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Part One


A CITY
OF SECRETS
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We Tressians have forgotten our gods.


We taunt the Hadari for their beliefs, 


but shelter in the safety of the lamplight. 


Yet the lamps cannot shine forever, 


and the gods are never so distant we believe.


 


- from the journal of Stefan Dalrand
















 


One


 


My people have always liked the
darkness. For centuries untold, we crowned our emperors beneath the stillness
of midnight sky; our grandest celebrations and greatest legends ever unfolded
beneath the moon's soft brilliance.


One such legend filled my younger self with
wonder. In that tale, Malgyne, Lord of Otherworld, and custodian of the dead,
came to covet the spirits of the living. To satisfy his greed, Malgyne travelled
abroad at night, when folk were sleeping and unable to defend themselves
against his hunger.


When the other
gods learned of Malgyne's wickedness, there was great uproar, but they dared
not move against him, for his was the power of every creature that had ever
died. Yet if Malgyne was the preeminent god, he was not the most cunning – this
honour belonged to Ashana, Goddess of the Moon. She thwarted the ruler of the
dead by shrouding the souls of the living from his gaze. Ashana could do this
only at night, when her power was at its fullest, but it was only then that her
protection was needed; during daylight, Malgyne lacked the strength to steal
mortal souls.


More than two decades had passed since I'd first
heard that tale. Now, near thirty summers old, I was less easily captive to
superstition. The ruler of the dead blinded by the dark? Ridiculous, or so I
told myself. Yet however much my adult self mocked the tale, its reassurance
remained. Thanks to Ashana, the night was no more dangerous than the day, and
the light no more my home than the darkness. 


All of this made it more embarrassing that I,
Edric Saran, prince in exile of the Hadari Empire – once champion to the Golden
Court, now ambassador to our greatest enemies – cowered upon a staircase like a
frightened child, simply because it was dark.


That was unfair. I was, in fact, straining to
catch some telltale whisper of movement from the room ahead. That I heard no
such sound only deepened my caution. It could be that the room was empty, but
it was equally possible my opposite number stood as motionless as I, waiting
for me to betray my presence even as I hoped for him to do  the same.


I silently cursed my foolishness. Used to the
gloom of my own near-empty mansion, I'd thought nothing of entering the
townhouse's darkened chambers. If I'd taken the stairs more slowly, I might
have stopped to consider how Stefan could possibly have made the same journey
unless the lanterns were aglow. Stefan's eyesight was far past its prime, and
he was forever walking into his own furniture, even in broadest daylight. 


Unfortunately, I'd considered this far too late. I'd
come into possession of a key to Stefan's house some time ago, but the thick
oaken door had required – as it had many times before – a less than gentle
shove from my shoulder to force it open. And if the screeching of neglected
hinges had not heralded my coming, my twice calling out to Stefan from these
very stairs would surely have done so. At least I'd be difficult to spot. The muted
greens and blacks of my robes would be almost invisible in the dark. 


Almost. Not the most comforting word.


There was no getting around it. The door to Stefan's
study was open, inviting me in. I could turn on my heel and leave, or chance
whatever waited in the darkness. Mentally girding myself, I chose the latter. I
owed Stefan that much, at least.


Edging into the library proper, I was relieved to
see moonlight streaming through the windows. After the pitch black of the
stairs, the wan rays were a blessed relief. Ashana watched over me still.


Aisles of bookcases stood before me, looming
shadows edged by silver moonlight. On the far side of the room, in front of the
glazed balcony doors, sat a broad desk. Its elegant, swirling lines were spoiled
by a sprawl of books, a granite paperweight carved in the shape of a winged
serathi, and a huddled figure. Stefan, for a certainty. Alive or dead, I couldn't
tell, but I was far from hopeful. The dead have a stillness that the sleeping
seldom match. 


Clenching my fists, I choked back the urge to run
to the desk and discover whether I could do anything to save the only Tressian
who'd embraced me as a friend. The sides of the room lay heavily in shadow, and
there was little sense in offering myself up as further sacrifice to Stefan's
assailant. Assuming, of course, that such a fellow even existed.


I rubbed my thumb back and forth over the ridged
silver of my remembrance ring. If I died here, would anyone think to send it
home? Probably not. If anyone in Tressia was even aware of the tradition, I
doubted they'd have the courtesy to observe it. Would my family even care one
way or the other? That was a rather better question, and one to which I had no
answer.


I slid my right foot forward. 


The floorboards groaned in protest.


Alerted by a whisper of movement, I threw myself
forward, arms outstretched. Something fast whipped over my head and thudded
into a book at the far end of the room.


Face-down in the middle of one of the aisles, I
was an easy target for my stalker. Even now, he could be lining up another shot
at my back. I gathered myself into a low crouch, careful that nothing of my head
or shoulders presented a tempting target above the shelves. 


If the sound of
his muffled footfalls was anything to go by, my opponent had concluded that
action would serve better than concealment. But he wasn't heading towards me.
Nor was he moving towards the door, as I would have expected, but to the far
end of the room. To the desk? Perhaps. The balcony seemed more likely.


Still stooped, I paralleled the intruder's shadowy
outline. I didn't see the stack of books at the aisle's end until it took me across
the shins. I fell to my knees, scattering books before me.


For the second time that night, falling prone
saved my life. In the moment I tumbled, the intruder rounded the last bookcase.
His sword hissed over my head and thudded into the bookshelves.


I locked my hands around the intruder's ankles and
pulled for all I was worth. He fell backwards, finger tightening on his
pistol-crossbow's trigger. The shot whistled past my ear and vanished into the
darkness. Scrambling upright, I threw a hurried kick at the crossbow, sending
it clattering away under Stefan's desk.


If the crossbow's loss dismayed my opponent, he
gave no sign. But between his hood and half-mask all I saw of his face were the
eyes. He slashed at my ankles, forcing me to take a long step backward, and
scrambled to his feet. Sword outstretched in a duellist's guard, he advanced,
limping very slightly as he came. 


At this point, a more practical man than I would
have drawn his own sword, but the memory of the last time it had tasted blood
was still too fresh. Fortunately, I had another option. Backing up a pace, I
slipped my dagger from its ankle-sheath. I grimaced. Six inches of fine Hadari
steel was a formidable weapon under the right circumstances, but it was less
than a quarter of the length of the sword that sought to claim my life.


I retreated along the back wall. The intruder
thrust, the steel glinting in the moonlight. I darted back, hoping he'd
overextend and lose balance. But he was far too canny to expose himself. 


Two thrusts later, I was uncomfortably aware that
I was running out of manoeuvring room. I didn't dare look behind me. I didn't
need to. I knew a wall was looming. If I were caught against that, it was all
over.


Spurred on by this unhappy thought, I didn't
retreat from the next thrust, but brought my dagger around. Its blade caught
the sword perhaps an inch back from the point and knocked it aside. 


Before the intruder could react, I slammed my knee
into his stomach. He staggered away, flailing for balance. The back of his sword-hand
cracked into the corner of the desk, scattering books to the floor and jarring
the weapon from numbed fingers. 


Even then, my opponent didn't miss a beat. He
stooped low, his good hand scrabbling for the blade. But I wasn't about to let
him get the weapon back. Even as his fingers closed around the hilt, I brought
one foot down on the blade, pinning the sword and his fingers to the floor. For
good measure, I stomped down with the other, crushing his trapped hand. His
howl of pain almost drowned out the sound of cracking bones. That, I felt sure,
should have taken the fight out of him. But before I could give the intruder
the opportunity to yield, he snatched the granite paperweight from the desk,
and hurled it at my head.


If there was any justice in the world, that
desperate throw would have had no chance of hitting its target. But fate,
fickle as ever, had abandoned me. The winged figurine struck a glancing blow at
my temple. Stars burst behind my eyes. Dull aches rushed in to fill the
darkness in their wake. The intruder abandoned his sword, wrenched his crippled
hand free, and ran for the balcony.


The room reeled about me. I threw out a hand and
steadied myself against Stefan's desk. As my head cleared, I stared blankly
down at the body that had once been my friend. Dead, just as I'd feared. Loss
threatened to overwhelm me. Then my eyes fell upon the bulging eyes, and the lips
drawn taut in terror. Anger scoured away my sorrow. 


Pushing off from the desk, I threw myself through
the balcony doors and pursued the murderer outside.


This time he wasn't waiting for me, weapon in hand
or otherwise. The balcony was empty. I ran to the edge, desiccated leaves
crunching under my feet. As the moon vanished behind a cloud, I stared out
across the rooftops, searching for my foe. 


From that vantage point, I had an unimpeded view
across the sea of rooftops leading to the great square and its almost-finished
cathedral. Even then, a few hours before dawn, torches and lanterns thronged
the square, as crowds of Sidarists held moonlight vigil over their new temple.
But there was no sign of Stefan's murderer. I peered over the balcony to look
at the gardens below, but if the murderer had jumped or fallen that way, he was
long gone. 


I was on the point of giving up when I heard a
clatter from behind me. Instantly, I realised my mistake. So intent had I been
on the rooftops before me, I'd completely discounted the possibility of an
escape in the other direction – up onto the roof of Stefan's house. But there
he was, silhouetted for a moment upon the ridgeline before dropping down out of
sight on the other side.


Sheathing my dagger, I ran back towards the study
door and leapt, my outstretched fingers searching for a handhold on the
guttering above. They made it – just – and I hauled my way up onto the roof
proper, trying not to think about the vile-smelling silt oozing between my
fingers. 


Beyond the
gutter, the roof tiles sloped steeply upwards, and I could see nothing by way
of handholds. For a moment, I hung there, feet scrabbling and failing to find
any sort of purchase. My arms ached, and the rush of strength from my anger was
fading fast. If I didn't figure out a way to keep going, I'd have to accept
defeat.


The moon came out from behind a cloud, and
salvation glinted before me. A row of metal spikes, thrust between the tiles,
trailed up the roof. Invisible up to that moment, they now stood revealed by
Ashana's light. I smiled grimly. This was clearly the escape route the murderer
had prepared, and I could surely climb this makeshift ladder as well as he. 


With one last effort, I pulled myself up enough so
that my straining fingers could grasp the first spike. Soon after, I reached
the ridge.


Beyond, the tiles sloped back down to meet an
expanse of flat roofing heading south. The edges were lined with chimneys,
grotesques, and a scattering of ravens who watched our antics with the detached
amusement only animals can muster. It was along this route that my quarry fled,
his limp more pronounced than in the study.


I made no attempt to descend the slope in a
cautious manner, but slid down on my back, using feet and hands to control my
pace. For a moment, it looked like I might actually make it safely, but then a
raven on the roof below – presumably startled by the clamour of my transit –
took to panicked flight. All would have been well if the bird had headed to my left
or to my right, but the wretched creature instead flew full into my face. 


Instinctively, I raised my hands to fend off its
frantically beating wings, and at once lost control over my descent. I tumbled
end over end for the rest of the way, halting only when my ribs made painful
contact with a grotesque.


My feet and head hung dangerously over the edge.
Had it not been for my stone saviour, my fall would have stopped only when my
body had hit the street, four storeys below. Wincing with pain, I hauled myself
upright once more, and patted the grotesque's head in thanks. This proved to be
a mistake. The statue – its fixings already damaged by my impact – wobbled and
then toppled into the street. A second later there was a not-entirely manly
bellow. Peering over the edge, I glimpsed a pair of blue-tabarded constables, a
dozen stone fragments at their feet.


Sighing at the
general unfairness of my night so far, I resumed my pursuit. I'd only taken
five or six clattering strides across the tiles when a shrill whistle sounded
from below. One of the constables had regained his composure enough to summon
aid. 


At least I'd gained ground. The murderer stood
less than twenty yards distant, eyeing a gap between our roof and the next.
Throwing a startled glance in my direction, he hurled himself across the void,
landing with a thud on the far slope. 


As he scrambled
towards the ridge, I redoubled my pace, gauging the jump I'd have to make. It
was only three or four yards. If my quarry had made it with his injuries, it
surely lay well within my ability. Legs pumping with one final effort, I
launched myself across the gap. 


Halfway across, I realised the night's exertions
had taken a far greater toll than I'd realised. An instant later, my chest
slammed painfully into the guttering, and my knees cracked into the wall below.
I grasped for a handhold. My desperate fingers found purchase beneath the edge
of a broken tile, but these too had exhausted their strength, and I fell.


That should have been the end of me. However, I at
last encountered some much-needed good fortune. Instead of coming to a
bone-cracking halt on the cobbles below, I fell into the upper branches of a
birch tree – one of many lining the street below. 


I burst through the upper branches in a shower of
leaves and broken twigs, hit my head against the trunk, and then tumbled out of
the lower branches to fall the remaining six or so feet onto the uneven
flagstones.


Lying
spread-eagled on the ground, I ran through the woeful inventory of the night's
activities. Stefan Dalrand, my only friend these last six months, was dead. His
killer had escaped to who knew where. Everything hurt. What else, I wondered,
could possibly make things worse?


I sat up to see that I'd drawn a small crowd of
onlookers. No-one made any move to help. Possibly, they were waiting to see
what stupidity the foreign devil would attempt next.


The crowd
parted to reveal two constables. Their blue tabards seemed almost black in the
darkness, and their drawn swords were very much pointed in my direction.
Wincing at the flashes of pain from my bruised limbs, I raised my hands in
surrender.


There we go, I thought. The perfect end to a
perfect night.
















 


 











Two


 


"Well, it certainly makes for
an interesting story, my lord." 


Only Quintus
used that particular honorific. To others, I was sure, it appeared a respectful
gesture: Quintus' gracious acceptance of a dark-skinned heathen from distant
lands. But I'd too often seen the grim twinkle of amusement in his grey eyes.
Quintus spoke thus not out of respect, but because he knew I hated to be so
addressed. Not only was it a reminder of everything I had lost, but also a
caution that I'd plenty more to lose should I consider working against him.


"It happens to be the truth," I replied,
the Tressian language feeling as crude on my tongue as ever. I'd not managed to
purge my Hadari accent; but then, I'd not really tried. Part of me revelled in
how it lent a sinister inflection to the Tressian tongue. The rest of me didn't
give a damn about trying to fit in.


"Perhaps so, perhaps so..." 


Quintus tailed off, his thick brows furrowing in
thought. Turning his back, he crossed the uneven floor to the great leaded
window overlooking the busy streets. His thickset frame cast an imposing
silhouette against the early sun. From that vantage point, the comings and
goings below must have appeared little more than the busywork of insects
swarming back and forth, but I doubted anything escaped Quintus' cool,
calculating eyes.


Quintus was not a young man, and had both the
heavy jowls and grey hair to prove it. He'd been captain of the Tressian
constabulary for two decades years, and a decorated commander in the city's
military for at least ten years prior. I knew the guard captain to be a master
of observation, with an uncanny eye for detail. I'd have to speak carefully. 


Whilst the captain silently communed with his
city, I fidgeted, trying to rearrange the shackles into a more comfortable
configuration. The chair I'd been manacled to, like much of the furniture in
the gloomy office, had seen its heyday decades ago. The broken springs of its
seat and backrest dug into my back something fierce. It was no good. The guard
who'd chained me up knew his business.


"Are these chains really necessary?" I
asked. There was no reply, not even a whisper of movement to acknowledge
Quintus had heard. I cleared my throat. "Any chance of losing these
shackles?"


Without so much as a glance in my direction,
Quintus wagged a finger in admonishment. "Hush please, your lordship."
His veil of politeness didn't quite conceal the mordant tone. "I'm
concentrating, and do not take kindly to an interrupted train of thought."
Without taking his gaze off the streets, he raised his voice, "Lieutenant
Nierev, a moment of your time."


The lieutenant entered the room with an efficiency
that spoke to the frequency of such summons. She seemed young – ridiculously
young – to hold such a rank, and I wondered if she was a daughter of minor
nobility foisted on Quintus to solve the problem of finding her suitable
employment. "Sir?" 


"Aha." Quintus looked the auburn-haired
woman up and down, as if surprised to see her there. "Three things,
lieutenant, that you will perhaps do me the honour of attending to." He
held up three fingers, and ticked each off as he spoke. "Firstly, go down
into the marketplace. Inform Constable Arval that, if he wishes to practise his
silver-tongued speech on the prettier stallholders, he would be best advised to
do so off-duty, or at least somewhere beyond my sight." 


Nierev's lips twisted in discomfort. She clearly
knew better than to interrupt her captain whilst in full flow, but her obvious
chagrin boded ill for Constable Arval.


"Second," Quintus pointed at an
unassuming building tucked in the shadow of the city wall, " take some men
and have a poke around in that warehouse. To the best of my knowledge it's been
between owners for nigh on three months now. However, that handful of
scoundrels – you see yon fellow with the broad-brimmed hat – look entirely too
much like they're standing guard for my liking. I've a suspicion that no honest
labour lies within." 


At this,
Quintus paused, seemingly lost in thought. Silence reigned until Nierev finally
took it upon herself to jolt the captain from his reverie. 


"And the third thing?"


"Ah yes." The captain waggled his third
finger. "Before you go, unchain our guest. We've a lot to talk about, and
I'm quite sure he won't be so rude as to wander off before we're done." At
this, he gave a small bow in my direction. "Isn't that right, my lord?"


I sat silently as Nierev produced a much-used iron
key. She unclasped my wrist manacles and, after a nod of confirmation from
Quintus, removed my leg irons as well. She did all this without comment or
incident, but also without her eyes ever once meeting mine. The captain of the
guard might pretend respect for the upstart foreigner, but not so his
lieutenant. As for Quintus, I don't believe he took his steely grey eyes off me
the whole time.


"That will
be all, lieutenant." Quintus issued another nod, banishing Nierev to her
appointed tasks. As the battered oak door swung shut, the captain sank heavily
into his chair. For a long moment he stared at me, weighing something in his mind.
"You're in a bit of a predicament."


A master of understatement, was Quintus. 


"Here's you, hardly a citizen of good
standing, discovered fleeing a house wherein was found a dead man of
considerably better standing. You've no alibi, no witness and a tale that,
whilst it certainly fits the facts, isn't exactly what I would call convincing."
He leaned forward, eyebrow arched. "That about sums it up, wouldn't you
say?"


"It's a pleasure to see a finely-honed
intellect at work," I replied. 


Quintus snorted with what could have been mirth or
annoyance. "I grant you, it's probably weighing on your mind more than it
is mine." Opening a drawer, he retrieved a clay tobacco pipe and peered at
it thoughtfully. "I've got Sidarists holding vigil in parts of the city
where no sane person would tread after dark. They've come to no harm so far,
but that's largely because I've so many guards watching over them that you
wouldn't believe. The rest is because gutter scum are intrigued by novelty as
much as decent folk, and don't want to scare 'em off just yet. It's certainly
not a miracle granted by their blessed lady, whatever the Sidarists might think
– though I'll hazard a guess there'll be plenty of broken bodies for her mercy
once the novelty wears off." 


Transferring the pipe to his other hand, Quintus
rummaged deeper in the drawer, his gaze never leaving my face. "Add to
that the usual tide of house-breakers, cutpurses, footpads..." The hand
emerged from the drawer, wrestled with a tinderbox, and lit the pipe. "...maniacs,
schemers, murderers, drunks and good-for-nothing constables..." At this,
Quintus broke off, took a long draw on the pipe and settled back in his chair. "Well,
that's challenge enough for any man."


"It's a weighty burden." I waved my hand
to disperse the acrid cloud building up between us. "Perhaps you should
take a holiday, let Nierev prove her worth? I understand the Isle of Selann's
picturesque at this time of year." 


Quintus roared with laughter. "Aye, maybe I'll
do that if ever I want to go mad with boredom, or else see the city overrun by
criminality." He took the pipe from his mouth, and jabbed its stem at me. "But
we were talking about your predicament, not mine, my lord." And with that,
it seemed we were back on formal terms.


"Well..."


"In this
particular case, however, your problem is my problem," Quintus jabbed the
air with his pipe. "I happen to believe you." 


He believed me; that was nice. However, I couldn't
help but notice he'd arranged this cosy chat so that he was between me and the
door. A wide gulf clearly remained between belief and trust. 


"Glad to assist," I said, half-rising. "May
I leave?"


"No, you may not." 


Another jab of the pipe directed me firmly back
into the chair. I winced as the venerable springs welcomed me with rusty arms. 


"You may not have killed Dalrand, but I'd lay
good money that you haven't told me everything that's rattling around in that
head of yours." The pipe stabbed in emphasis. "You'd be well-served
coming clean with me, right here, and right now."


"I've nothing more I can tell you, captain."
I squeezed every drop of honesty I could muster into my voice. 


Quintus took another puff, and gave me an
old-fashioned look. "Don't insult me, my lord, and don't waste my time."
He paused. "I'll tell you what, seeing as I'm such a generous-hearted
soul, and you're such a paragon of trustworthiness, I'll share."


Quintus reached into another drawer, and tossed
something into my lap. Frowning, I turned the object over in my hands. It was a
length of thin and supple branch, its dark skin smooth and unblemished, save
for a few broken spurs from which twigs or thorns had once sprouted. One end
terminated in a mangle of split and shredded wood. 


"This was the only thing of any interest in
the whole room. Not counting the deceased," said Quintus. 


"The murder weapon, I presume?"


"Aye. At least, it tallies nicely with the
bruising about his throat. Wound tight around Dalrand's neck and held fast
until he'd slipped away. Strangulation, that's what the good doctor downstairs
would call it. Not a common way to go in our fair city, but then Dalrand was
always a man of somewhat unique habits."


"Even so, that's a peculiar choice for a
weapon."


"It's not even a weapon at all. Just a tree
branch, and a thin one at that. Nevertheless, its use betrays a certain
ingenuity."


"Or desperation. But the killer must have
brought it with him, and it's an odd thing to carry by chance. Either he always
intended to kill with it, or we're missing something." 


I peered at the branch once more. Something was
scratching at the back of my mind, begging for attention. But it had been a
long night, and the thought danced away into the foggy depths of my brain
before I could pin it down.


"I assume Dalrand was exactly as he appeared?"
Quintus stood and walked to the window, smoke streaming behind him like a
ghostly banner. "He wasn't an eternal or a cowled hiding in plain sight
and laughing at us all?" 


His back was now both to me and the door, yet I made
no move to escape. Quintus was treading paths I hadn't considered.


The shapeshifters Tressians called 'cowled', might
as well have been myth for all I knew of them, but I'd encountered a few
eternals over the years. Rumour had it that they were effectively immortal,
immune to the burdens of old age, and to most other mortal perils. There was
otherwise nothing to mark them out from the general run of humanity. Whilst
eternals were supposed to be reasonably rare, there were probably a few dozen
lurking in the quiet anonymity of the city. That would be a constant worry for someone
like Quintus. Immortality was all well and good if it was dedicated to a quiet
and unremarkable life, but not if the recipient had blacker goals in mind. 


I'd heard many theories as to what made an eternal
– depending on who you spoke to, it was the result of anything from an exotic
curse to an accident of birth – but, as far as I understood, no one knew for
sure. Only a few days ago, Stefan had shared his own theory with me. He'd been
certain that eternals were driven, determined to achieve some great work, or
atone for some past crime – so driven, in fact, that their spirits had
transcended death itself. Had that 'theory' actually been borne of personal
experience?


"It doesn't seem likely," I said. "You
can no more choke an eternal than stab, poison, immolate or drown them. It just
makes them angry. They're well named: nothing short of cutting them into pieces
and scattering the remains does the trick." 


Quintus twisted to face me. Too late, I realised I'd
said entirely too much. "And you, my lord, have personal experience of
this?" The edge of professional menace was back in his voice.


"More than I'd like."


"Anyone I'd know?"


The appraising stare was there again, and I met it
unflinchingly. "No one you'd miss." 


Quintus held my gaze a moment longer. "Let's
hope that is so." The level tone didn't hide the threat beneath. Then he
shrugged and turned away. The matter was seemingly forgotten, but I knew he'd
merely stored it for further contemplation.


"As for his being a cowled? Shapeshifters are
just superstition; old wives' tales for foolish peasants." 


My assertion was greeted by another snort and a
great plume of pipe smoke. "You think so? And here was I thinking you to
be a man of the world." Quintus perched on the corner of the desk, which
being a well-carpentered piece of furniture, accepted the burden without
complaint. "We had a bit of bother a few years back with one of the
councillor's daughters. She went for a ride one day, and something else came
riding back in her place. Even the dear, doting father couldn't tell the two
apart. Caused a proper mess before we tumbled to it. Killed two of my guards,
as well as its ersatz father." A scowl of revulsion flickered across his
face. "And there have been others. Not many, but enough to convince me
that the cowled are real – and cunning as starving wolves."


"Really?"
I sensed opportunity for a little redress. "Anyone I'd know?" 


A flash of pain, as soon buried as seen, touched
those indomitable eyes. "You might be surprised."


An uncomfortable silence followed.


"You're the expert here," I said at
last. "Does slaying a cowled require more than a strong arm and cold
steel?"


"No." Quintus smiled thinly, and patted
his scabbard. "Cold steel worked fine enough."


"Well, we seemed to have arrived at an
impasse." I spread my hands wide. "Unless you think perhaps it's the
work of the Shaddra?" The ancient black ash standing before the city's soon-to-be-finished
cathedral was the source of many an old wives' tale. 


Quintus roared with laughter, the shadow on his
heart banished. "That old thing? Now who's giving credence to
superstition? I don't doubt there's enough hate in her black heart to throttle
us this very moment, if only she could tear her gnarled roots free of the
ground and waddle up the stairs." He laughed again, placed the pipe back
on the desk, and gestured towards the door. "Come, my lord, I've
monopolised your time long enough. The morning's a-wasting."


The guard house whose creaking stairs I descended
bore little resemblance to the one I had entered. When I'd been dragged in, I'd
marked a distinct air of apathy about the place, natural to any working
environment when the overseer is elsewhere, and his staff less than enamoured
with their trade. Now, however, the place bustled with seven floors of activity
as the city's finest continued their unsleeping war against the criminal
element.


None of this was lost on Quintus, who kept pace at
my side. He held his peace for the first few flights, but as we approached the
ground floor, he leaned in close. 


"And you say I should consider taking a
holiday?" he asked softly. "They do little enough if I'm out of
sight. What fate would befall, do you suppose, were I as far away as Selann?"



That was a touch unfair. A good span lay
between deliberate idleness and simple failure to reach Quintus' lofty
standards. I was trying to compose a tactful way of pointing this out when
Quintus drew away once more, stepping aside as a constable hauled a manacled
prisoner up the stairs by the scruff of his neck.


Upon reaching the ground floor, Quintus bypassed
the queue of citizens come to offer report or complaint to their protectors,
and stepped up to the duty desk. "His lordship Edric Saran is leaving us,
at least for a time, and I daresay he'd like his possessions back."


"Very good, sir." The harried-looking
sergeant reached under the desk and produced my confiscated weapons. 


I buckled the sword belt around my waist, slid the
dagger back into the sheath above my left ankle and signed to confirm that all
had been returned. Gods! How the Tressians loved their paperwork. For them, it
was almost an act of worship, but what deity would be sufficiently dreary to revel
in it, I had no idea. When I was done, Quintus thanked the sergeant and led me
off.


A few moments later, we were through the
guardhouse's oak doors and standing in the bright morning light. The city never
looked better than in sunshine, when the white stone of the buildings shone
with a dazzling brilliance. Even at this early hour, the streets were thronged
with people going about their daily lives. Off to my right, the market was in
full swing, the air abuzz with conversation and the scents of fruits, spices
and smoked meats. To my left, a crowd gathered around Lieutenant Nierev's men,
who themselves were cordoned around a band of manacled ruffians – presumably
the yield of the warehouse raid.


A merchant, identifiable as such by his
gold-trimmed furs as much as the guild medallion hanging around his neck,
ploughed his way through the crowds. Two Thrakkian mercenaries kept pace,
clearing bystanders from his path if they did not move of their own accord. 


I took a swift step back, but not quickly enough
for the nearer of the two mercenaries. He glared at me, gave me a shove for
good measure, then placed a meaningful hand on the pommel of his sword to
forestall retaliation. So intent was the Thrakkian on keeping eye contact with
me, that he walked straight into Quintus, who, I was certain, had been behind
me just a moment before.


"Back off! Unless..."


The Thrakkian's harsh words and the scrape of his
sword sliding from the scabbard sounded as one, and he turned to confront the
upstart who had blocked his path. I watched with amusement as the mercenary's
eyes met Quintus'. The colour drained from the Thrakkian's face and his next imprecation
died upon dry lips. Returning sword to scabbard, the Thrakkian muttered a brief
and subdued apology, then vanished back into the crowd and to his master's side
as swiftly as dignity allowed. 


"Some people never look where they're going."
Quintus wrinkled his nose in distaste at some of the more insalubrious aromas. "Anyway,
I must leave you now, my lord. I've things to do, murderers to catch and
similar." He smiled coldly, "And I'm sure I can always find you,
should I have the need."


"Well, I'm sure you'll lay your hands on the
killer soon enough," I said, unable to resist a last barb. 


Not a bad final word, or so I thought, but the
captain had a better. 


"Aye, I reckon so. But will it be before he
lays hands on you? Witnesses are a terrible bother, and he's not to know you've
been as silent as the grave, is he? Good day to you, my lord."


With that, Quintus ambled back into the guard
house, and I went to get some sleep.











Three


 


Great rivers of humanity flowed
through the city streets, fed by a constant flow of merchants, constables,
beggars, tradesmen, nobles and soldiers from the maze of alleys criss-crossing
the city. Hawkers and entertainers plied their trade upon the fringes, backs
pressed up against the walls and railings to avoid being swept along with the
current. But it wasn't just law-abiding merchants and street vendors plying
their business; less scrupulous trades were at work. A shrill scream of protest
sounded as a pickpocket absconded with a noblewoman's purse. I caught only a
glimpse of the vagabond, but doubted he got far; the crowds were full of
Quintus' blue-tabarded constables.


A few streets on, the crowds thinned, and the
buildings changed. Gone were the colonnaded white mansions of the upper
classes, replaced by ramshackle warehouses and the battered stone facades  of
commoners' townhouses. Tressia's wealth still came from the Silverway River,
but little of that money lingered near the wharves. Most fed the fortunes of
the already-wealthy whose mansions dominated the valley sides. Though its lords
might say otherwise, there was no more equality in Tressia than there was in my
homeland – we simply didn't pretend otherwise.


My homeward route took me over the Lionhead
Bridge, a marvel of engineering and white stone, marred by rows of snarling
statues and golden beast-heads sprouting from its flanks. Far below, the
majestic Silverway River eventually flowed past crowded wharves and harbour-side
walls to reach the open sea. A dozen merchantmen lay moored at the dockside,
their crews scurrying to unload the precious foodstuffs shipped in from the
outer isles. My kinsmen had tried many times to seize those territories, to
force famine and surrender upon our ancient enemies, but so far every attempt
had failed. Tressia's armies might be overmatched, but its navies dominated the
oceans. 


The
recently-ended conflict between the Tressian Republic and the Hadari Empire had
ebbed and flowed for centuries – so long, in fact, that it was now impossible
to be sure which side had started it, and why. As I understood, the lords of
the Tressian council were hopeful that there'd be no return to hostilities.
Things had been going against Tressia for some time, and the republic's proud
lords had little alternative but to accept the offered peace. 


In the Empire, matters were different. The Emperor
was glad of the peace, but I knew too many warleaders who felt cheated by the
end of the war. Even now, the influence of those men kept the bulk of the
Hadari army in the field, camped only a few leagues from where I stood, alert
for any excuse to renew hostilities.


I watched the sailors at their toil, and wearily
tried to make sense of the morning. Why had Stefan been killed? For that
matter, what did Quintus know that he wasn't telling me? That he knew more than
I did, I took as fact. Deception comes as easily to the guardians of the law as
it does to those who break it, and for much the same reason; truth is a weapon,
if properly honed. For all his fine words, Quintus didn't trust me, which meant
he was either hoping I'd trip myself up, or he had proof I wasn't the killer. I
wondered which it was.


I glanced back
the way I'd come. Two lions back, a fair-haired man leaned back on the parapet,
his raiment hidden beneath a dark grey cloak, and his eyes careful to look in
any direction but mine.


I'd seen the
individual in question several times as I had crossed the city, and on each
occasion he'd been about as far away from me as he was now. Interesting. I
pushed away from the statue, and pressed on. A dozen steps later, my shoulder
brushed that of a traveller coming the other way. Under cover of the movement,
I looked back to where the fair-haired man had stood. He was gone, but I
doubted he'd gone far. Apologising to the citizen I'd jostled, and ignoring the
disdainful glance more to do with the shade of my skin than my actions, I
forged onwards.


As I came to the end of the bridge, I considered
my next move. It'd be child's play to lose my shadow in the tangle of dockside
alleyways. However, that would yield no more answers than I currently had, and
provoked two more questions, chiefly who was following me, and why? Picking up
my pace, I veered into an alleyway and sheltered behind a stack of battered
crates. 


I didn't have to wait long. I heard my pursuer
come to a halt at the alley's mouth, and curse under his breath. Would he
abandon his pursuit, or rush on into the darkness in an effort to reacquire me?
The rapid thud of boots on cobbles answered my question. The shadow ran
straight past, without so much as a look in my direction. 


Or rather, he tried to. 


Taking a long step forward, I grabbed one of my
pursuer's arms, pivoted on my heel, and used the runner's own momentum to whirl
him about and slam him against the wall. I was on him before he recovered, one
hand clamped around his throat, the other holding my dagger's point level with
his eyes. 


"Why are you following me?" 


He didn't answer at first, but the folds of his
cloak had fallen upon. Whilst my ears waited, my eyes took in the blue tabard
and the silver hawk's badge. 


Oh shades.


"Because it's my job." The constable's
voice shook, his tone more desperate than authoritative. "Get your hands
off me!"


"I can see that." I made a point of
casting my eyes across his uniform. "Or rather, I can see that now."
That was as much of an apology as I was prepared to offer. "I've already
had one man try to kill me this morning. You'll understand if I'm ill-disposed
to being followed." 


The truth was, I'd overreacted, and was already
regretting it.  I withdrew my blade and stepped back. The constable awkwardly
straightened his uniform, then fixed me with what he supposed was an
intimidating stare. A good effort, but I'd seen far worse.


"Assaulting
a constable is a serious matter," he said. "Even with your privileged
status, it's good for twenty four months in the Pit."


"Is it now?" 


I didn't want to spend even an hour in the Pit, as
the Blackwater jail was affectionately known. The Tressians could call a
stinking and rat-infested dungeon by whatever names they wished, but a stinking
and rat-infested dungeon it remained. Even so, I was far from ready to make
further apology to this young fool. Especially as I'd have bet good money that
the constable was following me on Quintus' orders, rather than his own
initiative.


"However,"
said the constable, "I can see my own actions have been needlessly
provocative, so the law will be content with a warning..." He droned on,
working his way remorselessly through a legalistic caution. I wasn't really
listening, but I made sure to grunt my assent whenever the constable paused.
Finally, the lecture came to an end. "...and I release you under your own
cognisance to obey forthwith the laws of our great city."


