor into the temple. The armor was cold and heavy; a wall blocking him from the light, cutting him off. 

He opened his eyes, squinting. The whole room was ablaze. The walls, he realized, were painted with something that made them shimmer as if they were made of water running in the sunlight. The edges of the room were lost in the light; they disappeared, and he might have been standing anywhere—up in the clouds, or out upon the sea, or high in the mountaintops of Navessea. This was the world, him and the light, all there was of it, all that mattered of it. 

Senecal felt a sudden ache. He realized that he was sick inside. He saw himself now as he had become—something small and hunched alone in the dark—and the image made him want to weep. The sickness had begun even before his exile to the Sunset Isles. Somewhere along the path of his life he’d turned off course. 

“Do you see, my lord?” Nhykara asked eagerly. “Tell me, do you see?” 

“Yes,” Senecal said, his eyes bright with the sun god’s fire. “Yes. I see.” 




*** 




For years his wife had moaned about sorcery and black magic, and he’d never paid her much heed. But it turned out that Nhykara did have some power, after all. After two years of barrenness, despite the physicks’ warnings that her last birth might have left her womb crippled, his wife’s belly began to swell again. Nhykara promised him that the child would be a son, and he believed her. 

The true test of her god came during the war against Tyrace when—ignoring the High Priest’s grumbling and Optakim’s skeptical glances, he brought Nhykara with him on the prow of his ship as he sailed south to meet the Tyracians’ surprise attack. 

He’d feared, initially, that by the time he arrived it might be too late; that the Tyracians, who had the advantage of surprise, would have left the south-western coast of Navessea in flames. But Nhykara, seeing his misgivings, merely smiled. It was a knowing smile, a lover’s smile, one he’d come to know well over the past several months. She smiled, and she began to chant. 

He heard the story later, from those who had seen it first-hand. Not a day after his fleet set sail, a fierce wind sprang up. Within hours, it had built to a crescendo. Waves dashed themselves against the rocks, scattering their spray across the gray canvas of the sky. The Tyracian fleet could not sail north; they were forced to take cover in a cove. By the time the storm had passed, Senecal’s fleet had drawn near, cutting them off from the sea-side towns they had hoped to ravage. 

What followed was one of the great naval victories in Navessea’s history. 

Oh, Senecal saw, all right. 

As the saying went, he’d been betting on the wrong horse. Or, in this case, the wrong gods. 

If he’d had a Nhykara in his life back when Vergana had first dared to make his move for the throne, things might have gone very differently. 

He cast down the heat light-bearer who had questioned her and raised her up in his place. She was fiercer, she was cleverer, and, if he was being honest, she was much more pleasant to look at. Not that such things ought to factor into a governor’s calculations when making key appointments, but surely her flock of faithful would be grateful for the change. The gossamer light-bearer’s robes looked far better fitted over her perfect breasts than it ever had over her predecessor’s thin and hairy chest. 

And so things went—glorious evenings alone in the temple’s sun room, gazing out at the fiery splendor of the sea, the warmth of the sun on their naked skin, the heat of her body beside him as he made up for years of lost time and squandered passion. Everything he had to give, she took with the supple readiness of youth. Afterwards, she curled up beside him and whispered in his ear that his time would soon come. She had seen it in her visions. 

And it did, though not the way he’d imagined, nor the way he’d hoped. 

As it turned out, his initial interpretation of Nhykara’s prophecy had been wrong in one key respect 

The fourth betrayal mentioned in that prophecy had not yet come; it came at the hands of Rufyllys Vergana and his wicked allies. One night, as Senecal was dining in his villa, the news came to him that his son Ilruyn was dead—cut down in the Senate chamber by his own men. 

It was like a dagger-blow to the guts. 

He left Sulpicia weeping over her plate and staggered from the hall. 

He went to the Temple of the Sun, where, to his relief, Nhykara was waiting for him. Together, intertwined, they gazed into the light of the fading sun. 

He had harbored hope of winning Ilruyn back to his side, of showing him the same light that Nhykara had shown him—of rebuilding the trust between them that Vergana had spent years breaking. He’d thought his chance had finally come, now that the usurper was dead and burned. 

But it seemed history had an uncanny way of repeating itself. Just as Vergana had stolen the crown from Senecal, so had Rufyllys stolen it from Ilruyn, only this time, he hadn’t done the courtesy of leaving his defeated foe alive to resent him. 

“He’s not gone,” Nhykara said softly, her light, slender fingers resting on Senecal’s shoulder. “Not really. He’s with us now, in the light. He’s part of you. Can you feel him?” 

“Yes,” Senecal said quietly. It was true; he could. 

The light danced along his skin. The blistering pain of its heat was nothing but the weakness of his flesh, resisting the inevitable truth that Nhykara had revealed to him. Between him and the light, there was no barrier except the one his mind made. They were all children of the sun, and when they died and burned, they became one with the light and air. They returned to the arms of the one true God. 

Ilruyn was part of that light now. Part of the fire that would give Senecal the strength to burn the usurper down. 

Rufyllys had more ships, and more men, and more allies, but he was a weak-limbed poet boy and Senecal was the greatest naval commander in the empire, victor of many tournaments, Champion of the Sun. 

Senecal had backed down once before in the face of a usurper’s more ships, more men, and more allies. Never again. This time, he had nothing to lose. 

The following day at dawn he took the false idols from his shrine atop the mountaintop and burned them. Nhykara, now the island’s chief light-bearer, covered him in the ashes and he rose, naked, to take up the green aeder sword that Optakim, now one of the Sun God’s faithful, offered him. 

He looked around at his army—the knights of his garrison, yes, but the islanders, too, newly armed with spears, swords and vests of hardened draleen leather. He looked beyond them at the blue-green border of the sea where his ships waited, their masts rising into the air like a thicket of spears. 

And he looked down at his feet where the gray ashes that had once been the gods of Ulvannis drifted on the breeze. Viveos. Sothia. Yalaeda. Zantos. Almaria. Neravos. Shavennya. The Fates. 

False gods. They would fall the same as men, when the west rose against them. 



Chapter Twenty-Four 




Most of the emperors in Navessea’s history who had been overthrown fell during the first three days of their reigns. Rufyllys Vergana did not. 

The three-day period—commonly known as the danger days—passed, and the crown was still on Rufyllys’ head. The senators stayed in line. 

If the Senate were to attempt to declare Rufyllys a usurper, they would need a replacement, and replacements were in short supply. Ilruyn was dead; Senecal might have had a claim, but rumor had it that Senecal had become increasingly strange of late—hardly emperor material. Vergana’s only living children besides Rufyllys were women. There was some talk that one of the late Livenneth’s sons might perhaps press a claim, but it seemed clear, after a few days, that the support just wasn’t there. No one would risk facing the formidable alliance that Petrea had so carefully constructed. 

The commoners likewise did not go mad, as they had at the end of Secundyn’s reign; Andreas’ contacts with the chariot-racing guilds kept most in line through those first few days, though there were several contained expressions of discontent—a tax collector carried off and beaten, slogans painted on walls, the walls of the senate smeared with horse-shit. 

When it came to the Order of Jade, Annuweth’s captains made sure that any knights who harbored sympathies to their old prefect put their emotions aside and did their duty. 

With a few notable exceptions. 

On the fourth day after Rufyllys’ crowning, Annuweth was summoned to the South Quarter of the city. There, at the gate, he found a standoff. 

Thoryn Cyrdoreth, youngest son of the Master of the Treasury, stood atop the ramparts, leaning against the standard of a green dragon banner that fluttered in the wind. His helmet was tucked into the crook of one arm, revealing his shaggy hair and broad, narrow-eyed face. 

His men were arrayed around him, their hands on the hilts of their swords. More armored men barred the gates against at least twenty men dressed only in robes, though some of the robed men also carried swords at their sides. A throng of onlookers had gathered on either side, watching the confrontation from a cautious distance. 

“Prefect!” Thoryn called cheerfully as Annuweth approached. 

Annuweth and Thoryn had always got along well. The two had faced their Trials together and practiced for their first tournament together. Thoryn had been one of the first to congratulate Annuweth on his promotion. Annuweth had always been impressed by Thoryn, not least because he seemed to share Petrea’s knack for knowing useful secrets. He’d been the one to catch wind that the captain of one of the South Quarter’s gates harbored loyalty to Karthtag-Kal and was allowing deserters from the Order who shared those sympathies to pass through; as a result of this information, Annuweth had just this morning reassigned Cyrdoreth to that same gate, a prestigious appointment for a newly-minted captain. 

“Prefect,” Thoryn said, giving Annuweth a nod. “Got a bunch of Order men here trying to go through my gate. I was trying to explain to them my gate’s a bit shy.” He fondly patted the stonework beside him. “She doesn’t like to open herself for just any ruffian who comes calling. You have to finesse her...” 

“By the gods, Cyrdoreth, you always were an insufferable prick,” one of the men below spat. 

Annuweth took a closer look at the band of men trapped inside the city and saw that he recognized them. They had given up their armor, but he knew the face of their leader. Vexaryn, captain of the Ninth Patrol. He recognized, too, the man at Vexaryn’s side. 

Stellos, his own steward. 

Clearly, they had been hoping to find the old captain at the gate—a captain more amenable to what was clearly an effort to abandon their oaths. Thoryn Cyrdoreth’s recent reassignment had taken them by surprise. 

“Deserters,” Thoryn clarified helpfully, as if it wasn’t already obvious. 

“We’re not deserters,” Vexaryn said. 

Thoryn frowned. He glanced over his shoulder, at the field beyond the city’s wall, empty save for a few yoba grazing in the tall grass by the bank of Almaria’s River. “Oh. My apologies. Didn’t know you had an assignment out there. Yoba uprising finally underway, is it? The revenge of the cattle? I always feared this day would come.” He nodded solemnly, his face grim. “Carry on, then. Do your duty, captain. The fighting will be fierce, but the glory great.” 

“Not everything is a joke, Cyrdoreth!” Vexaryn yelled, growing increasingly furious in the face of Thoryn’s blithe disregard. 

“No,” Thoryn agreed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Not everything. Your face, yes. Your mother, certainly—an endless source of jests, your mother is, gods bless her. Desertion, no. That’s a serious offense, captain.” 

“Maybe you can explain the meaning of this?” Annuweth suggested, interrupting Vexaryn before he could respond. “As far as I understand it, your company is supposed to be patrolling the Market District. This is not the Market District.” 

Stellos answered for Vexaryn. “Honor, duty, justice,” he said in a firm voice. “That is what we pledged ourselves to when we joined the Order. We cannot serve a usurper. Or the prefect who carries out his murders.” 

“Karthtag-Kal made me prefect,” Annuweth reminded him. 

“Karthtag-Kal denounced you before the entire Senate,” Stellos cut in. “When you betrayed our true emperor, Ilruyn Ikaryn-Vergana.” 

“We left our armor and green aeder swords in the barracks, because those belongs to the Order,” Vexaryn added. “But we cannot continue to serve in good faith, Prefect. It would be a betrayal of our honor.” 

“So you want to leave,” Annuweth said. 

“Yes.” 

“You have a post, Captain. No knight of the Order can just walk away from his post, you know that.” 

“See?” Thoryn said. “I told you so.” 

Vexaryn rounded on Thoryn Cyrdoreth. “Have you forgotten Karthtag-Kal so easily?” 

“I haven’t forgotten him,” Thoryn said, pressing his lips together. “He was our last prefect.” 

Vexaryn’s lip curled back to show his teeth. 

“And that’s our new prefect standing right there,” Thoryn said, pointing to Annuweth. “As far as anyone’s told me, it’s the live prefect whose orders I’m supposed to follow, not the dead one. Really, I wouldn’t have thought the concept was so confusing, but then again, father always did tell me I was unusually bright.” 

“This man betrayed our emperor!” Stellos declared. “And under what pretext? Oh, yes; the law of Navessea? What nonsense. Have you ever read the law of Navessea upon which Rufyllys Vergana based his claim, Thoryn Cyrdoreth?” 

For the first time, Thoryn looked a little uncomfortable. “Well, I was always more of a poetry man...” 

“I have. Let me educate you. It shouldn’t take long, since you’re so unusually bright. It’s not what we all think of as law—an edict written by the Senate and signed by the emperor. No; it’s just a little line in the Book of the Gods. Chapter Ten, Verse Twelve. Neravos speaking to his people. I give unto you my eldest son, and he shall be your first leader, and you shall call him emperor, for in the son lies the heart, the spirit, and the strength of the father, and from him shall follow others, a line of emperors. That’s it, Cyrdoreth. Tell me, do you know what it means? To me, it seems it could mean a lot of things. Anything at all, really, in the right hands. That is the reason we killed the prince Moroweth Vergana, one of our greatest leaders in generations, chose to rule us? That is the reason Prefect Karthtag-Kal lies dead? Forgive me for feeling skeptical.” 

“Well.” Thoryn cleared his throat. “You always were well-read, Stellos.” 

“Enough.” Annuweth raised his voice, and silence descended like the blade of a sword. He turned to Vexaryn. “Stellos may leave. In recognition for his long service, I will overlook his unfortunate words, spoken, no doubt, in the passion of the moment.” He fixed Stellos with a cold stare. “He’s reached retirement age, and he owes no further service to the Order. But you and your men are still oath-bound, Captain Vexaryn. You have time left to serve. I am ordering you to return to your posts.” 

Vexaryn squared his shoulders. “I refuse.” 

Annuweth stared at him. He felt a white heat throbbing in his forehead. 

He was tired of being questioned, of being defied and derided. He was tired of men like Vexaryn and Stellos and Karthtag-Kal—proud, arrogant men with sneers and puffed-up chests who looked at him as if he was dirt. He’d seen far too many of them of late. 

He felt a familiar rage building inside him. 

As if I ever wanted any of this. 

But men kept throwing themselves on his sword, and the swords of the men he commanded—Ilruyn, and Karthtag-Kal, and now Vexaryn, and all for what? He clenched his hands into fists. All Ilruyn had to do was agree to live as a royal councilor. Heir to the mighty Vergana fortune, he would have passed his days in a beautiful villa on White Street, attended by all the beautiful women and lavish riches he might desire, helping to pass laws that would touch the lives of thousands. What a grim fate. Apparently, instead of enjoying all that splendor, he’d preferred to die. All Karthtag-Kal had to do was get out of the way and let Ilruyn doom himself. But instead he had chosen to die, too; he had left Annuweth no choice, just as Vexaryn would leave him no choice. 

Have it your way, then. 

“It seems we are at an impasse,” Annuweth said, “because you know I cannot let you break your oath and walk out through that gate.” 

For the first time, he noticed the size of the surrounding crowd, and how close the foremost ranks had veered. “The rest of you, get back.” 

Unfortunately, many of those in the gathering crowd did just the opposite; they edged closer. Annuweth saw that several had bricks or clubs in their hands. Many had green ribbons bound around their arms, or green bands around their brows. A brighter, more festive green than the Order’s more subdued tones; the color of Prince Ilruyn’s racing team—a sign of support for the champion who had been, to many in the city, a hero…and was now at risk of turning into a martyr. 

Annuweth heard mutters—Ilruyn’s name, Rufyllys’, the words traitor and usurper. He saw the same mutinous look on several faces that he’d seen during that march back from the senate on the day Ilruyn had died; but then the anger had been muted by shock. Now it had had time to thicken like a scab. To solidify. 

A couple of Vexaryn’s men glanced from their captain to the crowd to Thoryn’s armored knights. They looked as though they were having second thoughts. But the sight of all that bright green in the crowd seemed to steady their resolve; none of them abandoned their captain. 

“Very well.” Annuweth looked back to Thoryn. “Seize them.” 

Thoryn’s knights moved forward. The mutters grew louder, swelling into a groan that made the hairs on the back of Annuweth’s neck stand on end. 

“I am arresting these deserters,” he announced, loudly and clearly. “There will be no riot today. Is that understood?” 

“Or might be there will,” he heard a man mutter. 

Vexaryn drew his sword. 

Annuweth had been waiting for this moment, for Vexaryn to draw first; he himself drew and struck in a single, fluid motion, his sword slashing through Vexaryn’s neck. Vexaryn’s body crumpled; his head rolled down the slope towards Thoryn’s men. 

Stellos gave a cry of dismay. Those of Vexaryn’s men who had aeder swords of their own had drawn them by now, and several of the commoners pushed forward towards him, wielding whatever improvised weapons they had. 

A mistake. 

They were all unarmored, and although several of Vexaryn’s knights might have been fair enough fighters, they had never faced the son of Karthtag-Kal. 

Annuweth moved among them like a razorfish through a sea of drowning men. His fury gave him strength. Blows slid off him like rain off metal. His gauntlets ran with blood, and for the second time in three days his prefect’s cloak was heavy with it. 

It was a display of martial prowess worthy of Nelos Dartimaos. 

Thoryn’s men moved from the gate to join the fray. So swift and deadly had been Annuweth’s assault that a third of Vexaryn’s deserters were already dead before Thoryn himself had even climbed down from the wall. 

Annuweth spun, and struck, and shoved, and thrust, and bodies fell around him like cherry-blossom petals torn from their trees and cast to earth. The crowd of green-clad commoners lost heart; they pulled back, tripping over each other in their haste to get away, leaving Vexaryn’s men to struggle and die alone. 

In less than five minutes, it was done. Annuweth brought his sword scything down through the last man’s collarbone with enough force to drive him to his knees. It ended deep in his chest, and blood sprayed from his open lung onto Annuweth’s face. He tried to wipe it away with a glove, but his gauntlets were so blood-spattered themselves that all he managed to do was smear a gory line across his face. He left Dartimaos’ sword in the kneeling, dying man and strode towards Stellos, who stood, teary-eyed and alone among the dead. Annuweth seized him by the front of his nobleman’s robes and drew him close, so that their faces were only inches apart. 

“What have you done?” Stellos whispered. “Those were good men. Captain Vexaryn was my friend…” 

“This is how traitors end,” Annuweth said, pointing to the score of bodies in the street around them. “Go, Stellos. Go run to wherever your fate takes you. Go and tell whatever friends are still loyal to the false prince Ilruyn what happened here today. Tell them that if they raise their arms against the emperor, I’ll be waiting. You tell them that.” 

He released the steward. Stellos staggered back, looking suddenly old and frail, his thin arms wrapped about his chest as a chill wind swept past. 

“Go,” Annuweth said. 

Stellos stepped past him. “If Nelos Dartimaos could see you now, I wonder what he would say,” he muttered to Annuweth as he went by. 

Annuweth felt another flash of anger, hot as the lash of a whip. “Wait.” 

Stellos stiffened and paused, a few feet from the gate. 

“One last thing: say all hail Rufyllys Vergana, Emperor of Navessea.” 

Stellos turned and stared at him, his face twitching with repressed rage. 

“I want to hear you say the words,” Annuweth said. 

“I can’t say that.” 

Annuweth bared his teeth. “You will say that, or you will go back to the Barracks of Jade and stay there until you do.” 

“I trained you as a boy.” Annuweth could see the hatred burning in Stellos’ eyes. Well, that was all right; Annuweth had enough hate of his own to match it. In that moment, he wanted Stellos to defy him. He wanted to cut him down, to go on cutting and cutting until all the big wide world lay open and bleeding at his feet and he and Petrea and Rufyllys stood in silence, with no more whispers, no more rumors, no more mutters of usurper. 

Stellos’ hand was near his sword. 

“Go ahead, reach for it, steward,” Annuweth said. “If you want to make me kill you, too, I will—I’ll cut you down like all the others.” A part of him whispered—you don’t really mean that. He wasn’t sure that he did. 

But he wasn’t sure that he didn’t, either. 

They stared at each other, Stellos framed against the backdrop of the city gate, Annuweth against the blood-soaked bodies of Vexaryn’s knights. Annuweth looked into Stellos’ eyes and watched the moment when the other man’s will broke. 

“All hail Rufyllys Vergana,” he whispered. “Emperor of Navessea.” 

Annuweth nodded coldly. “Now go.” 

Thoryn’s men stood aside to let the steward pass. 

Thoryn cleared his throat, looking a little shaken. “Prefect, I...” 

“Thank you, Thoryn. That needed to be done. Have your men burn the bodies. If there are any more traitors, please let me know.” 

“Yes, Prefect.” 

The onlookers had shrunken as far back as they could, hugging the walls of the nearby buildings. They looked as if they’d seen a monster. Maybe they had. Annuweth wiped his sword clean on Vexaryn’s white robes and rammed it back into its sheath. He turned and made his way back towards the Jade Keep, hoping that someone on the way might try to stop him. 

No one did. 




*** 




The following day Annuweth left the gates in the hands of the Guardians’ Guild, the peacekeepers who traditionally protected the city when the Order of Jade was off at war with their emperor. He assembled his men in the courtyard outside the Jade Keep. He himself ascended the keep’s steps, drew his sword, and made them swear a new oath on top of the one they’d already sworn—to serve and protect Rufyllys Vergana, the rightful heir of Navessea, until old age, illness, or the will of the Fates removed him from power. 

It had been Rufyllys’ idea; the incident with Vexaryn had left the new emperor shaken. 

“You have to understand, Prefect, I am surrounded by these men all day, every day,” he’d hissed at Annuweth after Annuweth had returned to the keep to clean off his bloody armor. “Everywhere I go, the Dragonknights, well, they’re with me, aren’t they? And I just...the way they look at me, you can never know what they’re thinking. I could just send them away...” 

“Your majesty...” 

“But I already know that’s a bad idea, you don’t need to say it,” Rufyllys made a brusque gesture, cutting Annuweth off. “It will make me look afraid. It will make the knights and the senators talk behind my back and say I’m weak. You have to make sure I can trust them, you understand, Prefect? That’s your job. To make me feel safe. And I don’t feel safe in this city, not right now.” 

Rufyllys’ coronation didn’t seem to have made him happy. There was an irritable edginess to his every word and movement that reminded Annuweth of an injured dragon biting at its own torn hide, succeeding in doing nothing more but worrying the wound, making it deeper and more painful. 

So this idea was born; a second oath to bind the Order’s knights. Annuweth made them swear on Neravos, on the spirits of their ancestors—may the dremmakin take you if you break your vow. 

They were powerful words, not easily forgotten. Annuweth was relieved when only about fifty men of nearly three thousand rose from the crowd in refusal, none of his old Dragonknight companions among them. Those who refused the oath were summarily stripped of their ranks and armor and cast out of the city; he suspected Rufyllys might have preferred that they be put to death like Vexaryn, but in Annuweth’s judgment, there had been enough killing. 

He was not so naive as to believe that all those who remained were truly loyal to Rufyllys, but he had to trust that they would put their personal beliefs aside and follow his commands. 

There were no other major desertions, not after the oath, but there were rumors of plots, minor disturbances, quarrels between commoners, and once, a duel between two senators and their men that ended with three knights wounded and one slain. Annuweth dealt with each in its turn. 

All of it kept him busy and distracted…and for that he was immensely grateful. 

He didn’t like the thoughts that came when he was alone. When his mind was free to wander. 

The greater threat lay not within Ulvannis, but to the west. Petrea feared that Senecal Ikaryn was simply a battle waiting to happen. With his son dead, there was nothing to keep him penned in the Sunset Isles except his fear of the overwhelming forces arrayed against him. 

“He won’t attack us, surely,” Rufyllys insisted. He had convened his first-ever imperial council to discuss the matter. “We have more than three times as many ships as he does.” 

Though Annuweth hadn’t done the arithmetic, he knew they certainly had the greater numbers; Gurges, commander of the only fleet in the empire to rival Senecal’s, was about to become a member of the royal family. And after a brief visit from Petrea, the Harbormaster of nearby Osurris—which also held a sizable fleet, albeit one diminished by the recent war—had publicly and firmly declared his allegiance to Rufyllys. Annuweth wondered if the harbormaster’s secret—a rather scandalous and ill-advised letter from the harbormaster to the wife of the harbormaster’s younger brother that had fallen into Petrea’s clutches years ago—had anything to do with the vehemence with which he avowed his support. He didn’t ask. 

“We also just killed his only son,” Cyrdoreth pointed out. “The need for vengeance can make a man do dangerous things.” He would know, Annuweth thought. It was Cyrdoreth’s desire to revenge himself for his eldest son’s maimed sword hand had led him to ally himself with Rufyllys in the first place. 

“If he comes, we can beat him,” Annuweth said. 

As a precaution, Rufyllys moved a large contingent of galleys from Osurris and Korennis west, where they would wait near Naxos, ready to counter any move Senecal might make. 

Their clear naval superiority ought to have been a comfort—on some level, Annuweth supposed, it was. But Annuweth didn’t leave the council chamber feeling comforted. He returned to the prefect’s villa in a black mood. The rage that had left Vexaryn’s men dead in the street had never truly abated; he could feel it waiting inside him, like a coiled hunting dragon ready to dive upon its prey, to sink its teeth in and not let go. He hurled the doors shut behind him and made his way to his room. He found a letter waiting for him on his desk. It bore the seal of three spears raised in battle, the emblem of House Espeleos. He broke the seal and unfurled the scroll. 

It was Marilia’s hand. Just two lines of text, hastily scrawled: 

To my brother, Annuweth— 

Tell me why, if you can. 

Annuweth stared at those words for a long time. So, she knows. He sat there with his quill in his hand, a blank scroll of vellum set before him. 

“Tell you why,” he muttered under his breath. For Petrea. But he didn’t dare put that into words, didn’t dare even hint that he’d been driven by any motive that might be considered dishonorable. His enemies would use that against him. For the law of Navessea. Because Rufyllys really was the rightful heir. Stellos hadn’t believed that. Neither had Karthtag-Kal. Neither would she. 

Because I never thought it would end in blood. But was that even true? He had hoped it would end peacefully, had wanted it to, but he must have known, on some level, that it might go like this. 

And it hadn’t stopped him. 

At last, with a snarl of frustration, he tossed the quill aside, leaving a spatter of ink on the surface of his desk. He had no answer to give her. None she would accept. 

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” he said, giving her letter to the flames. “I don’t have to explain a thing.” 

He couldn’t sleep that night. He got up and made his way inside the Jade Keep, where he wandered the gardens. 

Petrea was wandering, too. He came upon her not far from the place they’d first made love. 

“Annuweth,” she blinked, staring at him. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes,” he lied. 

“And yet…you’re here. Alone. In the middle of the night.” 

“I couldn’t sleep,” he admitted. “I just…sometimes I hate being alone in that house.” 

“Oh, ‘Weth,” she said softly, using the pet-name his sister had once called him by. The sound of it on her lips gave him a start; it was like a small, electric shock. “You won’t have to be alone there forever.” 

He took her by the shoulders, looking at her intently. “I don’t want to be. You could be there with me, Petrea. I’m asking you to marry me.” He felt his heartbeat quicken. This, he thought, was the point of it all. This was the reason behind all the grief and disaster of the last few days—so that she and he could stand openly before Navessea and proclaim their love before the warm, approving eyes of Petrea’s one true brother. 

“We could announce our betrothal.” The words tumbled out of him. “We could do it tomorrow, even, or the day after. Petrea...” 

But he stopped. A slight frown had crossed her face. His heart froze in his chest and he felt that one blow might shatter it into a thousand pieces. 

“Annuweth...it would be better to wait.” 

It felt as though she were speaking a foreign tongue, one he had heard before but couldn’t quite understand. “Wait...wait for what?” 

“Oh, Annuweth, think about it. If we declared our intentions now, how would it look?” 

“How would it look?” he repeated, numbly. 

“They’d start to whisper that I seduced you, that you only supported Rufyllys because of me.” 

“I did support Rufyllys because of you.” 

“It would be salt in the wounds of our enemies. Surely you can see that?” 

“When?” Annuweth asked, and he was surprised at how hoarse his own voice sounded. 

“Soon,” she assured him. 

“Next month?” 

“I think it would be best if we waited and see how things go, Annuweth. But soon.” 

“Soon. The same soon when we’re going to kill the Graver, maybe? You said I’d be revenged on him, and now he’s Governor of Antarenne, on his way over there now. You said we’d be married, but we’re not. You said we didn’t have to hide any more—remember that?” 

“It’s been less than three weeks. You can’t seriously have expected we’d sort all that out in three weeks.” She cupped his cheek, her voice an urgent whisper. “Who brought us this far? Who arranged everything? It wasn’t you. It was me. We’re here because you trusted me. I need you to trust me now. You do, don’t you?” 

“Yes,” he said. But he hesitated for just a moment—hardly any time at all, a mere fraction of a second—before he said it. 

And to him, right then, that brief fraction of a second seemed to last an age. 

Her brow furrowed. “Annuweth?” 

“Forgive me,” he said. “I…I don’t feel well. I’m not myself.” His head was throbbing, and the familiar pain in his stomach, the one he’d hoped would end when their conspiracy did, was still there, as sharp as ever. “I think…I think I should go rest.” 

“All right, then. Well…until tomorrow,” she said, a note of uncertainty in her voice. 

He returned to the prefect’s villa, where he slept poorly. 

When he awoke, Navessea was at war again. 



Chapter Twenty-Five 




When news came of Karthtag-Kal’s death, Marilia was dining with Ben, Catarina, and their daughter, Clariline, in the same courtyard where she and Kanediel had been married two years ago—or at least, the new version of that courtyard, which had been rebuilt along with the rest of Ben’s castle after the Tyracians had burned it down. 

They were chatting about the upcoming chariot races on the beach by Svartennos Harbor, about a hunting trip Ben hoped to embark on, and about the hopeful possibility that Catarina was—finally, after many years—pregnant with another child, thanks to the ministrations of a particularly gifted physick. Even though Catarina’s father had passed away only a few days before, the mood was lighter than it might have been. Catarina and her father had never been close, and while the loss of the emperor had been a shock, the troubles of Ulvannis felt distant at that moment, sitting beneath the open sky with the wind carrying the scent of wild grass on the air. The clouds had finally lifted, and the sun was bright and golden in a sky the color of the flowers in Chrysathamere Pass. 

It was then that a messenger entered with a pair of chicayas on his arm. He passed the insects to Ben, who took the scrolls tied to their legs. The beautiful moment was shattered. 

The first message was the official account—Rufyllys’ declaration that he was the rightful emperor, the news that prince Ilruyn had been put to death for treasonous slander, despite an opportunity to recant. 

The second was from the Chronicler himself—a private message to Ben. That one carried the news of Karthtag-Kal’s death. 

Ben read that message aloud. Silence followed. 

A vein throbbed in the prince’s forehead, seeming to grow larger with each passing second. Catarina stared down at her plate with wide, unblinking eyes. Clariline tugged at her sleeve— “Mother? Mother, what’s wrong?” 

Marilia felt as though a dagger had just plunged through the back of her neck, severing her spine. She couldn’t move. Her hands lay lifeless on the table in front of her. She couldn’t feel her arms or her legs; even her face felt numb. Annuweth might as well have reached out through the paper in Ben’s hand and plunged his sword through her own heart. 

It can’t be. It’s impossible. “It has to be a mistake,” she said. “Or…or some kind of trick. Annuweth wouldn’t…he couldn’t…” 

But the third was a message signed by Stellos’ own hand. He hadn’t been in the senate chamber, but he’d spoken with nine different men who had. 

And all of them confirmed Ephrayenne’s account to the word. 

Stellos had always been honest. He wouldn’t lie. 

“Treasonous slander...” Ben growled. “As if anyone will believe that. They killed the boy to consolidate their hold on the throne. They murdered Prince Ilruyn, and Karthtag-Kal died trying to save him.” 

“Mother?” Clariline’s voice grew increasingly plaintive. “Who’s murdered? What’s wrong?” 

Everything, Marilia thought. Everything is wrong. 

The memories flashed before her eyes like bursts of lightning. 

Their first meeting in the Tyracian boarding house. I will adopt you as my own, and you will bear my name—Sandaros. With those words, he had opened a new world before her, one she’d always dreamed of but had never truly believed could be hers. 

His rough, scarred hand in hers as they sat together after a long afternoon sparring. 

Long, lazy afternoons sitting together in the garden of the prefect’s villa, hunched over a board of Capture the Emperor. 

The sunlight filtering through the high windows of the villa’s hall as the armies of Sharavayn battled each other across the tiled floor of his home. 

The deep, musty smell of his old books. The warmth of a rare smile. You have a commander’s mind, girl. 

His arms around her as he said farewell. His final words to her. We have all the time in the world, don’t we? 

Not anymore. 

Her brother had taken all that time from her. 

Ben looked wide-eyed at Catarina, almost as if begging her to help him understand. “How could your brother Rufyllys do this?” 

“My brother?” Catarina shook her head. “Half-brother. I left our household when he was eight years old, Ben. I barely even know him.” 

“Ilruyn was a good boy,” Ben said. “I liked him. He should have died with a sword in his hand, driving his enemies before him. And Karthtag-Kal...” He rose abruptly, his chair falling with a clatter behind him. He hurled the letters aside, and the wind took them away. 

Marilia rose, too. She stumbled inside the castle, up the stairs to her room. Her heart was pounding in her ears. 

You helped him do it, too, the voice in her head whispered. Didn’t you? You could have been prefect. Then it would have been you standing in that Senate chamber, not Annuweth. 

But you wanted to let your brother have his day. 

And look what he did with it. 

She screamed her fury at the empty room. Her suit of armor stood in the corner—the armor she had carried from Tyrace to Ulvannis to the Elders’ temple atop Mount Phelkos to here. The yoba-shell plates which, if repainted green instead of blue, might have been her prefect’s uniform. 

She hurled it to the floor, striking it with her fists and feet, kicking the helmet into the corner of the room. Pain lanced up her leg and she knew that she’d sprained the littlest toe on her right foot. The pain only fed her rage. She tore open the meager chest of her belongings at the foot of the bed, tugging aside dresses and sashes and undergarments until she found what she sought—the scroll of water-script painting she’d done before she’d left Tyracium. Two children, sitting on a galley’s deck, holding hands. 

She tore it into shreds, her fingernails clawing at the rough vellum. She cracked one and didn’t notice. The fabric came apart in her hands. Only then, at last, did she collapse onto the floor, her back against the wall. Tears blurred her eyes, but she did not let them fall. 

Tears are the weapon of those who have no others, Karthtag-Kal had told her once. The last recourse. So she would try not to cry for him. 

She wished she could leap across the sea to the steps of the Jade Keep and pluck Rufyllys from his throne. She wished she could take his crown and beat him bloody with it, hurl her brother from the top of the Jade Keep into Almaria’s River and watch him disappear, swallowed by the merciless pull of the current. But she was here in Svartennos City, and between her and them there were all the armies of Navessea. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, staring out the window at the sky. “You always knew best, didn’t you? You never wanted him to be prefect, you knew...but I was too stupid to see it.” She’d made Annuweth a hero, had lied to the Chronicler for him, had sacrificed her own honor for his and convinced Karthtag-Kal he was worthy to lead the Order of Jade. 

And he had repaid her by murdering their father. 

Why? 

It was a real question. 

She forced herself to do what she’d been too angry to do before—to try to put herself inside her brother’s head. To try to imagine what had driven him to put his sword through Karthtag-Kal’s heart and stand by as Ilruyn was beheaded in the middle of the Senate chamber. 

She didn’t believe for a moment that he’d been won over by the persuasiveness of Rufyllys’ claim. What, then? Some sense of childish, misplaced spite? Karthtag-Kal prefers me over him, so he sees a little of himself in Rufyllys Vergana, whose father preferred Ilruyn? A factor, maybe, but not enough of a reason to murder, not on its own. 

There was only one other answer she could think of. 

“Petrea,” she muttered. The truth she hadn’t wanted to face, because it meant Annuweth’s betrayal was something she could have seen coming. Something she might have prevented if only she’d realized how deep the princess’ hatred for her adopted brother ran. 

She’d once suspected Annuweth of having kissed Petrea. She still wasn’t sure whether he really had, or whether it was only her jealousy that had let her believe it…but there was no denying they’d been friends. Maybe more than friends. Marilia remembered all too well how magnetic the princess could be. Who better to turn a young knight, already full of bitterness, against his own family and his emperor? Who better to keep him in thrall? 

There’d been a time when Marilia had longed for Petrea the way she now longed for Camilline. But time and distance had cooled her desire, and now she could see the princess for what she really was. Behind her smiles and her beautiful face was a broken, empty soul. She’d always enjoyed teasing Marilia and her other friends even as she used them to gather up scandals with which she could manipulate and embarrass other lords and ladies. Her games and her gentle teasing hid something darker—a casual, everyday malice, a desire to watch others squirm with discomfort. 

Petrea had urged Marilia to play a game of Sharavayn against Ilruyn, to embarrass him in front of his friends. Marilia had done it, heedless of the consequences. Those consequences had been painful; a temporary end to her Sharavayn games and sparring lessons with Karthtag-Kal. To Petrea, of course, it had all been worth it for a brief moment’s pleasure at the sight of an enemy’s pain. 

Marilia felt a chill spread through her. She had faced the brutal cunning of Tyrennis Castaval in battle, had stared down the evil of the Graver, but somehow, she felt that Petrea was even more dangerous than they were. 

“I’m going to kill her,” she muttered. “If it really is her…that bitch.” 

She climbed onto the cushion in front of her desk, seized a roll of vellum and quill, and began to write. 

To my brother, Annuweth, 

And then she paused, thinking of all the things she might say to him. All the things she wanted to say. 

You’re dremmakin-spawn. You’re a murderer, a liar. I hate you. I’ll never forgive you. 

How could you kill the man who gave you your life, who rescued you, who raised you? How could you betray your prince? Honor, duty, justice—I never took the Order’s oath, and somehow, I still understand those words better than you. 

In the end, she only wrote one line. It was all she could manage. 

Tell me why, if you can. 

She made her way to the door, her message in her hand. When she opened the door, Ben Espeleos was standing there. 

“Oh. Prince Ben.” 

“Marilia.” He looked down at the floor, the first time she’d ever seen him uncomfortable. Standing before an army of men and making a bold speech, or upon the tournament field before the eyes of thousands, the Prince of Svartennos had never been nervous; but standing here one-on-one, with the weight of a sudden loss between them—this was difficult for him. “I’m sorry. I just wanted you to know. Whatever Catarina and I can do...” 

She took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I know he was your friend, too.” 

He sucked in a deep breath. “They just let it happen,” he said in disbelief. “All those bastards and motherless yoba-fuckers in the Senate. A usurper’s right is forfeit. No matter what horse-shit excuses Rufyllys has come up with, we all know he’s a usurper. But they just let him and Annuweth and Cyrdoreth and whoever the fuck else was helping them walk up and take the crown. And now they’re going to let them keep it. The Dragonknights must have been there in the Senate chamber, which means even Victaryn Livenneth let Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal die.” 

“Maybe there was nothing they could have done,” Marilia said numbly. 

“They could have fought!” Ben said, his teeth bared. “They could have remembered their honor and fought, just like Karthtag-Kal did. And fucking died with him, if it came to that.” His right hand twitched at his side. He then said something strange, something that would leave her puzzling after he’d gone. “You know, your father once gave me a little speech about stoicism. Our lives are not planned for us, he said. We are put on this earth where we are as the threads spin out.” 

Marilia swallowed hard. Ben’s words sent her hurtling back through time, to a quiet moment when she saw and Karthtag-Kal sat together in the hall of the prefect’s villa, his hand in hers, their wooden sparring swords resting at their sides. The memory brought her a fresh stab of pain, sharp and immediate as the prick of a dremmakin’s poisoned spine. “He once said the same thing to me,” she answered. 

“Did he?” Ben laughed forlornly. “And yet...look where you are now. Look what you did. Chrysathamere Reborn, but you have to admit, there were a lot of little coincidences that led you to that battle in the pass.” 

Marilia simply nodded. She had no idea what Ben was talking about, what any of it meant, and right then, she didn’t have the strength to even try to guess. 

“What if Karthtag-Kal was wrong?” Ben said, looking troubled. “The Fates made me a warrior—a great warrior. And they put me here, with you and Catarina around me. What if there was a reason for it?” 

“What reason?” she asked, but Ben just shook his head and squeezed her shoulder. 

“There’ll be a memorial for him—and Ilruyn—in the shrine at dusk. We’d love to have you there.” 

When dusk came, they lit candles together. The smoke curled through the shrine up to the windows where, beyond, the sky blazed red; as she sat there in the smoky air, Marilia felt as if they knelt amidst the ruins left behind after a battle, and that the evening sun’s red glow was the light of a fallen city burning down around them. 

Ben was the first to speak. He cleared his throat. “Prefect Karthtag-Kal,” he said in a thick voice. “My father always liked to share stories when someone close to us died, as a way of remembering them. Sort of a family tradition. He always loved stories, my father. Karthtag-Kal once told me I was pretty decent at telling them, so I’ll do my best. And I promise, this time I won’t embellish a thing. Only the plain, hard truth, on the spirit of my mother.” 

“We’d beat Kanadrak back into the mountains, and we were trying to finish the bastard off, but by the Fates, it was hard. They had food to last months and they knew the land well. They fought like demons. Even so, we knew we were going to win. Only a matter of time.” 

“Then one day Kanadrak himself rides out before us, his blood-red banner flying overhead. He challenges Karthtag-Kal to a duel. Single combat. Karthtag-Kal knew he had the chance to end the war at a sword-stroke, if he won. But that was a big if. Kanadrak was one of the world’s great swordsmen. Fast as lightning. And Karthtag-Kal had recently been sick; he was tired, and he’d taken a few small nicks in the last battle. He could have refused. Most commanders would have, in that position. Victory was assured—like I said before, it was just a matter of time. 

“But Karthtag-Kal didn’t hesitate. He said yes, because if it meant he had the chance to save the lives of some of the men under his command by ending the war a little sooner, he was willing to risk his own life. He was willing to die for the Order of Jade, for all of us. He almost did. But that great big yoba-fucker knew his way around a sword, I’ll give him that.” Ben shook his head. His eyes shimmered. “Anyway,” he concluded. “That was the kind of man Karthtag-Kal Sandaros was. I just wish I could’ve seen him one more time so I could tell him something I was always too bloody proud to say—when I was just a young man, fresh to the sword, the person I wanted to be most was him.” He looked up to the window. “There you go. Hope you’re happy to hear it, Prefect. Though I guess you probably always knew that, didn’t you?” 

Marilia’s eyes were blurred with tears. She swallowed hard, wiping at her face. So much, she thought, for not crying. 

“I didn’t know him well,” Catarina admitted. “I never fought beside him like Ben did. But he was always a friend to us. He saved this beautiful island—my home. And even though he’s gone, I can see that his spirit lives on in his daughter, Marilia Sandara, Lady Chrysathamere. Yes, I know she does not have his blood, but she still has his spirit. I see the way she loves him, and I admit that sometimes I envy her. They shared a bond my father and I never did. It’s something beautiful and rare.” 

Marilia found it hard to breathe. The pain in her chest was like splintered glass. At last she found her voice. 

“I remember the day he came to find me,” she said. “I didn’t know him then. I didn’t trust him at first. But I should have. He...he gave me my life. He gave me everything. I...I just wish I could see him one more time.” 

She’d meant to go on, to share more—her long childhood days growing up in his villa—but she found she couldn’t speak. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t.” 

“It’s all right,” Catarina assured her, touching her arm gently. “We know. He knows.” 

Wreathed in smoke, they sat together as the black candles burned themselves down and the wax puddled on the edge of the shrine. 




*** 




Camilline arrived at Svartennos City the next day. She said nothing at first, simply offered Marilia a warm embrace. 

She wasn’t the only one to arrive. Many of Svartennos’ lords and ladies had already been traveling to the city for the Day of Binding. The news of Karthtag-Kal’s death spread like wildfire, and it seemed, for the people of the island, that it was a tragedy of even greater note than the murder of the emperor’s heir. Karthtag-Kal had fought beside Nelos Dartimaos to save Svartennos when Kanadrak had besieged it, and he was well-loved. Marilia soon found herself accosted by a long line of well-meaning men and women looking to pay their respects. Some she knew at least a little—Konos, white-haired and rheumy-eyed, but with a limber strength in his arm even after all these years that she felt when he embraced her; Laekos, who offered her a box of his family’s finest prayer candles; even Aerael, her cousin, with whom she’d never been close, bowed his head and told her he was sorry for her loss. Leondos, who, besides Ben, had known Karthtag-Kal perhaps better than any of them, took her aside and put a gentle hand on her arm. 

“My own father always used to say it helps to share memories of those we’ve lost,” he told her. “Not as they died, but as they lived. It hurts at first, worse than any wound I’ve ever taken, but in the end…it did make me feel better.” 

Then there were many others she hardly knew at all. 

She appreciated their kindness, but was too weary and raw to endure the company of strangers for long; she and Camilline eventually retreated to the privacy of the field behind the castle. They walked together for a long time and did as Leondos had suggested. 

They talked not only of Karthtag-Kal, but of Kanediel, of Camilline’s dead sister and of Marilia’s childhood friends, murdered by the Graver in her mother’s pillow house. It was painful, brutally so; Marilia wept, several times, until her eyes burned and her head throbbed, and Camilline did, too. But when the tears were over, she saw that Leondos had been right; she did feel just a little bit lighter. And the pain in her chest was just a little bit less. 

“I wasn’t really there for you after Kanediel died,” Marilia said to Camilline. “I rushed off to war.” She felt a painful lump in her throat. 

“You were trying to protect Navessea,” Camilline said. “My feelings or the fate of an entire empire? Which would you say is more important?” She gave a rueful smile. “I mean, I know it’s a close call, but I feel like the empire just barely has it, don’t you?” 

“I just mean...I could have done more before I left. I’m talking about right after...right after Kanediel died. I know I can be selfish...” 

“The woman who risked her life and fought the Graver to save her childhood friend’s daughter. Selfish. Right.” 

“I’m being serious. I get caught up in my own head, and I forget that people around me are hurting, too. I’m not always there when I should be. You always are. And I’m grateful for it. I’m trying to be more like you.” 

Camilline tugged at the ends of her hair; she’d always been uncomfortable with this kind of sentimentality. “Come on,” she said, taking Marilia’s arm and guiding her towards the castle doors. “Binding Day is the day after tomorrow. Tonight’s the feast of Shuvakain’s Eve. We don’t want to be late or all the good food will be taken.” 

Marilia was stopped on her way into the hall by a familiar face; thin, aged, with deep creases beneath the eyes, but still nobly handsome despite it all. He walked with a familiar limp, and she knew him even before he stepped into the setting sun’s light to face her. 

“Stellos! I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“I couldn’t stay,” he answered. “Not after what they did. I would have done something to stop it, if I could.” His face was heavy with sorrow. 

“I know.” 

“I decided it was finally a good time to retire. I was born on this island and I will die here, too. It’s a better place than most.” He grimaced. “The Order of Jade is not what it was. Not anymore.” He reached into his robes and lifted out something wrapped in cloth. Slowly, he unwound the wrappings. The blue aeder blade glittered in the evening light. It was the broken end of her sword, the one she’d left hanging on the wall of Karthtag-Kal’s armory. 

“I brought this for you,” Stellos said. “I didn’t know if you’d want it—but it didn’t feel right to leave it hanging on your brother’s wall.” 

The mention of Annuweth brought her by-now familiar rage bubbling back to the surface. “Did he say anything?” she asked, as she took the blade from Stellos. “Did he explain why he...did what he did?” 

“He didn’t, lady.” Stellos shook his head, looking just as confused and dejected as she felt. “I wouldn’t have thought him to have it in him. There’s a rage in him that I haven’t seen since Kanadrak. When I tried to leave the city, he executed several of Karthtag-Kal’s men who were with me. Deserters, he called us. I almost thought he’d kill me, too.” 

“He’s evil. There’s no other word for what he’s done. And I handed him the prefect’s cloak.” 

“Don’t blame yourself, my lady,” Stellos said. “No one could have seen it.” 

“I could have,” Marilia insisted. Stellos opened his mouth to protest, but she didn’t really want to hear it. “Keep the sword for now; you can give it to me after the feast.” She re-wrapped the blade and handed it back to him. 

They made their way into the hall where the boisterous noise of Ben and Catarina’s guests made speech all but impossible. Ben’s servants had done their best to create at least the illusion of a festive mood. The rafters were garlanded with little paper dolls of dremmakin dancing. Marilia saw spiny beasts with claws as long as swords, monsters with many eyes like a spider, ghouls with tentacled arms that stretched down towards the assembled guests, a huge hunched figure with a shell like a crab and blades for hands that must have been none other than Mollagora, King of the Ghouls, Shuvakain’s greatest servant. 

The mainlanders would have been horrified by such an irreverent display, but the Svartennans believed that laughter was a weapon, that by mocking the dremmakin, they maintained power over the ghouls and kept them cowed in the gloom of their deep-sea realm. Maybe; but she didn’t feel ready to laugh or smile, not yet. 

A group of minstrels in ghoulish masks performed a lively song and dance, beating their feet on the floor and kicking their legs, while a group of children looked on in delight. The words were an odd mixture of dark lullabies, stanzas from the mountain song, and what sounded to Marilia like complete nonsense. The minstrels had their competition in the form of a rhovanna, who was tossing felt balls to a trained dragon; the dragon caught them in midair and tossed them back. 

The hall had been crammed full of long tables, each of which was full of Svartennan nobles, jostling over the stuffed and seasoned bodies of several of the infamous giant crabs that roamed the island’s coasts. Marilia caught sight of a few familiar faces. The Elders were there, of course, at a table all to themselves; Narinia gave her a nod as she passed. She saw Laekos and Konos sitting at the high table not far from Ben himself, who was deep in conversation with his cousin, Vergiriel, the Harbormaster. Strategos Leondos was engaged in a wrestling match with Septakim on a pile of mats in one corner while several other half-naked men and women waited their turns; he looked to be getting the better of the wily Dragonknight. Jariel Valennos, too, had arrived, and appeared to have saved them seats. He offered Marilia a warm smile, which she answered with a tight-lipped nod. 

More surprising was the presence of Antiriel and several other strategoi and ladies whose lands lay far to the north of the island and who might have been expected to celebrate Shuvakain’s Eve in their own homes. She didn’t have much time to wonder at their presence, though, because she was too busy trying not to trip over a band of children as they raced past, led by the ever-incorrigible Clariline, chasing one of Ben’s pet dragons as it scampered playfully between the tables. 

Though the children seemed to be enjoying themselves, Marilia sensed that the adults’ mood, like her own, was several steps away from festive, the colorful surroundings notwithstanding. Several times, she heard the words usurper, traitor, and bastard spoken. Though this was meant to be a night of celebration, the deaths of Vergana, Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal had hit hard. 

Honestly, Marilia would have preferred the quiet of the field, the warmth of Camilline’s company, and the sound of chicayas in the grass to the ruckus of the feast hall. But it would be rude to leave, so she plopped herself into a cushion between Camilline and Stellos, tore off a leg of crab, and began to eat, more because it was expected than because she had much of an appetite. 

“My lady...” Jariel began. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

He blinked. “Sorry?” 

“You were going to say you were sorry for my loss. I was thanking you in advance.” 

Camilline dug an elbow into her ribs. “Be nice,” she muttered under her breath. 

“The prefect...” Jariel started again. 

“How’s your leg?” she cut him off, determined to change the subject. 

“Healed, my lady. I nearly bested Septakim himself in the sparring ring the other day. Is it true you trained with him?” 

She nodded, remembering his many bruising lessons. “Oh, yes.” 

He laughed at the expression on her face. “I pity you, lady. He is a fearsome opponent.” 

“Yes, he is.” 

An awkward silence descended. Marilia felt her face grow warm. She looked at Jariel and tried to think of something to say, some way to undo the damage she’d done at their last meeting; after all, if he really did marry Camilline, she would be seeing more of him in the days to come. Sooner or later, they would have to find something to talk about. 

“Jariel...” she began, and was spared having to think of any follow-up by the arrival of Clariline. 

“Lady Marilia,” she said solemnly. “I made something for you.” She handed Marilia a small wooden knight. The figurine was built of several wooden pieces, expertly bound one to another with string, so that the figure could be re-arranged into different poses; a pale green sword dangled from one hand. The armored chest, legs and arms of the figure were painted green; his face was paler than was typical for a Navessean knight, and his balding head was ringed by dark hair. His dark, serious eyes must have been painstakingly painted on with a brush only a few bristles thick. There was no mistaking who he was meant to be. 

“It’s a guardian doll. They’re supposed to sit by your bedside,” Clariline explained. “They watch over you and protect you from the ghouls. I know maybe you don’t need protecting as much, since you’re grown-up and you know how to fight with a sword and all, but I thought it would be nice if you had it anyway. My mother said so, too. So I painted it for you. It’s...” 

“It’s Karthtag-Kal,” Marilia finished. There was a lump in her throat. “You painted this yourself?” 

Clariline fidgeted nervously. “Well, I only had one day to do it. I was going to make the armor a bit lighter in the middle, like it is in real life, but I couldn’t find the right paint, and I wanted to...” 

Marilia laid a hand on the child’s arm, cutting her short. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “It’s perfect. Thank you, Clariline.” The girl’s face brightened with pleasure. 

Marilia and Camilline squeezed a small cushion between them. Clariline took it and spent the next few minutes showing Marilia how the figure moved, how its sword could be transferred from hand to hand, explaining where you had to set it so it would best keep the ghouls out (in the exact middle of the sill of the nearest window, to stop them crawling in that way). 

“Is it true you rode on a razorfish during the Battle in the Bay?” Clariline asked suddenly, squinting at Marilia suspiciously. 

Marilia grimaced, remembering how such a beast had nearly eaten her. “I wish. Who told you that?” 

“My father.” Clariline sighed with exasperation. “He says lots of ridiculous things. He’s a terrible liar, really.” 

“She knows her father well,” Camilline laughed, nudging Clariline in the ribs. The girl giggled. 

Marilia smiled despite herself, remembering a similarly absurd razorfish-themed story Ben had shared with her upon their first meeting. She glanced his way... 

And frowned, distracted. A messenger had come in through the door and was whispering in the Prince of Svartennos’ ear. Ben Espeleos looked, in that moment, a far cry from the jovial teller of tall tales she’d met in the Jade Keep all those years ago. He sat hunched over the table, oblivious to the chatter around him, and there was a grim look in his eye. For a long while he did not speak. She could see the muscles of his jaw moving as he ground his teeth back and forth. He seemed to be lost in thought, his eyes staring blankly at one of the dangling ghouls. 

She felt a small tremor of apprehension as she watched him. At last, he tore his gaze away and whispered something in the messenger’s ear; with the hall as noisy as it was, she doubted that even his wife, who was sitting right next to him, heard what it was. 

“Are you all right, Lady Marilia?” Clariline asked. “You look...pensive.” She said the word in a way that suggested she had just recently learned it and was very pleased to finally have the chance to use it in a conversation. 

“Yes,” Marilia said, forcing a smile. “I suppose I’m just a little tired.” 

That strange interaction during the feast was the first clue that something was afoot. The second was when Ben rose and announced that the feast was to end early. The third was when, as she filed out with the other confused guests, the same messenger she’d seen speaking to Ben earlier stopped her at the door. 

“My Lady Sandara, my Lady Paetia, strategos Valennos. Prince Espeleos has requested your presence in the conference room next door.” 

The table in the conference room was surrounded by the island’s nobles. Marilia noticed that while all the land-owning lords were alone, their wives nowhere in sight, all the land-owning ladies had their husbands—their strategoi—with them. That explained Jariel Valennos’ presence; Marilia recalled that Camilline had named him her strategos. 

This is a war council, she thought, and she felt her heartbeat quicken. 

Vergiriel the harbor-master sat at Ben’s left side; beside him was Lady Siria with her strategos Laekos, and then Antiriel, Leondos, Konos, The Lady Dartimaea and her son Aerael...all the familiar faces she’d grown to know during the war against Tyrace. Catarina sat at Ben’s right side, looking subdued. 

There were some cushions open at the far end of the oval table; Marilia, Camilline and Jariel took them. In the silence that fell, Marilia could hear the wax sizzling in the paper lanterns overhead, could hear the wind hammering against the windows; when Ben cleared his throat, the sound seemed much too loud, farcical, like the over-done antics of the rhovannon who had entertained the children in the feast hall. 

The Prince of Svartennos held up a letter. “This arrived from the west tonight,” he said. “A copy has been sent to every governor in Navessea.” He unrolled the letter and began to read. 

“Rufyllys Vergana is a usurper and kin-killer. His right to the throne is forfeit. I, Senecal Ikaryn, the chosen heir of Emperor Secundyn, father to his late majesty Prince Ilruyn, hereby declare myself the one true emperor of Navessea. To Rufyllys Vergana, the usurper, I call upon you to lay down your arms and surrender. I shall grant you an honorable death, though you do not deserve it. To all you Governors of Navessea, and to you, Prince Espeleos of Svartennos, I call upon you to muster your forces and follow me against the usurper. I hereby declare war against the usurper Rufyllys Vergana, and all who follow him. Signed, Senecal Ikaryn, the one true emperor of Navessea.” Ben let the letter fall. “Well. What do you all think of that?” 

“Well...” strategos Laekos pursed his lips. “It could use some work...I lost count of how many usurpers were in there, but any writing tutor worth his coin would tell you it was too many.” 

“This isn’t a joke, Laekos,” Leondos said quietly. 

“With all due respect...isn’t it, at least a little?” Jariel spoke. “I mean...Senecal Ikaryn?” His skepticism was written plainly on his face. “We all know what Senecal has become. An eccentric. A man who loves himself too much. He may be a good commander, especially at sea, but an emperor? Only if he can get the governors to line up behind him, and I just can’t see that happening. Rumor has it he doesn’t even follow the true gods anymore.” 

“He may be an eccentric,” Ben said, “but at least he has balls. The rest of Navessea’s senators seem to have lost theirs. I mean, they let a kin-killing usurper walk up and take the throne without so much as a whimper. These are Navessea’s finest? If that’s true, then Navessea is fucked harder than a cheap painted lady—forgive my language.” His lip curled in disgust. “This is the same empire that sent Kanadrak and his army running sixteen years ago? Who knew balls could shrivel so fast? If Kanadrak had shown up in this day and age, he’d be pissing off the parapets of the Jade Keep by now.” 

Ben rose to his feet. His eyes swept the table, landing on each of them in turn. He drew his sword, and the blade drank deeply of the fire-light. He’d always had a taste for the melodramatic. 

“I say again—the lords of Ulvannis have forgotten their honor. They let a usurper walk in, kill his brother and order the murder of one of the finest prefects this empire has ever known. They could have stopped him. They could have spoken up. They did nothing. Moroweth Vergana was a great emperor, but it’s clear to me now that the next Moroweth Vergana will not come from Ulvannis. Ulvannis is sick. Lord Aerael.” He rounded on Marilia’s cousin, who had a doubtful look written plainly across his face. “You look as if you want to say something.” 

All eyes turned to him. Aerael blinked and glanced uneasily around. “No, my prince. Well, it’s just…Senecal Ikaryn? You mean to follow him?” 

“I cannot follow Rufyllys Vergana,” Ben declared. “But strategos Dartimaos’ point is well-taken. I will not follow Senecal Ikaryn, either. If the rumors are true, he follows a false god, and besides...” for a brief moment, Marilia saw a flash of the old Ben in the slight quirk of his lips. “...he always was a bit of a prick.” 

“Senecal’s theory is that the crown must pass next to Ilruyn’s father—his closest living male relative—but why should that be so? After all, Ilruyn was Moroweth Vergana’s son as much as he was Senecal’s, and it seems to me that Moroweth Vergana has another child. His oldest child.” He pointed to Catarina, who swallowed and looked down at her hands, clasped tightly on the table in front of her. Marilia thought she looked as if she might like to disappear. 

“Catarina Espelea, once Catarina Vergana, is the empress of Navessea. And her husband and strategos...the emperor.” He shrugged, looking a little sheepish. “Looks like that would be me.” 

Marilia stared at him. I should have expected this, she thought. I should have seen this coming. Only too late did the full meaning of his words to her in the hallway a few days before become clear. 

The Fates made me a warrior—a great warrior. And they put me here, with you and Catarina around me. What if there was a reason for it? 

This reason, she thought. This is what he thinks the Fates had planned. 

No…that’s mad. Ben against Rufyllys…Navessean civil war…just three months ago we were celebrating our victory. We were watching chariots speed around a track and listening to minstrels sing. I was standing on the Temple of Shavennya and Emperor Vergana was alive and putting a dragon-bone bracelet around my wrist. And Karthtag-Kal was watching me. 

How did we get from there to here? 

She tried to track that change, to trace it back, and she couldn’t. It was like staring at a pile of ash on a funeral pyre and trying to see the body it had used to be. She closed her eyes, feeling dizzy. 

Come, now. Don’t get ahead of yourself. This isn’t war; this isn’t anything except Ben lashing out. This is just more of his bluster. He likes to bluster; it’s how he works his anger out. No one’s actually going to draw their sword and march to war. That would be completely insane. 

Wouldn’t it? 

“I can see on some of your faces that this may sound mad,” Ben said, as if reading her thoughts. “But it’s not. It’s not power-lust, either. Or even revenge. All right, maybe a little revenge.” He grew more animated, his arms cutting great circles through the air. “It comes down to this...if the lords of Ulvannis won’t do their duty and remove the usurper from the throne, then I will. That’s why I summoned you here. To tell you to call your banners. We march on Ulvannis.” 

Ben seated himself at the head of the table. Silence followed his pronouncement. 

And Marilia looked into the Prince of Svartennos’ eyes and realized that this was real, after all. 

This was not some passing fury, not mere venting. Ben meant every word. 

She found it hard to breathe. By the gods… 

The aged Lord Konos cleared his throat. “My prince, if I might speak…” 

“Must you?” Ben asked, frowning. “We march on Ulvannis was a rather perfect way to end this meeting, seems to me. I hope that whatever you’re about to say doesn’t spoil the moment.” 

“It may, Prince,” Konos said, bowing his head. “But I think it must be said, all the same.” 

“Out with it, then.” 

“Rufyllys Vergana has an army more than four times the size of Senecal’s. And, assuming he has the islanders and at least one governor on his side, even Senecal’s army is larger than ours. The people of this island are strong, and brave, but they have never been numerous.” 

“Each knight of Svartennos is worth five knights from the mainland.” 

“I think we all know that’s not true,” Jariel said with an expression of exasperation. 

“Speak for yourself,” Aerael said hotly. 

“For the gods’ sakes, boy,” Konos said. “I was killing men when you were still suckling at your mother’s breast. If you have nothing of substance to contribute, please be quiet.” 

Aerael gaped at him. “I am a strategos of Svartennos,” he protested. “You can’t speak to me like that.” 

“Watch me.” 

“Let’s all be civil,” Lord Leondos said in a low voice. “We are all on the same side here.” 

Ben rose again. “It may be that Rufyllys has more men than us,” he conceded. “But he would be facing a war on two fronts. Senecal attacks from the west, and the best part of Rufyllys’ fleet sails out to meet him. And when they do, we…take…Surennis.” Ben jabbed a finger down on the table-top for emphasis. “We’ll have surprise on our side. From there, it’s a short march to Ulvannis. It’s not as mad as it sounds,” he said, raising a hand to forestall Konos. “Most of Surennis’ ships will be gone to fight Senecal; we can steal those that are left, not to mention the ones that were under construction to replace those lost during the war with Tyrace. Another contingent of our fleet will sail farther north and do the same to Antarenne. Given how many galleys Navessea lost against Castaval, and with Senecal’s fleet turned rebel, we’ll actually hold a significant portion of the empire’s ships in our hands. Enough to hold the eastern coast, at least for a while, and protect our supply lines.” 

Konos shook his head. “With due respect...even if we take Surennis and Antarenne by surprise, even if we take all those ships and our army reaches Ulvannis, I don’t think we have the numbers to take the city. Not before Rufyllys’ reinforcements arrive.” 

“Maybe not with the men we have on this island,” Ben conceded, folding his arms across his chest. “But others will join us. Governor Ephrayenne...” 

“Ephrayenne’s is one of the smallest provinces in the empire. He has sixty ships and a few thousand men, at the very most…” 

“…and Governor Victarian Ildoran. The new governor of Dane.” Victarian had been rewarded with the governorship for rescuing Dane from the Tyracians after its last governor had been disastrously outwitted and killed by Tyrennis Castaval. 

“What about him?” 

“Well, he was married to my cousin, for a start, before she died.” 

Konos looked skeptical. “My prince…your majesty…men call him Victarian the Cautious, because he’s known to be, well…cautious. Tyrace is on his doorstep, and his province is filled with the Horse God’s heathens. It’s a lot to manage under the best of times. I don’t think a man like that will be eager to rush off to war.” 

“Family is family,” Ben insisted. “His son carries the blood of Svartennos in his veins. There will be others, too, once we take Surennis from Governor Suryn. Do you really think the governors will be eager to stay with Rufyllys after what he did? Karthtag-Kal and Emperor Vergana were war heroes, and Ilruyn was a rising star. Rufyllys is what...a mediocre poet? Please. It’s not loyalty that keeps the governors in check, it’s fear. All they need is for one good man to stand up and show he’s not afraid, and more will follow.” 

“And you’re that good man,” Leondos said flatly. 

“Someone has to be.” 

Marilia studied him, chewing her lip. The Prince of Svartennos had always been daring, even reckless, but he was not a fool like his brother had been; he was an experienced military strategist and a famous warrior (one of the greatest swordsmen living), and his many successes in the war against Kanadrak and the recent conflict in Daevium were proof of his skill. He had thought this through. 

She had to admit his plan wasn’t quite as mad as it had first sounded. 

Konos looked as if he was about to say more, but Ben cut him off. “I know Rufyllys has many advantages. But there are also things we have that he doesn’t. We have the finest warriors in all Navessea, except maybe the Order of Jade. And we have one more thing. We have the Lady Chrysathamere, who has never lost a battle.” 

All eyes turned to her. 

Lord Konos’ face showed doubt, as did Jariel’s, but most of the others looked eager, a few almost rapturous. Antiriel was nodding to himself; Aerael’s eyes were shining; even the stoic Leondos had a small smile of satisfaction upon his face. 

“I know you were going to join the Elders,” Ben said, waving a hand, “but you belong in my war council. What do you think, Lady Sandara? You and I, together? What a pair we will make. The minstrels will have their hands full.” He smiled warmly and held out his hand to her. “I want you to join me.” 

Marilia felt as if she was being torn in two. 

This is it, isn’t it? She thought. Just what you wanted. A chance to get back at Annuweth, Petrea and the rest. A chance to make them pay for what they did. 

A chance for justice. 

A part of her—a large part of her—wanted to step forward to take Ben’s hand, to tell him, yes, she would sail with him across the sea, and the two of them would ride right up to the Jade Keep and rip Rufyllys Vergana off his stolen throne and throw him in the mud. 

But there was another part of her that remembered Kanediel, his chest torn open...Livenneth, coughing blood onto the deck of his galley...the candle-lit walls of Oba’al’s pillow house, painted in blood...Saleema, crawling to her with her belly split open...a little girl, trampled beneath a horse’s hooves, whispering to her that it hurts, it hurts... 

All that pain. All the misery, the death. The price she’d paid for peace. 

A peace that had lasted…three months? The marks on the racecourse from the triumph races hadn’t yet faded, and the killing was already starting again. This time, it would be even worse. Navessean against Navessean. Brother against brother. Father against son. 

And every man that died… 

It would be her fault. 

Not only hers, of course. Rufyllys was to blame, and Petrea, and Annuweth, and the rest of their allies. But none of this would have happened—Rufyllys’ betrayal wouldn’t have been possible—if she hadn’t told Karthtag-Kal to hand Annuweth the prefect’s cloak. 

“Marilia?” Ben looked at her earnestly. His hand hung in the air between them. 

The same piece of her spirit that had lent her the inhuman strength to tear through the thick vellum of her water-script painting with her bare hands screamed at her to take it—for Karthtag-Kal, and Ilruyn, and Stellos’ brave, loyal men that Annuweth had murdered in Ulvannis’ streets. 

No, she thought. No, I can’t! I can’t let there be another war, not even to make the usurpers pay. We can’t. 

“Prince Espeleos,” she said, carefully, “if you go to war, it will be against other Navesseans. Whoever wins, thousands will die.” 

“Only if Navessea’s legions stand with the usurper.” 

“But some will,” Jariel cut in, coming to her defense. “They will follow their governors into battle, because that’s what they are sworn to do, and we will have to kill them. It’s a fact, my prince; they’ll die if Svartennos launches her ships.” 

“Who even are you?” Ben frowned, glaring at him. “You’re not even the oldest Valennos.” 

“I am Lady Paetia’s strategos. That gives me the right to spe…” 

“Yes, just because you have a right, doesn’t mean you ought to go blundering around using it,” Ben said. “Your great-grandfather, the prefect, was a real hard ghoul-son. A man with balls. You’re making him look bad.” He turned back to Marilia. “Yes, some Navesseans will die. And at the end of the fighting, the men who killed your father will be banished, dead, or in prison, and we will have an emperor whose existence does not offend the gods.” 

“I just…Ben, we just had a war, a bloody one. I hate Rufyllys Vergana, too, but...” 

“I thought you would jump at this chance,” Ben said, drawing his hand back as if stung. “You, of all people. It was your father they murdered.” His eyes hardened. “He died protecting the throne of Navessea from a usurper because that was his gods-given duty. If he were here alive today, he would stand with me, and you know it. I thought you’d want to do the same.” 

Marilia took another step back. She felt as if she’d been slapped. She opened her mouth, but no words came. She felt as if the world was collapsing around her, everything she’d thought was safe and sure coming apart piece by piece, like a tapestry unraveling. I don’t know what to do, she thought in despair. I don’t know what I want, but I know it isn’t this. It can’t be this. 

“I hope you change your mind,” Ben said. “But this fleet will sail. With or without you.” 

She turned and hurried from the room. 



Chapter Twenty-Six 




“So, Senecal Ikaryn moves against us,” Rufyllys said. He was sitting with Annuweth and Petrea in his quarters in the Jade Keep. The latticed windows faced towards the east. In the distance, the sun was rising over the mountains, like the heavy-lidded eye of a yoba coming awake, its golden glow stretching out to touch the walls of the Keep, filling the room with warmth. It was a warmth Annuweth did not feel. Inside was a cold dread, like the bite of a sea wind that precedes a storm. 

You will never know peace. 

The next war was already beginning. Senecal had descended on the fleet of Pylennis, carrying away many of her ships, adding them to his own sizable fleet. As far as anyone could tell, his next move would be to sail east and engage Gurges’ ships that were gathered near Naxos. 

It was Moroweth Vergana’s fear of war, in part, that had driven him to name Ilruyn as his successor. It was a plan that had backfired spectacularly. But not all the blame lay on Moroweth Vergana’s shoulders. 

We did this. Petrea, Rufyllys, and I. It hadn’t been their intention, but it brought to mind the old child’s proverb about the herdsman’s boy. When a child hurls stones down a mountainside, he bears the blame for anyone the stone strikes on its way down. When they’d struck down Ilruyn, they had done more than throw stones down some herdsman’s trails; they had cast a boulder off a cliff into a crowded city. 

“We suspected something like this might happen,” Petrea reminded Rufyllys. 

“Lieutenant Arganeth of Pylennis’ North-Western Garrison was supposed to keep an eye on Senecal,” Rufyllys growled. “He lives in Yurennis, the town closest to the Sunset Isles. Yurennis’ trading ships visit the Isles often. And yet, nothing; not a peep. And then…this massive attack. That sort of activity doesn’t just go unnoticed.” 

“It seems likely that Lieutenant Arganeth has joined with Senecal,” Annuweth said. “And helped him attack the rest of Pylennis’ fleet.” 

“Thank you, Prefect, for your contribution,” Rufyllys said irritably. “I’m glad to see you grasp the implications.” 

“There’s no need to get testy, brother,” Petrea said. 

“Naxos isn’t so far from the Sunset Isles,” Rufyllys said. “It makes a tempting target.” 

“In addition to her own ships, Naxos has Governor Gurges’ fleet defending it, along with most of the galleys of Osurris,” Petrea said soothingly. “The man is missing his own daughter’s wedding to protect our home.” 

“Probably unnecessary that he be there in person, but you have to admire his spirit. Or perhaps his penchant for micro-managing,” Rufyllys mused. 

“Our fleet outnumbers Senecal’s more than two to one, even if Arganeth has joined him,” Annuweth said. 

“Yes, but even so. I have my concerns. Governor Gurges does have experience at sea, I’ll give him that. But he’s not exactly the sort to inspire. He’s a bureaucrat, through and through. More comfortable sipping wine at a nice villa than fraternizing with soldiers. Who’s the commander from Osurris?” 

“The Habormaster himself is there, along with his sons…” 

“Harbormaster Pyrgana. Another odd one. My concern is that Senecal is a blustering hero. Much like my brother was, in fact. I fear for the morale of our men, facing him down. The old prefect has won himself a bunch of flashy nicknames, did you know? The Scythe that Reaped the Tyracian Fleet. The Blade of the West. The General of the Sun.” His lip curled scornfully. “What nicknames does Governor Gurges have?” 

“None, so far as I know,” Annuweth said. 

“We need someone with a nickname with our fleet. The gods know simple men love a commander with a catchy nickname.” He looked pointedly at Annuweth. It took Annuweth a moment to catch on. 

“Me?” He felt his stomach give a little swoop. 

“I admit, a couple of your latest nicknames aren’t so inspiring,” Rufyllys said. “Aneshvakar.” Annuweth flinched; it was the name of a Tyracian king from an old song, one who had struck down his father. “But the Young Dragon is a good one. Did you know some of the reds call you that, down in the gaming houses? I’m trying to help it catch on.” 

“Your majesty, my place is by your side.” 

“Your place is wherever I send you,” Rufyllys corrected. “We’ll pull some of the ships from Antarenne and Surennis; you can lead them west to reinforce our fleet near Naxos. One you’ve joined with Gurges, we will outnumber Senecal by more than two to one.” 

“Brother…” Petrea began. 

“If Annuweth and the entire Order of Jade stay here, guarding me against shadows and phantom rebellions, against commoner uprisings and turncoat knights, and meanwhile there’s a proclaimed enemy on our doorstep…it makes me look weak. And I can’t afford to look weak. Half the knights can stay here, under Lieutenant Suryn’s command. The other half can sail with their prefect to strike fear into the hearts of Senecal’s backwater rabble and give inspiration to our men. With the Order deployed against Senecal, we can crush his rebellion before any more governors or their lieutenants get the wrong idea and join that bastard Arganeth. You know I’m right, sister. Senecal may have his legend, but we have a legend of our own—the man who brought down Tyracium.” 

Annuweth looked down at the floor, feeling another lurch in his stomach, far worse than the first. He doesn’t know, he realized as he slipped a glance at Rufyllys’ face, searching for a twinkle in his eye, a twitch of his lip, some sign of mockery or jest, and finding none. Petrea never told him. 

“Together we make a fine group,” Rufyllys said. “My sister and I, the politicians—the quill. You, Prefect, the sword. I know you’re not experienced at sea. You could leave the actual planning to Governor Gurges. All you’d need to do is look intimidating. Negotiate with the fool, if he can be made to see reason. And if all else fails, do what you do best. Kill Senecal’s traitors by the dozen.” 

Petrea caught Annuweth’s eye. The look spoke as clearly as any words might have. Just say the word, she seemed to say, and I will keep you here, safe, with me. 

Annuweth’s throat felt dry. Is this what it’s come to? He wondered. Using a woman as my shield? Staying here, in the comfort of this keep, in the warmth of my lover’s arms, while other men go off to die in the war I helped start? 

It would have been the easy thing to do. He didn’t want to face Senecal Ikaryn or his fleet. He’d heard the rumors about Senecal that had been swirling around the city after the triumph—that the man had a sorceress at his side, who could command the very razorfish to do her bidding. That he carried a sword made of molten fire, carved from a piece of a fallen star, which he had used to rout the Tyracian fleet that had been foolish enough to pit itself against him. That he had faced the Tyracian commander in single combat and strangled him to death with his bare hands. He was sure half of it was complete nonsense, the talk of awestruck soldiers. But if even half was true, that still left a formidable enemy, one Annuweth wasn’t sure he could match. 

Even so, he knew he had to try. He couldn’t stay here. He hadn’t earned it yet. Hadn’t earned her, not until the empire was at peace. 

“It would be my honor, your majesty,” he said. 

He saw Petrea’s brows draw in, just a little, the only outward sign of her doubt. 

“It’s decided, then. The knights will sail after the wedding,” Rufyllys declared, crumpling Senecal’s letter in his hand. 




*** 




The royal wedding was scheduled for that very evening. For the next seven hours, the Jade Keep’s servants busied themselves with the final preparations. They hung banners from the ceiling—blue kraken banners for House Gurges intermingled with the green and silver dragons of the empire and the gold and red chariot of House Vergana. They strung garlands of flowers between the throne room’s mighty pillars, and ribbons of silk above the flowers. They scattered cherry-blossom petals across the floor and hid cages of chicayas beneath canopies of silk in the shadows of the hall’s recesses. A brazier was laid before the dais where the thrones sat; a Priestess of Shavennya lit the flame. A vast statue of the Lady of Four Arms was hauled into the hall in pieces and assembled behind the throne; each of the goddess’ slender arms was nearly as thick around as Annuweth’s waist. 

As the hour approached, Annuweth waited with Rufyllys in his personal quarters on the ground floor of the keep, sitting by the window overlooking the courtyard. At any moment, the carriage bearing the new empress-to-be would arrive from White Street. 

Rufyllys paced fretfully back and forth across the carpet, tugging at his robes. Annuweth thought he looked almost as anxious as he had before he’d overthrown his brother. 

He wasn’t sure if it was proper to break the silence; after all, Rufyllys was his emperor. However, Rufyllys was also the brother of the woman he loved, and—in his own way—Annuweth’s friend, and he seemed in need of some kind of reassurance. 

“It’s all right, your majesty,” Annuweth said, doing his best to sound calming. “At least it’s not a Tyracian army. Only a naked girl. Nothing you haven’t handled before.” 

Rufyllys had always had unusually pale skin—maybe another sign of his general frailty. One disadvantage was that it made it harder to hide his embarrassment. Annuweth marked the reddening of his cheeks and ears as he blushed. 

He stared at the emperor in surprise. “You have, haven’t you?” 

“My brother was always more popular with the ladies. Comes of all that time training. Rippling muscles, and all that,” Rufyllys said, and though his voice was light and casual, Annuweth had the sense that the casualness was feigned; the emperor’s composure had been deeply shaken. 

“Surely there was someone…a bath girl, or a painted lady?” 

“I wanted it to mean something,” Rufyllys said, sounding defensive. 

A true poet, after all. Annuweth looked thoughtfully at the other man. 

There were times like this one when he was reminded of how much the two of them had in common. Both overlooked by their fathers in favor of a more impressive sibling, both committed to just one woman. It was at those times that Annuweth felt a sense of kinship with his new emperor. 

But there were other times that he remembered the dead look in Rufyllys’ eyes as he called for his adopted brother’s death—the instant that had led to Annuweth kneeling on the floor over Karthtag-Kal’s body. In those moments, he found it hard to look at the emperor, even if he was Petrea’s brother. Hard not to hate him, just a little. 

Although he told himself repeatedly that it was Ilruyn who had forced the confrontation and pushed Rufyllys to the brink, he could not help but feel that if not for Rufyllys’ wrath, his foster father might still be alive. 

And he could not help but wonder what might happen the next time Rufyllys’ temper broke. 

“You are the Emperor of Navessea, your majesty,” Annuweth reminded him. “I’m sure young Lady Gurges will be trembling with nerves herself.” 

“Well, I suppose you’ll find out,” Rufyllys said. “You’ll be meeting her before I will. The sword-swearing.” 

Annuweth had almost forgotten. Annuweth, the prefect, was supposed to present Victaryn Livenneth, Captain of the Dragonknights, who would swear his men to Claria’s service, a symbol of her entry into the royal family. It offered a chance for him to meet the new empress firsthand. 

He found Claria downstairs, in a small chamber situated to the left of the throne room. She was clad in the colors of House Vergana—a deep gold dress that hugged her body, with red sleeves and a red habithra sash with gold runes around her waist. Her cheeks were touched with red blush and her eyes darkened with kwammakin shadow. She favored him with a smile, and her teeth were white and even. Her beauty rivaled that of Petrea, though she was slight, willowy, and girlish where Petrea’s figure was fuller and more seductive. Annuweth understood the emperor’s nervousness; the bride was far more lovely than her husband. 

She offered him a quick smile as he entered. Despite what Annuweth had said earlier, Claria did not appear to be trembling with nerves. 

Victaryn Livenneth entered the room after Annuweth, clad in his armor. He knelt, drew his sword, and laid it across his palms. 

“My empress, on behalf of the Dragonknights of the Order of Jade, I, Victaryn Livenneth, their Captain, pledge myself and my brothers to your service.” 

“I, Prefect of the Order of Jade, bear witness to this oath,” Annuweth said. 

Claria laid a hand on her chest. “Oh my,” she said. “I’m…I’m quite overcome. This is every young girl’s dream, isn’t it? Two young, handsome, and very gallant knights offering her free swords. And green aeder, too; very nice.” She smiled again. “It’s all so surreal,” she said. “Rufyllys Vergana…my husband…such a dreamy man…” 

“Indeed, my lady,” Victaryn said, unable to quite keep the skepticism from his face. He shot Annuweth a sidelong glance. 

Claria didn’t miss it. “No, really,” she protested. “He has such…soulful eyes. And his hair…those locks…that ring of gold.” She bit her lip. “Men’s hair just looks so handsome with a crown on it, don’t you think?” 

“My lady,” Annuweth said. He had completely revised his opinion of the new empress. She might be young—a year younger than he himself was—but she was no tender maiden (if he had to put money on it, he would have wagered that she had much more experience than Rufyllys). She was every bit her cunning mother’s daughter. More and more, she reminded him of Petrea. 

Out in the throne room, the music began to play. A fast tune, with strings and castanets and the tapping of dancers’ feet. Claria took her place before the door. 

“Do I look all right?” she asked, sounding nervous. Annuweth had the impression the nervousness was feigned. 

“My lady looks…radiant,” Victaryn assured her, in a tone Annuweth wasn’t sure was entirely proper. 

“Oh, I know it,” she said. “I was just fishing for a compliment. We ladies do that sometimes, you know. You passed the test, Victaryn. Radiant. I like that. I rather think you’ll make a very good Dragonknight.” 

“By the gods…” Annuweth muttered under his breath. Rufyllys was going to have his hands full. 

The doors swung open. Claria stepped through. Her playful smile was gone. Her face was regal, composed, the perfect image of an empress. 

Victaryn took his place beside Annuweth. He chewed his lip, looking uncomfortable. The two—friends since boyhood, fellow initiates into the Order of Jade—had hardly spoken since that fateful day in the Senate chamber. 

“Look, Annuweth,” Victaryn said quietly, under his breath, “about Karthtag-Kal…” 

“Don’t think about it,” Annuweth said tightly. 

“What we did…” Victaryn swallowed, looking troubled. He, too, had been close to Karthtag-Kal. How many nights had he spent at the prefect’s villa, he and Annuweth battling it out with wooden swords or swapping stories of their favorite racers while their two fathers chatted in the garden? 

“I did it,” Annuweth said. “It was on me. I made a choice, and he made a different one. Don’t take it on yourself, Victaryn.” 

“What made you choose Rufyllys? I never had the chance to ask.” 

I chose him because Ilruyn was hurting someone I love, and I thought I could stop it. But he couldn’t say that; he couldn’t tell Victaryn the truth. 

Victaryn was like his father—a true man of the Order, for better or worse. Honor, duty, justice. A man who still believed in those water-script paintings Annuweth had torn down off the prefect’s villa’s walls. If Victaryn knew the truth of what Karthtag-Kal had died for, he’d hate himself. He might even want to join Senecal. 

So Annuweth did the only thing he could do; he lied—one more lie atop hundreds. “I didn’t choose him. He’s the rightful emperor, Victaryn.” He tried his best to sound sincere. But he saw Victaryn stiffen. 

“Of course,” the Dragonknight said, turning his eyes back to Claria Gurges. “Forgive me.” 

I’m pushing him away, Annuweth thought, seeing the guarded look in Victaryn’s eyes, feeling the distance grow between them. He’s hurt and confused, and I can’t give him what he needs—a way to make sense of it all. If I’m not careful I could lose him just like I lost so many others. Karthtag-Kal, Ilruyn, Stellos, Ben, Septakim, Marilia… 

Very well, he thought, feeling a cold wall thicken inside his chest. If that’s the way it must be, then so be it. 

Claria strode down the length of the throne room between the watching crowd, where the High Priestess of Almaria waited beside Rufyllys on the dais. 

The priestess read the vows. When it was over, Rufyllys reached down and untied the habithra sash that Claria wore. He cast it into the brazier. It curled and blackened. Wreathed by smoke, Rufyllys pulled a new habithra from inside his robes and placed it about his wife’s waist. 

As he watched from the shadows at the back of the hall, Annuweth felt a lump form in his throat. He wished it were he and Petrea standing atop that dais. Somehow, he felt, that would make things better. Maybe then it wouldn’t matter as much that Victaryn was rigid and cold beside him, that Stellos loathed him, that Ben and Marilia and all the rest might never speak to him again. 

He wanted more than anything to feel her waist beneath his hands as he wrapped the habithra around her, binding her to him. Joining them together. To feel her lips on his, not in the secret shadows of the royal gardens or the cistern at the end of the keep’s secret passage, but out in the open, unashamed, before all the world. A kiss that was also a declaration—here we are, and we are not ashamed. 

With Senecal and Arganeth moving against them, with Annuweth’s knights readying to set sail tomorrow, that moment felt farther away than ever. 

He told himself that it didn’t matter, that the marriage was just a needless formality. What he and Petrea felt went deeper, and no habithra sash or the words of some priestess could change what they had together. 

But still, as he watched Rufyllys lean in, tentatively, and touch his lips to Claria’s, he couldn’t help but feel as though something was missing—as though a small wound had opened in his chest and was ripping wider and wider with each passing day. And there was nothing at all he could do to bind it shut. 

Rufyllys and Claria turned to face the crowd. They raised their clasped hands and the room applauded. If any of them harbored resentments towards their new emperor—and Annuweth was not naïve enough to imagine that none of them did—they were wise enough to keep them to themselves. 

As the guests made their way out to the courtyard to feast under the open sky, Annuweth slipped away and made his way back to the prefect’s villa. 

Or started to, at least. He had just reached the edge of the crowd, just stepped into the pools of shadow beyond the paper lanterns, when he heard Petrea call his name. “Annuweth!” 

He stopped. She made her way towards him, dressed in the same orange-red dress she had purchased that day he’d escorted her to the market. 

“Where are you going?” 

“Forgive me, my lady. I am not feeling well.” 

“Were you just going to slip away without a word?” she sounded hurt. 

“I was going to come back when this was over. To say farewell.” 

“Farewell,” she repeated. “You don’t have to go, you know. You don’t have to face him. I could speak to Rufyllys. I know he would understand.” 

Annuweth bristled. “I may not have conquered Tyracium the way Ephrayenne tells it,” he said, “but I am no fool. I can command.” 

“I never said you couldn’t. But you’re hurt in your spirit. You just had to kill your father. To execute Vexaryn and his men.” 

“What are you saying? That I’m too emotional to think clearly? I promise you I’m not,” Annuweth said, though he wasn’t sure whether he believed it. 

“There are other commanders we could send.” 

“I’m not going to force someone else to do my work for me.” 

“I don’t want to lose you, all right?” She reached out and took his hand. Right there, in the middle of the courtyard. Even though they were veiled by shadow, they were not invisible; someone might have seen. She did not let go. 

“I will come back,” he said. 

“Senecal is a dangerous enemy. He’ll blame you for Ilruyn’s death. He’ll do whatever he can to get revenge. I know him. He doesn’t forgive.” 

Annuweth looked down at her. He knew he was pushing her away, just like Victaryn, and it made his heart ache. But he didn’t know how to stop himself. “This is something I have to do,” he said. “It has to be me.” 

She shook her head. “Why?” 

“Because I started this. I have to be the one to finish it.” 




*** 




That night, as the stars vanished and the heavens darkened, she came to him and they made love furiously, viciously, like a storm trying to wring every drop of rain from the fabric of the sky. They didn’t speak; he threw himself at her, into her, and she replied in kind, rising to meet him like a charge, their bodies meeting with the intensity of a lightning strike. 

At the end, he started to draw back, but she reached out and took him in her arms, holding him close so that there was no time to escape or pull away. 

As the sun came up, he gave her hand a gentle squeeze, willing her to understand. Her fingers slipped from his, and he turned and walked away into the morning mist. 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 




Downstairs, Ben’s council hall was in an uproar. Marilia could hear their voices through the floorboards. Planning, anticipating, working themselves into a war frenzy. There was a knot in her stomach as though a dremmakin had her insides in its fists. She hurried to the bedroom window, threw it open, drank deeply of the night air. 

She stood there, trying to forget the gleam in Ben’s eyes, trying to ignore the sounds from the room below. 

The wind was strong that night; it whipped her hair around her face. She breathed in and tasted the scent of chrysathamere flowers. The touch of the air made her remember her first victory in Chrysathamere Pass, her banner snapping overhead, the wind’s embrace around her, the smell of flowers and freshly watered grass. A moment that seemed as though it marked a turning point, a triumph so clear and absolute that it was impossible to be afraid. 

How empty that victory felt now. 

Marilia closed her eyes. Thousands of men, women and children had just died so that the war with Tyrace could end. Marilia herself given everything she possessed—mind, body and spirit—to forge a peace between the two nations. 

Now, mere months later, they stood on the verge of another war, and all because when Karthtag-Kal had offered her the prefecture, she had said no when she might have said yes. 

Who would have thought that one word, spoken in the span of a single heartbeat, could cost so much? 

She felt despair rise up inside her, cold and heavy and overpowering, like a sea wave crashing down upon her shoulders. 

It’s all falling apart. 

She could not sleep that night. Her chest ached as though she’d just run for miles. Close to dawn, she went to the shrine and prayed to any god that might be listening that Ben would change his mind. 

But when the sun rose and the next day began, she watched riders gallop out the castle gates, headed to the four corners of the island. Marshalls, gone to call the men of Svartennos to arms. 

Carts were hauled out into the courtyard, where they were loaded with weapons, armor, spare cloth and collapsed tents. The misty air filled with the shrill cries of horses, the creaking of wood, the hammers of the forges. It was the music of war, and Svartennos City had only just begun to sing. 

She found Ben standing on the porch overlooking the courtyard. The Prince of Svartennos was dressed in a simple tunic and pants. He might have been a commoner, were it not for the blue aeder sword belted at his hip. It was a humble look, and it struck Marilia as deeply incongruous that a man could be at once so apparently humble and so perilously arrogant—confident enough to believe not only that he could take on all the armies of Navessea and win, but that he had the gods-given right to do so. 

“I’m sorry for what I said yesterday,” Marilia said. She gritted her teeth. The apology did not come easily. Not when it was Ben who was making the greater mistake. “I shouldn’t have questioned you in front of the strategoi. It wasn’t my place.” 

“Marilia. Here on Svartennos we have our formalities, but we don’t stand on them the way those Verganas do.” He smiled. “Forgiven.” 

Marilia looked past him, to where a couple of servants were loading a covered wagon with yoba-shell shields. “I had hoped you might have changed your mind.” 

“Interesting. I was hoping the same thing about you.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her. 

Marilia felt her anger flare. He could be so insufferable when he wanted. She took a deep breath. Calm, she told herself. She wouldn’t sway him with anger; he was too proud for that. “What would the Tyracians think if they could see us now?” she asked, trying a different approach. “They’d laugh at us. And maybe wonder if we’ll kill enough of each other for them to have a second stab at us.” 

“They’ll have a hard time of that without a fleet. Besides, the Tyracians have their own problems to deal with. Haven’t you heard? One of King Damar’s tyrenni is threatening rebellion. I think the man will have his hands full for the foreseeable future.” 

She sighed, feeling her frustration mount. “Ben, there hasn’t been a civil war in Navessea since…” 

“Since Emperor Cossotos. The last usurper.” Ben narrowed his eyes. “What would you have me do, exactly? What is your solution? I want to hear it. Because it seems to me that you would have me do nothing.” 

“Not nothing.” 

“Then what? Write them an angry letter? What, Marilia?” 

“I don’t know!” she said, gritting her teeth, her voice rising with frustration. “But not this.” 

“There’s nothing else we can do to make this right, and you know it.” 

Marilia looked away. How could she explain? How could she tell him that every drop of blood shed in this war would be, in part, on her own hands? You don’t understand, she thought. Me standing here, begging you not to draw your sword against the people who murdered my father—you have no idea what it costs me. More than you could ever guess. But here I am, begging anyway. Because I have to. Because even though the thought of Annuweth and Rufyllys reigning over Navessea filled her throat with bile, it was still better than littering Navessea’s golden fields with corpses. 

“Do nothing,” Ben repeated. “Just let Rufyllys have his way. I don’t want to have to lecture you, Marilia, but there’s a reason Navessea is what it is—the greatest empire in the world. Like any great thing, it’s built on a strong foundation. Honor. Once we let filth like Rufyllys do as he likes, with no consequence—then what’s to stop another man from doing the same? And another, and another? Any man with a dagger or a vial of poison or a bunch of cutthroat allies can snatch the crown. And when the most faithless and the worst can steal the crown whenever they want, it stops meaning anything at all.” 

“And what does your wife think about all this?” Marilia asked. “What does the Lady Catarina think about the fact that you’re trying to kill her little brother?” 

“Half-brother.” She could tell she’d hit a nerve. The muscles in Ben’s jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth. “I won’t kill him if he surrenders,” he said, not exactly answering the question. “Even though it’s what he deserves. I’ll let him keep his head, for Catarina’s sake. But I will keep him locked up under guard in his family’s fancy little villa on White Street until the end of his days. And I will never let him so much as look at that throne again.” 

“There’s nothing I can say to change your mind, is there?” Marilia said, feeling a familiar, hollow chill inside her as she looked into his eyes and saw the truth. 

“No,” Ben said flatly. “You can’t.” He gestured out at the courtyard, at the whinnying horses and the carts trundling through the gates, their wheels ploughing furrows in the damp earth. “This has begun, Marilia. What’s that old quote of Neravos’ about dueling from the Book of the Gods? Once the sword is drawn, it can’t be sheathed again until you are slain, or I am.” 

“Which is why Neravos urged all his men to take great care before they drew their swords,” Marilia said, knowing even as she spoke that the words were wasted. She tasted the bitterness of defeat. 

“You belong with me, Marilia Sandara,” Ben said. “Not with the Elders, singing songs on Mount Phelkos. How long did they give you to make your choice? Until Binding Day, I suppose?” He gave her a knowing look. “Your time is almost up. One day left now.” 

“I can’t be part of this,” Marilia said. “I can’t.” 

“Think on it.” 

Marilia made her way back to the shrine to pray some more, though for what, she was no longer sure. Maybe she just went there because it was farther from the courtyard…and quieter. She could sit alone in the dim light and try to forget, at least for a moment, what was taking place outside the castle’s walls. 

She stayed there for three hours. Better think hard. But no matter how many candles she lit or how hard she thought, no answers came. She had tried her best, twice, to stay Ben’s hand. Both times she had failed. And with each hour that passed, the decision made in the council hall last night became more and more irrevocable. 

She remembered how she had felt, wandering the bloody streets of Tyracium, bearing witness to the suffering her victory had brought. 

Powerless. 

She felt the same way now. 

As she was leaving the shrine, she came upon group of children racing through the castle halls. One of them was Clariline, her dark tresses bound up with a little blue chrysathamere flower. She pulled up short as she saw Marilia. The rest of her friends went on ahead. 

“Clariline?” one called back to her. 

“One moment!” Clariline said. “I want to talk to Lady Marilia.” 

Clariline’s friends disappeared around the corner. Clariline looked up at Marilia. She was chewing her lip thoughtfully, in a way that Marilia found uncannily familiar. In so many ways, Clariline reminded Marilia of the girl she had once been—bold (maybe more than was prudent), inquisitive, always reaching for the truths that the adults around her held just out of reach. “Father says you won’t sail with the fleet.” There was no condemnation in Clariline’s eyes, but there was confusion and maybe a little bit of hurt. 

“Did your father say why the fleet was sailing?” Marilia asked. 

“Yes. He said that the new emperor is a bad man. That the people in Ulvannis are frightened of him and won’t stop him, so father is going to do it. It’s true, isn’t it? The new emperor is wicked?” 

“Yes,” Marilia said distantly. “He is.” Enough that he deserves Ben’s sword several times over. 

“Then we have to stop him, right? Just like Neravos stopped the dremmakin king.” 

Marilia felt an ache within her chest. She wished she could see the world through Clariline’s eyes, the world as she had known it back when she and Annuweth were only children, playing by the banks of the River Tyr. “Neravos had the gods on his side.” 

“You do, too,” Clariline said. “The Mountain Gods. That’s why father wants you to sail with him.” 

To that, Marilia said nothing. 

“Why won’t you sail with father?” 

“It’s complicated.” 

“Complicated.” Clariline made a face. “That’s just what my mother says when she doesn’t want to tell me something.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Yes. That’s so.” 

“Well, this time, it actually is complicated,” Marilia assured her. 

“I’m smart,” Clariline promised. “I read a whole chapter of Prefect Valennos’ histories, all by myself.” 

Marilia smiled despite herself. “That is smart.” At Clariline’s age, she hadn’t even known how to read. 

“So you can tell me.” 

“I just…” Marilia sighed, searching for the right words. 

“Lord Aerael says you’re afraid because you’re a girl. I think he’s lying. I don’t think you’re afraid of anything. Are you?” 

“Everyone’s afraid of something,” Marilia said. “Everyone wise, that is. You can tell Aerael I said that.” 

“Father says we don’t have to be afraid if the gods are on our side. They are, aren’t they?” 

“I think they must be. They aren’t on Rufyllys’.” 

“Then why won’t you go with them?” 

Marilia looked down at Clariline and saw the bewildered face of a child whose hero had failed her. She swallowed; her throat had gone dry. Aerael is right, she thought. She was afraid. She felt the fear inside her, a living, growing thing, like a bloodeater worm grown swollen on her misery. “No matter who wins, lots of people will die,” Marilia said. “And not all of them are bad men like the emperor.” 

Clariline looked perplexed. “If they aren’t bad, why are they helping him?” 

“Because sometimes people don’t have a choice. No good one, anyway.” A new voice spoke, causing Marilia to turn. Catarina stood at the end of the hallway, clad in a pale night-dress. Her beautiful face looked drained; her eyes were bloodshot, as if she, too, had had difficulty sleeping. Her hair was un-combed and in tangles. 

Catarina had always seemed strong, confident. She seemed frail now, like a wisp of cloud that the wind might blow away. She stopped at Marilia’s side and laid a gentle hand on Clariline’s shoulder. 

“Run along, daughter,” Catarina said, giving Clariline a wan smile. “Mother needs some time with Lady Marilia.” 

Marilia followed Catarina inside the shrine. The Lady of Svartennos—and now, apparently, the Empress of Navessea—slid the door shut behind them. 

“Come with us,” Catarina said. “Please.” 

Marilia shook her head, taking a step back. “Catarina, please. Can’t you stop him? I can’t…I already tried…but he loves you. He might listen…” 

“You don’t understand.” Catarina shook her head, her eyes narrowing with anger. “Do you think I haven’t tried, too? I have, Marilia. Everything I can think to say, I’ve said it. You know Ben. He’s always been stubborn. And now…” she swallowed. “He’s not the same as he was,” she said, sounding lost. “Ever since the Tyracians burned Svartennos Harbor and took him captive, he’s changed. I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t know how to stop it. When we thought I was with child again, things seemed better, for a little while…but then I…I lost the child.” A shadow of pain crossed her face. “And I feel like I’m losing him, too. Sometimes when I wake up at night, I see him pacing in the hall with one of those wooden swords of his. Just…sparring with shadows.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“He’s always been a warrior. Master of a dozen tournaments, lord of the sparring ring. Then one day, a war finally comes to his doorstep and what happens? He passes his time in a Tyracian dungeon, while you go on to save his country, his men, his home. In some ways, he’s a lot like his brother Zev was. The one thing both of them always wanted to be was a hero. And now, I guess he thinks that if he can stop Rufyllys and avenge Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal…” 

“He’ll be a hero,” Marilia said numbly, finishing the thought for her. 

“He says he declared war before all the lords, ladies, and strategoi of Svartennos. That he declared his intentions to the Council of Elders. If he backs down now, he’ll look weak and foolish. But I don’t think he wants to back down.” 

Marilia frowned. The significance of what Catarina had first said suddenly dawned on her. “Wait…what did you mean, come with us? You can’t be sailing, too?” 

“Ben wants me to go with him.” Catarina’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I’m the emperor’s daughter. Ben’s only claim to the throne comes through me. He thinks if I ride with him it will help legitimize the claim, encourage other governors to join us. It will show that I’m brave and strong like my father was. Like Rufyllys isn’t.” 

Marilia shook her head in disbelief. “He’s risking his life, your life…everything.” 

“Better to die than live in a world where a man like Rufyllys murders a man like Karthtag-Kal and no one lifts a finger to put things right.” 

“Did he say that?” 

“During one of our…discussions. Yes.” 

“There’s really no way you can change his mind?” 

“He thinks that he’ll change mine. Once the inevitable victories start rolling in, once Rufyllys breaks and crumbles, I’ll realize all my worries were just the needless doubts of a woman.” Catarina wrapped her arms across her chest and shivered, though the room was not cold. “Ben might not be afraid, but I am,” she said quietly. “And I’d feel less afraid if you were with me.” 

Marilia shook her head. “I can’t fight against my own people,” she said hoarsely. “If I go…” 

“If you go, what? How will you staying behind help anyone?” 

Marilia stared at her, speechless. To that, she had no answer. “I just can’t help thinking there has to be another way…there has to be.” 

Saleema, Raqueela, Tyreesha, One-Eye, Damar…Kanediel, Livenneth…all those thousands of others whose names she didn’t even know… 

I can’t go back to that. Navessea can’t go back to that, because if it does, then what was the point of it all? 

“What if there isn’t? Listen, Marilia; if you come with us, you can help end this war quickly. You can save men’s lives.” 

“I can’t.” 

“Of course you can.” 

“You don’t understand. I can’t be what you need me to be.” 

“You’re the Lady Chrysathamere. You’ve never lost a battle.” 

“I lost the Battle in the Bay. The only reason we made it out is because Livenneth…” 

“No battle on land, at least. And once Ben takes Surennis, we’ll be leaving the ships behind and marching to Ulvannis by land.” 

“I…” 

Catarina’s eyes narrowed. “Are you going to make me beg?” 

“I’m not the same,” Marilia said. The admission made her stomach plunge, as though she were standing on the deck of a ship that had just been hit by a vicious wave. “I don’t know what’s happened. I can’t explain it. Before, I looked at a Sharavayn board and I could see ten moves ahead. I’d know what I needed to do to win, and I’d do it. Now I can’t. It’s like there’s this wall in my head, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t break it down. That game I played with you…I wasn’t letting you win. You just won. I’m not the Lady Chrysathamere anymore.” 

Catarina stared at her. She tried to smile, to shrug the revelation off, but Marilia saw the fear in her eyes, more intense now than it had been before. 

“I’m sorry,” Marilia said. 

“Even if that’s true,” said Catarina, “the people of Svartennos still believe in you. They sing songs about you. The Elders make paintings about your victories. Just knowing you were there at Ben’s side would be enough to give the men hope. Please. I’m asking you as your friend.” 

Marilia closed her eyes. 

Deep in her heart, she knew Catarina was right. 

No matter what she did, the blade was drawn. Whether she stayed or sailed, war was coming. Navesseans would die. At least this way, she could give Catarina and the men of Svartennos some measure of comfort and hope. And who knew? Maybe, just maybe, she could find another way to help, even if she wasn’t the same woman she used to be. Someone needed to curb Ben’s worst impulses, and if the Prince of Svartennos was no longer listening to his wife, that someone might need to be her. 

If she stayed in Svartennos City, she could do nothing at all. 

“All right,” she said, feeling another piece of her heart tear free and fall, like a flower from a withered vine. “I’ll do it. I’ll go with you.” 




*** 




She found Ben in the same place she’d spoken to him earlier, pacing back and forth across the castle porch, restless as a caged tiger. 

She squared her shoulders and faced him. She felt anger as she looked at him, a simmering heat in the pit of her chest. Damn you, she thought. Damn you for making it come to this. Damn you for dragging Catarina into it. Damn you for bringing me into it. Her voice, when she spoke, was steady. “I’ve decided to come with you.” 

Ben smiled. “I had hoped you might.” He closed his right hand into a fist and extended it towards her. 

She did not touch it with her own. “I have two conditions.” 

Ben frowned, his hand drawing back as his eyebrows rose. “Conditions? I am the Emperor of Navessea.” 

“An emperor without a throne or a crown,” Marilia said evenly. “If I sail with you, we both know it will be easier to take both.” 

“Name your conditions,” Ben said, folding his arms across his chest. 

“I want to know that there will be no burning of towns, no raping and looting and killing of innocents.” 

Ben’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you knew me well enough that you wouldn’t have to ask,” he said. “These are my people. This is my country. We will take what we need to provision our army during our march, and no more. I’m not the Graver.” 

Marilia nodded. “The second thing is that I want you to promise that when we take Ulvannis, my brother belongs to me. I will decide his fate. No one else.” 

Ben grunted. “Not you, too. Just like Catarina. What exactly do you mean to do with him?” 

All she knew was that if there was any good to be found in all the madness, it was this—that she might have the chance to stand face-to-face with her brother again, to force him to sit in front of her at the point of her sword and answer, finally, the question she’d put to him in her letter. Tell me why, if you can. What came after that, she didn’t know. “What I do with him is between me and him,” she told Ben. 

“He is a traitor, you know; he murdered the one true emperor, a man he was sworn to protect. He killed your father. Stabbed him through the heart in the middle of the Senate chamber.” 

“I know what he did. Believe me, I haven’t forgotten.” She pictured Karthtag-Kal sliding off the end of Annuweth’s bloody blade, the look of hurt and confusion in his eyes, his blood running across the smooth, tiled floor of the Senate. It made her want to be sick. 

“By all the laws of Navessea, he ought to die for it,” Ben said. “But that isn’t what you mean to do, is it?” 

What I mean to do… 

Over the past few days, she had thought many times about all the things she might do. She had pictured him humbled, stripped of his armor and the blade he had never deserved, dragged on his knees before the people of Navessea and made to answer with his tongue the question he’d refused to answer with his quill. She had pictured him languishing in some miserable stone castle at the end of the world, his only company his jailors and the bitter memories of what he’d done and what it had cost him. 

And yes, a few times, she’d pictured him dead. But… 

“It’s not what Karthtag-Kal would want,” she said. 

“Are you sure?” Ben asked. “Your brother is a traitor, plain and simple. The letter from the capitol says Karthtag-Kal drew his sword on your brother before he was cut down. Karthtag-Kal died fighting for his emperor. He was never a man to shy from his duty, Karthtag-Kal.” 

“I knew Karthtag-Kal better than anyone,” Marilia said, “and he wouldn’t have wanted his own son dead at my hand.” 

“What about mine, then?” 

She shook her head. 

“Maybe you didn’t know Karthtag-Kal as well as you think,” Ben said, giving her a stern stare. She felt the back of her neck prickle—a feeling of unease that was hard to shake. “Your mercy…my men won’t like it.” 

“They will find a way to cope with their dislike.” 

“You can be just like him sometimes, can’t you? Stubborn as an old yoba.” 

She said nothing. 

He made a face. “I don’t agree with you,” he said. “And sometimes I don’t understand you. I won’t pretend you haven’t vexed me shitless the past few days. But I do respect you. The gods know you’re one of a kind. And I’d rather have you with me than not. Very well. Your brother is yours, as long as he climbs up the stairs to the Temple of Neravos, gets on his knees before all the city, and swears an oath never to touch a blade again.” 

Marilia considered for a moment, then nodded. “Agreed.” 

“No more conditions. No more discussions. The time’s come, Lady Chrysathamere. Are you with me?” 

Again, Ben offered her his fist, and this time, reluctantly, she touched it with her own. 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 




Marilia stared down at the sky-blue blade laid atop her dresser. The previous day, Stellos had taken it to the city’s greatest smith. Now it waited for her, re-forged, almost as flawless as it had been the day Karthtag-Kal had presented it to Kanediel for the first time. About two-thirds of the way down the blade, a dark, rough line marred the smooth surface of the aeder, a scar to show where it had once been broken. She, too, was rougher than she had been; she, too, was scarred, a thick slash across her right cheek where the Graver’s gauntlet had gouged her face. 