"Thank you, Constable...?" I spoke with
all the sincerity I could muster, which was not a very great amount, truth be
told.


"Jorcas Arval. Constable, second grade."
His posture stiffened.


"Ah, the tireless protector of the
marketplace." A touch of colour came to Arval's cheeks. "Well, Constable
Arval, I thank you for your understanding, and wish you the joy of the day."


Offering an almost-sincere bow, I left the
alleyway, and slipped into the crowds.


*******


The mansion serving as the Hadari
embassy had once belonged to a spice merchant, and stood in private gardens at
the heart of the Northern Quarter. I'd never asked what had happened to the
merchant, nor did I care. But it was a particularly fine house, and a better
legacy than most men left.


A single-storey lodge stood adjacent to the front
gate. As I approached, the door swung open and a tall, olive-skinned man strode
out. His black hair looked impossibly dark in the sunlight; the burnished
scales of his armour and green silks of his robes glittered like gems. He
opened the gate and bowed deeply. "Welcome home, savir."


I gave only a short bow in return, for I far
outranked the havildar who commanded my bodyguard. 


He straightened. As ever, his proud bearing was as
utterly in keeping with the traditions of our people as it was profoundly
irritating to me. "We'd almost given you up for lost." 


"Where I go and when I return are my
business, not yours, Jamar," I replied, and stalked up the flagstoned path.



Jamar, never easily deterred, followed at a
respectful distance. "Indeed, savir. However, your actions make our
duty most difficult. Caution, to say nothing of protocol, dictates that you
should have an honour guard with you at all times."


I came to a
halt and glared at him, though for all the effect it had I might as well not
have bothered. "I don't need instruction in protocol. I am the ambassador,
and I will decide what is proper. Is that understood?" 


There was a pause. "Yes, savir."


"Good."


Jamar wasn't yet done being infuriating. "The
archimandrite's office has asked once again if you'll be attending the
cathedral's consecration."


I sighed. I'd
little interest in Tressia's religious obsessions at the best of times, and the
consecration ceremony promised a nightmare of platitudes and rhetoric. But my
position, and thus my duty, dictated I attend. 


"I will
give the matter consideration," I replied. Jamar wouldn't be happy with
that, but nor would he think it proper to argue the point.


I turned my back on the havildar and walked the
last few paces alone, aware his eyes were on me every step of the way. Another
of my bodyguard bowed as I passed into the entrance hall. I strode past without
a word. I couldn't even remember his name. It began with an 'R', I was fairly
sure. Romark? Romar? Ramar? Ramal? It was no good, I couldn't remember.


Now in a thoroughly black mood, I passed into the
hallway. Heavy drapes lay across all the windows. Chinks of light crept in here
and there, but served only to deepen the shadows that gathered in the corners.
I had eyes for none of it. 


I knew I'd badly mishandled the conversation with
the havildar, and I felt no better for knowing it to be merely the latest in a
long line of such disasters. Other than myself, Jamar and his men were the only
Hadari in the city, yet I couldn't bring myself to trust them. I didn't want a
bodyguard. That I had one was frustrating at best and, at worst, a ploy to make
sure my brother's supporters would be aware of my every move. I was either
treating honourable men with unforgivable rudeness, or I was due to be murdered
in my bed one day soon. But there was, annoyingly, little I could do about
either. With a last growl of frustration, I headed upstairs.


The staircase,
as befitted a house of such grandeur, divided halfway up. The carpet on the rightmost
spur lay heavy with dust. If I'd a family, or at least some deputies, perhaps
there'd have been a reason to use the chambers beyond. As it was, with but
myself and a handful of others in residence, even the occupation of the east
wing seemed ridiculous. 


Given half a chance, I'd have abandoned the upper
floor altogether, but Jamar had been quite firm on the matter. The upper floor
was more defensible, he'd said, should the embassy come under attack. He'd also
assured me that I would find the rough nature of his men to be discomfiting –
which was as polite a way of banishing me from their presence as I could think
of. A tactful man, Jamar.


I'd have hired
more servants had the mansion been an embassy in anything other than name.
Alas, I was an exile, not a true ambassador. The Tressian ruling classes cared
even less for my company than Jamar his men did. Thus, the west wing remained a
dusty and neglected series of rooms, its doors sealed and its glories
forgotten. 


As I reached the small landing where the stairway
split, I found my eyes drawn, as they always were, to the gilt-framed painting
that dominated the hall. It was as tall as I, twice again as broad and, I was
forced to admit, a masterpiece in oils. 


The painting depicted the closing scenes of a long
ago battle – the very conflict that began Tressia's rise to pre-eminence
amongst the kingdoms of the world. I had once tried to reckon the number of
warriors in that scene, but had abandoned my count when it passed a thousand.
The Tressian soldiers, identified by their heraldry of midnight blues, were
clearly outnumbered, but fought with determination against a horde of enemies
clad in golden armour and green silks. 


At the centre stood a great mail-clad brute of a
man, his right foot planted upon a balcony's marble balustrade, his dark eyes
alive with righteous anger. The warrior's arms were outstretched, his right
hand clamped around his barbarian opponent's throat, his left about the enemy's
sword wrist. His golden-armoured foe, clearly overmatched, was hoisted high
over the balcony's edge and, judging by the scale of the soldiers below, was
destined for a fatal descent. 


The barbarian's
death would come as scant consolation, I was certain, to the silver-haired corpse
at the brute's feet. It would, however, be welcomed by the slender Tressian
lord who fought nearby, curved blade held firm before a dozen snarling
attackers. Between the lord and the brute, huddled a boy and a girl. The boy
seemed rightly terrified at the horrors of battle. The girl, though no more
than five summers in age, was serene; some trick of the painter's art had
suffused her gaze with resolve, and her posture with otherworldly calm. The
young Sidara. Had she known what awaited her? Did any of us?


A small plaque
titled the painting 'Lord Droshna's Triumph'. When I'd first arrived in the
mansion, vibrant patches on faded walls spoke of many other pictures recently
removed. This one had remained as someone's idea of a joke. 


The barbarians
against whom the Tressians fought were Hadari, and the warlord who struggled
helplessly in Droshna's grasp, and would indeed shortly after plunge to his
death, sealing the battle's outcome, was Kai Saran, long ago ruler of the
Hadari Empire and my grandsire, though many generations distant. The painting's
presence was therefore both an act of triumphalism served upon a foreign
ambassador, and a subtle reminder of how that ambassador's own fortunes had
shifted. 


I could have
had the thing taken down, stored away in the west wing, or simply burnt, but I
didn't. What remained of my self-esteem didn't want to rise to so petty a
provocation, especially given that whoever placed the painting there probably
wanted me to destroy it. 


I also knew
just what Droshna had become a handful of years after the paint had dried, and
I knew that made the tableau more embarrassing to the Tressians than it would
ever be to me. I examined Droshna's face, at the determination that was perhaps
a little too desperate – and too hungry – to be entirely wholesome. Had the
artist known how Droshna's tale would play out? And what of my ancestor? Would
he have approved of the path that had brought me here, or would he too have
disowned me, like so many of our people? 


Of course, no
answer was forthcoming. So I headed into the east wing and the quiet welcome of
my bedchamber. 











Four


 


It was fully dark when I awoke. I
grimaced – I'd only intended to sleep until early afternoon, but my body had
clearly decided it needed longer. 


I left the embassy by the side gate to avoid
another not-quite-confrontation with Jamar. The first order of business was
food. Then, perhaps, I'd take another look around Stefan's house. I still had
the key in my pocket, and my instincts insisted I'd find at least some answers
within those walls.


The streets were quieter now, with only a few ne'er
do wells, amongst whose ranks I reluctantly counted myself, treading the
cobbled road. Most walked with purpose, late for some family meal or perhaps
fleeing from the same; others sauntered and staggered in that erratic way
natural only to men well and truly in their cups. 


I took care to
give the latter a wide berth, a caution born of unhappy experience. When most
Tressians noticed the shade of my skin and the oddness of my garb, they were
content to treat me with quiet disdain. However, the inebriated could always be
relied upon to concoct some reason as to why a foreigner needed to experience
honest Tressian wrath.


My hunger led
me down the hill to the dockside and the ramshackle watering hole nestling in
the heart of a downmarket warehouse district. Jamar wouldn't have approved of
the Silverway Tavern. In fact, he'd many times politely criticised me for
eating in the city's less salubrious establishments. When I wouldn't be
dissuaded, he'd then started accompanying me, to ensure I didn't fetch a knife in
the back. Of course, my chief concern was that I didn't fetch a knife in the
back from Jamar, so as soon as he discovered one watering hole, I was
obliged to move on to another. As yet, Jamar and his comrades had yet to tumble
to the Silverway, but it was only a matter of time.


The Silverway Tavern was a curious building, one
of the oldest in Tressia. Long ago, when it was still as pure and clean as the
river that was its namesake, this part of the city had been much less
industrial, and far more affluent. The dressed stone façade was entirely out of
keeping with the timber-framed dwellings and brick storehouses looming over the
rest of the riverside. A rotting jetty and a pair of loading doors high on the
tavern's riverward flank betrayed its previous life as a warehouse, though to
what trade it had answered I had no idea. Light blazed from the high windows,
overpowering the flickering oil-fuelled lamps that framed the roadway, and
serving as a stark contrast to the dark and shuttered warehouses nearby.


The oil lamps alone marked this as a downmarket
district. The well-to-do areas, to say nothing of the roads that linked the
city to the rest of the world, were lit by firestone lamps – constructions of
quartz, iron and glass that burst into brilliant light when night came down.
They were more advanced than anything I'd known at home, but here in Tressia
they were archaic. Firestone lamps were fuelled by magic – the same magic that
Tressia's abjuration decrees had eliminated or driven underground. Though the magi
of the Tressian Republic were long dead, their firestone lamps remained.


Raucous laughter boomed from the Silverway's open
door. Clearly I wouldn't manage to avoid drunken Tressians this evening –not if
I wanted to eat. As I poked my head inside, I saw that at least one full
merchantman's crew was crammed between the bowed plaster walls. They merrily
caroused their way to oblivion, speeded along by frothing tankards full of what
I knew from experience to be an unremarkable ale. 


I considered heading elsewhere, but then realised
that the size of the convoy I'd seen earlier that day more or less guaranteed
every single inn within a mile of the dockside would be in much the same state.
Resigning myself, I walked across the uneven floorboards and staked my claim on
one of the few empty tables.


No sooner had I sat down than the laughter
subsided. Heads turned in my direction. Fingers were pointed, and unkempt heads
pressed close in hushed conversation. 


I had thought the tavern crowded nearly to
capacity, but clearly I'd been wrong. As if by some unseen signal, the cluster
of ship-hands grew tighter, their chairs and tables dragged further from me
lest they somehow be tainted by proximity. I observed with amusement as one
hoary old ale-sop realised with alarm that his chair was already hard up
against a gnarled wooden pillar, and no other, more distant, seating remained.
After a moment's thought he settled for turning his back on me. Presumably, if
he couldn't see me, then I wasn't truly there.


Though never the most sensitive of souls, I was
all too aware how quickly ale fanned distaste into violence. I was just
calculating my chance of escaping through the front door before the inevitable
eruption, when one of the ship hands pointed at me and bellowed drunkenly. I
had no idea what he'd said, but judging by the guffaws of his companions, it
was riotously funny, for they all joined in. Whatever the joke, it had
obviously also put me in my proper place for, honour satisfied, they returned
to their drinking.


A few minutes later, Kiel, the Silverway's owner,
wandered over to my table with a bottle of red wine, a glass and a steaming
plate of jakiri. "I see our gallant nautical heroes have made you welcome,
then?" His extravagantly bushy beard did nothing to hide his broad grin.
He, at least, was pleased to see me.


"It's certainly a greeting I'll remember,"
I said, one eye still on the comedian and his companions. "Thank you."


Kiel shrugged his massive shoulders. "Think
nothing of it. You pay up without a fight, which is more than I can say for
that sorry lot behind me. And besides, Elva enjoys turning her hand to Hadari
cooking. There's not much call for it otherwise."


I nodded politely and waited for him to withdraw,
but he was plainly waiting for me to pass judgement on the jakiri, so I forked
a portion into my mouth. It wasn't good, but it wasn't that bad. Elva was
getting better, although she still had too heavy a hand when it came to spices.
Nonetheless, I mumbled some approving noises. 


Kiel, basking in his wife's reflected glory,
opened the bottle of wine with a flourish, poured me a glass and then returned
to his station behind the bar, where he began polishing a succession of
increasingly chipped glasses with a cloth that might, long ago, have been
white. 


As soon as his back was turned, I gulped down a
mouthful of wine to extinguish the fire threatening to burn me from inside to
out. This proved a mistake. The wine was so sour it provoked a fit of coughs
which I found could only be silenced with more jakiri. If Kiel noticed the
discomfort his wife's cooking provoked, he didn't say anything. Little by
little, I soldiered on. 


I'd almost finished the plateful, when the woman
entered the tavern.


To say that she
looked out of place would have been a criminal understatement. She was a few
years younger than I, slender and, though not classically beautiful, would
nonetheless never want for admirers. Her height and bearing suggested noble
lineage; her coldly aloof expression all but confirmed it. 


Everything
about her, from the way she carried herself to the fine clothes she wore, spoke
of money. Her cloak alone, a thick woollen garment lined with lustrous blue
silk, had probably cost more coin than any of the Silverway's patrons saw in
half a year – especially now, with the trade roads east blocked by the
not-quite-siege. Add to that the cost of the rest of the well-tailored
ensemble, the jewelled clips holding the ringletted chestnut hair back from her
high cheekbones, and it was easy to understand why the room had descended into
silence. Kiel and his patrons had been staring at her from the moment she'd
passed through the door.


If the woman
was at all aware of the effect she'd had, she gave no sign, but peered around
the room until her gaze fell upon me. Her quarry apparently sighted, she wove
her way through the maze of tables. As she did so, the humorist who'd earlier
set his wit upon me staggered to his feet and offered up another wisecrack.
This time the newcomer was the target, and the comment was so crude that it didn't
bear repeating. 


Raucous laughter broke out. The woman spun on her
heel and fixed the humorist with a frosty stare. He met her gaze with defiance,
but wilted a moment later, turning from the battle of wills to gaze sullenly
into his drink. The other sailors instantly recognised that a new source of
humour had presented itself, and laughter echoed around the room as they
rounded on their humiliated comrade. One glance – that's all she'd needed. I
had to learn how to do that. And it seemed that I'd be educated at the feet of
a master, as the woman, honour intact and a slim, self-satisfied smile upon her
face, approached my table. 


"Ambassador Saran?" 


Her speech was polite yet with an edge of knowing
superiority; the mark of a woman born unabashed to wealth and privilege. It
would seem Quintus was no longer the only Tressian to address me in a manner in
keeping with my rank. This could, I reflected, mean only one thing: she wanted
something. I looked up from the remains of my meal, finished the last mournful
mouthful of the Torianan red, and nodded. 


"Do you mind if I sit?" Her tone
suggested that she intended to, whether or not consent was forthcoming. I
considered refusing, but then decided that the novelty of a Tressian seeking
out my infidel company behoved me to show at least a few manners.


"By all means." I gestured at the no man's
land between me and the rest of the clientele. "As you can see, I'm not in
demand." 


The woman smiled. Not the polite aristocratic
smile I'd expected in reply to what had been, I had to admit, a boorish remark,
but rather one that appeared to be a gesture of understanding. "You have
my sympathies, Ambassador. It's never easy to be alone in a crowd."


And with that, she'd thrown me. It had been a long
time since anyone, Tressian or otherwise, had spoken so kindly to me. For a
moment I felt almost well-disposed to my visitor. Then I remembered she almost
certainly wanted me to do something that I almost certainly did not want
to do, and so extinguished the spark of generosity before it tempted me to
ruin.


My thoughts had surely played across my face in an
interesting manner, but I took solace from the fact that my visitor's full
attention was on dragging a chair to the table. 


Here again, she surprised me. I'd expected her to
summon Kiel from his station behind the bar rather than suffer the indignity of
moving anything herself. But no, she got a firm grip on the chair, tipped it
backwards and hauled it into place – albeit to the accompaniment of a terrible
screeching noise that spoke ill of the fate of the Silverway's floorboards.
When the chair was in its proper place, she gathered up her skirts and perched
upon its edge. 


"Ambassador, I need your help." 


"And what could I possibly help you with?"


"I want you to find Stefan Dalrand's
murderer."


This was getting interesting. "That's a job
for the guard."


"Normally I'd agree with you, but I spoke
with Captain Quintus this afternoon. He doesn't expect to make any progress."


"He said as much?" That didn't sound
like Quintus.


"In those very words. He said he had one
suspect..."


"...that suspect being me?"


"Indeed." 


Quintus had an interesting interpretation of legal
ethics, it seemed. It was just as well my visitor didn't appear to be the
hot-blooded and vengeful type, or I'd probably be dead by now. "So why ask
for my help? You want me to turn myself in? Confess?"


She watched me closely, an eyebrow raised. "Quintus
also said he didn't believe you'd be stupid enough to get caught in so
incriminating a fashion – if you'd committed the deed, that is. I don't intend
to sit around doing nothing whilst the killer remains at large."


"Why do
you care?" It was a heartless thing to say, and I deserved the disgusted
glance thrown in my direction. But the woman didn't seem inclined to fill the
awkward silence that followed, so I pressed on. "Let me see, then. Stefan
didn't have any children that I know of and, besides, you'd be too young for a
daughter and too old for a grandchild." I paused, more for effect than to
gather my thoughts. "You're a protégée? An apprentice in the art of
disentombing the dead and whatever history lies wrapped about their bones. Or a
niece perhaps?"


"You are mostly correct." She smiled
thinly. Clearly she wasn't quite ready to forgive my rudeness. "My name is
Arianwyn Kallindri. Stefan Dalrand was indeed my uncle. And while I didn't
indulge in them myself, I do believe his studies have some bearing on his
death."


I gestured to Kiel, who brought a fresh bottle of
wine over to the table, along with a glass for my visitor. I nodded my thanks,
then poured for both myself and Miss Kallindri. Nothing eases the suffering of
a poor wine like sharing it with others.


"Fair enough," I said. "We've
established why you care, but I'm still not seeing why I should." 


Again she
ignored the provocation. I took a sip of the wine and frowned. Sadly, the
second bottle wasn't appreciably better than the first.


"I'm also unclear as to why you'd want my
help in the first place, even if I were inclined to give it." 


At that, it seemed that the woman finally lost
patience. She stood, her wine untouched, and shrugged. "Very well,
Ambassador. I can see I'm wasting my time. I thought you'd welcome an
opportunity to clear your name, but apparently I was wrong."


She turned to leave, but stopped as I too rose and
rested my hand on her shoulder. "My apologies, Miss Kallindri. I chose my
words poorly."


That last was a lie. I'd chosen them very
carefully indeed, and I was growing more ashamed of them with every passing
moment. Suspicion was all very well, but had I really been reduced to this?
Muttering veiled insults at someone seeking my help? I was better than that. At
least, I used to be. Besides, what would Stefan have done had our positions
been reversed?


"Let us start again." I raised my glass
in traditional welcome. "On behalf of myself, Prince Edric Saran, and of
the great and just Hadari Empire, I greet you." It was a pompous and
slightly comedic gesture, but it did at least win me a small, brilliant, smile.
Indeed, the woman even raised her own glass in reply. 


"Thank you." She inclined her head and
sat down. Only then did she take a sip of her drink, wincing slightly as the
full, insipid flavour made itself known to her palate. "Your taste in wine
is almost as fine as your manners," she said sweetly. 


Unable to deny the truth to her words, I sat down.
"Let's assume, for the moment, that I'm prepared to help. Why trust me –
the chief and, as far as I know, only suspect?"


"A few reasons. My uncle spoke often of you –
whether you realise it or not, he valued your friendship. Hadari history always
intrigued him, and he was overjoyed to find someone who was so freely prepared
to fill the gaps in his knowledge." 


"It was nice to find someone eager to listen."
And to find someone prepared to treat me as a man, not some curiosity or devil
from foreign lands, but I didn't dare say so for fear of being though
self-pitying.


Arianwyn took another sip of wine, and then
pointedly replaced the glass on the table, ever so slightly out of convenient
reach. Clearly she didn't appreciate the flavour. "Stefan was always a
good judge of character. I hope you'll not think me immodest if I tell you that
I've had several offers of marriage, all from men of good standing and
unimpeachable reputation, but my dear uncle always had a knack of seeing their
true natures, no matter how well concealed." The tightness around her eyes
said more than words ever could.


"He preserved you from an unfortunate fate?"


"Several, as it happens. One of my suitors
deserted to the enemy – that is to say, to your side – during the Battle of
Callastair. Another is even now chained up in Blackwater for crimes that I won't
sully even this... establishment... by mentioning. Another is a functionary on
the city council." 


The tone of the final revelation suggested she
found this to be the most appalling fate of all. Heaven forfend that a man use
marriage to rise above his middling station.


"Could any of these fine fellows have been
responsible? Revenge for their spurned proposals, perhaps?"


"I doubt it. They probably didn't even
realise Stefan had taken against them. Few people took him seriously, I'm
afraid."


"But Stefan trusted me? The word of a dead
man is hard to gainsay, but the judgement of the living is more
reliable..."


"...and I have that too," she
interrupted. "Quintus suggested I seek you out." 


The canny old man. The guard captain was using
Arianwyn to keep me under observation after Constable Arval had failed so
miserably, or else he was throwing all nearby ingredients into the pot, and
watching gleefully to see what bubbled to the surface.


"Very well. My credentials are apparently
above suspicion." I arched my eyebrows meaningfully. "How about
yours, Miss Kallindri?"


She treated me to another brief smile. "Arianwyn.
The word of a noblewoman is not?"


"Sadly not."


"Then I'm afraid nothing I can say will
satisfy you." 


She edged forward on her chair. "Ambassador,
I don't wish to beg, but I will do so if it's the only way to get your help.
There's more at stake here than you realise." 


This was certainly starting to get interesting. "I'm
listening." 


"Not here." She nodded at the nearby
patrons. 


I stood and dropped a handful of coins on the
table. Offering a half-bow, I gestured at the door with one hand, and presented
the other to my companion. "Shall we take a walk?"


Arianwyn nodded. She stood, completely ignored my
hand, and walked past me. 


*******


The weather had turned whilst I'd
been in the Silverway. Heavy raindrops pelted from brooding clouds, drumming on
windows, gutters and, alas, my uncovered head. 


Arianwyn, peering out from beneath the hood of her
cloak, took mercy on me. After a brief glance at the understandably empty
streets, she led me down a set of narrow steps to the river's edge, and then
cut back under the stone arch of a bridge. Under cover at last, I watched the
dull waters of the Silverway dance with every raindrop.


"I'm sorry to have gotten you drenched,"
Arianwyn said, "but walls have ears." 


I nodded my understanding. I should have gallantly
forgiven the discomfort, but the cold of the rain had settled into my bones and
I was feeling neither gallant nor generous at that moment. "At least the
rain should make things more difficult for eavesdroppers."


"True."


Arianwyn took one last look behind her, and moved
in close. With her hood in place, the upper half of her face lay in shadow,
with only her mouth and a few trailing ringlets visible below. All in all, it
made for a sinister look, and one at odds with the vision of aristocratic
hauteur that had first approached me. 


"As you know, Uncle Stefan's calling was the
study of history, specifically that concerning relics from antiquity." She
spoke quietly,  but with urgency, as if she didn't otherwise expect to finish
what she had to say. "He'd been to all the great Tressian strongholds of
old,  even Callastair." 


That last comment surprised me. Callastair had
once been the Tressian capital, but was now a ghost-haunted ruin where the
stones bled and the winds howled with the voices of the damned. Or so, at
least, I had been told. I was in no hurry to find out for myself. 


"A few weeks ago," Arianwyn went on, "he
became very excited. One of his contacts had sent him a watchstone fragment 'acquired'
from a competitor's dig."


"So Stefan wasn't quite so upstanding as we like to
think?"


She bristled. "We all have our rough edges.
And causes we hold more important than mere morality." She offered a thin
smile, and I wondered just how much she knew about my recent past. "Ordinarily
a watchstone wouldn't be so important, far less a fragment of one. Hundreds
have been found across the Republic. That's more than enough to keep everyone
mad with frustration at not being able to unlock their secrets." She
shrugged. "They're curiosities, and little more than toys."


Madness had a habit of following such relics, as I
knew all too well. Some scholars reported dreaming of places they'd never been,
in such explicit detail they could map every contour and every building. Others
claimed experience of other lives, watching from behind the eyes of another
unknown being. 


One man, a stalwart of the Golden Court convinced
one such stone offered him the chance to speak with his dead son, had spent too
long staring into a watchstone's murky depths, until one day he simply became
someone else, his personality subsumed by something from within the stone. My
father had put the poor man to death. My father, who loathed the cruelty his
rank sometimes demanded.


"They're a little more dangerous than toys."


"Only to those who don't know what they're
doing."


"And you know of someone more qualified?"


Arianwyn continued as if I hadn't spoken. "Two
things made this stone more important." She looked around again but,
having seen nothing to alarm her, continued. "First, uncle seemed certain
it had come from Darkmere..."


She was lying. She had to be. "No one goes
there. Certainly no one who lives to speak of it."


She shrugged. "I grant you it's rare. Anyway,
from the fragment, Uncle Stefan calculated that the full thing must have been
three times the size of a normal watchstone."


"Interesting. Did he have any theories as to
why?"


"I think so, but I don't know what they were.
I was due to meet him this morning to discuss it."


"Ah."


We stood in silence for a time after that, the
only sounds the soft swish of rippling water, and the patter of rain upon
stone. Arianwyn had yet to press me into helping, but somewhere along the line
I realised I'd already made a decision. Had done, in fact, before I'd even left
the Silverway. Perhaps I thought I owed it to Stefan. Maybe I simply felt an
urge to be doing something – anything – useful again. Maybe I still felt guilty
for my rudeness. I wasn't too bothered about clearing my name, I knew that
much. If Quintus was convinced I was innocent, I didn't have much to fear from
Tressian justice – if I could at least refrain from manhandling constables,
anyway. 


"And you're certain this watchstone fragment,
or whatever it is, has something to do with Stefan's death?" I asked,
fairly certain I already knew the answer.


"Yes. If for no other reason than he gave it
into my keeping a little over two days ago. He was most insistent."


"Do you have it with you?"


Arianwyn reached beneath her cloak and hand me a
fist-sized lump of rock. It was curved across half its surface, jagged over the
rest. As I turned it over in my hands, I could see how this fragment could once
have been part of a larger sphere, but what struck me most was the colour. The
swirling patterns that broke and reformed across its surface should have been a
pale orange; instead, they emitted a vibrant green light. I'd seen several
watchstones, and I knew without doubt that this was something different. 


My curiosity sated, I returned the fragment to
Arianwyn and peered out from under the bridge. The rain was finally clearing,
and I saw Ashana gazing down upon me with approval. Had she convinced me to
help, or had she merely given me the strength to make my decision?


I turned back to Arianwyn. "What do you
suppose the time is?" 


She was about to speak when a clock tower chimed
somewhere in the distance. Nine o' clock. The night was young.


"Come on." I nodded towards the steps. "I
think it's time we consulted your uncle's library." I walked a pace under
the open sky, then moved by an emotion I couldn't quite identify, turned back
to face Arianwyn. "Oh, and please call me Edric, not 'Ambassador'. I do so
hate that bloody title."
















 











Five


 


As it happened, we didn't go
straight to Stefan's house. Arianwyn wanted to travel via her own residence
and, whilst I inwardly chafed at the prospect of another delay, it seemed
churlish to refuse. Besides, she'd assured me it would require only a small
detour. And so it proved. After half an hour of brisk travel through the
waterlogged streets, we arrived at the door of an unprepossessing townhouse. 


At first glance, Arianwyn's neighbourhood wasn't
particularly remarkable. We'd passed many similar streets upon leaving the
riverside but here, as with much of Tressia, the details were everything. These
dwellings were in good repair, whilst the stonework frontages of those in the
lower reaches were battered and unkempt. There were also other, less obvious
telltales, from the beautifully-hewn detailing upon finial and lintel, to the
flowery inscriptions set above every door. 


'Te magnis cala nomaris, magnis vratis',
read the words above Arianwyn's door: The power of justice is power indeed. I
had no doubt each entranceway was guarded by a similar homily. Tressia's
wealthier citizens, I'd found, loved to set store by such principles, provided
those principles didn't provoke questions of how their riches had come to be.
So much of the wealth in the city came, I knew, not from the toil or cleverness
of the current generation, but a history of colonial adventurism spanning back
centuries. The truth was that those of Tressia's upper classes who didn't
subsist off the labours of their own people supported their lavish lifestyles
with the exploitation – and sometimes the ruin – of other nations. 


I found it distasteful, but was in no position to
judge. The Hadari Empire was no less rapacious, and my own lineage meant my
hands were at least as blood-stained as those of the pre-eminent Tressians
whose pristine streets we now walked.


Arianwyn opened the iron gate, walked up the short
flight of steps to the door, and rapped hard three times. Apparently it was bad
form for the nobility to carry their own keys. After a moment, the door swung inward
upon oiled hinges and she beckoned me inside.


As the door closed, Arianwyn gestured to the
black-clad servant who'd opened it. "Edric, this is Constans, my
manservant." 


Constans smiled and gave a small bow from the
waist. I found it hard to place his age; shoulder length black hair framed a
face that belonged a man of perhaps thirty summers or so, but there was a
calmness in his eyes that belonged to someone much older. The small goatee lent
Constans' face a slightly sardonic aspect, except for when he smiled, which was
often. 


"He's been in the family for years."
Arianwyn spoke as if talking of a particularly treasured piece of furniture. "You
may rely entirely on his discretion." With that, she vanished out of sight
through a door at the end of the passage.


Constans was quick to provide clarification. "What
Arianwyn means is that her father retained me some time ago, and she inherited
my services when her father departed."


"Hereditary butlers," I said politely. "An
interesting concept." 


Constans smiled, but said nothing more. 


As we stood in polite silence, I took the
opportunity to look around the room. As was the tradition in many families of
Arianwyn's presumed status, there was an obvious effort to display the
household's wealth. The dark green wallpaper was barely visible beneath a
collection of gilt-framed watercolours – a mixture of landscapes and portraits
– whilst the carpet was thick and as richly coloured as the walls.


Constans made
no move to invite me deeper into the house. I wondered whether he'd remained at
my side out of politeness or as a guard. I was just contemplating testing the
theory when Arianwyn re-emerged, having exchanged her skirt for infinitely more
practical trousers. "We're taking a look around Uncle Stefan's study."
Constans' brow furrowed so briefly I nearly missed it. "I don't know when
I'll be back."


"Understood." He crossed to the front
door and hauled it open once more. "Will you be needing me to do anything?"


"Not as yet. I'll let you know if things
change."


*******


A walk across town later, I felt my
patience fraying. Upon arriving at Stefan's townhouse, Arianwyn and I
discovered it to be under guard, and not a light guard at that. Two constables stood
sentry at the front gate, and another pair watched leerily from the main door
as Arianwyn and I unsuccessfully tried to negotiate our way in. This property
was the site of a major investigation, we were told, and no one was permitted
entry without authorisation. 


I tried logic, persuasion and even dropping
Quintus' name, but all to no avail. Similarly, Arianwyn's family connection to
the deceased held no sway. Even her icy stare had no effect; not even when its
temperature dropped considerably lower after one of the guards – a broken-nosed
warning against the dangers of brawling – addressed her as 'missy'. 


As Arianwyn delivered an increasingly loud – but
sadly ineffective – dressing-down, I decided we were drawing entirely too much
attention to ourselves to no good effect. Without preamble, I grabbed Arianwyn
by the arm, apologised to the guard, and led her away around a corner. That I
got even that far was purely down to the fact that I'd taken Arianwyn by
surprise. As soon as we were out of sight, she tore free of my grasp. 


"How dare you," she hissed. "I
was..."


"...busy providing entertainment for the
entire neighbourhood?" 


The frosty hauteur returned to Arianwyn's
expression but, like the guard I'd just dragged her away from, the
righteousness of my cause ensured I felt only the slightest of chills. 


"The streets might be empty," I said, "but
who knows how many eyes were watching from the comfort of their houses?" 


Arianwyn's stare thawed a little, but she said
nothing. 


"They weren't going to let you in," I
insisted quietly.


"But we can't give up. If Uncle Stefan had
any information on the fragment, that's where it'll be. We need to get in
there." 


I held up my hands in a placatory manner. "I
quite agree, but let's try another tack. The constable said he'd only admit
those with proper authorisation, so let's go get some."


"You're saying we should talk to Quintus?"


"Exactly so." 


She scowled. "Very well. I'm sorry. I
overreacted."


She really had, there was no question about that,
and I wondered why that should be. Then I remembered that she'd just lost a
close member of her family, and felt slightly ashamed. Not everyone was as dead
inside as I often felt. "Don't worry about it. Let's talk to Quintus."


*******


Unfortunately, it seemed we'd be no
more successful with Quintus. We'd been waiting at the guard house's front desk
for what seemed like an age before the captain appeared. Finally, a door to one
of the interview rooms at the rear opened, and Quintus emerged. He was preceded
by an ashen-faced merchant who he all but thrust into the arms of a waiting
constable. The merchant was quickly led down a flight of spiral stairs to one
of the guard house's cells. For a brief moment, Quintus looked reasonably
satisfied. Then he caught sight of Arianwyn and I, and his mood blackened
visibly. 


"What do you want?" he demanded.


"We were hoping you might help us circumvent
an unfortunate obstacle..." I tailed off. "Was that the merchant from
this morning?" 


Quintus snorted. "Aye, guess whose men were
operating out of that warehouse I sent Nierev to investigate? No wonder he was
leaving in such a hurry. Don't change the subject, my lord. What do you want?"


"Your guards have closed off Dalrand's house."


"And you want me to help, is that it?"
he growled. "There's nothing I can do." 


That was unexpected. I'd anticipated this might be
hard work, but I hadn't expected a direct refusal. "Can't you make an
exception? We all want the same thing."


"Oh, do we now?" Quintus asked
sardonically. "You were in here, this very morning, politely informing me
that it was none of your concern. Is it the lassie here that's changed your
mind? I'll grant you, she's prettier than I am, and rich enough to tempt a man
to rediscover his principles." 


I winced inwardly, hoping Arianwyn wouldn't rise
to the provocation.


For a wonder, she didn't, and instead fixed
Quintus with a sweet smile. "Perhaps I just made a better case than you?"


The desk sergeant, a handful of constables and
their charges were now visibly interested in our exchange. On one level, I didn't
blame them. Quintus in full flow was never anything less than entertaining, but
I wished that he'd taken us up to his office before settling into his routine.
On the other hand, I realised that whilst I'd slept since this morning, he
almost certainly hadn't. No wonder he was barely holding onto his temper.


"That's all very nice, I'm sure, but you're
still not getting clearance." He jabbed a finger at my chest. "You're
still the best suspect we have, and there's no way I can let you wander around
in there again until this matter's cleared up."


"Understood," I said. "But what
about my friend? Surely there's no harm in letting her in. She is Dalrand's
niece, after all, and..."


"I know exactly who she is." For a
moment Quintus looked ready to expand on his theme, but then seemingly changed
his mind. "Look, I can't let you in because it's not me that's had the
house sealed up. I've had orders – direct from Lord Solomon, mark you – that no
one's to go in or out until he says otherwise. Those aren't even my men
guarding the place. They're council praetorians wearing constabulary overcoats
so as to not draw attention."


That certainly explained a lot; not just the
unforeseen difficulties we were having, but also Quintus' black mood. Solomon
was one of the city's senior councillors, any one of whom had the authority to
order Quintus around. Such authority was seldom exercised, however, and Quintus
probably interpreted the current situation as a direct criticism. 


Worse, Solomon had what could only be described as
a sinister reputation, as was inevitable for one whose own duties were steeped
in espionage, and the nebulously defined 'internal security'. Before arriving
in Tressia, I'd seen his shadowy hand touch the Empire, leaving murder and
terror in its wake. Rumour had it he was no less ruthless with his own people.


Arianwyn's expression went rigid with what I took
to be annoyance. "There's nothing you can do?" 


Quintus shook his head. "I can't be seen to
offer any assistance. This is no longer a matter for the guard." 


"Why?" she said. "What's going on?"


"The noble Lord Solomon does not confide in
me, lassie. You'll have to ask him, though I doubt you'll get an answer."
He rounded on the desk sergeant, who wasn't even pretending not to listen. "Sergeant
Aldor, perhaps you'd do me the honour of checking that the patrols know to keep
an eye on number twelve Highvale whilst its owner is touring the border? When
you're done inveigling yourself into my private conversations, that is?" 


The terrified sergeant scurried away. Quintus
turned back to me and, to my astonishment, winked. 


"All I can suggest for now is that you go
home, and leave this matter to the professionals..." This word he
emphasised ever so slightly. "...of the praetorian guard. I'll be sure to
let you know of any developments, or if we need impose on you further."


That, it seemed, was that. I exchanged a look with
Arianwyn. She shrugged, frustration plain upon her face, so I moved to leave,
only to be checked by Quintus' voice before I'd even taken a step. 


"My lord, whilst I remember. You left your
coat here this morning, and in the excitement we've not had the opportunity to
return it to you." 


He walked over to a series of hooks affixed to the
main staircase, took down a dark blue hooded greatcoat and handed it to me. I
fought to keep puzzlement from my face – I hadn't left any such thing in the
guard house that morning, or any other before it. 


"Best you take it with you, my lord. It'll be
raining again later." 


I shot Quintus
a querulous look, but he just gazed innocently back. Perhaps he was just
showing me a kindness. I didn't believe that for a second. I shrugged the
greatcoat on and put the hood up. It was a reasonable fit, and it'd be nice to
have some protection from the elements. 


Then I slid my hands into the pockets and smiled. "Thank
you, captain. We'll not trouble you any longer." 


Arianwyn was looking at us both as if we were mad,
but said nothing. This time Quintus didn't stop us from leaving.


*******


It was raining again as we entered
the street. I set off briskly, aware we'd lost plenty of time already, but Arianwyn
easily kept pace. 


"Well," she asked. "What now?"


I smiled. "Now we take a look at your uncle's
study."


"What? How? We've not got the authority we
need." She came to a halt and stared at me. "You're not thinking of
forcing your way past the guards, are you?" Her eyes widened in horror. "They're
praetorians. They'll tear you apart." Realising I hadn't stopped, she ran
to catch up, her boots splashing across the rain-slicked cobbles. "You can't
do it.  It's madness."


I shook my head in exasperation. "Yes, it
would be. No, I don't intend to fight them. I think I can get you, and me, into
the study without the guards even knowing we were ever there."


She pursed her lips. "How?"


"Wait and see." 


*******


The guards were still in place at
Stefan's house, but it didn't matter – we just walked straight past them
without so much as a glance. I turned right at the end of the street, and then
right again onto an avenue of tight-knit three-storey townhouses, each with a
small hedge-enclosed garden in front. I squinted in the flickering lamp light,
searching for one house in particular. Having found it, I checked the street
was empty and strode purposefully through the gate.


Like most of the gardens, this one had a man-sized
guardian statue standing beside the front path. It took the form of an armoured
warrior, with a key in one hand and a sword in the other. The traditional
deterrent to housebreakers credulous enough to believe that watchful demons
were bound into the stone, ready to steal the souls of those who crossed the
threshold uninvited. I didn't know how many Tressians believed the legend any
longer, but I certainly didn't. 


What this garden had that the others didn't,
however, was a living counterpart to the guardian statue, a thing of leaves and
branches that were presumably grown or twisted around a wire frame. I preferred
the more traditional guardian. The other reminded me a little too much of
cautionary tales from my childhood, and legends I did believe.


Arianwyn followed me every step of the way, her
waning patience written plain across her disapproving face. "What are we
doing?"


"This house is empty." I halted in front
of a door emblazoned with a large brass '12'. "It also backs onto your
uncle's street. We'll use this one to get onto the roof, and then get down into
Stefan's study from above. It'll more or less be the same route I took the
other night, but hopefully without the suicidal fall at the end."


"How do you even know this house is empty?"


"Quintus told me." I paused. "Well,
sort of."


"Quintus
told you," she repeated flatly. "Fine. How do we get in?" She
broke off in amazement as I reached into my pocket and pulled out the bundle I'd
discovered back in the guard house. "Are those skeleton keys?" 


"I believe so." Indeed my hand held a
ring of perhaps fifty keys of various shapes and sizes. "Knowing Quintus,
I'll bet they'll open pretty much every lock in the city." 


I bent over to take a good look at the lock, and
started sorting through the possibilities. I was a little nervous doing this in
such plain view, but I hoped the hedge would keep me concealed from curious
eyes. At the very least, the greatcoat's hood would hide my identity, if not my
actions. 


"You see," I said, "the thing about
Quintus is that he really does care about right and wrong, and gets very upset
when politicians start interfering with his work." I tried one of the
keys, but to no avail. "He must have known we'd want to get back in your
uncle's house, so set this up so we could." I tried another key, again to
no effect. "This is, for example, definitely not my coat."


"But he's the captain of the guard,"
Arianwyn protested, not yet ready to give up.


Another key went in the lock. There was a click;
nothing else. 


"And very good he is at it too," I said,
"and this definitely goes a little beyond harmless rule-bending – at least
it will do if Solomon finds out.  I can only assume Quintus trusts one or both
of us to make sure  he won't."


"It's you he trusts." Her tone brooked
no argument. "Though given everything, I'm not sure I understand why."
She stopped, realising what she'd implied. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it
like that." 


"No offence taken," I said airily.
Another key tried, another failure. "I'll be most disappointed if one of
these doesn't, in fact, open the door." I tried another.


Arianwyn turned her attention to the empty street.
"How did you meet Quintus?" 


"It was
just after I arrived in the city. Quintus' last lieutenant was an efficient
sort, the apple of the establishment's lazy eye. Alas, he was completely
corrupt, and clever with it. I don't think Quintus even suspected until Odran –
that was the lieutenant's name – sprang his trap." 


Another key failed. This was getting ridiculous. 


"Odran decided the best way to be rid of
Quintus was to lure him down to the dockside at night, and have a mob of his
cronies beat him to a pulp. Odran would, of course, have set about avenging his
beloved captain with such fervour no one would ever have thought to connect him
to the death."


Leaves rustled somewhere in the garden. I glanced
up, but saw nothing there save for the two guardians, one living, one not. 


"It would have worked, I think, apart for two
things: first, Odran decided he needed to be in at the kill. Second, I
blundered into the trap just as it was sprung."


"And just like that, you saved Quintus' life
and earned his undying gratitude?"


"Something like that, although to be fair I
did very little. To be honest, I'm not sure they brought enough men for the
job. Quintus was formidable." Gods, but that had been a desperate fight.
If I hadn't been so drunk, I'd never have gone near.


"What happened to Odran?" 


"He died."
I'd killed him, in fact, but the detail didn't seem important.


"I see." The look in Arianwyn's eyes
told me she knew exactly what I hadn't told her.


Finally, a key turned in the lock, and the door
sprang open. 


Without another word, I ushered Arianwyn inside.
















 











Six


 


The house's interior was dark. Too
dark even for me. Fortunately, Arianwyn had that one covered, and produced a
small lantern from beneath her cloak. When lit, it gave us enough light to
reach the topmost floor with only the occasional stubbed toe.


As with many Tressian houses, there was no direct
access onto the roof, but then I'd not really expected one. There was a
balcony, however. After another brief game of find-the-correct-key, Arianwyn
and I were out in the open air once more. With a little undignified scrambling,
we managed to haul ourselves up onto the rain-slicked tiles. I'd grown quite
fond of the sturdy guttering hereabouts. 


Thankfully, my second journey across the rooftops
was nowhere near as breakneck as the first. We had to take things slowly. The
tiles were slippery underfoot, and the lively wind threatened to bowl us over
the edge if we moved incautiously.


I almost fell twice over the course of that short
journey – two occasions on which I was saved from a very long drop by desperate
scrabbling and Arianwyn's help. My companion, on the other hand, traversed the
roofs as serenely as she had the streets below. Seemingly the wind could find
no purchase on her, and her feet always found grip where mine failed to do so.
I told myself it was just luck.


When we finally arrived on Stefan's balcony, I saw
a light blazing away in the study. Putting a finger to my lips in warning, I
peered through the glass of the balcony doors. There was a lantern on the late
historian's desk, but there didn't seem to be anyone in the room – at the
moment, at least. I heard a beating of wings, and a raven settled on the
balustrade beside me. I regarded it with ill-favour. Was this the same bird who'd
nearly sent me into the street the previous night?


The door handle turned under my hand, and I passed
inside. Arianwyn followed. The raven croaked, and flew off.


I padded across to the stairway door and opened it
a crack. The lanterns were lit, but there wasn't a soul in sight. Setting the
door to, I joined Arianwyn at Stefan's desk. The historian's body had long
since removed, but the pile of books remained – after a fashion.


"This is different," I whispered. 


Arianwyn nodded, and riffled through the handwritten
pages of the topmost tome. "Someone's been through his notes."


"Looking for the same thing as us?"


"That seems likely, don't you think?"
She took in the jumble on the desk and sighed. "This isn't everything.
There were loose sheets with sketches of the fragment. Try that bureau."
She pointed to a squat piece of furniture in a shadowy corner. "I'll sort
through this."


"I'll need your lantern if I'm to read
anything." 


She nodded, passed it over and I went to work. The
bureau was locked. Worse, the skeleton keys were much too large to be of use
here. "Alas, poor lock."


"What?" hissed Arianwyn.


"It doesn't matter." 


I drew my dagger. After a few false starts I slid
the blade  down between the folding shelf at the bureau's front and the lock's
housing. Mentally crossing my fingers, I levered back the blade. I winced at
the splintering noise and looked back round at Arianwyn, who regarded me with
distaste, although whether she did so because I'd made too much noise or
because I'd damaged part of her inheritance, I couldn't be sure.


Turning my attention to the bureau, I found it was
filled with loose papers, letters and scrolls of all shapes and sizes. I sifted
through them as quickly as I dared, searching only for information on the
fragment. The first half dozen pages contained an outline for a work on recent
Tressian history. These I cast to the floor. Now the lock of the bureau was
damaged and the rich carpet sodden from the water dripping off my greatcoat and
Arianwyn's cloak, there was no point trying to conceal  our intrusion.


Next to go were letters from other historians.
There was still no sign of anything concerning the fragment, just a few notes
concerning household expenditure, some of the most atrocious poetry it had ever
been my misfortune to read, and yet more letters. Stefan must have been in correspondence
with half the city, and a fair portion of the Hadari Empire as well, come to
that. 


I was about to give up my search when
one particular letter caught my eye. I read it quickly at first, frowned, and
then read it a second time much more slowly, taking especial note of the name
and title at the bottom of the page. 


This changed things. This
changed things a lot. 


I folded the letter, and stashed it in a
pocket.


Without even a flicker of warning, the lantern I'd
borrowed from Arianwyn went out. Cursing silently, I struggled to get the thing
relit, but with no success.


"Give it here," Arianwyn whispered. "There's
a knack to it."


I gave her the lantern, which soon blazed into
life once more. 


"It doesn't matter," I said. "I'm
done over there."


"Find anything interesting?" She spoke
without looking up from the desk.


I shook my head. "Nothing," I lied. "You
had any luck?" 


She closed the volume she was reading and opened
another book. "No." She paused. "Actually, yes." She traced
her finger over a line of Stefan's uneven handwriting. "Listen:
I
am the gatekeeper, with the power of death over life, and of life over death."


Beneath the words, I saw a scrawled sketch of the
watchstone.


"There's more." Arianwyn turned the
page. "Much more. I think this is what we came for."


The sound of heavy boots echoed up the stairs. 


"Good," I said grimly. "Because it's
time to leave."


Arianwyn thrust the book into my hands. "Here,
take this." 


She doused her lantern, returning it beneath the
folds of her cloak then, pausing for a moment, extinguished the lantern on the
desk. "At least this way it'll take them longer to notice the mess. I'll
take the book back. If the journey here was any indication, you'll need both
hands free to make it back across the rooftops."


I gave her the book with as much grace as wounded
pride could manage, and we slipped back into the night.


*******


We made it all the way back to the
balcony of Twelve Highvale without any sign the alarm had been raised, and by
then we were safe. Though sodden footprints would betray our presence and point
of entry, I felt sure no one could trace our path across the rain-lashed
rooftops. We certainly saw no sign of pursuers before we were safely inside the
empty house. The owner would certainly have some questions when he came back
and found his carpets ruined, but it was too late to help that now.


A few minutes later, as the distant clock chimed
one in the morning, we were through the front door, past the mismatched
guardian statues and out onto the flooded cobbles of the street.


"So," I asked. "What next?" 


Arianwyn thought for a moment before replying. "I
need a proper look at this book. Hopefully it'll offer a few answers."


"Back to your home?"


"Yes, but not directly. To do that we'd
practically have to walk past Dalrand's house, and I think we've pushed our
luck enough."


I nodded. "Enough for one night, at least."


"I'll head back down to the river, and cut
across from there. But there's no need for you to come. I can make my way back
easily enough, and I've imposed upon you entirely too much."


Was she trying to get rid of me, or genuinely considerate?


"All part of the service. I'll rest better
knowing you and that book have ended up somewhere safe." I gestured
skyward. "The rain's finally slackening off, and not long after that the
criminal element will be out in force." I wasn't certain about that last
bit – it was every bit as likely that they'd simply called it a night.


"I can take care of myself, thank you,"
she said primly. The considerate approach had failed, so now she was resorting
to implied offence in the hope of changing my mind.


"I'm not saying you can't. I'm talking about
my own peace of mind, nothing more." 


This seemed to mollify Arianwyn, at least a
little. Or perhaps she realised that I wasn't about to give up any time soon. 


"Very well," she said, "let's be on
our way."


It wasn't the most graceful of accessions, but not
wanting to provoke another disagreement, I let Arianwyn lead the way down to
the river. 


I still
harboured fears of a hue and cry, that there'd be a constable waiting at every
crossroads. As it happened, my concerns were unfounded. We crossed paths with
no fewer than three of Quintus' patrols as we headed down the hill, but two of
them ignored us completely, and the sergeant in charge of the third spoke to us
only out of politeness. It helped, of course, that with the rain's cessation,
the streets had grown busier, as those few citizens trapped by the deluge
risked the open streets to return home. Had it still been raining, Arianwyn and
I would have almost certainly stood out, but with other possible suspects to
choose from, I doubted even the most ardent searcher would have laid hands on
us by any means save unlucky chance.


Of course, the improving weather also brought
drawbacks. Clusters of Sidarists, their candles guttering in the wind, returned
to the corners of major junctions. Doleful hymns thundered out from beneath
towering birch trees as the faithful tempted passersby with threats of oblivion
and promises of redemption.


A particularly large gathering lurked in the
square before the council palace, their white robes a wan yellow in the
lamplight. Their spokesman was a determined orator, alternately imploring and
threatening all who came near. In the time it took Arianwyn and I to cross the
square, not a single person had paid the preacher any heed, save for perhaps
the occasional rude gesture. A group of Quintus' constables was close at hand,
presumably to preclude the philosophical assault on reason and sinfulness
turning into something uglier and more physical.


Arianwen, her hood down, shook her head ruefully. "It's
a good thing Constans isn't with us."


"Why so?"


"He hates Sidarists with a fiery passion."
She paused. "No, actually that's not entirely true. He hates Sidarism with
fiery passion. The Sidarists he considers fools of the first order."


"He's not a believer?"


"Yes and no." Arianwyn said unhelpfully,
then clarified. "He believes Sidara existed, even that she worked for the
salvation of others, but he rejects the idea of some divine and perfect being
who kept Tressia safe from traitors and infidels."


"And you? What do you believe?"


She shrugged, then smiled impishly and raised her
voice in clear provocation. "I think they're all mad." 


So much for keeping a low profile. Scarcely had
Arianwyn finished those few, well-chosen words than the preacher broke off from
haranguing an unfortunate drunk, spun on his heel and stabbed a querulous
finger in her direction. 


"Is it madness to believe in a higher power?"
he demanded. "To trust that the purity of Her way and Her light will
deliver us from debasement?" 


To my relief, Arianwyn kept walking, smiling at
the storm of words she'd provoked. 


The preacher, clearly warming to his theme, raised
his voice another notch. "Once, the world trembled to the might of our
armies. The kings of distant lands prostrated themselves before the
righteousness of our cause. But we strayed! Our lack of faith was punished!
That is why our gates are besieged, our dignity trampled and our leaders feckless!"


Cheers rang out
from amongst his supporters, but I suspected he wasn't going to make many
friends in the council with language like that. For a mercy, Arianwyn didn't
needle him further, and the preacher, perhaps deciding she was not worth
salvation, let her be. Shortly after, we passed into an until alley, and
followed its meandering slope downhill.


"Very subtle." 


"Sorry," said Arianwyn, with no
conviction whatsoever. She smiled sharply. "It's just as well he couldn't
see your face. He'd not have given up so quickly if he'd seen my companion was
a member of an infidel race. They'd have called you a demon and torn you apart."


I wasn't really listening; I was more concerned
with what was waiting ahead. I put a finger to my lips and she went quiet. The
alley ahead was empty, but my straining ears heard what I fancied to be the
sound of someone waiting in silence. It was hard to be sure with the wind
rustling through the alleyway's trees. Just ahead of us, another alley cut
across our path. That would be the likeliest place for an ambush, but was it
simple cutpurses or a patrol of praetorians caught up with us at last? 


Motioning for Arianwyn to stay behind me, I
gripped the hilt of my sword and advanced slowly. At the junction, I stole
swift glances to my left and then to my right. I saw nothing. Arianwyn joined
me and shot me a questioning look.


"What's wrong?" she asked, serious
again.


"I'm not sure. Something feels out of place."



Again, the wind rose. I craned my head to watch it
stir the birch leaves above me. Except ...there were no trees in this alleyway.
I'd gotten so used to the sound I'd stopped questioning it. A cold dread
settled in my stomach. At last, I knew the nature of the nebulous idea that I'd
tried to pin down in Quintus' office. Why I'd been so interested in the statues
outside the empty house. 


"Run! Now!" I snapped.


The attack came from above. A dark shape, all but
invisible against the night sky, detached itself from the side of the building
and dropped like a stone into the alley.


Arianwyn froze, shocked into immobility. I flung
myself forward, knocking her from the assailant's path. My reward was to be
struck instead. The impact emptied my lungs and sent me sprawling to the
rain-lashed cobbles. The back of my head hit the roadway with a vicious crack,
and my vision swam. 


The shape started forward, hunched and
gangling in the moon-cast shadows. The scrape and click of its uneven steps
filled my ears; the tang of blood – my blood – choked my nostrils. I
tried to move, but my limbs were sluggish. My head felt like it
was stuffed with cobwebs. It was such a stupid way to die.


"Edric!" 


Arianwyn's hand blurred, and something
whistled over my head.  Our assailant's head snapped back. He staggered back,
one hand scraping at brick to steady himself. She must have found a loose
cobble. Arianwyn was at my side a moment later, her slender hands tugging at my
shoulders. 


"Get up! I can't carry you!"


The cobwebs in my head dissipated, burned away by
her urgency. I rolled to my knees, sodden clothes clammy against my skin.
Arianwyn grabbed my hand and dragged me to my feet. 


Our assailant hissed, the sound like dry leaves
caught in a storm, and charged. That very morning, faced with an attacker in
the darkness, I'd refused to draw my sword. I had no such hesitation now. Stepping
between Arianwyn and our foe, I ripped the blade free of its scabbard, and
struck. 


It was not a blow of which my long-dead fencing
tutor would have approved. I was out of practice and groggy, and my wild attack
was fit more for an axe than a sword. But my sword had slain warriors beyond
counting, and taken the life of an emperor. A child could draw blood with it,
if there were any blood to draw. 


There was a snapping sound as my strike hit home.
The attacker crashed to the ground, arms and legs thrashing. The hiss faded,
only to return louder and fiercer than before.


"Come on!" I grabbed Arianwyn's arm and
dragged her away. "We have to go."


We'd fled scarcely a dozen paces when Arianwyn
missed her footing. She skidded sideways, one arm windmilling as she fought to
stay upright. 


I caught her before she lost her balance entirely,
and at once saw the reason for her sudden clumsiness. She'd drawn her lantern
from beneath her cloak and had been attempting to light it when she'd stumbled.



"What are you doing?" I demanded.


"We can't fight if we can't see." She
sounded far calmer than she'd any right to.


Behind us, the crackling sound grew louder. "Just
run!" 


I pushed Arianwyn onwards, and glanced over my
shoulder. Our assailant had regained his feet. Heavy, scraping footfalls
reverberated along the alley as he lurched after us. 


Two dozen breathless strides later, Arianwyn
finally lit the lantern. I looked at the path ahead, illuminated clearly for
the first time, and cheered inwardly. The alleyway's end lay a short distance
away, and the waters of the Silverway glimmered just beyond. I even heard the
angry roar of a weir. With luck, there'd be constables on patrol. Gods, I'd
even take a chance with praetorians.


Then our attacker, who was far closer behind than
I had thought, struck. He slammed into Arianwyn, jarring the lantern from her
grasp. Miraculously, it didn't shatter, but fell at our assailant's feet, the
flickering glow granting the first clear look at him – or rather, it.


As I'd suspected, our assailant wasn't a man, nor
even a being of flesh and blood. It was tall – a good head taller than I – with
gangling limbs and long, grasping fingers. Its body and limbs were a tangle of
roots and branches arranged in some mockery of a human form. When the creature
moved, those roots flexed, revealing worm-eaten bones. Yet the face was perhaps
the most terrifying aspect; a jagged slash of a mouth framed by thorns, and eye
sockets alive with green fire. As the creature advanced, that nightmarish maw
creaked open, and the crackling, rustling hiss grew louder still.


The creature reached for Arianwyn. She ducked
under the grasping hands and doubled back along the alley. I hacked at the
creature's back as it made to follow. Green sap gushed free as the steel bit
into gnarled skin. Shouting a wild cry of triumph, I struck again. The second
blow never landed – a thorny fist lashed out, and sent me reeling against the
alley wall.


Our attacker
rounded on Arianwyn. Whip-like branches burst from the ends of its fingers.
They thrashed madly in the air, and lashed around her neck. The creature jerked
its arm, and Arianwyn was yanked backwards with a choked-off cry, her heels
skittering across the cobbles. Her fingers tugged impotently at the branches
around her throat, her feet kicking in useless resistance.


Pushing off from the wall, I hacked at the
creature again. Once more, it lashed out. This time I was ready. Ducking
beneath the gnarled fist, I lunged. My blade slid between the knotted branches
and deep into the creature's chest. It issued a curiously high-pitched crackle
of pain and lurched away – this time I'd managed to hurt it. Unfortunately, the
motion also ripped the sword from my grasp. The creature lurched away, blade
still trapped in its woody flesh.


Weaponless now, I watched helplessly as Arianwyn
dangled like a puppet, her struggles weakening as the creature choked the life
from her. I twice tried to retrieve my sword, but the creature was wise to me
now, and each time kept me at a distance with a sweep of its unencumbered arm. 


On the third try, I managed to lock my fingers
around the sword's grip just as I was swept aside once more. The impact of the
blow knocked me back, but also freed the trapped blade.


The creature spun to face me with another
crackling hiss. I charged at it again, my sword aimed not at the body this
time, but at the fingers holding Arianwyn. The creature twisted away, but too
slowly. Steel slashed through gangling fingers, and the creature flinched away,
crackling in pain.


The branches around Arianwyn's neck slithered
away. She dropped to the floor, gasping for breath. As she did so, the fragment
tumbled from beneath her cloak. Sheathing my sword, I scooped the rock and the
lantern into one of my coat's cavernous pockets, threw the  semi-conscious
woman – who still had a death-grip on the book –  over my shoulder. 


Turning my back on the creature, I ran for the end
of the alley.


The creature crackled with rage. Footfalls scraped
on the cobbles behind me. But I didn't care. With a final effort, I shot out of
the alleyway, only to find there wasn't a soul around to help me. 


Cursing, I urged my rubbery legs onwards – if I
headed left or right down the riverbank I knew it'd catch me in seconds, but a slender
bridge spanned the weir. Beyond lay the narrow going of a lock gate. A dozen
yards further, the lights of the Silverway tavern blazed merrily against the
night. I'd find help there, even at this hour. 


I doubt anyone ever crossed that bridge as quickly
as I did that night. However, as I reached the artificial island between the
weir and the lock, my legs gave out, pitching us both to the ground. 


The creature had reached the far side of the bridge.
It advanced slowly. The bridge was barely wide enough for a man, and the
creature was plainly concerned about missing its footing. 


I shook Arianwyn as roughly as I dared. "Wake
up!"


She mumbled something incomprehensible. I shook
her again. She surfaced for a moment and looked at me blankly.


"Cross the lock gate and get help. I'll hold
it here as long as I can, but you have to go, and you have to go now." 


She didn't move; quite possibly she couldn't.


The creature was already halfway across the bridge.
Six more steps, maybe seven, and it'd be on me again. I couldn't stop it with a
sword, I knew that, but what else could I do? 


Wearily, trying to ignore my aching bones, I stood
up, drew my sword and walked to the near end of the bridge. Behind me, Arianwyn
muttered again, more insistently this time, but I barely heard her over the
rushing waters of the weir.


Four steps to go. 


Arianwyn spoke again, angrier and clearer than
before. "Throw the lantern at it!"


The lantern? What good could that possibly do? It
wasn't heavy enough to stun the creature, and the flame would go out before
setting light to its rain-sodden flesh. Then I realised it didn't matter. I'd
be dead inside a minute, so why not?


Shifting my sword to my left hand, I fished the
lantern out of my pocket, wondering idly why it wasn't warm to the touch. 


Two steps. 


With one last prayer to Ashana, I hurled the
lantern with all my strength, and watched its dim light arc out over the
boiling weir. Then, in the moment it hit home, Arianwyn cried out in a tongue I'd
never heard before, and the dim light blossomed into roaring flame.


The thunderclap of air struck me from my feet, all
but hurling me into the waters of the lock. The creature faired far worse. I
caught a glimpse of its blazing form hurtling over the edge of the bridge and
into the seething weir. 


I crawled on hands and knees to Arianwyn's side.
She'd collapsed again, but her chest rose and fell evenly enough. I decided not
to move her. I could hear voices of confused citizens roused by the explosion.
The doors the Silverway tavern crashed open, my erstwhile drinking companions
of the early evening flooding forth to discover the source of the commotion.
Help would be here soon.


I was about to have yet more explaining to do, I
realised tiredly. At least I was alive to think up some clever answers.
























Seven


 


I quickly decided that the best way
to deal with questions was with the unvarnished truth – at least for the most
part. 


Yes, I told the crowd that gathered around
me, we'd been attacked by some kind of creature. No, I didn't know what
the explosion had been. No, I didn't know why the creature had attacked
us. I must have repeated myself a dozen times before I got the
still-unconscious Arianwyn from the weir to the shelter of the Silverway
tavern. 


In this, at least, I had plenty of assistance. The
sailors who had treated me with such hostility a few hours earlier were now
civility itself. A group of them carried Arianwyn across the river with
surprising care. 


For myself, I retrieved the book from Arianwyn's
grasp before she was moved, and then followed the impromptu procession at a
distance. Twice I had to refuse offers of assistance – I was obviously more
unsteady on my feet than I realised – and it occurred to me I might have
misjudged the character of these men. 


By the time I entered the tavern, one of the long
tables had been cleared and Arianwyn laid out upon it, a sailor's coat bundled
beneath her head. Elva had appeared from her usual station in the kitchens and
was organising proceedings with terrifying thoroughness. Sailors were shooed
away if they came too close, water and towels were fetched, and the bloody gash
on the side of Arianwyn's head – which I'd completely missed in the dark – was
cleaned by one of Elva's daughters. 


Through it all, Arianwyn didn't stir, and I couldn't
be sure how long she'd stay dead to the world. Quintus, on the other hand,
would arrive disturbingly quickly, and behave all the more charmingly for
another sleepless night. I really didn't want him to arrive whilst I was laden
with a stolen book, and I'd also prefer he didn't have the opportunity to talk
to Arianwyn before she'd recovered her wits. I liked to think that Quintus had
lines he wouldn't cross in his search for the truth, but with Lord Solomon
involved, things were a little more uncertain.


I sought out what I judged to be the least
inebriated of the sailors, a stocky man with a broken-toothed smile, gave him
Arianwyn's address, and asked him to tell Constans where his mistress could be
found. I tried to pay the fellow for his help, but he firmly refused the coins,
gave a slightly staggered bow and left at a brisk – if uneven – pace.


I stared after him, re-examining my assumptions
about my neighbours. I'd always had a distrustful personality, or so I'd been
told, and that trait had only deepened since I'd come to Tressia. I had the
nagging feeling I'd recently been overshooting caution and arriving at
paranoia. Still, I told myself, it was better to be a living paranoiac than a
dead fool. Nonetheless, something about that assertion rang hollow.


My prejudices suffered another battering moments
later, when Elva, apologising profusely and needlessly for having neglected me
for too long, insisted I eat something. Realising there was nothing more I
could usefully do until either Constans or Quintus arrived – Elva's daughter
was doing a far better job of caring for Arianwyn than I'd manage – I took a
seat in front of another plate of jakiri that had magically appeared from the
kitchen. As I piled forkfuls into my mouth, I opened Stefan's book, and started
to read. 


I found the worn pages heavy going. Not only were
they written in a particularly obnoxious handwriting, the language of the
script was formal Tressian – a tongue I could read, but only with some
difficulty. It didn't help that Stefan ranged far and wide over his chosen
subject, covering everything from Darkmere to council politics in the span of a
few pages. 


I made it about as far as some incredibly oblique
references to Malgyne, and to Malatriant, the tyrant queen of Darkmere, before
I gave up – it was all too much after the day I'd had. Accordingly, when
Constans burst into the tavern a little while later, a long black scarf wrapped
about his neck and a dark cloak streaming behind him, I set the book aside and
rose to meet him. 


Constans ignored me and headed straight to the table
where Arianwyn lay. He placed a hand upon her brow, then let out a heavy sigh. "What
happened?"


I'd expected anxiety, and was slightly indignant
to discover no such thing in his manner. His voice remained calm and level, and
I wondered what effort it cost him to keep it so.


"We were attacked."


"By the guards? I don't believe it."


"No. By something else."


"What? Tell me." 


I shook my head. "There isn't time. It's only
by good fortune that you've arrived before Quintus. I don't think we want him
to encounter Arianwyn in this state, nor do I believe that he'd turn a blind
eye to  all this."


With that, I placed the book on the table beside
Arianwyn. Constans glanced down at it. "Something useful?"


"Arianwyn seemed to think so."


"Then we'd best make it vanish before Quintus
arrives, hadn't we?" He smiled. "Give me a hand with her, will you? I've
a carriage outside, but I don't fancy lugging her there by myself."


With only a small amount of difficulty, Constans
and I moved the unconscious woman from her impromptu bed, he with his forearms
looped under her armpits, me with a firm grip on her heels. The book we
balanced precariously across her midsection, having no hands free and not
wanting to entrust it to one of the onlookers. 


It wasn't the best way to transport an injured
person. Elva seemed to be of the same opinion. The look she gave us had the
studious lack of expression practised by a woman patiently waiting for the
moment at which she can justifiably reprimand careless behaviour. But time was
of the essence, and it would have to do.


Halfway to the door, I realised Arianwyn
was considerably heavier than she looked. Or perhaps I was just worn out. In
either case, I had to shift my hold as a precaution against dropping her
entirely. As I did so, she mumbled something unintelligible in her sleep, which
provoked a triumphant glance from Elva and a wry smile from Constans. 


"See, there's nothing wrong with her at all,"
he declared. "In fact, that's the most intelligent thing she's said for
days."


I assumed Constans was using humour to mask
concern, but still it angered me in a way I couldn't identify. Perhaps it was
just guilt, I thought, guilt that I was still walking around whilst Arianwyn
was not.


Negotiating the outer door with only a little
difficulty, we got Arianwyn outside and into a sitting position inside the
carriage. He placed the book on the seat opposite her, then wrinkled his brow. "You
don't have to wait here for Quintus. I can take you back with us, or up to the
embassy."


I shook my head. "No, I'd better wait here. I
seem to have Quintus' conditional trust. Avoiding him will only squander that
precious resource. It's not worth angering him." 


Constans hauled himself onto the driver's box. "The
good humour of our guard captain doesn't concern me. I'm not sure it should
concern you, either. Quintus is formidable, but there are more ways to thrive
in this city than by staying in his good graces." 


On that cryptic note, and without so much as a
word of farewell, the carriage clattered off into the night. 


I watched it go, striving for a clearer mental
picture of who and what Constans was. He was no butler, I was increasingly
sure. As he'd packed Arianwyn into the back of the carriage, his cloak had
fallen open, and I'd glimpsed four long daggers and three squat black canisters
buckled at his waist. A manservant might carry a single dagger as a defence
against footpads, but not four. And if the canisters contained what I thought
they did, it seemed quite likely that Constans had arrived at the Silverway
tavern prepared to fight a battle of small to moderate size. 


However, if he wasn't a servant, what was the
connection? From his cavalier attitude to Arianwyn's health, I wouldn't have
put money on a more intimate relationship. There was a distance too, a lack of
immediacy in his nature that I couldn't reconcile. 