Marilia lifted the weapon in her hands. It felt familiar there. Her fingers fit neatly into the slight depressions time and use had worn in the leather wrappings on the hilt. In the blade’s reflection, her own face stared back at her. The eyes she saw were the same frightened eyes that had stared back at her from the smooth surface of the mirror before her wedding day. Whatever strength she had found since then, whatever surety, it had washed away. 

No matter what she tried, it seemed that this sword found its way back into her hands. 

She glanced sideways. There, on her dresser, beside the sword, was the little figurine that Clariline had made for her. 

“Here we are,” she said, lifting the sword in both hands and looking into Karthtag-Kal’s tiny, painted eyes. “I should have listened to you when I had the chance. I’m sorry I didn’t. If I had, I suppose I’d be prefect right now, and Ilruyn would be emperor, and you’d still be alive. There’d be peace. You always knew best, didn’t you? I’m not even sure why I turned the prefecture down. For Annuweth, I guess, but that’s not the only reason. I wanted to prove something to myself. I don’t even know what.” She sighed. “I know I didn’t listen when you were alive, but I’m listening now. Whatever help you can give me, I’ll take it. I’ve made a terrible mess of things, haven’t I?” 

“You can’t really be blaming yourself for all this, can you?” 

Marilia swung about. Camilline was standing in the doorway. She shrugged. “Sorry. Guess I should have knocked.” She approached, lightly swinging her legs up onto the bed. “Then again, beating yourself up for things you couldn’t control does sound a lot like you.” 

“Camilline…” 

“I’m not going to pretend this isn’t terrible,” Camilline said. “You lost your father. Your brother betrayed you. Ben’s gone off the deep end. Well, more off it than he usually is. But I’m getting tired of telling you not to blame yourself. I hope I won’t have to do it too often while we’re on the march.” 

“On…the march?” Marilia repeated, not sure she believed what she had heard. 

“Last time you sailed off to war, I came with you, at least for part of it. And now my husband-to-be, my best friend, and Catarina and Ben, two of my other closest friends, are all sailing off together. I’ll be damned if I’m going to be left behind. I’m coming with you, Marilia.” 

Marilia laid the sword back atop the dresser. “Thank you,” she breathed. She took Camilline in her arms and held her close. 




They gathered around the table in Ben’s council hall. Ben sat at the head, Catarina beside him, Septakim hovering morosely in the background with his arms across his chest. Laekos, Leondos, Konos, Antiriel, Aerael, Vergiriel, Jariel Valennos, Marilia and (though Antiriel had grumbled about it) Camilline. Stellos had appointed himself Marilia’s own personal Dragonknight, and since no one had bothered to argue with him, he was there, too, on a cushion right behind her. 

Here they were, the men and women of Ben’s new war council. A map of eastern Navessea was spread in front of them. 

Are we really doing this? Marilia thought. 

That old voice in her head answered: I guess we are. 

“Rufyllys Vergana has pulled most of his fleets away to deal with Senecal,” Ben said, tapping the map with his finger. “There are still some ships in Surennis’ harbor, but not enough to stop us. We’ll strike fast, strike hard, and, most importantly—strike without warning. They won’t see us coming.” Ben had taken care to keep his preparations for war a secret from any travelers who might come to Svartennos’ shores. Svartennos Harbor still looked the same as it always had, the galleys pulled up on the beach. Nothing untoward. Meanwhile the warships that typically docked farther north had been brought south to a hidden cove where Ben was loading them with supplies. His knights and footmen would muster in that same cove, shielded from view by steep cliff walls. Secrecy would save many lives. “Here is my plan,” Ben said. 

“My plan,” Lord Konos corrected gently. 

“Our plan,” Ben conceded. “We send in a few merchant vessels first, with twenty good men inside each one, disguised as traders. They open the gates from the harbor to the city. The rest of our fleet attacks by sea. We take their ships. The gates open. We climb into their city and take it within a few hours. Anyone who wishes to throw down his sword and surrender is free to do so.” His eye strayed around the table. “Leondos, I’d like you to lead the force to open those gates.” 

“Just as I once did against Kanadrak,” Leondos said with a slow smile. 

“Antiriel will sail north and take Antarenne’s galleys, too. Their fleet is smaller than Surennis’, so we’ll need fewer ships for that attack.” 

“It would be my honor,” Antiriel said. 

“Once we have Surennis in our hands, we’ll have a supply chain for our army. Then we can march on Ulvannis.” Ben traced his finger north-west. “The town of Stellienne lies in our path. It’s got a wooden wall around it, but it’s lightly held. If we move fast, we’ll be able to secure it before the governors are able to marshal their legions to oppose us. After that…” His finger wandered farther. “Ulvannis.” 

“Antarenne’s legions lie to the north of our march, beyond Sothos’ Mountains,” Leondos said. “They could cut us off before we can take the city.” 

“They’ll have a hard time crossing the highlands if we keep a force to guard the passes. We can hold them there.” 

“Hold them long enough to take Ulvannis?” Jariel asked doubtfully. “It’s not an easy city to storm. We could be there a long time.” 

Marilia knew he was envisioning the same scenario she was—the army of Svartennos, trapped outside Ulvannis’ walls while Rufyllys’ legions slowly closed in around them. 

“Other legions may come before the city falls,” Ben said. “I expect the governors in the west will have their hands full with Senecal. But there’s still Osurris. Neravenne. Magarenne. Vaerennis. Dane. But the real question is…who will they join? The usurper, or us? Besides, the siege may not take as long as you imagine. Not if enough knights of the Order of Jade are still loyal to Ilruyn and their old prefect.” 

“I don’t want to have to be that person,” Jariel said, “but it doesn’t seem fair to leave the thankless task to Lord Konos yet again. So I’ll ask—what happens if no one joins us?” 

“Then we’ll beat them the same way we beat the Tyracians when they landed on these shores,” Ben said with such utter confidence that Marilia almost believed him. 

“Sleep well,” Ben said. “Tomorrow, we sail.” 

On the way out of the council hall, Marilia stumbled upon Clariline. The girl was playing with one of Ben’s pet dragons, which was curling around her legs. 

“I’m glad you’re going with mother,” Clariline said. She chewed her lip. “You’ll keep her safe, won’t you?” 

“I’ll do my best,” she promised. 

“You’ll beat them, Lady Marilia. I know you will.” 

Marilia wished she had Clariline’s confidence. “We’ll be all right,” she said, smiling and kneeling before the girl. “We have Prefect Karthtag-Kal’s spirit watching over us, thanks to you. That charm you made me—I’ll keep it by my bedside every night. Maybe he’ll even speak to me.” 

“Like Queen Svartana?” 

“Just like that.” 

“Goodbye, Lady Marilia. I’ll light candles for you,” Clariline promised solemnly. “Red ones, for strength, and blue ones, for thinking straight.” 

“Well, then,” Marilia said, taking the girl’s hand and squeezing it, “there’s no way we can lose.” 




*** 




They began their march just before dawn. A thousand footmen and a hundred of Svartennos’ best mounted knights went with them. They joined up with other, similar columns heading to the secret cove from other parts of the island. 

The sky had cleared. Tattered clouds raced across the hills and valleys, brushing the points of the distant mountaintops. The grass bowed before them; the wind was at their backs, hurrying them on their way, ushering them forward. A good omen, men said. A sign from the gods. 

The sunlight filtered through the clouds, drying the moisture from the grass. The hooves of their horses kicked up clouds of dust. 

They saw no one, save, in the early afternoon, a couple of yoba herders who paused to stare as the army filed past. 

At last, they came to the top of a tall hill. There below them, nestled between the sheer, jagged walls of two cliff faces, were over sixty warships. The beach was filled with tents. Men hurried about below, making ready to depart. 

To the east, in a break in one of the cliffs, the head of another column of men appeared. They caught sight of Ben and their marshal raised his sword in an eager salute. 

The Elders of Svartennos had made camp on a knoll overlooking the secret harbor. They had brought a huge, aged yoba with them, the beast’s rough shell painted green, the color of Neravos’ war banner that had become the color of the emperors of Navessea. A sacrifice to grant the warriors safe passage across the sea. 

As the column filtered past, Marilia paused, drawing her horse up alongside the Elders. Narinia was seated on a chair in the shade of her carriage. She looked up at Marilia’s approach. 

“Lady Chrysathamere.” 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t stay with you,” Marilia said. 

“There will be a place for you when you return,” Narinia said. “If you want one. But for the moment, it seems you’ve found your place: at Prince Espeleos’ side. Your path drew you there. It is your fate.” 

Although she didn’t correct Narinia, Marilia couldn’t agree with her. This wasn’t any kind of fate. It was nothing more than a choice I made to ease the mind of a friend. If this were my fate, I’d know what I was doing. But I don’t, not at all. I still can’t even play Sharavayn. 

“I thought about what you said before,” Marilia told her. “About how I have the spirit of a razorfish.” 

“And?” 

“And you were wrong.” 

Narinia cocked her head at that. “Perhaps.” 

“This is Ben Espeleos’ dream. Not mine. But if this is the path Svartennos has chosen, I mean to see it through.” 




*** 




They set sail that afternoon. They traveled for two days, threading their way between the small islands that lay between Svartennos and the mainland until they came to open water. Leondos took four vessels, disguised as merchant ships bearing draleen oil and kwammakin larvae, and made his way on towards Surennis; Antiriel slipped north with a dozen galleys to play the same trick on the fleet of Antarenne. 

Under cover of night, the remainder of the Svartennan approached Surennis, guided in by a single scout ship that went before them and lit a lantern to mark the way. They beached a few miles up the coast from Surennis and pitched camp along the shore. 

“At dawn’s first light, we strike,” Ben declared. 

Marilia found little sleep that night. She was too restless; the battle-fear was on her, a dread that left the palms of her hands clammy with sweat. 

Many of the others were afraid, too—it was hard not to be, facing down the might of the empire. But overriding their fear was an undercurrent of excitement; the men did not sing or shout, per Ben’s orders, but their eagerness was a palpable thing, glimpsed in the shine of their eyes, the urgency of their hushed whispers. Such faith they had in her, in Ben. In the gods. Meanwhile Marilia had lost her faith in all of them. 

She sat on a boulder near the place where the water met the sand, feeling the spray of the ocean on her face. Camilline and Jariel sat on a stone nearby. Above the sea, the half-circle of the moon hung pale and waxen behind the opaque sash of the clouds, painting the tips of the waves with a sickly sheen. 

“It’s strange to think we could still turn back, if we wanted to,” Jariel said softly. “It’s not too late. But tomorrow it will be. Once we attack Surennis, it’s a declaration of war. In Rufyllys’ eyes, it’s treason.” 

“It almost sounds like you want to go back,” Marilia said. 

“I know this isn’t something a strategos of Svartennos is supposed to say,” Jariel said, tossing a pebble into the water. “But I just spent months rebuilding what the Tyracians tore down. Most of the strategoi here didn’t stay to count the dead or see the ashes of the harbor. To burn what was left of those slaughtered on the road to Svartennos City. I’d rather not have to do it again.” 

For the first time, Marilia felt a twinge of empathy for the man. She still wouldn’t go so far as to say that she liked him, but she thought she understood him a little better, at least. 

“The gloomy pair of you,” Camilline sighed. Though she tried to sound playful, Marilia heard the heaviness in her voice. “No one’s going to tear Svartennos down. We’ll have our ships defending us. Once we take Surennis and Antarenne’s galleys, Rufyllys won’t be able to touch as at sea. Not until he’s finished with Senecal, and that could take a while. We’ll be all right.” 

Marilia was quiet. She said a silent prayer that Camilline was right about that last part. 

Dawn came cloudy and chill. The men donned their armor in grim, purposeful silence. They made their way south towards Surennis. They rounded a spur of rock and there it was—her ships like a flock of sleeping birds, bobbing gently on the water, their oars shipped, and their sails furled. 

Unsuspecting. Helpless. 

As the fleet of Svartennos approached, the alarm bells began to toll. 

The strategoi of Svartennos raced each other to be the first to reach the docks. Oars heaved; the sails went taut, the wood groaning against the pressure as the wind that men began to cry was gods-sent sped them on their way. 

On the docs ahead, the soldiers of Surennis scrambled to form ranks, or to board their ships to prevent them from being captured. Even from this distance, their disorganization was evident. Most of them were still half-asleep and unarmored. 

The men of Svartennos began to sing, an old battle song. There were no words; only a formless, echoing cry like the scream of a hiathaw as it dives from the sky. The deck trembled as they stamped their feet and beat their swords against their shields. 

Camilline was dressed in a vest of hardened draleen leather to protect her from any stray missiles, but had no weapon save a razorfish-tooth knife; she retreated into the galley’s cabin. Marilia, on the other hand, took her place beside Jariel at the prow. She slipped her helmet on. It was like stepping back into the arms of an old friend she’d almost forgotten she’d known. She took a deep breath and drew her sword—not the duelist’s weapon that had been re-forged, but the shorter one meant for fighting shield against shield. 

She doubted she’d have any need to use it today, though; Camilline’s flagship had fallen too far behind. The way things were going, the Battle of Surennis—such as it was—would be all but over before she even came within swinging distance of the enemy. 

The flagships of Laekos and Ben himself had taken the lead, breaking free of the rest of the formation, racing each other to the docks like two arrows loosed from their strings. At the last second, Ben pulled ahead. The soldiers of Surennis broke before he even touched ground and as Ben and his best knights vaunted over the rail of their galley onto the docks, still singing, the gates of Surennis swung open and Leondos, the Tiger of Svartennos, emerged, his armor dripping with blood, to offer them the city. 

The war for Navessea had begun. 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 




For three weeks, Annuweth’s fleet sailed west along the coast of Navessea. The voyage should only have taken two, but even the weather seemed to conspire against Rufyllys; the sea was so rough as they left Osurris that they were forced to pull up on the shore and wait for five days until the wind subsided. 

At last, the weather cleared, and the imperial fleet took to the water, oars straining as the drummer set a brutal pace, trying to make up for lost time. 

The golden fields of Ulvannis fell away, replaced by the jagged gray rocks of the islands near Korennis, the home of Governor Gurges. Then, as they passed Naxos, the ancestral home of the Vergana family, the fields returned, dotted with acacia trees. Yoba lumbered and horses galloped through the countryside. As Annuweth’s contingent drew near the rest of the Navessean fleet, the last of the clouds fled the sky, leaving it a uniform, piercing blue like the flat of a sword. 

Annuweth stood by the prow of his five-decked flagship, the meaningfully named Vergana, shading his eyes against the sun. He sailed at the head of the formation, the tip of a great wedge of four-decked warships—thirty of them in all. 

There were far more waiting for him up ahead. Governor Gurges’ fleet, united with the ships of the Harbormaster of Osurris and the Governor of Naxos, were drawn up along the coast. It looked to be around two hundred ships, an impressive tally by any measure. At the moment, the ships were beached. White tents covered the shore behind them; knights and oarsmen milled idly about, casting rocks into the sea, lounging in the shade of any trees they could find in order to escape the sun’s stifling heat. 

To the north, across a large expanse of open water, was another fleet, smaller than Gurges’, but still formidable. Annuweth squinted and he could just make out the setting sun emblem on their sails. Senecal’s galleys were drawn up along the coast of the closest of a chain of small islands called the Broken Causeway which littered the sea between Naxos and the Mountain Lands to the north. 

Annuweth squinted at the enemy, shading his eyes against the sun as he did his best to count Senecal’s numbers. His two lieutenants stood by his side. The first was Thoryn Cyrdoreth, promoted after his role in weeding out Vexaryn’s attempted desertion. The second was a man altogether stranger—without a doubt the strangest man Annuweth had ever called his friend. 

Morgarmir-Hai had the paler skin and distinctive eyes that reminded Annuweth uncomfortably of Karthtag-Kal. He, like the old prefect, had once been of Cardath. The similarities ended there, though. Morgarmir was of a different tribe, and one that shared a long history of hostility with Karthtag-Kal’s. Morgarmir had always suspected, though had never been able to prove, that his advancement in the Order had been stymied by the prefect because of it, and his distaste for Karthtag-Kal made him a trustworthy ally for Annuweth, the man who’d killed him. 

Though Annuweth would never tell Morgarmir—so as to spare his feelings—he strongly suspected it had been other differences that had led Karthtag-Kal to overlook his fellow Cardathian for promotion; Karthtag-Kal had never been the sort to carry a tribal grudge. 

What he had been was a good stoic; he’d always done his best to model himself after a proper Navessean nobleman. Morgarmir…hadn’t. 

Morgarmir wore his hair long, down past his shoulders, and his eyes were darkly shadowed in the fashion of the cult of priests who honored Zantos, the God of Death. He was known to spend his spare time composing songs to the god. Razorfish teeth hung from his belt and rattled as he walked. 

The knights of the Order of Jade told stories about him. They said that the scar that marred the right side of his face where his ear had been cut away was self-inflicted, an offering to the death god to make him invincible in battle; they said he kept the skull of his father in his quarters in the Barracks of Jade, and used it as a drinking vessel for reasons unknown. They said he’d escaped execution at the hands of the Valdruk by using black magic to turn himself into a serpent and slithering beneath the door of his cell. 

The second and third stories, Morgarmir had disclaimed, when pressed. Although he admitted that he did keep his father’s skull to remind himself of his own mortality, he never drank from it (skulls made messy drinking vessels) and he had escaped the Valdruk simply by bribing a disgruntled guard with a trove of smugglers’ treasure he’d discovered during the course of his travels. 

The first story…he hadn’t said anything about that one. 

A week ago, Annuweth’s previous lieutenant had fallen violently ill. The physick was unable to save him; he perished at sea, and Annuweth, in need of a new officer, assembled several of the best-regarded captains, giving each a chance to make their case to him. One of Governor Gurges’ nephews had made quite a compelling argument about the nobility of his bloodline, the fine tutelage in the arts of naval combat he’d received as a child, and his longstanding dedication to the virtues of the Order. 

Morgarmir had responded by swallowing a live shore octopus and offering a second to Gurges, who had recoiled, understandably horrified. 

Morgarmir had shrugged. “A man who’s afraid of a little octopus will shit himself when he sees Senecal Ikaryn,” he said. 

He’s half mad, at least. But mad though he might be, Morgarmir’s record spoke for itself. With only ten men, he’d held off an entire battalion of Tyracians during the war. Before he joined the Order, he’d been a pirate, and had bested three Valdruk flotillas sent to stop him before he’d finally been overwhelmed and captured. 

Annuweth couldn’t deny there was some measure of dark satisfaction to be found in the appalled look on the noble Gurges’ face when he found out he’d be serving under an ill-bred northerner, and a madman at that. 

“There he is,” Morgarmir said. “Senecal Ikaryn…Blade of the West.” He snorted, as if to show what he thought of that title. 

“He’s just…sitting there,” Thoryn said, staring at Senecal’s fleet. “He might have attacked before we arrived. If he forced Gurges back, he could even have taken Naxos, maybe.” 

Annuweth frowned. It was strange that Senecal had not pressed his attack. With the element of surprise on his side due to Lieutenant Arganeth’s betrayal, he might have at least tried to carve himself a little slice out of the empire before Annuweth’s ships arrived to stack the odds more heavily against him. 

“He’s waiting,” Morgarmir said in a low voice. 

“Thank you for that astute observation,” Thoryn said. “Just keep thinking those deep thoughts. What do you suppose he’s waiting for?” 

“For an omen?” Morgarmir suggested, shrugging. “For the blessing of the Sun God? Maybe he thinks more lieutenants, or even a governor or two, will join his side?” 

“Then he thinks wrong,” Annuweth said. 

“Men never want to believe their cause is futile,” Morgarmir said. “That their struggle is without purpose. When the night winds blow, they rail and scream against the dark. But the dark takes them all the same.” 

Thoryn stared at him. “You’re a fucking piece of work, aren’t you?” 

“As are we all, brother,” Morgarmir said solemnly. “As are we all.” 

“What does that even mean?” 

“Enough,” Annuweth said. “We’re going to go speak with Governor Gurges.” 

The Vergana pulled ahead of the rest of the formation, drifting down the coast until he pulled up alongside another five-deck ship, this one flying the silver kraken of Korennis. Annuweth and his lieutenants crossed on the boarding ramp. Governor Gurges and Harbormaster Pyrgana were waiting for them in the cabin at the stern of the ship. 

The cabin was stifling, the air heavy. The wind was feeble, doing little to dispel the unseasonably warm sun. The air stank of damp wood and sweat. Gurges mopped his brow as he rose to greet them. “Summer is supposed to be over,” the governor complained. “This heat is…unnatural. No doubt those heathen bastards will take it as some sort of good omen. The warmth of the Sun God, and all that rubbish.” He made a face of distaste. 

Annuweth and his lieutenants seated themselves across from Gurges and the harbormaster, who gave Annuweth a curt nod and tight-lipped smile. “Prefect.” 

“How long has he been sitting there?” Annuweth asked. 

“A week and a day, to be exact,” Gurges said in his oddly clipped tone. He fidgeted with the collar of his robes as he did. His voice and mannerisms suggested a man of anxious temperament. Annuweth could see how the Lady Isara was able to dominate this man, and also why Rufyllys had wanted him, Annuweth, to come to this theater of war; Governor Gurges, intelligent and experienced though he might be, was hardly the sort of man to inspire great confidence or to raise men’s blood before battle. “Before that, he raided two villages along the coast farther west. I thought he might try an attack to try to push through to Naxos, or swing back around and go south towards Pylennis, but…no.” 

“Has he sent any message?” 

“I sent a messenger to him to open negotiations,” Gurges said. “He asked me if I was willing to swear fealty to him. I told him I was not. He said we had nothing more to discuss.” 

“Anything else of note?” 

“A small fishing boat left the closest island about six nights back. It was filled with three of Senecal’s knights who decided to desert. They were picked up by one of Harbormaster Pyrgana’s patrol galleys. Besides that, no.” 

“How many ships does he have?” 

“About one hundred, I would say. Give or take a few.” 

“And how many do we have?” 

“Two hundred and twelve, now, well, now that you’re here.” 

“He can’t win with those numbers. He has to know that.” 

“Who knows what he thinks?” Harbormaster Pyrgana said. “He’s far gone. Wrapped up in his own legend. The men who deserted said he burned the statues of the gods before he set sail. Senecal Ikaryn was always a wise commander, but the man who’s leading that fleet…it’s not the Senecal Ikaryn we knew.” 

Annuweth pursed his lips. “Maybe not. But no fleets have arrived to aid him. He’d have to be far gone indeed not to see the odds don’t favor him. Maybe he’ll be willing to listen now.” There’s no reason thousands of men need to die. There’s been enough death already. “I’d like to speak with him.” 

“You really think he’ll listen to you?” Pyrgana asked skeptically. “Why would he, when he won’t treat with Governor Gurges?” 

“Not to…well, not to put too fine a point on it, but the good Harbormaster has a point,” Gurges said. “Why do you think he would meet with you?” 

“Because I was there when his son died,” Annuweth answered. 




*** 




A lone three-decked galley was sent out into the middle of the waters between the two fleets, flying the white flag of truce. An hour and a half later it returned. “Governor Ikaryn will meet with you, Prefect,” the galley’s captain said. “He says there’s a small island, little more than a spit of sand with a single tree in the center, two miles west of here. He will see you there. You may bring three others.” 

“Governor Gurges, Harbormaster Pyrgana,” Annuweth said. He paused, considering his lieutenants. Thoryn Cyrdoreth had a good tongue, but if Senecal had changed as much as Pyrgana seemed to believe, Annuweth didn’t want to face him without his best fighter by his side. And good as Thoryn was, he estimated that Morgarmir was just a shade better. “Lieutenant Morgarmir-Hai.” 

The island Senecal had named was indeed as the captain had described it—little more than an empty spit of dirt with a single acacia in the center and some dry grass and wickwheat bushes surrounding it. By the time they arrived it was evening; the sun to the west was blinding, a ball of flame that beat against the water like the palm of a god’s hand, turning the air to a shimmering veil. In his armor (he had donned it thinking it would make him look more imposing than if he’d gone in his robes; more fool, he) Annuweth was sweltering. He looked longingly at the tree’s shade as he passed it, walking on to meet Senecal, who was already there, waiting, near the far end of the island, seated on a wooden stool. To his right stood Optakim, his Commander, face locked in a grim scowl, and Lieutenant Arganeth, a man with a ghastly, mottled face, courtesy of some childhood illness that had left him relegated to the farthest reaches of the empire, despite the nobility of his name. Maybe it wasn’t so surprising such a bitter and ill-loved man had taken up with the likes of Senecal Ikaryn. 

To Senecal’s left was a striking woman clad in a gown of shimmering saffron, far simpler and more low-cut than those favored on the mainland. Annuweth found himself staring and tore his eyes away. He looked instead to the governor himself. 

The would-be Emperor of Navessea did not rise to meet him. He sat sedately in his chair, his hands on his knees, dressed in a simple white robe, which, like his woman’s dress, was very low-cut, showing the toned muscles of his chest. He looked stronger than Annuweth remembered; the man must have been spending a good deal of time in the sparring room and feasting on fish and yoba-meat. 

“Behold Senecal Ikaryn, the Scythe that Reaped the Tyracian Fleet. The Blade of the West. The Emperor of the Sun.” The woman smiled, her teeth shining like the reflection of sunlight off the water. “This is Lieutenant Arganeth and Commander Optakim, Prefect of his majesty’s Order of Jade, and I am Nhykara, chief light-bearer of the Temple of the Sun.” 

Annuweth stopped ten paces away, Morgarmir at his left, Governor Gurges and Pyrgana on his right. He was grateful he had not brought Thoryn. He imagined his other lieutenant would have had a difficult time keeping a straight face. Morgarmir, on the other hand, was a study in impassivity. His shadowed eyes were distant. He gazed at Senecal with the mild, professional interest of a man studying the death throes of a sacrificial yoba for good omens. 

“I am Annuweth Sandaros, Prefect of the Order of Jade,” he said. “With me is Governor Volcatyn Gurges of Korennis, Harbormaster Pyrgana of Osurris, and Lieutenant Morgarmir-Hai of the Order of Jade.” 

“Annuweth Sandaros.” Senecal spoke. His voice was soft, like the slither of a snake in the grass, or the rasp of a blade sliding from its sheath. “Aneshvakar. Kin-killer. I know who you are.” 

Annuweth remained calm in the face of the insult, but he felt his anger flare inside him, a faint echo of the rage that had possessed him the day he had cut down Vexaryn and his men. “I did not insult you, my lord,” he said. 

“You are welcome to try to insult me,” Senecal said. “If it would soothe your pride. The insults of a traitor are of no concern to me, though, and I fear it would be a waste of your time. You called for this parley…Prefect. I assume you have something of substance to discuss.” 

“I came to ask you to surrender.” 

“Then you really are wasting your time.” 

“Your fleet is outnumbered two to one. This is a battle you cannot win, my lord, though we all admire your courage.” 

“I might surprise you.” 

“My lord, no one else needs to die. If you abandon this campaign, call off your men, we can forget this.” 

“Do you really expect me to believe that? Do you hear yourself?” For the first time, Senecal’s smooth façade cracked; Annuweth saw his brows narrow in anger. “What are you proposing? Paint us all a picture, Prefect, of this absurdity of yours. I sail back to the Sunset Isles and continue to serve as governor. I simply forget that your men cut down my firstborn son in the middle of the Senate chamber on the day of his coronation, and Rufyllys Vergana forgets I led an army against him. We all go back to our lives, just as things were before?” 

“In light of the circumstances, you would not continue as governor. However, his majesty would be willing to offer you a position…” 

“Ah, so I’m to give away my army. That makes more sense. Tell me, what’s to stop you from butchering me as soon as I do?” 

“On my honor…” 

“Your honor?” Senecal laughed. He rose, taking a step closer, and Annuweth’s hand went to his sword; to his left, Morgarmir’s did the same. “What honor is that? Am I supposed to trust the word of an emperor who betrayed and murdered his own brother? A prefect who stabbed his own father in the heart? Do you take me for a fool?” 

“I hadn’t,” Annuweth said, “until I realized you mean to attack two hundred ships with half that number. Now I’m not so sure, my lord.” 

“Refreshing,” Senecal said, his eyes twinkling. “A bit of fire. A bit of honesty. Have I upset you, Prefect?” 

“I never wanted to harm your son,” Annuweth said, doing his best to ignore Senecal’s taunts. “He was a brave man, and I am sorry he’s gone. I wish to all the gods that things had gone differently.” 

“You speak like you had no choice,” Senecal sneered. “You could have chosen to draw your sword in defense of your true emperor.” 

“I did, my lord. Rufyllys is the rightful emperor. The law of Navessea…” 

“Oh, please. What kind of man are you?” Senecal asked, his lip curling. “I know you don’t believe that…any more than the senators or governors believe it. You conspired to steal the throne in a coup, and if I’m lucky, before you die, I’ll have the chance to learn why.” 

Annuweth had one final card to play, one given to him by Rufyllys and Petrea before he set sail from Ulvannis. “Think of your family, my lord,” he said. “Your wife—what does she think of this campaign? You have two daughters on the Sunset Isles, as I understand, now that magistrate Phileth is gone, gods rest his soul. A young widow and a girl of nine years...” 

“Don’t.” Senecal’s voice was so cold that it stopped Annuweth in his tracks. “Don’t presume to threaten my family, Aneshvakar.” 

Annuweth gazed at Senecal and saw the truth in the other man’s eyes. He might as well have tried to sway a mountain. There had never been any chance of changing Senecal’s mind. There had never been any chance of avoiding this battle. It might as well have been set in the Fates’ strands—it was as irrevocable as Ilruyn’s death, and Vexaryn’s, and Karthtag-Kal’s. 

All his pleas and hopes for peace were nothing when set against the pride of stubborn men. 

“If you had no intention of listening to anything I say, why did you even agree to this meeting?” Annuweth had to ask. 

“I came here because I wanted to look upon the face of the man who killed my son. I wanted to take your measure. And I must say, I am disappointed.” 

No, Annuweth thought. You brought me here to taunt me. To rattle me, to humiliate me in front of my allies. Your son is dead and now you mean to pull Rufyllys and me down with you, no matter the cost. Very well. 

You want a war? 

I’ll give you a war. 

Something inside him snapped. He closed his eyes and when he opened them again, the world was different. Simpler, starker, like the black and white scrawl of Karthtag-Kal’s water-script paintings. 

Instead of a fleet of fellow Navesseans, he saw a host of heathen invaders. 

Instead of a grief-stricken father seeking vengeance for his son, he saw a traitor who had come to threaten the ones Annuweth loved. 

They were his enemies, and he knew the answer to them just as well as he knew his own name. The answer that was as true as it was final. 

He would kill them, one by one, until enough of them were dead that the rest decided the fight wasn’t worth it anymore, or until there were none left to decide. Whichever came first. 

You’re just another man who wants to get in line to die at the edge of my sword, he thought, looking at Senecal. Go ahead; that line’s getting shorter all the time. 

He’d come to try to talk Senecal down from battle, but the battle had already started; this was its opening exchange, a clash of wills to precede the inevitable clash of ships. He would not let Senecal have it all his way. After all, Annuweth knew a thing or two about taking a man’s measure; he had taken Karthtag-Kal’s. He had stripped the prefect of his pride and title with nothing but his words. 

“Your son was not the rightful heir to the throne,” Annuweth said coldly. “He was executed because he refused to accept that, although he was given many chances. All he had to do was stop insulting his brother and he would still be alive today, playing Sharavayn and lying with bath-house girls. Instead, when he was given the chance to step down with grace, he chose to curse and sneer and he lost his head. It was his pride that killed him. I see now from where that pride came. Let me be clear, my lord; your son forgot his pride, in the end, and died begging on his knees.” 

“My son died because he was betrayed,” Senecal said, and there was no mockery left in his voice. Only hate. “What did the emperor and his slattern sister promise you or threaten you with, I wonder? What, to make you kill your own father?” He shook his head. “No matter. Your emperor’s reign is built on a foundation of lies. We will see how strong such a foundation is.” 

“And what is your foundation, Governor?” Annuweth asked. “Heathen magic?” He glanced at the woman who stood by Senecal’s side. “Emperor of the Sun? I hear you burned the statues of the gods on the beach before you set sail. Do you really think Navessea will welcome you with open arms?” 

Optakim shifted. Though he hid it well, Annuweth thought the Dragonknight looked uneasy. It seemed Annuweth had hit a mark. 

Senecal, though, looked unperturbed. His mask of calm, momentarily shaken by the talk of Ilruyn’s death, had returned. “I was once just as skeptical as you are now,” he said. “But light-bearer Nhykara showed me the truth. As I will show you.” He looked past Annuweth to Governor Gurges. “Is this the sort of company you keep, Governor? It’s not too late to join me.” 

“It would be wise,” Nhykara said, fixing the governor with a pointed look. A slight smile played at the corners of her lips. 

“I, well…forgive me, but it doesn’t precisely seem wise,” Governor Gurges said, clearing his throat. 

“Then you will die, too,” Senecal said with a sigh. “A pity, Governor. We could have used a man of your experience on our side.” 

“This is pointless.” Annuweth shook his head in disgust. “There’s another way hundreds of ships and thousands of lives can be saved. If you won’t surrender, how about we settle this here, for all our men to see? You and I, in single combat? I challenge you, Senecal Ikaryn.” 

He could tell that Senecal hadn’t expected that. The would-be emperor drew back, and for a moment Annuweth saw uncertainty in his eyes. The muscles of his jaw moved as he ground his teeth. Annuweth permitted himself a slight smile; in the end, despite all Senecal’s taunts, the final blow was Annuweth’s to land. He saw the restrained fury in his enemy’s eyes and knew Senecal would try to make him pay for this humiliation in front of his priestess, his ally, and his commander. 

Let him try. 

“An emperor does not duel with kin-killers or traitors,” Senecal said. 

“Not if he fears he might lose, he doesn’t.” 

“I’ve wasted enough breath already. If we do meet with swords in our hands, it will be in armor, upon the field of battle. And I will destroy you.” 

“Good luck.” Annuweth’s lip curled. “Better men than you have tried.” He turned on his heel and walked back to his ship. 

*** 

It was only later, as he sat at the rail of his flagship and watched the sun go down, that doubt began to set in. 

When he’d been studying for his Captain’s Trials, he’d had to study Navessea’s military histories, as did all men who wished to have a chance of attaining an officer’s position in the Order of Jade. Senecal had featured prominently in the most recent volumes of those histories. The titanic battle where he’d shattered Kanadrak’s stolen fleet was the stuff of legend; it would surely not be long before his recent victory against the Tyracians was given the same treatment by the Chronicler. 

Senecal had won that battle against Kanadrak by being cautious. By refusing to overcommit. Could a man like that—a prudent man, a deep thinker—change so drastically overnight? Maybe. Who knew what fantasies Nhykara had spun for him? Then again, maybe not. Above all, Senecal wanted revenge, and dying quickly in a pitched battle against a vastly superior force was a poor way of attaining it. 

“What’s his play?” Annuweth muttered, gazing moodily out at the gulls circling the masts of Senecal’s ships, their cries echoing harshly across the sun-struck water. 

“Who’s to say he has a play?” Thoryn asked. 

“A man like that always has a play,” Morgarmir said sagely. 

“He’s sun-baked,” Thoryn said, waving a hand dismissively. “Completely mad.” 

“That’s what he wants you to think.” Morgarmir touched a finger beneath his eye knowingly. 

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Annuweth said, “but I’m inclined to agree with Morgarmir. Senecal’s up to something.” He recalled a moment, not so long ago, when Marilia had stood before the walls of Tyracium, blabbering nonsense about how she was the flower whose thorns bring death in an effort to lull the Tyracian commander into a false sense of safety. Was Senecal doing the same thing now? 

He frowned, rubbing at his temple, thinking hard. “Gurges’ scouting galleys did what they could, but Senecal’s blocked off the interior of the archipelago. He could have more ships lying in wait there that we don’t know about. Mercenaries from the west, maybe.” He shivered, remembering the Battle in the Bay of Dane, when Tyrennis Castaval’s mercenaries had taken the Navessean fleet unawares. He remembered the stench of the smoke, thick and greasy, clawing its way down his throat, the sound of the screams…blood and saltwater running down his face… 

He most decidedly did not want to have to witness anything like that ever again. 

“Could be,” Thoryn agreed, nodding. “Then again, mercenaries usually like to work for the winning side. Senecal’s a bit of a long shot.” 

“The Sunset Isles are one of Navessea’s richest provinces,” Morgarmir pointed out. “Senecal’s more than rich enough to sway some men to his cause. Where there is gold, there will be desperate men willing to gamble their lives for it.” He clucked his tongue. “Dangerous business, that kind of gambling. They say the house always wins. And that’s never truer than when the house is the God of Death.” 

“Oh, here we go,” Thoryn muttered. “I was wondering when you were going to bring the God of Death into it.” 

“I did it just for you, Cyrdoreth.” 

“So, Senecal probably has mercenaries,” Annuweth said, bringing their attention back to the matter at hand. That made sense. But for some reason, he still felt uneasy. There was something nagging at the back of his mind, a premonition, an inexplicable sensation that something was wrong. 

He was still pondering it when the messenger came. It was a light skiff, built for speed, sail stretched taut against the wind; Annuweth watched it race towards his fleet from the east with a sense of foreboding. 

“It might be good news,” Thoryn suggested. 

“It’s not,” said Morgarmir. 

“You’d find the downside in a damn cup of jala juice.” 

“I don’t drink jala juice.” 

“Of course you don’t. Only the tears of dying men, right?” 

For whatever reason, Annuweth felt himself inclined, once again, to agree with Morgarmir. 

He hoped it wasn’t going to become a habit. 

He turned out to be right; the news was not good. Annuweth could tell just by the look in the messenger’s eyes. The man’s hand trembled as he handed Annuweth a scrap of vellum. Annuweth broke the seal, unrolled it, and read. 

The message was from Rufyllys. 

Ben Espeleos had captured Surennis. 

Marilia was with him. 

“Captain?” Thoryn said hesitantly. He must have seen the wrath on Annuweth’s face. 

Tell me why, if you can. Her words to him. He hadn’t answered them. And now here she was, taking up arms against him before Rufyllys’ reign was more than a few weeks old. 

They didn’t waste any time, he had to give them that. 

She, Ben Espeleos, the strategoi of Svartennos…more people ready to throw themselves into the path of his sword. 

As if there hadn’t been enough already. 

She’d rather kill her own brother than follow Rufyllys. 

Are you really so surprised? She was his perfect, honorable sister. He should have known she couldn’t just grieve in peace. She would never leave the throne to a usurper. She had too much of Karthtag-Kal in her. 

“Captain…?” 

“My sister,” he said through gritted teeth, clenching his fist and resting it on the rail of the ship. “And Ben Espeleos. They’ve turned against us.” 

“Oh, by the gods…” 

He could picture Nelos Dartimaos watching him, perched somewhere up there on the edge of one of those sun-lined clouds. What are you going to do now, little Aneshvakar? Daring him to waver; to break. 

“Your own sister,” Morgarmir muttered, looking sympathetic. “I am sorry, Sandaros.” His voice was uncharacteristically gentle. 

“It’s fine,” Annuweth said. “I’ll kill her if I have to.” His sword hand was a tight fist at his side. “Her, him, all of them. There’s no going back now.” He felt his rage rise up inside him, the dark dragon uncoiling, sinking its fangs into his heart. Swelling like a rotting wound. 

He made his way inside his cabin before that wound burst. 

He drew his sword. His blow split the back of the chair in half; one piece snapped off and clattered to the floor. 

He stood there, breathing heavily, his face burning. What are you, Prefect of the Order of Jade, or an angry child? 

Get ahold of yourself. 

They’re trying to bring down everything! 

So stop them. One of them at a time. Senecal first, Marilia after. Her time will come, but not today. Not today. 

Senecal…he thinks he’s going to win; show him otherwise. Show him why they call you the Young Dragon. 

Annuweth took a deep breath. 

He turned his mind back to the question he’d been pondering before the messenger arrived. 

He tried to piece it apart, to tackle it the way Marilia might. 

What if Senecal had another trick in store? Something besides the mercenaries? 

The world was watching what happened here. This was Annuweth’s first command and his first true test as prefect. If he failed, he knew what his enemies would say—that the gods had punished him for his crimes. That he had lost the spirit of Nelos Dartimaos the day he killed his father. That he was a traitor who had died a traitor’s ignominious death, defeated by a force almost half his size. 

And the empire would see the truth—that his supposed victory in Tyrace had been a stroke of random chance. When tested against a true adversary, he was nothing but a failure, an ugly, unfortunate inkblot on the pages of history. 

Without his sister, he was nothing. 

He made a fist, his fingers digging into his palm. 

I will not lose. 

But to win, he had to be ready for anything Senecal might try. He couldn’t afford to take anything on its face. If I pull back a sleeve and find a dagger waiting, I still need to check the other sleeve, too. How might Senecal Ikaryn be planning to kill us? 

It came to him in a flash. Senecal was arrogant, but his arrogance wasn’t that he thought himself invincible, or that he believed one hundred ships could beat two hundred in open battle. It was in believing himself so much cleverer than all those around him that no one would guess his intentions. But he had overplayed his hand. 

What was it Senecal had said? What did the emperor and his slattern sister promise or threaten you with, I wonder? 

What did they threaten you with…? 

And suddenly, it clicked into place. It was just a guess, of course. A wild hunch. But if he was right… 

Petrea had mentioned that she hoped to use blackmail to secure the loyalty of Harbormaster Pyrgana—a scandalous secret involving Pyrgana and his brother’s wife. What if that plan hadn’t been as effective as it seemed? What if, in fact, it had backfired completely? 

Annuweth stepped back outside, where his lieutenants were waiting for him. 

“Remind me…how many ships does the harbormaster command?” he asked. 

“Fifty-nine,” Morgarmir answered promptly. The man had always had an uncanny acuity with numbers. 

“Fifty-nine,” Annuweth repeated. 

“What are you thinking?” Thoryn asked, watching him closely. 

“I’m thinking that maybe Senecal’s not as outnumbered as we thought,” Annuweth said grimly. 



Chapter Thirty 




Governor Suryn was livid. He stormed up and down hall, his arms flapping like the wings of some giant sea bird—with his long, hooked nose and oversized white nobleman’s robes billowing like wings, he might almost have been one at first glance. 

“This is absolute madness, Espeleos! I always knew you were a stupid bastard, but this? Invading one of Navessea’s own cities? There hasn’t been a move like this since Emperor Cossotos, and we all remember what happened to him.” 

Ben reclined on the governor’s chair at the end of the hall, his back to the open sky, the floor-to-ceiling windows thrown wide open to let in the fresh air. A brisk wind was up, the waves beyond the harbor capped with white foam. A turbulence that was fitting for the start of a civil war. 

Ben crossed one leg over the other. Like the strategoi who ringed the hall, he hadn’t yet had time to change out of his blood-soaked armor. As he leaned forward in his chair, Governor Suryn drew back, as a man might before the open maw of a silvakim. 

“Seems to me you’ve got things a little backwards, Suryn,” Ben said amiably. “Rufyllys is Cossotos here—the usurper. I’m the noble Prefect Valennos about to really ruin his day.” 

“My great-grandfather died fighting Cossotos,” Jariel pointed out under his breath. 

Ben heard him and shot him a quick sideways glance. “Well, I never said the analogy was perfect.” 

“Oh, what a hero you are,” Suryn sneered. “The noble Ben Espeleos, on a mission from the gods to save Navessea from the evil emperor. Tell me, are you six years old?” 

Ben’s face soured. “I didn’t realize honor was considered the province of children. Maybe the fact that you consider it so says more about you than it does about me…Governor.” 

An appreciative rumble rippled out through the half-circle of strategoi. Leondos was nodding, a sharp gleam in his eye. 

“Honor?” Suryn scoffed. “Maybe with a little duty and justice thrown in? You talk like you’re a knight of the Order of Jade, but you’re not. This is about your glory, Espeleos. It’s always about your glory, isn’t it? The Tyracians humiliated you so now you’re going to play dress-up. You’re no emperor.” 

Once, that particular insult—the reminder of his failure during the War with Tyrace—would have wiped the smile from Ben’s face and made him glower. But not today; Surennis had fallen with only a dozen Svartennan casualties, and nothing could spoil Ben’s mood. He smiled. “you’ve got some catapult-sized balls, standing here surrounded by my army, talking your horse-shit. Who would have thought a man so brave would follow a coward?” 

Suryn shook his head in disgust. “Is that what this is about? A coward would have slipped a blade between his brother’s ribs while he slept or laced his wine with poison. Rufyllys stood up before all the Senate and told the world the truth…” 

“The truth seems to be whatever the man with the most swords makes it,” Ben interrupted. “Rufyllys’ truth was that he’s the emperor, and he had the Order of Jade to back him up. My truth is that I am. And since you’re standing here, surrounded by my men, in the city I just conquered, it’s my truth that matters now.” 

“You…” 

“I don’t think you’re following. I…am…the emperor.” Ben said patiently, enunciating each syllable the way a man might when explaining a matter to a small child. 

“Oh, for the moment. But this hasn’t really gone your way, has it, your majesty?” Suryn sneered. “You came here hoping to surprise my city and catch my men with their pants down and force their surrender. Round up this city’s fine soldiers, take their weapons, leave us hobbled. Very well; you’ve done all that. You also came to take me and my family as hostages, to make sure the rest of Surennis’ legions didn’t rise against you. There you’re out of luck. I’m here all alone. Most of my family is visiting relations in Vaerennis. All except for my eldest, my commander. He’s visiting the garrison in the south, and if you think he’ll stay his hand on account of me, you’re mistaken. He knows his duty. He’ll come for you.” 

For the first time, Marilia thought Ben looked at least slightly rattled. He hid it well, though, behind a smirk and a careless shrug. “This has been a very lively discussion, and I’m sure we all feel much more enlightened as a result, but you look worn out. All this shouting and pacing, it can’t be good for your health.” 

“I’m not worn out. I…” 

“Please take Governor Suryn away,” Ben said, nodding to Septakim, who was leaning against one wall, a bemused expression on his face. 

“You can’t silence me, Prince Espeleos. I am Drathyn Suryn, son of…” 

“And gag him, please, at least until he’s had a moment to calm down. I doubt it should be too much of an inconvenience.” Suryn’s eyes blazed with rage as Septakim slipped a gag into his open mouth from behind, turning his protestations into muffled grunts. “I daresay the traitor is used to having his mouth stuffed.” Septakim put his hands on Suryn’s shoulders, guiding him towards the door. “What I’m saying,” Ben called after him with a wink, “is that you’re a cock-sucker. In case you missed it.” 

Suryn gave one final, strangled cry of outrage before he was ousted from the room. 

“Well,” Ben said, “let’s get to work. We have a war to win.” 




*** 




The first order of business was to send out chicayas to every governor in Navessea (just as Senecal had done), letting them know there was yet another emperor claiming their allegiance. The move was largely a formality; soon enough, all of Navessea would know what had happened at Surennis. The news of the city’s fall would spread like wildfire. It was the first time a major Navessean city had been conquered by an opposing force since Kanadrak’s invasion nearly twenty years ago. 

They stripped Suryn’s guards of their weapons and armor and locked him in the governor’s villa. A fine prison, but a prison nonetheless. The threat of Svartennan knights just outside his door would deter Suryn from stirring up trouble, and, hopefully, keep his son and Surennis’ legions from making a move against Ben. 

Ben left five hundred knights to garrison the city. Two days after their arrival, the army of Svartennos took to the road again. They began their march west towards Stellienne, a town with a fort garrisoned by some—but not nearly enough—of Suryn’s legion. The last obstacle that lay between Ben and Ulvannis. 

They made good time, the sound of drums and yoba-shell horns setting a brisk pace. The thrill of their recent victory and the hunger for the next lent vigor to the soldiers’ feet and kept weariness at bay. 

At the end of the first day, they made camp atop a hill overlooking their next target. To the north-west, in the distance, Marilia could just make out the town of Stellienne, a squat black shape framed against the backdrop of Almaria’s River, whose waters glowed fire-like in the sunset. The path to the town was clear except for the small, dark shapes of farmers’ huts and the even smaller silhouettes of yoba that wandered the grass. The scouts returned with reports that the land for miles around was deserted. It seemed that with the province’s capitol city and governor safely in Ben’s hands, none of Surennis’ nearby garrisons were inclined to oppose them. 

Marilia washed the grime of the march off and made her way to Ben and Catarina’s tent for supper, legs aching from the long ride. When they had finished eating, she followed Camilline to the tent the two—as the only unmarried women with the army—would share for the duration of the campaign. 

Marilia took a deep breath as she entered, turning to face Camilline. Outside, the last of the revelry was dying down, men kicking out the embers of their cooking fires and settling down to rest. The sounds of the soldiers’ voices faded to almost nothing, leaving Marilia and Camilline in a cocoon of silence. Marilia felt her heartbeat quicken. 

Yes, they’d shared this same tent on the beach the night before they’d attacked Surennis, but that had been different. That had been the very first night of the war, and everyone’s concerns had been on the bloodshed that the next dawn would bring. Marilia had been so preoccupied that she might as well have been alone. Now, though, she felt something ought to be said. They would be sharing this space together for the rest of the war, and though no one knew quite how long that would be, it would last months at least. 

That shared moment in the galley hung over them like an anchor poised to fall. It was something that could no longer be ignored. Marilia glanced sideways towards the pair of cots on the far side of the tent. She remembered lying in the dark, the other woman’s hands on her back, her own hands tracing the smooth curves of Camilline’s hips, her thighs… 

“Look,” she said. “About what happened…” 

“Yeah,” Camilline agreed. A pause. “What about it?” 

“I mean…I just…I just didn’t want things to be…” 

“Awkward?” 

“Well, yes.” Marilia sighed. 

“No offense, Marilia, but we’re not off to a great start here.” 

“Well…I…I’m just…I figured if we just, sort of, got things out in the open, maybe it would, I don’t know, help, I guess.” She knew that somewhere out there the words existed that would fix this uncomfortable standoff but finding them seemed to be a task more difficult than her most challenging game of Sharavayn against Karthtag-Kal. 

“Nope. Still awkward.” 

“Well, I tried.” 

“Look…Marilia…” Camilline plucked at the ends of her hair, an indication that she felt at least a hint of the same discomfort that was tying Marilia’s stomach in knots. “You’re my best friend. Besides Catarina, you’re the only woman with me on this damn campaign.” It was true; Kanediel had brought Marilia with him when he went on campaign in the northlands, but Ben had forbidden any of his knights from doing the same now. His plan depended on speed; the Svartennan war machine had been pared down to its very core, anything that was not essential—including the Svartennan comfort women that had accompanied Marilia to Tyracium—cut free in the interest of efficiency. “Everything’s hard enough without us blushing and stuttering like a pair of girls caught with their dresses up,” Camilline continued, giving her hair another tug. “I don’t want things to be awkward, either. We can’t afford that.” 

“That night on the boat…it just happened, all right?” Marilia said. 

“I don’t know what happened,” Camilline said slowly. “I don’t know what we had there. I don’t know if there’s a name for it, even. If there is, I…I don’t know it. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, trying to sort things out, and…” She shrugged helplessly. “I don’t regret it.” 

“No,” Marilia agreed quickly. “Neither do I.” 

“I just…I feel we probably shouldn’t do it again.” 

“Oh, I agree,” Marilia said, even though she wasn’t sure she agreed at all. She did her best to hide her regret. “Yes. I think you’re right.” 

“All right, then.” Camilline smiled. “All settled?” 

“Yeah. I suppose so.” 

They settled down on their separate cots. Marilia set the little figurine that Clariline had given her on the fold-up dresser, just as she had promised. She left the dividing panel between her and Camilline pulled to one side; she preferred the sight of the other woman to the loneliness of her own thoughts. 

Across the dark of the tent, she met Camilline’s eye, a pale, moonlit glimmer. “Sleep well,” she said. 

“You too, Lady Chrysathamere.” 




*** 




The army was much quieter during the next day’s march. Maybe the drummers and horn-blowers had tired themselves out. Maybe the weariness of the grueling, fast-paced trek undertaken so soon after the intense excitement of the battle at Surennis was beginning to make itself felt. 

True to his word, Ben did not rape or slaughter or set fire to the small homesteads they passed along their way. Even so, an army at march leaves scars to mark its passing. The countryside of Surennis bore its fresh wounds for all to see—the tramped fields of yams and wickwheat, the slaughtered yoba, the fearful, pained eyes of the peasants who watched them pass. The newly-minted Emperor Espeleos had more than twelve thousand men with him, and twelve thousand men eat a lot of food. The harvest season was nearly over; some of those whose provisions Ben’s army had requisitioned would surely face several hard months of hunger when the dryness of winter came. 

Marilia felt each resentful stare as if they were an arrow aimed at her chest. If she had simply accepted Karthtag-Kal’s offer of the prefecture, she might have stopped Rufyllys’ plot, and Ben’s army would not be marching here, into the heart of Navessea, taking these farmers’ hard-won food. 

She’d had good intentions when she’d chosen to leave the prefecture for her brother; she’d wanted to help Annuweth, and to prove to herself that she didn’t need the glory. She’d wanted step away from killing. But those peasants on the roadside wouldn’t care what her intentions were when hunger set its claws in them. Those dead soldiers in Surennis—mercifully few, given the success of Ben’s surprise attack, but still several score—certainly hadn’t. 

Somewhere high above, she felt, the Fates were laughing at her. Every step she’d taken had been leading her towards an end that was the complete opposite of the one she’d envisioned. She’d told herself she’d wanted an escape from war, and she’d found herself in the middle of the worst kind of all—a struggle of friend against friend. 

“Are you all right?” She’d been so caught up in her thoughts that she’d ridden right into a low-hanging tree branch that overhung the road. In all the miles of farmers’ fields and winding road, she’d somehow managed not to see one of the few trees that lined the roadway. She rubbed her scalp, angry with herself, and more than a little embarrassed. Jariel was nearby, staring at her with concern. 

“I should have just taken the bloody prefecture,” she muttered. 

“This isn’t on your shoulders,” Jariel said. 

“I know it.” She grunted. “Camilline said the same.” 

“Marilia,” Jariel hesitated. “I truly do care for her, you know.” 

Marilia paused, frowning at him. “What do you mean?” 

“Camilline.” 

“Who said you didn’t?” 