And what sort of a name was Constans anyway? I'd
not heard one like it during all my time fighting against and living amongst
Tressians. They were a formal people who put great store in the traditions of
given names and tended to pass the same ones down, if a generation or two
removed. Perhaps Constans was just an old name resurfaced from the tomb of some
long forgotten patriarch, and I was using irrelevant details to distract myself
from the dangerous web I seemed determined to entangle myself in.


At least with Arianwyn out of the way I had one
problem fewer. Two, if you counted the book. Toying with the stone fragment in
my pocket, I passed through the Silverway's front door for the fifth time that
night, wondering when my third problem would arrive.


As it happened, Quintus entered the tavern
scarcely a minute after I did, a pair of constables on his heels. The timing
was so fine that I suspected he'd been waiting nearby all along. Only now, when
he was sure I'd removed everything he'd have to look at a little too closely,
had the guard captain made himself known. 


With Quintus' arrival, the evening's revelry was
officially over. The Silverway's clientele vanished into the darkness, leaving
the place looking strangely desolate. Possibly they'd intended to call it a
night before Arianwyn and I had made our spectacular entrance. More likely they
didn't want to allow Quintus the opportunity to recognise them. 


Kiel offered the use of one of the back rooms, but
rather than put him to any more trouble, I asked Quintus to meet me outside.
Before I joined him, I thanked Elva and her daughter for their kindnesses, and
once again failed to repay Tressian assistance with coin. Elva admonished me to
look after the 'young lady', and flatly refused anything other than my sincere
thanks. Kiel said nothing. He'd a tendency to do that when his wife was around.


I found Quintus sitting on a mooring post, smoking
his pipe. The constables were lurking a polite distance away, presumably
banished so they wouldn't overhear. 


"Though it may have escaped your notice, my
lord, I have better things to do than chase you around the city."


"This isn't what I'd had in mind tonight, I
can assure you." The wind twitched the dissipating cloud of pipe smoke
towards me. Coughing, I fanned my hand to clear the air.


Quintus grunted. "Are you going to tell me
what happened?"


No, I decided, I wasn't – not all of it. He was
probably better off not knowing about the early portion of the night, so I
picked up the story in the palace square. Some of the finer points were even
now slipping away from me, but I took him through the attack in as much detail
as I could remember. Quintus hung on my every word and, unusually for him, didn't
speak until I'd finished. 


"I don't believe you." But he did, at
least for the most part. I saw as much in his troubled eyes.


"It's easier to believe when you see those
wooden fingers around a friend's throat."


"Oh, so you're friends now, thee and she?"


"Yes... No... I don't know." I said,
momentarily wrong-footed. 


Quintus smiled at my discomfort, took another drag
on his pipe, and generously allowed his gaffed fish to swim away. "You
reckon this creature killed Dalrand?"


I thought back to the branch Quintus had shown me
in his office. Arianwyn had very nearly died the same way as her uncle.


"It would seem that way." 


"Do you know why?"


I shook my head. I had an idea, but it was only a
hazy one and I didn't want Quintus hammering after answers I couldn't give.


"What in the world was it?" he asked. 


This part was going to be trickier. "A
strawjack."


"A what?" 


I grabbed Quintus' arm and led him down the canal,
away from the constables. "A strawjack," I repeated, more quietly
this time. "It's a wood demon, a golem. Out east, they're called
whispering ones, because of the noise they make." 


Quintus looked at me as if I were going mad. Maybe
I was. He was probably wondering whether he'd be better carting me off to a
cell or to a recuperative sanctum – the kind where everyone talks very slowly
and carefully, in the hope of avoiding violence.


"I only know it from stories I was told as a
child," I went on. "Tales about Fellhallow, the Court of Thorns and
Twisted Jack. Cautionary stories, to rein in wild children. 'Mend your ways, or
else Jack i' the wood will come for you'. That manner of thing. I never took
them terribly seriously. I wish I had now."


"So do I. You might be able to answer some of
my questions." Quintus gazed out across the churning waters of the weir. "Fellhallow
I know about, of course. Every few years some jumped-up noble-turned-general,
his ability to think greatly outmatched by his ego, convinces the council he
can march across that bloody great forest and attack the Hadari heartlands
without ever encountering your armies." A cloud of smoke belched from the
pipe. "Worse, every so often, the desperate buggers agree, always
convincing each other that the previous failures had been challenges to
overcome, rather than a stark bloody example of why good breeding doesn't
always mean good brains." 


He practically spat out these last words, and I
wondered, for the first time, about the social status of Quintus' forebears. 


"Twenty years ago, before I turned my
attention from the wars of nations to the war on criminality, I watched half my
regiment march into that godforsaken forest. Never saw any of them again.
Official word was that they'd fought to the last man – somewhere near Kinholt –
but I knew it was the forest that did for them."


"We stopped trying to tame Fellhallow
centuries ago," I said. "The occasional fortune seeker slips inside,
I don't doubt, but let's just say it's the subject of cautionary tales for a
reason and leave it at that. I won't waste your time repeating every rumour I've
heard, because I don't believe most of them, but I do know that whatever goes
on there, the strawjacks are a part of it."


"Assassins and monsters," Quintus mused.
"These are deep waters you're paddling in, my lord." He threw a look
over his shoulder at the constables before continuing. "I'm still a little
unclear as to how you beat this 'strawjack'."


I sighed and let the unasked question hang in the
air for a time before answering. 


"To be honest," I started, and then went
on to lie. "I'm not sure myself. I assume the creature was dry as a
tinderbox. That's why it caught light so fast." 


Arianwyn's curious exclamation was another thing I'd
decided to keep to myself. That she'd used magic seemed obvious, but knowing
how Tressia treated its mages, I didn't want that knowledge to spread. At
least, not until I'd decided how best to use it. 


Quintus grunted, and I cursed my mistake. There
was a reasonable chance he'd believe the strawjack had caught alight by fluke,
but none at all that he hadn't learnt of the explosion that went alongside. I
knew with a sinking feeling that I'd just burned a little of my stock. I couldn't
afford to do that too often. 


"What now?" To my admittedly
oversensitive ears, Quintus sounded disappointed, and not a little offended.


"Food, sleep and a bath. It's been a long
night."


"Very well, my lord," Quintus said
tightly. "We'll leave it there for now, but you and I are due a proper
conversation about this."


With that, he turned and walked into the night,
the two constables summoned to his heels by terse command. I watched them go,
then headed back up the hill towards home. 


This was growing increasingly difficult. In order
to protect Arianwyn – a decision I'd made without thinking, and one that had
been guided by only the haziest instincts – I'd alienated Quintus. Much more of
that, and he'd lock me up just to stop me interfering. If I wanted to avoid
being hauled into a cell in the very near future, I'd be well served to find
him some answers. All well and good, but I currently had no idea how to uncover
them. 


I picked up my pace. Sleep would help. Sleep always
helped.


Shortly after, I reached the top of the hill and
turned off towards the embassy. I was in sight of the front gate when I heard a
clatter of movement behind me. Before I could so much as turn, something heavy
struck the back of my head. 


The world spun, and the ground rushed up to meet
me.
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I awoke in darkness, with a pair of
shackles about my wrists. 


Once, many years ago, I met a philosopher
who swore future experience was shaped by the sins of the past. I'd certainly
spent a lot of time locked up or running for my life lately – and I probably
deserved to – but this was starting to get ridiculous. 


My new home was a cell of some kind, with a
venerable wooden door as the only exit, and a small window high on the wall
opposite serving as the only source of daylight. That same daylight meant I'd
already been here for some hours. It was a small consolation that I'd probably
have no less than three people looking for me if I was kept here long. Not that
'looking for' and 'finding' could have been said to be remotely the same thing.


I hauled myself into a sitting position atop the
wooden cot, wincing as blood returned to extremities too long denied. 


My weapons were gone. I'd expected as much, but
that didn't assuage the feeling of worry. The dagger could be replaced, but the
sword was a sore loss. Otherwise, I found my possessions to be intact, or at
least as far as I could tell – shackles being something of a hindrance when
rifling one's own pockets. My coin pouch still clinked merrily away at my waist
and the mysterious stone fragment was still buried at the bottom of my pocket. 


As for myself, I had a thumping headache and a
lump on the back of my head. Other than that, I seemed relatively unharmed – if
I didn't count the collection of bruises earned in the fight with the
strawjack.


I considered calling out for the inevitable guard,
but decided I'd rather gather what remained of my wits. Sliding as far from the
slops bucket as the tiny confines of the room allowed, I waited and considered
my predicament. 


Who had I offended now? All the likely
candidates were already accounted for. The strawjack, if it had survived, would
have strangled me, or else torn me limb from limb. Quintus would never have let
me out of his sight – and besides, I was fairly certain he'd have tackled me
face on, not from behind. Constans was a possibility. He'd already tried to
manoeuvre me into leaving the Silverway with him. Perhaps he'd returned to
violently countermand my refusal.


I sighed and kicked idly at the floor. Too much
had happened in too short a space of time for me to get it all straight in my
head, so I gave up trying. I did, however, promise myself that I would get some
answers. Arianwyn had drawn me into something I didn't fully understand; she at
least owed me an explanation. 


There was a flutter at the window, and a winged
shadow fell upon the floor. For a moment, I entertained myself with the notion
that the bird held the key to the door in its beak, and would drop it into the
cell so that I could escape. But, unlike the legendary thief Apara Rann, who
supposedly escaped a Thrakkian dungeon through such means, I had no influence
over birds. The creature sat there for a moment, let out an amused-sounding
cry, then took wing in a flurry of feathers.


*******


Several hours later, a key rattled
in the lock. 


The cell door screeched open, and my gaoler walked
in. His was a countenance only a blind mother could love, with a nose broken
and badly reset many times, and a face that was a mass of scars. He pointed at
the open door with a meaty finger. 


"Leaving, are we?" I asked.


He said nothing, but pointed at the door again.
Then, no longer prepared to tolerate my reticence, he grabbed me by the scruff
of the neck and half-carried me out of the cell. 


It seemed I was wanted elsewhere. 


My feet barely touching the ground, I was
frogmarched up several flights of stairs, down a corridor and finally into an
enormous room so opulent that all it shared with the cell I had just left was
that it had four walls. The carpet alone, in which my tiptoes now sought
precarious purchase, possessed such a luxurious pile and extravagance of colour
that its value was probably equal to that of Stefan's entire house and
everything in it. Statues and paintings lined the walls, all of them expensive
works – at least to my unpractised eye – and all placed in artful attempts to
conceal spyholes in the walls. Whatever was about to happen, it would
apparently have an audience.


A door on the opposite side of the room opened,
admitting two men. The first was a small, balding fellow who, judging by
appearance and servile manner, was a flunky of some kind. He held a bowl of
water and had a white cloth over his arm. The second man was another matter
entirely. Tall and cadaverous, he moved with the kind of confidence that comes
naturally only to the very rich or the very dangerous. This man, I felt
certain, was both.


Everything about him was grey, from his receding
hair to the silver frames of his spectacles, and the tailored cloth of his
high-collared tunic. In fact, the only flash of colour upon his person was a
small amulet, a ruby set in silver hanging from a chain about his neck. No, I
realised, not quite the only flash of colour; his hands were flecked with
blood. I was, I realised as the grey man submerged his hands in the bowl, in a
very great deal of trouble. 


As if hearing my thoughts, the grey man gazed at
me with unblinking eyes and glanced at the guard behind me. 


"You can leave us now, Balgan." Polite.
Very polite. Then again, he'd probably order my death in the same even tones. "I
don't think the ambassador will give us any trouble." He shifted his
attention to me again. "Will you, ambassador?" 


I tried to shrug – a more difficult action than
you might think, given my state of restraint. The grey man nodded and returned
to washing his hands. Balgan let me drop and left the room, the door closing
behind him with an ominous thud. 


"My apologies for being such a neglectful
host," the grey man said in a mannered voice. "I'm afraid that
another of my guests was quite… demanding... of my attention."


He rinsed his hands in the water and dried them on
a cloth. At last taking his eyes off me, he meticulously chased the pinkish
rivulets down the length of his thin fingers, making sure every last one was
captured in the folds of material. This done, he dropped the cloth into the
bowl and retreated to an expansive desk. 


The attendant, taking this as his sign to leave,
gave his master a small bow and then exited the room through the door by which
he had entered. The grey man took a seat behind his desk. I remained standing –
no one had thought to supply a chair for me. 


"You do know who I am, of course."


I offered a small nod. "I do indeed, Lord
Solomon."


I'd met Solomon once before, during the brief and
farcical reception that marked the beginning of my ambassadorial career. The
Tressian council may have been caught wrong-footed by the Empire's sudden
willingness to discuss peace, but they were determined to do things properly,
and had greeted me with all the pomp and ceremony an honoured guest could have desired.
I'd found the whole thing embarrassing, and not a little distasteful. But then
I knew full well – and hated – the circumstances that had brought me there.


It was at the reception, in that whirl of dress
uniforms and sparkling jewels, of tasteful entertainment and tasteless
urbanity, that I'd first set eyes upon Solomon. Even then, with only the
haziest knowledge of his actions and influence to guide me, I'd known this was
a man I should on no account ever cross. He'd prowled around that room like a
lean grey wolf in a crowd of fat, fluffy sheep. Half the nobles and councillors
in that room had been in his direct pay, I knew. Most of the rest had been
terrified into compliance by the threats of blackmail and abduction Solomon
made as easily as breathing.


Tressia may have been ruled by a council during
the day, but at night, and in those dark places where even the righteous dared
not tread, Solomon was master.


Of course, I'd since learnt much more about
Solomon's deeds; the kidnappings and torture he routinely employed to remove
obstacles from his path; the bribes and carefully applied patronage he'd used
to seize control of the praetorians – once considered the finest and least
corruptible of all Tressia's soldiery. 


It was probably little solace to the Tressians
that Solomon was a monster entirely of their own creation. Five years earlier,
faced with a war that couldn't be won, an increasingly leaderless council, and
a populace on the verge of revolt, Solomon had set about addressing the city's
problems, one at a time. His trusted lieutenants infiltrated the
insurrectionists and, one by one, the most vocal and charismatic of the rebels
disappeared. There had been outcry at first, but Solomon had produced
correspondence and confessions proving that, to the last man and woman, those
who had vanished were traitors in the pay of the Hadari Empire.


Even with such 'proofs', Solomon wouldn't have
survived the resulting furore if he hadn't simultaneously struck out against
the Hadari army. Even as his thugs were dragging Tressians from their homes,
his assassins were at work in distant lands. My brother barely survived one
such attack and, over a period of weeks, many advisors and warleaders were
slain, wounded, or in fear of their lives. Before Solomon's assassins struck we'd
been within six months of wiping Tressia off the map. As it was, the disruption
dragged the war on for another five years, until my royal brother's untimely
death.


After his assassins had done their work, Solomon
sank back into the shadows. He didn't have the knowledge to prosecute a failing
war, so he left that to others, though always making certain that those others
owed him sufficiently – or feared him sufficiently – to ensure that his plans
continued apace. From then on he'd watched the world unfold, prodding the
council in the right direction by placing appropriate words in proper ears at
the opportune time.


Citizens still vanished, I knew that much from
Quintus, but there was nothing to connect Solomon to the disappearances save
for his past reputation, and the cold, immutable certainties of those who knew
his ways. Without proof, Quintus could do nothing. 


Solomon didn't want power for its own sake, for he
could have been a tyrant by day as well as night whenever he chose to. That he was
playing a game, I didn't doubt, but one with rules only he knew. Even worse, it
appeared that I'd managed to stray onto the board.


Solomon opened a drawer and produced a sheaf of
papers. Placing them on the desk, he licked the index finger of his right hand,
and flicked through them, one at a time. "You, of course, are Edric Saran:
late of the Hadari royal family, former champion to the Golden Court, etcetera,
etcetera."


It was a statement, rather than a question, so I
said nothing, silently wondering which of a dozen unpleasant ways this
conversation was likely to go. 


"You'll have to bear with me, ambassador. I
do like to make sure that the details are correct." Solomon turned another
page. "Yes, that's right – you more or less held the Hadari army together
five years ago; an impressive feat, all things considered. Most inconvenient."


"A lot of good men helped me." I said
coldly, hoping to put him off his stride.


"No doubt, no doubt." 


Solomon was politeness itself, a man making seemly
discussion with a colleague, but I knew that the thumbscrews would come when
they were called for. He looked down and riffled through a few more pages, then
traced a few words with an outstretched finger.


"Interesting, I'd not seen this one before.
You murdered one of my... associates before he could execute your brother."
He gave a dry chuckle and peered at me over the top of his spectacles. "History
is such a cruel teacher, but one with a fine sense of irony, don't you agree?"


It was a simple provocation, but no less skilfully
judged and delivered for all that. With those words, my nervous apprehension of
the last few hours boiled away beneath rising anger. At that moment I wanted
nothing more than to hurl myself across that desk and choke the life out of the
thin, evil monster who sat in front of me.


Gritting my teeth, I forced the anger down. I'd
not make it within three feet of the desk before one of the concealed watchers
put a crossbow bolt in my back. Even if I got my manacled hands around Solomon's
throat, there'd be no escape for me afterwards. 


Solomon leaned back in his chair and watched me
with amusement. "I'm sorry, that's still a sore subject, I see."


It was all an act, I was sure, and my
reaction would doubtless be recorded in the file with everything else. Edric
Saran: reacts violently when reminded of his brother's death. I wasn't
surprised Solomon had a file on me. He probably had a file on everyone he'd
ever met; he certainly had one on everyone who'd ever stood in his way, and I
qualified on both counts.


"And how is your uncle, the newly invested
Emperor?" Solomon doubtless knew the answer better than I did.


"I believe that his majesty, Eirac the First,
is flourishing." I struggled for a neutral tone. "I can't be certain.
We've been out of contact of late." I could play at insincere politeness
as well as Solomon could.


"It is such a shame when families fall out."
Solomon toyed with his amulet. "But I didn't invite you here to prattle
about such matters, pleasant as the reminiscences may be. No." 


He rose and walked towards me, hands clasped
behind his back.  "I think we can help each other. Oh, don't look at me
like that.  Is it so impossible that we might have mutual interests or, at
least, convergent ones?"


"Yes," I replied flatly. 


Solomon wagged a finger. "Ah, but we did, not
so long ago, though I'll allow that those were most unusual circumstances."
He didn't elaborate, but he didn't need to. It was even true, after a fashion.
He bunched his knuckles, touched them to his lips and sighed. "I concede,
we are not friends, nor are we ever likely to be. But that doesn't mean we can't
co-operate when..."


I was tired of the game. "What do you want,
Solomon?" 


His eyes narrowed, the bonhomie momentarily
evaporating before my twin discourtesies of breaking his flow and ignoring his
title. But then the mask flowed effortlessly back into place.


"There is a project of mine, some small work
I've been pursuing for a number of years. It is about to come to fruition. But
I have encountered something of a setback." He paced back and forth,
occasionally turning towards me as if he thought I wasn't paying attention. "One
of the key elements has been stolen from my associates, and I would dearly love
to retrieve it."


"What does this have to do with me?"


"It has come to my notice that you have,
quite recently, fallen into bad company. I do understand. You're far
from home, lost and thoroughly unpopular with everyone around you. And then a
pretty girl approaches you, weaves you a tale of murder and injustice. All she
wants is for you to help her when no one else will, an appeal that goes
straight to everything honourable and decent in your heart. And so you, quite
without meaning to..." He came to an abrupt halt, and spread his  palms
wide.


"Fall into bad company?" I finished.


"Precisely." He leaned in close. "Arianwyn
'Kallindri' has been lying to you from the moment you met. Worse, she's just a
lost little girl meddling in matters she doesn't understand." He took a
deep breath. "I'm a reasonable man..." 


It was funny how so many reasonable men had to
clarify their nature to the poor, confused souls they kidnapped.


"...I know she took the portalstone fragment
from Dalrand's study. I just want to know where she's hidden it." 


My brow furrowed. Portalstone? Did he mean the
chunk of watchstone that was at this moment still sitting in my pocket? Despite
the seriousness of the situation, I almost laughed. The great and terrible Lord
Solomon had been woefully let down by his minions. I hadn't even tried to
conceal the fragment. If they'd searched me at all thoroughly, instead of
simply taking my weapons, they'd surely have found it.


"How do you know she doesn't have it on her
person?" I asked.


"There was some commotion by the river this
morning, I understand," Solomon said. "Miss Kallindri was unconscious
for some time, and you were distracted. It was laughably easy to have her
searched. The same held true of her house, once that ridiculous... retainer of
hers had left to join you." 


I wondered briefly who had been Solomon's catspaw.
Again my thoughts drifted back to Constans. Solomon's dismissal had been
curiously heavy-handed. To throw off my suspicions? It wouldn't really matter
unless I managed to escape my current predicament.


"I just want the fragment returned,"
Solomon said. "I give you my word no harm will come to her." 


This was getting increasingly odd. If he was so
concerned about Arianwyn's actions, why was she not here instead of me?
Especially if he knew where she lived. 


Then, in a flash, I had it. "You're afraid of
her."


He frowned. "Nonsense."


"Then why haven't you got her in one of your
dungeons, peeling the flesh from her bones until she talks?"


"Even I have limits. She has allies on the
council, allies I do not wish to provoke." I had to give him that. Torture
was nothing if not provocative. "That's why I wanted to give you this
chance to be reasonable, to help me without need for unpleasantness."


"And if I refuse your generous offer?"


"Then I'll learn everything you know, inch by
painful inch.  Every man has his breaking point, and yours will come far more
swiftly than you think. I'd rather not resort to such methods, but I will do so
without hesitation if you force my hand." He shook his head. "There
is much at stake."


I weighed my options. They were, as far as I could
tell, incredibly poor. I could refuse cooperation and end my days in the
dungeons. They'd find the fragment long before I died, of course, as my clothes
would be the first layer stripped from me. I could throw in my lot with
Solomon, but even as the possibility formed in my mind I realised I could no
more do that than shrug off my manacles and fly around the room. That left
precisely one option, an option that was, at best, a delaying tactic. It would
have to do. 


"You win," I said bitterly."I'll
take you to where it's hidden."


Solomon wagged a finger. "I oversee, I do not
enact." Behind me, the door opened. "Balgan," Solomon addressed
his hulking retainer with a smile, "Ambassador Saran has decided to assist
us after all."


So far, so good. Now I had to work out what to do
next.
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I'd been expecting to be dragged
into the streets immediately, but my next journey – happily on my own two feet
this time – was back to the cell. There I waited for another interminable
period, with little to do but replay the conversation with Solomon, and work
out how to profit from my stay of execution. Well, not execution, perhaps, but
I knew that if Solomon resorted to less civilised methods of persuasion than the
ones he'd tried so far, then the end result would be much the same.


As it happened, I did have a plan of sorts, but
its success was far from guaranteed, founded as it was on a pair of enormous
assumptions. I was far from confident about my chances, but this desperate plan
was all I had – unless something better came along, of course. Given my recent
luck, I wasn't holding out much hope.


It was dusk when the door to the cell opened
again. I was expecting Balgan, and was not disappointed. I took against his
smaller companion almost immediately.


He was pleasant enough to look upon, as far as
these things go. His dark hair was carefully oiled into place, his thin
moustache precisely trimmed and his dark crimson clothing of an expensive, but
not overly showy, cut. Yet there was something about the way he carried himself
that warned me that his nature was as ugly as Balgan's appearance.


It was the eyes. There was a gleam of something
unsavoury, hidden from cursory examination, but no less real for that. Or perhaps
I just didn't like him because he was wearing my sword, for there it was,
buckled at his waist. On the one hand, it was easy enough to understand. He'd
have been hard-pressed to find a better blade in the city, and it wasn't as if
the true owner was likely to live long. On the other, that sword was tied to my
family's blood in so many ways, and it irked me to see it commandeered.


"It's time to go," he said. "Unless,
of course, you've decided not to embrace Lord Solomon's offer?"


In reply I rose and walked to the door. I had no
wish to be carried through the streets like a sack of potatoes.


"Excellent. Let us be on our way." The
small man gave a mocking bow. "I am Ildaro, and I'm delighted to be your
companion this fine evening. Balgan you've met, of course. He'll be coming too
– a comforting fellow to have around in these dangerous times."


Not to me, he wasn't, but I didn't suppose my
opinion was being sought. At Ildaro's direction, Balgan produced the key for my
shackles and set my hands free. Then, with another ironic bow, Ildaro indicated
I should follow my gigantic gaoler from the room. 


I was led downward down a series of spiral
staircases and along passageways that had much more in common with my barren
cell than the extravagantly apportioned apartments in which Solomon had
received me. We finally emerged onto an enormous flagstoned courtyard and into
the ebbing remains of what had been a beautifully ruddy sunset.


I craned my neck skyward to take a look at the
building that had been my home for the better part of a night and a day, and
saw, with no real surprise, that it wasn't some lordly mansion, but the central
keep of a fortress.


A shove from Balgan hinted that I should pick up
my pace, but I hardly noticed, so lost was I in wonder at the arrogant scale of
the place. I'd known of the Towers of Tressia before, of course – one could
hardly make war against the city and not know they existed – but I had never
realised just how massive the things were. I remembered thinking how the Hadari
army had been within six months of wiping Tressia off the face of the map, and
suddenly knew the folly of my thoughts. This fortress alone would have laughed
at our efforts for a year or more, and it was but one of many. I'd always
assumed that the end of the war had saved many thousands of lives, but only
now, in the shadow of that great bastion, did I finally have an inkling of just
how correct that assumption had been.


"Almost a shame there's peace now, isn't it?"
said Ildaro, with a snigger. "You'd have had a nasty shock, I reckon."


No less than six heavily armed praetorians guarded
the outer gate, but they clearly knew Ildaro, for they let us pass without as
much as a word of challenge. A few moments later, we'd passed through the
gatehouse, crossed a bridge over a grassed-over moat, and I was out of Solomon's
territory and back in the city again. No, that wasn't quite right, I realised.
I might have been out of Solomon's stronghold, but in his territory I remained.
As if to enforce that point Ildaro hooked his fingers into my arm and pulled me
close. 


"Now remember, you're just out for a stroll
with a couple of friends, so there's no need to be drawing unnecessary
attention to yourself," he cautioned, smirking. 


I wrenched free of his grip and put a small, but
welcome, distance between us. Balgan rumbled a warning, but Ildaro held up a  placatory
hand. 


"Don't worry, Balgan," he said. "I'm
sure our friend realises Lord Solomon isn't foolish enough to set him loose in
the city with only the two of us to make sure that he behaves." 


It was starkly obvious that the words were
actually a warning for me. As my escorts caught up, I cast about as casually as
I could. My heart sank. Scattered amongst the passersby were at least a dozen
individuals – all of them men with the appearance of hardened killers – whose
eyes were fixed firmly on me. There was no chance of making a break for it. I
should have been flattered, but somehow couldn't quite appreciate the twisted
compliment. Armed, I couldn't have hoped to cope with more than two or three of
them. Unarmed, I was easy pickings for even one. 


Balgan, slower on the uptake, suddenly made sense
of Ildaro's joke and his shoulders heaved with barely-restrained laughter.


Ildaro clapped me on the shoulder. "Let's be
on our way then. I've a feeling it's going to be a cold night. I'd like to have
this business done before the worst of it descends."


I led them through the quiet streets as slowly as
I dared. At each junction I speeded my pace, hoping to portray a confidence I
didn't feel. As far as my escorts were aware, I knew exactly where I was going,
and a moment of indecision would swiftly, and no doubt painfully, disabuse
them. I had cause to thank the fact that my time had hung heavy since coming to
the city. With little else to occupy me, I'd often taken meandering walks
through the streets, and fancied that I knew most of the potential routes. Even
so, each confluence of road and alley brought with it a brief moment of near
panic, quickly washed away each time my deception went undiscovered.


Through it all, only Balgan and Ildaro stayed
close by. The others hung back or to the side a few yards distant, presumably
so as not to provoke suspicion in any conveniently passing constable. Except
there weren't any passing constables. So far, we'd traipsed a good quarter of
the way across the city and seen not so much as a hint of the law. I'd not
gambled on receiving any assistance from that quarter, but had allowed myself
to hold out slim hope that Quintus might lumber to my aid if I could alert one
of his minions.


We reached another junction, and I took a steep
road to the harbour side where the Silverway emptied into the ocean. The
harbour wall gatehouse loomed large. Behind that, lay a tangled slum of crooked
houses and, a little beyond that, the stone quayside and the open sea. I was
running out of city, which meant I was running out of time. But there was
nothing I could do about it. I'd have to keep to my course and see what
unfolded. Once in the tangle of the dockside, I might be able to slip away.


"Not many constables around this evening."
I stepped aside to make way for a brewer's dray as it headed uphill. Under
cover of the movement, I took another brief look around. My wider escort was
still in place, keeping their distance until needed. 


"Oh, you noticed, did you?" said Ildaro.
"Lord Solomon didn't want our little promenade to be interrupted, so he's
arranged a few distractions." He leaned closer, and whispered
conspiratorially. "The full details escape me, but I believe there's been
an assault on a most dignified councillor, a handful of Sidarists murdered and,
before long, a terrible fire is about to sweep through some particularly fine
streets in the North Quarter. It should be more than enough to keep the law out
of our way." 


If I'd still harboured misconceptions about
Solomon's ruthlessness and reach, I'd have shed them at that moment. So many
lives ended or threatened for no better reason than to create a distraction. "There
was no need for any of that."


Ildaro sniggered. "Look, his lordship wants
the rock, so his lordship gets the rock. That's how it works."


"There was no need to harm anyone." Even
as I spoke, I wondered why I bothered. Ildaro was clearly as morally void as his
master.


"If you say so," Ildaro shrugged. "But
it's done now. Best you don't let those lives go to waste."


I reached the
bottom of the hill and passed through the harbour gatehouse, Balgan and Ildaro
still at my side. There should have been guards on the gate. Even with Tressia
and the Empire at watchful peace, there was the possibility of corsairs
slipping past the outer defences. Then again, perhaps this was another
consequence of Solomon's misdirection.


Scarcely had the thought formed in my mind when
there was a rattling of chain on metal behind me. Whipping round, I saw the
gatehouse's portcullis slam down across the roadway. Balgan, Ildaro and I were
now trapped on the harbourside with a half dozen other thugs, whilst the
remainder of our group was sealed on the city side. 


Confusion reigned, but not nearly so much as I
would have liked. Some of my escort stared back the way we'd come, seeking
signs of an ambush, others were looking up at the guardhouse above, searching
for a sign of whoever had dropped the portcullis – if, indeed, it wasn't a
simple malfunction. A trio of the thugs on my side of the gatehouse hustled
forward and attempted to lift it clear, but couldn't move it even an inch.
Glancing through the bars, I saw another man hammering away on the garrison
door. Unfortunately for him, it was a very old and solid door. I didn't expect
that he'd make much in the way of progress. 


Ildaro grabbed my arm, drew his – my – sword and
jabbed the point into my stomach. The message was clear: don't even think about
leaving. Seeing I was safely guarded, Balgan shouldered his way through the
cluster of thugs around the portcullis. He spat on his hands, grasped the base
of the portcullis, and heaved. Inch by inch, Balgan hauled that deadweight of
riveted steel upward along its tracks, the rictus of concentration and the
sweat beading his brow the only outward signs of his superhuman effort. 


A small black object dropped through one of the
murder holes above the archway. It bounced once off a thug's shoulder, twice on
the ground, and then exploded with a dull crack.


Instantly, the tiny space beneath the arch was
filled with a foul-smelling yellow smoke. It was so dense I could barely see
Balgan, let alone the thugs beyond the portcullis. Ildaro backed away from the
gatehouse, dragging me with him and barking at his men to follow. I was soon
glad that he had. Only a couple of his thugs had emerged from the smoke cloud.
The rest were in no fit state to get clear – or so I assumed from the strangled
sounds that emerged from within.


Ildaro dragged me back another step. As he did so,
a dark shape dropped from the rampart above our heads, smoke swirling and
streaming behind him.


Some sixth sense warned Ildaro of his danger. He
looked up in time to see a pair of boots collide heavily with his face. The
impact knocked him off his feet and I winced empathically as his head struck
the flagstones. His assailant landed lightly. 


Constans. 


He threw me an irreverent salute, and turned to
face Ildaro's remaining two thugs.


They were as good as I feared they'd be. They drew
their swords, but rather than coming forward in a mad rush that would have left
them unbalanced and easy prey, they circled around us so that we couldn't keep
both in view. 


"Back to back," Constans muttered. He
held out a dagger, hilt-first. 


I nodded and took the weapon. My sword had fallen
from Ildaro's hand only a few feet away, but it might as well have been on the
Isle of Selann for all the good it would do me right now. 


The thugs still hadn't attacked. Constans and I
circled with them. Constans had a pair of daggers in his hands now, their
wicked points daring the enemy to attack.


"What do we do now?" I asked, eying the
nearest thug.


"We await
glorious opportunity." Constans didn't sound at all concerned. In fact, I
had the distinct impression he was enjoying himself. 


Glorious opportunity came a few seconds later when
a heavyset thug, breathing hard and obviously the worse for wear, stumbled from
the smoke. Taking in the sight of the fallen Ildaro, he drew his sword,
bellowed a challenge, and ran headlong at Constans.


The two circling guards, knowing the value of a
good distraction when they saw one, closed in. Constans didn't even hesitate.
He took two running steps towards the charging brute and launched into a flying
kick that caught his target square in the middle of the chest. The victim's
bellow cut off, and he dropped winded to the ground. 


The remaining thugs ignored Constans and closed in
on me. Faced with opponents on both sides, I advanced on the one directly to my
front. He slashed at my belly, but the attack was clumsy and easily parried. I
lunged for his eyes. He stumbled backwards, tripped on Ildaro's prone form and
cracked his head on the roadway.


Constans shouted a warning. I turned as the other
thug's sword hissed past my face. Ignoring the dagger in my hand, I kicked my
new attacker massively between the legs. He doubled over with a roar of pain.
Grabbing a hank of his filthy hair, I dragged his head down and slammed my knee
into his face. He gave another cry of pain, muted this time, and collapsed. 


Three more of my escort had finally emerged from
the thinning smoke, faces blazing with damaged pride, but thankfully no Balgan
as yet. Constans didn't seem to care about being on the losing end of
three-to-one odds. He just laughed went to meet them. As he ran, the daggers
left his hands. They sliced through the air, burying themselves in flesh to the
accompaniment of meaty thuds. His victims dropped their swords and sank to
their knees, desperately trying to staunch the flow of blood.


That left one opponent who, on seeing his target
was now dagger-less, grinned savagely and swung his cudgel at Constans' head.
Reacting quicker than I would have thought possible, Constans ducked under the
swing and rammed his shoulder into the thug's midriff. They both went down in a
tangle of arms and legs, but Constans was on his feet first. He stamped down
hard on his opponent's clenched fingers, then kicked him squarely in the head
for good measure. 


Constans turned back to look at me, his eyes
alive. He wasn't even breathing hard. "Shall we go?"


I opened my mouth to speak, but closed it again as
Balgan finally emerged from the smoke. Constans sensed his approach, but this
time he was too slow. Balgan cuffed Constans around the head with enough force
to spin him around. Then the giant clamped one meaty hand around his neck and
hauled him clear of the ground. 


Constans kicked madly at his captor, but if Balgan
felt the blows he gave no sign. 


Darting towards Ildaro's motionless form, I
reclaimed my sword from the cobbles. I ran towards the struggling pair,
skirting the trail of unconscious and mewling victims Constans had left in his
wake. I didn't want to kill Balgan. Not that I was against removing one of
Solomon's soldiers from the world – far from it – but I was only at liberty
because Quintus was certain I hadn't killed anyone. As soon as that changed, he'd
have no choice but to lock me up.


Irrelevantly, I wondered if that was why Constans
had merely wounded the thugs – albeit seriously. He struck me less and less as
a man who worried about consequences, but either murder was a line he refused
to cross, or he was no less wary of Quintus than I was. Would I kill to save
Constans? I wasn't sure. 


For better or worse, Balgan took the decision out
of my hands. Raising Constans a fraction higher, he half-spun in my direction
and let fly. I tried to turn aside, but my reactions were too slow. Constans
fell on top of me, I was knocked down, and my sword went skittering off down
the street.


As Balgan bore down on us, Constans half-stood,
half-toppled off me. I dragged myself upright and backed away. Everything
blurred. A stab of pain warned me I'd hit my head during the fall. Behind
Balgan, the smoke had dissipated entirely. Worse, I saw that the portcullis was
now rising with a clatter of steel on stone.


Constans looked at the oncoming Balgan, the group
of thugs streaming through the gateway and then at me. "Run?"


"Run," I agreed, and grabbed my sword. 


By the time I turned back to Constans, he was
halfway down the street and Balgan was almost within reach. Fortunately, strong
as Balgan might have been, he was nowhere near as quick or desperate as I.
Ducking away from his grasping hand, I turned and fled. Even as I did so, I
heard shouting and the trample of feet as Balgan and the remaining thugs
thundered in pursuit.


There were plenty of other people out on these
streets, but they scattered before us. Life in this part of the city was
dangerous enough without borrowing trouble off strangers. A few moments later,  we
reached the dockside. The calm waters of the bay stretched off in front of me,
and I glimpsed a convoy of merchantmen passing by the great lighthouse. 


"Come on!" Constans ran northward along
the harbour, dodging through the obstacle course of crates, wagons and
wandering citizens. 


I followed him, my breathing increasingly ragged.
Gods! I hadn't realised how soft I'd become in the last six months. I threw a
look over my shoulder – perhaps some of our pursuers had remained behind to tend
their wounded. They hadn't. Balgan at their head, they charged on, weapons
drawn. One unfortunate dock worker blundered into their path only to be barged
clean off the quay and into the water.


Another dozen paces and Constans veered right
again, plunging us into the maze of alleyways and ramshackle houses. A handful
of breakneck turns later, and I was completely lost, my only points of
reference the man running a little to my front, and the wrathful band a few
dozen paces behind.


As we took a left turn, a pair of quarrels
ricocheted off the wall behind me. Clearly some of Ildaro's men were armed with
pistol crossbows. Just as clearly, they'd decided not to take me alive. 


"Tell me," I gasped. "Do you know
where you're going?" 


"Not as such, no." Constans spoke as if
he were taking a gentle afternoon's walk. I hated him. "I will confess to
focusing more on 'away' than on 'to'."


My rescuer's lack of preparation was made all the
clearer seconds later when the alley widened not into a junction, but into a
courtyard with a handful of closed doors, two stacks of barrels, but no exits. 


Constans shrugged apologetically as he staggered
to a halt in the shadow of the opposite wall. "I did warn you."


"Well, that's alright then."


Trying to ignore my burning lungs, I turned to
face our pursuers who, sensing a trap, had slowed to walking pace. Balgan drew
a serrated knife from a sheath on his belt and directed the other thugs
forward. This, I decided, would hurt. Then my ears finally heard the sound I'd
been hoping to hear since I'd left Solomon's tower – the peculiar
rustling/crackling from the previous night. It stopped as abruptly as it had
begun. Had it been my imagination?


"Anyway," Constans protested, "it
nearly worked. One man's heroic rescue attempt in the face of twelve to one
odds, and all that."


Balgan was nearly halfway across the courtyard
now, his thugs fanning out to prevent any chance of our escape. They were still
wary, but then I'd be wary too, having seen Constans fight. 


"So, I'm curious," Constans went on. "Did
you actually have your own plan of escape? I assume you must have done, seeing
as you're so unimpressed with mine."


As if on cue, the sound came again. Our pursuers
heard it that time and stopped advancing. A couple of them even turned to look
back down the alleyway.


"Actually," I said, "I did." 


The crackling sound rose to a sudden crescendo and
the shadows in the alley came to terrifying life. The strawjack's entrance into
the courtyard was everything I could have wished for. Balgan and his thugs
froze as they took in the creature's full horror. Constans, I noticed, still
displayed his customary lack of concern. I envied him his poise.


This was the second time I'd seen the strawjack.
Even so, I was taken aback. Its woody hide was still blistered and
fire-blackened from the lantern's explosion, and I glimpsed fresh green
branches where the creature was healing from my sword-blows.


To give Balgan's men credit, they didn't stay
frozen for long, though they might have been better served if they had.
Convinced the strawjack was some trick of mine or Constans', they moved to
engage it. They couldn't know, as I did, that the creature wasn't there to
protect me; it had come for me, or rather, it had come for the thing I was
carrying.


Had the thugs left the strawjack alone, it might
have ignored them entirely. Fortunately for me, this was not the case. The thug
on the far left of the line attacked first, hacking at the strawjack as it
tried to push through to reach me. The crackling sound grew shrill as the blade
hacked into the strawjack's branches.


The rest of Balgan's men joined the battle,
screaming to chase away their fear as they cut and slashed at the towering monster.
Crossbow bolts buried themselves in the monster's hide with no real sign that
they'd done any damage.


At first, the
strawjack fought as I had seen it do before, with great sweeping blows that
knocked assailants sprawling, but mostly unharmed. Balgan and his men seemed to
take heart from its seeming ineffectualness, and redoubled their efforts,
ducking low under the flailing arms to deliver vicious strikes to the creature's
body. One man, his face bloody from the strawjack's thorns, raised an axe high
and then brought it down with punishing force, hacking deep into the creature's
side. 


The crackling stopped. The strawjack collapsed
against a barrel, sap dripping from its wounds and pooling on the ground. The
green fires of its eyes dimmed, and the thugs gave a ragged cheer. Balgan
snorted contemptuously and turned back in my direction, gesturing to his men to
do the same.


Suddenly the crackling was back, louder than ever,
and the strawjack's eyes were blazing with anger. Staggering to its feet, it
lurched towards the axe-man, long and supple branches writhing from its
outstretched fingers. The thug's arms were entangled in moments, his screams
cut off as more tendrils forced their way into his mouth and down his throat.
Swords and cudgels crashed down as Balgan's men tried to free their comrade,
but they were too late. Bloody thorns burst from eye sockets and out through
nose and ears. The thug went limp in the strawjack's embrace.


With a rasping crackle that sounded almost like
laughter, the strawjack cast the corpse down. Its tendrils gathered up another
thug. With a whip-like motion, it hurled him at the wall with sickening force.
A third thug died as the creature ripped the sword from his grasp and plunged
deep into his chest. 


Through it all, I watched in horrified
fascination. Had the strawjack held back with me, or had I just been very, very
lucky? I didn't know.


Losing all stomach for the fight, Balgan's thugs
fled desperately into the alley. The strawjack let them go and turned back to
face me, blood and sap mingling in the hollows of its flesh. 


Constans glanced at me, an expression of disbelief
on his face. "This was your plan?"


"I didn't say it was a good plan." 


Eyes blazing, the strawjack advanced.











Ten


 


"It's your ally," said
Constans. "You deal with it."


I backed away from the advancing strawjack. "It
following me around the city does not make it my friend. In fact, I'm fairly
sure it'll kill me with as little compunction as it did that lot." A
thought struck.  "I don't suppose you've any more of those smoke bombs?"



Constans shook his head. "You probably didn't
see, but the rest went over the other side of the gatehouse."


The strawjack was nearly within reach. Time for
more desperate measures. I took my eyes from the oncoming creature and fixed
Constans with my best authoritative stare.


"Give it a count of three, then run. The
creature's here for me, so I'll draw it off and you can get clear."


"Not a chance. Arianwyn sent me out to
retrieve you. Although the word 'alive' was not specifically mentioned, she'll
not be at all happy if I arrive dragging your bloodied corpse... Hold on a
moment. It's stopped moving."


He was right. The strawjack stood stock still,
swaying slightly from side to side, the strange crackling muted almost to a
whisper.


 Constans shot a glance in my direction. "What
now?"


"I don't know."


"Perhaps it's dying."


"Could be. Or it's waiting for something."


We stood before the motionless strawjack for what
seemed like  an age, unwilling to attempt escape in case this was merely a
ruse. But the creature remained unmoving, as lifeless as it had seemed in the Highvale
garden.


"Come on," I said. "Let's not waste
the opportunity."


I'd taken only a step when Constans put his hand
on my shoulder. "Look."


The strawjack raised its right arm, the palm of
its hand facing the sky. No other part of the creature moved so much as an
inch. When the arm was fully horizontal, the long fingers bent inward as if
gripping a globe. As they did so, dozens of slender green shoots burst from the
strawjack's hand and climbed upward. They moved with a life of their own,
twisting and combining to form a spindly doll-like figure that stood about a
foot high on the creature's palm. 


The marionette was crude at first, a rough-cut
imitation of a man with neither clothing nor features. I watched in
astonishment as more tendrils sprouted from the strawjack's hand, wending their
way around the doll-like figure, covering it in an imitation of a hooded robe
whose skirts bled back into the palm from which they had sprung. 


More shoots burst from the empty cowl. They clawed
and lashed at the air before drawing back to weave a face for the marionette.
No, not a face – a mask. The features were a little too exaggerated to be
human, just like the masks I'd seen actors wear when playing the part of... 


No, surely not. But I couldn't deny the
resemblance. 


An empty, fearful worry gnawed at my stomach as I
watched the countenance form. Its frozen smile managed to be somehow both
mischievous and sorrowful at the same time. A crown of thorns burst from the
forehead. A thin scar – almost impossibly fine at this scale – ran from just
above the centre of each brow and down across the eye sockets to end midway
along the cheek.


Once again, the legends of my childhood were
unfolding before me, and I found I wanted to do nothing more than run. My legs,
alas, had other ideas and refused to take another step. Whether that was simply
the result of fear, or something more insidious, I had no notion. I looked
across at Constans, but he was staring at the strawjack in rapt fascination and
spared me not even a glance. 


"Well," he remarked, in a tone of mild
interest, "I certainly can't claim that I've seen that before. I mean, I've
seen that face before, obviously. It's a rare morality play in which he doesn't
play a central role. Somehow, I rather thought he'd be taller. On the other
hand, who can say what details are lost when legends get handed down?"


Did the man take nothing seriously? "I don't
think that's actually him." Even as I spoke I knew I was rising to
provocation. Strangely enough, the desire to flee had faded, replaced by
curiosity. "At least, not in the physical sense." 


The mask's eye sockets blazed with green fire and
the bowed head rose to stare at me. It didn't move like a jointed marionette.
Instead, the tendrils that made up its body rippled and shifted to assume new
poses, like a statue resculpting itself.


{{Do you know me, Child of Ashana?}} The figure's
voice droned like the beating wings of a thousand insects. 


"I do, my lord." I bowed my head in
respect. "You are Jack i' the Wood to my folk. Jerack to the people of
this city. You are Lord of Thorns and ruler of Fellhallow."


The figure laughed. {{I rule nothing. I am what
the world requires. When it calls for a destroyer, I stretch out my hand and
sweep aside all in my path; when a defender is needed, I stand as a bulwark.
You, of all people, should understand how closely those paths are entwined.}}


"And which role are you playing now?"
Constans demanded.


He was nowhere near as awestruck as I. For me,
Jack was one of the legendary forces of the world, a divinity to be treated
with fear and respect – all the more so as he was now seemingly neither so
distant nor as legendary as I had believed a few moments ago. Conversely, the
Tressians had long ago lost regard for any great power that was not of their
own making. That spiritual dissolution had driven them into the arms of
Sidarism. 


Jack ignored him. 


"My companion asks a fair question, lord,"
I said. The marionette stared in Constans' direction, but Jack said nothing.
Plumbing the depths of my courage, I pressed on. "Do you come as a
destroyer or as a protector?"


{{You have, in your possession, something that
does not belong  to you. I have no desire to cause you harm. Give it to me, or
death  will follow.}}


"Is that why your creature murdered Stefan? Because
he'd stolen from you?"


{{The old man's death was unfortunate. He was
weak. His heart could not withstand my servant's grasp.}}


"What if we don't have the fragment any
longer?" Constans asked.


Again Jack ignored him, and I repeated the
question. The marionette cocked its head and Jack made an amused noise. The
fragment grew heavier in my pocket. 


{{Do not test me, mortal. I can feel the
portalstone's presence in ways you cannot imagine. I know you did not steal it,
but you are the one who holds it now.}}


"Then why don't you take it from me? Have
your servant kill me as well as these others?"


The strawjack shifted its position a little, the
crackling sound rising briefly then falling away as it settled back down. 


The marionette straightened. {{Their deaths too
were not of my doing; they attacked my servant, and it defended itself, as it
was entitled to. Did you not wish their deaths? They sought yours.}} 


This conversation was becoming decidedly
uncomfortable. "What happens if I hand over what you seek?" 


Constans threw me a warning glance, but said
nothing.


{{My servant will return it to the proper place.
Death will remain only a possibility.}} 


That, I reflected, fell somewhat short of a
guarantee of safety. "And if I refuse?"


{{Then the consequences are of your making.}}


I sighed. Deference was rapidly giving way to
frustration. Even for a being legendary for double-talk, Jack was making this
conversation very difficult. I tried another tack. "Can I have time to
think it over? Please understand, lord, that I don't fully understand what is
happening around me. I wouldn't want to make the wrong decision." 


The marionette cocked its head on one side again.
{{And my word is not to be trusted without question?}} To my relief, he sounded
amused, rather than angry. {{Very well. The hour is not yet so late that I
cannot afford to be generous. I shall grant you a day to reconcile yourself.
But I will be watching.}}


Before I could register surprise or even offer
thanks, the marionette dissolved into a whirl of thrashing stems and flowed
back into the hand that had birthed it. With a last ominous crackle, the
strawjack turned and lurched back into the alley, leaving no sign of its
presence save for  the men it had slain. I let out a deep breath I hadn't
realised I'd  been holding. 


"That was unexpected," said Constans. "I
thought you were dead." You, I noted, not we. Charming.


"Too easy, is what it was."


"True enough. Do you think it's a trick?"


I looked around the courtyard once again. "We
can't talk here. Even if Balgan doesn't come back, someone's going to find
these bodies. I'd rather not be here when they do."


*******


Arianwyn's house was the obvious
destination, but we didn't head there immediately. Constans pointed out that
Balgan would almost certainly be watching for us and suggested we shelter
somewhere along the way. I readily agreed. If nothing else, it would give me
time to recover from the evening's exertions. Besides, while I'd been talking
to Jack, recent events had finally clicked into place, and I wanted to discuss
my revelation with Constans without Arianwyn in earshot. Constans left me to
decide exactly where we would take shelter and, after consideration, I led us
through the streets to the Cathedral of Sidara.


The cathedral was a colossal building, easily
taller than anything else in the square. Its great gates were each three times
the height of a man and would thus have been imposing enough even if they weren't
set at the top of some fifty or so steps. There were two great bell towers –
one on either side of the gates – and all manner of lesser spires and steeples
cresting from the severely sloped roof. Statues of all shapes and sizes nestled
in alcoves or stood guard upon the outward face of flying buttresses. Some were
of phoenixes – firebirds ever-beloved of Tressians. Most were of the winged
maidens my people called 'serathi'. We acknowledged them as messengers of
Astarra, Goddess of Light, but did not worship them, for Astarra was ever at
war with her sister Ashana, or so I'd been taught. 


Tressians, of course, didn't know any better.
Somewhere along the line, it would seem they'd conflated Astarra with Sidara,
which I suppose a more devout man than I might have found sacrilegious. As it
was, I found it odd how the Tressians seemed unable to worship anything that
did not begin and end with themselves. Astarra was a heathen deity, and
therefore a superstition. Sidara, on the other hand, was a daughter of Tressia
and unimpeachable. They'd even renamed Astarra's servants: in Tressia, the
serathi were known as angels.


Over the years, no small number of legends had
grown up around angels in Tressia. Some folk claimed that they had been present
when Sidara had first blazed her way into legend. Others even believed that one
lived in the upper reaches of the Cathedral, and could sometimes be seen at
night, flying around the bell towers. Tressians readily believed anything.


I couldn't deny the statues were impressive.
However, the cathedral's most dazzling feature was a great stained glass panel
supported between the two bell towers. This was nothing short of a masterpiece,
and one easily the size of a building itself. Raised high above the city and
facing eastward, this great panel held an image of Sidara, resplendent in blues
and golds. As the sun rose, its rays of light projected her vibrant image upon
the cathedral square – literally bringing light to the faithful. When the bells
chimed, as they did each dawn, the vibrations in the panel caused it to 'sing'
with the voice of some heavenly choir. It was a little too theatrical for my
tastes, but I couldn't deny the genius that had made it possible.


I couldn't be counted amongst the faithful, but
then nor was I seeking Sidara's light. I simply sought sanctuary. Though the
cathedral was not yet officially completed, I knew the doors were open to
all-comers. It was public enough that Balgan wouldn't attack us there, and
hopefully private enough that Constans and I could talk without interruption.


Constans, as I had expected, was less than pleased
with my selection. "I loathe this building." He pointed up at the
entrance archway. "Do you know what it says up there? Viselna et
Garalna: 'She Watches and She Protects'. They simply can't accept that
Sidara was mortal and that she died. Just like they're all mortal and that they're
all going to die." 


I rapidly reappraised the wisdom of bringing
Constans here. Arianwyn had warned me about his views on Sidarism, and it
seemed that even our present need for anonymity wouldn't keep him from
expressing those views to all nearby. Heads were already turning in our
direction, so I forcibly led Constans deeper into the cathedral, hoping he
would quieten. No such luck, as it turned out.


"Who'd choose to live forever anyway?"
he asked gloomily. "Even a decade changes the world beyond recognition,
and seldom for the better. Can you imagine living for hundreds upon hundreds of
years, watching everyone around you grow old and die, watching the things you
fought for fall into dust? And then, just as you think things can't get any worse,
a bunch of deluded lunatics build a religion around you. I tell you, if it
happened to me I'd bury myself alive." 


I did my best to ignore him, pointedly admiring
the craftsmanship on a particularly fine statue of Sidara. Her left hand was
raised in blessing, her right outstretched to serve as a perch for a phoenix
the size of a small eagle. Fine workmanship, but perhaps a little clichéd.
Tressians loved to liken their realm to the firebirds of the Ithna'jîm deserts,
so often had it been born anew from the ashes of war.


Lacking an audience, Constans had finally
subsided, but not soon enough. I heard the sound of footsteps clacking across
tiles and turned to see Edroth Olvas, the cathedral's high archimandrite,
bearing down on us, sky-blue robes trailing across the floor. 


"Gentlemen. This house is, of course, open to
all, but I would ask that you maintain a level of decorum whilst within its
bounds."


The old man certainly looked the part, with his
flowing white hair and neatly-trimmed beard lending a suitably patriarchal
appearance. His physique was robust for a man of his advancing years, and I
knew his first calling had been as a Sidarist preacher in the army. That had
been several decades ago, and he'd dedicated his life since to the construction
of the building in which we now stood. No wonder he was ill-prepared to
tolerate Constans' remorseless scorn.


"My apologies, eminence," I said. "I'm
afraid my companion has endured a difficult day, and has temporarily mislaid
his manners." 


Constans glared daggers at me and opened his mouth
to speak. 


Olvas got there first. "Sadly, Master Reveque
has expressed such views many times, so wherever his manners have been mislaid,
they would seem to be very far afield indeed. He has made it quite clear he
does not agree with our honouring of his ancestor and is, of course, entitled
to that opinion." He smiled without warmth.


"This is a truly incredible building," I
said, before the inevitable argument unfurled.


Constans again opened his mouth to speak. I trod
heavily on his foot, and he finally took the hint.


"Oh, indeed, ambassador, indeed," said
Olvas. "It is a great compliment to hear you say so. It has been my life's
work these many years, providing a suitable place where Our Lady can receive the
worship she so truly deserves." He sighed. "So many long years and
still not yet finished, but it will be soon. I look forward to welcoming you to
its final consecration."


I didn't want to talk about an interminable
ceremony I'd not yet come to terms with attending, especially because Jamar had
nagged me about it at roughly twelve hour intervals for the past fortnight. "The
cathedral already looks to be complete."


"Oh, I grant you much of it is – at least
physically. But there are final details to be attended to that I wouldn't
expect a gentleman such as yourself to notice." 


Funny how 'gentleman' sounded a lot like 'heathen'
in that particular context. "The windows are particularly glorious."


There were ten of them in all, two on each facing
of the five-sided nave. Each captured a scene from Sidara's life in vibrant
stained glass, and to a detail my countrymen would have been completely unable
to replicate. In matters of art, if nothing else, the Tressians had us far
outmatched. 


I only recognised a few of the friezes. The first
was eerily similar to the painting at the embassy, the young Sidara protected
from Kai Saran by Josiri Trelan's flashing blade and Viktor Droshna's
prodigious strength. The fifth showed her and Droshna again, but this time she
was a radiant young woman surrounded by a halo of white light, surrounded on
all sides by cruel-faced warriors with pale skin and black armour. Josiri
Trelan – her father-in-law by this time, if I remembered my history correctly –
lay dying in her embrace. He was mortally wounded, laid low by the
now-corrupted Droshna. The last window depicted Sidara upon the prow of a great
white ship, her once golden hair flecked with grey. No one in Tressia had seen
her once that ship had sailed. That mystery, as much as any of her deeds, kept
the legend alive.


"You are very kind." Olvas' tone lay a
hair shy of condescension. "If you will excuse me, gentlemen, I have
duties to perform. I trust I shall not have to summon the constables to remove
you." Without waiting for an answer, he glided serenely away. 


Constans regarded me with a carefully neutral
expression. "You do know he's quite mad."


I shot him a warning look.


"No, I'm serious," Constans insisted. "He
claims Sidara came to him in a dream, and commanded he build this place. I'm
surprised he didn't tell you." 


"Arianwyn didn't tell me Sidara was one of
your forebears." I spoke carefully, not wanting to provoke another
outburst. 


"No, I can't imagine she did," Constans
replied. "My lineage is not something I like to talk about, and Ari
respects that. I'm not a direct descendant, but she and I are family. It's one
of the reasons I don't appreciate all of this nonsense." He sighed and
took a seat next to me. "I do get bored of talking about myself,
especially when there are more interesting topics at hand. Do you think Jerack
really means to give you a day to yield the fragment?"


"I think so. What I don't understand is why.
Even after the beating Balgan's men gave it, that strawjack could have killed
us both. If this portalstone's as important as Jack implied, I don't know why
he didn't simply take it by force."


"Perhaps you're protected. He did keep
calling you 'Child of Ashana'. You don't happen to have divine blood in your
veins? I'd keep that quiet – Olvas'll erect a temple to you in no time at all."


"That or burn me at the stake as a demon and
declare a week of feasting," I agreed. "But no, I'm as human as you
are." 


Constans grinned. "Fair enough, it was worth
asking. Why 'Child of Ashana' then?"


"My people have never forgotten the gods. I
was named in Ashana's sight and raised a believer. Perhaps you're right: maybe
I do have a divine guardian. In the old legends, Jack was Ashana's servant in
the mortal world, maybe that holds true now." I shrugged. "Or perhaps
he was simply feeling benevolent." 


Constans snorted. "I don't know what tales
you Hadari tell of Jerack, but his benevolence never featured strongly in our
legends. Fickle would be the word I'd use." He leaned back."Assuming
you are protected, this could all be a bluff on his part, an intimidation to
get you to hand over what he can't – or won't – take by force."


"Maybe," I conceded. "But you'll
forgive me if that's not something I'd wish to rely upon."


"Probably very wise. You know what this
portalstone does?"


"I don't even have the glimmering of an idea.
Don't you know? Your employer dragged me into this."


"I only know what you do. Arianwyn was
studying that book when I left, but I don't know if she found anything." He
regained his feet. "On that subject, we should probably be getting back."


I stayed put. "Not just yet. You see, there's
something that's been weighing on my mind for a while now." I waited for
Constans to sit down. "It was you that attacked me in Stefan's library two
nights ago, wasn't it?"


I'd expected some kind of denial, perhaps even an
outburst, but Constans simply spread his hands wide in slightly sheepish
confession. "You worked it out, then. I thought you would."


"I get there in the end. It all hinges around
the strawjack. Arianwyn said Stefan gave her the fragment the day before he was
killed. But if the strawjack killed him and it did so because it was trying to
recover the fragment – the same fragment it tracked me across town to try to
claim – then the fragment had to have been in Stefan's possession that night.
Someone else retrieved it, and that someone was you." 


Constans nodded. "Ari and Dalrand had argued
earlier that day. She wanted Dalrand to surrender the stone, and his notes, for
safekeeping. Dalrand refused, so she asked me to take it. I found the strawjack
standing over Dalrand's body. I tried to drive it away – I'll be wearing the
bruises from that encounter for a while yet – but only succeeded in knocking it
off the roof. Fortunately, the fragment was still in Dalrand's desk, so I took
it. I didn't fancy going back over the rooftops in case the creature had hauled
its way back up. In point of fact, I was about to slink down the stairs and
make my way out the front when you crept in." He shifted in his seat. "I'm
afraid I assumed you were one of Solomon's men..."


"...which was why you tried to kill me.".


"Well, cripple you, anyway," Constans
admitted. "Of course, when I found out who you were, I knew there was no
possibility of you working for, or with, Solomon. No hard feelings?"


"I'm happy to let tonight's rescue balance
the books," I said. "Of course, knowing that I wasn't in any way
involved with either the strawjack or Solomon made me about the only person Arianwyn
could turn to, given his lordship's influence. But she couldn't very well say
that to me, so she invented the story about Quintus sending her in my
direction. Whilst Quintus might be unorthodox in his methods, he's not so much
so that he'd cheerfully send the victim's niece to converse with his only
suspect."


"She did wonder if you'd spot that. It seems
we've been guilty of underestimating you."


"Perhaps a little," I allowed. "But
there's still something I don't understand."


"And that is?"


"Why approach me at all? I brought no special
knowledge about Stefan's death. In fact, you already knew far more about it
than I did."


"Ah. That you'll have to ask Ari."


"You don't know either, then?"


"That's not what I said," Constans
grinned. "But you'll still have to ask Ari."


"Fair enough." Constans had revealed far
more than I'd expected. The rest could wait a little longer. A short walk's
worth of longer, in fact. I rose to my feet. "I'll do that now. Coming?"
















 











Eleven


 


It was a cloudless night by the
time we left the cathedral, well lit by a joyous moon. In an unusual stroke of
good fortune, we made it back to Arianwyn's home without incident. 


Perhaps we were left unmolested because Balgan was
licking his wounds and gathering more men. Perhaps whatever diversions Solomon
had used to draw the city's constables away had ended – certainly we
encountered plenty of Quintus' men on our walk back. I didn't much care. I'd
had more than my share of fights and flights, and going without one for a few
hours was a blessed relief.


As we approached the house, I heard the scrape of
bolts being drawn back. The door opened and Arianwyn stood framed in the
doorway. Her skin was a touch paler than when last I'd seen her, but she seemed
otherwise hale. With one last look around the street, I passed inside. Constans
entered and closed the door. 


"Thank goodness," Arianwyn exclaimed,
face bright with relief as she hugged Constans. "You've been gone so long.
I was worried something else had happened."


"Not at all," Constans replied, smiling.
"Things were a little more... complicated... than I would have liked, but
at least I found our friend. Walking the streets, he was, a poor little lamb
lost in suspect company. Naturally, I felt so badly for him that I insisted he
accompany me instead."


Arianwyn released Constans and looked me up and
down. Apparently, I didn't rate a hug. "Constans likes to make light of
his escapades. He thinks that if I'm not there to see them, I won't realise he's
lying about the danger. I assume Solomon had you."


"He did," I said. "I owe you both.
I'd not have escaped without Constans' help."


"Nonsense," said Constans. "You'd
have just slipped away when the strawjack burst onto the scene."


Arianwyn went a shade paler. "I thought we
destroyed it."


"Sadly not," I said. "In fact,
there's some suggestion it may have been holding back when we fought it."
I held up my hands to forestall further comment. "But before I get into
all of that..." I fished the fragment out of my pocket and threw it to
Arianwyn, who caught it easily. "You dropped this the other night." 


She stared at it in astonishment. "But...
Solomon captured you. Surely he searched you?"


"Not nearly closely enough. They took my
weapons, but that was it." I was reminded that while I'd retrieved my
sword, my dagger was still unaccounted for. I'd probably not be seeing it
again. "Actually, I had the distinct impression he didn't think you'd
trust me with it – which isn't so very far from the truth, is it?"


She had the good grace to shift uncomfortably. "It's
back, and you're unharmed; nothing else matters. I admit I've been less than
honest with you, Edric. I apologise unreservedly, and I will explain, I
promise. But first, tell me what's happened to you."


"I'd be happy to." I turned to Constans.
"Before I do though, I wonder if Constans might do me a small favour? It's
been entirely too long since I last set foot in the embassy. Jamar, my
havildar, will be getting anxious. Perhaps you wouldn't mind letting him know I'm
still alive, and quite safe."


Constans glanced at Arianwyn, and received a small
nod. "Not a problem. Being your courier shouldn't be half as taxing as
being your rescuer. I trust you'll both stay out of trouble until I return?"



He was gone a moment later, the door closing
behind him with a soft click. In honesty, I didn't much care how anxious Jamar
became, but until I was absolutely certain I could trust Arianwyn and Constans,
I wanted to have as many conversations as possible where they couldn't hear
each others' stories. Who knew what interesting facts might come to light? 


I turned back to Arianwyn. "If you don't
mind, I'd rather not stand around in the hallway." 


She smiled. "Actually, this is the most
comfortable room in the house, but I take your point. Please follow me." 


She led me to the other end of the hall, and into
a reception room so broad and high ceilinged that a respectably-sized house
could have easily been built within its bounds. A series of high windows ran
along the front and back walls, but even had it not been dark outside, no light
would have entered through their heavy shutters. 


The room was also almost entirely unfurnished.
Aside from  a handful of armchairs arranged around the nearest fireplace, and a
small wooden table in the corner, there was nothing. No carpets, no statuary
and no paintings; just bare floorboards, basking forlorn in the light  of a
half-dozen lanterns similar to the one Arianwyn had used the previous night.


"Very nice," I said equably. "I
know it's not polite to ask, but has your family fallen on hard times?"


"In a manner of speaking." Arianwyn waved
at me to sit down. "But this isn't really part of it. This house..."


"...is a distraction, a ruse. Is this where I
finally get to find out who you really are?"


"Soon, I promise. But first, please tell me
of your evening."


After a brief hesitation, I launched into a
retelling of what had happened since I'd seen her last. I held nothing back.
Constans had been present for most of the really interesting parts, so there
was no benefit to be had from omitting details.


Arianwyn listened silently for the most part,
though she did shift uncomfortably at the mention of Solomon's catspaws
searching her at the Silverway. The strawjack's reappearance she took in her
stride, but then Constans had already revealed that detail. The mention of
Jack, on the other hand, provoked a startled response. "Jerack? He's real?"


"So it would seem." I'd had several
hours to come to terms with the idea, but still had difficulty accepting it myself.
Whether it's Jack or not, there's clearly a third party involved in whatever
you've dragged  me into."


"Yes, I'm sorry for the danger I've put you
in," Arianwyn said contritely. "I never intended for that to happen."


"Then prove it," I said. "Tell me
the truth. Constans told me some of it, but perhaps you'd explain the rest."


She sighed. "Where would you like me to
start?"


"How about who you really are? You're not
Stefan's niece."


She nodded. "Sorry, it seemed the easiest way
to avoid a lot of questions. How did you know?"


"I didn't. Not at first, but then I realised
I'd never heard Stefan talk about his family, which seemed strange given the
details you spun for me back at the Silverway. But I had no proof, so I assumed
I was simply being too suspicious. Then I found a letter in Stefan's bureau, a
letter asking him to study an unusual find."


Arianwyn grimaced. She knew where this was going.


"The letter promised the opportunity of a
lifetime, as well as generous payment. It also requested Stefan burn the
letter, which clearly he hadn't. But that wasn't the most interesting thing.
That particular honour goes, I think, to the signature. Wouldn't you say,  Lady
Arianwyn?"


"I can see why you'd think that."


"Stefan didn't steal the fragment from
Solomon. You did."


"Yes."


"Why? Solomon spoke of a project related to
the fragment, but he didn't go so far as to say what it was."


"We don't know either," said Arianwyn. "But
once we learned of Solomon's interest, we had no choice but to take an interest
of our own. Whatever he seeks to achieve, it can't be allowed."


I held up my hands. "You'll have no argument
from me. That I'm still prepared to work with you, despite your quite splendid
range of untruths, should be proof of that." I paused. "But you just
said 'we'. This isn't just about you and Constans, is it?"


"Not quite. Sadly, we're far fewer in number
than we would like. Solomon has made it his business to eliminate us."


"How is it that you and Constans survive? I've
seen firsthand his reluctance to move against you, but I don't understand why."


Arianwyn smiled thinly. "Constans, as you've probably
seen, is remarkably difficult to kill, though this hasn't stopped Solomon from
trying. As for myself? You have to understand, Edric, that Solomon practises a
very careful sort of power. He's very good at judging which lines he can cross
with which people. He uses blackmail and threat, yes, but he's careful never to
do so if the victim might refuse. His power is vast, but brittle. Were word
ever to get out that someone had challenged him and survived, that power would
shatter and never be fully recovered. It would take time, of course – revolutions
don't happen overnight – but it would happen."


"An interesting philosophy," I mused, "but
it doesn't answer  my question."


"Oh, but it does. You asked if my family had
fallen on hard times, and it has. But not so long ago my father was a member of
the council – the continuation of a long and noble history of service. So
noble, in fact, that even Solomon doesn't dare move directly against me. He
kills my friends and imprisons my allies, but I am beyond his reach."


"But why? I don't understand. I know for a
fact that Solomon has eliminated others of your rank."


"Not so. True, he's murdered councillors. Oh,
not with his own hands, of course, but the trail of blood leads back to him
every time. But I have an advantage that others do not possess. My family's
name is not Kallindri – though that is how most people know me. It's Trelan."