“I’m not just some…” he made a vague gesture with his hand, as if searching for the right words, “…some man who’s after her because of her land, or because she’s beautiful. I was her friend when we were children. We used to train her father’s dragons together, and…” 

“…and teach your horses to do dances, and you’d even write theater together that you and her and Kanediel and your brothers would put on for the prince’s family. I know. Camilline told me all of it.” 

“Then you have to know I care about her. I know you’re her closest friend, and I understand you’d want someone right for her. I just…I’ve tried to give you no reason to think ill of me.” 

Marilia looked away, her face growing warm, finding herself faltering under the intensity of his stare. “Why do you think I think ill of you?” 

Jariel laughed roughly. “Do you think I’m blind? We’ve spent the last five days riding together. Every night, we’ve dined together. You can hardly stand to share five words with me without looking like an emperor crab just bit off your toe,” Jariel continued, and there was no hiding the resentment in his voice. “You have me wrong, Lady Chrysathamere.” 

Marilia sighed. “I don’t think ill of you.” 

He gave her a look of disbelief. 

“You want my honest assessment? You’re brave, and well-thought, and kind, and probably one of the best husbands Camilline could find. That’s the truth.” 

Jariel’s brow creased as he frowned. “Then why…?” 

She was spared his next question by a sudden cheer that spread through the ranks of the army. They had come to the top of a rise, and before them, only a couple miles distant, was Stellienne. The town was one of the oldest in Navessea, having been built hundreds of years ago when the empire was a collection of warring kingdoms. Stellienne must have marked the border between two of those kingdoms, because the hill on which the town rested was surrounded by sturdy walls of aged wood. Enough to keep out an army of the size that typically went raiding back in those days. 

Not enough to keep out one the size of Ben’s. 

Surennis’ legions had not been given enough time to properly muster to oppose Ben’s march. That meant that Stellienne had only the small garrison of a few score men that it maintained in times of peace, plus whatever companies had managed to rush there in advance of Ben’s army. From the looks of things, there couldn’t be much more than two hundred armed men inside the town. Ben could have swept over the walls right then and there, if he’d wanted to; sheer attrition would have worn the defenders down. But such a straight-forward assault would have taken a toll on Ben’s army, and they needed every man they had to take Ulvannis. Instead of charging the gates or raising ladders against the walls, the men of Svartennos spread out around the town and began to set up camp. 

As the Svartennans dug in for a siege, the defenders watched them from the walls, hurling down the occasional insult, or—if any over-bold Svartennan stepped too close to the wall—an arrow. One of Leondos’ sergeants was struck in the leg, and after that, Ben gave strict orders that everyone was to keep out of range until he ordered otherwise. 

Septakim made his way to just beyond the defenders’ range, clad in his Dragonknight’s armor, his green aeder sword in his hand and his green cloak billowing out behind him in the wind. He howled a challenge up at the walls, urging any man who dared to descend and face him in single combat. 

No one dared. The sight of one of the emperor’s own Dragonknights was one that seemed to still any thoughts of valor. 

Septakim spat. “That’s what I thought.” With a contemptuous flick of his cape, he turned and made his way back into the camp, to the resounding cheers of the Svartennan army. 

Marilia, Camilline, and Jariel retreated from the late afternoon heat into the shade of Ben and Catarina’s tent. Ben appeared to be in excellent spirits. If he had any doubt about the success of their campaign, he didn’t show it. He set a plate of arandon berries before his wife, sighing contentedly as he settled down on his cushion. “One of our foragers just came back with these. Found them by the riverside to the north-west. Nothing but the best for our empress.” 

Catarina stared down at the berries on her plate, stirring them a little with her fork. “They look delicious,” she said softly, forcing a faint smile. 

“So. From what our scouts can tell, Antarenne is scrambling to get her legions in order,” Ben said, rolling back his sleeves. “Commander cock-head will be mobilizing to the north. It will take him a while to do it…we really did catch them all with their pants down. Once yoba-fucker and his men come for us, our best option will be to head them off before they cross the highlands. I think we should be able to take Stellienne before the cockless bastard has even finished gathering his forces.” Ben grinned. “That should put the Governor of Surennis in a nice mood. Go on, eat the berries. They really are quite excellent.” He popped one into his mouth and chewed, his eyes twinkling. 

“This isn’t a vacation, Ben,” Catarina said tightly. 

“In a couple of months, you’re going to be sitting on a throne in the Jade Keep,” Ben said, waving a hand. “I hope you’ve had enough of this gods-damned moping by then.” 

“It’s not moping, and I never asked for a throne.” 

“You’re right, you never asked. But I’m giving you one anyway. What a generous husband, am I right?” Ben’s smile no longer looked quite as wholesome, and his voice had a tension to it that hadn’t been there before. “So…about this town. It would be best to take it as quickly as possible. I suppose we can discus how to do that at the war council tomorrow morning. Unless the Lady Chrysathamere has some stroke of brilliance she wants to share with us now?” He gave Marilia a meaningful look. 

Earlier that evening, Marilia had made the rounds with Ben and the strategoi, examining the defenses from afar. Now she tried to call to mind what she had seen. If she were organizing an attack on the town, what would she do? 

“I…” She swallowed, reaching back into the familiar recesses of her mind, trying to draw on the strength she’d used to defeat Ilruyn at the Sharavayn table, to best Tyrennis Nomeratsu on the field of battle. She felt the wall spring up to greet her, thick and impenetrable as armor. Ben was watching her, his eyes wide and full of expectation. But she had nothing to offer him. Her mind had wiped clean, like a pupil’s wax tablet emptied after a lesson. The Lady Chrysathamere, the woman Ben wanted, was somewhere on the other side of the wall, locked away so deeply she might never have existed at all. “I don’t know.” 

Ben gave a shrug, looking mildly disappointed. “Well. I’m sure we’ll come up with something.” 

In the end, the plan they used was a simple one. The ground was softest on the western side of the city. They set to work there, digging a tunnel beneath Stellienne’s walls. When the tunnel was finished, they would collapse it, bringing that part of the town wall down with it. 

They dug for six days. To the north, the armies of Antarenne marshalled. The scouts continued to bring back reports of a large force gathering under the command of Governor Andreas—close to eight thousand strong already, and swelling every day. 

“Governor,” Marilia breathed when she heard the news. “They made the Graver a governor?” 

“Yes, my lady,” the messenger said, “And he’s leading the army himself, alongside his commander.” 

“By the time they have enough men to face us, we’ll be camped out around Ulvannis, and the pass south will be nicely plugged,” Ben said. “It doesn’t matter.” 

Marilia said nothing. She chewed her lip, thinking. The Graver had nearly killed Annuweth, and the friends he’d murdered in Oba’al’s pillow house had been Annuweth’s friends, too. And yet Annuweth was still somehow willing to defend an emperor who had made the man a governor. 

Marilia felt a fresh wave of the anger that had come over her in Ben’s castle the day she’d learned of Karthtag-Kal’s death—the rage that had called for Annuweth’s blood dripping from the edge of her sword. Not only had he betrayed their father, he had allied himself with their worst enemy. Whatever hold the princess had on him, whatever she and Rufyllys had promised him, whatever lies they had told him, there was nothing that could excuse this. 

For a moment, she reconsidered what she’d told Ben back in Svartennos City. 

Maybe I should let Ben kill him, after all. Cut off his head, or, better yet—stab him through the heart just like he did to Karthtag-Kal. 

No. It would break Karthtag-Kal’s heart to see one of his children order the death of the other. Even for this. His spirit is watching, and I can’t do that to him. 

Still… 

Marilia hadn’t wanted this war and had done everything she could to prevent it, but as she stared north towards Antarenne, she understood Ben’s wrath. 

Maybe this is what happens if you leave a usurper on the throne, she thought. Maybe this is the price that’s paid when good men sit back and let wicked ones have their way. Filth like the Graver rises to the top. Maybe this is why Karthtag-Kal was willing to die rather than kneel. 

What if Ben was right, after all? 

Her hand traced the familiar path of her sword’s grip. For just a moment, she saw the world as Clariline had—the gods are on our side, aren’t they?—and she felt that same urge she knew Ben felt—to draw her sword in defiance of the world and the way things were, to climb to the top of Ulvannis’ walls and tear down everything the traitors had built. 

And for the span of a few heartbeats, she thought she felt something else—a feeling like fire catching, a flicker like an ember in the remains of a campfire. A heat like the comforting brush of a spirit’s hand across her back. Svartana. 

But the sun fell away, the chill night wind whistled through the camp, and in the dark of her tent whatever it was she’d felt vanished. She was alone—just Marilia Sandara, frightened daughter of a dead man—once again. 




*** 




On the eleventh day of the siege, the wall of Stellienne fell. It collapsed with an earth-shaking crash to the cheering of the Svartennan army. Ben’s best knights rushed through the gap, clambering over the chunks of fallen timber to hurl themselves on their foes. The garrison of Stellienne was simply too small to hold out for long. They threw down their swords and surrendered within the hour. The green-gold standard of House Espeleos replaced the tiger banner of Surennis atop the parapets, and Ben’s army set to work repairing the wall they’d just torn down. 

Ben left a small garrison of Aerael’s knights behind to hold the town. The rest of the army made ready to march west towards Ulvannis. 

That night, Marilia received a summons—Ben wanted to see her in the command tent 

As she drew near, she paused, brought up short by the sound of raised voices. The two guards outside stared on impassively, though they of course could hear every word of their new emperor quarreling with his wife. 

“It’s been sixteen days since we left Surennis, Ben. Some chicayas might have arrived by now. We’re in the heart of the empire. But nothing. Nothing from Dane or anywhere else. We know Daevium’s not coming.” 

“Others will come.” 

“What if they don’t? How long will it take before you give in? Will you wait until we’re surrounded and trapped outside Ulvannis’ walls?” 

Ben, softly: “We’ve come too far to turn back now.” 

“Oh, come on. That’s what you keep telling yourself because you want to believe it. But we could still go back. The road’s right there. It’s shorter than the one that’s ahead of us.” 

“I just declared myself emperor to all Navessea. What kind of idiot would I look if I turned tail and ran now?” 

“Men and their fucking pride,” Catarina snapped, using language Marilia had never heard from the Lady of Svartennos. “Thank the gods I was born with a cunt instead.” 

“The world is watching, Catarina. Now we have two victories to our name. That means something. They’ll come when they learn that Stellienne is ours.” 

“They’d better. Because I’m not some sword-swinging, strategy-reading war expert like your strategoi are, but I’m pretty sure you can’t conquer the empire with twelve thousand men. You do realize—one mistake, one defeat, and all those governors you’re so sure are wringing their hands, waiting to see if we have a chance…they’ll turn and march back the way they came.” 

“Marilia!” Ben had spied her through the open flap of the tent and looked quite relieved by the interruption. “Join us.” Catarina looked murderous. 

“It would be my pleasure,” Marilia lied. It would have been much more pleasant to have faded back into the night and waited until their tempers had cooled. She wished she had while she’d had the chance. 

“So…” she searched for something to say, to fill the awkward silence. “Daevium’s not coming?” Ben had sent a messenger north the very moment he’d conceived of his plan to take Ulvannis; now, apparently, the Duchess’ answer had arrived. 

“They have an insurrection of their own to contend with, it seems,” Catarina said, glancing at a slip of paper that lay unraveled on her dresser, a chicaya purring in its cage nearby. “Religious strife; a faction of their temple has started an uprising in the highlands. The Duchess sends her regrets. If regrets were swords, we’d have enough men to conquer Ulvannis in a week.” 

Ben ignored her jibe. “I wanted to speak with you, Lady Chrysathamere,” he said. “As you know, Governor imp-fart and his new commander are gathering an army to the north. If they reach us before we’ve finished solidifying our position around Ulvannis, they could cause us a lot of grief. But to reach us, they have to cross through the highlands…here.” He pointed to a map that lay spread across his table. “It’s a good place to hold them. An army could hold the passes there against another three times its size for a long time.” 

Marilia nodded. “All right…” 

“So, we’re doing what you did during the war against Tyrace,” Ben said. “When you laid siege to Tyracium, you split your army, and sent Leondos north to cut off Tyrennis Castaval so he couldn’t break the siege. We’ll do the same to the Graver.” 

“And where do I come in?” 

Ben spread his arms. “Who better to lead the other half of my army than the Lady Chrysathamere?” 

Marilia swallowed. She glanced sideways at Catarina. It looked as though Catarina still hadn’t told her husband what Marilia had told her—that whatever gift she’d once possessed had left her and had yet to return. 

She knew she should simply tell him—he wasn’t stupid, and if things kept going as they were, he would start to suspect sooner or later. 

But the words, the confession, wouldn’t come. 

She could picture exactly what would happen if she told Ben—the look in his eyes, at first confusion, followed swiftly by disbelief, maybe even a sense of betrayal. But in the end, when the shock had run its course, there would come acceptance and understanding. It made a certain kind of sense; since the prophecy was fulfilled, the gods of Svartennos and the spirit of Queen Svartana had stripped Marilia of the power they had loaned her. Her victories had never really been hers, just the work of another, greater will speaking through her. Svartana had been the swordsman, she merely the sword. 

She gritted her teeth, her jaw aching, staring down at the map on Ben’s table. Once, she would have gladly taken Ben’s army and marched to meet the Graver. But that felt like another life. Another woman. 

“I can’t,” she said softly. 

“Sorry?” 

“I’m honored,” Marilia said, unable to make herself look Ben in the eye, “but my place is here.” She paused, searching for a plausible excuse. “I should be here with you, and Catarina, and Camilline. My brother is inside Ulvannis’ walls. I…I have to face him.” 

Ben nodded reluctantly. “I suppose I can understand that. No matter; I’ll send someone else. Let’s see…Konos and Dartimaos. A bold young hero and a seasoned veteran. That should do it.” 

“If you don’t mind, husband, I think I’d like to dine in Marilia’s tent tonight,” Catarina said sweetly. “Just us ladies.” The look she gave him was decidedly frigid. 

Ben frowned, looking as if he might object. In the end, he threw up his hands. “Fine. Enjoy yourselves. If you remember how, that is.” 

“I suppose we’ll have to manage as best we can.” Catarina smiled tightly and made her way out of the tent, gesturing for Marilia to follow. Helplessly, Marilia trailed after the empress of Navessea. 

“I’m sorry,” Catarina said. “I just don’t think I could stand him a second longer. I love him, but he’s just…so…” she trailed off, unable to find a word big enough to contain the outsize personality that was Ben Espeleos. 

Marilia’s tent was empty when she arrived. Camilline was out—with Jariel, probably. She tried not to follow that line of thought too far. “Looks like it’s just us, then,” Catarina said, shrugging. 

“I was wondering if you’d try something with me,” Marilia said. She removed the Sharavayn figures from the drawer beside her bed and set them up on the floor. She and Catarina sat cross-legged and began to play, just as they had back in Svartennos City. 

Marilia frowned, leaning close over the pieces. It was never Svartana that helped me win at this game, she told herself. I played Sharavayn before I was ever Chrysathamere Reborn. I beat Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal. I knew this game as well as I knew myself, and that’s not just something you can forget overnight. Whatever is happening now, it’s all in my head. Tentatively, she reached out to move a battalion of knights towards Catarina’s right flank. 

She still wasn’t sure where this weakness had come from. But all those long hours of practice, all those strategies she’d learned from Karthtag-Kal’s books, they couldn’t be gone. They were inside her, just as they’d always been. They had to be. 

Come on, she urged herself. Catarina needs you. Svartennos needs you. Get yourself together. 

She took a deep breath. She focused on the pieces, willing them to show their secrets to her. 

You can do this. 

“Don’t hold back,” Marilia told Catarina. “Promise me.” 

“All right. I promise.” 

Every time Marilia had played as a girl, the game had pulled her in the way a lodestone draws metal. This time, it was more of an effort—like hurling herself headlong into a cold sea. But the effort was rewarded. For a moment, she felt something—a presence she’d thought she’d lost. Something waiting for her, buried in the recesses of her mind. The Lady Chrysathamere. 

Her sigh of relief was almost one of ecstasy. 

Then the wall fell upon her all at once, between one move and the next. It felt thin at first, like a panel of vellum—something frail enough that she hoped she could smash right through. But it grew and thickened as her panic took hold, until the Lady Chrysathamere was just a faint silhouette on the other side. Sweat beaded on her palms and her back. No…no, no, no… 

She drew back with a curse. The game was even, more or less, and beginning to tilt in Catarina’s favor. 

Catarina looked at her, concern on her face. “Still?” 

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I just…” the dread was a coiled serpent in her chest, tightening around her lungs, making it hard to breathe. She shook her head. “I can’t think the way I used to.” She got to her feet so quickly that the hem of her dress flicked out and caught the tail end of her army, knocking her commander to the floor where he lay, defeated. 

Catarina took her hand. “It’s all right,” she said gently. 

But it wasn’t. It was far from all right. They were attacking the greatest city in the world with just twelve thousand men. One misstep, and they could all end up dead. And, just as she’d feared, she was nothing more than dead weight. 

If the Graver came for them, there was nothing at all she could do to stop him. 



Chapter Thirty-One 




The sea shone in the moonlight, the silver-backed waves rolling into the distance where the humped spine of the islands and the bony masts of Senecal’s fleet cut swaths of darkness out of the stars. Most of the men were settling down to sleep, the last of the fires on the beach winking out, a couple orange embers glowing on the sand. 

Annuweth tasted the salt on his lips. The sand crunched under his boots as he made his way between the tents and dying campfires to the Vergana. Harbormaster Pyrgana was waiting for him at the foot of the gangplank. 

“Prefect? You wanted to see me?” 

“Harbormaster. Walk with me.” 

They made their way towards the water’s edge. Annuweth had stripped off his armor in favor of his black nobleman’s robes; the night air was soothing against his skin after the day’s stifling heat. 

They stopped where the sea met the shore, beyond the fading circle of the dying campfires’ light, staring out at the dark curtain of Senecal’s fleet. The sound of the breaking waves hid their words from anyone who might have been listening, though Annuweth didn’t think anyone was. There was nothing but empty, scraggly grass in both directions, and the nearest tent was many paces away. 

“What is it, Prefect?” 

Annuweth turned to face the harbormaster. How good a liar are you? He wondered. How would you fare at pirate’s dice? 

Let’s find out. 

“One of your men came to me this afternoon,” Annuweth said. “I won’t say who. I found him credible. He told me that you spoke at length to those deserters of Senecal’s your patrol picked up. He told me that they weren’t really deserters.” 

Before this confrontation, Annuweth had Thoryn make his rounds with Pyrgana’s men; he knew that Pyrgana had indeed spent a large amount of time closeted alone in his galley’s cabin with two of the supposed deserters. The rest of the story—that those men had been no deserters at all, but agents sent by Senecal to treat in secret with the harbormaster and sway him to Senecal’s cause—that was all guesswork. 

Annuweth saw a flicker of unease in Pyrgana’s eyes and thought that his guesswork was right. The man’s nervousness was there to read in every inch of him, if you knew how; in the way he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if the ground he stood on were less than sure; in the hunch of his shoulders; in the way his fingers fidgeted in his pockets. In the way he couldn’t quite seem to quite hold Annuweth’s gaze for any length of time. He was no dice-player, that much was certain. The more Annuweth watched him, the more confident he became. 

“I did. I questioned them, but of course they knew little of Senecal’s plans.” 

“They weren’t really deserters, though, were they?” 

“I’m not sure what you mean.” 

“I mean that they were there with a message from Senecal Ikaryn. A request—for you to switch sides. And you did, didn’t you?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Pyrgana’s body and voice were stiff. 

“What were you supposed to do, Pyrgana? Take us in the flank? Fall back and attack us from the rear? Tell me, do you really think that even if Senecal wins this battle, he’ll win the war? Rufyllys has legions at his command. What does Senecal have?” 

“Prefect, you’ve got me wrong.” 

“Have I? Swear it, then. On the honor of your house. On the gods. On the spirit of your father, may the dremmakin take you and your sons if you lie.” 

Pyrgana opened his mouth. He hesitated, and that hesitation was enough. 

Annuweth nodded in grim satisfaction. 

The two men faced each other in the moonlight. A dry hiss of air escaped Pyrgana’s lips. How hard it was, Annuweth thought, for men to swear to a lie —especially when their ancestors were involved. 

A change came over the harbormaster. His mask fell away. He bared his teeth; for a moment, with his eyes painted silver and his hate plain on his face, he might almost have been a dremmakin from a childhood tale of terror. 

“It was the left flank,” he spat. 

“I thought it might be.” 

“Your emperor sent his whore of a sister to threaten me,” he snarled. “Go on, then; tell the world my greatest regret. I slept with my sister-by-marriage! Would you like me to yell it to the stars, Prefect? My brother and his wife are both dead. Dead three weeks ago, killed by the same sickness. My secrets can’t hurt them anymore. The only thing I have to lose is my pride, but what are my scandals compared to Rufyllys Vergana’s? Compared to yours? I’d lose far more than my pride if I stayed loyal to your usurper.” Pyrgana took a deep breath. As his outburst subsided, the fear began to set in; Annuweth saw the man’s hands tremble. 

They stood for a long while without speaking, listening to the lapping of the waves on the shore, a sound like hopes shattering. Pyrgana’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. He looked as though he regretted his outburst. Now he stood alone, exposed, in the middle of the Navessean fleet. His hand twitched towards his sword. 

Annuweth felt a small swell of pity for Pyrgana. Here before him was a proud man who had been shamefully used, threatened with blackmail. A man used to standing, forced to his knees. 

But there was no room for such pity, or for remorse. No room for weakness of any kind. If he had failed to discover Pyrgana’s trick, the harbormaster would have destroyed him, along with the rest of his fleet. Then he and Senecal would have sailed on to wage war against Rufyllys and Petrea. 

If he were Marilia, he might have tried to sway the Harbormaster’s loyalty back his way, to mend the wound Petrea’s blackmail had caused with apologies and soft words. He could still picture his sister standing atop the hill overlooking her army, imploring her warlords not to rape, or murder, or burn the homes of peasants. 

That had always been Marilia’s greatest flaw; in the middle of a savage world, she had tried to be something nobler. She had nearly died for it. She had nearly taken him with her. 

“You have to understand, Harbormaster…I mean to win this battle. Whatever it takes.” Annuweth’s voice was as cold and unforgiving as the black-capped waves in the sea. 

“What are you going to do?” Pyrgana asked, a slight quaver in his own voice. 

“Your sons are here with you, aren’t they? Your eldest and your second?” 

Pyrgana said nothing. 

“Here’s what’s going to happen. Your ships are going to sail with mine tomorrow on the left. You are going to pretend to pull back to attack our flank. But you won’t. Instead, you’ll wait until Senecal moves in, and you will attack his right flank instead. You will tell your commanders to do the same, and you will make sure they all follow my orders. You will do all that because your two sons will be sailing with me on the Vergana. A position of honor, to serve under the direct command of their emperor’s prefect. My lieutenants and Governor Gurges will be watching you, Harbormaster. If you make any move against me, no matter how small, one son will die. If you persist in your treachery, the other will follow him. Their bodies will not be burned. They’ll be thrown in the sea for the razorfish and dremmakin to gnaw on.” 

Pyrgana stared at him in horror. “You are a monster, aren’t you?” 

“Yes,” Annuweth said. “I am.” 

Pyrgana glared at him but didn’t dare speak. 

“Let me explain something to you—I want this war to end. That’s all. And I will kill whoever I have to in order to make that happen. I didn’t want to kill Ilruyn, but I did. I don’t want to kill you or your sons, but believe me when I say I will kill all of you if you make me. What happens next is up to you.” He looked Pyrgana in the eye. “Take some comfort from this—this was a private conversation. I told Gurges and my lieutenants not to trust you, obviously, but I could have done more. I could have proclaimed your treachery before all the world. I could have taken my revenge and told everyone what you did with your brother’s wife. But I didn’t. I don’t care about revenge. I only care about winning. Fight with me tomorrow, play your part well, and we can forget this. You can have sail home to Osurris and live your life and I’ll sail back to Ulvannis to live mine. And the empire will survive.” He turned away. “I’ll have someone sent to your ship tonight with further instructions.” 

He walked back the way he’d come, the shadows eating the ground before him as the moon fled behind a cloud. 




*** 




Annuweth rose early at dawn the following day. He made his way down to the beach, where he stripped to a loincloth. With the surf playing around his ankles, he went through his paces just as Karthtag-Kal had taught him. High guard, low guard, high again. The sun struck sparks off the tips of the waves. 

The camp stirred and came to life around him. Knights in armor clambered up onto the decks of their galleys, oarsmen disappeared into the holds. 

He made sure not to tire himself. It would be a long day. He worked himself just enough so that his muscles loosened, so that his blood ran quicker. Then he returned to the cabin of his ship, where he dressed himself in a simple black tunic and breeches. Over that went a padded leather vest, and over that, the scratched and battered plates of his prefect’s armor. His short-sword on one hip, his father’s two-handed dueling blade on the other. He took a prayer candle and a shard of flint from the drawer beside his sleeping cot. 

He paused with his hand on the flint, turning the rough edge between his fingers. He glanced out the window at the sky, nearly cloudless, with the sun rising in earnest now, shimmering and distorted as it crested the waves to the east. 

“No,” he said, tipping the candle onto its side and putting the flint back in its drawer. “No, I don’t think so, Nelos; this time I’ll do it alone.” 

He stepped out of the cabin to find his knights waiting for him. 

He drew Nelos Dartimaos’ sword. “Let’s finish this.” 

The oars creaked as the rowers heaved; the drummer started a swift beat. The Navessean fleet slipped into the sea, forming up into a long line three galleys thick. 

Men loaded the ballistae with spears as long as a man was tall; at the end of each spear was a metal hoop threaded with a thick rope. When the barbed spikes at the end of the ballistae bit into the sides of the enemy ships, winches on the sides of each weapon could be turned to haul the enemy in, allowing the knights of the Order of Jade to board them. 

Today, if everything went to plan, the Vergana’s knights wouldn’t be doing any boarding; Annuweth couldn’t risk exposing his flagship to the center of the fray, not when Pyrgana’s two sons were sitting atop his cabin near the drummer, disarmed and under the watchful eye of two of his best swordsmen. If the Vergana fell, the harbormaster’s incentive to stay loyal would sink with it. 

For that reason, Annuweth kept himself to the center-rear of the formation. Morgarmir would lead this charge. He had all but begged Annuweth for the honor; no one could fault the man’s enthusiasm. 

The wind was towards them, and it carried the lieutenant’s voice with it, a wordless, animal howl. Annuweth peered ahead and he could see the man standing at the prow of his ship, waving his sword in his hand, urging the fleet forward. 

Morgarmir’s men began to chant. It was an eerie cry, swelling to a crescendo one moment than falling to silence the next, as swiftly and completely as if a string had been cut; a call like the cry of a man breaking from the throes of a nightmare to stare blindly into the dark. The sound made the hairs on the back of Annuweth’s neck stand up. It was a simple battle-chant, with no mention of gods or empire, of crowns or traitors or right of law. It was something older, and, in its own way, truer than any law of men ever could be. One word, over and over—Zantos. The name of the God of Death. 

Annuweth nodded grimly. “Zantos,” he muttered. Listening to the sound of that chant, a howl like the wind the Book of the Gods said would come to scour the world clean when men broke faith with the gods, he thought he understood mad Morgarmir-Hai a little better. 

Burn it all down and start over, he thought. Just like Petrea said—the past was dead. Senecal, his men, his false god, his traitor allies—Annuweth would wipe them all away and when they were gone and forgotten Petrea and Rufyllys’ new empire could rise from the ashes like a dragon from its shell. 

Voices whispered to him—you killed his son. Is it any wonder he’s risen up against you? Wouldn’t you have done the same? 

These men you’re about to kill—aren’t they your own people? 

He drowned them out. Doubt was the commander’s first and final enemy, and he could not afford to let it reach him. 

The rage he’d felt the day he’d killed Vexaryn came back to him. He welcomed it. He wrapped it around him like a cloak, fastened it about himself like a suit of armor. He yelled, a cry not unlike Morgarmir’s that made the men around him jump, a cry against the world and the Fates and the gods themselves. He filled his ears with the chant of death. 

Some hated battle. Marilia did; she had told him as much. Annuweth longed for it now. 

With your sword in your hand, in that moment when you stood upon the thread between life and death, you could be anyone at all. So much was complicated—the politics and backstabbing of the capitol, the laws of succession, right and wrong, duty and love. But a sword cutting at your flesh—that was simple. Defend or bleed. Kill or be killed. Something even the beasts of the land and sea knew well. 

A man is never so alive as when faced with death. It was a trite expression from one of those books Teacher had made him wallow through. Didn’t make it any less true, though. 

Instead, today, he was forced to hang back, to watch and command. Fortunately, directing a battle was in many ways just like swordplay—an attack here, a parry there, and the stakes were as high as they could be. It was enough to fill the entirety of his thoughts. Enough to blot out the rest of the world. 

Senecal’s fleet fanned out from the shelter of their islands, unwinding like a vast ribbon to fill the waters ahead. Sure enough, there were more ships than had been guessed—mercenaries among his ranks. But what caught Annuweth’s eye—what made him lean over the edge of the rail, wide-eyed—was the ship leading Senecal’s fleet. 

Senecal’s flagship was a monstrosity. There was no other word for it. It was seven decks tall, its hull painted black except for the prow, which was painted in the likeness of a razorfish’s head, jaws open, eyes glaring with lazy cruelty at the imperial fleet. From between its red, toothy jaws the ship’s ram jutted, making the sea ripple. “That is one big fucking beast,” a man at Annuweth’s side muttered, and Annuweth had to agree. It must have cost a small fortune. 

Ballistae lined the Beast’s rails, but there were other weapons there, too—at least he supposed they were weapons—of a make he had never seen before: black metal tubes angled steeply upwards, as if they meant to shoot the sky rather than an enemy ship. 

Annuweth heard an uneasy mutter around him, whispers of black magic and dremmakin. He turned to face his men. “He’s just a man,” he said. “He’s not the Emperor of the Sun, or dremmakin-cursed, or a sorcerer or anything else. Just a man with a big ship and too small a fleet.” 

To the left of the imperial formation, the harbormaster’s ships were starting to drift to the side, separating from the main force, angling to take Annuweth’s fleet in the flank. All part of the plan; Senecal would see it and think it his opportunity to attack. What a surprise it would be when his erstwhile ally turned on his own flank instead. 

“We’re going to win,” Annuweth shouted. Fear was, right now, Senecal’s last, best advantage. The fear that came with a deadly reputation. Annuweth would not let that fear infect his men. “We are the dragons!” he brandished his sword. “We are the sword of the emperor! We are the messengers of the God of Death! Zantos!” 

And his men took up the chant, too. The rowers increased their speed, and the ship sped into the wave-tossed gulf, the distance between the two fleets shrinking, devoured by a thousand bites of the straining oars. 

These fools keep throwing themselves on my sword, he thought. Karthtag-Kal. Ilruyn. Vexaryn. Senecal, now. They never learn. I have enough aeder for all of them, and more besides. 

He laughed. A couple of the men closest to him drew back, they must have seen something on his face that frightened them. “Zantos!” he yelled, and then, louder: “ZANTOS!” 

Senecal was charging, too, as sure of his victory as Annuweth’s men were of theirs. 

To the left of the battlefield, Pyrgana’s galleys finished their slow rotation. They began to move forwards again, driving towards the flank. Whose flank? Annuweth thought, and he experienced a brief moment of doubt. Blackmail had failed once to move Pyrgana. What if it failed again? The man had the power to undo their entire strategy. All he had to do was sacrifice his two eldest sons. 

But Pyrgana proved true. It was Senecal’s fleet his ships fell upon, Senecal’s galleys that splintered beneath the force of his rams, Senecal’s knights who wailed in dismay. And as Senecal’s right flank foundered in confusion, the two fleets closed ranks. 

Annuweth shouted commands; the navigator at the stern waved his flags, signaling the surrounding ships. Here, a couple of galleys moved to shore up a gap in their lines; there, a wounded ship withdrew as two others provided cover in the form of a hail of arrows and ballistae bolts. 

It was his first command, his first true try at tactics. And yes, it wasn’t entirely a fair fight, given Senecal’s rather severe numerical disadvantage, but even so… 

It was going beautifully. 

It turned out he didn’t need the candles or the spirits his sister after all. 

He was enough. 

I’ll be enough for you, too, Marilia, he thought, a silent promise. Once Senecal’s gone, I’ll make you kneel, too. 

To Annuweth’s right, Gurges’ men sparred with their enemy on even footing; the chaos Pyrgana had provoked on the other side of the formation had not yet made itself felt there. The left part of Senecal’s fleet would be the last to break. 

Directly ahead, Morgarmir’s ships fell on the Emperor of the Sun like a hammer. Senecal’s Beast plowed right on ahead, too big and too full of momentum to be stopped, but the lesser galleys foundered in the face of Morgarmir’s attack. 

To the left, Thoryn’s ships had even more success, carving through Senecal’s disordered flank like an aeder dagger opening the throat of a sacrificial yoba. 

Annuweth allowed himself a small smile. 

That was when he caught sight of Senecal. 

The man was just a distant figure, glimpsed in the gap between two dueling galleys. But Annuweth knew it was him; he was dressed in yellow-gold armor like the sun, and the crest atop his helm was big enough, and pretentious enough, to belong to no man else. He stepped to the front of the prow, his commander at his side. 

And the two of them burst into flames. 

Annuweth gasped despite himself. The men went up like torches, belching smoke. It was as if Viveos himself had struck them with his lantern’s heat. 

Senecal and Optakim were the first, but they weren’t the last. All across the deck of Senecal’s ship, men ignited. They began to scream, a howl even more chilling than Morgarmir’s death-chant. 

“By the gods…” a knight beside Annuweth muttered. “He’s mad! They’re all mad!” 

“They’re screaming…” the drummer muttered, so shocked that he had lost the beat. 

But they weren’t screaming. They were laughing. A wild, ravenous cackle like the sound fire itself might make if it could laugh. 

They weren’t screaming, and they weren’t dying, either. Somehow, impossibly, Senecal still stood, surrounded in fire but miraculously unburnt. 

For a moment Annuweth lost sight of him as one of his own galleys drifted across his field of vision, pulling free from ramming a hole in the belly of one of Senecal’s. When the galley passed, the sight that greeted Annuweth was one out of the stories his mother had used to tell him to get him to behave. Tales of the black sands, and the ghouls that lived there, and the Mountain of Fire where their king feasted on the souls of the damned. 

Liquid fire belched from the funnels on the sides of Senecal’s ships. Morgarmir’s galley, some ways distant, managed to swerve away; those Navessean ships closest to the Beast had no chance. The fire rolled over them, and now there was screaming on the air, the agonized sound of men discovering the worst pain they would ever feel in their lives. 

Annuweth had seen the priestesses of Shavennya feed the Sacred Flame with some special, secret concoction of draleen oil infused with the gods-knew-what, to make it dance during festivals. But whatever deadly mixture Senecal had found put even Shavennya’s priestesses to shame. 

Senecal’s ship turned slowly, ponderously, like a tiger toying with its prey. All around it, Navessean galleys burned, timbers cracking, hulls belching smoke like blood from an open wound, dying men hurling themselves into the sea. 

“It’s…it’s heading right for us,” the drummer muttered, sounding dazed. 

It was. 

One moment, there was a wall of ships between them and Senecal. The next, they were gone. The iron tubes turned, the liquid fire arced out, raking across the decks, scattering men like so many insects. 

Somehow, surrounded by all that fire, Senecal’s Beast refused to burn. Perhaps whatever glossy black substance adorned its hull was more than just simple paint. Perhaps—and the thought came to Annuweth no matter how hard he tried to force it away—there was a touch of black magic in Senecal Ikaryn after all. 

“Hard right,” Annuweth shouted. “Hard right!” 

A blazing ship drifted into the Beast’s path. The Beast went right through it like a fist through paper, turning the hull to kindling, splitting the fire-ravaged deck in two. A gush of sparks turned to ash where they met the cold water. 

The oars groaned as the Vergana wheeled right towards the relative safety of Gurges’ ships. Morgarmir’s men, previously so bold, were fleeing. The sight of Senecal Ikaryn standing on the prow, laughing as he burned, and the destruction wrought by his fire-ballistae was enough to put terror into even the bravest hearts. 

“Sandaros!” Senecal yelled, his voice echoing across the bay. “If you want to beat a dragon, cut off its head.” 

The deck beneath Annuweth’s feet shuddered as a ballista bolt drove into it. A second later, the wood shivered with two more impacts. The ropes went taut; the Vergana listed to the side. They were caught, as surely as a fish on an angler’s line. The Beast began to reel them in. 

Morgarmir saw the danger; Annuweth could hear his horns blowing, see the navigator at his stern frantically waving his flags, urging the surrounding galleys to hurry to the Vergana’s aid. But Senecal’s mercenaries sped into the gap, forcing Morgarmir’s ships back, sending one listing into the sea. The ships of the imperial fleet, caught off-guard by Senecal’s brutal assault, were so busy fending for their lives that they could hardly come to their prefect’s aid. 

Except for one. 

Annuweth recognized the four-decker by the markings on its prow, golden eyes painted above the ram. Gold—a color that Cyrdoreth, the wealthiest house in Navessea, had always held in high regard. 

“Thoryn…” he breathed. 

Thoryn Cyrdoreth aimed his galley for a gap between two mercenary ships and, with the noble valor of the doomed, charged full speed for the Beast’s stern. 

“No!” Annuweth gritted his teeth. “Don’t do it, you brave stupid bastard…” 

Thoryn’s ship slipped past a mercenary galley that moved to cut it off. Like an arrow loosed from a god’s own bow, he slammed into the Beast on the right side, shearing through seven rows of oars and leaving a crack in the hull. The impact sent the other galley into a spin; its ropes tangled. 

The move bought the Vergana a few crucial seconds. Annuweth had knights over the rail already, hacking at the ropes that bound them to Senecal as arrows loosed from the enemy ship peppered the hull around them and embedded themselves in their armor. 

One rope fell away, then another. 

Thoryn withdrew, his galley turning to begin its retreat. 

“Come on…” Annuweth’s eyes stung with smoke and sweat and the sheer numbing effort of refusing to blink, lest he miss a single moment. His hands were knotted into fists at his side, his heart beating wildly. 

For a second it seemed Thoryn would manage to escape. Then the Beast righted itself. A gout of flame burst from the barrel of one of its fire-ballistae and raked across the deck of Thoryn’s ship. 

The stench, even from this distance, was nauseating. Annuweth felt his stomach heave. He spat a mixture of phlegm, salt, and bile over the railing. Thoryn’s galley spun away like a savaged animal, spilling men and ash into the water. Annuweth could only begin to guess whether his friend was alive or dead. 

This wasn’t battle—this wasn’t what he’d longed for when he’d sat at the prow, watching Morgarmir do his fighting for him. This was carnage, pure and simple, a horror that no minstrel would sing of, an ugliness no Chronicler could find the words to tell of. Whatever passion he’d felt drained out of him, leaving him empty and cold, like the smoking remains of a dead candle. “Nelos…” he muttered. 

But his father’s spirit was gone. Had been gone for a long time, if he was being honest. Whatever strength had possessed him to cut down Vexaryn’s knights and put fear into Stellos’ eyes was a strength that did not come from the House of White Sands or any spirit that lived there. It was a brute, dremmakin’s might. And now, even that had deserted him. In the face of Senecal’s fury, he was only a boy in a suit of armor, playing at being a knight. 

His legs trembled and he clutched at the railing to keep himself from falling. 

“Last bolt clear!” one of the knights who had ventured over the rail called out. “We’re free. Haul me back up!” More knights, legs braced against the rail, tugged at the rope the man had fastened about his waist. The drummer picked up his rhythm again, and the Vergana began to pull away from the Beast. 

Not quickly enough. The knight was halfway over the rail when a ballista bolt slammed into him from behind, ripping through his back, pinning him to the side of the ship. He coughed pieces of his lungs onto Annuweth’s boots. A second bolt followed the first, and a third, and once again they were being reeled in, the black mass of Senecal’s flagship looming above them, those dreaded fire-ballistae aiming their way. This time there was no Thoryn Cyrdoreth to try to save them. Senecal stood at the prow, the flames that had enveloped him fading at last. Whatever sorcery his dark priestess had blessed him with had finally run its course. But the damage was done; her spell had served its purpose. 

We’re fucked, Annuweth thought. 

He glanced back towards the cabin, where Pyrgana’s sons sat, wide-eyed and breathless, two of Annuweth’s knights still standing guard behind them. One of those knights met Annuweth’s gaze. Annuweth briefly considered shouting the command that would end the two young men’s lives; if they somehow survived the chaos and escaped onto Senecal’s ship, and Pyrgana learned they were safe, there would be nothing preventing him from doing to Annuweth’s fleet what he’d just done to Senecal’s. 

Then again, if Pyrgana’s sons died under Annuweth’s guard, there would be nothing stopping him from joining Senecal, either. 

If we’re fucked either way, what’s the point of adding the blood of two boys on top of all the rest of it? The younger of the two was still only sixteen. 

He was still pondering the question when he saw one of his knights raise his sword. 

He opened his mouth to tell the man to wait!—just let me think, but choked on ash; he couldn’t find his voice. 

The green aeder sword descended, and one of Pyrgana’s sons crumpled to the deck. The other lunged for the railing and got a short-sword between the ribs; he fell beside his brother. 

Senecal leaned over the Beast’s rail, heedless of the arrows that whistled past him. One struck him in the chest and stuck there, just below the rim of his helmet. He laughed, a perfectly deranged sound. “Greetings, prefect. We’re all only the ash the sun leaves behind,” he said. 

The Vergana’s drummer’s mallets fell from his hands and rolled across the deck. He stared up at the fire-ballista as it began to glow and smoke. “It’s so…big…” he said dazedly. 

Annuweth had known such pure, animal terror only twice in his life. Once, when he lay beneath Horselord Castaval’s wooden sword, his body wearing away, his death creeping up on him by inches. A second time, when he’d knelt on the bloody deck of Livenneth’s ship, struggling to keep a Tyracian knife from his throat, watching as his commander and his knights died in front of him. 

He threw himself sideways. The fire raked across the deck. The drummer’s shrill, agonized scream made his heart freeze. A second blast of flame followed the first. The wood of the deck warped and cracked in the heat. Annuweth drew in a breath and hot smoke filled his lungs. He fell, choking, against the railing. A man stumbled towards him—the drummer, his eyes wide in the charred mess of his face. He reached for Annuweth and Annuweth took his hand. The skin parted, slipping from the man’s muscle and bone like a glove. He fell on his back and Annuweth stared stupidly at the folds of flesh bubbling between his fingers. 

“But…” he said. “But we were winning…” 

Men staggered across the deck. Annuweth saw a man beating at his face with hands that wept blood in the heat. Another was struggling to end his own life, his blistered fingers shaking so badly that he couldn’t get his hand around his short-sword. A flurry of sparks danced across the deck, leaving the wood smoldering. Black smoke billowed around him, hiding the sky, leaving them mired in shadow, in a place beyond the sight of the gods. 

The fire-ballistae were pointing his way. He stumbled towards the railing, tripped on a dying man, and fell on his face, his face landing on a baking hot yoba-shell plate. The pain sent its claws through him. He howled and rolled away. 

From somewhere far above, he heard a voice yelling, “that’s the last of the Thyrian sorcerer’s fire, your majesty. Our reserve’s used up.” 

Senecal’s voice: “very well. We’ll finish them by hand.” 

There was the thud of a gangplank striking the Vergana’s railing. 

Get up, a voice in Annuweth’s head urged him. Get up now. He’s going to kill you! 

With a mighty effort, he forced himself to his knees. Senecal’s knights were starting down the gangplank, Optakim in front, his aeder sword reflecting the firelight, a shimmering brand in his hand. A burning man sprinted past, screaming as he hurled himself over the side of the ship. 

Snatches of time slipped away from him, one moment rushing forward into the next, pieces of memory shaved away as if carved up by a sword. One moment Optakim was halfway down the plank; the next the commander was on the deck and a man was dying at the end of his sword, coughing his blood into the sea. In the next Annuweth was on the deck of another ship, watching Livenneth die, the razorfish circling. He blinked again and Senecal was there, marching towards him. Ilruyn was screaming, Marilia crying his name. His own drawn sword was in his hand, though he could not recall reaching for it, and wasn’t sure if the sword he was seeing existed now or in the past. 

Do something! Do something, you useless bastard. Snap out of it. 

He thought of Petrea, of her tears upon learning that he’d died at sea, slaughtered like an animal on the deck of his own ship. The thought snapped him back to himself, suddenly, like a bowstring releasing. 

He levered himself up, the point of his sword gouging the wood of the deck. “Knights of the Order,” he croaked. “To me.” And what was left of them did their best to rally, staggering out of the smoke, puffy-eyed and soot-stained. They formed up to face the advance of Senecal’s soldiers. 

“Zantos!” Annuweth cried, or tried to; the smoke caught in his lungs and he doubled over, coughing. By the time he’d straightened, the two sides were already closing. 

The man in front of Annuweth went down, neck opened to the bone, and Senecal Ikaryn stepped over his corpse. 

“Hello, Prefect.” His smile was chilling. 

Annuweth searched for the sense of focused rage that had propelled him earlier and came up empty. All he found inside was fear that turned his guts to water. 

He threw himself at the would-be emperor. One of Senecal’s men got in his way and Annuweth’s sword—the blade that had been Nelos Dartimaos’—split the man’s helmet and cut into his skull. In the second it took him to wrench it clear, Senecal attacked, slashing at Annuweth’s throat. Annuweth jerked his head back and twisted aside, freeing his sword in the same motion. He used the momentum of that pull to spin around, taking another slash against the armor that guarded his back, whipping his sword down at Senecal’s neck. Senecal ducked the blow. 

Just one man, he thought. Kill him, and he could make things right. If the empire was a chariot, teetering on the rim of one wheel, hurtling towards ruin, killing Senecal was the means to restore the balance. 

The two squared off, Annuweth breathing hard, Senecal fresher, but with his face beaded with sweat, no doubt from the heat of the fire that had somehow not burned him to ashes. 

“Come on,” Annuweth growled. 

They moved at the same time and their blades locked together at the hilt. Annuweth strained against the larger man, trying to throw him back, but Senecal’s strength was like aeder. Their blades ground together, the guards scraping. 

The deck pitched sideways as the Vergana was struck—by what, Annuweth had no idea—and the tilt of the ground gave Senecal the edge. He forced his blade past Annuweth’s guard and towards his neck. Annuweth felt the aeder scrape against the bottom of his helmet, searching for the gap between helmet and breastplate. 

He fell backwards, taking a shallow cut to the side of the neck as he landed on his side on the deck. He rolled as he hit the ground, the slippery, tilted surface of the deck lending him speed. He heard a rough thunk as Senecal’s blade gouged the deck where he’d been just a second before. As he came out of the roll, his blade snapped up, purely on instinct, just in time to catch Senecal’s descending sword. His other hand went to his belt. He drew his short-sword and slashed in one movement; he was rewarded with a grunt of pain as his blade found the gap between two plates of armor near Senecal’s knee. The blade came away red and Annuweth had just a second to think, with some satisfaction, that the Emperor of the Sun did bleed, after all. 

On his knees, with a sword in each hand, he couldn’t muster enough strength to properly block the next swing of Senecal’s sword, which broke past his guard and hit him in the shoulder. He felt a spark of pain in his left arm and when he shoved his way to his feet, he saw that the deck beneath him was spotted with blood. 

He came up off his knee in a low lunge, the short-sword leading the way. The blade slammed into Senecal’s armor, leaving a dent in the plates as it skated off to the side, pinned by Senecal’s elbow as the false emperor brought his arm down. He jammed the hilt of his sword forward into Annuweth’s face, striking Annuweth’s nose guard, bending it in painfully towards the bridge of his nose. Annuweth stumbled back, his eyes watering— 

And out of the corner of his eye, he saw Optakim coming at him from the side. 

He whirled…not quickly enough. He managed to turn aside Optakim’s slash with his short-sword, but the knight barreled into him so hard that he went flying back against the railing of the galley. 

“I’ve got him, your majesty!” The commander yelled. 

Winded as he was, Annuweth could hardly deny the assessment. But Optakim’s over-eagerness turned out to be his downfall. As Annuweth slipped the commander’s next blow, Optakim’s blade stuck in the galley’s railing. Just for a moment, but it was enough for Annuweth to drive his short-sword into the man’s shoulder, where the cuirass met the arm, where the armor was weak. It went through the man’s leather vest and into his flesh. Optakim’s arm went limp and he staggered back with a groan, taking Annuweth’s short-sword with him. 

Annuweth raised his dueling sword in both hands— 

Senecal stepped forward, closing the distance between them before Annuweth could ready his guard. His arm pumped twice. Annuweth’s head snapped back. In his ears, he heard the hungry roar of the sea. Above, the black smoke warred with the pale blue of the sky, and the black was winning. 

The deck hit his knees with the force of a speeding chariot. His head burned where the pommel of Senecal’s sword had struck him. The last thing he heard as the scorched and bloodied deck lurched up to meet him was Senecal’s cry of triumph. 



Chapter Thirty-Two 




Konos and Aerael Dartimaos took close to six thousand men and made their way north towards the highlands, where they would await the Graver’s army. The rest of Ben’s forces continued their march west. 

Marilia could feel the anticipation building like a charge in the air, like heat lightning in the dead of summer. Ulvannis was drawing near. Ben’s army wound its way through the foothills that Marilia had first crossed with Annuweth and Karthtag-Kal years ago, after she’d escaped Tyracium. She felt the hairs rise along her arms; the route was uncannily familiar. She recognized the willows that grew along the riverside, the shape of the distant mountains. Even the smell of the grass was the same as she remembered it. If she closed her eyes, she could picture herself back inside the swaying, yoba-drawn carriage, watching the world drift by, listening to the steady rumble of Karthtag-Kal’s voice. Annuweth beside her, his face eager as he leaned his head out the window, drinking in the world with his eyes. 

In her chest there was a wordless pain like the ripple of lightning through still water, fanning out until it had woven itself through every part of her. She hadn’t just lost her father and her brother; she’d lost the happy memories of them, too. Those memories had been changed by what came after, like the page of an ancient book forever scarred by the rain. Even when the sun’s warmth returned, the scars remained; the rough and cracked vellum, the black smears of ink. Not even the finest artisan in the empire could fix what had been broken. 

The heavens darkened as Viveos shaded his lantern from the sight of men. Clouds covered the sky and a chill wind made the trees on the hills shiver and bend. The soldiers whispered that a storm was coming. 

On the evening of the third day, a messenger came from the city; the princess Petrea was waiting on a hill a mile outside the walls in the shelter of her carriage. She wanted to speak with the Lady Chrysathamere. 

“It could be a trap,” Ben warned. 

But as Marilia rode closer, galloping ahead with Septakim and two Flower Company knights at her side, she saw that Petrea’s carriage stood alone, surrounded by vast, empty space. The carriage was open-- shaded from the sun and rain by a thick canvas awning, but with its contents clearly visible. In this case, those contents were only one woman, her hair coiled artfully atop her head to avoid the attentions of the wind. There were only two guards present, one green-armored knight on either side of the carriage. Not a trap, then. 

Marilia waved her guards back. Petrea did the same. Marilia spurred her horse forwards until she stood beside the carriage. The white flag of parley flew from one of the awning’s supports, snapping in the wind. 

“Come,” Petrea said. “Sit with me.” 

Her heartbeat quickening, Marilia slid from the saddle and seated herself across from Petrea, her armor creaking as she folded her hands in her lap, waiting. Petrea looked her usual beautiful, composed self. But beneath the grace and the kwammakin cream and the jasmine oil in her hair, Marilia thought she looked worn. Frayed and ragged, like a habithra sash worn one too many times. Whether it was guilt eating at her or something else, Marilia wasn’t sure. Maybe fear. Could Ben be right? —was Ulvannis unstable, like a fire mountain, ready to burst and hurl Rufyllys Vergana from his throne? 

“What did you want to talk about?” Marilia asked. 

“I wanted first of all to say I was so sorry about what happened to your father.” 

“What happened? It didn’t just happen.” Marilia shook her head. “Your brother ordered Ilruyn’s death, and Karthtag-Kal tried to stop it. Then my brother killed him, too. That’s what happened. Unless the accounts I’ve read are wrong, somehow?” 

Petrea paused, and Marilia wondered if she might deny it. But it had been witnessed by the entire senate and many other lords and ladies; denying it would achieve nothing. She dipped her head in assent. “Marilia, I’m so sorry.” 

Marilia kept her face clear of emotion. “If that’s what you wanted to say first of all, what did you want to say second of all? Did you come for your brother? To negotiate for him? Or did you come on your own?” 

“I wanted to ask you to tell Ben Espeleos to remove his army from this city,” Petrea said. “Marilia…what happened to Karthtag-Kal…” – Marilia felt a sudden hot stab behind her eyes at the sound of his name on Petrea’s lips – “nothing I say can make it right. I know that. But you’re the strategist. You have to know this is a war you cannot win. You have to turn back. As a friend…” 

Marilia’s voice rose sharply. “You’re not my friend. Not if you had any part of this. And you did, didn’t you? You hated Ilruyn. You could have pulled it all off—you and your secrets. You would have been a valuable resource for your brother—a means to help win all those governors and senators to his side. You helped make this…all this…happen.” 

“Marilia, my brother is clever. He’s capable of making alliances on his own.” 

“All right, then. If you’re really my friend, you do what you asked me to do. Convince your brother to step down and surrender his throne. Or if he won’t, then come and help us. If you stood against him, he might think twice about where he stands. I can promise you this—neither you nor he nor my brother would be harmed if you did that. You’d all be spared if you surrender, if he steps down…” 

Petrea’s jaw tightened. She shook her head. “No, Marilia. My brother is the rightful heir. The crown would have been his, if Ilruyn hadn’t got in the way.” 

“Rightful? There’s nothing rightful about what he did.” 

“I love my brother. I stand with him. I will always stand with him. Do you understand?” 

“Enough about your brother, then. What about mine? Is he in there right now?” 

“He’s dealing with Senecal Ikaryn,” Petrea said, and something about the way she said it made Marilia think that maybe things weren’t going so well for him. Maybe; it was hard to tell. Petrea had always been hard to read. 

“What made him throw in with you?” Marilia demanded. Petrea hesitated, leaning back on her cushion. Her eyes were guarded. “Was it you? I’ve thought and thought about it, but I can’t think of what else it could have been. It was, wasn’t it?” 

“What is the point of this? It won’t bring your father back.” 