With that, everything was suddenly clear. "You're
a descendant of Sidara." No wonder Solomon couldn't touch her.


She nodded. "The last of her line, since my
father was lost at sea. I don't use the name, you understand. Father left these
shores to be free of the Sidarists. They expected him to solve their every
problem, you see, convinced of his divine descent. He could have ruled like a
king had he wanted to, but he believed too much in the Republic even to
consider it. That's the reason he kept me from the public eye, so that I might
live unmolested by those who wanted to make use of my lineage. Solomon knows,
of course, and so do most of the other councillors, but as I've never claimed
my father's position, I've largely gone unnoticed. But that would quickly
change if Solomon were to have me killed or even if I were to die in unusual
circumstances. I've quiet allies enough for that."


"You and Constans are family, then?"


"Of a very distant sort. The bloodline has
diverged a great deal since Sidara's time, but that heritage still binds us.
Unfortunately Constans is fair game in Solomon's eyes. Sad to say, his passing
wouldn't attract any attention at all."


I stood up and paced. "I assume it's that
same heritage that grants you your magic." Arianwyn raised her eyebrows. "Please.
Lanterns don't simply explode, and certainly not with enough force to wake half
 the city."


Arianwyn smiled. "Probably. No one knows how
much of Sidara's legend actually happened, and how much grew out of myth, but
she certainly had some power. But you know how it works. Some families pass
their gifts down from generation to generation, in others they die out and
never return, or were never there in the first place. My abilities are feeble.
Father's were stronger, but I've no idea if that's because he'd learned how to
use them properly, or a simple accident of blood."


"Even so, you've enough ability to get
yourself into a great deal of trouble if you attract the wrong kind of
attention."


"You mean the abjuration decrees?" She
shook her head. "Again, my bloodline would have protected me. After all,
those laws were put into force as an excuse to eradicate the magi bloodlines
corrupted by Droshna. The worst that would happen to me is that I'd be forced
to reveal my true identity." She winced. "They'd not execute me,
but..."


"...the Sidarists would beg you to lead them?"


"I fear so. Queen Arianwyn of the former
Tressian republic," she grimaced. "A particularly ghastly outcome. I
think I'd rather face the executioner's axe." A faraway look came into her
eyes. "Can you imagine the horror of it? Everyone begging you to solve
their problems, cure their ills, and deliver them from the woes of the world."
She broke off. "Sorry. Of course you can. That was insensitive of me."


"It doesn't matter," I lied. It did matter,
and I was heartily sick of people accidentally finding ways to remind me of it.
"Why have you dragged me into this mess?"


"We knew you shared some of Dalrand's
interests, and with the fragment of this 'portalstone', I believe you said
Solomon called it?" I nodded. "...this portalstone originating in
Hadari territory, I thought you might have some insights. But that wasn't the
main reason. I told you we were few. In fact, counting Constans and myself
there are now only two of us. We can't easily recruit anyone else as Solomon
has spies and informants everywhere. Any Tressian is a risk and the two of us
alone can't stop him."


"I'm sorry, but even if a third would make
that much difference, I still don't see why you need me."


"Look," she was talking passionately
now. "Whatever this portalstone is, Solomon's expended an insane amount of
effort to seize it. This piece alone cost him dozens of his most trusted
enforcers – the others never came back from the City of the Dead. Most of the
rest of his men are spread across the Toriana Plains looking for the remaining
pieces. We think he has another already, but there's at least one more out
there somewhere. Those men you fought this evening were about the last of the enforcers
Solomon had in the city. He still has plenty of influence, but few will obey
him without question. Remember what I said about the nature of his power?
Solomon would never expose himself this badly except for a really important
prize. Whatever it is, he can't be permitted to have it." 


She stopped, and took a deep breath. "The
truth is, Edric, that we don't need you. We need anyone we can trust. Ideally,
I'd like a host of angels, but there isn't one available. Right now you're the
only person  in this city, outside of my allies, who I can be sure isn't in  Solomon's
pocket."


"What about Quintus?"


"Quintus enforces the law, first and
foremost, and Solomon controls the law. I know he's helped you in the past, but
sooner or later there's going to be a line Quintus won't cross for you." 


I didn't believe her. I couldn't imagine Quintus
taking Solomon's side in anything. 


"Please Edric." Arianwyn pleaded. "Something
terrible is coming, I can feel it. We have to stop it."


I sat back down and sighed. "You might be
right. But if Jack is involved, other powers might be too. If that's the case,
we won't need three of us, but three thousand, or three hundred thousand. We
can't fight the great powers of the world with swords and smoke bombs." 


Arianwyn smiled sadly. "Don't give up hope so
quickly. If there's one thing my lineage has taught me, it is that the
separation between gods and men is never quite so rigidly defined as priests
might have you believe. Besides, we have to try, do we not?"


There was that, I conceded silently, there was
indeed that, but I was spared having to answer Arianwyn's question by the sound
of knocking on the front door.


"Ah." Arianwyn moved to answer, "that
will be Constans." 


She wasn't entirely correct. When Arianwyn
re-entered the room, not only was Constans with her, but so was Jamar. 


"I asked you to take word," I growled at
Constans, getting to my feet, "not bring him back here with you." 


Jamar said nothing, but stood quietly to attention
near the doorway.  I should have noticed something was not quite right, but I
was  too annoyed.


"He was quite insistent," said Constans.
"Besides, there was precious little reason for him to remain. Your embassy
is currently little more than a blackened ruin."


"What?"


"That fire Ildaro spoke of? It started in the
embassy. The house  is practically gone, the gardens are ash and the rest of
the street is  still smouldering."


I glared at Jamar. "Weren't you keeping
watch?"


"Yes, savir," he said miserably. "I
can offer no explanation. The failure is mine."


It wasn't though, and I knew it. Thirty men couldn't
have guarded those grounds. Jamar had two comrades.


Constans cleared his throat. "As it happens.
One of the constables told me a great many more lives would have been lost if
your guards hadn't risked themselves to rescue others."


I stared at Jamar again and saw the charred edges
of his robes and soot smears across his face and armour. The dim light had
blinded me to those details, not anger... Or so I told myself. "Is this
true?"


"We did what we could," Jamar replied
quietly. "It was not enough."


I pinched the bridge of my nose. "It appears
I'm now homeless."


Constans – permanently smiling Constans – scowled
at me.


I glared at him. "What?"


"You're still alive." 


"I'm still...?" The words turned to ash
in my mouth as I finally  caught up.


"Romark and Haril are dead," Jamar said
softly. "They were lost to the flames." 


There was silence for a long moment. A deeply
uncomfortable silence on my part. I almost wished the flames had taken me too.


"I'm sorry," Arianwyn said, speaking
words I should have. "Stay. There's plenty of room here. For both of you,
I mean."


"No," I bit out, embarrassment and anger
swirling in my chest. "Jamar will make other arrangements." My eyes
bored into Arianwyn's, trying by willpower alone to make her understand how poor
an idea  this was.


I might as well have been looking at the ceiling. 


"Don't be ridiculous," she said. "He's
your bodyguard, and he can't very well act as such on the other side of the
city. Besides, it would appear he's at just as much risk as you."


"You're quite right," I replied. "He's
my bodyguard, so I'll decide where he'll stay, not you." 


I'd raised my voice, but I didn't care. Shouting
was a blessed relief that covered up a gnawing guilt. Two men dead because of
me and I hadn't even bothered to learn their names. I told myself that it didn't
matter because I hadn't wanted them, hadn't trusted them, but still my heart
damned me for a liar.


The room was otherwise oddly quiet. Constans had
found something interesting to stare at on the floor, whilst Jamar kept his
face expressionless. Arianwyn, on the other hand, held my gaze.


"I'm not sure I understand what the problem
is," she said sweetly. 


And you're making a prize ass of yourself,
she didn't say, though it was plain on her face. She didn't understand that
there was a very real possibility that Jamar was keeping me alive only until he
was ordered – or chose – to kill me himself.


"He thinks I'm going to betray him." Jamar's
words cut through the tension like a knife. "He thinks my allegiance does
not lie with him. It doesn't matter, lady. I thank you for your kind offer, but
I'll see to my own needs." He bowed low before me. "Our lives were at
your command. I wish you could understand that, savir. I am not in this
city – we were not in this city – because the Emperor ordered us here,
nor because we were the agents of some conspiracy. We believed in your cause
and sought to serve you in honourable exile. You saved all of our lives, at one
time or another. You saved the Empire's honour. We sought only the opportunity
to do the same for you. I shall continue to seek this from a distance." 


He bowed again and turned to leave.


"Jamar, wait."


I spoke without knowing that I'd intended to do
so. I felt tired – tired and empty. But above all, I felt shamed by Jamar's
quiet dignity and my own paranoid behaviour. Arianwyn's frosty stare wasn't
helping, either. I couldn't keep assuming the worst about everyone. Besides,
the way things were going I'd probably be dead in less than a week, so what was
the harm? 


"I'm sorry – for this, and for my behaviour
of the last few months. Stay. Please. I might very well need your help."


"No apology is necessary, savir."
But Jamar stood a little straighter, all the same. 


Arianwyn's glare thawed a few degrees, and I had a
horrible feeling she knew exactly what had gone on in my head. Constans was
still examining the floor. 


I was saved from further embarrassment by an
impatient banging on the front door. Unlike Constans' polite knocks, these were
a series of booming thuds that echoed along the hallway. 


"I'll see to it." I slipped from the
room before anyone could stop me. 


It was Quintus, and a visibly unhappy Quintus at
that. His greatcoat-clad figure stood on the front step like a particularly
ill-tempered guardian statue.


"I had a feeling I'd find you here, my lord."
His tone was decidedly unfriendly. "Can I come in? We need to talk." 


I peered over his shoulder and down onto the
street. A knot of a dozen constables was gathered by the front gate; behind
them stood a ring of praetorians. There were no drawn weapons I could see, but
there were plenty of hands on hilts. 


"Will your friends manage without you?"


"For the moment." Quintus pushed past me
and into the house. 


I closed the door. Arianwyn had emerged from the
other room and had closed the connecting door, much to my approval. There was
no need for Quintus to know others were present. 


"My lady," said Quintus. "I'm
afraid I'll be taking your guest away. He has an appointment with justice, and
likely with the executioner sometime afterwards."


I wasn't sure I'd heard him correctly, not at
first. "What?"


"Yes, Captain," said Arianwyn. "Please
explain."


Quintus glowered at me. "You've been very busy,
my lord. Three dead men down on the docks, six more left crippled in the shadow
of the harbour wall; an interesting way to behave if you're a man looking to be
cleared of murder."


"I haven't murdered anyone. The strawjack
killed those men."


"Aye, this monster of yours? I've witnesses
that say otherwise." I examined Quintus' face, but his inscrutable
expression defied my efforts. "And the assaulted men?"


"Those were me," I admitted. "Well,
partly, at least." There seemed no point dragging Constans into things.


"I'll be honest with you, my lord. I don't
care. Solomon can send his lickspittles down to the guard house to say whatever
they like and I still won't care. There were some particularly ugly characters
amongst the dead and dying, and their passing will only make my job easier. If
you say that you didn't kill them, then I believe you. There's no proof, and I
won't send even the lowest of scum to the Pit without proof."


"So why are you here?"


"Because
of this." Reaching into a pocket, Quintus pulled out a bundle of cloth and
unwrapped it carefully. "Do you perhaps recognise it?"


I did indeed. Resting on the cloth in Quintus'
palm was a dagger; the very dagger I'd earlier given up for lost. "Where
did you find it?"


"Protruding from the ribcage of one Ildaro
Solomon. The good lord's nephew, as the story goes, lying dead by the harbour
wall. A member of the nobility in good standing, last seen alive in your
company." He issued a rumbling sigh. "This I can't ignore."


"But..."


"Nor can I ignore, and nor do I particularly
wish to, what some of my constables found in the smouldering west wing of your
embassy," Quintus ground on, his voice hard. "Tools of torture, my
lord, and several bodies in various states of mutilation. Some of them dead for
days, and one of them once a constable of mine. You remember Arval? The lad you
roughed up?"


That shook me. It shook me so much I didn't
protest about Arval having followed me in the first place. "I don't
believe you."


But I did. I hadn't been in the west wing of the
embassy since I'd arrived. Solomon – and I didn't for a moment think he wasn't
the responsible party – could have had anything planted there and I'd never
have known.


"At this moment, my lord, what you believe is
of very little concern to me. Family hobby, is it? The red-hot poker, and the
serrated knife?"


I felt panic rising. I tried to fight it down.
There was no way I could fight this, not unless Quintus believed me. "I'm
being set up. You know I'm being set up. This is Solomon's doing. His men took
that dagger from me earlier."


"What, the good lord murdered his own nephew
just to spite you? And that's before we even consider those other poor bastards
lying dead in the ruins of your home. Can you hear what you're saying? Even if
I believed you – and I just might, despite the evidence – no one else will."


"Solomon's a snake!" said Arianwyn. "You
can't believe him."


"Aye, perhaps," Quintus allowed. "But
proof sides with the snake, and not with your good friend here." He jabbed
a finger at me. "Let us say, for the moment, that this is all an elaborate
deception, that you aren't as guilty as sin. Come with me now, quietly, and
without fuss, and I'll do everything I can. I'll even keep you in my cells
whilst I investigate rather than send you to the Pit. The law does not see
innocent men executed in my city."


It was a fair offer – a lot fairer than I had any
right to expect, under the circumstances. I wanted to take it, to grasp that
small chance, but I knew I couldn't. Once I was locked up, Solomon would find
it laughably easy to finish me off. As long as I stayed free, I had a chance. 


I shook my head, and took a deep breath. "I
can't do that."


"I'm not giving you a choice," Quintus
shouted. He pointed at the front door. "I've twenty men out there, and as
many again around the back. If you don't come out, they'll come in and get you.
Like as not, it won't be pretty."


I exchanged a glance with Arianwyn. She'd warned
me of this very situation only a short while ago. I should have believed her.


"I'm sorry, Quintus. I can't." 


I expected another explosion, but it didn't come.
He just regarded me sadly, and I knew, with absolute certainty, that I'd failed
a test, just as I had at the Silverway tavern. 


"Of course you're sorry," he bit out. "We're
all bloody sorry." He wrapped the dagger back in its cloth and opened the
front door. "I'll give you a minute or two to think it over. If you're not
out by then, we'll drag you down to the Pit by your heels." 


The door slammed behind him.


I sank against the wall and smoothed my face with
my hands. Arianwyn gently touched my shoulder. "We're not done yet."


I barely heard her. My mind was still reeling. 


Arianwyn raised her voice. "Constans?" 


The connecting door opened and Constans emerged. "That
didn't sound good."


"It wasn't. Get Jamar. We're leaving." 


Constans nodded and went back through the door. 


"We can't escape," I said. "There
are four of us and at least forty of them. Only a miracle would beat those odds
and that's if I wanted you to fight for me, which I don't." I paused. "I'll
go with them. You find a way to prove my innocence."


"You'll be dead within two days," she
said. "And not at the executioner's hands. Don't worry; there are more
ways out of this house than through its doors."


"The roof?"
I asked wearily. "It's no good, he'll have thought of that."


Constans and Jamar entered the hallway, the latter
with his sword drawn. Arianwyn gave my arm a reassuring squeeze, and then spoke
softly to Constans. He smiled briefly, walked to a small window by the door and
opened the shutters so that he could see outside.


"You'd better hurry up," he said to
Arianwyn, "it looks like the good captain is getting impatient." He
glanced at Jamar. "Put your sword away. You're not going to need it."



Jamar ignored him. For the first time since he'd
arrived, the havildar's dark face was alive with something approaching
contentment. Perhaps he would get to die for me, after all.


Arianwyn walked up to the front door, but instead
of opening it, she began to mutter rhythmically under her breath. She crouched
and pointed an index finger at the base of the frame. The wood glowed dully
where she touched it. It was harder to breathe; the air felt thinner. Arianwyn
didn't seem to notice. 


She traced her
finger around the architrave. It left a glowing line behind wherever it passed
and when the four sides of the rectangle were complete the door vanished,
swallowed from sight by the mist that inexplicably rushed in to fill the
glowing shape. Slowly, the mists cleared, replaced by darkness and pinpricks of
bitter green light. Constans grinned.


"What have you done?" I asked,
awestruck.


Arianwyn swayed slightly with exhaustion. "Opened
a door. Quintus can't follow us through here."


"Time to leave!" called Constans. "They're
coming!"


"Quick, everyone through the portal,"
Arianwyn urged. "It won't stay open long." She took my hand. "I'm
sorry I got you into this," she whispered. "We'll make it right, I
promise."


And with that, she led me through the glowing
doorway, and into an uncertain future.
















 











Twelve


I stepped into a land unlike any I'd
ever seen. 


Superficially, the street was a copy of the one I'd
expected. It had the same proud buildings, the same birch tree colonnades –
although these trees were barren and lifeless things – and the same
tightly-laid cobblestones. I stood on steps identical to those I'd climbed to
enter Arianwyn's house just a few hours earlier. 


Yet the place was wildly different, all the same.
For one thing, it was almost entirely without colour. The black sky had neither
stars nor moon to soften its bleakness. Everything else was tainted by the same
bitter green light that had shone from Arianwyn's portal. Stone and cloth,
branch and flesh – all were infused by that same sickly pallor.


The people too were different. I saw no sign of
Quintus, nor of the constables and praetorians with whom he'd arrived. The
streets were full, nonetheless.


Shiftless figures drifted up and down the cobbles,
their translucent bodies clad in the garb of many places and times. Some styles
I recognised from my time in the city or my life in the Empire. Others I knew
only from paintings or sculptures crafted long ago. A great many I didn't
recognise at all. The walkers flowed through the street in the manner of any
other crowd, the mass of bodies parting and recombining at will to allow the
passage of those heading in the opposite direction.


Some of the figures, I saw, were incorporeal
beneath the waist, with naught but trailing vapours where their legs should
have been. Others were fully formed, but left misty tendrils swirling in their
wake. When I looked closely, I saw similar vapours rising from the buildings
and swirling into the sky. Nothing seemed even the least bit diminished by this
process, and I wondered if anything of it was truly real – at least in any
sense I was familiar with.


I looked down at myself and saw that I, at least,
was completely opaque, though suffused with the same green hue as everything
else. Arianwyn and Jamar also appeared much as they had done before, the
strange light notwithstanding. Arianwyn was perhaps a little unsteady on her
feet – presumably tired by the effort of opening the portal. Jamar looked
thoroughly unperturbed. For all the expression on his face, we could have been
back at the embassy.


How could he be so calm? I didn't account myself a
coward by any stretch. I'd led men into battle against tremendous odds and had
performed acts that other men would have blanched at. And yet the events of the
last few days had left my composure a fragile and brittle thing. Every time I
reconciled myself to a horrible new truth about the world I thought I knew so
well, another more terrible revelation lurked somewhere beyond my sight. I'd
held myself together so far, but for how much longer? 


I still couldn't believe that the embassy was
gone. I hated the building, of course, and everything it had reminded me of,
but it had at least presented a point of certainty in the world. Without it, I
was adrift – especially with Stefan dead and Quintus alienated.


Arianwyn closed the portal with a flick of her
wrist and a single unintelligible word. She definitely looked tired. If this
was the price of using magic, then I wanted no part of it. 


I realised something wasn't right – or rather that
someone was missing. "You have to reopen it. We've left Constans behind."



She shook her head. "I can't. And he chose to
stay."


"Chose? Why?"


"He had his reasons, I'm sure."


To my mind, that wasn't a terribly helpful answer.
It didn't even really establish whether or not Arianwyn knew why Constans had
stayed. Then I remembered their hushed conversation in the moments after
Quintus had left. She knew, all right.


"You do know what'll happen to him if he's captured?"


"Yes. He'll either be kept hostage against
your surrender, or handed over to Solomon." She sighed. "Look, I don't
like it any more than you do, but it was his choice. Besides, one person alone
has far more chance of escaping. You've seen Constans in action and you know
what he  can do."


"That's not really the point. You keep asking
me to trust you, but you're not giving me much reason."


"I know, but I'm afraid some things are
unavoidable."


I hated to agree, but had little choice. Was I
worried about Constans, or did the guilt arise from elsewhere? The deaths of
Romark and Haril hung heavy on my conscience. Whilst I wasn't so foolish to
believe that they'd be alive had I treated them differently, they had still
perished as the result of my actions. Then I thought of Solomon's other victims
that day, and my mood turned darker.


Next to me, Jamar stirred. "Where are we, savim?"


"Otherworld," Arianwyn replied,
matter-of-factly.


Jamar's eyes
widened with surprise, and even I felt a little taken aback. The streets packed
with ghostly figures had been a heavy hint, of course, but for Arianwyn to
confirm it so calmly was profoundly unnerving. 


Arianwyn reached the bottom of the steps and put
her hand on the gate. "Before we go any further, you both need to
understand that this is not a safe place." 


That much, I'd worked out for myself. 


"First of all, follow me carefully. Do not
wander off. The paths through Otherworld shift all the time and if I lose sight
of you there's no guarantee I'll ever find you again. Is that understood?"



I nodded. Jamar did the same.


"Second, don't speak to the ghosts, and don't
touch them. They'll part before us. We don't want to give them reason to take
notice." 


Her piece spoken, Arianwyn opened the gate and
passed through into the street. As she'd predicted, the ghostly walkers parted
before her.


I motioned to Jamar to precede me, but he shook
his head. "When travelling unfamiliar paths, the middle of the party is
the safest place." He mimicked my gesture. "After you, Ambassador."


*******


Arianwyn led us at an unhurried
pace, partly to conserve her own flagging energies, but also, I suspected, to
prevent our lonely trio from becoming separated. She headed left out of the
gate, then right into another house-lined street. These, I noticed, were of not
quite the same style as their counterparts in the living world. After another
turning, the houses were gone completely and the road was lined by crumbling
ruins of a far more ancient sort than anything found in Tressia.


"This isn't what I expected of an afterlife,"
I observed, carefully following Arianwyn onto a half-collapsed bridge. I could
hear water rushing in the blackness below, but saw no sign of it.


"It's different for everyone. I brought you
here, so you see this place as I do. Were you to come alone, it would be very
different."


Three Tressian knights galloped over the bridge,
their ghostly steeds straining in pursuit of some unseen foe. Taken by
surprise, I flinched away from them, and would have fallen into the darkness
had Jamar not steadied me. 


"Besides," Arianwyn continued, "this
isn't really the afterlife, as such. It's merely the Realm of the Dead. Where
souls go from here, I don't know. Maybe if we take the correct path we'll
arrive at Ashana's palace or at Skanandra, that pit of depravity the Thrakkians
speak so highly of. But this isn't either of those; it's just a place that
exists side-by-side with our living realm." She frowned. "I'm sure
Death's palace is here somewhere, but I'd just as soon not find it, if it's all
the same to you."


I remembered tales from my childhood, of damned
souls battling Ashana's daughters beneath the moonlight. In such stories, there
were always those who were willing to court a great power in the search for a
moment of glory.


"Does that mean we can expect to stumble
across those undead legions Malgyne's supposed to have at his beck and call?"


I'd not spoken seriously, but Arianwyn glared at
me. "It's not wise to joke about the fallen, not here."


"You're right, sorry." 


She'd overreacted, but I understood why. To me,
the fallen were just a story. When Ashana stopped Malgyne from stealing souls,
he started tempting them instead. Some, he snared with promises of vengeance
and glory; others he offered a second chance at life, provided that they fought
in his name. He cheated them all, in the end. A cautionary tale, and one a
little too obvious in its message for my liking. 


For Tressians, the fallen were all too real – a
part of their history they'd sooner forget. According to legend, Droshna had
led an army of such creatures until Sidara had defeated him. I'd always thought
this exaggeration on the Tressians' part. After all, their holy Lady of Light
needed an army of darkness to vanquish, didn't she? A mercenary rabble didn't
have quite the same cachet. However, in the cold mists of Otherworld, I
grudgingly admitted I shouldn't have discounted the legends so easily.


Gathering myself, I jumped a final gaping hole in
the bridge's roadway. Jamar leapt to join me, and I looked back the way we'd
come. Bridge and river were both gone, as were the streets we'd so recently
passed through. There were just the barren ruins of an abandoned city. 


And the ghosts, of course, always the ghosts. 


As I watched them thread through the desolate
streets, I wondered if any amongst them knew that they were dead, or to where
they were headed. For that matter, if this decayed and sad city was conjured
from the depths of Arianwyn's mind, then what did that say of her?


It was then that I caught sight of something
unusual on the path behind us. One of the ghosts was moving out of flow with
the rest, cutting through shuffling files, which parted before him as they had  for
us.


Jamar nodded. "What do you think, savir?"


"I don't know." The figure grew closer
by the moment. Was he coming towards us, or were we merely in his path?


"Pay it no mind," said Arianwyn. "Some
of the ghosts have more sense of purpose than others, but they're still
harmless so long as you don't make contact. Well, mostly. Don't worry. You'll
know if something dangerous crosses our path."


"That's not very reassuring," I said.


She shrugged. "It's the truth." 


I soon lost track of time. With no landmarks to
aid my memory, the journey became a blur of crumbled masonry and chipped cobbles.
Two or three times I looked back in the direction in which we'd come and each
time the terrain little resembled that which we had crossed.  An empty palace
became a pile of rubble, a crescent of houses a towering stone bridge. Yet each
time I caught sight of that single ghost, following behind.


On the third backward glance, my foot caught
something. The object skittered off to my right, the vaporous legs of our
fellow travellers swirling like smoke in its wake. It was a skull and, I
realised with a start, the only physical thing other than the ground that I'd
encountered in this dismal place. The skull wasn't alone – the rest of the
skeleton lay spread-eagled at my feet. Like us, it retained a measure of real
colour, identifying it as an interloper. 


"A fellow traveller in the beyond?" I
asked.


Arianwyn came come to a halt, and regarded me with
an impatient expression. "Probably. The barriers between the two realms
are weak in many places. It doesn't take much of a mage to breach those bounds."
She crouched and examined the remains. "The poor soul probably tried to
touch a ghost and was paralysed. With no one to bring him back, he'd have
slipped away into the arms of Death. His spirit might be walking past us as we
speak." 


That was a cheery thought, and no mistake. 


Jamar craned his neck towards the dark sky. "The
question is, did he die here by coincidence or did that arise to mark his
passing?"


I followed his gaze. Towering above us was a great
basalt column, its hard edges gleaming dully in the green light. At the top stood
a statue of an enormous raven-headed being, swathed in heavy robes. I shuddered
at a sudden chill.


"There are no coincidences concerning Death
when we're in his realm," said Arianwyn. "He prowls these streets
when the mood  takes him." 


It was interesting to see how she spoke to Jamar
as an equal. Given her manner, I'd half-expected her to treat him as a servant –which,
in many ways, he was. 


"Malgyne is real? And we're in his lair?"
I asked, incredulous and nervous in equal measure. 


Beside me, Jamar touched his fingers to his brow
in silent prayer.


"Of course," Arianwyn replied. "This
is the Realm of the Dead. Where else would you expect him?"


"Can we keep going?" I asked, suddenly eager
to spend as little time in that place as was necessary. "My mind's still
wrapping itself around the concept that I've been threatened by Jack; I have no
desire to blunder into Malgyne as well." 


Jamar touched his brow again and stared at me in
horror. "Did I just hear you rightly, savir?"


"I'll explain later. Can we please move on?"



Arianwyn nodded and led us off once more.


Our departure would have given me comfort, were it
not for the flock of ghostly ravens that burst from the eaves of a nearby ruin
and cawed noisily over our heads. I considered reminding my companions of the
tales concerning Malgyne's ravens, and decided against it. They were both
probably thinking about them anyway.


We encountered several more of the raven-headed
statues after that. Each stony gaze seemed fixed on us as we passed. Even when
I looked back, trying to spot our shadowy pursuer, every pair of shining eyes
seemed fixed upon mine, even if they had been peering in a completely different
direction before.


"So," I asked Arianwyn, "are these
cheery works another facet of your imagination or are they real?"


"Perhaps neither, perhaps both," she
replied unhelpfully. "The line between imagination and reality is
incredibly fine hereabouts. Try to ignore them."


We headed into territory that looked much more
like the city we'd left. The houses were less battered and a few even had
lights showing in the windows. Jamar moved to peer inside.


"I wouldn't," Arianwyn warned. "You
won't like what you see." 


She was too late. Jamar went pale and turned away
from the glass.


"What did you see?" I asked. He shook
his head and said nothing. I looked questioningly at Arianwyn.


"It's different for everyone." She
shrugged. "I saw my mother." She was silent for a time. Then the
moment passed, and she started down the street again at a much faster pace.


"Are you all right?" I asked Jamar.


"I will be, savir," he replied. "I'm
sorry, that was foolish."


"It was, but it doesn't matter."
Besides, in terms of making bad decisions these last few days, I was in a class
all of my own. 


I matched my pace to Jamar's for a time. Then,
when I was sure he could be safely left alone, I lengthened my stride and
caught up with Arianwyn. "I still don't quite understand how you navigate
this place. Or, for that matter, where we're going."


"Hmm? Oh, it's quite simply really. You just
need to know what you want and the road leads you there. As for where we're
going, I'm taking you to my home... Wait, that's odd." 


Arianwyn came to an abrupt halt, causing the
ghosts flowing around us to change direction. I followed her gaze to a
townhouse whose door hung open and whose windows were devoid of glazing. Vines
and branches spilled forth through these holes and onto the street.  Black
flowers grew upon the vines, somehow glorious despite their sombre colour. 


"Everything here looks odd," I said.


"I know, but I've never seen vegetation here
before," she replied. "Not healthy vegetation, anyway."


"Look at the ghosts," said Jamar.


The ghosts walked around the sprawling
vines, much as they walked around my companions. In fact, so far across the
street did the vines stretch that the spirits could only pass two abreast. My
eyes followed the line of foliage as it trailed across the road and wended its
way around a carven figure on the far side. 


"There's also the matter of the statue,"
I said. Like the others we'd seen, this too stared at us. Unlike the others,
this was not a statue of Malgyne, but of Jack. "Why does an avatar of life
have a statue here in the Realm of the Dead?"


"I already told you, I don't know."
Arianwyn sounded both cross  and apprehensive.


A thicket of vines twitched into life and crept towards
a ghost dressed in the brocade jacket and ruffed collar of a Tressian
councillor. The ghost didn't seem to notice, but kept walking until the vines lunged
forward and wrapped themselves about his vaporous form. In a blur of motion, the
vines dragged their prize back through the open door of the house, leaving
nothing but a thinning trail of vapour to show the ghost had ever been there. From
inside the house came a crackling, rustling noise that I'd heard entirely too
often in the last few days.


I heard Arianwyn's sharp intake of breath but didn't
look at her. In fact, I couldn't take my eyes off the building. "I'm not
sure I much care for taking this route. Is there another we can use?" 


"I don't know," Arianwyn replied. "But
I think I'd like to try."


We travelled back the way we'd come, but slower
than before. Arianwyn had to concentrate at each crossroads, though whether
that was because she truly couldn't find her way, or because the black-flowered
vines had so unnerved her, I couldn't tell. 


I was starting to suspect that Arianwyn's
self-confidence was a careful façade, and that her evasiveness was not
duplicitous in the normal sense, but a desire to appear in control. Solomon had
warned me she was meddling in matters she didn't understand. Was he correct?
Uneasily, I recalled the merry dance I'd led Balgan and Ildaro. Was Arianwyn
attempting something similar?


We saw many more vine-entangled houses as we
continued our journey. There were other statues of Jack too, some on columns,
others cast down into the street. After the second such statue, Jamar again
pressed me about my encounter with Jack, so I told him everything I could remember.


"I know where we are," said Arianwyn at
last. "Not far to go."


"How do you know?" I asked.


"Because of that." She pointed directly
ahead.


At the centre of the square grew an enormous tree,
its boughs black against the moonless sky. Unlike the sorry birches I'd seen
upon entering Otherworld, this was a mighty specimen: its trunk was as wide as
a road, it had boughs thicker than my body which were crowned by rich clusters
of branches. It was tall, taller even than the buildings surrounding it, and
easily dwarfed the squat stone circle on the far side. Though there was no
breeze, the boughs swayed ever-so-slightly from side to side. No leaves clung
to its woody hide, but I saw scores of ghostly ravens perched upon its limbs


"What is it?" I asked.


"You've seen it many times before," she
said.


I frowned. Surely I'd remember something like
this?


"It's the Shaddra." Jamar spoke in
certainty, not in question.


I blinked in astonishment. This tree was the
wizened and twisted hulk that stood before the cathedral? Surely not. Then I
looked again and fancied I could see a resemblance. This was the tree that the
Shaddra had once been, or perhaps would be again.


"It's unbelievable."


"Not when you consider the legends," said
Arianwyn. "You know the council would dearly like to remove that thing,
but every time they make an attempt, people die."


Jamar nodded. "I saw a group try exactly that
about six weeks ago. They had Sidarists chanting prayers the whole time, but it
made no difference. One man swung an axe and fell stone dead the moment the
blade struck. They gave up soon after that."


"I heard that it had all been a
misunderstanding; that the axeman's heart had given out with the strain of the
blow," said Arianwyn. "There's more to it than that."


"Makes you wonder why Olvas decided to build
his cathedral there in the first place," I mused.


Arianwyn snorted. "It's arrogance. He wants
to prove his deity is more powerful than what the Shaddra represents. He wants
to overwhelm her with the power of righteous prayer."


Another thought struck me. "If Otherworld
changes to match the minds of those who enter it, why is the Shaddra here?"


"My perception only influences the pathways,"
Arianwyn said. "There are many fixed points, but how exactly you reach
them changes. That's why I bought that house – I knew it sat on a weakness
between the realms. The truth is, I thought we'd reach our destination long
before now. Last time I made this journey it took a matter of minutes. It feels
like we've been here for hours, but we're nearly there now, I'm sure of it."


Six roads led away from the square, arranged like
spokes on a wheel. Arianwyn led us towards the closest. Ghosts streamed in from
all sides, but none were leaving. Like the waters of a whirlpool they swirled
to the square's heart, and the ancient tree. 


A few yards short of her chosen exit, Arianwyn
drew up. 


"What's the matter?" I asked.


"Quiet!" she whispered. "We don't
want that to hear us." 


She pointed through the crowd at a dark figure
about my height, clad head to foot in black robes and armour. His face was
covered by a skull-shaped silver mask. A long, straight sword was buckled at
his waist. The crowd did not part for the figure, I noticed, but he walked through
the ghosts as if they weren't there. 


A moment later, I lost sight of it in the crowd
and let out a long, slow breath. Arianwyn had said I'd recognise if something
dangerous crossed my path. I was certain such a being had just done so.


"What was it?" I asked. "A fallen?"


"A revenant," Arianwyn corrected. "It
might look like a man, but it never was one. It's a spirit, like Death himself."


"What does Malgyne need with spirit warriors?"
I asked. "I'd imagine we kill each other efficiently enough to keep him
fed."


"Who knows?" said Arianwyn. "I've
only ever seen a few. I don't even know if they can enter the living realm."


"They can." Jamar had his hand on his
sword, and a taut frown on his face. "I saw one near Cadoran, years ago, riding
away from a border post. My patrol challenged it, but it outpaced us, so we
continued on to the fortress. When we arrived, we found the garrison slain,
their blood smeared across the walls and their heads set on spears atop the
battlements. There was only one survivor." His expression darkened. "Before
he died of his wounds he babbled incessantly about the 'Black Reiver' who
walked through walls and laughed at blades. I believed it the work of your
people, savim, and that he was delirious with pain. I no longer think
so."


At that moment, the revenant reappeared from the
crowd, not more than a dozen paces in front of Arianwyn. For a second it stared
at us. Then, with a deep growl, the creature drew his sword – the blade was
wreathed in black smoke – and moved towards us. 


As before, the ghosts were no barrier to the
revenant's passage, but broke apart like morning mist. Jamar drew his sword and
moved to intercept, but was checked by Arianwyn's shout. 


"No! You won't hurt it. We have to run."


And run we did, through the gate that marked the
square's edge, down a narrow alleyway and into another, smaller, square. Every
step of the way I heard the revenant's mournful growl, but there was no sound
of footfall to gauge how close it was. With each stride I imagined its dark
sword an inch from my spine, and that chilling thought lent me speed I did not
know I possessed. Ahead, Arianwyn stopped and peered frantically at the roads
before her. 


"What's the matter?" I asked, gasping for
breath.


"I don't know where we are."


"It doesn't matter. Just get us away from
that thing."


I glanced over my shoulder. For a mercy, the
revenant had fallen further behind, but it was closing with every second. 


"You don't understand. If we take the wrong
path we could be lost forever..." Her voice came from somewhere distant.
Our only guide was on the verge of panic.


"And if it catches us.. Quickly, which way?"


"I don't know."


I came to a decision. "Jamar, we're taking
the left path. Bring Arianwyn. Carry her if you have to." 


The havildar grabbed her arm and set off at a run.
To her credit, Arianwyn didn't resist. I took one last look at the oncoming
revenant and followed. 


The street opened out onto another bridge. It was wider
than the one I had crossed earlier, but in no better state of repair.


Arianwyn and Jamar were already halfway across. I
paused for a moment, drawing great gulps of air into my lungs. Three more
revenants had joined our pursuer. Had it called them to its side, or had we
attracted their attention? Not caring to find out, I ran on.


On my third step, everything went wrong. As my
foot landed, a chunk of the roadway fell away, taking me with it. I fell
forward with a shout, grasping desperately for a handhold. My fingers grabbed a
flagstone's edge, but my body spun out into space. 


Jamar ran back towards me. My fingers trembled
with effort. I knew I couldn't pull myself clear and so dredged up every last
effort in an attempt to keep my grip. It wasn't going to be enough. 


Seeing he wouldn't reach me in time, Jamar dropped
his sword and dived towards me. His armour scraped on stone. His hands reached
for mine. But he was too late. 


The last of their strength gone, my abused fingers
slackened their grip and I plunged into the bitter waters below. Clawing my way
to the surface, I caught a brief glimpse of revenants surging across the bridge
and of Jamar pulling Arianwyn roughly away. Then the current swept me into the
darkness and I saw nothing more.





















Thirteen


 


I awoke face-down on a shingle
beach. To my left, a black expanse of water roared away into a mist-wreathed
horizon. To my right, the boulder-strewn shore rose steeply to meet a dense
wood of dead trees. The sickly green tinge to the light and the lack of stars
betrayed that I was still in Otherworld. Beyond that, I had no idea where I
was. 


My clothes were dry, I noted with surprise. My
last memory was of fighting the current of a fast-flowing river. Fighting and losing.
Had I imagined that, or had I been out of the water so long my clothes had
dried? Or like the buildings that vanished when I passed by, was the water only
real so long as it was in sight? 


Ignoring protesting muscles, I heaved myself upright.


"Ah, you're awake." The ghost's face was
hidden by a grey hood  and his arms were folded. I had the impression he'd been
waiting  some time. 


"Where am I?" Too late, I remembered
Arianwyn had warned me not to speak to ghosts. Hopefully, she'd meant I shouldn't
speak to ghosts unbidden.


"In Otherworld."


"I know that much," I said irritably.


"There's no good answer." His voice was
distorted, but strangely familiar. "Otherworld's stable locations are few
and far between. We currently reside in that great in-between."


"How did I get here?"


"Fate. Or perhaps a river. It depends."


"And my companions?"


"Are somewhere else."


With a chill, I remembered Jamar dragging Arianwyn
away from the revenants. "Are they safe?" 


"Almost certainly not."


I rose, noting with relief that nothing seemed to
be damaged beyond a few aching muscles. "Then I need to find them."


The ghostly figure was unimpressed. "And how will
you do so? You're lost in a world you don't understand and can't navigate."


"True," I allowed, sitting down on a
nearby boulder. "I saw you following me earlier. You pulled me from the
water?"


"I did." 


Gods! The voice was so familiar I could hear the
shape of every word before it was spoken, yet still his identity evaded me.


"Why?"


"Because I owed you, as much as I hate to
admit it."


This was maddening. "For what, exactly?"


The ghost pulled back his hood. I found myself
staring into a dark, swarthy face framed by a neat beard and a receding
hairline. It was a face that I knew almost as well as my own.


"For murdering me, Edric. What else?" said
my brother.


My mouth went dry. Had I been standing, I'd have
fallen over. As it was, I desperately wanted to rise to my feet and flee
somewhere, anywhere, but my legs wouldn't respond. Never, even in my darkest
nightmares, had I imagined this conversation would ever occur. Yet here he was
in front of me, Alfric Saran, my deceased elder brother – a man whom I had
killed six months previously. I couldn't imagine any way in which the rest of
this conversation would go well.


"It was before the feast marking the
anniversary of my ascension, if I recall correctly," said Alfric in
strangely energetic tones. "Oh, it was to have been marvellous! Food as
far as the eye could see, perfumed dancers from Sebilan, musicians from
Thrakkia, gladiators beyond counting dying to please me." He spread his
hands, "Every king and prince that knelt to Hadari rule was in attendance,
all of them come to celebrate and pledge themselves anew."


His tone dropped a notch. "And then, as I was
due to present myself to the adoring crowds, my dear brother came to me and
told me of a gift he wished to give me in private. I went with him, of course,
for did not my brother love me?" Alfric gestured at me and his voice grew
hard. "In his quarters, away from my loyal guardsmen, my brother gave me
his singular gift. The point of his sword through my heart. The sword you still
carry, I assume. It is for this favour that I owe you."


This was going about as well as I could have
hoped, which was to say not at all. He could attack me at any moment, and I had
no idea how I'd fare in combat with a ghost. But my own temper was rising in
response to Alfric's selective rendition, and that anger burned away my shock. 


I sprang to my feet. "But that wasn't
everything, was it, 'dear' brother?" We were less than a shield's width
apart now, something that part of my brain was screaming at as a bad idea, but
I was too furious to care. "What about your empress? Locked in her rooms,
still weeping and bloody from your tempers of the previous day, and of all too
many days before that? Or the fact that so many of those kings and princes to
bowed their knee not out of fealty, but out of fear over what you would do to
their families had they refused? Should we instead discuss the armies you'd
sent to destruction, or the captives you had put to death?" I was shouting
now. The rational part of my mind begged me to stop lest I draw attention from
revenants, or worse. "Or perhaps we could talk about the war you insisted
on fighting to soothe your own damaged pride?" I took a deep, ragged
breath. "I don't regret what I did. I should have killed you years ago."


To my surprise, Alfric retreated before my anger.
He lowered himself into a sitting position on a rock and gazed up at me. 


"I did all those things you mention and many
more besides. I was a tyrant, and I surrounded myself with laughter so that I
would never be troubled by the screams. I wish I could sit here and tell you
that I was mad or accursed – and perhaps I was. But it would make little
difference. The dead would still be dead and our family's honour would still
lie in tatters." He looked away from me and stared into the mist-shrouded
distance.


"What are you telling me, Alfric?" I
demanded.


"I meant what I said earlier: I owe you. It
wasn't a veiled threat, though I can't blame you for assuming one. I owe you
for delivering our people – and even our enemies. I owe you for rescuing
Elandra from a cruel husband, and the Empire from a ruler who would have
destroyed it through wicked negligence. A life for a life – though perhaps not
in the usual manner."


I took a seat opposite. We sat in silence for a
time, neither looking at the other. We'd never really been close, he and I. As
the older brother, it had always been his destiny to take the throne, just as
mine, as the younger, was to defend it. And so I had.


I'd spent most of that time on the frontier,
thwarting the Tressian armies that constantly probed at our defences, and the
dark tales of my brother's deeds I simply put down to the jealous rumours
spread by disloyal vassals. But worst of all, I learned that Alfric, no longer
content to be fighting a ruinous war with our ancient enemies in Tressia, had
intended to invade Thrakkia as well. I caught wind of this unwise plan and rode
back to Hadar as fast as I was able. Alfric wouldn't see me. 


Three weeks I waited, with never a glimpse of my
royal brother. But all the time, whispers of his recent deeds had come to my
ears; tales of villages put to the sword for imagined offences, of client kings
imprisoned or tortured to death. I remembered thinking back to all the hopeless
campaigns I had fought, the slaughter of our warriors in battles whose victory
promised no military gain. I thought of Agranor, our father's most trusted
warleader, ritually executed a year earlier on the slimmest of pretexts. Still
I had not wanted to believe. But then I met with the Empress, and her words –
and her wounds – convinced me I could no longer turn a blind eye.


"Elandra lives," I said at last. "I
believe she's happy."


Alfric smiled sadly. "I'm glad. I repaid her
kindnesses poorly. I hated myself the first time. But on each occasion it got
easier and easier, and I began to hate her instead."


I said nothing, not wishing to utter anything that
might have been taken as forgiveness.


"What of the war?"


"Ended. I made peace after your death. It
holds, for now." 


He nodded."I thought you would. And the
Empire?"


"It endures, so far as I know."


Alfric stared at me. "What do you mean? Do
you not rule?"


"It was decided I'd serve better elsewhere,"
I said. Alfric might appear much changed from the man I had known, but I wasn't
about to share more of myself with him than I had to. "I am our people's
voice in Tressia now. Or I was."


Alfric snorted. "I assume our uncle is
emperor?"


"He is."


"It should have been you. But then I suppose
Eirac would be hard-pressed to be a poorer fit than myself."


For a moment, I felt sorry for him. "Why the
change of heart?"


"This place brings perspective," he
said. "It's like bright sunlight after fog. Or perhaps I'm trying to
understand where my life went wrong, so that Ashana will welcome me to the
Evermoon, and its silver trees." He shook his head. "I don't know any
longer. I'm trapped here in this horrible, empty land. The longer I stay, the
less I remember. Sooner or later, I'll be just like the others, shuffling
mindlessly along to who knows where. There was just enough of me left to
recognise your face. That pulled me back from the edge, but it won't last."


Did this horrible fate await us all, or was it
reserved only for those who had lived as my brother had? "What happens
now?" 


Alfric stood and gestured towards the
mist-wreathed woods. "Now, I take you back to your companions, if we can
find them. After that, I don't know. I'll probably fade away." Without
another word, he walked off up the beach, leaving me to follow. 


*******


My brother and I walked unspeaking
through barren woods and dead fields until we came to the banks of a river –
presumably the same river into which I'd fallen. This we then followed inland –
if indeed that word had any sense in a place such as this. 


"How do you know where to go?" I asked,
suddenly suspicious of my brother's motives. It wasn't as if he'd given no
cause.


"This river is Otherworld's mirror of the
Silverway," he replied. "It has a rare permanence. I'm hoping we can
pick up your friends' trail from where you fell in."


After a time, we reached a bridge – little more
than a wooden roadway laid across stone pilings. A pair of raven-headed statues
guarded both approaches. At last I saw other ghosts, moving in endless column
from our side to the far bank.


"Good," Alfric said, satisfied. "We
have arrived."


"Are you sure? This looks completely
different."


"I'm certain. You were always talented, my
brother, but I don't think you could have arrived here without help. The woman,
perhaps?" I nodded. "When you were separated, your perceptions took
over. Or had you not noticed how much the lands we've recently walked resembled
those in which we grew up?"


"So do you see what I see?"


"I'm dead. I see what is in your mind, what
is in her mind, and I see the empty void this place truly is."


"So how do we find them?"


"Look further down the road." 


I did as instructed, and saw stone buildings in
the middle-distance. Beyond, a great stone wall reached skyward. "We're
close enough that Arianwyn's perception of Otherworld is taking over."


"Is that her name? I didn't know, but you're correct."


"But why aren't they further ahead? They can't
have covered a fraction of the distance you and I have."


He shook his head. "Time doesn't pass the
same for everyone here. Be thankful, and take the gift offered to you."


We set off at a redoubled pace. With every step
the lifeless countryside melted away, replaced by the rubble and decay of
Arianwyn's cityscape. Finally, I rounded a corner and saw Arianwyn and Jamar
less than a hundred paces in front of me. Of the revenants, there was no sign.


"Go," Alfric urged.


I hesitated. "Will you not walk with me a
while longer?" 


He shook his head. "I don't think so. I'll go
my own way."


How much longer would he last? How long before he
faded entirely? "Goodbye, Alfric. I wish you could have discovered in life
whatever enlightenment you found here. Things might have been very different."


My brother smiled briefly and pulled up his hood. "Go."


I ran through the ghostly throng, not wanting to
lose my companions again I was so close. 


Arianwyn spun round, a look of amazed relief on
her face. "Edric! We thought we'd lost you!"


Maybe I'd rate a hug this time, I thought
inconsequentially. 


Jamar greeted me with a broad grin and a shallow
bow. 


Arianwyn went one better and embraced me with bruising
enthusiasm. "How did you find us?"


I glanced back up the hill, searching for Alfric.
I saw no sign. "I had a guide. Someone I used to know." 


I didn't want to spoil the joyful mood with an
explanation about Alfric. Jamar was aware of most of the details already, of
course, but I assumed Arianwyn knew nothing.


"I've never heard of such a thing," she
said warily. 


"It definitely happened."


"Oh, I don't doubt you." She spoke
hurriedly, but there was an odd look in her eye all the same.


"What about you? Last I saw, you had revenants
at your heels."


"They abandoned their pursuit just after you
fell," Jamar replied. "The lady thinks they can't cross running
water."


"Really? That's interesting."


"It's only a guess, based on some dubious
legends," Arianwyn pointed out, "but it's the only explanation I can
think of." 


Had the revenants been after me? I recalled
the strawjack, twice tracking me across the city in an effort to recover the
portalstone fragment. But I didn't have the fragment now, Arianwyn did. Perhaps
she was right; perhaps the revenants could be thwarted by so simple  a method.


"Please tell me we don't have much further to
go."


Arianwyn pointed to the towering fortress-wall. Her
eyes were red-rimmed and tired. "Almost there. We'll be safe soon."


*******


We soon stood in the wide concourse
lying inside of the city wall. The fortress she'd indicated lay a hundred yards
ahead, and I now saw that it was almost identical in design to the one where
Solomon had imprisoned me. Yet it was the wall that captured my attention – or
rather the gaping breach where it tumbled to ruin a few yards away from where
we were standing. 


The breached section was a mess of rubble and
broken stones, perhaps twenty paces wide in all. It was half as tall as the
wall, yet still a good ten times my own height, making the bank of debris a
steep climb for any who wished to attempt it. I couldn't imagine trying. Ghosts
flowed over the rubble slope from the far side of the wall, spilling over the
rise to join the crowds swarming along the concourse. I'd never seen Otherworld's
inhabitants – Alfric excepted – follow anything other than the roadways, and I
was about to ask Arianwyn about it, when I saw the bodies.


The breach was choked with dead, their alien
nature to the realm betrayed by the colours of their raiment. Most were clad in
Hadari green, but some were in Tressian blue. They lay on the rubble, eyes open
to the black sky, mouths gaping in empty screams and unfinished prayers. I
tried to count them, but so thickly were they piled I abandoned the task as
impossible. 


Ignoring Arianwyn's restraining hand, I walked to
the foot of the breach and knelt in front of a body clad in the golden scales
of a Hadari royal guard. "Are they real?"


"I think... I don't know," said Arianwyn.
"I'm sorry. We're told Death loves to torment the living with their fears,
and this is one of yours,  isn't it?" 


"It must have been a glorious battle,"
Jamar observed distantly.


"Perhaps," I said. "But why? Is it
the reflection of something that occurred in the living realm whilst we've been
trapped here?"


"I don't think so," Arianwyn said. "To
shatter the wall would take a great deal of time. I doubt we've been here long
enough."


"I was told that time passes strangely here.
Perhaps we've been here longer than we think."


"Or maybe it's bait," said Jamar. "Intended
to catch our attention whilst a trap closes."


I suddenly felt very cold. "It might be all
those things." 


All at once, the air around us was alive with growls.
Dark shapes forged their way through the crowd. Two revenants advanced from the
direction we'd come, and another two crested the breach. Their approach was
slow, almost painfully so.


"Quickly," I ordered. "Head for the
tower."


"I'm afraid that won't be possible, savir."
said Jamar. 


Looking towards the tower, I saw another pair of
dark shapes.


As one, the revenants drew their swords, the smoke
from the blades mingling with the vaporous forms of the ghosts they passed
through. Jamar drew his own sword in response. 


Arianwyn glared at him. "I said that weapon
won't hurt them."


"And I listened, savim," Jamar
replied respectfully. He plucked a brass-bound shield from the corpse-strewn
slope and hefted it thoughtfully, testing its weight and balance. "But your
only chance is to break through the group between us and the tower. Move
quickly. I don't know how long I can hold them."


"Jamar..." 


My words were cut off as he roared a challenge, and
charged to meet the revenants in our path.


Smoking blades came around with impressive speed,
but Jamar caught one high on his shield and knocked the other aside with his
own sword – the revenants' weapons, at least, could be thwarted. Not so their
flesh, alas. Jamar made one exploratory strike at his rightmost attacker, but
the blade passed its body without leaving so much as a mark. The others quickened
their pace.


"Come on." I shoved Arianwyn in the
direction of the tower and she broke into a run. 


Jamar circled around the revenants, to stand as a
bulwark between us and our pursuers. 


A second pair of revenants joined the fight now.
Jamar didn't seem to care. He fought with a skill I knew I'd never possess, his
sword and shield moving to block every strike with seamless grace. 


Then, when I was just a few steps past him, a dull
crack split the air. Jamar's shield had split. He hurled the remains at the
closest revenant, but the pieces passed straight through. He was forced back,
desperation creeping into his parries. 


The next blow pierced Jamar's guard. Blood flowed
from a gash on his forearm. The revenants' blade-work was as nothing compared
to his, but four-to-one odds – soon to be six-to-one – were more than even
Jamar could overcome. I was certain he knew this, and meant to sacrifice
himself so that we could escape. But as the last two revenants moved to join
the unequal battle, I came to a decision. I slowed, stopped, and then ran back.


Arianwyn called out. I ignored her. I was tired of
others getting injured or killed because I hadn't taken the right action, or
had taken it too late. We were all leaving, or none of us were. 


I reached Jamar at the same time as the last pair
of revenants. I grabbed the collar of his tunic and hauled him backwards. Two
swords hissed through the air where he'd been standing. 


"You were supposed to run," Jamar
protested.


"I'm royalty." I spoke with a bravado I
didn't feel. "We're too stupid to do anything sensible, and we don't
follow orders." 


The revenants surged forward. I drew my sword. As
the blade cleared the scabbard, it burst into a brilliant white flame. 


Jamar gasped, and I stared in amazement. The
revenants checked their advance, then came on again. Recovering my composure, I
parried a downward cut, then, acting on an instinct I couldn't fully explain,
lunged at my attacker. 


The result was everything I could have wished for.
As the blade pierced the revenant's chest, the creature let out an agonised
howl, and little wonder, for the white fire instantly set light to its ghostly
body. Robes, flesh and even the sword blazed brilliant and brief. Then the
revenant was gone, leaving only ash behind.


I expected the others to flee at that point, but
still they came on. Jamar blocked a stroke aimed at my neck. I back-cut at my
attacker and the white flame consumed it. 


The survivors moved to flank us, perhaps thinking
to trap and overwhelm us. Jamar cried out as a blade sliced into his arm, but
the attacker's strike had left his defences open. It too burst into flames as I
hacked at its spectral neck. At that, the surviving revenants finally withdrew.
They didn't flee, but walked slowly backwards into the crowd. 


"They'll be back." Jamar winced in pain,
and clapped a hand to his wounded shoulder.


"And we'll be gone," I said, trembling
with a mix of pride and battle's aftermath. Sheathing my sword, I called to Arianwyn.
Together, we half-led, half-carried Jamar towards the tower.
















 











Fourteen


 


Arianwyn led us straight to the
central keep. The fortress was in poor condition, with gaping bastions and
shattered turrets. I didn't know whether the keep fared better in the living
realm, but I'd have rather defended a well-built house.


I took Jamar's weight while Arianwyn set about
opening a portal beside the main gate. His bleeding had slowed. Assuming the
revenants' blades weren't poisoned, he'd recover. 


As if sensing my thoughts, Jamar shifted slightly
and then pushed me away. "My thanks, savir, but I can still walk. I
merely needed a moment or two to catch my breath." 


He scabbarded his sword, which had hung loosely
from his hand. Then, leaning against the wall of the keep, he slid slowly into
a sitting position. I moved to help, but he waved me off. 


"Don't worry so much. I've no intention of
dying here."


"It seemed you did, only a few minutes ago."


"Ah, but
that was different. That was for a cause, and in the defence of others."
He smiled. "This would be stupidity. And embarrassing. If the lady is to
be believed, I'd probably reappear a few feet away. You'd have a fine
opportunity to lecture my ghost about its foolishness."


Arianwyn touched my shoulder. "It's done. We
can go."


I offered Jamar my hand, but he shook his head and
slowly clambered to his feet. I made sure that I was the last through the
portal – I didn't want to leave anyone behind, not this time.


From the state of the tower's Otherworld shadow, I'd
worried its counterpart in the living realm would be a sanctuary in name only, offering
little protection against the elements, let alone whatever forces Quintus or
Solomon might marshal against us. 


As it transpired, I needn't have worried. The
tower's interior seemed in good repair. Peering through an embrasure into the
dawn beyond, I glimpsed an empty courtyard bounded by sturdy walls. The lack of
obvious defenders was a troublesome sign, but I decided not to worry about that
for now.


I'd not known whether the tower was Arianwyn's
home or merely another temporary base. Either way, I'd expected it to be about
as dusty and uninhabited as my now-vanished embassy. This had seemed a
reasonable assumption, given the austere nature of the townhouse we'd left. As it
transpired, I was flat wrong.


The circular
entrance hall was palatial in both scope and detail, with a broad double-winged
staircase of the type present in my late, unlamented residence. Suits of
gleaming armour – of a type that had passed out of service many centuries ago –
were proudly displayed around the perimeter, and a glorious crystal chandelier
hung from the sculpted plaster ceiling. Lights set into banisters and alcoves lent
the chamber a warm and welcoming glow. The burgundy carpets were rich and
deep-piled, the tiles and mahogany furniture polished to a brilliant sheen. 


Only one thing seemed out of place. At the foot of
the stairs stood a solitary statue, crafted, so far as I could tell, from a
pale grey stone. It was hewn in the likeness of a classically beautiful and
slender young woman, standing demurely in silent attendance. The face was
frozen in a slight but knowing smile, the eyes of a white inlay so pure as to be
almost luminescent. The hair was the same colour as the eyes, and ringletted in
a manner similar to Arianwyn's. This much was not unusual. I'd seen many such
statues during my time in the city – but someone had decorated this one in a
long pleated blue skirt, a ruffed white blouse and a tabard bearing the image
of a spread-winged phoenix and five, six-pointed, stars. 


I was wondering if the suits of armour concealed
other statues – anyone eccentric enough to dress one would likely dress more –
when Jamar sank heavily into wooden armchair. Arianwyn frowned at him. Was she
was about to echo my recent concerns? It would be interesting to see if she
fared any better. 


Clearly changing her mind, Arianwyn closed the
portal without a word. With another lingering look in Jamar's direction, she crossed
to the foot of the stairs, and addressed the statue. "I'm afraid there's
been a change of plan, Zorya. The townhouse is no longer safe. We'll have
guests for the foreseeable future."


To my surprise – although in hindsight I don't
suppose much should have surprised me any longer – the statue's head inclined
in acknowledgement. [[I understand, Mistress Arianwyn. I shall see that
suitable quarters are prepared.]] 


The voice was that of a young woman, neither high
nor deep; expressionless, but possessed of a musical quality. Each word was
very slightly spaced from the one preceding it; just enough to suggest
precision of speech, rather than hesitation or unfamiliarity.


"Thank you Zorya," Arianwyn replied. "Something
not too far from my own, if you please." 


[[Of course, Mistress Arianwyn. It shall be
done.]]


With a slight rustle of skirts, the statue
stirred, strode briskly past Arianwyn, and halted before me. It moved smoothly,
with no sign of joints nor any sound of stone shifting upon stone.


[[Greetings to you, guests of the Tower of
Stars.]]


The statue bowed very slightly – enough to be
polite, but not enough to suggest subservience. Now it was closer I saw that
its lips did not move when it spoke – in fact, the face was immobile.


[[I am Zorya, seneschal to this household.]] 


"I'm sorry
Zorya," said Arianwyn. "I'm forgetting my manners. This is Edric
Saran, Ambassador to the Tressian Republic."I nodded my head, still unsure
how to act in front of this... whatever it was. Arianwyn gave me a pointed look
but continued, "...and this is Jamar, his bodyguard." 


The statue gave another polite bow, which Jamar
returned by clasping his hands together. 


I could restrain my curiosity no longer. "What
is it?"


Arianwyn gave me a sharp look. "She,
Edric, what is she. Or better yet, who is she?" 


I opened my mouth. Arianwyn cut me off.


"Don't ask me again. Zorya's perfectly
capable of telling you. Besides, it's rude to speak as if she's not here."


"Very well," I turned to Zorya. "Who
are you?"


[[It is as I said, Edric Saran. I am Zorya, and I
am seneschal here. As for your first question, I am a sentinel.]]


"I don't know what that is. Are you a living
creature?"


[[I think I understand,]] Zorya paused. [[You wish
to know how I function?]]


"Yes."


[[I do not know. One day, I remembered.]]


"Remembered what?"


[[Remembering. If I remembered on other days, I do
not recall.]]


Zorya's voice remained expressionless, her face
unchanging, but I could have sworn I was being mocked. 


If the smile on
Arianwyn's face was anything to go by, she at least was amused. "Thank
you, Zorya. You'll have to excuse my friend, he's had a strange few days, and
his manners are doubtless not all he would like. If you'd be kind enough to see
to the accommodations, we'll be up shortly."


[[Of course, Mistress Arianwyn.]]


With a final bow, the statue – no, the sentinel,
I corrected – started towards the stairs. I crossed to Arianwyn's side.


"I still don't understand," I said
softly. "I've never seen anything like it..." Arianwyn flashed me a
warning look and I held up my hands in apology, "...sorry, her,
before. I spent a little time in Thrakkia a few years ago and saw the golems
they use for heavy lifting, but they were dumb things of crude stone. Zorya's
completely different."


"She is, but if you're asking me to tell you
what she is, I'm afraid I can't help you. Father called her a sentinel, but he
never explained what that meant, if indeed he even knew. Zorya's served me all
my life, yet in many ways she's still a mystery to me."


"Can I trust her?"


"Oh my dear suspicious Edric," Arianwyn
laughed delightedly, a sound so free and joyous that I couldn't resist smiling.
"I do, certainly, but I can see how that might not be enough for you. Why
don't you ask her?" Without waiting for a response, she called out. "Zorya?
Edric has a question for you."


Zorya stopped and regarded me patiently.


Realising I'd been left no choice, I raised my
voice. "I wanted to know if I can trust you."


[[This is another question you wish me to answer?]]


"Yes."


[[Very well. The answer is no, Edric Saran. I do
not believe that you can trust me.]]


I froze. My hand fell to my sword. Arianwyn laughed.



"I fail to see the joke." I said,
stiffly.


"You have to learn to phrase questions a
little more precisely. Zorya is very careful with her speech, aren't you?"


[[So I have been told, Mistress Arianwyn.]]


"You see?" Arianwyn asked me. "Let
me ask for you. Zorya, should Edric trust you?"


[[Yes, Mistress Arianwyn. I believe he should. But
I do not believe he can.]] Zorya tilted her head ever-so-slightly to one side.
[[I think he might be broken.]]


She could well be right at that, I thought
sheepishly. Relaxing a fraction, and feeling more than a little foolish, I
released the grip on my sword. "Teaching me a lesson?"


[[I am teaching nothing, Edric Saran. But it is
possible you are learning, all the same.]]


"And you grew up with this?" I asked
Arianwyn, an eyebrow raised. "How did you stay sane?"


"By choosing my words very carefully."


I realised Jamar
was quietly observing our exchange. "Nothing to say?"


He shrugged. "I am your bodyguard, savir.
It is my job to watch, and yours to talk." His lips twisted into a smile. "It
is important one of us appear well-suited to our role at all times."


Arianwyn laughed once more, and again I couldn't
help but smile. It occurred to me how much had changed between Jamar and myself
in a matter of hours. Before, I'd have ignored the good-natured tone and
rebuked him for the disrespectful words. As it was, he'd defused my anger before
it could even get going. The old fears of betrayal and distrust were still
lurking, of course, but in a world of tree demons, living statues and vengeful
spirits, I was finding it increasingly hard to dislike a fellow countryman
whose only obvious crime was to be a fellow countryman – especially after my
meeting with Alfric.


Jamar rose to his feet. "And now, because I
am a bodyguard, wounded in valiant service. I'd like to see to my injuries."


"Of
course, Jamar." Arianwyn spoke hurriedly, perhaps wishing she'd pressed
the point earlier. "Zorya, would you see Jamar to his quarters?"


[[Immediately, Mistress Arianwyn.]]


Jamar was clearly either wearier or more wounded
than he'd let on, for his progress was halting, but Zorya always slowed to
match his pace. The wooden stairs creaked and sagged under her every step – a
hint as to her not inconsiderable weight. 


Once they were gone, Arianwyn regarded me from
behind an unreadable expression. "It will take Zorya a little while to get
Jamar settled – I doubt she'll be content to let him tend his wounds alone – so
arranging your accommodations might take some time. In the meanwhile, I'd very
much like to hear what happened to you."


"I'm very tired and I don't feel much like
talking." It was the absolute truth. But even so, I knew I sounded
evasive. 


"Not even if I promise a meal? Zorya keeps
the larder well-stocked. I'm sure I can scrape something together. If you
answer my questions now, I promise to answer yours after you've slept."


I was rather hungry – hungry enough to
swing the balance. "Very well, you win." 


Arianwyn offered a triumphant smile and led me
away up the staircase. We passed through several corridors, each as sumptuous
as the main hall, and just as impeccably maintained. 


"How does this place stay so pristine?"
I asked. "It must take an army of servants to keep it in this condition."


"Not at all, Zorya's very efficient, and
there are a handful of others who answer to her. You may not see those – they
keep to themselves for the most part."


That was interesting. One sentinel was a
curiosity; several were a mystery requiring further investigation.


We entered a broad gallery, hung with portraits of
what I presumed were past inhabitants. One of the very oldest paintings was
missing, leaving an odd gap at one end of the room. 


"You still haven't asked where you are,"
said Arianwyn.


"I believe we agreed I'd ask questions later.
And I did hear Zorya call it the Tower of Stars. I assume it's one of the
fortresses on the city wall. It certainly looks similar to the one in which
I... met... Solomon." 


"Yes, I'd forgotten you'd already seen one.
That fortress, by tradition, is known as the Tower of Dusk, on account of it
being the westernmost of the twelve."


"And this one is the Tower of Stars because...?
It's not in the sky?"


She had the grace to smile at the poor joke. "No,
it sits roughly in the middle of the span. It was named by a nobleman who
thought that it sounded both poetic and majestic. It's the way of the rich and
powerful – they don't need to worry about appearing ridiculous because no one
dares tell them that they are. However, a later castellan had the upper floors
altered to accommodate an observatory, so it's no longer an entirely
ill-fitting name."


We reached the end of the gallery and entered a
small dining room.


"That's all very well," I said, "but
I don't understand how you're able to live here. These fortresses are supposed
to be the city's last and best line of defence. The Tower of Dusk was swarming
with praetorians, but this one is home to what, two of you? Five, if you
include the sentinels?" 


"It's a few more than that." Arianwyn gestured
for me to take a seat. "But you're correct, by rights, this would be
overrun with soldiery. Except that they can't get in."


"What?"


"This
tower's been sealed for years. Anyone who approaches finds their mind and feet
wandering elsewhere. I don't know how or why. Father suggested it was something
to do with the mages of the tower's last garrison. I can get in, just as my
father could. Whatever the enchantment is, it seems to recognise, or at least
approve, of our bloodline. And I can bring others with me, if I wish, but no
one else gets in. Apart from Constans, but then he seems to be able to get in
anywhere. Now, if you'll excuse me, I believe I promised food." Turning,
Arianwyn vanished through a small door at the end of the room.


I was speechless. This fortress, lynchpin of
Tressia's defences, was unguarded? If my brother had realised an attack here
would have met with almost no resistance, then perhaps the war could have been
won. 


But then I considered the matter more deeply.
Surely the lack of a garrison would have been obvious to our scouts? Certainly
the rest of the wall was well-patrolled. Was the enchantment guarding this
place so powerful it could cloud the minds of distant enemies, so they
discounted the possibility of attack without ever knowing why? It was a bizarre
and troubling thought that led almost immediately to another: just how little
did my people really know about Tressia's defences? More and more, I was learning
how many lives I'd saved with a single act of fratricide.


I was still
musing when Arianwyn reappeared with fresh butter, bread and a variety of meats
and cheeses. Not exactly grand fare, but more than welcomed by my grumbling
stomach. She'd also dug out a bottle of wine, and I was pleased to discover
that it was an entirely different proposition from the malodorous red I'd
endured at the Silverway.


As we ate, I filled Arianwyn in on my experiences
in Otherworld. She listened with rapt attention, interrupting only occasionally
to ask for extra details or clarification. I was struck again by how analytical
she was. No detail escaped her notice, and on occasion she even managed to
correct me on events I'd misremembered, based purely on words I'd spoken
earlier. 


I'd intended to give only a patchy account of the
time I spent with my brother; not to be evasive or misleading, mark you, but to
gloss over some of the matters Alfric and I had discussed. As it happened, I'd
detailed the events surrounding my brother's death before I realised that I'd
massively overstepped my own bounds. I tailed off as soon as I realised, but
the damage was done, and Arianwyn was staring at me in open-mouthed disbelief.