“You were the one who mentioned that we were friends. As your former friend, don’t you think you owe me that much? To tell me why my father is dead? If you want peace, then why don’t we start there? Help me make peace with that. Did you fuck my brother?” she asked harshly. 

“I loved him, actually. And he loves me.” Petrea looked at her earnestly. “He wanted to be with me, Marilia…and I wanted to be with him…but my father wanted me for Ilruyn.” 

“And I’m supposed to believe there was no way for you to be together without you murdering a lot of good people?” 

“Ilruyn wanted me for his own. If he’d been emperor, we never would have had a chance. But we never meant to murder anyone. It was Ilruyn who refused to give in. He would have had your father lock us all in prison, or worse.” 

“So, a reluctant traitor, then? Treason as a last resort? You couldn’t have worked anything else out? I guess Ilruyn, the man who not only forgave me for humiliating him, but encouraged Livenneth to make me lieutenant, who was always so generous—he just couldn’t have seen reason, right?” Her voice was biting. “No way to talk things out at all. And all this was because you loved my brother so much?” She looked Petrea in the eye, measuring, evaluating. Once, she’d been blinded by this woman’s charms. Not anymore. She shook her head. “No. I don’t believe you. I don’t know what parts of what you said are lies, but I know some of it is. That’s what you do—tell people what you think they need to hear. Manipulate them so they give you what you want, whether it be a secret or something else. That’s what you did to me, right? Those years ago, in the garden, when you had me beat Ilruyn for you, and who cares what the aftermath is? After all, it’s not on your shoulders.” 

Petrea regarded her. There was a flicker of something in her eyes. Something Marilia couldn’t place. “That day was a mistake,” she said. 

“Yes. Because you like to keep your cards close, keep your true spirit hidden. And that day you slipped. You showed me what you are.” 

“I didn’t come here to discuss what’s already happened,” Petrea said. “I came to talk about what happens next.” 

“And you just expect me to forget that you…” 

“I expect you to forget nothing. I expect you’ll carry that wound in your heart for the rest of your days, and I’m sorry for it. But I’m asking you not to think with your heart but with your head. The Marilia I know would recognize that this is folly.” 

Marilia got to her feet. “Even knowing what you are, and what you did to my brother, I tried to stop Ben marching,” she said. “Maybe I don’t have quite as much sway as you think.” 

“Maybe,” Petrea said quietly, and now it was her turn to look doubtful. “Marilia—I will defend my brother’s reign. Whatever it takes. If I have to turn the world against you, I will. If I have to kill Ben…or you…I will.” 

Marilia swung back into the saddle. “Duly noted.” She turned and galloped away. 




*** 




The rain come the following day. It began to pour as they reached the end of the foothills and began their passage across the open plain that fronted Ulvannis. The water fell like a curtain of dark silk, a widow’s mourning veil. It rattled against the armor of the knights and rolled down the leather vests of the shield-men. It dampened Marilia’s hair and dripped into her eyes and when she opened her mouth she tasted it on her tongue. The stalks of grass bent beneath its weight, bowing towards the earth. Through the water, far in the distance, she could just make out the capitol, a hunched shape half-seen through the rain, an island in the storm. A distant rumble of thunder heralded their approach. 

Marilia shivered in the cold damp, looking sideways to Camilline, whose skirts were already turning heavy with rainwater. 

“We’re almost there,” she whispered. 

Ben brought the column to a halt. He, Catarina, Marilia, Camilline, and the other strategoi who traveled near the head of the column paused atop the crest of the hill, staring out at the city they meant to conquer. It was a majestic sight. The clouds roiled. Marilia imagined that she could see a vast beast coiled above Ulvannis, a silvakim made of shadow, spitting lightning. A monster that was waiting for them to come and slay it. The grass shimmered as the wind shook it from side to side, making patterns in the field below like a child’s hands running through the sand on the seashore. 

Ben was the first one to break the silence. “We’ll make camp here,” he said. There was no point traveling any farther into a storm like that. 

There was little conversation; men went about their work in silence, driving the tent stakes into the sodden ground, shouldering their way through the muddy grass. They managed to get the tents up before the worst of the storm hit, burying the camp in shadow and the sound of falling water. The drumming of rain on the roof of her tent reminded Marilia of the purr of an enormous beast that held her in its jaws. 

The following day, by afternoon, the storm abated, veering off to the south-west, though the rain continued to fall in a light drizzle. Marilia shivered as she rode, and saw others shivering, too. Even Camilline, who had ridden laughing through a squall or two in her day, looked subdued; her hair hung lank about her face, plastered to her cheeks. The chill hung over them like a pall. It was with numbed fingers that Marilia steered her horse, and numbed feet that rested in the stirrups. 

Though she’d never put much stock in omens, it was hard not to feel that this was a bad one. 

No matter how far they went, Ulvannis never seemed to grow any closer. Marilia thought back to her first, long-ago voyage there. Had it taken so long? She couldn’t remember. By the time the sky was darkening again with the advent of dusk, the walls seemed nearly as far as they had the day before. 

The third day they made better time. By the end of it, the walls of Ulvannis had grown substantially in size, the battlements and towers of the Jade Keep reaching up towards the clouds like suppliant fingers. Now Marilia could begin to make out detail—the tiny green specks of the dragon-pennants flying from the walls, the roof of the Jade Keep on its hill, maybe even a tiny parapet that marked the edge of the royal gardens. Marilia wondered if Petrea was up there, looking out at the field, squinting into the gloom and trying to make out their numbers and the colors on their banners. She wondered if her brother was beside her, if the fear was beginning to build inside him, burrowing its way towards his heart. 

She hoped it was. 

“There she is,” Septakim crowed, galloping back and forth along the lines on his horse, trying to force some spirit into the hearts of men too cold and exhausted to think of anything but the warm fires that were waiting for them at the end of the day. “Ulvannis. The heart of Navessea! Take it, and it’s all ours, boys. The whole great lot of it, from Dane to the Sunset Isles.” Which wasn’t true, of course—Rufyllys’ coup hadn’t been so clean or easy, and it was foolish to think that Ben’s would be—but it was an encouraging sentiment, all the same. 

But whatever excitement Septakim managed to kindle was short-lived, because that evening brought a piece of news that changed things completely. 

It came in the form of twenty weary men on horseback, their armor coated with blood and filth, two of them so badly hurt they had fainted in the saddle. Aerael Dartimaos led them. 

Marilia was walking with Jariel and Camilline when they arrived. She rushed to greet them. 

When her cousin climbed down off his horse, he stumbled, and would have fallen if Jariel hadn’t thrown out a hand to catch him. 

“By the gods, what happened?” Jariel asked. 

The other knights were sliding out of the saddles. “Ask Dartimaos,” one of the knights said darkly, leading his horse into the camp. “It was his idea.” 

“Aerael?” Camilline’s brow was furrowed, her voice tight with fear. 

“I…I have to warn Ben…” he breathed. His eyes were glazed and distant. Looking into them reminded Marilia of staring at the shadow of Ulvannis through the rain—remote, so faint it might have been a dream. 

“What happened?” Jariel pressed. 

Aerael shook his head. “I…we should have had them…we had them, Valennos.” 

“What happened?” Jariel demanded, his urgency lending iron to his voice. 

“It was a trap…” Aerael muttered faintly. “A trap…” 

Marilia felt something colder than the rainwater, colder than the wind, brush across the nape of her neck. “Cousin,” she said slowly, “what happened to the rest of the army? Where is Lord Konos?” 

“The army fled east to Surennis. Lord Konos…Lord Konos is gone.” Aerael shook his head, water dripping from the sodden mess of his hair as he ran one hand across his scalp, his fingers shaking, whether with fear, or cold, or both, she didn’t know. 

She took a step back, feeling as if she’d just been struck in the face. 

“What do you mean gone?” Ben Espeleos was there, his strides eating up the ground between him and Aerael. 

“Ben,” Camilline said, “we should take this inside.” Marilia glanced around. They were on the outskirts of camp, and because of the rain, most men were inside their tents, so there weren’t as may witnesses to Aerael’s arrival as there might have been. All the same, soldiers were beginning to gather, and their stares were sharp. The mutters were beginning, too, a rumble more dangerous than any storm’s thunder. 

“To my tent,” Ben said sharply. “Now.” 

Jariel helped Aerael through the camp and into Ben’s command tent. Catarina was waiting there. When she caught sight of Aerael, her face froze. Her gaze met Marilia’s, searching for any sign of hope. Marilia couldn’t offer her anything but dread. 

Aerael collapsed into one of the emperor’s folding chairs. His hands were trembling badly as he lifted them to mop his wet bangs from his brow. “Your majesty…” 

“Where are my men, Dartimaos?” Ben said, standing in the entranceway, his broad back framed against the gray-black slate of the sky. His face was in shadow. In that moment, he looked truly terrifying. “Where is Lord Konos?” 

“It was the Graver,” Aerael said faintly. “He…your majesty, I’m so sorry…” 

“What HAPPENED?” Ben yelled. His composure was gone. His voice was rough and ragged. 

“It was a slaughter. I barely escaped. I think part of the army, maybe a thousand men, were able to get clear and make off south-east towards Surennis, but in the confusion, it was hard to tell…” 

“You’re telling me the fucking Graver took the highlands? That fast? Against six thousand men?” the tendons in Ben’s neck bulged as he screamed the words in Aerael’s face. “How? Tell me how! You had the high ground; you had the better positioning. You had everything you needed to stall him.” 

Aerael trembled. He forced himself to raise his head and meet Ben’s eye. “The…the blame is mine, your majesty.” 

“You weren’t in charge of the army. Lord Konos was,” Camilline pointed out. 

“My lady, Lord Konos was taken by the enemy while he was out hunting…” 

“Hunting,” Ben repeated. “He’s over sixty years old. What in Neravos’ name was he hunting?” 

“A wild dragon,” Aerael said feebly. “A white one. The men said it was an omen. If they could catch it…” 

“And they didn’t, did they?” Jariel said. 

“They did. But when they were carrying back the body, they came upon a party of Antarenne scouts. His knights killed most of them, but they managed to drag Lord Konos away.” 

“Even without Konos, I always thought you were capable,” Ben said harshly. “But you’re nothing like your uncle, are you? Hardly even a man; just a boy, deep down, like my brother was.” 

Aerael swallowed, bowing his head in the face of Ben’s scorn. A muscle twitched beside his eye. “Your majesty,” he forced out, “I accept the…” 

“Accept? Accept this!” Ben struck Aerael across the face, knocking him sideways from the chair. Aerael tried to scramble to his feet, but Ben was there, whipping his head to the side with a backhand that left him snorting blood. Another followed, snapping it back the other way, leaving a faint gash on his right cheek where Ben’s signet ring broke his skin. “I gave you six thousand men! Six thousand fucking men!” 

“Ben!” Catarina cried. “Stop it! We need to hear what happened!” 

Ben pulled up short, breathing hard. Aerael took a step back, wiping at his bloodied nose, his eyes haunted. He looked as if a strong wind might knock him over. Marilia noticed that he hadn’t even tried to defend himself from Ben’s assault. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I am so sorry.” 

She’d never liked Aerael much. He’d always been cold towards her, and his men had been first among those to run rampant after Tyracium fell. All the same, she couldn’t help but feel sorry for him now. Whatever had happened in the highlands, it would haunt him for a long time to come. 

Ben’s arms fell limply to his sides. His gaze darted around the tent, from one wary face to the next. “I…I…” As quickly as it had come, the fire of his rage burned out. He sagged against the folding chair that Aerael had just vacated, grabbing the armrest for support. His eyes were dark and glassy, like the pools the storm had left in the ruts beside the road. “Tell me what happened,” he said, his voice faint. 

“Andreas was still gathering men, but he’d left a couple lieutenants guarding one of the passes through the hills. One of those lieutenants came to us, a man named Drathyn. He said that Governor Andreas was a monster, one he couldn’t serve anymore. He said that when Andreas caught him sleeping with a woman the governor fancied, he had Drathyn flogged. So Drathyn offered to help us—to guide us to Andreas’ camps, to distract the sentries so we could attack him in the night.” 

“And you believed him?” Ben’s lip curled with disgust. 

“He had the scars to prove it true, your majesty. Whip-marks all across his back. And I checked the story. Five separate captains confirmed they saw Andreas leave the marks. They all described it just the same way.” Aerael looked up, his expression imploring. “The man let himself be flogged so his story would be believed. The scars were still fresh on his skin. What kind of man does a thing like that?” 

“What happened next?” Ben asked. 

“We followed Drathyn across the river to the camp. It was right where he said it would be. Hundreds of tents spread out across the floor of a valley. I thought I had a chance to kill him…the man who murdered my uncle. So, I…I sounded the charge.” 

Ben squeezed his eyes shut tight. “And then?” he asked. 

“They were waiting for us.” 

As Aerael’s tongue wove the story, the tent fell away, as if the darkness of the evening sky outside had crept in through the entrance and stolen the last of the day’s gray light, leaving them in shadow. Marilia was there with Aerael and the knights of Svartennos, thundering down the hill, the gritty taste of dust on her lips as her horse’s hooves tore up the earth, the night wind whistling by her ears. Eager, sure of victory, without any premonition of the disaster that lay in store. 

“All the tents were empty. They’d soaked the field in oil,” Aerael murmured. “They waited until we were among the tents, and they loosed fire-arrows down into the valley. The tents, the grass…the whole valley went up like a funeral pyre. Men were baking in their armor…horses running wild, trampling our shield-men. I tried to form ranks, but there was no chance. Never a chance. The smoke was thick enough to choke on, and we couldn’t see…so I called for a retreat, but when we crawled out of the smoke, they were right there. They came at us from all sides. In the dark, men were hitting each other, and one of my own knights nearly took my head off. Then this giant came—his name was Dorokim, which I know because he kept yelling it…” Aerael shuddered. His eyes were wide. He wasn’t even speaking to them anymore, not really; he was lost, wandering the dark world of his own horrors. “He’s Andreas’ new commander, and he’s like nothing human. My horse panicked in the fire and threw me, and that was when Dorokim charged me. He was alone, and I had five knights between him and me, and he charged anyway, like it was nothing. I’d lost my sword…I was crawling in the grass, searching for it. By the time I found it and got to my feet, three of my men were dead and he was finishing off the other two. He broke his sword in the fight and that didn’t stop him. He killed the last man with his bare hands. Broke his sword-arm first, then dragged him down the hill and threw him into the fire.” 

“And you ran from him, didn’t you?” Ben said. 

“Yes,” Aerael said. “I ran. If I hadn’t, I’d be dead in that valley.” 

“You left your men to die.” 

“Your majesty…I couldn’t do anything there, I thought if I could get away, I could regroup…” 

Ben shook his head. “Ulvannis is a day’s march away,” he said. Marilia could hear the anguish in his voice. “Do you understand what that means? We were so close. All you had to do was hold him. Not kill him, just hold him. Now we’ve lost it all because you wanted to be a hero.” His sword flashed from its sheath. Aerael’s hand leaped to his face; blood welled across his right cheek from a wound that was in almost the same spot as the scar the Graver’s gauntlet had left upon Marilia’s own face. 

The strategos took a faltering step back. “You…you cut me…” 

“I should kill you,” Ben spat. 

Aerael shrunk back, raising his hands before him as a feeble shield. Marilia opened her mouth to say something, to stop it, but her tongue felt like a lump of hot iron in her mouth. “Ben…” she murmured. None of this felt quite real; it was all a nightmare, and tomorrow she’d awake, the clouds would roll back, the dew would dry on the grass, and their army would finish its march to the gates of Ulvannis. 

“I’m sorry,” Aerael whispered. He looked nothing like the cocksure knight of Svartennos that had been so ready to take on Rufyllys, or the eager killer Marilia had known during the war against Tyrace. Aerael Dartimaos was older than she was by some six or seven years, but he looked younger now—just a boy who had foolishly thought he could spar with men like the Graver. 

Ben gave a wordless scream of fury that made Aerael flinch. He jammed his sword into the earth, straight through the waterproof covering of the tent floor, making the earth weep. “Go back to Surennis,” he said, without looking at Aerael. “Go and hold the city until we return. Go before I change my mind.” 

Aerael slunk from the tent, defeated. Ben began to pace. He glared at the floor as if it had done him a personal injury. “That’s the mistake,” he muttered. 

“What?” Catarina asked. 

“The mistake you were talking about. One mistake, one defeat, and no one will come to help us. Isn’t that right?” Ben laughed harshly. “Well, here it is.” 

Marilia knew he was right; any governors who had been harboring doubts, whose sympathies for Ben’s cause had wrestled with their fear of Rufyllys’ armies—they would be staying right where they were. No one would come flocking to Ben’s banner. Not after this. 

“We’re so close,” Ben said. “It’s right there. A day’s march away. That kin-killing bastard is sitting inside those walls right now, staring at us.” 

“I know,” Jariel said gently. “It isn’t right.” 

“For all we know there’s men of the Order in there waiting to open the gates,” Ben said. 

Marilia felt a chill run through her. Why, it almost sounds as if he still wants to go on… “Ben, we have to turn back,” she said. “We have to. Right?” 

He said nothing. He had stopped near the front of the tent and was gazing moodily down at his sword, still stuck into the earth. “It will take them days to reach us,” Ben said. 

“No…” Marilia looked to the others, pleading, willing them to help her. “If we turn back now, we can try to reach Surennis, or at least Stellienne, before they cut us off. But if we wait, even a day or two, the Graver’s army might trap us between Ulvannis and the coast. We wouldn’t survive.” 

“Fine help you’ve been,” Ben growled. “Your first advice to me is to turn and run away?” 

“You have to know I’m right. If we let him cut us off…” 

“ENOUGH!” Ben slammed his hand down on the table where his maps rested, making Camilline jump. 

As Marilia looked at the Prince of Svartennos—for that was what he was, what he’d always been, his brief claim to the throne notwithstanding—Marilia recalled Narinia’s story of Cossotos’ prize razorfish beating itself to death against the walls of its cage. 

You could all die, trapped on the eastward road. The Graver would love that, wouldn’t he? Even if Ben turned around now, you might not make it back before the he cuts you off. 

I know what you’re asking yourself, a familiar voice in her head whispered. What would have happened if you’d taken Ben’s offer—if you’d been the one to lead his army against the Graver instead of Aerael? 

Shut up…Marilia thought, squeezing her eyes shut tight. 

That’s the question, isn’t it? You can’t help but ask. Maybe you would have fallen for the same trick and let Drathyn lead you into that trap…or maybe you would have seen it coming. Maybe all those men might still be alive, guarding the pass… 

Shut up, shut up… 

“We’ll turn around.” Ben growled. “We’ll march tomorrow at first light.” He kicked the sword and it fell onto its side as he swept past out of the tent. Marilia stared down at the blade and from its smooth blue surface her own frightened face stared back at her. 



Chapter Thirty-Three 




Marilia lay on her cot, listening to the rain drumming on the roof of the tent. Outside, though the narrow slit in the tent flap, the night’s darkness was absolute, like the deepest reaches of the sea. 

She tried to sleep, but her mind was restless, running through the calculations again and again. How many days had it taken Aerael to reach them? How long since the Graver had descended from the highlands? How fast could their army march, now that the road had turned to mud? 

How long before the Graver cut off their escape? 

She heard bedsheets rustling. Camilline tossing restlessly; Marilia guessed her mind was fixed on exactly the same thing. 

“I’m afraid,” Marilia whispered. 

“We’re not Aerael Dartimaos,” Camilline said. “We’re a match for the Graver.” 

“I’m not so sure.” Marilia shivered; outside, she could hear water running in the dark, like a serpent slithering through the grass. 

“I’m sure he thinks himself very clever. Maybe he is. But he’s not the one who conquered Tyracium, is he? We’ve got Ben with us, who’s as good a fighter as his Dorokim is. And we’ve got you, who’s smarter than he is.” 

“Maybe that was true once. But not anymore.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’ve lost it, Camilline. I don’t know how, but I have. Maybe it really was Queen Svartana helping me the whole time, because I can’t think the way I used to. Ben asks me for help, and I have nothing, you understand—nothing to say to him. I stare at the Sharavayn pieces and nothing comes. I feel like I’m losing my mind.” 

“Why didn’t you say anything? You could have told me.” 

“At first I wanted to be sure I wasn’t just imagining it. I thought if I tried hard enough, I could fix it. Then I guess I was ashamed.” 

Camilline said nothing for a long moment. “Marilia, remember after you and my brother first got married? When we went to fight in Daevium?” 

“Yes. I remember.” Marilia frowned. “What of it?” 

“You were the one who figured out how to break the siege. Are you telling me that was all Queen Svartana’s spirit? That it all just…came to you? Because if you are, I don’t believe you. I was there, Marilia. I watched you sit up thinking about it. Chewing your lip the way you always do.” 

“I remember,” Marilia swallowed. “But it feels like I was a different person then.” 

“But you weren’t,” Camilline said emphatically. “You were the same person that you are now. People don’t just change in a flash. All that cleverness is still in you. When you need it most, it will be there.” 

Marilia hoped she was right. But she remembered what she’d felt as she’d stared at Catarina’s Sharavayn pieces laid out on the floor of the tent, Catarina’s army closing in, dark and certain as the storm-clouds over Ulvannis. 

She felt the same way now. 




*** 




No horns blew as they made their way back the way they’d come, leaving a trail of churned mud in their wake. The rain finally stopped, but the sky was still dark with clouds and the air was thick and heavy as a blanket of silk. The rain had driven the kwammakin from their burrows and they had climbed into the trees to escape; the branches were hung with the white strands of their cocoons, pale shapes like wandering spirits in the gloom. 

Ben sent out scouts to watch for the approach of the Graver’s army. With each hour that passed, Marilia feared that they would return with news that the eastward road had been cut off. But the reports that came at the end of the first day were positive; for whatever reason, the Graver’s army was making poor time, and was still too far north to block their progress. 

They escaped the edge of the storm. The ground grew drier, firmer. Their pace quickened. Maybe, she thought, they could reach the safety of Surennis after all. 

Safety? She paused, considering the thought. How safe was Surennis, really? Or Svartennos? Or anywhere, for that matter? Ben had defied an emperor, had marched his army on the capitol. Now he was down at least five thousand men, facing Rufyllys Vergana, a man who had ordered the death of his own adopted brother. Why would Rufyllys shy from annihilating Ben Espeleos? 

If Rufyllys sailed his legions to Svartennos in all their tens of thousands, what could they really do to stop him? 

One thing at a time, she told herself. Once they’d escaped the pressing threat of the Graver, they could figure out how to handle Rufyllys. Petrea offered peace if we turned back, she reminded herself. I can’t imagine she would insist on more bloodshed. Once we make it to safety, we can write to them and negotiate terms. 

But on the morning of the third day of their march, Ben’s scouts returned with the news they’d all been dreading—the Graver’s army was on a course to intercept them. 

“How many men?” Ben asked. 

“He must have near ten thousand with him, my pr—your majesty.” The scout bowed his head. “Most from Antarenne, and some of Surennis’ soldiers who went north to join him.” 

Ben cursed, beating one fist against the armored plates on his thigh. “We could go through them…” he muttered. “Cut our way right through the bastards. One man of Svartennos is worth five regular…” 

“Oh, in the name of Neravos, just stop,” Catarina snapped. “I don’t think anyone wants to hear that horse-shit again.” 

“We could try to go around them,” strategos Leondos said. “Veer south.” 

“If we go too far south, we’ll hit the mountains,” Jariel pointed out. “We could be trapped there, with no way to the sea and no supply line.” 

“What else can we do?” There was an edge to Leondos’ voice, perhaps the first time Marilia had heard the normally placid strategos show distress. 

“If we go south, we’ll be closer to Dane,” Marilia said, trying to keep the despair from her voice. “Maybe there’s still a chance Governor Ildoran will help us.” 

“I don’t understand why he didn’t before, to be frank,” Laekos said. “He had a perfect opportunity.” 

“Because he’s a yoba-fucker,” Ben growled. “Don’t tell him I said so.” 

Because he’s Victarian the Cautious, Marilia thought bleakly. 

“South, then,” Laekos said. “Does anyone have any other ideas?” 

No one did. 

At the next fork in the road they veered south, still steering east, but no longer making straight for Surennis. Their goal was to skirt around the edge of the mountains and make their way to the coast, where—hopefully—they could board their ships and escape before the Graver reached them. 

They left the road. It was incredible how the land, which looked so flat from the distance, turned out to be so treacherous once you were actually walking on it—slogging through the thick, damp grass felt like wading through water. The ground was littered with bumps and pits and loose stones on which they stumbled. Their pace slowed to a crawl. 

We’re not going to escape, Marilia realized. In perfect weather they might have made it to the coast, but like this? They might have had a better chance trying to fight their way through the Graver’s lines. 

That afternoon, the enemy came into view for the first time, a dark wall to the north at an angle to intercept, steadily closing the distance between them. Marilia could just make out the white razorfish of Antarenne, stark against a backdrop of violent red—an immense banner that heralded the approach of the advancing host. 

They fled directly south, Ben’s plan of reaching the coast forgotten. Now they were simply looking for any kind of defensible ground where they could avoid being overwhelmed and cut to pieces. 

Maybe, Marilia thought, Governor Victarian Ildoran wouldn’t be able to ignore them if they were fighting for their lives right at the northern border of his land. It was a feeble hope, but she clung to it. It was all they had. 

On they went, one army following the other. The Graver’s flag rippled in the wind, the razorfish swaying back and forth like a thing alive. Not falling behind but not, at least, drawing any nearer—a small mercy. Now that the Graver, too, was off the road, he was slowed by the mud and tall grass just as much as they were. 

The clouds grew thinner. Light bled through, like sun beams through the frayed patches in an old quilt. Ahead, the famous mountains of Dane rose up, the ground growing gradually steeper. They were still more than a dozen miles north of Dane’s northern border, but follow those mountains far enough, and they’d be in Victarian Ildoran’s land. Would he let them cross the border? Or would he throw in with Rufyllys, leaving them trapped between the hammer of the Graver’s army and the anvil of his own? 

They were cut off from Surennis now; there would be no more supply wagons from the coast. They were limited to whatever they could scavenge from the surrounding land. Wild pigs, a few yoba, berries, yams and fruit. As the ground grew rockier and the grass thinner, the food grew sparser. 

When Marilia awoke the next morning, the Graver’s banner was closer than before, his army near enough that the dark, formless wall of its front rank had divided itself into the shapes of men on horses, armor painted red and white to match the banner. 

Marilia’s heart skipped a beat as four riders broke from the Antarenne host, spurring towards them. One of them was a huge man—Dorokim, the man who had helped her take the Tower of Tyrace. Antarenne’s new commander. The man beside him looked nondescript by comparison but was even more dangerous. He was the one that called to them. “Ben Espeleos!” the Graver’s voice came to them on the wind, a faint and trailing cry. “If you surrender now, we’ll spare your wife! She doesn’t need to die!” 

Ben said nothing. Marilia saw the muscles of his face tighten. 

“Let’s talk, Espeleos!” The Graver called. 

Ben swore and wheeled his horse about, galloping back towards the Graver. Marilia followed, Jariel on one side and Leondos on the other. Now that she was closer, she realized she knew the man on the Graver’s left, as well. Drathyn. She had seen him before during the slaughter in Oba’al’s pillow house. She recognized his crooked, dark brow, his small, beetle-black eyes, the pursed line of his mouth. Last time she’d seen him, he’d been walking away from Raquella, leaving her shivering and huddled in the corner of the room. At Drathyn’s side was a corpulent, beady-eyed man Marilia did not recognize but Ben, it seemed, did. 

“Scalian Priferneth, is that you? I see how it is. Your father makes a swine of himself, ruins your family’s prospects, so off you go running to the first yoba-fucker who’ll take you. This one here—” he pointed his finger at the Graver. “Fine choice. He’ll take any old riffraff, won’t he?” 

“My father’s failings are not my own, Espeleos,” Scalian said tightly. 

“No, fair enough. But the way I hear it, you’ve got plenty of failings of your own. Must be true, if you’ve found this yoba-fucker’s favor. Fighting for the Verganas, are you, even after they decided you weren’t good enough for their little princess?” Scalian’s cheeks flushed dark. 

“He fights for me,” the Graver said coldly, before Scalian could answer. “Yoba-fucker…really? Is this how you begin a parley, Prince Espeleos?” 

Ben pulled his horse up short. “I have nothing to say to you.” 

“Then why did you come back here?” the Graver asked. He pointedly avoided looking at Marilia. She noticed he still bore the scar on his cheek where she had stabbed him with a shard of broken wood during their fight. 

“To do this.” Ben spat on the ground between the front legs of the Graver’s horse. 

The Graver’s face twitched. He shook his head. “Espeleos. I am trying to be reasonable.” 

Ben snorted. 

“I am. You’ve committed treason against the emperor. There’s no way out for you, and I think we all know it. But if you lay down your sword now, your wife could still make it out of this as his majesty’s prisoner.” 

“You really think I’m going to make a deal with you?” Ben shook his head. “You’re a monster. Everyone knows it, Andreas.” 

“And what are you?” the Graver asked. “I’m not the one who’s caused the first civil war Navessea’s seen in a hundred years. That’s you.” 

“Are you going to tell me that we’re not so different, you and I?” Ben asked sarcastically. “That’s a hard sell, even for a gold-grubbing seller like you.” 

“Gold-grubbing seller?” The Graver’s face soured. “You’re all the same,” he said, disgusted. “You, the dead prefect, the dead emperor…it’s actually quite revolting. Your father was a prince, and so you’re a prince, and you think that makes you nobler than other men. I sweat and bled to get where I am, and you think that makes me lesser. You’re wrong; it makes me stronger. You are right about one thing, though—we’re not alike. You had an entire island handed to you and managed to throw it all away. I started with a band of a few hundred mercenaries and gained an imperial province. I suppose you might say we’re opposites.” He gave Ben a malevolent look. “I will enjoy putting you down, Prince Espeleos. Consider my offer permanently rescinded.” 

“We don’t look down on you because of your dealings, Andreas,” Marilia said, unable to contain herself. “We look down on you because you murdered innocent women and children just to get to me.” 

“No man long-remembered ever made anything of himself except that there were deaths along the way,” the Graver said. He stared at her and the hate in his eyes was like the heat of a branding iron. He leaned forward in the saddle. “If you want to blame someone for the pillow house, blame your father. I killed those painted ladies so I could kill you, so I could kill him. If he’d only had the courage to face me with his sword in hand, we could have ended it properly years ago. Like men.” He pursed his lips. “If I had known his own son was so ready to stab him in the heart, I wouldn’t have bothered.” 

She stared at the man in front of her and thought that she hated him more than she’d ever hated anything in her life. “I’m going to kill you,” Marilia promised, looking him in the eye. “Someday, somehow, I will end your life.” 

“No offense, Lady Sandara,” the Graver said, his lip curling, “but that seems unlikely. I’m stronger than you are, and smarter. And this time, your brother isn’t coming to save you.” He turned his horse about and rode back the way he’d come. Dorokim, Scalian, Drathyn and the other men followed him, Dorokim pausing to give Marilia a chilling smile. 

Marilia made her way back towards the Svartennan army, her heart even heavier than it had been before. She wore her dread like a serpent around her neck, and its coils were tightening. 

They continued south up the slope, the sky darkening again as the sun began to set. The ground grew steeper as they made their way into a gap between two jagged peaks. The mountains loomed on either side like a watchful audience to what might turn out to be the end of Ben’s short reign. 

One of their southward scouts returned in a panic. “There’s men ahead,” he wheezed, breathless. 

“What men?” Ben snapped. 

“Surennis men, by their banner. The governor’s son. They are circling the mountains and coming up the other end of the valley. It looks like they mean to trap us.” 

“His father is our hostage!” Ben protested. 

“It looks like he decided he doesn’t care,” Jariel said grimly. 

“How many are there?” It was Stellos who asked, in a quiet, defeated voice that made him sound every year his age. The sound of that voice frightened Marilia almost more than the sight of Antarenne’s army. 

“I couldn’t say for sure. Over two thousand, I’d guess.” 

“Not enough to stop us,” Stellos said. 

“But enough to slow us,” Jariel said, his face pained. “While Governor Andreas’ army takes us from behind.” 

They stopped at the top of the slope. Ahead was a broad plateau, dotted with stunted trees and scrub. It must have been about a mile long, and a little less than a mile wide. At the end of it was another slope that led down into a valley. Marching along the floor of that valley was, indeed, a part of the legion of Surennis. 

Ben chewed his lip, and Marilia knew what he was thinking—they were trapped. 

The one small consolation was that at least they’d picked a good place to be trapped. To the left of the plateau, on the east, was an all-but-impassible cliff face. To their right, on the western side, was a slope even steeper than the one they’d just ascended; the summit of their hill overlooked a defile where a narrow mountain stream snaked along towards the valley to the south where the Surennis legion marched. 

In summary, defensible slopes on three sides and an impassible cliff on the fourth. If their enemies wanted to reach them, they’d have to fight a hard battle uphill. 

If. That was the problem—their enemies had no need to attack, not yet. Ben’s supplies were cut off. They had four wagons of food they’d hauled with them, and what little the top of the plateau had to offer. After that, they’d have to start eating the horses. And after that, the hunger would set in. 

Then, when they were weakened and broken, the Graver would come for them. 

Septakim suggested that they all try praying to the gods, but it turned out that even that meager hope was denied them; in the rush to load the tents and as much food onto the wagons and the backs of yoba as could be borne, some other supplies had to be left behind. They’d almost run out of prayer candles; all they had were a spare few that men had stuffed into their personal satchels. Marilia herself had one left in her bag, and that was it. 

Unless help came, it seemed all they could do was wait to die. 



Part V: Reckoning 



Chapter Thirty-Four 




When Annuweth opened his eyes, he was lying on the deck of the Beast. The air was heavy with smoke. He coughed, spitting grit out of his mouth, rolling onto his hands and knees. Or his knees, at least; he discovered that his hands were bound behind him, his wrists tightly lashed together by what felt like thick leather cords. The harder he strained, the more they dug into his flesh. The effort of trying to free his hands made his head spin and he fell, his cheek landing on the deck. He felt the wood shudder beneath him as men walked about. He heard the rumble of voices. They sounded far away; there was ringing in his ears. Darkness chewed at the edges of his vision. It was all he could do not to be sick. 

“Prefect.” Senecal’s voice, from somewhere close by. “I’m glad to see you could join us.” 

With an effort, Annuweth rose back onto his knees. He could see the bay over the rail of Senecal’s flagship. The charred wrecks of galleys listed on the waves; the masts of drowning ships jutted from the sea like the misshapen tusks of a dead animal. In the distance, through a thick layer of smoke, he could make out the distant sails of the Navessean fleet. 

Closer by were Senecal’s ships, the vivid splendor of the golden suns on their sails dimmed by the haze that hung over the sea like a veil of black silk. They were in retreat, pulling back towards the archipelago from which they’d come, aiming west, he judged—back towards the Sunset Isles. 

So, the imperial fleet had won the battle. That might have been some consolation…had he not been kneeling with his hands tied on the deck of the ship of the possibly insane man whose fleet he’d just defeated. 

“Yes, that’s right, Prefect,” Senecal said, following his gaze. “You took more of my ships than I did of yours. You almost killed poor Optakim, though the physicks tell me he will recover. But it’s not the crushing victory you wanted. Pyrgana chose to stand with us, in the end. He sacrificed himself so that we could live, and he took many of your best ships down with him. So it seems we’re at an impasse, once again. Not the outcome either of us hoped for, I guess. But at least I have you.” 

The deck creaked; Senecal stepped around and knelt before him. His right leg was red with blood that had dripped from the place where Annuweth had cut him; he seemed not to notice, or care. He studied Annuweth the way a man might examine a horse with a broken leg, sizing up the best angle to swing his blade and put it down. In the face of those eyes, black as the sun-scorched sands of the Tyracians’ home of the damned, Annuweth felt his courage drain away. His mouth was as dry as the fiery air. He saw his death in those eyes, plain as day. 

He would never see Petrea again, or walk the gardens of the Jade Keep, or stand in the Great Arena with a wicker-wood sword in his hand. This was the end of his story. 

Fear ripped at him. It felt like a razorfish’s teeth sinking into his guts. It felt just like that day in the Senate chamber, when Rufyllys had spoken those fateful words: take off his head. Only worse. 

He wished more than anything that when Petrea had offered him the chance to stay in Ulvannis and send another to fight Senecal in his place that he had listened. 

He tried not to let his panic show. To a man like Senecal, who had lit his own body on fire and been the first to charge off his ship onto Annuweth’s galley, fear was something abhorrent. A sign of weakness would only lower him still further in his enemy’s eyes. 

“Speaking as one commander to another,” he said hoarsely, “regardless of the way you feel about me, it would be proper to arrange a ransom. I am sure we have captains of yours who you would prefer to have back at your side. We could arrange an exchange…” 

“An exchange.” Senecal’s mouth twitched with grim amusement. “If I am the rightful emperor, then you are a traitor. And it is my understanding that traitors are to be executed. You taught me that. Prefect, I had hoped to win this battle. I had hoped to sail to the walls of Ulvannis and tear the usurper Rufyllys from his throne. I had hoped to drag him through the streets and make him squeal like a boar before I killed him. But you have denied me that victory, for the time being, at least. So it seems I will have to make do with you—the man who murdered my son.” 

“I didn’t kill him.” 

“You didn’t swing the sword, but it was your men. Your orders.” 

“Rufyllys’ orders,” Annuweth said. “I told you before—I never wanted Prince Ilruyn to die. I respected him. I fought beside him. You think I wanted this? You think I wanted to kill my father?” 

“Did you?” 

The question was like a slap to the face. 

“No.” He tried to muster up righteous rage, the sort that would have seen a truer man spit at Senecal’s feet, shout his defiance to the wind, thrash against his bonds. 

But all he felt was exhaustion, and sickness, and the all-consuming desire to get away. He closed his eyes, fighting another wave of dizziness. “So…what?” he asked. “You’re going to kill me?” 

“Yes,” Senecal said coldly. “But not for a while, I think.” 

The fear was stronger now, clawing at his insides. The pain was sharp enough that he hunched over, his shoulders bowed like a man at prayer. 

“I would have killed you cleanly, if I’d won,” he said, ashamed to hear a tremor in his voice. “The same way that Ilruyn died. I wouldn’t have tortured you. It’s what a barbarian like Kanadrak would do.” 

“Take heart in knowing that your torment might have been worse,” Senecal said. “It’s fortunate for you that I’m not Kanadrak. I’m not some savage, whatever men say of me.” Senecal climbed to his feet. He limped to the railing and gazed out across the water. In the distance, the humped back of Maya Korinna, the largest of the Sunset Isles, had appeared on the horizon. “I’m not going to carve pieces off you or take hot irons to your back. Your end won’t be pleasant, but it won’t be some act of butchery, either. I only mean to open your eyes before you die. To make you understand.” 

Annuweth shook his head in bewilderment. “Understand what?” 

“That whatever you did and whatever you do, you are nothing, and you can’t hurt me.” He turned to face Annuweth, spreading his arms to encompass the waves, the wind, the sky. “I thought Ilruyn was gone from me—that you took him with your sword. I thought I’d never see his face again. But I did. I found him in the sunshine. And so will you.” 

The island drew larger as the wind filled their sails, hurling them on their way like a child’s ship speeding down a gutter in a flood, slipping out of reach as the storm took it and carried it away into the nameless dark. 




*** 




They brought Annuweth to a westward facing room in Senecal’s villa at the very top of the island. The stone walls were a rich, deep bronze color. The ceiling was made of golden crystal-glass. A curtain covered the westward-facing wall; it glowed as if lit from behind by a blazing fire. In the center of the room, facing the curtain, a heavy wooden chair had been bolted to the floor. There were iron rings on its legs and armrests. 

Senecal’s priestess, Nhykara, was waiting for them, her back to the curtain, her face a pool of shadow except for the bright, eager shine of her smile. 

Two of Senecal’s guards sat him in the chair. They attached manacles to his ankles, binding him to the chair’s legs. Then they moved to his wrists. 

“What is this?” Annuweth demanded. 

“Your new home, Prefect,” Nhykara said in her lightly-accented voice. “Your final home. The next time those chains come off will be the day you die.” 

He realized—with horror—that the chair he was sitting in had no bottom. What it did have was a clay bowl, set on the floor directly beneath him. 

“No!” He wrenched his arm free of one of the guards, struggling to rise; he got an armored fist to the ribs for his effort. The pain took his breath away; he doubled over in the chair. With both hands, the guard seized his forearm and pressed it down onto the armrest. He lashed out with his other arm and the second guard struck him in the face. His head whipped back into the chair. Light flashed before his eyes. Sickness roiled in his guts and he spat a thin, watery trail of spit down the front of his shirt. The guards stepped away, their work finished. Annuweth was securely bound to the chair, and his pants had been pulled down around his ankles. 

“This is an insult,” he said, looking Nhykara in the eyes. “This is no way to treat a knight of Navessea.” 

“You are no knight,” Senecal said. He stepped around the chair to stand beside Nhykara. 

Annuweth lifted his head, gazing at Senecal with as much dignity as he could muster with his own drool staining his tunic. “I am a prefect,” he said. “I am the son of a prefect. I am a commander of Navessea, the same as you, and this is wrong. This is not how an emperor behaves.” He craned his neck, trying to see behind him, to face the two knights who had bound him to the chair. “Is this what it’s come to? Torturing Navessean knights? Betraying the empire’s gods for this heathen witch? The dremmakin will curse you for it.” 

Senecal lunged forward, his hand cupping Annuweth’s chin, jerking his head to the side. The blade of his short-sword was against Annuweth’s throat. “And what will they do to you, Prefect?” Senecal hissed. “Shall we find out?” 

The blade rasped against Annuweth’s skin. He felt blood trickling down the side of his neck. He swallowed, and the blade cut deeper. 

Maybe it’s better if it ends this way, he thought. No more pain, no more humiliation. One quick cut. It must be a better end than whatever he has planned. 

Why not stoke his rage? Drive him over the edge? What do you have to lose? What are you holding onto? Some fool’s hope of escape? Someone to come save you? This is the heart of Senecal’s land. There are hundreds of his men outside those doors, hundreds more at the docks. 

You’re finished, and you know it. 

Senecal’s teeth were bared, his chest rising and falling. His rage was in full bloom now—all he needed was a little push, Annuweth felt, just one more insult and more than just a trickle of his blood would be running down the false emperor’s blade. 

Go on, do it. Make it end. 

But he couldn’t make his lips move. Even here, bound to a chair on an island surrounded by his enemies, with no hope in sight and a painful end in store… 

He didn’t want to die. 

Senecal’s fury calmed; he took a step back, wiping his blade on the front of Annuweth’s tunic. “You are vexing, Sandaros.” He smiled, and just like that, like a clasp snapping back into place, his good humor returned. “Tell me, just then, with my sword at your throat, did you say a little prayer to your gods? Did you picture the face of Viveos, laughing and swinging his lantern? Or Almaria, tear-streaked and beautiful? Old Neravos?” He shook his head. “That is the foolishness of the mainlanders’ priests, to think that the face of a god would look like the face of a woman or a man. Before you die, you’re going to meet a true god. The only one there is.” 

Nhykara pulled on a cord and the curtains swung back. Annuweth gasped. His arm jerked reflexively as he tried to raise a hand to shield his face, but both his hands were firmly tethered to the chair. 

Behind the curtain was a wall of aeder. It wasn’t pure gold aeder of the kind the Graver’s sword was forged from, but rather a cruder, less costly gold-bronze. It caught the light of the setting sun and turned it to fire. In the face of that light, the room fell away; Senecal and Nhykara were little more than feeble silhouettes, the light blurring their outlines as if their flesh were not quite solid, as if they and the sun and the room were bleeding into one another. They looked like two breaths of cold air dissolving in the wind. 

He squeezed his eyes shut tight, struck by another wave of dizziness. Even then, the light was there, a warm, golden glow against the insides of his eyelids. 

“I take my leave, Prefect,” Senecal said. Annuweth opened his eyes in time to see him and Nhykara retreat. He heard their footsteps on the polished floor, growing fainter, followed by the creak of the doors closing. 

“What do you want from me?” he yelled. “What am I supposed to see?” 

But there was no answer; Senecal was gone. 

He sat there with his eyes closed. He could feel the heat of the sun against his skin. It wrapped him like a pair of vast arms, tender at first, then smothering, like the vice-grip of an enraged dragon. His tunic turned damp with sweat; it rolled down his back. He’d already been parched from the heat of the Beast’s fire; he hadn’t thought his mouth could get any drier. He discovered he was wrong—his thirst had new levels, and over the course of the next few hours, he explored all of them. 

The aeder groaned—the sound of the sea wind, or the edges of the window warping from the heat, or a mixture of both. It was the only sound save for his own ragged breathing. 

At last, the sun dimmed; the fire fled from the room, the walls turning from gold to black like a new-forged blade cooling. The night’s cool darkness was a welcome relief. He closed his eyes, his body aching. Sleep found him at last, in fitful bursts. When he awoke, his head pounded as if the spirit of the Vergana’s dead drummer had taken up residence inside his skull; his throat was raw and painful. His exhaustion warred with his pain, the former plunging him into the dark fields of his dreams, the latter plucking him back into the world of men. 

Sometime towards dawn one of Senecal’s knights entered to replace the fetid bowl beneath him and to shove a saucer of water to his lips. He drank greedily, lapping at the water like an animal, all dignity forgotten. Each swallow sent a wave of anguish rippling down his parched throat. 

The guard watched him with a sneer on his face. When Annuweth had drank half the bowl, the guard pulled it back and set it on the ground in front of him, so close that if he strained against his bonds and reached out with the biggest toe of his left foot, he could just barely touch it. 

The guard left him. Gradually, piece by piece, light returned to the room. The walls turned from gray to blue to gold as the rising sun lit up the pane of cloudy gold crystal-glass in the roof, once again bathing him in light. He felt as though he were drowning in it. 

As a young child, his head filled with stories of ghouls and sand people, he’d once feared the darkness. Now he found he feared its absence. It was a fear as primal as the one that had once left him curled in his mother’s arms, praying for the dawn. 

Sweat ran along his scalp. It rolled down his brow, tickling him, but he couldn’t lift a hand to wipe it away. 

I have to get out of here, he thought. There has to be a way. 

He struggled until his wrists and ankles were chafed and sore, but there was no give in the iron that bound him. Besides the chair, the saucer of water, the bowl beneath him, and the curtain, the room was utterly bare. If there was a means of escape, it lay in his captors. 

“Please,” he pleaded the next time the guard came to check his bowl (empty, this time; his body was completely withered) and offer him another sip of water. Speaking was such an effort that he feared in another day or two his voice would be lost to him completely; he’d be rendered mute as a yoba kneeling for the slaughter. “In the name of the gods, help me.” 

“I’m not supposed to talk to you.” To his despair, he realized that the guard’s voice carried the thick accent of the islanders; his appearance had been uncertain, and Annuweth had held out hope that he might have been one of the mainlanders. But no; this man was a native, and almost certainly one of the witch’s followers. Any appeals to the gods or their shared Navessean blood would do him no good. He tried a different kind of appeal instead. 

“If you take me back to Emperor Vergana…” 

“Your emperor is destined to die,” the guard spat on the floor. Annuweth stared at the spit sizzling on the ground. His water bowl was empty now, and in his fevered state, that speck of moisture looked frighteningly tempting. 

“He’s winning the war.” 

“He won’t win. God is on our side. Emperor Senecal is the answer to his prophecy.” 

“What prophecy?” 

“Child of a murdered father, parent of a murdered child, four times betrayed, he will arise from the ashes of the past and became the Champion of the Sun. Then the night will end, and the sun will shine forever, and the false gods will burn away.” 

“If you let me go, I can promise you…” 

But the guard was already turning away. Leaving him alone again in the sea of white fire. 

Later that day, Senecal came to him, his priestess—his witch—hovering behind him. It was the emperor himself who held a bowl of water to Annuweth’s cracked and quivering lips. 

“Did you know your own sister has taken up arms against you?” Senecal asked, watching him as he slurped at the water like an animal. “What clearer sign could there be that your cause is the wrong one?” 

Annuweth did not answer. He would not give Senecal the satisfaction. I am a prefect of Navessea, he reminded himself. I am a knight. I will not beg. I will not cry. He did his best to keep his face blank. 

“That’s right,” Senecal said, watching his face carefully. “Your sister is fighting for Prince Beniel Espeleos, who has declared himself emperor. Three emperors.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “There haven’t been so many since the First War of Succession.” 

I am a prefect of Navessea. I will not scream. 

“I assume when they reach the walls of Ulvannis, their plan is to pull the usurper off his throne and kill him. That’s what I would do, if I was overthrowing a usurper. And I suppose they’d have to kill you, too. Your own family wants you dead, Prefect. They’re coming for your false emperor and his friends right now.” 

Still, Annuweth didn’t move. The sweat was running faster now. He longed to thrash against his bonds until either they gave, or he did. He didn’t think he could survive another minute in that hated chair. 

“They didn’t join you, either,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Ben Espeleos would rather fly his own banner than pledge himself to you. Did you ever wonder if that’s because you’re a heretic madman?” 

Senecal ignored him. “I suppose you must have known it would end this way from the beginning. I’m sure this is no great surprise to you, Prefect.” 

“It never should have ended this way,” Annuweth growled, despite his vow to remain silent. “If your son had just kept his peace in the fucking Senate…” 

“Oh, by the gods. I see. It’s everyone’s fault but yours.” Senecal shook his head. “If he’d just kept his peace in the fucking Senate,” he mimicked, imitating Annuweth’s rasping voice. “Tell me…what do you think would have happened then, exactly? Do you think all this would have been avoided? Do you really think the backstabber you serve would ever have suffered my son to live for long?” 

Annuweth tried to imagine a world where Ilruyn had not insulted Rufyllys on the floor of the Senate chamber. What would have happened then? 

What Petrea had suggested, and what he had always assumed, was that Ilruyn would have stayed on as a councilor. At first, his pride would sting, but as the days wore on, the sting would lessen. Karthtag-Kal would grumble and would hold Annuweth in contempt for the rest of his life, but Annuweth would endure the contempt as a price to be paid so he could marry the woman he loved. 

But knowing Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal as he did, had that vision of the future ever been anything more than a shadow on the wall? 

Come now. You’ve seen, firsthand, the depths of Ilruyn’s pride. How far Karthtag-Kal is willing to go for duty. Be realistic. 

Ilruyn would have conspired behind his brother’s back or tried to escape and rally men to his cause. Karthtag-Kal might have tried to help him. He was probably too honorable to be given to assassination, but he could have encouraged Annuweth’s men to desert. He might even have challenged his own son to a duel—Annuweth wouldn’t have put it past him. 

Which meant that, one way or another, this was always going to end in blood. 

Did you really not see that? Or did you not let yourself see? 

Since the day he’d killed his father, his constant refrain had been if only. If only Ilruyn hadn’t been so stubborn, if only Karthtag-Kal had just retired peacefully, if only he hadn’t been there that day in the Senate chamber. That refrain had been his armor against the barbs of men like Vexaryn, repeated often enough that he had come to believe it. Now a crack had been made in that armor, like a fatal wound in the hull of a ship, and the doubt that came flooding in was chilling enough to drown in. 

He looked up into Senecal’s eyes, and just as he had back on the deck of the Beast, he saw the promise of his own death written there. He would be sent to the fields of Zantos to await judgment by Neravos, the keeper of men’s souls. He wasn’t sure how he would fare in such a meeting. What if he looked in Neravos’ eyes and saw the same judgment he now saw in Senecal’s? 

Traitor. Kin-killer. 

The last words he’d hear before they cast him into the depths of the sea and let the king of the dremmakin set the razorfish on his spirit. 

Of course, he knew what he’d say: I never meant to kill anyone. I did it to help Petrea and her brother. They’d suffered enough. I never wanted a war. 

But some part of him must have known that this war might come. And if he hadn’t, then he really was the fool he’d always feared himself to be. 

The last of his resolve fell away, burned to nothing in the pitiless gaze of the sun. Here in Senecal’s room there was nothing, no shield, between a man and the eyes of the gods, and no dark spaces where he could hide, even from himself. 

If I have to beg, I’ll beg. 

“Listen to me,” he said. “You’re a clever commander. You know war; you’re one of the best in Navessea, the best anywhere. You have to know you can’t beat them. It’s just a simple question of resources.” Senecal watched him, saying nothing. “I know you want to see me dead, but I’m not worth it. If you kill me, you’ll bring their wrath down on you.” 

“You think your new emperor cares so much about his prefect? You’re not so special, Sandaros. There are hundreds of young noblemen just like you. Victaryn Livenneth, Thoryn Cyrdoreth, Carsenno Bols, Ildorys Scalian, just to name a few…you’re easily replaceable.” 

“The Princess Petrea wants me alive.” 

“The Princess Petrea?” Senecal repeated. That seemed to interest him. He rocked back on his heels, chewing the inside of his cheek as he pondered the new information. “Is she the one who put you up to this?” 

“She didn’t put me up to anything. We were…we are…friends.” 

“Lovers, I think you mean,” Nhykara said, laughing lightly. “Or at least, you love her.” 

Annuweth swallowed, the movement hurting his dry throat. 

“And you believe she loves you in return,” Senecal said. “Is that what she told you?” He shook his head. “Fool. I knew her as a small girl, back when Moroweth Vergana and I still went through the motions of pretending we didn’t detest each other. Before he stole my throne. She used to play with Isenia, my second-eldest. The tricks she used to play on the poor girl. At one point she convinced her that my pet dragon was actually a dremmakin, all wrapped up in a dead animal’s skin, waiting to eat me when I went to bed. Isenia took after her mother—always jumping at shadows, always sure the dremmakin were coming to devour our spirits in our sleep. She begged me to kill that dragon. If she were a little older, she might have done it herself. It looks as though Petrea is still that same little girl, playing tricks. She certainly played one on you.” 

Annuweth shook his head. His head was throbbing, and he felt sick—the heat was beating at him like a hammer. “You’re wrong,” he said. 

“She’s using you, Prefect. By the Fates, it’s so obvious. She needed the Order of Jade for her little plot, and now that your role is done, she’ll forget about you.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“Imagine this—imagine I offered to abandon my claim tomorrow and go into exile in the west if they pulled back the blockade around these islands. In return, I’d give them you.” He crouched in front of Annuweth, casting a shadow across Annuweth’s face, a welcome, momentary relief from the sun’s heat. “Do you think they’d take the deal, and risk me getting away to fight another day? Or do you think they’d let you die here? Maybe we should find out?” 

Annuweth turned his face away, closing his eyes. He’s toying with you, he told himself. He doesn’t know a thing. He’s mad; that’s why he’s trapped on a couple of little islands, alone except for Lieutenant Arganeth. He’s just a fading, broken man taking out his anger on you. Don’t listen to him. Don’t listen to a thing he says. 

“What did she promise you, Prefect? Her body? Was that enough? Was that all it took to make you turn traitor?” 

She never used me. She loved me, and I helped her because I loved her back. Our love is real. If that wasn’t real, then nothing was; everything he had done was for nothing. 

She hasn’t married you yet, though, has she? A voice inside whispered. So many promises, but nothing to make them binding. 

It was she who seduced you, wasn’t it? The young Captain of the Dragonknights, heir apparent to the Order of Jade…a tempting target for any would-be usurper. 

“No.” He shook his head, his eyes squeezed shut tight. Ever since that battle in the Bay of Dane when he’d lost his men, his life had been one ugliness, one hard choice after another. He would not let this hateful man twist the one beautiful thing he had left. 

Because if Senecal was right, then the last pillar he stood on would crumble, and he was afraid of what he’d find waiting below him when it fell. 

“The light hurts you, doesn’t it?” Nhykara said. “It stings. I know. The thing about light is that it holds no secrets. It shows us as we really are. How small we are. Some of us more than others.” 

When he opened his eyes again, the witch and her emperor were gone. 




*** 




Day became night. He shivered in his sweat. He drifted in and out of sleep and when he awoke, he saw a dremmakin crawling towards him across the shadowed floor of the chamber, its humped back slick with slime and water, its face hideously twisted, like the sunken, disease-ravaged face of an old crone, mouth opened in a soundless scream. Where the eyes should have been were only two smoking pits, caked with ash. 

“My boy,” the dremmakin said, sliding its hand up his leg. “My golden child.” 

He sprang awake with a cry, straining against his bonds. The dremmakin was nothing but a pool of moonlight on the floor. He shivered, hunched in the fetid darkness. 

Night became day. Day became night. Night became day again. 

At last they brought him his first meal—barley in broth and a few crusts of bread. He hadn’t realized how ravenous he was until he’d taken his first bite. He tore at it while his guard watched, impassively, dribbling crumbs down his chin and onto his tunic, which reeked of his sweat. The guard took his piss-filled bowl and brought him an empty one. 

“Please,” he begged. “Water.” 

“Later.” The guard turned curtly for the door. 

“Wait.” He didn’t want to be left alone again. The sun was coming up, the crystal-glass panel in the ceiling already lighting up, the stifling heat beating down on his shoulders and the top of his head. He knew the guard loathed him, but even the company of a hateful man was better than none at all. “Wait…” 

But the guard left the room and pulled the door shut behind him. 

He screamed, thrashing in the chair. 

The sun rose and began to fall. As it made its way into the west its light struck him full in the face. He closed his eyes but there was no escape—the light went through his eyelids like a sword through paper. He fancied that he saw figures moving in the light, like the shadowy silhouettes of men and women glimpsed through a curtain. He called out to them, but they didn’t stop, didn’t so much as pause. 

What if he was dead already? What if he had expired, his mind melted by the sun, his spirit fled, and he was in the black sands, the place where the Tyracians believed the dremmakin took the spirits of the damned? What if the shadowy figures he saw were the souls of others wandering the wastes? Would he even be able to tell the difference? 

He tugged against his bonds, the movement sending a flare of pain through his chafed wrists. He wept with relief. The pain had to mean he was still alive, surely? Spirits had no flesh that would chafe against iron—or did they? 

No. I know what’s real. He recited what he knew, to keep his mind from scattering in the heat. I’m Annuweth Sandaros, Prefect of Navessea. I’m alive, I’m Senecal Ikaryn’s prisoner, and I’m strapped to a chair in his villa in the Sunset Isles. The Navessean fleet is somewhere outside these walls, facing off against Senecal’s, keeping Senecal pinned here, but unwilling to attack because he knows these waters better. They’ve been there for…how long? He realized he’d lost track of the days. 

I am Annuweth Sandaros, he repeated. I am not alone. My friends are thinking of me. Thoryn…Morgarmir…Rufyllys…Victaryn and his Dragonknights. Petrea. She’ll save me. She’ll find a way. 

How? You’re chained to a chair half the world away. 

She can do anything. She’ll find a way. 

“Annuweth?” 

He opened his eyes. The sun had gone; night had fallen, and in the gloom, he heard a rustle of silk. A figure, hidden by the shadows; a pale shape in the darkness. His heart jumped; he feared another dremmakin. 

“Annuweth, it’s me.” Petrea stepped forward into the moonlight. His breath caught; she looked just as beautiful as she had that night in the garden when they’d first made love. He tried to reach for her, but of course, he couldn’t; his chains rattled against the arms of his chair. 

“You’re not real.” 

She came to sit beside him. She touched his hand gently, her fingers cool as water. “No. Does that mean you want me to leave?” 

“No,” he rasped. “Please, stay.” 

She looked sideways at him, her hair framing her face in two dark sheets, casting her eyes into shadow. “I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she said. 

“You don’t have to be.” 

“I do.” She reached up, her palm brushing the side of his face. “Oh, ‘Weth,” she said sadly. “Don’t you see? I used you.” 

“No.” He shook his head. 

She sighed. “I needed you to get to Ilruyn. You understand, don’t you? I had to do it. It was the only way.” 

“You’re lying. This is one of Senecal’s tricks.” 

“Senecal’s not here.” Petrea glanced around the room. “Do you see him anywhere? This is me trying to tell you the truth, Annuweth. I wish you’d listen.” 

He closed his eyes. “No. I know what’s true.” 

Petrea laughed, a sickening sound like the bray of the wild boar that roamed the mountains of Dane. “You haven’t known a true thing all your life. Did you really think of all the knights in this world, I would love you so terribly? Men throw themselves at my feet, Annuweth. I could have any man I wanted. We both know it’s true.” 

He tried to shut his ears, to blot her out, but she was relentless. 

“Why would I choose you? Who are you? A scarred boy who let his sister cheat him a way onto the steps of Shavennya’s Temple? I seduced you because I thought you’d be prefect someday, but you almost couldn’t even manage that. You can’t imagine how relieved I was when your sister turned down the post. That could have ruined my entire plan.” She shivered with the thought. “I lied to you, Annuweth. I thought you should know. Since you’re here and you’ve gone through so much, I thought I owed you that.” 

Annuweth had once, as a boy, seen a horse stricken with a bloodeater worm. The worm was a thing fashioned by dremmakin magic. It lived coiled inside your gut, shrinking you from the inside out…sucking away your spirit the way you might suck water through a straw. 

By the time anyone realized what had happened, the animal had grown so thin that you could see the marks of its ribs like the strings of a lyre stretched against the paper-thin wall of its belly. 

That was what Senecal had done to him. 

He tried to shut his ears, but the doubt was inside him now, swelling, devouring the best parts of him, the only parts that mattered. There was nothing he could do to stop it. 

He stared up at the ceiling. The crystal-glass was beginning to glimmer; dawn was not far off. 

“Please, get me out of here,” he begged. 

She got to her feet. “I have to go.” 

“You can’t let me die here.” 

“Why not? I let Ilruyn die, and Karthtag-Kal.” 

“That was an accident. We meant to save them.” 

She laughed, the sound ringing against the crystal window, her breasts shaking with merriment. “Oh, Annuweth. You know better than that.” 

He felt a chill, deeper than the clammy chill of the night, fall across his heart like a shadow. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“You know me. You know Rufyllys. You know how clever we are. Did you really think we’d risk leaving Ilruyn around to plot against us? He was always going to die, Annuweth—not right away, but later, once everything was secure. A trap—tempt him into plotting against us, catch him in the act, off with his head. Or if not that, some kind of accident. He was too dangerous to be left alive—your father, too. Don’t pretend you didn’t know.” 

“We were going to spare them,” he whispered. 

“Didn’t you ever wonder why Karthtag-Kal showed up in the Senate that day when he was supposed to be in Naxos?” 

“No,” he breathed. “No, no…” 

Petrea smiled. “We brought him there, ‘Weth,” she said sweetly. “Rufyllys and I. So you could kill him.” 

“NO!” He screamed, slamming his head into the back of the chair, trying to drive the voice out. Light flashed before his eyes; his world spun. Somewhere far above, where the spirits watched, the sunlight caught the crystal-glass panel in the roof and in the fire that followed the last of his faith burned to ash. 



Chapter Thirty-Five 




The Graver’s army spread out around the base of the hill. They blocked the northern pass from which the army of Svartennos had come; they fanned out into the valley to the west. To the south, the army of Surennis blocked the way forward. Their campfires burned in the dark like the red-slit eyes of dremmakin. 

The soldiers of Svartennos huddled atop their hill, hunched over their own campfires. The jagged peaks of the surrounding mountains seemed to hem them in, sharp as teeth, as if a beast had them in its jaws and was toying with them. 

They had food and water for seven days in the wagons they’d rolled up the hill. After that, they had what they could forage. Probably enough for another two weeks, if they rationed tightly. It could last longer—months, maybe—if they stretched it out, but if they did that, they’d lose their fighting strength and start to waste away, so that by the time the armies of Antarenne and Surennis finally did come for them, they’d have nothing to offer in reply but a feeble wall of men with trembling legs and arms too weak to raise their shields. 

There were only three ways out. In addition to the way they’d come and the path south, blocked by the legion of Surennis, there was a narrow pass in the cliffs to the west, across the valley stream. It was more lightly defended than the other paths, but that was of little comfort; it was too narrow, such that they’d had no chance of getting their army through it. A few might escape that way, if they broke through the enemy lines, but it was a faint hope. 

The cliffs to the east were a solid wall, impassible by horses and most men, scale-able only by a determined climber. 

They were trapped, and the men of Antarenne knew it; they cheered and hammered at their shields and chanted four words over and over—we are the end. We are the end. 

Marilia sat with her friends around the largest campfire. Ben brooded in silence and Catarina stared down at the ground. Laekos and Antiriel were there, too, accompanied by some of their best knights. Laekos’ men gamely tried to break the silence with talk of a wild boar they had successfully given chase to earlier in the day, but eventually the conversation petered out, fading as surely as the fire, which drew down to a handful of glowing sparks. 

“If Karthtag-Kal had been here, we wouldn’t be stuck on this hill,” Ben muttered. 

“Your majesty, if I may?” Septakim cleared his throat. 

“Go ahead.” 

“I fear this gloom will do no one any good. Hope is worth a thousand swords, Emperor Urian once said, and I…” 

“Are you really lecturing us on hope? You, of all people? You always said you were a pessimist,” Laekos interrupted. 

“Maybe it takes a pessimist to stave off despair,” Septakim shot back. “That’s the thing about fearing the worst—when it finally happens, we’re not all that put out. It’s your type who completely lose your sand.” 

“What hope do you see here, Dragonknight?” Antiriel asked bitterly. “We’re trapped on this hill. Unless Governor Victarian comes—which he clearly won’t—there’s no way off but through their army. And their army is, if you haven’t noticed, quite a bit larger than ours.” 

“I had noticed, actually.” 

“We’re going to die here.” 

Antiriel was well out of line; it was a mark of Ben’s despair, Marilia thought, that he didn’t even bother to order his strategos to hold his tongue. 

“Then we die,” Septakim said, surprising them all as he sprang to his feet. “By the gods, we may die. But I mean to do it without moping. I mean to do it properly. Do you want to know something, Antiriel? Men have been singing songs and telling tales about last stands since they knew how to sing. Neravos’ two sons against the six-armed dremmakin Molackin and his army. Akeleos at the walls of the Valdruk. Prefect Valennos the Morning Star against the usurper’s army. My personal favorite, old Prince Luthiel, killed in single combat against the Laughing Knight, but managed to put up such a fight at the age of sixty that no one could take his enemy seriously after that. Do you know why they tell those stories? Because there’s something beautiful in it. Yes, I’d have preferred to have died of old age, my friends around me. But you all have to admit, if this is the end, there’s worse ways to go.” 

Speechless, they stared at him. 

“What happened to Svartennan spirit? What happened to the seed of Akeleos? Seems I’m more a true Svartennan than half the men here.” He shrugged, flipping his tattered green cloak over his shoulder. “If that’s all, I’m going to bed.” 

The following day, a chicaya arrived from Dane; how it had managed to escape the trained hiathaws of the Surennese legion no one could say—it was a small miracle. But the message it brought was grim. 

Marilia was sitting in Ben’s tent when it arrived. 

Ben crumpled it in his fist with a curse. “Victarian’s not coming. He apologizes, but cannot take sides at this time. What a cock-sucking thing to say. I guess the fact that he fought alongside Moroweth Vergana and Karthtag-Kal during the War against Tyrace means nothing to him. I guess he doesn’t care that my cousin was his fucking wife.” He rounded on Marilia, who felt her throat constrict. 

“What about you, Lady Chrysathamere?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Care to try to find us a way off this hill? Care to come up with a plan? Care to say anything at all?” 

“I’m trying to think of a way out, the same as you are. The same as everyone.” 

“I thought together we’d carry the fight over Ulvannis’ walls, right to the door of the Jade Keep,” Ben said. “But you’ve done nothing. Given me nothing.” 

“Ben,” Catarina said sharply. “That’s enough.” 

Marilia drew back, feeling a knot in her chest. She did not reply. She knew Ben was right. 

“She did give you one piece of advice, if I remember,” Catarina said icily. “She told you not to go to war in the first place. Maybe you should have listened.” 

“And let them get away with it?” Ben’s voice cracked. “They’re sitting there in their fucking castle, laughing and drinking and watching fucking fire-dancers and Karthtag-Kal and Ilruyn are ashes. It isn’t right.” He slumped into a chair at the command table. “It isn’t right,” he repeated, his voice little more than a whisper. The crumpled missive fell from his fingers. All at once, the fire seemed to go out of the Prince of Svartennos. His eyes held the vacant gaze of a sleepwalker’s. 

Marilia took a tentative step forward. “Ben…” 

Ben rested his elbows on the command table where a map of the surrounding land, created by his army’s cartographers the previous evening, was spread out--a written testament to their doom. He ran one finger absently over the ridge of the western mountains, following their path like a man tracing a hairline fracture in a damaged blade. “You’re right,” he said softly to Catarina. “You were always right. I led you here. It was me. I told everyone it was for justice, or for duty, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t for the good of Navessea, either. It wasn’t for power, no matter what that bastard Suryn says—at least I can say that much. It was for revenge. And something else.” A ghostly, bitter smile flitted across his face. “When the Tyracians came to Svartennos, when my people needed me, I wasn’t there. I let them die. More would have died if Marilia hadn’t saved them. When my emperor and my close friend were murdered by a usurper, I wasn’t there. I just thought…I thought I could make a difference. Make things right. The Fates gave me a gift—they made me good at sword-fighting. What good was that if I couldn’t use it to avenge Ilruyn and Karthtag-Kal? But I was a fool.” At last he turned his eyes from the map. Catarina had moved to stand close beside him. He reached out and took her hand, running his thumb across her knuckles. Marilia drew back towards the entrance of the tent. She had the feeling that she was intruding on something intimate. It felt wrong to stay; but it also felt wrong to slip out without so much as a until later, so she paused, awkwardly, just inside the entranceway. 

“I wanted the glory, too,” Ben admitted. “I wanted to make things right, but just as much as that, I wanted to be the one to do it. I thought if I did, I’d find something…” he frowned, struggling to find the right words. “…find something I’d been missing. But I had everything I needed. You and my daughter. You were there the whole time. I’m sorry, Catarina.” His voice was choked. He pressed her hand to his lips. 

Catarina stared at him, open-mouthed. She looked too shocked to speak. 

Ben rose abruptly to his feet. He reached for the suit of yoba-shell plates that hung in one corner of the room. 

“Ben?” Catarina sounded frightened. “Where are you going?” 

Ben brought the armor down over his shoulders. He turned to face them both, his hands working at the clasps. “Marilia. If you could help me with this cuirass, please.” 

“Ben…” 

“I got us into this, Catarina. And it’s up to me to get us out.” 

“How?” 

“Single combat. It worked for the Lady Chrysathamere in Tyracium; maybe it will work again. Cut off the head and the beast dies.” Ben’s face was a mask of grim resolve. “I’m going to kill the Graver.” 




*** 




“Don’t do it, Ben,” Catarina begged. They stood on the edge of camp, the hill sloping away before them. At its base, gray and misty in the light of dawn, the red-white tents of the Graver’s army stretched like a cancer across the grass. 

“It’s the only plan we have,” Ben said. “If the Graver dies, his army is only half as dangerous.” 

“He’s too dangerous,” Catarina warned. “He fought two against one against Marilia and her brother and nearly won. Tell him, Marilia.” 

Marilia shivered, remembering the feel of his hands around her throat, choking the life from her, the world closing in around her as she gasped for air. “He’s very skilled,” she said. “And killing him won’t stop his army. They’re not just going to pack up and head back to Antarenne.” 

“No…but they’ll lose heart. I know he fought you two against one—but you beat him, didn’t you? Kicked him off a cliff. I saw him limping about Ulvannis with a cane after that. He’s not the man he was. I can kill him. I have to kill him. Do you have any better ideas?” 

She searched for one. She’ll be there when you need her, Camilline had said of Queen Svartana, and surely Marilia needed her now, more than she ever had. 

Come on, Marilia begged. Let me in. 

There was nothing but silence, the hollow echo of her own mind. 

“No,” she said, defeated. 

The sun had begun to rise. Its light reached into the back of the Graver’s camp and lit up the field beyond—golden, rolling waves of wickwheat and grass. From up here, it looked as promising as an oasis to a man lost in the desert. So close, but it might as well have been on the other end of the earth. The Graver and his army stood between them and that freedom. 

If someone didn’t do something, they would never reach that field. That someone wasn’t going to be her; she wasn’t sure it would be Ben, either, but who was she to stop him from trying? 

“Then here we are.” Ben took his wife’s hand, staring deep into her eyes, willing her to understand. “I have to do this. I brought us here. I have to try to get us out, and this is the only way I know how.” 

“Be careful,” Catarina whispered. 

“I will.” Ben turned to face his enemy. He drew himself up, taking a deep breath of morning air, and yelled, a bellow for the whole army to hear—“ANDREAS!” 

Men stirred, climbing from their tents, drifting towards the edge of the camp, drawn by the sight of their prince, their emperor, howling his challenge down into the enemy camp. 

“ANDREAS!” Ben yelled again. “ANDREAS!” 

The men of Antarenne began to stir, forming ranks. Ben stepped forward, to the very lip of the hill and then beyond it, making his way down the slope as the forces of the enemy rose to meet him. “Form ranks,” the Prince of Svartennos called back over his shoulder. “If their governor dies, they might try an attack. I’ve known it to happen when the rage takes hold, no matter what the rules of dueling say. That’s our chance. We let them throw themselves on us, tire themselves out, then we push through.” 

Ben gave another shout, even louder than the ones before. “ANDREAS!” 

At the lip of the hill, the best knights of Svartennos arranged themselves in a line, their shields locked together. Behind them, the lesser-trained levies of shield-men, gathered from the Svartennan countryside and armed with crude short-swords of cheap aeder or iron, filled in two more ranks. 

Marilia pushed her way through, making her way back towards the center of camp. If there was going to be trouble, she wanted to be armed and armored when it came. 

Behind her, another shout: “ANDREAS!” 

When she reached her tent, she found Camilline already dressed in her vest of draleen leather, razorfish-tooth dagger at her hip. 

“What is going on?” Camilline demanded. 

“Ben’s challenging Andreas,” Marilia said curtly, snatching her armor off the rack beside her bed. “Help me with this, would you?” She tugged it over her vest, buckling greaves over her leggings. 

Camilline helped her with the clasps. Marilia left the helmet off for now, holding it in the crook of one arm as she made her way back out into the light of the rising sun. 

A duel at dawn, she thought. How very poetic. Ben will like that. 

She realized that his shouts had stopped. She quickened her pace, Camilline hurrying alongside her. 

By the time they reached the top of the hill—squeezing their way through the shield wall, which parted to admit them—Ben was already face to face with his enemy. The Graver had ridden halfway up the slope at the head of his own shield wall. He dismounted and stepped forward to face Ben. 

“You called for me? I thought I made clear my offer to negotiate had been rescinded.” 

Ben drew his blue aeder sword and pointed it at Andreas. “I challenge you, Sethyron Andreas,” he said. “Single combat.” 

The Graver drew back. It was hard to tell, from this distance, but Marilia thought he looked rattled. Of course he did—he was a man who prided himself on his reputation as a fighter. And now here was Ben Espeleos, one of Navessea’s finest warriors, challenging him to a duel. Once he could have leaped at the opportunity. But the wounds Marilia had given him had changed him; she had sapped his courage. 

“This is ridiculous,” the Graver said. “My army outnumbers yours almost two to one. I don’t need to duel you. I only need to wait. Besides, I don’t duel with traitors.” 

“You’re afraid,” Ben taunted. “You’re afraid you’re not half the man you used to be, not after Lady Chrysathamere left you weeping in the dirt.” 

The Graver ground his teeth; his eyes spat fury. If Ben couldn’t kill him, Marilia thought, at least he could humiliate him in front of his entire army. 

“Coward!” Ben called out. 

Of all the insults he might have chosen, Marilia thought that was the one most likely to wound the Graver’s pride. A muscle twitched in the Graver’s cheek. She thought for a moment he might rise to the bait. He clearly wanted to; she could see his pride warring with his fear. His eyes flicked down towards his right leg, and a shadow seemed to pass across his face. 

“Were I at my best, I would cut through you like a man carving fish for dinner,” the Graver said fiercely. “We both know it.” 

“Face it, Andreas. You’re as good now as you’ll ever get. Either you have what it takes to fight me, or you don’t. Looks like you don’t. Seems to me—” he leaned forward, digging the point of his sword into the earth and folding his hands across the pommel— “seems to me you’re just a shadow of the man who used to run rough-shod through Vergana’s tournaments. I suppose I can’t blame you for declining. I might do the same, if I was a cripple.” 

The look on the Graver’s face was so frightening that Marilia almost took a step back. She felt her breath catch in her chest. It was happening again; against the dictates of prudence, against his better judgment, the Graver was going to fight a battle from which most men would have shied away. She saw him reach for the gold aeder sword at his side. 

This is it, she thought, pressing her hands into fists, her palms slick with sweat. This is Ben’s chance. 

But before the Graver could draw his sword, a new voice spoke. “I stand for Governor Andreas.” It was a deep voice, like the sound of iron grating over stone. The brute, Dorokim, shouldered his way through the front ranks of the assembled Antarenne shield-men. A drawn sword was in his hand, and the blade was as fine a gold as the Graver’s own. Of course a vain man like the Graver would arm his best lieutenant with a weapon worth a small town. 

Dorokim held the blade easily in one hand, flicking it back and forth like the tongue of a snake, shearing the tips off the stalks of grass. “I’ll take your challenge, Prince of Svartennos,” he said, and smiled. His teeth were crooked and too large for his mouth, giving his smile the look of a razorfish’s grin. 

The Graver frowned and muttered something in the giant’s ear. Dorokim whispered back. There was a hushed exchange. At the end of it, the Graver gave a grim nod and retreated, his eyes as dark as the charred ashes at the bottom of a fire-pit. 

Dorokim repeated his challenge, pointing his sword at Ben’s face. 

Marilia saw Ben hesitate. His eyes moved from Dorokim to the Graver and back again. He gave a snarl of frustration. “I’m not here to duel with dogs,” he said. “I came for the governor, and only him. If he’s too frightened to face me, that’s his choice. On Svartennos, we stand for ourselves. We don’t let other men fight our battles for us.” He turned his back on Dorokim. 

“You will fight me, Beniel Espeleos,” Dorokim said. “I will kill you and men will chant my name long after you are forgotten. If you are remembered, it will be as the fool who thought he could conquer an empire with just one island’s worth of men.” He made a motion with his hand. The ranks of the Antarenne shield-men opened wider, and Marilia’s heart sank. 

Ten Svartennan prisoners, their hands bound, were ushered forward onto the slope. There, in front of Ben and the Svartennan line, they were made to kneel. At the far end, Marilia recognized Lord Konos, silver-haired and bearded, a bruise swelling on one temple and another at the corner of his lip…but still proud, defiant, unbroken. 

Dorokim stepped to the end of the line and laid his sword against the neck of one of the prisoners. “These are your men, Espeleos,” he said, his voice booming. “Led here by your stupidity. If you fight, I’ll send them back to the camp. I’ll even set a few free—though not your strategos. If you don’t, you’ll have to watch them all die.” 

Ben wheeled around, and Marilia now saw the same fury in his face that she had seen on the Graver’s. 

“They’ll kill them anyway,” Camilline muttered. “Marilia, stop him.” 

“I can do this all day, Espeleos,” Dorokim warned. “We have many prisoners.” 

Marilia looked to the Graver and saw the cold look in his eyes—a look she’d seen before, the night her friends in the pillow house had died. Like the flat surfaces of two tarnished coins. This was his revenge—to lure Ben to his death and do to the Prince of Svartennos what Ben had wanted to do to him. 

You’re no match for me. I’m stronger. And I’m smarter. 

She wanted to scream. She ran for Ben, reaching for his arm. “Ben…don’t…it’s what they want…” 

An angry murmur rippled through the Svartennan line; men began to shift, the line tilting dangerously forward towards the enemy. “Hold ranks,” Ben ordered tightly. If they charged Andreas, if they gave up their position, it would be the end. 

Angry they might be, but the men of Svartennos were also disciplined; the line held firm, even as Dorokim stepped behind the first prisoner and raised his gold dueling sword in both hands. “On your command, Governor.” 

“Governor.” Konos spoke. His lips drew back, and he spat onto the grass in front of him. “You’ve certainly come a long way, Sethyron Andreas.” Dorokim paused, the sword wavering the air, as he looked to the Graver for instruction. The Graver rounded on Konos, moving towards the old strategos. 

“I’m sure you think you look noble, with your fine yoba-shell armor and your banners and your gold aeder swords,” Konos said derisively. “And I’m sure you enjoy the power that comes with it even more than the trappings. That’s you, isn’t it?—always so clever, always in control. But you forget—I’m old, Governor. Old enough to have known you when you were just a boy. I’m old enough to remember the way your father used to beat you—I suppose he blamed you for his exile from Tyrace. I remember the way you used to whimper and cry. And no matter what you do, no matter how much gold you store up or how many men you command, I’ll always remember you as that sniveling little boy. That’s one thing you can’t control, and I imagine it drives you mad.” 

The Graver stopped beside Lord Konos. His lip trembled. In his eyes was a wild look, like an animal stuck with a barb. He gave a cry and swung his sword. There was no finesse in the movement, no artistry. He was like a lumberman swinging an axe. The blade bit deep into Konos’ skull, stopping halfway through his brow. Konos’ eyes widened with shock, just for a moment, before they rolled back in his head. A quiver ran through his body, down to the tips of his fingers, which danced in the grass. Blood sprang from the wound, running into his beard, turning his silver hair crimson. The old strategos pitched face forward to the dirt, dead before his nose touched the grass. 

Marilia gave a cry of anguish; she heard others do the same. 

The Graver wrenched his blade free and swung again, and again, carving Konos’ skull like a piece of meat, turning it to pulp. His chest heaved with the effort; his armor and sword were red with gore. He painted the hillside with blood, scattering white shards of Konos’ skull across the grass. 

Numbly, Marilia stared at the ruined mess that had once been Konos’ head. Of all the strategoi, he had always been one of her favorites. His calm, measured voice had been a source of wisdom at Ben’s war councils, a tempered counterbalance to the gruff strength of Leondos, the nonchalant quips of Laekos, and the impetuousness of Aerael and Antiriel. Now he was gone, and there was nothing left to even prove the body on the hill was his, except for a few tangled, blood-soaked silver hairs. 

Ben leaped forward, his dueling sword raised in both hands, and Dorokim stepped to meet him, placing himself between Ben and the Graver because, dueling rules or no, it wasn’t entirely clear who Ben meant to kill. 

The swords, gold and blue, came together with a shriek of crystal. Dorokim tried to use his bulk to bear Ben over backwards, but Ben was too smart for that; he slipped to one side, his sword cutting at Dorokim’s flank. With speed surprising in a man of his size, Dorokim pivoted into the blow, crossing his blade atop Ben’s and driving the point of Ben’s sword towards the ground. 

The two disengaged, taking each other’s measure. Dorokim was at least a head taller, and broader in the shoulders—a brute like the king of the ghouls himself stepped out of a child’s horror story. 

“Time to die, Espeleos,” Dorokim growled. He spun his sword in a flourish. 

“You won’t kill me,” Ben shook his head. He stepped to the side and Dorokim stepped with him, measuring his every move. “I won my first tournament when I was seventeen years old. I killed a giant crab with nothing but an iron knife. When I was a boy in the Svartennan training fields, I beat a big bastard like you with my bare hands. I climbed aboard Kushluk the Corsair’s ship while it was burning and cast him down into the sea to avenge my mother. I am Ben Espeleos of Svartennos. They call me the invincible.” He flashed a crooked smile, his teeth visible through the gap beneath the nose-piece of his helmet. 

“You talk a lot,” Dorokim said. “I am Dorokim of Kashlan, of the Far North. I broke your army. I butchered your knights. You don’t seem so invincible to me. Just another pretty little bastard with a cheap sword.” 

He sprang at Ben. His reach was tremendous; his blade whistled as it cut the air. Beside Marilia, Catarina gasped. Her hands were clasped tightly in her lap and her knuckles were white. 

Ben’s feet moved quickly as he fought to stay just ahead of Dorokim’s charge. The gold blade cut the air in front of him as he twisted to either side. His own blade lunged for the gap at the base of Dorokim’s helmet but was stopped by the bigger man’s cheek-guard as Dorokim ducked his head. 

For a second it looked as though Ben would simply be bowled over in that first frantic exchange. A lesser man might have been. But Ben was quick on his feet, as quick as anyone Marilia had ever seen. 

Dorokim was quick, too. He aimed most of his blows at Ben’s head; each of them had such force behind it that it would end the fight if it landed, helmet or no. 

Ben realized the danger; he feinted a rush to his left, and when Dorokim swung to cut him off, Ben dove right instead, quick as a swallow. He ducked beneath Dorokim’s arm, Dorokim’s blade shaving off the top of his gold-green horse-hair crest. Somehow, Ben’s sword found a gap in the monster’s armor, just behind the elbow. The way Dorokim shrugged it off, it must have been a light wound, but it was something—the men of Svartennos cheered and Marilia let out a long exhale, her hands shaking. 

“First blood is mine,” Ben said, raising the blood-stained blade so all could see. “I am Ben of Svartennos. I am invincible.” 

Dorokim didn’t pause. He sprang right at Ben before the prince had finished speaking, a downward slice followed by a lunge which Ben deflected, followed by a charge; he tucked his shoulder in and rammed Ben in the side. 

“I am invincib—” the proclamation ended in a grunt. Ben stumbled away from the impact and was slow on his next parry. Dorokim batted Ben’s sword aside and swept his sword down on Ben’s shoulder. Ben’s yoba-shell plates stopped the blow, but Ben winced, and when he drew back, Marilia saw that his armor was dented. 

Dorokim pursued, relentless. 

Catarina’s eyes were wide; they glimmered with tears as she stared without blinking. 

Ben’s back foot found a crater in the earth. His ankle wobbled. Dorokim rammed him again and he fell. 

Marilia doubled over, her guts a knot of cold dread. Beside her, Catarina let out a wail. 

Ben twisted on the ground as Dorokim laid into him. The gold blade fell like a smith’s hammer. The Antarenne line sent up a cheer. Marilia caught glimpses of Ben through the grass and dust; the prince writhed like a fish on the sand. 

There was a crack as one of Ben’s yoba-shell plates broke under the force of Dorokim’s blow. Dorokim grunted. For a second his blade caught in Ben’s armor. He jerked it free and raised it in both hands for the killing stroke. In that second, Ben rolled into his enemy and drove his armored fist up into Dorokim’s groin. Dorokim roared with pain; he staggered back a step, and in the reprieve that followed, Ben Espeleos found his feet again. His armor was scratched and dented, and his legs buckled as he used his sword to lever himself back up. Dorokim’s sword had cut through the armor in his shoulder, just beside his neck. Blood streamed down the front of his cuirass. His helmet was gone; blood ran down his cheek from another cut above his right eye. He spat it out of his mouth, looking dazed. 

“Oh, Ben,” Catarina breathed. Her chin trembled, and the tears began to fall. 

Ben wiped at the gash with the back of his hand, smearing more gore across his face and into his hair. 

“I am Ben of Svartennos,” he said, though his voice sounded faint. “I am invincible.” 

Dorokim faced him, bow-legged, one hand on his groin. With a hiss of pain, he straightened. He lunged, blade chopping down. Ben jumped aside. His left leg trembled dangerously as he landed. 

Dorokim, sensing his victory, pressed him. The blades ground and scraped together. Disengage! Marilia thought desperately. Dorokim was too strong for Ben to win the bind; slowly, inexorably, Dorokim bent Ben’s own blade back towards him. Ben’s back foot skidded as Dorokim forced him down the slope towards the Antarenne line. 

“Your death, Espeleos!” Dorokim crowed. 

Marilia reached out and took Catarina’s hand. The other woman’s grip was limp and lifeless, her pulse a faint rhythm like the beating of a dying bird’s wings. 

She thought of Septakim’s words—that long speech about the beauty of dying for a noble cause—but there was nothing beautiful about this: the slow shrieking of aeder blades, the frantic look in the eyes of a man she’d called her friend as he watched his own death closing in, as he looked, just for a moment, past his enemy to meet his wife’s anguished eyes. 

“It’s done!” The Graver, exultant. 

Trapped there, with death closing in, Ben did something unexpected; he let himself go limp. He fell to the ground, a quick tug on Dorokim’s arm wrenching the giant forward on top of him. Taken by surprise, on the downward slope, Dorokim was unable to stop his momentum; he went right over Ben and landed hard on one arm. 

Behind him, Ben struggled to his feet. 

“I am Ben of Svartennos. I am invincib—” 

With a strength that was barely human, Dorokim shoved himself up, twisting as he came, his sword arcing out one-handed. Ben, lunging forward with his blade raised, had no defense. He tried to reverse, throwing his head back, but the edge of Dorokim’s blade sliced into the side of his neck. There was a spray of blood, and the army of Antarenne went wild. 

Ben fell to one knee and Dorokim swung again, both hands, this time, a blow designed to decapitate. 

Ben exploded off his knee, kicking off with his foot, twisting sideways in the air like a snake, his own blade arcing out before him, a last, desperate gambit. He could not match Dorokim’s reach, could not hope to reach the giant’s body. 

So he aimed instead for Dorokim’s hands, clasped around the hilt of that gold aeder sword. 

There was an echoing crash as the blades collided in midair. Dorokim screamed; the gold aeder sword went spinning through the air, and with it, three of Dorokim’s thick fingers. 

The cut in Ben’s neck had been a shallow one—not the victory the men of Antarenne had so eagerly expected. Ben threw an elbow, and it connected solidly with Dorokim’s temple, the crack as the yoba-shell plates collided echoing across the field. The big man fell to his knees, clutching his maimed right hand. 

Ben stood over him with his sword raised. 

“This is for Konos, you dremmakin-fucking, ugly bastard.” 

A spear struck him in the middle of the chest. 

So fixed had Marilia’s eyes been on the Prince of Svartennos that she hadn’t seen who threw it. The blow rocked Ben back on his heels; the tip of the spear glanced off and the weapon landed in the grass beside Dorokim, who grabbed it with his good hand and, in a fit of rage, stabbed up at Ben’s unprotected face. He managed to land a gash above Ben’s other eye. 

Ben drew back, rubbing at his blood-soaked face. “Assassin filth!” he yelled. The men of Svartennos yelled, too, and suddenly the two shield walls were closing, streaming forward to slam together in the middle of the hill. Marilia was shouldered aside. She stumbled and fell in the grass, Catarina alongside her. Somewhere along the way, she dropped her helmet. 

The sound of the shield walls colliding was like the rumble of thunder. Spears and swords rattled together; knights strained and shoved and screamed curses in each other’s faces. 

“Where’s Ben?” Catarina asked, frantic, glancing around the fray. Marilia couldn’t answer; she’d lost sight of him the moment she’d fallen. 

A battle-fury had gripped both the Svartennan and Antarenne lines; men were screaming, shoving with their shields, swords and spears thrusting wildly into the gaps left when men stumbled or faltered. On the whole, the Svartennans seemed to be winning; they had the high ground, while the men of Antarenne were facing an uphill slope. 

“There!” Catarina pointed. Ben Espeleos staggered through the line, his shield-men parting to let him through. His face was a mask of blood. He tripped on a patch of uneven ground and went down on one knee. Catarina ran to him. 

“Ben…oh, Ben…” 

“It’s just a few scrapes,” he said. “I can’t see with this blood, that’s all. I’ll be all right…” 

Marilia meant to follow Catarina, but she couldn’t seem to make her feet move. She was transfixed by the sight of the battle unfolding before her. During the fall of Surennis, her ship had fallen towards the rear of Ben’s formation, and most of the carnage had been over with by the time she got there. She’d spent the fall of Stellienne in her tent. Now, for the first time since the War against Tyrace, men were dying right in front of her, their blood turning the grass from gold to red, transforming dust to mud. 

Here it is, she thought. Plain before your face. All your good intentions come to this. 

The Svartennan line gave a mighty heave, and the men of Antarenne began to stumble down the slope, their line wavering. 

Except in one place; directly ahead, the Graver’s best men had rallied around the governor himself and were hacking their way into the Svartennan line where it had parted to let Ben through, before it could properly re-form. Marilia caught glimpses of their faces over the shoulders of the Svartennan shield-men—faces she’d seen before, leering at her as she fought for her life in the courtyard of Oba’al’s pillow house. They were the Graver’s closest circle, the killers and rapists who had butchered her friends. 

“You have to go,” Ben said as he bound a strip of linen across his wounded brow. “Catarina, it’s not safe…” 

The Svartennan line buckled and the Graver’s killers came pouring through; Marilia saw one pivot and ram his short-sword between the shoulder blades of a Svartennan knight, driving him to his knees. Another spied Catarina, kneeling beside her husband. He pointed and shouted. Four knights broke from the fray and charged at her, eager for the glory that killing the Empress of Navessea might bring. 

Time seemed to slow. In a daze, as if she were moving through the sluggish current of a dream, Marilia reached for her dueling sword. She drew it and swung, saw one of the knights fall. Another cursed and charged her. He was a big man, smaller than Dorokim but only barely. It was like being hit by a chariot. She went flying backwards to the ground, winded, and the noise of the battle—which had ceased the moment the Graver’s knights began their charge at Catarina—returned full force, a cacophony that made her ears ring. She twisted on the ground and avoided the first knight’s sword. She avoided the second, too, mostly—felt a distant burn along her scalp as aeder scraped against her skull. 

Then Jariel Valennos was there, tucking in his shoulder to check his charge as he went barreling full speed into one of the Graver’s knights. The man was gone, just gone, and Jariel ducked into his second opponent, accepting a stab to his side in exchange for a quick thrust—gripping his sword halfway down the blade—over the rim of his enemy’s shield and through the side of his neck. 

The knight who had rammed Marilia bellowed and hurled himself at Jariel, a mad thing, a beast gone berserk, battering him with sword and shield. Jariel buckled under the onslaught. The rim of the knight’s shield came up under his guard and smashed into the bottom of his chin, snapping his head back and ripping a long strip of skin off his jaw. He took two tottering steps backward, his eyes glazed over. 

Marilia was back on her feet. She came at the knight with her sword held in both hands. 

What if I freeze? She thought. After all, she’d forgotten how to play Sharavayn; what if she’d forgotten this, too? What if all of Svartana’s knowledge had left her? 

As the knight turned to face her, she knew a moment of sheer terror. 

He stabbed at her and she moved her hips, the angle of her sword changing just slightly, but enough to send his blow wide. Instead of her throat, his sword hit nothing but air, and some distant part of her felt relief come crashing down like a waterfall. The knowledge she’d gained from all those long lessons with Septakim was still with her, after all. 

Her adversary tried to use his size to his advantage, forcing her backwards with his shield, thrusting below it at her groin. She accepted a hit against her side—moving as she went so that he hit her armor at an oblique angle—and feinted low, changing her angle of attack at the last second so that her sword flicked over his shield and into his face. He screamed, blinded and in pain. 

After that it was only a matter of quick-stepping around him and running him through the back of the neck. 

She stared down at the man she’d killed, feeling her arms beginning to tremble, her sword wavering dangerously in the air. 

Jariel came to stand beside her. 

The last of the Graver’s knights, the one Jariel had rammed off his feet, took one look at the two of them, standing over the bodies of his companions, and fled. 

He got only five steps before he ran into Ben Espeleos. 

More Svartennan knights came rushing past, plugging the gap in the line, forcing the soldiers of Antarenne back. Marilia fell to one knee, leaning on her sword. On Jariel’s face, Marilia saw a bewildered expression that mirrored exactly how she felt. 




*** 




The Antarenne attack burned itself out. The Svartennan lines straightened and held. The Graver’s men withdrew, and the hill was theirs again—for the moment. A score of knights were dead, and a score more wounded—including Marilia herself. 

“I’m all right, really,” she muttered as Camilline and Catarina steered her towards the infirmary tent in the center of the camp. 

“Your face is covered in blood. No offense, but when I look at you, all right aren’t exactly the words that come to mind, all right?” Camilline tugged on her arm. 

It was true; the gash on her scalp must have been deeper than she’d first realized. The blood was starting to pool inside her breastplate, and her hair was wet with it. She wrung out a strand and shivered with disgust as she watched crimson drops spatter the grass. 

“Next time, remember to put your damned helmet on before you decide to go saving your empress like a hero,” Camilline said reprovingly. 

“Thank you,” Catarina said, squeezing her hand. “For keeping them off me.” 

“Any time,” Marilia said, which Camilline seemed to find hilarious; she snorted as she eased Marilia down onto a cot. 

Catarina and Camilline left her there, moving to attend to Ben, who had insisted on making his own way to a cot, but who was now swaying on his feet and looking as if he might collapse at any moment. Dorokim had given him quite a battering. 

Marilia lay back, trying to ignore the agonized groans of those more severely injured than she was, and waited while a physick washed her wound—she winced and hissed at the sting—and bound her head with a strip of linen. She glanced to her right. Jariel lay in the next cot over, his head tilted back as a physick mopped at his wounded jaw. The physick moved away and Jariel caught her eye and gave her a little wink. She felt mad laughter bubbling dangerously inside her and stuffed a fist in her mouth to keep it in. It burst from her anyway, her shoulders heaving so hard that the cot shook. 

Jariel blinked at her. “What’s funny?” 

“Nothing,” she gasped, truthfully. She realized almost instantly that answering had been a mistake, because she’d taken her fist from her mouth and now the laughter burst from her even stronger than before. Jariel stared at her, bemused. He began to laugh, too, both of them cackling like a pair of mad-people. 

At last the madness passed; Marilia fell back on the cot, wiping tears from her eyes. 

“Sorry,” she said, her face growing warm. “I don’t…” 

“It’s all right.” 

“It’s just…not what I expected. Maybe I’m going mad.” 

“Maybe we both are. I suppose there’s worse fates than going mad in a tent with the Lady Chrysathamere.” 

“Thank you for saving me,” she said. 

“Thank you for returning the favor.” 

Marilia felt a sudden swell of guilt. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I treated you badly. I meant what I said before, you know. You’re brave, and kind, and…and funny.” 

“Apparently.” 

She winced. “Maybe that came out wrong.” 

“There are worse things to be than funny.” 

She sighed. “To tell you the truth, I was jealous of you.” 

Jariel blinked. “Jealous of me? You’re the Lady Chrysathamere.” 

“Yeah, I know. And my father’s dead, my brother’s a traitor…to be honest, I never had that many close friends. Not just the people you can chat with at parties or at a banquet table, or go sparring with, but…really close, I mean. It was only a few. Catarina and…and Septakim, I suppose, and…Camilline. If that makes any sense.” That’s only half of it, she thought, remembering a secret night in the shadows of the galley’s hold, a soft kiss in the darkness. There were some things she could never tell him. 

Jariel was staring at her, frowning, as if he was seeing something he hadn’t seen before. “You felt like I was stealing her from you.” 

“A little. Yes. I know it’s stupid.” 

Jariel laughed suddenly, and Marilia jumped in surprise. “Do you want to know something, Marilia? I was a little jealous of you, too. Not because you were famous; I was fine with that, actually. Because of the way she talks about you. Maybe you don’t realize it, so let me tell you. My brother used to love chariot racing; I think if he hadn’t been born a lord of Svartennos, he would have been a charioteer. Whenever he’d talk about the races, his eyes would light up, like…like a child seeing a firefly for the first time.” 

“What does this have to do with Camilline?” 

“When she talks about you, her eyes light up the same way. And I love her, and we’ve always got along well …but sometimes I’m afraid that I’ll never have with her what I know she has with you. A bond like that, it doesn’t just break, no matter what gets in the way.” 

Marilia swallowed. She looked at Jariel. Before she’d seen a rival. Now she saw just a man, someone not unlike her—unsure, but doing the best he could for himself and for someone he cared for. She was ashamed of her bitterness. 

Jariel had never been her enemy; her enemy was something more intangible, that cared not at all what she thought of it. Her enemy was the Fates themselves, spinning their threads the way they liked without regard to what pain they caused, or what they pulled apart. 

“I’m sorry about your brother,” Marilia said. 

“I’m sorry about yours.” 

After a moment’s hesitation, she offered him her fist. He touched it with his own. 




*** 




The siege wore on. 

Two more days passed. 

The food supplies in the wagon began to dwindle. 

The army of Surennis only swelled; fresh recruits, from who knew where, moved to join the throng massed at the bottom of the southward-facing slope. 

The men of Antarenne did not attack again; they sat at the bottom of the hill, content to wait. Their birds roamed the sky, hunting Ben’s chicayas down, one by one. Hunting down any that tried to reach him. 

But one got through. It bore a message from Aerael Dartimaos; he had rallied the survivors of Dorokim’s massacre, about eight hundred men, and was waiting at Surennis. He would attack if Ben gave the word. 

It was an empty promise, a failure of a man looking to assuage his shame; Aerael’s eight hundred men could do nothing against the Graver’s army. 

Barring a miracle, Ben and all his men were all going to die. 



Chapter Thirty-Six 




Annuweth drifted on a current of light. 

How long he’d been there, what day it was, he had no idea; time had no meaning in Senecal’s cave. 

The aeder panels groaned, shifting with the heat. 

Figures moved in the depths of the light, shadows forming and dissolving like castles made of cloud—there one moment, gone the next. 

The sunlight burrowed into him, until he wasn’t sure where it ended and he began; he felt himself dissolving. He wept to feel it; he knew that soon there would be nothing left, not even enough to make its way up to the House of White Sands. 

You think you’re going there? You have to go to the fields of Zantos first, unless you’ve forgotten. You have to wait there for Neravos to judge you. 

He wasn’t sure where the voice came from—from him or the light. He squinted; he thought he saw a shadow, framed against the brilliant gold backdrop of the aeder window. 

“Who are you?” 

Don’t you know? 

He swallowed. He did know; the knowledge hit him with the sharp, penetrating surety of a blade to the chest. “Nelos Dartimaos.” 

Nelos advanced towards him, a shimmering vision like a mirage at the end of a desert. You know what he’ll say of you. 

Annuweth shook his head. His skull was pounding; he could feel the light behind his eyes, a wet heat like liquid gold, threatening to tear him apart. I never meant to kill anyone. 

But they’re dead. And was Neravos, the man who’d overthrown a slave empire, who’d sacrificed his life to help banish a race of monsters to the bottom of the ocean, really one to listen to excuses? 

Nelos Dartimaos lunged at him suddenly, and Annuweth drew back; his voice was as harsh as the crack of a whip, the sound like metal on stone. You killed your father and betrayed your emperor so a pair of murderers could take power. 

No…no… 

You let them manipulate you like a child. They played with you like a piece in a game of Sharavayn. They used you to start a war, and now everything your sister did, everything your friends in that pillow house died for, and your knights on Livenneth’s ship, all of that was for nothing because the peace your sister won lasted as long as the time it takes a candle to burn down. 

Each proclamation felt like a scourge, lashing into him, whittling what was left of him down to the core. What was left was a child, naked and shivering beneath a light that brooked no argument, that allowed nothing to hide. 

“What was I supposed to do?” he screamed. “There were no good choices. Everything I did, someone was going to hurt for it.” 

Nelos didn’t answer. He backed away. His face wasn’t a face—inside the evanescent shimmer of his helmet, there was nothing but more light, a different shade of gold among thousands, but even so—though he could not have explained how—Annuweth thought he saw regret there. 

Yes. That’s true. Sometimes there are no easy choices. Sometimes it’s a bitter choice, like ending a war, or sparing a Tyracian pillow house…saving your friends. 

But you chose yourself—your own dreams, your own desires. You turned right when you might have turned left. People died for that choice. And more will die before the end. I wonder who. Ben Espeleos? Septakim? Your own sister? 

“She should have stayed on Svartennos!” 

“Who are you talking to?” 

He blinked; it was a woman’s voice. 

“Petrea?” 

“He’s gone mad. There’s no point.” The same voice, filled with despair. 

Not Petrea’s voice. Who, then? 

Nelos was gone; a shadow moved across his vision, its outline blurred by the light, like a figure in a rain-damaged scroll of water-script, eaten around the edges. 

“Get these things closed. By the gods, the heat is unbearable.” 

Someone tugged the heavy curtains closed, cutting off the light. So sudden was the change that he felt himself trembling; there were tears on his cheeks. He sobbed with relief. 

From somewhere to the side, where a second shadow lurked against the wall, came a low, half-strangled sound somewhere between pity and disgust. 

The shadow crossed the room to stand before him. To his light-ravaged eyes, she was a blur. He squinted up at her. 

“Prefect Sandaros? Can you hear me?” 

It was Sulpicia. Senecal’s wife. 

Annuweth stared at her—the woman whose son he’d killed. He had no idea what to say. 

She looked down at him. Her face was still a blur, slipping in and out of focus. “You were there,” she said, “when my son died.” 

Annuweth tried to speak but it felt like talons had embedded themselves in his throat; at first, all that came out was a dry gasp. He coughed. 

“He’s fading. It’s frightful what two weeks of thirst and hunger will do.” The second figure detached itself from the wall; it made its way between them, offering something to Annuweth’s lips. The thin shaft of light through the gap in the curtains caught on something that sparkled—water. He gulped at it greedily. His tongue, which had been like a block of dusty wood in his mouth, began to loosen. 

He realized that he knew the second shadow, too—Optakim, Senecal’s Commander. 

“Commander, would you wait outside, please?” Sulpicia said. “I want to be alone with the man who killed my son.” 

Optakim hesitated for a moment, then bowed his head. “Of course, my lady.” He left. The door creaked shut behind him. 

Annuweth tried again, and this time the words came. “I never wanted any harm to come to Prince Ilruyn.” How many times, he wondered, was he going to see some variation of that same thing? 

“Your men cut off his head.” He heard her voice shake. 

“It wasn’t supposed to be that way.” He kept talking, even though each word was painful, because as long as he was talking, and she was listening, the curtain would stay closed, and whatever pain his words cost him was nothing compared to what lay on the other side. “You have to believe me. I didn’t want to hurt your son, and I didn’t want to fight your husband.” 

He heard her breath catch as she let out a shaky sigh. “My husband…” 

His vision was improving, slightly, and he could make her out better now—a hunched figure, wringing her hands in her lap. Her lap…her belly was swollen. She’s with child. Her eyes were sunken. On her lips he saw teeth-marks—Marilia, too, used to chew her lip when she was fearful or unsure. 

He knew he must look worse, but she hardly looked like an emperor’s wife. Then again, Senecal wasn’t truly an emperor, no matter what he thought, no matter what his foreign sorceress filled his head with. Maybe, he thought, Sulpicia understood that, at least on some level. 

“Listen to me,” he said. “It’s not too late to stop this. Your husband…” 

“He won’t stop,” Sulpicia interrupted. “Do you really think he would just stop?” 

“You, then,” Annuweth said, desperately, clinging to any shred of hope he had. “If you let me go…” 

“What?” Sulpicia said. Her hands clenched so tightly that he thought one of her fingers might snap. 

“There are people in the capitol…they want me alive. Send me back, and they will thank you for it.” 

“People…you mean the princess Petrea?” 

He wondered how she knew that; her husband must have told her what he’d said the last time he and Annuweth had spoken. 

“Yes,” he acknowledged. “Please, my lady…think of your daughters. Your child, yet to be born.” 

She drew back as if he were a silvakim that had just reared from the sand. “You think I’m not thinking about them? Always?” 

He squeezed his eyes shut. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“Of course you did.” She laughed shrilly. “I should be happy to see you die, if I was any kind of woman. You killed my son.” 

“I told you, I never wanted to harm him. But if you kill me, what do you think will happen?” Annuweth looked at her pleadingly. “Senecal’s fleet is cut in half. He’s abandoned the gods—they won’t help him. Sooner or later, Rufyllys will come here, and if I’m dead, he’ll want revenge.” He leaned forward, feeling his bonds rub against his raw skin, the pain scuttling down his arms like a spider. “If you let me go, I promise you that no harm will come to you or your family,” he said. “I swear it.” 

“You’re lying. He’d kill my husband; no matter what, he’d kill my husband. He can’t let him live. You think I don’t know these things? You think I’m just some stupid woman? I am the daughter of a Master of the Treasury; I know how these things go. I’m not stupid.” 

“All right; all right, I’m sorry. I meant…he wouldn’t harm you or your children.” 

“He harmed one already,” she said bitterly. 

“When your son died, Rufyllys was enraged. He doesn’t just have women and children killed...” 

“How can I trust anything you say? You broke your oath to my son. You killed your father!” 

“What can I swear on that you’ll trust?” His heart was pounding; each beat made his ravaged body ache. He felt as though he was a rhovannon’s doll shaking at the end of a couple frayed strings. The few seconds where she stood there seemed endless. 

“I don’t know,” Sulpicia said at last, with a low, anguished moan. “There’s nothing.” 

“Please…I’m not what you think I am.” 

Sulpicia studied him. She leaned closer, close enough that he could see the sparkle of her eyes. There was a feral look to them—like an animal, wounded, knowing that the vultures were gathering. “The Princess Petrea…you know her well?” 

“I do.” 

“Senecal says she is wicked.” 

“It’s not true. All she’s ever cared about is protecting those she cares about. Her brother Rufyllys…” me¸ he thought, hoping it was still true. “She isn’t vengeful or cruel; all she wants is to be safe and for her brother to be safe.” 

“Oh, by the gods,” she murmured. “How did it come to this?” 

I wish I knew, he thought bleakly. 

He could tell he was losing her. He swallowed down the dryness in his throat. He had spoken more words in the last few minutes than he had in the last few days put together, and his voice was beginning to give out. “My lady…I know what it’s like to be where you are now.” 

“Where I am now?” 

“Caught up in something you never wanted. I felt that way when Rufyllys turned on your son. I knew him, all right? We fought together in the Bay of Dane; we were brothers-in-arms. He was supposed to stay on as a councilor.” Annuweth took a deep breath. “I got caught in something that went far beyond what I planned, and now I’m here. I’m here and I’m not sure what comes next. Neravos saw all the things I’ve done, and I’m afraid he’ll judge me for it.” He looked into her eyes. “Don’t let the same thing happen to you.” 

Sulpicia’s sunken eyes looked down at him, her hands on her swollen belly. “I only have one Dragonknight under my command,” she said. “Even if I wanted to help you, there’s nothing I could do…” 

But she trailed off; the door to the room had creaked open. “My lady, your husband is here. He wishes to see the prisoner.” 

Abruptly, Sulpicia pulled away. She moved towards the curtains. 

NO!” Annuweth cried. 

But the light came flooding back in, like a dragon lunging for its prey. He closed his eyes to shield himself, but he couldn’t escape the light’s glow, or its heat. 

He screamed. He hurled himself against the chair. Somewhere, the shadow of Sulpicia was moving away, vanishing the way she’d come, taking with her his last chance of escape. 

A new shadow entered to take her place. Senecal. 

The emperor sat with him a while in the light of the sun. “Tell me, Prefect, do you see?” 

Annuweth could not find the heart to answer him. 




*** 




Time passed. 

Annuweth burned. 

He burned the way he had back in Tyrace after the Graver had tried to kill him—that white-hot fever coursing through his veins, the desert’s heat smothering him like a cloak. In too much pain to sleep, and too tired to stay awake…dreams rising like beasts to swallow him before breaking apart like waves on the shore. Tumbling from the dream-realm to the world of men and back again with the changing of the hour. By the end of it, he could barely remember his own name. 

Through it all, there’d been one constant—proof that he was still alive. Marilia, waiting by his side. The touch of her hand. The sound of her voice. She’d tried to be his shield against the bright pain of the fever and the dark terror of his dreams. 

And you hated it, didn’t you? You wanted her to leave. 

And now, if she were here, she’d probably help Senecal cut your throat. 

He swallowed, feeling a lump in his chest. 

Oh, little Aneshvakar…are you feeling sentimental? It’s just like Karthtag-Kal always used to say…you never really know what a thing means to you until it’s gone. 




*** 




They came for him at dawn, the first blush of gold light just beginning to fill the empty room. Whether it was the next day or the one after, or the one after that, he wasn’t sure. Time had ceased to hold any meaning for him. 

The sound of their armored boots on the smooth stone floor awoke him. Dremmakin, he thought at first, but he’d always heard that dremmakin were monstrous beasts, and these walked and looked like men—men dressed in the orange-gold armor of the Sunset Isles. 

They unclasped his arms and legs from the chair and hauled him to his feet. He felt as though a chain had pulled taught inside him; the agony ripped through him like a thousand jagged teeth and he screamed and doubled up. 

“Can you even stand?” It was Senecal’s voice. 

He tried again. His legs, weak from disuse, shook and spasmed. A cramp set in behind his right knee. He would have fallen, if Optakim had not put an arm under his shoulder to keep him upright. 

Senecal stood before him, fully armored, his helmet tucked beneath one arm, his eyes cold and pitiless. “It’s time to die, Sandaros.” 

You’re not supposed to beg, he thought. You are a knight; a prefect. The son of Nelos Dartimaos and Karthtag-Kal. Karthtag-Kal didn’t beg; he died proudly. You can at least do that; no matter what else you’ve done, you can do that. 

But he heard a voice saying, “it’s not too late.” And he realized it was his voice, and some distant part of him, still untouched by the light, had the presence of mind to feel ashamed. Stop talking, he thought, but his tongue had betrayed him; it kept on. “Think of Sulpicia and your daughters, and your unborn child, my lord. If you send me back, I’ll give them safe passage to…” 

Senecal struck him across the face. It was a lazy backhand, with little force behind it. Still, Senecal was wearing his gauntlets, and one caught on his skin, slicing into it, drawing blood. He felt it run down his chin, dripping onto the floor. 

“Enough. I’ve heard it before, and I’ve no need to hear it again. The crowd’s already waiting. I’ll give you an hour to ready yourself while I eat breakfast with my family.” 

“Ready myself for what?” Annuweth croaked. 

Two more knights appeared; they bore a damaged suit of armor between them—green, not orange and gold. His armor; and with it, his sword. Nelos Dartimaos’ sword. 

Senecal smiled. “I’ve reconsidered your offer. Single combat, wasn’t it? I accept.” 

Annuweth stared at him, speechless. “How brave you are,” he said at last. “I can hardly stand. Are you afraid to face me fairly?” 

“This is already more than you deserve,” Senecal said. “At least you’ll die with your sword in your hand.” 

And all your men will see you kill the Prefect of the Order of Jade…and your legend will grow. And maybe the doubts that started to eat at your knights when you turned your back on the gods, when the battle didn’t go your way and those imperial ships began circling these islands…maybe those doubts will ease, just a little. Annuweth understood; his death would serve a purpose. Inside the fanatic Senecal had become was still some remnant of the military commander who had sent the Tyracian fleet running. Shrewd; economical. Nothing wasted, not even for his revenge. 

“Make yourself ready…Prefect.” 

Senecal and his men left the room. The door groaned as it slid shut behind them. An answering groan burst from Annuweth’s lips as he doubled up on the floor, the pain gnawing at his joints. His hands shook; he felt as though he had aged thirty years in the span of a few weeks. His fingers were clumsy as they fumbled with the straps of the armor; when he drew his sword it felt heavy, like a stone weapon torn from the hands of a statue. It seemed impossible that this was the same blade with which he’d torn through Vexaryn’s men. With which he’d battled Senecal atop the pitching deck of a galley. With which he’d killed Karthtag-Kal. 

This really was the end; it was too late for some kind of storybook rescue in the dead of night. Too late for Sulpicia’s Dragonknight to sneak him away, if she ever would have found the courage to have him try. There was nothing he could do for himself; there was only one door out of this room, and he wasn’t going to be escaping through it, sword or no sword. Senecal’s men were everywhere. 

He straightened up and—leaning on his scabbard—took his first few limping steps towards the doorway. 

His lip trembled; to his own surprise, a laugh burst from him. He felt as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders—as if his spirit was halfway to the fields of Zantos already, his body just a clumsy, lumbering thing it was eager to leave behind. 

This wasn’t how I wanted things to go, he thought, but I’m ready. You can’t say the same, Senecal. 

In giving him back his sword, Senecal had made a mistake. 

He was going to die, that much he knew. There was no escaping it now. 

But maybe, if some spirit still cared for him, or if the gods took pity, he might just be able to take Senecal Ikaryn with him. 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 




The army of Svartennos huddled atop its hill, hunched over their campfires. 

To the north-west, the men of Antarenne hammered at their shields and chanted—we are the end. We are the end. 

To the south, the men of Surennis chanted the same thing. 

To the east, the mountains stared down at them, pitiless and patient as the faces of the gods watching an insect shrivel in the sun. 

Marilia knelt alone in her tent. Propped in the grass before her was her last candle—blue, for clarity and wisdom. The small flame flickered faintly. 

“Spirits of the dead,” Marilia prayed. “Help me. Please. Nelos Dartimaos, Karthtag-Kal. Anyone.” Hesitant, tentative— “Queen Svartana?” 

She was there, behind the wall in her head, Marilia knew she was, and she reached for her like a child reaching for her parent’s hand. Svartana was cold, distant, a figure carved out of aeder. 

Marilia squeezed her eyes shut. The last candle was burning out, pooling in the bottom of the bowl, halfway gone already and melting fast, and still she had nothing. 

Sweat beaded on her brow; she wanted to seize the candle and hurl it against the wall of the tent. Maybe the whole thing would go down in flames, and she inside it. Did she deserve any less? Ben had brought her with him to help, to save men’s lives, and she’d done nothing but watch as the Graver’s army came for everyone she had left. Everything she loved. 

She walked to the entrance of the tent, opened it, and let the night air cool her face. The wind was strong tonight; there was a scent of wildflowers on the air. It reminded her of the wind in Chrysathamere Pass. If she closed her eyes, she could still picture herself standing there, the banner in her hand, the army of Svartennos cheering her name. Her first, impossible victory. Back then it had felt as though it meant something. 

But it was a lie. After that battle, there was another, and another, and at the end…this. Her ashes would sink into the dirt and joined with the ashes of those who went before her and those who came after, and out of all the blood that watered the earth, flowers would grow only to be trampled and ripped apart. And then it would start all over again. 

She went back to the candle, staring at it. It was down close to the base now, and the only clarity that had come was the understanding that she’d been a fool to ever think anything she did had ever mattered at all. She thought maybe she understood the gods a little better now; in the end, from where they sat, there was no difference between the battles she’d fought with her sword and the ones she’d fought with Karthtag-Kal’s Sharavayn pieces. 

The candle-flame wavered; the flap of the tent had opened. Camilline walked barefoot across the canvas floor and came to sit at Marilia’s side. 

“We’re nearing the last of the food supplies,” she said. “Ben’s thinking we should attack tomorrow.” She glanced towards the candle. “Do you…do you have anything?” 

Marilia shook her head, curling her tongue, tasting something dark and bitter in the back of her mouth. “Nothing. There’s too many of them, Camilline. We don’t have the numbers.” 

“We were outnumbered in Chrysathamere Pass…” 

“It’s not the same. I’m not, either. There’s this wall in my head and no matter what I try, I can’t break it down.” 

“Marilia…I still believe in you.” 

“I don’t.” 

“You’re still the woman who defeated Tyrace,” Camilline said softly. “You’re still the Lady Chrysathamere.” 

“That’s just it, isn’t it?” Marilia said. “I am the Lady Chrysathamere; at least that’s what they say. I made myself the Lady Chrysathamere so that I could save Svartennos…so I could help Navessea. And I couldn’t. Navessea is ripped apart. Svartennos is about to lose its prince and all its strategoi. I had an entire army under my control, and I couldn’t save my friends in the pillow house. I couldn’t stop my own brother from killing my father. I…” I couldn’t hold on to you, she thought. “Don’t you get it? Everyone, Ben especially—they look to me to make things right, but I don’t know why. I can’t fix anything, or save anything, or change anything. I can’t, and I never could.” 

Camilline looked at her. “Maybe you’re looking at it wrong,” she said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Remember Septakim’s story? Valennos the Morning Star against the usurper’s army? The first time I heard that story, I was a ten-year-old girl sitting by a cousin’s bedside. He had the fever—he was dying.” Camilline took a deep breath. “In that story, Valennos got up and walked out to face the usurper, knowing he would lose, knowing he wouldn’t make it. He didn’t beat the usurper’s army, not that day; he didn’t have enough men. So, I guess you could say he failed. But they still tell stories about him, don’t they? And even though Valennos didn’t know it at the time, those stories mean something. They’re enough to make a girl who ought to know better believe that a hero can take a hundred arrows and walk it off, that maybe a man can really fly above a battlefield. It’s enough to make a dying boy smile one last time, and I guess maybe that’s not worth anything because he died anyway. But I think it is. 

“Did you ever think maybe it’s all connected? What happened in Tyracium…losing the prefecture…joining the Elders…losing Svartana? You wanted to be in control…you wanted to change the world, Marilia—and you did, just maybe not as much as you thought. But if you hadn’t won that battle in Chrysathamere Pass and won the war in Tyracium, who knows how things might have gone, how they might be different? For one thing, maybe we wouldn’t have shared that ship together, and I never would have realized I loved you.” 

Marilia felt tears in her eyes. The candle-flame guttered and went out and Marilia tasted the smoke as she breathed in, slowly. 

All at once, the wall came tumbling down, and the light she’d been missing came flooding in. She wept; it was like stepping back into the warm arms of an old friend after a long time away. 

She and the figure on the other side of the wall were one and the same. 

The Lady Chrysathamere. 

Camilline saw it. A smile spread across her face. “It’s coming back, isn’t it? I knew it.” 

Marilia nodded, taking a shaky breath. “I think…maybe it is.” 

“Do you have a plan?” 

She understood now. What she’d said before had been right; they didn’t have the numbers to beat the Graver’s army. 

But what if they did? What if the impossible was real, and night was day, and a man really could fly over a battlefield? 

She wasn’t the legend her men had painted her as—she wasn’t a match for the army that surrounded them. But maybe she didn’t need to be. 

All she needed was for people to believe that she was. 




*** 




She found Septakim sitting by the edge of the camp, staring up at the eastern mountains. 

“Could you climb those?” she asked. 

He looked at her, raising one eyebrow. “It would be difficult. Few men could.” 

“I didn’t ask about all men. I asked about you. I know that when you were a boy you drove your father mad climbing all over his castle. I know you still like to go climbing on the mountains of Svartennos; Catarina told me.” 

“I think I could make it.” 

“I need you to. I need you to go to Aerael Dartimaos and deliver a message. I can’t trust it to a chicaya; the Graver’s birds might hunt it down.” 

He frowned, puzzled. “What message?” 

She told him. 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 




When Annuweth was a little boy, all he wanted to be was a knight, like his father. 

When he played with Marilia and the others in the mud by the edge of the River Tyr, he would imagine it—he at the head of an army of the finest knights, galloping across the sand (for at that point of time, he couldn’t imagine a world without sand), a bright green aeder sword raised high above his head. 

He could barely lift that aeder sword now. He limped with each step. He felt the pain in his knees, in the small of his back. How long had he been chained to that chair? Two weeks? Three? More? There was no way to be sure. All that time, hardly able to move, without a proper meal, parched with thirst. His stomach was in knots now; hunger gnawed at him, a deeper ache beneath all the others. 

He stumbled out of the cave to find himself on a plateau at the very crown of the island. Far out in the distance, he could make out the sails of Rufyllys’ ships. Too far to save him. 

The feel of the wind on his face made his swollen eyes water. He almost sobbed with relief, before he realized that he was being watched. 

He was surrounded by Senecal’s retinue; his knights in their orange-gold armor; the island’s heathen priests and priestesses in their flowing gold robes. Behind them were Senecal’s officials, and the island’s elites, all crowded together, peering over each other’s heads—come to watch him die. 

Senecal himself was sitting at the far end of the plateau beneath a red sunshade, maybe a hundred feet away, sipping jala juice and eating fruit. He took one final bite, cast the empty skin aside, and rose languidly to his feet, stretching his shoulders, easing the stiffness from his neck. 

Annuweth almost laughed; the sight of Senecal working stiffness from his muscles while his own throbbed in ruin was completely absurd. 

His wife, Sulpicia, sat beside him on his right. She alone did not appear enthralled by the proceedings; her eyes were downcast, her hands knotted tightly in her lap. On his left, in stark contrast, was Nhykara, face eager, eyes so wide they looked as though they might fall out of her face. 

“Behold!” Senecal yelled, pointing at Annuweth. “This is the champion the false emperor sent to face me. The commander of his best knights. Prefect of the Order of Jade, he calls himself. He doesn’t look like much to me.” 

Senecal looked stronger than he ever had, his eyes bright with the thrill of impending triumph. He raised his arms and a cheer rose up. Annuweth had the presence of mind to notice that not all the voices sounded truly enthusiastic; a couple of knights looked half-hearted, at best. But the priests and priestesses of the Sun God were almost in hysterics—like a pack of jackals, driven to a frenzy by the scent of blood. 

Senecal strode towards him. He seemed to grow taller with each step…or maybe it was Annuweth who was shrinking. By the time Senecal stopped in front of him, he seemed to Annuweth as large as the childhood giant he’d once believed had killed his father, had once sworn to kill. 

Just another dream that never came to be. 

Annuweth leaned on his sword. He shuffled forward a step, and the point sank into the ground, scraping as it cut into the dry earth. 

“Look at him!” Senecal sneered. “A shadow of a man. That’s all he is. And no shadow can stand before the sun.” 

“Our Emperor is the sun!” Nhykara proclaimed, her voice filled with the conviction of the truly mad. “The answer to the prophecy!” 

This wasn’t going to be like their battle on the galley’s deck; this was no fight of equals, matched in skill and honor. There was no place for honor at all. If he wanted to kill Senecal—to do one last thing for Petrea and Rufyllys by eliminating their greatest enemy—he would have to fight dirty. 

So he waited until he saw his chance—the moment Senecal glanced towards Nhykara, he lunged. Kill him quickly, if you can; wound him, if you can’t. Surprise him, hurt him however you can. That’s the only way to beat a giant. 

A cramp seized his right leg and it buckled. He landed hard on his knee, the thrust of his sword far slower and clumsier than he’d hoped it would be. Senecal didn’t even bother to parry. The blade bounced harmlessly off his cuirass. The impact sent a chock through Annuweth’s chafed wrist; he nearly dropped the sword. He bit his tongue, his eyes watering. 

“Pathetic,” Senecal sneered. He attacked in turn, and Annuweth threw up his sword to block. The first blow knocked his guard aside and the second hit him in the helmet. Ringing filled his ears; he staggered sideways and would have fallen, except that his fumbling steps took him into the crowd, and one of Senecal’s knights shoved him away. He landed hard on his hands and knees. He coughed as the dust rose to fill his mouth. 

“Without your fleet, without your trickery, you’re nothing,” Senecal said. “You will die first. Then your false emperor in Ulvannis will follow you.” 

Kill him. Kill the dremmakin-spawned sack of shit. 

On his knee, Annuweth reached out with one hand and took hold of a fistful of dust. 

Senecal was right, he thought; his trickery was all he had left. 

He pushed himself back to his feet. He pretended to stagger, his path taking him left—to give him a better angle. 

He hurled the fistful of dust at Senecal’s eyes. 

Senecal hadn’t expected it; he blinked and coughed, stumbling back, raising one hand to shield his face. Below his armored forearm, a gap was exposed; the empty space between his helmet and breastplate, the faint dusting of stubble on his throat. 

Now! Somewhere inside the red cloak of his pain was a body that had trained for what must have been hundreds of hours in the barracks of the Order of Jade and the sparring room of the Jade Keep. That swordsman’s body was his gift the way his sister’s was her mind, and it knew its business. His muscles sprang to life the moment Senecal’s arm lifted and he saw that flash of dark skin beneath the gold fringe of his helmet. 

He lunged for his target, the tip of his sword leading the way. 

Die! He thought. Just die! 

He missed. 

His body knew how to kill, but though the instinct was there, instinct alone wasn’t enough. Neither, it turned out, was his will. 

His leg cramped again. His foot slipped. His blade came up short. 

“You are a wretched thing, aren’t you?” Senecal said, his face darkening as he rubbed the dust from his eyes. His attack was fierce. Annuweth backed away, blocking some blows, taking others on his armor, feeling them rock him to the core, the hidden bonds that kept his bones together loosening with each hit. 

I can’t win, he realized. I can’t even fight to a draw—I thought I could take him with me, but I can’t. He was just what Senecal had said—a wretched thing—derelict, everything stripped away until all he had left was to kill the man who had been his tormentor. And he couldn’t even do that. 

He raised his sword high, forsaking defense, counting on the fact that Senecal wasn’t ready to kill him—not so quickly—accepting a hit to the chest for the chance to bring his blade slashing down at Senecal’s head. 

But once again he hit nothing; he blinked and Senecal was gone, out to the side. His sword hit the ground. Senecal was beside him, and he kicked out hard with one armored leg, catching Annuweth in the side of the knee. 

His leg bent a way it was never meant to bend; he felt the joint pop out of place. He dropped his sword, clutching at his leg, everything but the pain forgotten as he went down on his knees. 

“Kin-killer! Traitor!” Senecal’s voice was high, exultant; he slapped Annuweth across the face, snapping his head to one side. “Aneshvakar!” A backhand this time, slapping his head back the other way. There was nothing Annuweth could do but wait and hold on, bowed in the face of the emperor’s fury like a sailor buffeted by a storm. 

The crowd was cheering, a distant roar like a waterfall. 

He opened his eyes for just a moment, and saw the sun staring down at him, its light driving like a blade through a gap between two clouds. He thought he could see his fathers up there in the House of White Sands, both of them—a pair of prefects—watching him. No remorse, no judgment—no emotion at all. The way you’d watch a yoba bleeding out on an altar. 

Senecal stepped back. Annuweth trembled on the ground. He was finished. He’d never had a chance to begin with. Now all he wanted was the killing blow—but his enemy held back. 

“That was for Ilruyn,” Senecal said, and for the first time, the glee was gone from his voice; Annuweth could see the broken, bitter father behind the mask of the emperor. “A better man than you will ever be.” 

Annuweth stared up at him, his teeth gritted against the pain. “What do you think will happen next?” he yelled, his voice hoarse. “You think whatever magic fire you brought from across the sea from Thyre will help you win? If you had enough of it to win, you would have burned our fleet already. I’m guessing whatever it is is costly, or rare, or hard to make, and you’ve run out.” A muscle moved in Senecal’s jaw and Annuweth guessed that he had hit the mark. “All you’ve got are the men on these islands, and Arganeth’s, and maybe a couple of Pyrgana’s who escaped the battle. You think anyone else will join you? Why would they, when they know what’s coming?” 

“What’s coming is victory,” Senecal said. 

“What’s coming is the ghouls,” Annuweth spat. “What’s coming is their razorfish feasting on your soul at the bottom of the ocean—you and everyone who follows you. You cast aside the true gods—you’re a heathen, and Navessea will never have you for its emperor. I think you know it, too. You can kill me today, but the gods will strike you down.” 

Senecal’s face darkened. His lips trembled; the tremor seemed to run through his whole body. He gave a strangled cry and swung his sword sideways, a mighty, two-handed blow. Thank you, Annuweth thought, let it just end—but to his surprise, he found his body moving despite himself, the result of pure instinct. 

He threw Nelos Dartimaos’ sword in front of him. He didn’t have enough strength left to hold it steady, so he steadied it against the ground, the point driving into the earth. 

Senecal’s sword struck his halfway down the blade, and Dartimaos’ sword—the sword that had battled the Graver twice, that had scattered the blood of Kanadrak’s army across the fields of Svartennos—broke. Without its support, Annuweth fell; he landed on his side, staring dumbly at the two pieces of aeder, glittering in the sunshine. 

A memory came to him—an image of the last time he was broken like this, beaten down beneath Tyrennis Castaval’s wooden sword. He remembered waking up in a Tyracian boarding house, with Marilia holding his hand. 

He was surprised to be thinking of her now—her and not Petrea. Thinking back to a time when he was a little boy and the whole world felt within his reach. Before life got in the way. 

He found himself wishing he could hold her hand again, one last time. 

But she was gone, along with everyone else. 

At the end, he stood alone. 

The thought made him start to cry. 

He thought he understood now what Ilruyn had felt, when he’d stood there in the middle of the Senate chamber, looking for help that wouldn’t come. 

“Tears now, Prefect?” Senecal asked. He was still trembling with the thrill of triumph. “Are we going to have to listen to you beg?” 

“No,” Annuweth said softly. He dropped the broken end of his sword to the dirt and bowed his head. “Just finish it.” 

“You don’t get to decide when this is over, Prefect. Pick up your weapon.” 

Annuweth shook his head. “No. I’m done.” 

“Pick it up, or I’ll cut you limb from limb.” Senecal took a step forward. He lifted the sword, his arms shaking. It was more than excitement, or triumph, or anger, Annuweth realized. Something was wrong. 

Senecal frowned, one hand moving to his brow as if to ward off the heat of the sun, or to shield himself from a heavy blow. 

His right leg wobbled. 

And then, when he tried to steady himself, it wobbled again. 

He looked down at Annuweth, and Annuweth saw his own bewilderment reflected back at him. 

Senecal’s face contorted; confusion turned to fear. 

He opened his mouth and white spit dribbled down his chin. 

Numb, disbelieving, Annuweth stared at him. 

“You…” Senecal’s eyes bulged. “You little bastard…” 

Annuweth saw what was happening before any of the others. He saw his chance and he seized it. 

“I call on Neravos, Keeper of Souls!” he yelled, loud enough for all to hear. “I call upon Zantos, Guardian of the Fields of Death. I call on Shavennya, Keeper of the Flame, I call on Viveos, greatest of the gods, I call on Yalaeda, I call on all the gods of Navessea to strike you down!” 

And Senecal fell. He went down on one knee; from his trembling lips came an anguished groan. 

The crowd gasped; the sound was like the gods themselves drawing in a sudden breath. Nhykara sprang to her feet—she gave a terrible wail, ripping at her hair. 

A spasm, stronger than the last, shook Senecal’s arms; his guard dropped. 

With all the strength he had left, Annuweth gripped the hilt of the ruined blade of Nelos Dartimaos in both hands and pushed forward off his knee, driving the jagged edge of his sword through Senecal’s throat. 

Shock fell like a tidal wave upon the gathered crowd. 

Annuweth collapsed upon the body of his fallen enemy. His head rested on Senecal’s breastplate; the dead emperor’s blood spouted against his cheek. 

It was warm; it tickled like a spring rain. 

Nhykara pointed a trembling finger at Annuweth. “Kill him!” she screamed. “Kill him now! You have to kill him!” 

Looking dazed, one of Senecal’s men drew his sword and moved to do just that. 

Optakim stepped in the way. The Commander’s hand was on the hilt of his sword. “The true gods have spoken,” he said, shaking his head. “The prefect lives.” 

“NO!” Nhykara wailed. “NO! He killed your emperor. The Sun God demands…” 

“Demands and demands,” Optakim cut her off, and his voice was thick with anger. “I’ve heard enough of his demands, and enough of your lies. You promised an empire, and what have you brought? Your emperor—my commander, a good man—dead in the dirt, all because he listened to you.” He made a motion with his hand. Two of his men seized her by the shoulders and bore her away, kicking and weeping. 

A couple of other knights twitched; some looked sympathetic to the priestess. But no one moved to help her. 

Not after what they’d just seen. 

The gods had spoken, and they clearly weren’t on Nhykara’s side. 

Optakim stepped over to Annuweth and offered him his hand. 

Annuweth’s voice shook. “How…how?” 

“You called on the gods and they struck him down,” Optakim said. “You saw it for yourself.” 

That was no true answer, Annuweth thought, but he didn’t press the point. He leaned on Optakim’s shoulder, his broken leg trailing, the toe of his boot scuffing the dirt as they helped him off the dueling field. 

Beyond the ring of guards, the crowd of islanders had gone wild, screaming for their fallen champion, writhing, shoving at each other and at Optakim’s men, who beat them back with heavy shields. 

Optakim stepped close. His voice was a low murmur in Annuweth’s ear. “Come with me, Prefect. These islands are about to go mad, and I don’t think you’re in a state to bear it.” 

They led him down a steep path to the governor’s villa, ushered him out of the sunlight into a hall of gray sea-stone. At one point, one of the men supporting him stumbled and he fell sideways against the wall; he felt the cool stone against his face and wept all over again. It was the sweetest thing he’d ever felt. 

They set him down on a bed inside a guest bedroom—small, but comfortably furnished, with a rug on the floor, a dresser against one wall, a half-open window overlooking the swaying green palm trees and the bright blue glow of the sea. 

Optakim hesitated in the doorway. “I was sworn to serve him, Prefect,” he said. “I was his Commander. I hope you bear no grudge against me for it. You would have done the same.” 

Annuweth laughed. Now that Senecal was gone, his cause was dead with him, and Optakim realized that Annuweth was his best hope. A good word from him could save him; a bad word could see him kneeling before Rufyllys’ executioner. 

“I just want to go home,” Annuweth said truthfully. “The man I came to kill is dead. I couldn’t give one shit about anyone else.” 

Optakim nodded. “I’ll have a physick in to see you.” 

Annuweth lay on the bed, his broken leg throbbing. Each breath, each rise and fall of his chest, sent pain radiating out from his center. He tracked it, wondering what else might be broken—at least one rib, possibly. Maybe more. 

But he was still alive. 

It was impossible. He wondered if this was all another fever-dream, brought on by the heat of the sun—maybe he was still strapped to that chair in Senecal’s cave, his mind fully broken. But the pain he felt seemed too real, as did the unknown sounds of the jungle beyond the window. How could he have hallucinated the cries of beasts he’d never heard before? 

He passed out when they came and took the armor off him. After that, he drifted in and out. The pain kept bringing him back. 

The physick came, forced herbs down his throat, bound his leg in a cast. 

At some point, he opened his eyes, and he saw Sulpicia Ikaryn sitting by his bedside. The door was closed behind her; they were alone. 

“My lady,” he croaked. Through the open window, in the distance, he could hear alarm bells ringing, their notes audible over the hiss of the wind. Mingled with the shrieks of the birds in the jungle trees were the cries of men, still struggling—Optakim’s men fighting it out with Nhykara’s for control of the island and the fleet. 

What a mad world. 

“I’m here to explain,” she said. 

Explain what? He almost asked, but then he looked into her eyes and understood. “You killed him.” 

He remembered the cup of jala juice that Senecal had set aside right before he’d risen for the duel. “Poison.” He winced; somehow the word sounded crass when he said it out loud. 

“You gave me your word my children would be safe if I saved you,” Sulpicia said urgently. “Both of you did. Well; I saved you.” 

Annuweth shook his head, confused. “Wait. Slow down. Both of us who?” 

“You and the Princess Petrea.” 

“Petrea…?” 

“She wrote me this letter.” Sulpicia handed it to him. With shaking fingers, he took the weathered scrap of vellum and un-wound it. The edges were frayed, the ink faded and smeared. It looked as though it had been read many times and fretted over by anxious fingers. 

“How…?” 

“One of those ships brought it to me, saying it was tidings about my cousin back in the capitol, that he was sick. Otherwise Senecal’s men might never have let me have it.” 

Annuweth squinted down at the letters; his eyes still weren’t what they had been before his time in Senecal’s cave. 




My Lady Ikaryn, 




First let me say that I am sorry about your son. I don’t know what you heard about his passing, but I can tell you that he died bravely. I would have preferred that he never died at all, for he was my brother. He challenged Rufyllys before the Senate, and Rufyllys could not let it stand. I know it may hurt to hear this, but that was his choice—to end that way, like a wildfire burning out, refusing to bow. I can’t agree with his choice, but I respect it, and I respect him. 




I will not waste too many words trying to heal the wound of his loss. I know nothing I can say will make it better. I am sure you will hate me, and while that pains me, I understand and accept it. I will say what I mean to say and let you decide what to do. 




Men present during the battle at sea witnessed your husband and his knights carry the Prefect of the Order of Jade, Annuweth Sandaros, onto his ship. I do not know if he still lives, but if I find out that he survived the battle only to die at your husband’s hands, the pain I will feel will be equal to your own, and believe me when I say my wrath is terrible. 




Here is what I offer you, one woman to another, and I swear to it by all the gods, and by the spirit of my dear departed mother, who I loved with all my heart. If Annuweth Sandaros is returned to me, I will guarantee your safety, and that of your children. But if he dies, they will be treated like enemies to the throne, the seed of a traitor; they will have no mercy. 




I always heard that you were a godly woman. I don’t know what you think will come of following a husband who betrays those gods, who burns their idols and takes up with heathen ways, but I beg you to think on it. Senecal Ikaryn seeks to impose a false god on Navessea, and that is something the true gods will never permit. The closer he comes, the greater their wrath will be when he finally fails, and the High Priest of Viveos tells me that wrath will not be limited to him and his sorceress. It will carry over to those who stand beside him, who aid him in what he does without repenting. I know he is your husband, but there are some things, some duties that not even a loyal wife should have to bear. I entreat you to think of your soul, Lady Sulpicia, before it is too late. 




Yours, 

Petrea Vergana. 




Beneath Petrea’s signature was Rufyllys’—proof that she had her brother’s blessing, and that the promises she made in the letter would be kept. 

Annuweth set the letter down. He closed his eyes for a moment. Now, out of that hated chair, with the sea air on his face and the taste of salt on his tongue, he was able to see more clearly. If Petrea and Rufyllys had just been using him, they would have left him to die. It would have been more convenient that way; Petrea, free to find another husband. Rufyllys, free to name whomever he might like as the new prefect. 

Instead, they’d acted quickly to save his life. She’d saved his life. That had to mean something. 

“Prefect?” Sulpicia was watching him, chewing her lip anxiously. “Are you all right?” 

“Yes.” He lay back on the bed, weariness blossoming like a bruise through his wounded body. He felt numb, like a flame smothered by wet cloth, his heart turned to chill smoke. 

Sulpicia wasn’t finished with him. “You swore…” she said, prompting him. “about my family…?” 

“I would never harm them. I meant that. I gave you my word and I’ll keep it,” he said faintly. “So will the emperor and his sister. What happens now?” 

“I sail back to Ulvannis, I suppose, to be with my father’s family,” Sulpicia said. He heard a note of relief in her voice; how long, he thought, must she have wanted to do just that, only to have her husband forbid her? “My Dragonknight will deliver you to your fleet today, if you wish it.” 

“Please, my lady. I need to rest first.” 

“Yes, of course. Of course, there’s no hurry.” 

They sat in uncomfortable silence, listening to the sound of the bells ringing outside, to the distant shouts of men on the shore, the cries of the sea birds that hovered overhead, heedless of the monumental change that had just taken place below them. Annuweth couldn’t help but envy them their ignorance. 

“He was going to damn us all,” Sulpicia murmured, speaking more to herself than to him. Her lips twisted; for the first time he saw the depth of her hate. “He was lying with that sorceress. He was pillowing with her, and he didn’t even bother to hide it. And worse…did you know, that when he locked you in that room, the Priestess of Sothia tried to stop him? The priestess said it wasn’t right, trying to force the heathen religion onto a prefect of Navessea, trying to make you renounce the gods and damn yourself—no matter what you’d done, it wasn’t right. Senecal didn’t like to hear that. He was still furious about the battle, and about Pyrgana…so he took the priestess and he threw her off the top of the island.” Sulpicia shivered, folding her arms tight around herself. “Neravos can be forgiving, but he would never forgive that. Not in a thousand years.” 

“Did Optakim know what you were going to do?” Annuweth asked. 

Sulpicia shook her head. “No. He always took his oaths of command so seriously, I wasn’t sure I could tell him…but I think he’s relieved. After my husband couldn’t win the battle at sea, I think he knew it was hopeless. I think he’s glad things…ended the way they did.” Which meant he wouldn’t ask any uncomfortable questions; so far as anyone would ever know, it really was the gods who had struck Senecal Ikaryn down. 

“Tell me one more thing,” Annuweth said, his mind spinning in circles. “Why did you wait so long? I almost died back there on that hill.” 

Sulpicia swallowed. “Don’t bear me ill will for that. Senecal was the one who decided, out of nowhere, to have that duel that morning. I had no chance to think. All I knew was that I had to do something, right away…and he made it so difficult. First, he refused to eat more than a bite of breakfast, just one fruit…and he hardly touched the juice. I should have remembered that he sometimes forgets to eat and drink when he’s excited.” She looked at her hands as if seeing them for the first time. A tremor shook her. “I was so afraid it wouldn’t work,” she whispered. “I always loved reading about herbs and medicines, but…I’ve never…I never thought I’d have to…” 

Annuweth recognized the look in her eyes; now that the deed was done, the shock of her act was coming down on her like a bolt of lightning. He’d seen the look before in the eyes of men on the battlefield; he’d felt it himself more times than he cared to remember. If he’d had the strength left to laugh, he might have laughed at the absurdity of the scene—Sulpicia, frightened and wracked with guilt, seeking solace through a confession to the only person she could confess to: the man who had helped kill her son. 

“Don’t think on it, my lady. It’s over now.” 

“What have I done?” she wondered. 

“You did what you had to do. The only thing you could do. He didn’t give you a choice.” He tried to tell her what she needed to hear, an echo of the same words Petrea had spoken to him after he’d watched Karthtag-Kal bleed out on the Senate floor. He hoped it would help, but he had a feeling it wouldn’t. 

There were some ghouls whose claws went too deep, whose hold was too tight. If you pulled them out, some of you went with them. 

He knew that better than most. 

He felt it more keenly with each passing moment. 

“The past is gone,” he said to her gently. “Let it go.” 

Sulpicia left him. Annuweth took Petrea’s letter from the bedside table, his eyes scanning the words again, taking in her familiar hand. 

You’re safe, he thought to himself. You’re free. You’re going back to Ulvannis. 

He waited for the relief to wash over him, for the feeling like a warm wave breaking over the sand. 

It didn’t come. The harder he reached for it, the colder he felt. 

Come on. It’s over. You’re going home, by the gods. Feel something! 

But what was really over? Senecal was dead, that much was true. But Annuweth’s own sister was still at war with him, along with Ben and Catarina and who knew how many others? 

And he felt like he was fighting another battle inside himself, a battle that no one could see. Trying to hold on to the pieces of himself that had been torn away in that cave. 

That battle, he was losing. 

He stared at the words Petrea had written. They were filled with lies. She never respected Ilruyn; she hated him. 

What else did she lie about? 

For the first few days of his torment, he had held on to the memory of her, and it had given him the strength he needed to endure. 

Then Senecal had taken his memories, everything that was bright and good, and twisted them. And Annuweth had begun to doubt. 

All his memories—their kiss in the garden, their bodies locked together in the secret cistern, her hands brushing away his fears—even memories as strong as those could only endure for a few days under the glare of Senecal’s sunlight. 

And if that was true, then nothing else could endure, either. 

That was the truth that Senecal had shown him. That he wished he could forget. 

He had betrayed everything for a love he had believed unbreakable. And in the end, it turned out that even love could be broken, too. 

It was all just shapes in the clouds, wasn’t it? he thought. There one moment, gone the next. What you thought you saw, what you thought was real and constant, was all just a question of where you were standing, and how long it took the wind to blow it away. 

He closed his eyes. The darkness was waiting, eager. He fell back into its arms and let it carry him away. 



Chapter Thirty-Nine 




Marilia sat atop her warhorse, fiddling with the pommel of her sword, staring down the southward-facing hill. At its base, the shield wall of Svartennos was about to close with that of Surennis. 

Beside her were Catarina, Ben, and Camilline, atop their own horses. Behind her were a hundred men, a mixture of Ben’s best knights and her old loyal companions from the Flower Company. 

She missed Septakim; but he was on the other side of the mountains by now, hurrying south with Aerael’s forces. His chicaya had reached her yesterday evening. The message was brief and to the point: it will be as you commanded. 

The sky was overcast, just as it had been that day in Chrysathamere Pass when she had claimed her first victory. The wind was racing through the grass, carrying the scent of wildflowers and horses and damp earth. In the distance, past the Surennis shield wall, she could see the tents of the Surennis army, their wagon train. Beyond that, an open field and the peaks of the Mountains of Dane, rippling up out of the ground, fading into the mist. 

From here, atop this hill, it seemed as though she should be able to simply leap out over the thin black blocks of the Surennis legion and race away into the hills. Into freedom. 

But of course, it wasn’t that simple. 

From below came the sound of horns blowing; from behind, the sound of answering horns as the Graver’s forces, alerted to the fact that Ben Espeleos was attacking the army of Surennis, moved to attack their northern flank. More horns in the valley to the west. If any of their lines broke, it would be easy for the Graver’s men to march through the center of their camp and take the other wings of their army from the rear. 

The lines had to hold. 

She thought they would, at least for a while. They had the high ground, and on the northern flank was Leondos, the Tiger of Svartennos. If anyone could keep a shield-wall from breaking, he could. In the valley were Jariel and Antiriel, less invincible—but the valley didn’t need to hold for as long as the northern slope, not if everything went according to plan. 

If… 

She turned her eyes to the sky. “Come on, Svartana,” she muttered under her breath. “Don’t let me down now.” 

The shield walls came together with a sound like a thunderclap. 

Marilia turned her eyes to the south-east, to the foothills on the right flank of the Surennis shield wall. 

She took a deep breath. Her horse sensed her agitation; it snorted and fidgeted beneath her. 

She watched Laekos’ shield wall grind against the one from Surennis. Watched the little black streaks arc between them—arrows that from up here looked like pinpricks. It was a struggle the Svartennans couldn’t win; even if they broke the Surennis shield wall, they’d be exhausted, and by that time the Graver’s larger army would be polishing off their rear-guard, ready to march on them from behind. 

Then a new horn blew—a single, long note, low and sonorous. A banner crested the foothills to the right of the Surennis lines—a huge banner, so large that even from here Marilia could make out the gold flower in its center, against a backdrop of a rust-red field. 

It was the flag of Dane. 

The knights, dressed in rust-red armor, crested the hill, lining up on either side of their bannermen. Their chant echoed across the valley. The wind was crackling in Marilia’s ears, but even so, she could make out the sound of their voices, faint but clear: Victarian! Victarian! 

There was no way for the reinforcements to sneak up on the Surennis line; the ground was too open. There was plenty of time for Surennis to mount a response—to send her cavalry, which was waiting in reserve by the baggage train, to intercept them, or to peel some men off the shield wall to form ranks at the rear of the valley, blocking the Danish advance, shutting them out of the fight. 

But that wasn’t what they did. 

Instead, they began to panic. 

Marilia knew what questions they were asking themselves: how had Victarian’s army come north from Dane without them noticing? What had Ben Espeleos offered the governor to finally tempt him from his home? 

And if they’d really stopped to think about those questions, they’d have realized there were no good answers. Maybe some of them did stop to think. But in the fury and chaos of battle, Marilia had guessed most wouldn’t—all they’d see was an enemy army come to strike at their flank. Imminent death—only a few moments to react. Were they willing to gamble their very lives on the chance that it wasn’t really Victarian Ildoran atop that hill? 

It wasn’t, of course. Victarian the Cautious was still in Dane. It was Septakim holding the banner. Aerael Dartimaos leading the charge, with all the reckless eagerness of a man desperate for redemption. 

At the sight of the charge, at the sound of the horns blowing (Marilia made sure to tell Septakim that each knight should be given a horn—the extra horns would add to the illusion of a massive charge) the shield wall of Surennis began to crumble. The Svartennans, meanwhile, fought like men renewed. Marilia watched the change come over them. The soldiers surged ahead, thrusting, slashing, shoving with their shields, breaking a hole right through the center of the Surennis line. 

Behind her, Marilia heard the knights gasp in disbelief. A murmur went through them, growing louder with each passing second. Dane had not deserted them. Victarian the Cautious had finally proved true. 

Beside her, Ben Espeleos laughed and shook his head. “By the gods,” he said under his breath so that only she could hear. “Playing tricks on my own men. Who would have thought?” 

“Hope is worth a thousand swords,” Marilia said quietly. 

“You and your Emperor Urian.” Ben clapped her on the shoulder, hard enough to make her buckle in the saddle. “Well,” he said. “I suppose we should get to it.” He handed his helmet, with its tell-tale gold-green horsehair crest, to his cousin Vergiriel the Harbormaster—from afar, at least, the spitting image of Espeleos himself. Vergiriel placed it atop his head. 

“Don’t worry, cousin,” Vergiriel said, smiling. “I’ll make sure everyone knows who really led the glorious charge against the Surennis line.” 

Marilia set her own helmet atop her head. 

“Are you all right?” Camilline asked. 

Marilia nodded. “Actually, I think I am.” And it was true. She felt her arms tingling, her fingers twitching as if a current of lightning was running through them, sparks dancing at her fingertips. There was still a shadow of the terror she’d felt during her charge down the hill at Chrysathamere Pass—but only a shadow. She felt better than she had expected, better than she could have hoped. 

“Ready?” Ben asked. 

“Ready,” she said. 

They drew their swords and spurred their horses forward down the hill. Behind, the knights of Svartennos followed. 

The wind kissed her face. The smell of torn grass and fresh earth hit her nostrils as she breathed in deep. She took a tight grip on her sword. Next to her, Ben was urging his horse on, ahead, ahead…the Svartennan shield wall began to part, making way for them. 

Faced with a tightly-locked shield wall, a cavalry charge wouldn’t amount to much. But the Surennis line wasn’t tightly packed—just the opposite. Aerael’s charge had thrown them into confusion. Some were fleeing; some hesitated, unsure whether to flee or fight. That hesitation would cost them dearly. 

“Chrysathamere!” Ben bellowed. “Svartennos!” 

Marilia gave her own battle cry. “For Karthtag-Kal!” 

Where is all the fear? She wondered as she spurred her horse onwards down the hill. The horror? The dread that had nearly crippled her during her first charge at Chrysathamere Pass? 

Maybe she’d suffered from fear and doubt for so long that now there was no more room left for them. All she felt in the seconds before the bone-rattling impact of her horse against the bodies of Surennis’ soldiers was something she hadn’t felt for a long time, not since the day she’d battled her way inside Tyracium’s walls. 

Purpose. 

The knowledge that, right now, for the next few hours, at least, she was exactly where she needed to be, doing exactly what she needed to be doing. 

Your friends need you. That’s all that matters. The Graver’s army stands between you and them and it needs to go. 

It was a relief, to know that. To be so sure. 

They went through the shield wall of Surennis like a knife through jelly. The world fell away, and she was floating on the wind, an arm that was both hers and not hers swinging a blue aeder sword that she’d once thought would stay broken forever. It cut down one enemy, and another, and another… 

Just ahead of her, Ben was laying all about him, a whirlwind of destruction, painting the air with blood. He was laughing like a madman. Men fell away before him like iron shying from a lodestone; this was the Prince of Svartennos’ finest hour, and no one could stand against him. 

A spear skidded off her armor; she twisted, slashing down, her sword caving through the spearman’s face. By the gods. I did that. Some distant part of her, horrified. 

And I’ll keep doing it, until this field is clear and anyone who threatens the people I love is dead or has run far, far away. The Lady Chrysathamere’s harsh voice that left no room for compromise. 

A man lunged inside her guard, his sword reaching beneath the yoba-shell plates covering her thigh to gouge a piece out of her leg. She hardly felt it. The pommel of her sword landed on the crown of his head and he fell to his knees. The second blow took him in the back of the neck. She grunted as she jerked her sword out of his spine. 

Septakim appeared, forcing his way through the carnage from the other side. He paused, spitting blood from his mouth. 

“You’ve done it again, Lady Chrysathamere. You’ve done it!” He laughed, euphoric. 

Marilia looked around. She saw the soldiers of Surennis fleeing across the field like a hive of kwammakin at high tide. She saw the knights of Svartennos galloping across the field at will. She saw proof, at last, that maybe Ben wasn’t the madman the Graver had called him—that maybe, after all, he’d been right to hope. That men could dare to dream of a world where people like the Graver and Rufyllys and Petrea and Annuweth didn’t just get to stab their betters in the back and walk away. 

She remembered the way Karthtag-Kal used to go misty-eyed at the thought of his old battles with Nelos Dartimaos, even as he recounted horrors that should have made his skin crawl. She hadn’t understood him then. She thought she did now. It wasn’t the blood or the screams or even the glory that men like he and Ben lived for, it was this. The thrill of standing up and saying: enough. I am not afraid. I am here, and I am strong, and it’s you who needs to be afraid of me. 

She felt her heart beating what felt like a hundred times a second. Her sword felt as light as paper. Let’s go, she thought. I can do this for hours. 

“Come on,” she said to Septakim. They had won the southern flank, but the Graver’s army was still pressing them in the north and west. “There’s still a battle to win.” 

“My lady, take a moment,” Septakim warned. “I’ve seen you—fighting like a madwoman. You’ll tire.” 

“Not yet,” she answered. “Not for a while yet. There’s no time to tire.” 

Narinia’s words came to her: I think, Marilia, that you have the spirit of a razorfish. The same spirit that burns in the blood of our own Prince Espeleos. 

The Graver’s: to rage, to burn, and never to stop. 

Whatever spirit there was inside her, they had brought it out. And in so doing, they had made a terrible mistake. 




*** 




While Marilia and Ben attacked the legion of Surennis, the rest of the battle unfolded. 

In the westward valley, the Svartennan shield wall began to collapse. The men of Antarenne pursued, eagerly, hungrily—as designed. 

Vergiriel’s cavalry charged into the breach, forcing its way through, making for the gap in the mountains. In the center of all the armored knights were two brave Svartennan women (the lovers of some of the shield-men who had snuck into Ben’s army rather than abandon the men they held dear), dressed in armor, chosen because they bore at least a passing resemblance to Catarina and Marilia herself. 

The men of Antarenne caught sight of them, and of Ben’s tell-tale helmet atop Vergiriel’s head. The word went out—the false emperor Espeleos was escaping, along with his wife and the Lady Chrysathamere. 

A strategy taken from the late General Livenneth, who had used it to help his fleet escape Tyrennis Castaval’s trap during the battle in the Bay of Dane. 

It was a piece of bait the Graver could not resist. 

He pulled men from the northern front to block the pass, and in their rush to stop their prey escaping, to finish the war by putting an end to Ben Espeleos once and for all, they thinned their shield wall. 

Back atop the hill, her body tingling, just beginning to return to earth, Marilia watched it happen. She felt an ache building in her arms. She was starting to feel the wound in her thigh, a thrust that must have gone in more than half an inch under the skin. 

I can’t fade yet, she thought. There’s still more to do. They need me. 

“We break through their shield wall,” she muttered. “We circle around behind both wings of their army and smash them.” It sounded so simple, put like that. She knew it wouldn’t be; it would be a long, brutal grind of stabbing spears and swords, of men pressed together, of sweat and blood and tears. 

Ben stopped beside her. He had Vergiriel’s helmet on in place of his own. He removed it, just for a moment, to mop his brow. He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you,” he said, “for giving me this chance.” He was on fire, in his element, fighting as if to make up for all the battles he’d missed in the Lightning War, locked in Tyrennis Castaval’s dungeon. 

He stepped to the front of his men. Behind him, two hundred of the pretend knights of Dane formed ranks. The rest of Aerael’s men were still below, finishing the rout of the Surennis legion, carving off pieces of the broken shield wall and devouring them, making sure that it did not re-form. 

Banners danced in the wind as Ben climbed down off his horse, raised his shield, sheathed his dueling sword and drew his short-sword, pointing it down the hill towards the enemy. 

“Men of Svartennos!” he cried. “For Prince Ilruyn, for Karthtag-Kal, for Moroweth Vergana, for your empress Catarina and for the Lady Chrysathamere, fight with me now!” 

They cheered. The sound was deafening. 

They charged. They smashed into the Antarenne lines. From up on the hill, with the wind in her ears, Marilia couldn’t even hear the sound as men died. 

If Ben Espeleos was the sword of Svartennos, she was the spirit—watching from on high, lending strength where it was needed most. Sending out messengers along the line, shoring up the shield wall where it threatened to break, moving reinforcements to attack points where the Graver’s forces looked weak. Aerael’s knights finished routing Surennis; they turned onto the far-right flank of the Graver’s forces on the floor of the river-valley and began to chip away at it. 

Near the pass, where the false Ben Espeleos pretended to flee the battlefield with his false wife and false Lady Chrysathamere, a large number of Antarenne men crossed the river, moving to block the pass west. A mistake, of course—Vergiriel’s charge was nothing but a diversion, and by pulling men to the west, the Graver left the north vulnerable to Ben’s charge. 

At the last second, Vergiriel’s forces pulled aside, ignoring the westward pass and galloping north to engage a group of men that was threatening to outflank Ben; Ben’s bold charge had bent the Graver’s northern line, which was good, but threatened to leave him outflanked and swallowed before he could break through, which would be disastrous. 

Disaster was averted; the Antarenne forces veered off to engage Vergiriel, and the Antarenne line finally snapped like a thread, Ben’s shield wall pushing through. 

The Graver saw the danger; she heard the faint drumming of horse’s hooves, like the sound of rain on flagstones, as men on horseback moved to check the slaughter. Those of Aerael’s horsemen who weren’t still fighting formed up to stop them. 

Marilia took a deep breath. She had removed her helmet to better follow the battle. Now she put it back on. 

The weary army of Svartennos needed one last push, and for that, they needed one last breath of inspiration. What could be more inspiring than another charge led by the Lady Chrysathamere? 

Besides—somewhere down there was the Graver himself. She knew he had to be. 

She was going to kill him. 

Marilia’s cavalry hit at the same instant the Antarenne shield wall dissolved and the Graver’s knights arrived. It was chaos such as Marilia had never known, not even during the battle in the swamp. Horses slammed into each other and riders pitched from the saddles, vanishing beneath more horses. Men tripped over each other, bashing with shields, stabbing with their short-swords with whatever room they had. Marilia swung and swung again, screaming, a long, wordless cry until her voice cracked and she could scream no more. 

She saw Ben shoving with his shield, forcing the men of Antarenne back, his sword stabbing over shields into men’s faces, beneath them into their groins. “I am Ben of Svartennos!” he yelled. “I am invincible!” 

She saw Septakim’s horse wheeling about, its bulk sending an enemy flying, his sword killing two men with a single slash; saw Leondos, disarmed, taking on the Graver’s soldiers with nothing but his shield, and winning, his teeth bared, a gash across his face, a visage of pure terror. 

The enemy broke; they scattered. Just like the Tyracians had back in Chrysathamere Pass. 

Marilia watched them go. How did I ever manage to convince myself that I was broken…that Queen Svartana’s spirit had left me…that my time had passed? she wondered. That I ever needed a spirit to hold my hand in the first place—like a child holding onto her mother? No. Camilline was right all along—people don’t just change overnight. Camilline was right, and Catarina, and Karthtag-Kal. Everyone could see it but you. 

Now and forever, you are the Lady Chrysathamere. 

Don’t ever forget it again. 

Then she saw the Graver. 

Realizing the skirmish was lost, realizing that the Svartennans were about to surround him, the Governor of Antarenne turned and galloped for the foothills to the west, a couple of his most trusted knights around him. He and his lieutenant, Drathyn, carved a path through Ben’s footmen, Dorokim just behind, strong enough that he could wield his dueling sword left-handed. 

Marilia pointed at him. Somehow, though she’d thought her voice lost, she found enough strength to yell, “stop him!” 

Her men tried; but the Graver was fighting like a man possessed. 

She stared at them, so close, separated by a few throngs of struggling men. The Graver, her greatest enemy. Dorokim, the brute who had slaughtered Konos’ army. Drathyn, the monster who had helped rape and murder her friends at Oba’al’s pillow house. 

She spurred her horse after them. 

But a band of Antarenne footmen got in her way, thrusting with their spears, making her horse shy and pull up short. 

“Ben!” she screamed. “Help me!” 

He heard her. He rammed a man with his shield and leaped over him, finishing him with a quick downward thrust through the throat. A horse was galloping nearby, rider-less, its eyes white with terror. It must have been sent by the gods. Ben dropped his shield and caught it by the reins. He swung up into the saddle, spurring his mount forward, raking along the side of the Antarenne footmen in her way, his dueling sword scything down. The footmen scattered. Marilia delivered a kick to her horse’s flanks and it shot ahead into the breach. Ben, Septakim and more of her knights followed her. 

The Graver’s party had some distance; they were tearing across the open plain like the king of the dremmakin himself was after them. 

No, she thought, with a jolt of dismay. They’re going to get away! 

But they had to slow as they reached the steep slope of the foothills to the west of the battlefield. Ben saw the chance; he bent low in the saddle, snatching a spear from the earth, urging his steed ahead. The animal’s mouth was foaming; it looked ready to collapse. 

“Come on,” she heard Ben growl. “Just a little longer…” 

He raised back his arm and threw. 

It was a magnificent toss. 

He caught the Graver’s horse in the rump. It thrashed and kicked and got tangled up with the horse of Drathyn, who was riding alongside. They both fell, and the rest of the party stopped, turning about. There were seven of them in total. 

“Come on!” Ben screamed. The Graver’s knights galloped towards him. 

Towards all of them. 

Marilia charged to meet them. 

The two groups of horsemen came together with a great crash. 

Marilia knocked a sword aside, swung and caught a man in the head, throwing him from the saddle. A blow grazed her back as she turned. Before she could strike, a sweep of Septakim’s sword took the knight’s head from his shoulders. 

Beside her, Ben parried a strike from Drathyn, catching the Graver’s lieutenant by the wrist, tugging him off his mount. As Drathyn tried to regain his feet Ben’s strong backhand split his face in half. 

She saw a face she recognized—Dorokim. Somewhere, he’d found a spear, and that spear caught one of the Svartennan knights in the middle of the helmet; the knight’s legs kicked in the stirrups as the spear twisted, the point carving a circle out of the tatters of his face. 

Dorokim’s eyes went wide as he recognized Marilia. “You!” 

He charged, thrusting with the spear. He wasn’t as good with his left hand as he’d been with his right, and the thrust was clumsy; Marilia’s sword turned it aside. The two slammed into each other, Marilia’s sword glancing off Dorokim’s gauntlet. The horses got tangled up and they fell together in a blur of snapping hooves and grinding armor. Dorokim’s spear snapped apart, and the man cried out in pain; the broken spear-head had punched a hole in his cuirass and driven into his side. 

Marilia rolled clear. A flailing hoof struck her in the side of the head and her helmet rang; her vision blurred. She stumbled. 

Wounded, blood pumping from the gash in his side, Dorokim lurched towards her. “I will kill you, Lady Chrysathamere!” 

She tried to raise her sword before realizing that she’d dropped it. 

Dorokim swung at her and she backed away. Her foot landed on the corpse of one of her own knights and she fell; that was the trouble with walking backwards—you couldn’t see where you were going. 

Dorokim was on her in a flash, blade slashing down. 

Marilia grabbed the corpse, rolling, pulling it on top of herself like a shield. Dorokim’s sword came down atop the cuirass, leaving a long dent in the plates. 

Marilia’s left hand found the hilt of her short-sword. She gripped it hard. Heaving the body off herself, she thrust up with all her strength just as Dorokim’s arm came up for another swing. 

The point of her sword caught Dorokim in the groin. He stared down at it in disbelief. “Oh,” he said. “That hurts.” And he fell to his knees. 

“Don’t worry,” Marilia said, straightening in front of him and tearing the sword from his faltering grip. “It won’t hurt for long.” With a scream, she brought the sword down hard, two-handed, on the top of his helm. The impact made the bones in her fingers ache. 

Dorokim fell dead onto his face in the grass. 

Marilia looked around. She was standing atop a narrow ridge, maybe forty feet across. To one side, she could see the battle still raging in the valley, the legion of Antarenne beginning to dissolve, men following their governor and fleeing the battlefield. To the other side, the ridge ended in a steep drop into an open field. 

There, at the edge of the ridge, was the Graver. He had found another horse. She saw him look out towards the field, then back towards her, the conflict plain on his face, the urge to run warring with the need to kill. 

He chose to kill. 

His eyes narrowed; he raised his gold aeder sword and spurred towards her with a strangled cry. She looked around for her dueling sword, saw it lying to her right, too far away. 

Move! Septakim’s voice in her head. Never freeze. A man freezes on the battlefield, he’s dead… 

She dove to one side. The Graver’s sword left a long scratch along the side of her helmet. 

Make every movement count. Fluid, like water. 

She tried to turn her fall into a dive for her sword. She only half-succeeded. She scrabbled forward on her hands and knees, snatching the weapon up, turning to face the Graver with her back to the steep drop-off. 

She saw why he hadn’t cut her down during her scramble; he was battling Septakim, the two locked together, each straining to pull the other from his mount. Septakim had his arm around the Graver’s shoulder, pinning his sword arm to his side; the Graver’s other hand was in the strap of Septakim’s helm, jerking his head to one side. The Graver was winning, she saw, with a sinking heart; Septakim was already wounded, the plates of his armor bent in on one side, blood running down his side and over his thigh. 

“You won’t stop me, Dragonknight!” The Graver yelled. “None of you will stop me!” 

A faint echo of Ben Espeleos’ earlier words—I am invincible. 

But the Graver was fallible, however much he wished he wasn’t. She’d proven it once before, and now she’d proven it again. His army was in tatters, his top lieutenants dead, his plan to corner and kill Ben and the army of Svartennos turned around on him. Now he was the one who was cornered. 

But a cornered animal could still be dangerous. 

With a mighty heave, the Graver flung Septakim from the saddle. The Dragonknight tried to rise, but the Graver kicked him back down. He rounded on Marilia. 

“Your brother isn’t here to save you now!” 

She faced him, her legs bent, her sword held before her, braced for his charge. Supple, but firm—like the branch of a willow tree. The muscles of her legs were tense, coiled, ready to spring. 

“He isn’t here, and I don’t need him,” Marilia told him. “This day belongs to Svartennos. Whatever else happens, the minstrels will sing songs about this battle. They will sing of your defeat long after you’re ashes and the flowers grow over your bones.” 

His lips quivered; he gave another cry. She saw him tense, ready to charge. 

But Ben got there first. 

“ANDREAS!” His shout split the air like the crack of thunder. 

The Graver turned. He wheeled his horse about in time to see Ben Espeleos charging at him from the side like a hawk descending, a spear—the same spear with which he’d struck the Graver’s horse before—held before him, the point shining as the sun broke from the clouds. 

The Graver tugged hard on his reins, and his horse reared high. The point of Ben’s spear struck it in the chest with the force of a battering ram. The Graver went flying from the saddle and his horse collapsed with an otherworldly shriek, taking Ben’s spear with it. 

“You’re mine!” Ben cried, his eyes alight with triumph. 

But he was wrong; even as he moved towards his fallen prey, he was buffeted from the side. He lost his grip on the reins and was nearly thrown from the saddle. More knights in red and white armor came galloping in, and more knights in green and gold. Reinforcements from Antarenne and Svartennos, each come to help their lord. 

The Graver rolled to a stop against a boulder, gasping, blinking to clear his head. His gold aeder sword lay a few feet away, point-down in the grass. 

The Graver’s eyes focused, and he looked straight at Marilia with an expression of pure hatred. 

Marilia’s body felt as if it had been pushed to the breaking point; her exhaustion was catching up to her at last. The sun’s heat beat down on her, pitiless as a smith’s hammer, and her head throbbed where the hoof of Dorokim’s horse had struck it. Her muscles burned; sweat poured down her back, dampened her hair, and made her eyes sting. 

She’d been fighting for hours, and unlike Ben Espeleos, her reserves of strength were not endless; she was nearing her limit. 

Not yet. Not while he’s still standing. 

She gripped her blue aeder sword halfway down the blade and charged at him. 

He turned and went for his sword. 

The world narrowed; the battling men on either side of her faded to thin outlines like a rhovannon’s shadow puppets. She had eyes only for the Graver. 

She was running faster than she’d ever run before, as if her armor was made only of feathers and sunlight, her feet skipping across the grass like an imp dancing on coals. 

But he was fast, too. 

As she ducked beneath the swing of a knight’s arm, his fingers curled around the hilt of his sword. 

As she twisted past a thrashing, dying horse, he tugged it free from the earth. 

And as he straightened to face her, she planted her foot against Dorokim’s fallen body and kicked off hard, launching herself forward through the air, closing the last of the distance between them. As he raised his sword the point of her own slammed into his stomach, bending the plates of his armor inwards, driving the breath from his body, hurling him backwards over the lip of the ridge. Marilia watched him fall for a second time, vanishing in a cloud of dust like a bad dream that soars away with the rising of the sun. 

Marilia landed hard on her side. She tried to rise. But that last charge had cost her whatever was left of her strength; her legs wobbled. 

“It’s all right.” Leondos’ deep voice, somewhere near her ear. “You can rest now. You’ve done so much. We’ll take it from here, Lady Chrysathamere.” 

She fell back into his arms, relieved. 

Her vision clouded, and the darkness carried her away. 



Chapter Forty 




Once a prison, the hill on the northern border of Dane was now the site of Ben’s greatest victory. 

Upon waking, Marilia learned what had happened after she’d passed out. Ben’s knights had formed a protective ring around her, fending off the men of Antarenne with their swords until the last of the Graver’s knights abandoned the ridge. The survivors of the Graver’s retinue fled south. Some of Ben’s light cavalry had set off in pursuit. The hill—the entire valley—now belonged to Svartennos. 

The dead were gathered onto pyres and burned while priests of Zantos and Neravos sang the Mountain Song—a blend of the old ways and the new. The smoke rose to meet the fringes of the pale clouds that finally broke completely, scattering with the wind, leaving the golden valley bathed in sunlight. 

They burned the fallen of Surennis and Antarenne, too; after all, they were men of Navessea, even if they’d been on the wrong side. Except for Drathyn and Dorokim; they, Ben’s men rolled into the river to rot. 

Septakim, fortunately, had survived his encounter with the Graver. Sorely wounded, he had been borne back to Surennis, where the sea air and Almaria’s healing springs beneath the sea cliffs could aid his recovery. Marilia had trembled with relief upon hearing the news; she had feared the worst after watching the Graver drag him from the saddle. 

After waking and breaking her fast, Marilia went to the tents of the wounded. She walked the rows of injured men, squeezing hands, touching her fist to theirs, telling them they had the blessing of the gods, smelling their blood and sweat and hearing their cries of pain. Every battle had its cost. 

It seemed that the sight of her gave them hope. Some of the more sorely-wounded smiled even through their tears. 

By the time she was finished, she felt as if every nerve in her body had been scraped raw. She had seen men with their faces split open, some who had lost limbs on the battlefield, and even worse, limbs that had survived the battle only to be lost inside that tent beneath the physicks’ bone-saws. Salvia wasn’t enough to take away that pain, nor was any word she could say. 

But at least she had saved the army. She had beaten the Graver. Even most of those who had lost friends and brothers in the battle had come to share in the belief, which had spread throughout the camp, that the gods had finally spoken, and that they were on Ben Espeleos’ side. 

In no time at all, men had created songs to honor the battle. They sang of the coming of Aerael Dartimaos, the false Victarian who had scattered the forces of Surennis. They sang of the charge of Marilia, Lady Chrysathamere, and Ben Espeleos; of Ben’s valiant shield wall; of the fall of the Graver. An early version of the song had it that Queen Svartana descended on a pale cloud in the dead of night and whispered to Marilia in her tent; a later, less vivid account stated simply that Marilia had heard a voice in her head. 

At Ben’s insistence, all references to visions or voices were removed. 

“The Lady Chrysathamere went in her tent, she thought long and hard, and she came up with a plan,” he said. “Sure, maybe Queen Svartana’s spirit gave her clarity after she lit her blue candle, but that’s all. That’s the way it was, and that’s the way we’ll sing it. 

Marilia felt her throat swell up upon hearing that. Ben met her eyes and she saw that he knew what his proclamation meant to her. He smiled—a warm smile, the sort of smile she’d seen him share with Karthtag-Kal. 

“Of all the men I ever fought beside, Karthtag-Kal might have been the best,” Ben said. “Never thought I’d ever find myself fighting side by side with his daughter. But I have to say…it felt good. Almost the same.” She saw his throat move as he swallowed. “I will never see Karthtag-Kal again, but his spirit really does live in you. That charge—it was almost like he was there next to me, one last time. And I thank you for that, Marilia.” 

Marilia spent the remainder of the first day after the battle resting, and the two after that wandering the valley with Catarina and Camilline, gathering arandon berries for the men to eat. She was drained both in body and mind, and the simple task helped to pass the time and clear her head. Despite her weariness, she felt better than she had for a while, better than she had any right to feel, given that the threat of Rufyllys was still there on the horizon. 

On the evening of the third day, she found herself in Ben’s tent, along with Catarina and Ben. 

“It’s time to leave,” Ben said. “The men are rested; the dead are burned.” He took a deep breath. Marilia saw his fist clench and un-clench at his side, as if gripping the hilt of an invisible sword. He had just won an astonishing victory; to turn back now went against the very core of his nature, the strongest thread of his spirit. 

But turn back he did. He looked sideways at Catarina. “I made a promise to you, and I mean to keep it. It’s time we returned to Surennis.” 

They couldn’t defeat Ulvannis, not with the army they had, especially not after the losses Aerael had suffered at Dorokim’s hands. Especially not now—per the news that had come to them once the Graver’s blockade around the hill was broken—that Senecal Ikaryn was dead. Although many of Senecal’s followers were still fighting in the west with the valor of true zealots, trying to wrest the Sunset Isles away from the empire, it was a doomed cause. Once Rufyllys’ fleet finished mopping up Senecal’s remnants—and it wouldn’t take long—they would turn their eyes on Svartennos. And once they did, Ben would be facing a battle he couldn’t win. 

Marilia knew it; Catarina had known it for a long time; now, at last, Ben knew it, too. 

“We’ll write a letter to Ulvannis,” Ben said. “I’ll start tonight. We’ll sue for peace. At least now we’ll be bargaining from a position of strength.” 

There was no hiding the disappointment in his voice. And as she watched him rise to take quill and paper, she couldn’t deny that she felt a touch of disappointment of her own. 

Dear Rufyllys Vergana, Ben wrote. I am writing to discuss terms. 

He sighed and put the quill aside. “It’s late, and I’m tired,” he said. “I’ll do it tomorrow. There’s no great rush, is there?” 

The following day, the army packed up its supplies and began the trek back towards Surennis. The sun burned bright overhead; the last of the water from the storm turned to smoke and the dust rose to mark their passage. Weary, with many wounded, the army made only half the time it had before, during that first, eager push towards Ulvannis. Or maybe they traveled slowly because Ben set a slow pace; because, although he’d supposedly chosen to draw back, his heart wasn’t really in it. 

The letter came slowly, too. By the end of the first day of the march, all he’d added was one more line: I wish peace to continue between Svartennos and the empire of Navessea. And the day after that, just one more: In return for peace, I offer to release the lands I have taken, namely, the town of Stellienne and the city of Surennis, and to release the hostages in my possession. 

“I never was a poet,” Ben said defensively, when Catarina pressed him about it. “These things take time.” 

He was still crossing-out and re-writing and editing by the time they reached Surennis. 

In the end, after he’d crumpled his tenth draft and hurled it into the fireplace, Catarina lost patience. 

“If your writing abilities have somehow regressed to a level that our daughter surpassed when she was six, then why don’t you give the pen to someone who still remembers how it’s done?” she snapped, snatching the quill from his hand as he stared at her, astonished. “Marilia?” 

So it was that Marilia herself was the one who finally sat down and—her chest strangely heavy—set quill to paper and composed the words Ben didn’t have it in him to write. 

The letter was simple and to the point. In exchange for peace, Ben would release his hostages and surrender Stellienne and Surennis. Ben and Catarina would formally renounce any claim to the throne. 

In return, Ben requested that Rufyllys send a letter to all Navessea’s governors guaranteeing Svartennos’ protection and accepting Ben’s apology for taking up arms against his emperor—a formality that would make it less likely that Rufyllys might turn on them later. 

Since Antarenne had lost her most of her legion during the Battle on the Hill, Marilia suggested that she be named the province’s interim commander—a check against any attempted reprisals from Governor Suryn or the Graver’s allies. 

Marilia didn’t really think Rufyllys would simply accept those last few terms. Doubtless there would be more back and forth as both sides did their best to ensure that the other would honor any promises made; there always were with these sorts of arrangements. The haggling could take weeks, even months, before a formal treaty was signed. 

But as she handed the letter to a messenger and stood by the gate of Surennis, watching him gallop into the west with the rising sun at his back, lighting up the road before him, she felt a lump in her throat. The letter marked the end of something. A page had been turned, and she was staring now at the final few lines of the book that held the story of Emperor Espeleos. 

“Are you feeling all right?” Camilline asked, laying her hand on Marilia’s shoulder. 

Marilia nodded. “Of course,” she said. “This is what we planned. Do I not seem all right?” 

“You did the right thing,” Camilline assured her. “What you had to do.” 

“The right thing,” Marilia repeated under her breath. It was; it was the only thing they could do. 

Those two aren’t quite the same thing, are they? 

She watched the rider vanish into the distance, a dark speck swallowed by the shimmering screen of the sun’s heat. There had been few times in her life, she reflected, when a choice had been so clearly right and yet felt so troublingly wrong. 

A horse knickered beside her. She turned and met its stare. She couldn’t help but feel there was a knowing gleam in its eye. 

A part of you still wants to go after him, that look seemed to say. You want to hop right into this saddle here and gallop off down that road after your messenger, you want to grab that letter from his hand and tell him forget it, it was all just a big mistake. 

Back on the hill, when Marilia had visited the tent of the wounded, a dying soldier had clutched her hand. Halfway to Zantos’ fields already, he had been, his thread frayed to the breaking point, the Fates’ scissors teasing at the final raw strands. He’d still found the strength to force a smile. 

It was an honor to fight beside you, Lady Chrysathamere, he’d said to her. And then, the final words he spoke before his eyes closed and his chest fell still—give those traitors up in the green keep the ghouls’ own fire for me. 

Until that moment, she hadn’t realized that he didn’t know. It was a moment like waking from a comfortable dream to the feeling of cold rain against your face. A moment she wished she could forget. 

But after all, how could he have known? 

The man had been just a common Svartennan footman, a man who had never even learned to read or write. He knew nothing of books of strategy, or the complexities of logistics, or the pitiless reality of the arithmetic that had lost them the war even though they’d won the battle; he knew nothing of the conversations that went on inside Ben Espeleos’ command tent. He didn’t know the promise Catarina had extracted and that Ben had granted. He didn’t know that their army was hopelessly outnumbered, and that as soon as they’d finished burning his body with the rest of the dead, they’d be turning around and marching back home. 

All he knew was that he’d died fighting alongside his heroes. He’d traded his life for an astonishing victory, one whose song could still be heard even above the cries of the dying men in the tent around him. How could he have guessed how little that song—and his own death—would ultimately mean? 

She didn’t have the heart to tell him. 

And now, she found, she didn’t have the heart to stand by the gates a moment longer, that maddening, bright-eyed horse beside her, watching the horizon shimmer with heat like the sky above the funeral pyre of the Navessean dead on Ben’s forsaken hill. 

She turned and walked back inside the city, Camilline following behind her. 

The war for Navessea was over. 



Chapter Forty-One 




For three weeks more, Annuweth’s fleet battled Senecal’s around the Sunset Isles; although Optakim had switched sides, some of Senecal’s captains were loyal to a fault. One of them snuck Nhykara from the governor’s dungeon; with a cadre of bitter, vengeful islanders and knights swayed by the religion of the Sun God, they made off with half of Senecal’s ships in the dead of night. 

They fought bravely. They fought cleverly. They fought nobly. And, in the end, they fell. Thoryn Cyrdoreth himself—somehow alive, despite the complete destruction of his galley, though sporting a ropey burn-scar on the left side of his brow for his valor—hauled Nhykara in chains aboard the Vergana, where she collapsed in the hold, weeping for the fall of her champion and the death of her dream. 




*** 




Two weeks after that, Annuweth returned to Ulvannis to find Rufyllys and Petrea waiting for him inside the gates. 

“Go back to your emperor, Prefect,” Morgarmir said, clapping Annuweth warmly on the shoulder. “Get some rest. You’ve earned it. I’ll see you again soon enough. At the triumph.” 

“The triumph?” Annuweth repeated, blankly. 

Thoryn laughed at the look on Annuweth’s face. “Of course.” 

“But…” His victory over Senecal seemed a strange thing to celebrate. The thought of marching up the steps of the Temple of Shavennya to have the High Priestess put a dragon-bone bracelet upon his arm put a chill in his stomach. 

“What did you think, we weren’t going to seize the opportunity to have another giant parade? Giant parades are what we of Ulvannis do best, Prefect. Have you forgotten that before our emperor was emperor, he helped the Master of Ceremonies arrange the last triumph?” 

Annuweth looked up the street, to where Emperor Rufyllys Vergana stood with his new wife at his side, a stark figure in his white robes fringed with the royal green. He didn’t look like a Master of Ceremonies’ right-hand man; when he smiled at Annuweth, it didn’t look like the smile of a man who was accustomed to having fun. 

“Welcome home, Sandaros,” he said. 

Beside Rufyllys stood Petrea. She smiled at him. Her eyes sparkled—the relief on her face was as deep as a well. He smiled back. 

Victaryn touched his fist to Annuweth’s, and Annuweth thought he saw unshed tears in the Dragonknight’s eyes; he looked much less frigid than he had the night Claria and Rufyllys had wed. 

Isn’t this what you wanted? he asked himself. Isn’t this the best you could have hoped for? 

He was surrounded by the walls he knew so well; those were his men standing over the gate in their green-painted armor. Cherry-blossom petals scurried around his ankles. Petrea was there, as beautiful as she’d ever been, in that same, fiery dress she’d bought on that long-ago day in the marketplace. His closest friends were all around him, close enough to reach out and touch. 

It felt like a thin silk curtain, painted with a beautiful pattern, suspended by a gossamer thread. If he moved too fast, or breathed too hard, the thread would snap, the curtain would come slithering down, and he’d find himself back in Senecal’s cave. 

And he’d realize it was all just another trick of the light. 

Sweat broke out along his brow. Somewhere deep inside him, a dagger he had thought sheathed twisted for one final cut. No, he thought. He closed his eyes. He recognized the smell of the grass in the fields beyond the gate, and the heavier, more rancid smells of the city itself—horse droppings, rotting fruit, the dampness of aged stone. You couldn’t imagine that. 

He opened his eyes and it was still there, for the moment at least, and the next moment, and the one after that. It hadn’t blown away. 

“Come,” Rufyllys said. “Let’s get back to the Keep.” 

The men mounted up and the women climbed inside their carriages. Annuweth’s leg was still wounded, so he rode in a carriage behind Petrea’s. To his surprise, Rufyllys himself decided to sit with him. They set off together through the city streets. 

“I’m glad you’re back, Prefect,” Rufyllys said in a tight voice. “So glad. I’m sorry for what you suffered.” 

“Thank you, your majesty.” 

“I heard how you faced the usurper. You are a hero of Navessea. The Young Dragon.” 

They rode for a while in silence. 

“They thought they could take you from us, but they learned, didn’t they? A few drops of poison, a wife’s anger—no more Senecal Ikaryn. One minute, so strong and proud, the next…” His lips pulled back to show his teeth. “That’s how it goes, isn’t it? Like son, like father. What a blow it must have been for them both. And it’s not over; Ben Espeleos, he’ll go the same way.” 

Men and women cheered as the carriage passed. Cheering for Annuweth—for his victory. This time, he supposed, he had actually earned it. After all, he’d been the one who had managed to trap Senecal Ikaryn on his island. If not for that, Senecal’s wife might not have felt desperate enough to murder him. 

But of course, the problem with that line of reasoning, that level of abstraction, was that if not for what he’d done, Senecal never would have taken up arms against them in the first place. 

How absurd it all is, he thought. Vexaryn cursed me before he died. Stellos called me a monster. These people think I’m a hero. And they’re all right, aren’t they? It all depends on where you stand—the place you measure from. He began to chuckle, biting his lip to stop the laughter spilling out. 

Rufyllys gave him a curious look. “Are you amused?” 

“Forgive me, your majesty. I’m just…I’m relieved to be back. That’s all. I never thought I’d see this city again.” 

Sulpicia and her daughters broke off onto White Street, where they disappeared inside the walls of their family home. The rest of the procession continued on into the courtyard of the Jade Keep. 

“She didn’t deserve to be dragged into all this,” Annuweth said. 

“No, of course not. I bear her no ill will,” Rufyllys agreed. “Her husband dragged her into this war, and she found the courage to defy him. Don’t worry; just as my letter said, she won’t be harmed. No—my ill will is for the others.” The Emperor of Navessea leaned forward. “I’m tired of traitors, Prefect. They all set themselves in our way. I know how they think. Oh, he’s just young Rufyllys, the poet: Emperor Vergana’s lesser son. We don’t have to take him seriously. We can all dress up and play at emperor, and what can he do about it? Well, the truth is—it’s no game. Senecal and his ally, Lieutenant Arganeth, saw what I can do.” Lieutenant Arganeth had perished in the same engagement that had left Nhykara in chains. “And the rest will, too. They’ll see, and they will weep for the day they took up arms against me. All of them, Prefect, do you understand? Ben Espeleos and his Lady Chrysathamere. My own dear sister, Catarina—if she thinks the blood we share will save her, she will learn how wrong she is.” He told Annuweth what had happened since Annuweth had been gone—and of his plan to corner and kill Ben Espeleos and his closest allies. 

Annuweth stared at him. The smile on Rufyllys’ face reminded him of something he had once seen, something that had haunted him: a young horse, savaged by a jackal’s jaws, its belly torn open, everything that had been inside it trailing behind it on the ground. The horse pulling at its own guts with its teeth, trying to scoop them back inside, refusing to understand that it was already dead. 

The jackal pacing nearby, its mouth open, its tongue lolling out, its eyes bright with the smell of blood. 

A grin on its face so pure that Annuweth thought he might never know pleasure like it. 

Beneath the poet and the brother Petrea loved, there was a darkness in Rufyllys, a bitterness and cruelty that hadn’t been there before—or maybe it had been there all along, and Annuweth just hadn’t seen it. 

The cold inside him deepened; he felt as though he had swallowed ice. 

“Marilia is my sister,” he said. 

Rufyllys’ smile faded. “I know. But you ought to hate her as much as I do mine.” 

“Maybe,” Annuweth said softly. “But I already killed my father. I don’t want her to die, too.” 

“She turned on you. She could have joined you. Instead she was willing to kill you, and all of us. She…” 

“I know,” Annuweth said. There was nothing Rufyllys could say to him that he hadn’t already said to himself. 

“She’s the most dangerous one of them all. You know in your heart it’s true. She’ll never stop trying to bring us down. Tell me I’m wrong.” 

Annuweth felt as though there were a lump of ash lodged at the bottom of his throat. He couldn’t speak. 

Though he hated to admit it, he couldn’t say for certain that Rufyllys was wrong. 

Marilia had loved Karthtag-Kal. They’d shared a deep, true bond, the kind he wished he’d had with his father. She loved Ben and Catarina too. If Rufyllys succeeded in killing them—as he planned to—would she really just set down her sword and make peace? Would she ever forgive any of them? 

He wasn’t sure of the answer to the first question, but he was pretty sure he knew the answer to the second. 

She was the Lady Chrysathamere, the woman who had brought down the Tyracian army and now, apparently, the army of Antarenne. A legend. 

A legend could be a deadly weapon in the wrong hands. 

A legend could topple Rufyllys’ reign. 

He looked away, turning his gaze away from the emperor, staring out the window at the pink-white petals of the cherry-blossom trees. “She’s my sister,” he said. As if that were somehow an answer to Rufyllys’ question, the only answer that was needed. “What are you asking me? If I can sanction my own sister’s death?” 

“Sandaros…I’m sorry…I wasn’t asking. It’s already done.” 

Annuweth looked into Rufyllys’ eyes and saw the truth: nothing Annuweth could say would make any difference. 

Rufyllys Vergana would destroy his enemies, all his enemies, to make sure the empire was secure. 

“Oh, by the gods…” His throat constricted; he felt that he was drowning. 

For a moment he thought he saw the old Rufyllys again, the young poet he had watched compose stanzas in his father’s garden. “Sandaros…I really am sorry.” 

Annuweth nodded, closing his eyes. “I know,” he said. “So am I.” 




*** 




That night, he lay with Petrea. 

She told him how glad she was that he was back, how much she’d been afraid while he was away, how much she’d missed him. He told her the same. But he felt as though he were sitting outside the window looking in, watching a scene from some stage play, the words delivered by two actors reading out the lines that had been written for them long in advance. 

He kissed her. He tried to lose himself in her arms, in the jasmine scent of her hair, in the soft touch of her skin. And again, something was wrong. All the movements were correct—his lips on her neck, his hands in her hair, her hands traveling across his back—but the pieces didn’t add up to the sum of their parts. Like a dead man, all his limbs and organs intact, no wound, no mark to show the cause of his death—but some spark gone that could not be re-lit. 

Three times he tried to push himself inside her, and each time he failed, until at last she took his face between her hands and said it’s all right. Just lie with me. 

So he did. He lay with her until she fell asleep. He listened to the steady sound of her breathing. 

Petrea rolled over in her sleep. Her lips moved; she murmured something he couldn’t make out—one of her secrets, maybe. She had so many. 

He looked at her and thought of all the questions he wanted to ask her. He thought he knew, now, how far Rufyllys was willing to go for the crown. For his dream. He wondered how far she was. 

If Ilruyn hadn’t doomed himself in the Senate Chamber, what would have happened to him? Would he have passed his days as one of Rufyllys’ councilors? Or would he have had a tragic accident—a hunt gone awry, a tournament turned fatal, a sudden illness, a fall from a high place? 

Was overthrowing him really the only way to stop your marriage? Were you really sure that he wouldn’t have just annulled the betrothal? Did you ever consider asking? 

Did you always know we’d need the Graver on our side? To guard against Ben Espeleos? 

How did Karthtag-Kal happen to show up that day in the Senate, when he was supposed to be in Naxos? 

The first time you lay with me, were you thinking ahead to that moment when you might need the Order of Jade to wrest the crown from Ilruyn’s head? Is that how it all began? Was whatever this is—whatever we have together—just an accident? 

And a new one, like a shock: did the emperor really just happen to get sick and die right after I became prefect, even though he seemed to be getting better? 

All the hard questions he’d never bothered—or dared—to ask himself. He wouldn’t have really known the answers, in any case, though he could guess at them. He wanted to ask her—he couldn’t not ask her—but he also couldn’t ask her, because he was still afraid of the answers. 

Doubt is a commander’s first and final enemy. Urian’s words, his sister’s words. That enemy was Senecal’s last, parting blow to him. 

He remembered the last thing Karthtag-Kal had said as he lay with his chest cut open by the sword of a man he’d once loved as a son. You will never know peace. 

He also remembered what he’d tried to tell himself, in the moments after he killed Karthtag-Kal. The past is gone. Let it go. 

But that was the problem; even dead, the past was an enemy that made Senecal or even the Graver look like a sullen child. The spirits of the dead would always be with him—Nelos Dartimaos, Karthtag-Kal, Ilruyn, Vexaryn, Senecal. Ben and Catarina. Marilia. Even if he killed all Rufyllys’ enemies and ended the war, he would keep on fighting them. 

They would be there in the night wind as he made love to Petrea, they would be there in the sun when he fought upon the tournament field. They would be there in the lantern-flames when he sat down to dinner and they’d be there in the mist of dawn when he woke up. They’d be there in his dreams. 

Maybe, he thought, gazing at Petrea, it wasn’t that their love was frail. Maybe it was only that to tip the scales, when weighed against all those spirits, it would have had to be mightier than a mountain. 

They were in her room just inside the garden; the moon rose, and the light slanted through the window and caught her face. He thought it was the most heartbreakingly beautiful thing he’d ever seen. For a second, he felt his heart lift. 

Tears filled his eyes. Maybe it was worth it, he thought. To survive Senecal’s sword, to come back home. Just for that. He wished the moment could last forever; that every time he closed his eyes and pictured her, this was what he would see. 

Slowly, carefully, he got up and slipped out into the garden. 

With the help of his crutches, he limped his way across the lawn. The moss tickled his bare toes. The wind was shockingly cool; he shivered, pulling his robes tight around himself as he made his way along the path, passing the place where he and Petrea had first made love. He stopped at the wall at the far end of the garden, gazing out over the city. He rested his arms on the balcony and leaned over, looking down into the white mouth of Almaria’s River. 

Wasn’t it Emperor Secundyn who fell from just this spot? Fell or was pushed; accounts differed. Annuweth had always thought pushed was more likely, but fell wasn’t impossible. The guard-wall wasn’t as high as it might have been. If you leaned over too far, or a strong gust of wind hit you at just the wrong time, if your foot slipped…unlikely, but not impossible. A quick tumble. A tragic accident. 

With effort, considering his wounds, he lifted one leg up onto the guard-wall. 

Back in the cave, his vision of Petrea had told him he’d never known a true thing. Nothing that couldn’t, under the right circumstances, be twisted into something dark and ugly. 

Death, he thought distantly, was always true. 

It was the only true thing. ` 

“Annuweth?” 

His heart nearly stopped at the sound of Petrea’s voice. Slowly, he turned to face her. 

She stood there in a thin night-dress, her arms wrapped around herself, shivering slightly with the cold. “What are you doing?” 

He put his foot back on the ground, his heart beating fast. 

“Nothing,” he said. “I just thought I’d go for a walk. To catch some night air.” 

As he spoke, a drop of rain landed on his shoulder. He saw her brow furrow doubtfully. “Annuweth…it’s going to storm. Come back to bed.” 

He thought of all the things he wanted and also didn’t want to ask her. There was a space that had grown between them, and the thought of going back inside the Jade Keep, lying beside her, knowing it was there, feeling it, made his breath run short. 

“What’s wrong?” she said. 

“Can you ask that?” he said hoarsely. “My father’s dead, and your brother is going to kill my sister. And that’s just the start of it.” 

She bit her lip, looking distressed. “Annuweth…I am so sorry. For everything you’ve gone through. You never deserved any of it. It wasn’t fair.” 

“Didn’t I, though? I…we…ripped Navessea apart.” 

“Annuweth…” she took a step towards him. “It wasn’t us who did this. They forced our hand—Ilruyn, Senecal, and my father, and Ben Espeleos.” 

“That’s what I kept telling myself. I’m not so sure anymore.” His mouth was dry. “There’s so much I’m not sure of. Petrea—why was Karthtag-Kal there that day in the Senate? He told me he was going to Naxos.” 

“Karthtag-Kal?” she repeated, looking confused. “Where is this coming from?” 

He ran his hands through his hair. “I just keep going over it again and again, and I…I can’t make sense of it. Why was he there, Petrea?” 

“I have no idea, Annuweth. How would I know that?” 

“And your father…was he really sick?” he asked, hearing his voice shake. 

“What do you mean?” her eyes widened, her lips parting as realization came. “You think Rufyllys and I killed him?” 

He closed his eyes. When he breathed in, he could taste the river. “I don’t know what to think.” 

“I heard what you suffered,” she said. “Some of it, at least. I can’t begin to imagine. You’re hurt, and you’ve lost so much. But you’re not seeing clearly.” 

He wanted so badly to believe her. He wanted it, maybe, as much as he’d ever wanted anything—with the animal urgency of a starving man offered a small morsel of nourishment. But that little seed that Senecal had planted had taken root, and he could feel it now in every part of him. Inseparable—like his own shadow. “That day we first spoke after you returned to Ulvannis…the day we walked down to the market and you bought that dress and we talked about secrets...had you planned some of this, even then? Did you know you might need me to get Karthtag-Kal out of the way?” 

“Is that what you really think? That I slept with you just because I thought I could use you to help me put my brother on the throne?” 

“Did you?” 

She drew back as if struck. Her voice quavered. “You want to know what’s in my heart? I’ll tell you. Yes, when I first saw you, I thought—a famous young knight, a future prefect…such a man could be a valuable friend. Yes, that thought crossed my mind.” Annuweth flinched. “But…” Petrea took a deep breath and continued. “When I lay with you—when we were together in this garden—I wasn’t thinking about the future, or Rufyllys, or crowns, or any of the rest of it. I was there with you because I wanted to be. What we have is real—it’s always been real. And I think, deep down, you’ve always known that.” 

He took a deep, shuddering breath. He reached out and took her hands. “Petrea…” he said softly. “I’m sorry.” 

She was looking into his eyes, searching for something. The same flame of passion, perhaps, that had been there that night they’d first made love. It was lost somewhere deep inside him, smothered like an ember in the rain. He didn’t know if he would ever find it again. 

But he did feel something, at last. Maybe only a shadow of what had been there before. But even a shadow cast by such a fierce light could still be something beautiful. 

“Do you believe me?” she asked. “Truly?” 

He couldn’t speak; could scarcely breathe. 

“I do,” he said, looking into her eyes. And he was relieved to know that, for the moment at least, it was true. 

“I am with child,” she told him. “I was waiting for the right moment to tell you, I wanted it to be perfect…but I might as well tell you now. I haven’t bled since before you sailed to the Sunset Isles.” 

He stared at her, his mouth dry. He felt his mind spinning, faster and faster, like a chariot out of control, hurtling forward towards a stone wall. Then—nothing. Stillness. Maybe there was only so much you could think, and feel, before you just shut off like a fire with nothing left to burn. 

He said: “that’s…that’s incredible. That’s wonderful.” 

“Marry me,” she said. “We could announce our betrothal next week, during the Festival of Almaria. That would be good, wouldn’t it?” 

“What about…what about the Senate, and the governors? And everything you said before?" 

“Senecal’s gone, and his knights stand with us now. Ben Espeleos won’t last much longer. There’s no one for any traitors to join. There’s going to be peace again, Annuweth. We’ve won.” 

Peace, he thought. Bought with my sister’s blood, and my father’s. And thousands of more besides. 

It doesn’t feel like peace. 

He took a deep breath. Behind him, he could hear the distant roar of Almaria’s River. If you stood and listened to the river long enough, you could hear voices in that roar. The voices of your ancestors, or the dremmakin, or your own mind; maybe, in the end, it was all one and the same. 

Come join us, the voices whispered. Low, seductive. 

But he couldn’t; he didn’t get to just hurl himself off the Jade Keep. If Rufyllys was right, and Ben Espeleos died in the south, cut down by the Graver’s men, then there was peace, even if it wasn’t the peace he’d wanted. 

There had been peace before. A peace he’d bled for, nearly died for; a peace his sister had clawed out of the misery of the War with Tyrace. So hard-won it had been, and so incredible the victory, that it had seemed like it would last for generations. 

It had barely lasted more than three months. 

That was the nature of the world—like the stoic philosophers said, it was always tumbling towards the dremmakin’s chaos, a kite on a thin string. Only the efforts of the vigilant kept it from sheering off and vanishing into the wind. 

There was still Tyrace on the southern border, and the Valdruk to the north, and Ilruyn’s old supporters, scattered throughout the city and the rest of the empire, cowed for the moment, but not gone. He was the Prefect of the Order of Jade; it was his duty to make sure the peace lasted as long as it could. For the empire’s sake. For the sake of all those dead and gone. 

For Petrea. 

For their child—the last heir of Nelos Dartimaos. 

He thought, for a brief moment, that he understood Karthtag-Kal a little better now—understood the force that had compelled him to stand up before the Senate, even when he knew he would likely die. 

Annuweth closed his eyes. He felt so tired. 

But he didn’t get to rest; he didn’t get to just throw himself away. 

You helped build this world, he thought. Now it’s up to you to live in it. 

He opened his eyes again and looked at Petrea. 

Maybe his heart didn’t burn with the same flame it had before—maybe, after all that had happened, it couldn’t—but as he held her in his arms and breathed in the scent of her hair, he could still feel the lingering warmth of its glow. He knew that if he threw himself off the garden wall, it would hurt her, just like driving a dagger into her skin. 

Here they stood, for better or worse. 

He held her hand. Whatever you’ve done, he thought, whatever you are, I’m yours. 



Chapter Forty-Two 




Three days after the messenger disappeared out of Surennis’ gate with Marilia’s letter in his satchel, the first of the messages arrived. 

It was delivered by a man who had traveled from Neravenne; Governor Ephrayenne hadn’t wanted to trust the message to paper, so the messenger had memorized it. He recited it for them in the governor’s hall. 




To his majesty Beniel Espeleos, the rightful Emperor of Navessea, 




I am sorry it took me so long to write to you. I will keep this letter brief; like you, I am no poet. My brother, the Chronicler, was always the one with the silver tongue. 




I heard about your victory over the legion of Antarenne. Thanks to you and your Lady Chrysathamere, my brother will be busy for a long time. 




Like you, I named Karthtag-Kal my friend. Unlike you, who fought for his memory, I held back. I’ve wrestled with my conscience every day since I received word of your (admittedly impressive, but please don’t let it go to your head) assault on Surennis. My conscience, it turns out, is a better wrestler than I am. I ended up in my shrine, a blue candle in front of me, praying to the gods to send me a sign. The next day, a letter came bearing news of your victory. How often does a thing like that happen—a man asks for a sign, and the gods send him one as clear and as true as any could be? I was meant to stand with you. For those already dead—and for another reason. My brother tells me that before he left the capitol, the more he saw of Rufyllys Vergana, the more he become convinced that Vergana has the spirit of a new Secundyn. There is cruelty and bitterness in him, and it grows worse the more he realizes the people of Ulvannis will never love him the way they loved his brother. His men patrol the streets, hunting down those who so much as speak fondly of Ilruyn, or Karthtag-Kal, or Lady Sandara. The East Quarter, where Ilruyn’s greens have their home, suffers beneath the heel of the emperor’s collaborators. The Captain of the Reds, Andreas’ old comrade, has been cultivating some kind of network of spies and enforcers, and seems all too happy to throw his betters before the executioner’s blade in return for the emperor’s gold. I’m lucky my brother was able to get out when he did; several of Ilruyn’s old friends have had troubling “accidents” over the past few months, and I fear where this path leads. 




I know the battle ahead will not be easy, and I will not pretend I do not have my apprehensions. But—being located in Navessea’s northern-most province—I should inform you that I recently received word from the Duchess of Daevium that the leaders of her temple’s revolt came to blows against each other; one slew the other, and now their followers slaughter each other in the streets of the highland towns. Her insurrection should expire within a couple of weeks. I suppose I don’t need to tell you what that means for you and your cause. 




I held back because I feared if I joined you, I would stand alone. But of course, that was foolish; I am reminded of that old parable about the tiger and the pack of dragons. The tiger is no match for the pack; it only claims the hill because each dragon is afraid to be the first to rush in and trust that the rest of the pack will follow. Someone has to be that first dragon. If it must be me, so be it. 




Your victory was a signal fire to all the empire. The gods are with you. I see that now, and I follow where they lead. I pledge the legion of Neravenne to your cause. 




Yours, 

Goryn Ephrayenne, Governor of Neravenne 




The following day, the second message came. That one was a letter from Victarian Ildoran, Governor of Dane. 




Prince Espeleos, 




You wrote to me after you took Surennis. You asked me for your aid in your war against the usurper. I declined. I did so even though your cousin was my wife, even though Moroweth Vergana (a man the usurper betrayed) made me Governor of Dane. I am not and never was proud of that decision. To be perfectly blunt, it was made not because I did not perceive the worthiness of your venture, but because I did not perceive any chance of its success. Everyone speaks of the strength, skill and valor of Svartennos’ knights, but Svartennos is just one island, and the empire of Navessea is large. Surennis, Vaerennis, Antarenne, Korennis, Neravenne, Pylennis, Ylexos, Naxos, Osurris, Neravenne, Magarenne, and of course Ulvannis herself. I did not believe you could prevail against such forces, even if the Sunset Isles also opposed the throne. 




The Battle on the Hill—for want of a better term—has shown me otherwise. It appears I listened too much to Senecal Ikaryn’s account of the war in Tyrace and made the mistake of underestimating the Lady Chrysathamere’s abilities. I underestimated you and your army, too. 




I have always been a cautious man. Contrary to common belief, I am, in fact, aware of my little nickname, though I’ve always worn it as a badge of honor. I’ve always believed prudence to be a virtue. But as the philosophers of Yalaeda teach us, a virtue, if taken too far, can become a weakness. So it is with the bold man who becomes reckless, the stoic man who becomes a bore, the gentle man who becomes meek. The prudent man who becomes a coward. 




I hope you do not think me a coward, for I think well of you. I admire your courage, and I respect you for what you have accomplished against odds others might have thought insurmountable. As you know, I cannot spare all my men, for I stand at the border of a dangerous land, but those I can spare, I will. 




Once before, we bound our houses. Now that my wife, your cousin, is dead (gods keep her spirit) I would bind myself to Svartennos once more. I know it is a bit shameless of me to ask, but then again—though I do believe others will follow—I am, so far as I know, the first governor who has reached out to you, and I feel as though that ought to be enough to excuse my shamelessness. I would betroth my son to your daughter, Clariline, and together, we will rid Navessea of traitors. Where we go, others will follow. To that end, I invite you and your wife to meet me in Almarenne, northern-most town of Dane, so that we may arrange the future of our children and discuss the future of Navessea. 




Yours, 




Victarian Ildoran, the Not-So-Cautious 

Governor of Dane. 




“The first governor who reached out to us…not quite.” Ben chuckled. “I wonder what he’d say if he knew old Ephrayenne beat him to the mark.” 

“Marriage?” Catarina furrowed her brow. “But…Ben, your cousin was his son’s mother. That makes him and Clariline…some sort of blood relation, at least.” She frowned as she tried to work it out. 

“The blood relation is just distant enough for the marriage to be allowable,” Ben said. 

“I don’t know…” Catarina said doubtfully. “Children born out of such marriages often end up in the wailing marsh.” 

“I’ve heard only good things about the boy,” Ben said. “He’s only eight, but he’s already a fine swordsman, like his father.” 

“Oh, that’s all right, then,” Catarina said sarcastically. “That’s all I look for in a son-by-marriage—good swordsmanship.” 

“He’s also intelligent,” Ben said. “And a handsome little bastard. Clariline is fond of him—she told me so herself. She also said she always wanted a handsome young lord for her husband. I bet you she’d leap at this chance. What’s your real problem, Catarina?” 

“Ben…I thought we had decided to make peace. We sent a letter…” 

“You must see how this changes everything,” Ben said. “Daevium, Neravenne, and Dane…with Antarenne’s and Surennis’ armies half-broken and Suryn still our hostage, we control the south-east of Navessea. And Dane’s army is as big as that of any other two provinces combined.” He smiled fiercely, giving Marilia a meaningful look. “And I haven’t even got to the best part. Victarian has offered us a little gift. An apology of sorts for hanging back—call it a token of his goodwill. I thought that part might interest you. Here; read it for yourself.” 

He handed her the letter again. There was more written beneath the governor’s signature. Marilia took it and read on. Her eyes widened as she read the last of Victarian’s tidings, and her heart beat faster. 

“Ben…” Catarina sounded doubtful. “This is good news, of course it is, but…we just barely escaped, thanks to Marilia. Do you really want to go through all that again?” 

“Things are different now,” Ben argued. “I understand why the governors wouldn’t join us after Ilruyn died. I don’t respect it, but I understand—they were afraid of Rufyllys, and they didn’t know me as anything more than a man who had won a few tournaments now and then, who had once been a good commander in his youth. But now—we’ve proved ourselves.” He took Catarina’s hands in his. His eyes were wide and earnest. “This battle here—it was just what Governor Ephrayenne said…a signal fire to all the empire. To let them know what we can do—what the Lady Chrysathamere can do. To show them they don’t have to be afraid of a usurper and a tyrant.” 

“It’s a bit quick to be calling my brother a tyrant, isn’t it, when he’s only been on the throne for less than four months?” 

“Is it, though? We know he’s at least a murderer and a backstabber. He ordered his own brother’s death. Catarina, there’s right and there’s wrong. My mother taught me that. The gods just gave us a chance to do what’s right. They rescued us from dying on that damn hill when we thought we were fucked. And now they’ve sent us the help we asked for.” 

Catarina chewed one fingernail, looking troubled. “I’m not letting you decide,” she told Ben. “No offense, but I trust the Lady Chrysathamere’s judgment a little more. What do you think, Marilia?” 

There it was, Marilia thought. The question. 

She stared at ground. Inside, her mind turned in circles. 

I told Ben never to march to war. I told him what the price would be. And we’ve paid some of that price already. First in the Graver’s ambush, and then three hundred more during the battle on the hill—not counting the ones on the enemy side or the wounded. Think of all those screaming men in that tent. The physicks’ bone-saws. You go forward, there’s more of that. 

If we turn back, no one else needs to die. 

“It’s not like we have to burn all Navessea to the ground,” Ben said, as if reading her thoughts. “If we fight with Victarian and Ephrayenne at our side, others will join us. I truly believe they will. One by one, until there’s enough to force Rufyllys to abdicate…to save himself before it’s too late.” 

Marilia chewed her lip. 

If they marched back now, what would they say to the spirits of the five thousand men who had perished in the Graver’s ambush? To old Lord Konos, butchered on the hillside? To everyone else who they had just burned whose ashes still painted the distant line of the hills as far away as the border of Dane? 

To their families? 

Oops…we thought we were fighting for something important, but turns out it wasn’t that vital, after all. Sorry all your loved ones had to die so we could conquer a hill. We’re just going to turn around and go home now. 

We’re close, she thought. With Dane and Neravenne and some of the Duchess’ men on our side…without the Graver or Suryn in our way…with Rufyllys’ fleet depleted fighting Senecal… 

We have a chance. 

What was the alternative? Write back to Victarian and Ephrayenne, tell them they were wrong—that the victory they’d found so inspiring—the most unlikely victory of Marilia’s life—was all for nothing: just a footnote on the pages of history, a forgotten march that went forward and then back, wasting all that blood for nothing, changing nothing. 

“Ask yourself this,” Ben said. “What would Karthtag-Kal want? What would he really want?” 

Above all, Karthtag-Kal had been a man of honor. He’d believed in peace—but he’d also believed that some things were worth fighting for. One of those things was a world where you could look into a child’s eyes and tell them—with a straight face, without lying—not only that betrayal was wrong, but that those who betrayed and murdered got what they deserved. 

You couldn’t do that when the emperor—the most powerful man in the world—was a man who had beheaded his brother for power. When his prefect had stabbed his own father in the heart and made an alliance with a man whose soldiers raped children in front of their mothers. 

What was it that Ben had said? There’s right and there’s wrong. All her life, she’d believed she’d known which side the gods were on. And yes, as everyone knew, sometimes the gods weren’t enough. But maybe the Elders were right, and someone had helped her fend off the Tyracian invasion. Maybe that same someone had more in store for her yet. 

“Marilia?” Catarina pressed her. 

Besides, she thought, peace was only worth something if you could trust the other side to keep it. Rufyllys had already proven himself to be a betrayer. Ben had openly defied him before all the world; would he really just let that go when he’d killed his own brother over an insult? Or would he simply wait until he was strong, and they were weak, then strike? Would the threat of his vengeance hang over them for the rest of their lives like a ghoul’s shadow? 

Ben and Ephrayenne said it true, she thought. This battle was more than just another victory. It was a signal fire to the empire. To all the world. 

“I don’t know for sure,” she said. “But I think Karthtag-Kal would fight.” 

“He would,” Ben agreed. “For everyone who’s gone, for everyone who’s still living—if we have the power to see Rufyllys off the throne, we have to try.” 

“I don’t know…” Catarina sighed. “I’m not going to pretend I love this. But…if you really think we can win…” 

“We can,” Marilia said, and she knew it was true. 

Catarina nodded. “Then here we are.” 

Here we are, Marilia thought. Facing down the might of Rufyllys Vergana and his legions once again. Maybe she ought to have been afraid. But right then, standing in that tent with her friends around her, she didn’t feel afraid. She felt herself again—as though a fog inside her had cleared at last, and she could see what had been hidden behind it. 

All she had learned, all she had done—it wasn’t lost. Karthtag-Kal’s lessons; the whispers of that inner voice that had guided her during the War against Tyrace—they were as much a part of her as her own flesh and blood. Svartana, Karthtag-Kal, Nelos Dartimaos—they were bound up in her spirit, joined with her the same way they were joined with the clouds that held the House of White Sands. 

Like those same clouds, the spirits inside her could be a terrifying force, furious as a storm. She only had to think of Oba’al’s pillow house, of a little girl trampled beneath a horse’s hooves, of another girl huddled dead-eyed in a mountain cave—of the smell and sounds of the tent of the wounded she’d recently visited—to remember that. 

But they could also, in the right hands, be a force for good. What was it that Neravan Vergana, the stoic philosopher, had said? 

With the storm comes the rain. 

A cleansing force. Not enough, maybe, to wash away all the world’s filth, but enough to make a start. 

She took Catarina’s hand. Ben reached out, offering her his own, and with her free hand she took his, as well. 

“We ride to Almarenne,” he said. 



Author’s Note: 




Thanks for reading Empire of Jackals. I love to interact with my readers. If you sign up for my email list, here: https://mailchi.mp/63e0e682dea7/sign-up-for-book-updates, you’ll get occasional updates about upcoming or newly-released books and free promotions. You’ll also immediately get two short stories and an excerpt from Chrysathamere, Book III. If you’ve enjoyed this book (or haven’t) I’d love to hear from you. You can email me at morgan.cole.writing@gmail.com and visit me at https://morgancolewriting.com. I try to respond to all my emails personally. If I miss you, just hit that re-send button! 

The story of Marilia and Annuweth will continue. 
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