"You killed the Emperor? That was you? I'd
always assumed it was one of Solomon's agents. But no! It was his own brother!
I knew your name made you part of the royal family, of course. I had no idea it
was that close a..." She stopped short, spots of colour touching her
cheeks. "I'm sorry, that wasn't very tactful."


I shook my head. "It doesn't matter." 


To my surprise, I found it was true. To know
Alfric didn't blame me for his death, and that perhaps he would have done the
same had our situations and character been reversed, had gone a long way to
heal the scars I'd borne these past months. 


Perhaps that was part of why I was more
comfortable around Jamar and had spoken so freely to Arianwyn. Or perhaps, I
thought, a little of the more distrustful Edric re-emerging, there were other
enchantments in the Tower of Stars, and Arianwyn had used such a one to loosen
my tongue. Even I deemed that an unworthy thought, so I continued with my story
– this time without interruption. 


When I'd finished, Arianwyn propped her elbows on
the table, then rested her chin in her upturned hands. "Whatever else you
may be, Edric, you're a lucky man." She somehow managed to sound
reassuring and critical at the same time. "I've heard all manner of tales
regarding journeys into Otherworld, and even a few where the living converse
with the dead." She frowned. "Most end very badly for the living."


I winced. "I know, but your warning went
clear out of my mind. Besides, he talked to me first."


Arianwyn rolled
her eyes. "'It wasn't my fault'," she said in creditable mockery of
my accent, "'the ghost started it.'" Her voice returned to normal. "As
I said, you were lucky. All the same, I'm glad you were able to speak with your
brother." She went quiet for a moment and I knew she was thinking of her
father, taken by the ocean. "I still don't understand why your sword
behaved the way it did. You've no idea as to why?"


"Not a one. It's an old sword, and a prized
family heirloom, but I've never heard a whisper of it having magical
properties." 


Arianwyn sat back thoughtfully. "Constans
told me you didn't draw it when you fought him in Dalrand's study. Why?"


"Until we
fought the strawjack, it hadn't left its scabbard since the day my brother
died. It felt wrong, somehow, to use it for any other purpose."


"Yet you kept it with you." 


It did sound ridiculous, put like that. 


Arianwyn gave me a look that was half compassion,
half appraisal. "From what you've told me of your brother, I don't think
you should be feeling much in the way of guilt."


"Nor did he, as it happens," I shook my
head tiredly. "I think I'd like to get some sleep."


"Of course, Edric. I know which room Zorya
will have prepared for you. We'll go there now. Oh, and... well... I just
wanted to thank you for telling me so much." She spoke quickly, clearly
unsure of what reaction her words would get. "I think it's been a while
since you trusted someone with so large a piece of yourself."


I said nothing. I'd half an idea I'd already said
too much.


"And for what it's worth. I don't believe you're
broken; at least, not in any permanent way. I think perhaps you've just
forgotten you're alive." She offered a brilliant smile and the weight of
my burdens lessened, at least for a moment.


She led me out of the dining room, and back along
the gallery. Another flight of stairs later and we arrived at a bedchamber, its
door ajar. With a final smile, Arianwyn bid me good morning and headed further
down the corridor, presumably to her own quarters. 


Closing the door behind me, I disrobed and,
shortly thereafter, slept like the dead whose company I had so recently known.
























Fifteen


 


I
awoke to find a cleaned and pressed Tressian outfit laid out for me – a welcome
replacement for my tired and battered robes. There was also food – fresh fruit,
bread and cheese set upon a wooden tray, and a jug of water. Deciding I'd face
whatever the day brought far better on a full stomach than an empty one, I set
about my breakfast with gusto.


Only when the last crumb and drop were gone, and I'd
cleaned myself as best I could, did I turn my attention to the clothes. The replacement
trousers, shirt, tunic and cloak were of typical Tressian design, and ran the
gamut of blacks and dark blues I'd come to expect from the better-dressed
citizen. Considering the clothes had almost certainly been purloined from the
wardrobe of Arianwyn's absent father, they were a surprisingly good fit. A
little loose about the waist, perhaps, but nothing tightening the belt didn't
fix.


It was then that I noticed that my sword had been
removed – only the belt and scabbard remained. I was fairly certain that
Arianwyn had taken it, or at least had instructed Zorya to do so. I was also
more than a little annoyed. Hauling on my boots – these at least had been left
to me – I went out into the corridor.


I half expected to find Zorya, or perhaps one of
the other servant-sentinels, waiting for me, but the passageway was deserted.
Where did I go now? I was fairly confident that I'd find my way to the dining
room of the previous night, or down to the entrance hall, but I had a feeling I'd
find Arianwyn in neither place. Then I remembered I'd seen her walk further
down the corridor before I'd turned in.


Thinking that a good place to start, I walked down
to the door where I'd seen Arianwyn last, and rapped politely on its polished
wood. There was no answer, so I knocked again, louder this time. There was
still no answer, so I turned the door handle and eased the door open. Or
rather, I tried to – it didn't budge an inch. I pushed harder, but quickly came
to the conclusion that it was locked, rather than merely stiff. Given the
condition of the rest of the Tower of Stars, I couldn't imagine Zorya allowing
such a thing as rusted hinges.


Abandoning my contest with the door, I headed
further down the corridor, but found my path blocked by another – this one a
double-leaved monster. This too was locked, not merely by a mortise, but a
heavy chain and an even heavier padlock. No one was taking any chances of
intruders getting into that room.


Doubling back
past my quarters, I found myself in the gallery. Again, I was struck by the gap
left by the absent portrait, and took a closer look.


There were no
clues pertaining to whom the lost painting had portrayed. Without exception,
the others had plaques affixed to the wall, giving detail of name and lifespan,
but not this one. That, to my mind, made the portrait's absence a deliberate
concealment. If it was merely gone whilst repairs were made, then the plaque
would have remained in place, awaiting the painting's return. I was surprised
the gallery hadn't been rearranged to fill the space, but maybe the missing
picture was away being reframed. Or perhaps what I assumed to be an unfortunate
gap was actually a deliberate, stylistic separation between two groups of paintings.


I took the
opportunity to examine the picture of Koschai Trelan, Arianwyn's father. It
seemed father and daughter had little in common, for I could detect no trace of
family resemblance. But then, I'd never had an eye for such things and perhaps she
merely took after her mother. 


Koschai's was the most recent portrait. The oldest
was a battered and cracked representation of Josiri Trelan. The remainder
depicted generation after generation of Trelans, with the occasional inclusion
of what I assumed were notable individuals who had married into the line. I had
heard of some of the nobles depicted; the Trelan family's influence had come
and gone over the centuries, but its sons and daughters always had a knack of
finding themselves in momentous events.


Halfway down the gallery was a depiction of Peroth
Trelan, a great bear of a man. He'd single-handedly held the gates of
Callastair for a day and a night, or so the legend went. A little further back
I found matched portraits of Sorika and Yelenor Trelan, twin sisters who had
forced a brief and unwilling peace on our warring peoples three centuries
earlier. And then, at the far end – next to the strange gap – I found a
portrait of the Trelan family's most famous daughter.


This was the second rendition in oils I'd seen of
Sidara – the first having been in 'Lord Droshna's Triumph', the painting
from my embassy which was now presumably ash along with the building. Sidara
was much older here, perhaps in her late twenties or early thirties, so at
least ten years before she mysteriously left Tressia, never to be seen again.


I was, if
anything, slightly disappointed by what I saw. I'd expected a depiction of
great beauty, or at least a woman whose eyes shone with wisdom, but Sidara was
disturbingly ordinary. If the painting was at all accurate, she was attractive
enough, but hardly the being of godlike grace Olvas proclaimed would one day
return. People were never quite the paragons or monsters that history painted
them, figuratively or otherwise.


Remembering I was supposed to be tracking down my
errant hostess, my missing sword, or both, I abandoned my examination of the
portraits and headed off. At the next landing, I had something approaching
luck. Three rooms down I saw Zorya standing still and silent beside a closed
door.


[[Good evening, Edric Saran. I trust you slept
well.]]


"I did, thank you."


[[And the clothes, they meet your needs? Mistress
Arianwyn thought you might wish to be a little less conspicuous.]]


"They do indeed. Whose were they?"


[[They were Master Koschai's.]] So I'd been right
about that. [[He does not require them at present.]] 


That was putting it mildly. "Where's my sword?"


 [[Mistress Arianwyn wished to study it.]]


"She might have asked me first."


[[You were sleeping. I decided discussion was not
important. I apologise if that was incorrect.]]


I stared at the beautiful stone face, trying to
work out if Zorya had just told me the truth. I decided she hadn't, but had
apologised simply to close the issue. 


"It doesn't matter," I lied. "I was
looking for Arianwyn?"


[[Mistress Arianwyn is working, and should not be
disturbed.]]


"Where is she? I'd like to speak with her."


[[Mistress Arianwyn is working, and should not be
disturbed.]] 


I had the distinct impression that I'd get bored
of asking questions long before Zorya would tire of repeating that answer.


"Is she in here?" I reached out for the
door handle.


I needn't have bothered. A slender grey hand
locked itself around my outstretched wrist. I tried to pull away. Again, I
needn't have bothered. That wrist had borne two sets of shackles in the last
few days, and neither had possessed a grip like Zorya's. The only small mercy
was that she'd judged the pressure perfectly. There was no pain, but I wasn't
getting that hand back unless she decided to release it.


[[Mistress Arianwyn is working, and should not be
disturbed. Do not force me to restrain you. It will lead to more cleaning.]]


That was as indirect a threat as I'd heard
recently, but no less daunting for all that.


"Hello Edric." Another voice came from
the end of the corridor. It was Constans. He looked far more cheerful than I
would have liked, and considerably more cheerful than I'd have thought he'd any
right to. 


"Making friends again? Don't tell me you've
gotten into a brawl with Zorya already. Do you meet anyone you don't fight?"
He walked closer and peered at me. "No. No. I don't believe you've had the
pleasure of this battle yet. Zorya's vicious when she gets going, or so I've
been told. Don't be fooled by the pretty face." 


Turning his back on me, Constans kissed Zorya
lightly on her cheek. The sentinel stared impassively back. 


"I think
you can let him go now, Zorya. I daresay he's learned his lesson. Whatever it
was." He turned back to me. "What were you doing?"


"I was trying to open this door; I'm looking
for Arianwyn. Zorya seems to think she shouldn't be disturbed."


"Ah, I understand. Zorya, as I'm here and can
look after our guest in your stead, perhaps you'd see if Ari minds being
disturbed?"


Without preamble, she released my hand, opened the
door and passed into the room beyond. The door closed behind her with more
force than was strictly necessary.


"She's a wonderful creature," said
Constans. "But sometimes a little protective of Ari. I understand you've had
an amusing time since I saw you last?"


I rubbed circulation back into my hand. "Nothing
I can't handle."


Constans smiled and threw his hands open. "How
beautifully laconic! He speaks with his dead brother, vanquishes a host of
spectral assassins, tries to get his hand snapped off by a sentinel, and it's 'nothing
he can't handle'."


"It's been an interesting few days." I
stared pointedly at the door. "Would she really have harmed me?"


Constans shrugged. "Who can say? As I
mentioned, she really is very protective of Arianwyn."


It seemed no one around here gave straight
answers. "How did you get away from Quintus?"


He grinned. "The problem with having so many
men at hand is that they get in each others' way. I confess, I left a couple of
them a little bit bruised. Nothing serious, you understand, but enough to slow
their reactions by two or three hours."


I examined his expression, gauging whether he was
speaking the truth. "Surely you didn't fight your way out?"


"Don't be ridiculous. I'm irreverent, not mad.
No, I'd prepared a hidey hole under some floorboards in the hallway. It was
awfully cramped, and I wouldn't have liked to have stayed there long, but once
Quintus realised you'd all flown the coop, he lost interest in the place. Well,
not quite all interest, hence the bruised constables, but enough so I could
make my way out with a minimum of fuss." He waved his arms expansively. "Of
course, I had a couple of thrilling moments – you wouldn't believe the turn of
speed some of those praetorians have – but it all came out well."


"Why did you stay behind?" 


Constans shifted slightly. "Well, you know
how it is..." 


I didn't know how it was, and didn't find out, for
at that moment Zorya reappeared.


[[Mistress Arianwyn informs me that she would be
pleased to  receive you in the library.]] She managed to imply I'd foolishly
thought otherwise.


"Thank you, Zorya." Constans slipped
through the door. 


Before following him, I indulged a little
curiosity. "Have you ever fought a man, Zorya?"


[[No Edric Saran, I have not.]]


"Ah." I relaxed a little.


[[A fight implies a contest. He was... fragile.]]


"I see."
I wasn't sure whether or not this was the sentinel's peculiar sense of humour
surfacing. "Would you really have twisted my hand off?"


[[Of course not, Edric Saran. I anticipate you
would have ceased being uncooperative long before it was removed.]]


Suppressing a shudder, I followed Constans through
the door. 


The library was a circular chamber, built on five
rising concentric levels, each broader than the last. Every wall was lined with
books and statues – real ones, not sentinels like Zorya, so far as I could see.
In the ceiling's centre was a great plain glass window, through which I could
see the fiery red skies of the evening slowly passing away into night. There were
no windows built into the sides of the room, so light was provided by a score
of calmly glowing lanterns. A table of irregular shape stood in the middle of
the lowest floor. It wasn't until I got closer that I saw why: it a single
piece of wood, a cross-section of some massive tree whose rings were many and
tightly packed.


Arianwyn sat in a leather-bound armchair at the
table's far end. Elsewhere, the polished expanse was clear of clutter. In front
of her, the tabletop was barely visible, concealed as it was beneath piles of
open books. Atop the books sat two objects of interest: my sword – no longer
aflame, and looking just as a sword should – and the fragment of what Solomon
had called the portalstone. Constans stood behind Arianwyn, his gaze directed
at one of the books. As I walked forward, he reached down, twitched a page over
and snorted with amusement.


Arianwyn greeted me without looking up. "Good
evening. I hope you're well rested, because I think it'll be a busy night."


"I think that depends on whether I get my
answers, don't you?"


Arianwyn looked up and waved me into a nearby
chair. "I imagine so. What would you like to know?"


"We can start with 'Can I have my sword back?'
and 'Why did you take it?'"


Her eyes widened. "Oh, of course. I only
wanted a closer look, to see if I could discover why it behaved as it did in
Otherworld." She pressed her lips together. "I'm sorry, I should have
asked." 


She looked genuinely embarrassed, as if she hadn't
even considered to this moment that taking the possessions of a sleeping guest
might be a poor idea. 


I waved the apology away. Now I knew I could
retrieve the sword without a fight, verbal or otherwise, it no longer seemed
quite so important. "And did you?"


"Not really. The sword's not enchanted, I
know that much. I'm not a great expert on such things, but there'd be a
definite sense of power if there was any sort of magic in the blade." She
shrugged. "I'm sorry. It's a little like trying to explain sound to the
deaf. We don't really share a common frame of reference."


Constans took a seat opposite me. "I have a
theory." After satisfying himself that both Arianwyn and I were listening,
he continued in serious tones. "There is more magic in the world than the
staid form that was once taught in this tower. Think about the legends
concerning Sidara. She was no mage, but somehow her touch defeated Droshna,
despite all of Malatriant's power flowing through him. Sidarists tell you that
it was purity of spirit that made victory possible, but that's a very abstract
explanation and wrapped up in religious platitudes besides. What if it was the
blood?"


"The blood?" I asked.


"You've seen the windows in the cathedral. When
Sidara faced Droshna, her hands were covered in Josiri's blood – the blood of
an innocent and noble man betrayed by a friend. We know that blood magic is a
powerful thing – otherwise it wouldn't have been such a popular tool with
tyrants over the years. Perhaps Sidara unthinkingly unleashed the power of
Josiri's blood?"


"That's very interesting, I'm sure," I
said, "but I don't quite follow how it explains my sword. It's not tasted
blood for a long time; innocent, guilty, noble or otherwise. And it's
definitely been cleaned since it did." 


Arianwyn looked thoughtful, but said nothing.


"Ah, but now you're being very literal."
Constans wagged a finger in my direction. "There are plenty of
philosophers who'll tell you blood is more than physical; it's also a spiritual
fluid imbued with honour, pride and other nebulous aspects. You might have
scrubbed off the crusty red stuff, but how do you clean away an emotional
bloodstain?"


"You're saying his brother's blood made the
sword behave as it did?" Arianwyn asked.


"Why not? An emperor's blood must be more interesting
than that of common folk. And if that emperor was not only murdered in cold
blood..." He shrugged an apology for his directness. "...but was
murdered for a noble cause and then, in death, repented his worldly deeds, that
blood would have power. Especially in Otherworld, and against spiteful
creatures like revenants."


"That's a little far-fetched," I
protested.


"Perhaps," Arianwyn said thoughtfully, "but
it does fit events. It's worth considering."


It was clear that neither of them really knew anything
for certain, and I decided that belabouring our ignorance wasn't going to
achieve much. "Next question, then. Where's Jamar?"


Arianwyn smiled. "That one I can
answer with certainty. He's sleeping in a guest room. Zorya treated his wounds
and gave him medicine. What he needs now, more than anything, is rest."


"Will he live?"


"Goodness,
yes," Arianwyn replied. "This library contains a wealth of surgical
and curative knowledge, and Zorya knows all of it. If Jamar were at death's
door, Zorya would have a reasonable chance of halting him on the threshold. She
assures me he'll be up and around in a few hours. But that's only two questions.
I'm sure you've more on your mind than that."


"Believe me, I'm only getting started."
I paused, gathering my thoughts. "Let's assume we're allies, at the very
least, against Solomon. I want to know my allies' strengths."


"In what sense?" Constans asked.


"You I've seen at work." I looked at
Arianwyn. "However, I'm still none the wiser as to how your magic works,
or its limits. I don't want to underestimate you and so waste a valuable
weapon, or assume too much and ask the impossible."


"A fair question, I think," Arianwyn
allowed. "As I said yesterday, I'm not really that practised. I can
agitate fire and am reasonably able to manipulate bodies in motion – that's how
I managed to walk across those rooftops more easily than you, for example. I
can also, with a measure of trial and error, and a lot of effort, hear other
peoples' thoughts." I started at that and she smiled. "Oh, don't look
so worried, it requires physical contact and a great deal of concentration to
be at all effective. It's all self-taught and very unreliable; apart from
opening gates to Otherworld. That I'm good at."


"Why on earth would you have become practiced
at that?"


Arianwyn shrugged. "It's something I've
always known how to do. Father forbade me from using it when I was younger,
then helped me to refine the skill so I'd use it responsibly. As I believe I
said, Otherworld's not normally a perilous place for the living – not if you
obey a few simple rules, anyway."


It still struck me as peculiar, but no more so
than anything else I knew about Arianwyn, so I moved on. "What about
Zorya, will she be able to help us?"


"Unlikely," said Constans, "I don't
think she can leave the tower. Certainly I've never known her offer to do so."


"Maybe she's just never had a good reason."


"That's a possibility," said Arianwyn, "but
you'd have to ask Zorya. She's forthcoming, if you phrase your questions
properly." 


I made a mental note to do just that. "Fair
enough. I assume this is your main base of operations?"


"It's the only one, now that the townhouse is
compromised." She offered a wry shrug. "It's not the end of the
world. We can always buy another when things calm down."


"You have that much money to draw upon?"


"That and more," she smiled. "It's
a long time since the Trelan family has been without coin. If we really need
money, the books in this room are worth a small fortune to the right collector."


"What about other help? You spoke of 'quiet
allies'."


For the first time, Arianwyn looked uncomfortable.
"I did, and it's mostly true. There are a few councillors who want Solomon's
power curtailed, but they're too craven to act directly. We can probably get a
little tangential help, but only if they can be convinced Solomon won't find
out." 


"They're not reliable then?"


"Not remotely. I'll use them if we have to,
but I'd rather it didn't come to that." 


Wonderful. This was looking to be very one-sided, but
then that was always the nature of conspiracies. I re-examined my mental
checklist and found that I'd covered off almost everything. "That just
leaves the big question: tell me about that." I pointed at the fragment.


"We're back to guesswork, I'm afraid,"
Arianwyn apologised. "I've gone through Stefan's book. Much of it's in
code. I found a few references to portalstones in older texts. Apparently they
were used to open and seal gateways to Otherworld."


"Gateways like the ones you use?"


"No, much larger – the sort you can march
armies through."


I exhaled slowly. "I can see how that sort of
thing could be useful." An army moving through Otherworld could completely
bypass any enemy's defences.


"If the army knew how to navigate, certainly.
It gets worse. In a lot of the texts, it is strongly implied that you don't
even need a mage to activate a portalstone..."


"...and you therefore don't need one to
access Otherworld," I finished. "Wouldn't an army just get lost?"


"Not if enough of them knew how to read the paths.
As I told you, it's more a matter of learning to be guided by your heart's
desire than actual cartography. Once you've the knack, it's very hard to follow
the wrong route."


"That
makes Solomon's interest obvious," said Constans. "He'd dance for joy
just for the ability to send his spies unseen into the heart of enemy
territory. Imagine what would happen if he could send entire armies."


And with that, it all started to make a grim sort
of sense. "He wants the portalstone so he can finally destroy my people. With
access to Otherworld, he could send assassins straight into the heart of the
imperial palace. If we lost another emperor so soon after my brother's death,
the various kingdoms would go their separate ways. Your armies could conquer us
piecemeal."


"And that's thinking small," Arianwyn
put in. "Imagine the carnage if Solomon brought the Hadari armies to
battle far from the cities, only to have his troops vanish into Otherworld and
then slaughter the unprotected populace?" 


For a moment, the library was fell silent, the
three of us lost in our own private visions of the evil Solomon would wreak.


Constans leaned back in his chair and smiled. "I
know this isn't exactly a politic thing to say, given the company I'm in, but
perhaps we should let Solomon have his way? A lasting and final peace. Perhaps
it's worth the price."


I froze, suddenly very aware I was the only Hadari
in the room."We have peace now." 


"We do indeed," Constans agreed. "But
for how long?"


"And how many more lives will be lost if
Solomon gets hold of the portalstone?" I demanded. "It could take
years of fighting before the last kingdom was subdued. That's thousands upon
thousands of lives ended, searching for a victorious peace to replace a
functional stalemate."


"Yes, but..."


"Please
don't be difficult." Arianwyn addressed Constans in icy tones. "I
know you're making sure we've considered all options, but we are not
assisting Solomon with anything. Ever. Do I make myself clear?"


Constans held up his hands. "Of course, Ari.
I never thought for a moment that we should." 


I wasn't sure whether or not to believe him. He
had a ruthless streak, did Constans. One ill at odds with his irreverent
nature.


Arianwyn turned away from Constans and looked at
me. "Edric, a little while ago I said that we needed your help. I think
the situation has changed. I hope we're friends now, rather than strangers, but
if I'm wrong, even strangers can work together in times of mutual need, can
they not? Neither of us wants to see Solomon gain access to Otherworld."


"Solomon's not the only party interested in
the fragment," I reminded her. "Should we hand it over to Jack? That
would at least ensure Solomon never got his hands on it."


"I wouldn't guarantee that," Constans
said. "Solomon seems to have agents everywhere."


"Maybe so," Arianwyn argued. "But
Fellhallow's a little beyond even his reach, surely?" 


Constans shrugged.


"On the other hand," she went on, "I've
read enough about Jerack to be a little chary of handing the fragment over. He
doesn't exactly have a trustworthy history. Melanna Saran, Tyric Elas, Vyndir
Reveque... There's no shortage of ill-omened tales concerning mortals who deal
with the master of Fellhallow."


"So we hold onto the fragment," I said,
nodding. "What do we do when the strawjack comes looking for it?"


Arianwyn shrugged. "We'll have to work that
out when it happens. For what it's worth, I doubt a strawjack can get into the
Tower of Stars."


"Are we worrying over nothing?" I asked.
"This is a fragment of a portalstone. Even if Solomon retrieves enough
pieces, we don't know that he can recreate one."


"Do you want to take that chance?"
Arianwyn rejoined. "Dalrand thought there were three other fragments of
this same portalstone within the city walls. The notes suggest that Solomon
already has one. What if we reach the others before he does?"


"How?"


"It's possible he may not know where they
are. We do. At least, we do if Dalrand's notes are correct."


"So why don't we just hold onto this
fragment? If all of the pieces are from the same portalstone, he can't rebuild
it without our fragment."


"Again, we don't know that," said
Constans. "And I don't much like gambling the future on the assumption
that Solomon can't lay his hands on someone who can botch three out of four
pieces together into a functioning whole."


I grimaced. He was right, of course. "Why not
go the other way? Destroy it?"


"How would you suggest we do that? It
survived whatever cataclysm destroyed Darkmere. It was split, certainly, but it
endured when practically nothing else did."


I hung my head, accepting my fate. "Where do
we go first?"


It was Arianwyn who answered. "The vaults of
the council palace; apparently, one of the fragments was concealed in an
antique urn, which was then itself seized as contraband."


"That's suitably ironic." Constans
raised a questioning eyebrow. "Solomon's own council blocking his
acquisitions, I mean."


"He may already have that piece,"
Arianwyn cautioned. "He certainly has enough eyes and ears in the palace.
If he hasn't, it's likely he'll learn of it soon. That's why we'll get that one
first."


"We'd better go, then." I rose, and
retrieved my sword.


"Not quite yet," she said. "We'll
want to wait until it's properly dark before we go sneaking around the palace.
That'll at least minimise the potential witnesses."


I looked down at my remembrance ring again, a
thought forming in my mind. "How much of a delay are you suggesting?"



"No more than a couple of hours."


"Good. There's something I'd like to take
care of first. I'll probably need help."


"Constans will go with you," said Arianwyn.



Constans looked
up. "Oh, he will, will he?" The words suggested annoyance, but he was
still smiling as he unfolded himself from the chair.


"If I'm to
break into the vaults, I've preparations to make," Arianwyn explained
coolly. "So unless you want me to ask Zorya...?"


"No, it's fine," Constans assured her
hastily. "Besides, Zorya would stand out even more than our friend does. Given
his ability to fall into trouble, that's saying something quite profound."
He turned to me. "Are you ready to leave now?"


"Just about. But I'd like to check on Jamar
on the way out."


"Not a problem," he said. "However,
if he's asleep, don't wake him. Mustn't upset Zorya."
























Sixteen


 


Constans and I slipped
away from the Tower of Stars without incident. Jamar had indeed been asleep
when we left and I'd decided not to incur Zorya's wrath by disturbing him.
Instead, I settled for asking Arianwyn to share the details of our discussion
with him if he awoke before she too left the tower. 


It was strange to pass through a courtyard
designed to accommodate so many warriors, and yet was as deserted as Lord
Solomon's conscience. As we entered the gatehouse, we passed only two more
sentinels. Both were seemingly constructed of the same stone as Zorya and, like
her, crafted in the likenesses of young women. They were armed and armoured in
the same manner as praetorians, with thick plate partially concealing their
clothes and wicked halberds held at guard in their hands. I'd found Zorya
unsettling; these I beheld with outright fear. There was something particularly
intimidating about the glassy-eyed stare when combined with such armaments. The
sentinels ignored us in favour of continuing their silent vigil and we spoke no
word to them as we passed into the gatehouse.


"Not all of them can speak," said Constans.
"Or at least, there are several I've never heard speak. Perhaps they don't
like talking to me."


"How many are there?"


"I'm not sure. I've never seen more than a
dozen, and I couldn't tell you the names of more than three or four. They keep
to themselves for the most part."


We reached the main gate of the outer wall which,
to my utter consternation, unbolted itself and swung outwards. I shook my head.
"I don't think I'll ever get used to this city."


Constans grinned. "The Tower of Stars is not
a particularly representative example of a Tressian fortress. As far as I know,
the rest are quite ordinary."


"I know, but between this place, Otherworld,
the strawjack, Zorya... Three days ago my life was bounded by certainties.
Boring, tedious and soul-destroying certainties, but certainties nonetheless.
Now it seems I can't go an hour or two without some legend crossing my path or
something inexplicable happening." 


"At least you're not bored any longer."


"True."


"Well, we're outside," said Constans. "Do
I get to know what you have in mind and where we're going?"


We'd agreed to meet Arianwyn in the palace grounds
at midnight but, as yet, I had not told Constans what it was that I wanted to
do first. "I need to find the remains of my other bodyguards, Romark and
Haril."


"Fair enough," Constans said easily. "Is
your humble guide permitted to know why?"


I held up my left hand. Silver glinted in the
fading light. "All my people wear one of these: a remembrance ring. When a
body can't be taken to the family crypt, it's tradition the remembrance ring be
returned so that family have proof of death. I want to recover Romark's and
Haril's rings so that they can be returned to their families. I owe them that
much."


"It might be a while before you're able to travel
home."


"I could be there tomorrow if Arianwyn would
consent to taking me through Otherworld, though I'm not sure of the reception I'd
have. It doesn't matter. Until I have the rings, the challenges of how they're
returned are irrelevant. Do you have any idea where we start looking?"


Constans glanced at two constables, wending their
way through the crowds. I gave silent thanks to Arianwyn for arranging
alternative clothing. In my robes I'd have easily been spotted – that all
Quintus' patrols had been warned to look out for me, I took as a given. In
Tressian raiment, only the darker tone of my skin could give me away, and even
that was unlikely to cause comment whilst I remained hooded and cloaked.


"It depends." Constans didn't take his
eyes from the patrol. "Normally, I'd say we'd need to indulge a spot of
grave-digging. Most corpses without the benefit of friends or family are heaved
into a mass grave within a few hours of their passing."


The constables vanished out of sight around a
corner. Constans started walking, gesturing at me to follow. "However, in
this case, I think they'll still be in the constabulary morgue. Given the
tangle of suspicions Quintus is harbouring about you, they're likely to have
been treated as evidence. He'll have kept them as cool and unburied as possible
until he's sure that there's nothing more he can learn."


"Where's the morgue?" I asked, dodging
an oncoming dray. 


Constans set a brisk pace through the crowds,
moving effortlessly from gap to gap. "Where else? It's in the basement of
the guard house."


"Wonderful," I lied. "I hope
Quintus is out on patrol. Or better yet, at home and sleeping."


"Don't worry," he said encouragingly. "It'll
be fine. You wait and see."


*******


A little while later, we stood in a
heavily-dunged alleyway behind the guard house. It was not a pleasant locale –
it led to the constabulary's modest stables. It was blocked by a massive iron
gate, presumably in order to prevent the kind of intrusion that Constans and I
were attempting. I'd already tried my assortment of skeleton keys to no avail,
and Constans was now attempting to spring the gate with a set of lock picks he'd
produced from somewhere about his person.


"This doesn't seem to be going very well."


Constans sighed. "Edric, you really must maintain
a positive attitude. This is a setback, that's all." He stopped smiling,
swore, and kicked  the gate.


"Positive attitude?"


"Well, if you'd rather ask one of the nice
constables if you could borrow the key, I'm certainly happy to let you give it
a try. No? Then please be quiet and let me concentrate."


After enduring of five minutes of Constans
berating himself and the lock in roughly equal measure, I was ready to give up
on the whole endeavour. "Constans..."


There was a metallic click, and the gate
swung inward. 


Constans looked at me with innocent curiosity. "Yes?"


We made our way further down the passage, and took
a left turn. Constans put a warning finger to his lips – the stables were just
ahead. Fortunately, they were entirely bereft of two-legged life, and those
horses currently in residence merely regarded us with that singular form of
disinterest that only horses and young nobles can truly master.


We crept down a stone stairway running alongside a
sluggishly flowing stream – one of the Silverway's minor tributaries, or so I
assumed. This led to a small courtyard, choked with dead and dying plants,
surrounded on all sides by towering buildings.


Here, at last,
was a guard. Well, a constable at least, for a less attentive specimen would
have been harder to find. He stood with his back to an open door, alternating
between puffing on a cheap-looking cigar, and taking generous mouthfuls of some
illicit beverage from a hip flask.


We ducked out of sight. 


"These obstacles always pop up at the last
moment." Constans shook his head. "I don't suppose you want the
pleasure...?"


"Not really." Just because I was now
firmly on the wrong side of the law didn't mean I had any enthusiasm for
clobbering constables.


Fortunately, Constans had enthusiasm enough for
both of us. Producing a dagger, he eased his way around the corner. He took
aim, then gave a low whistle. The constable heard the noise, saw Constans...


...and collapsed as the dagger's hilt smacked into
his forehead.


Constans was already moving. He caught the hapless
watchdog of the law, and his hip flask, before either could strike the cobbles.
He lowered the unconscious constable with one arm, then raised the hip flask to
his nose, savoured its bouquet and scowled. 


"What a terrible thing to do to apples,"
he opined. He took a drink anyway. "Are you coming?"


While Constans retrieved his dagger, I propped the
constable up in one corner of the courtyard and poured the contents of the hip
flask onto his uniform. When he woke up, he'd hopefully assume he'd drunk more
than he'd intended to and spilt the rest. 


After a careful look through the open doorway,
Constans and I ducked inside. No one had thought to put up handy signs in the
guard house, but it seemed Constans had been there before, because he led us
unerringly down two stone flights of lantern-lit stairs and straight into the
morgue. 


We only had to hide once, when a burly and
red-faced figure heavily emerged onto the stairs. This was Emyl Boruta, the
resident doctor, surgeon and gravesman. From what I'd heard, he was probably so
drunk he'd not even notice us, or at least find nothing odd in the situation if
he did. Even so, we elected not to take any such chance, and ducked into a
small storeroom as the good doctor laboured heavily upwards.


The morgue itself was small and appropriately gloomy,
its off-white tiles illuminated only by a series of small, barred windows set
high on one wall. The room was almost pitch black, the sun having set long ago,
so Constans went out into the stairway and retrieved a lantern. 


The four stone slabs were chipped and stained, but
only three held bodies. None were Romark or Haril. So much for that idea.


Constans moved to a small desk in the corner and
leafed through the pages of a leather-bound ledger. He read in silence for a
minute while I kept watch at the base of the stairs. 


"Ah, here
we are," he said. "You know, this handwriting is truly atrocious. It
seems they were too badly burned to keep around for long..." I could
understand that; the smell of charred human flesh was not pleasant, "...so
they've buried them already. At Claygate cemetery, it says."


A bitter taste gathered at the back of my mouth. "Well,
that's that then, I suppose." 


"Perhaps not. Apparently their personal
effects were removed beforehand, and... that's right... and placed in the
morgue locker." Constans looked around the room. "Now, if I were a
morgue locker, where would I be? Aha!" 


As Constans moved the lantern, the shadows shifted
to reveal a small cupboard set into the far wall.


"You take a peek in there," he said. "After
all, you know what you're looking for. I'll keep an eye out for unexpected
guests." He placed the lantern on the empty slab and left the room.


The cupboard was locked, but here the skeleton
keys did oblige me. After no more than three attempts, the battered door sprang
open. The upper shelf held a thick sheaf of papers, but the far larger lower
shelf housed nothing save for a small leather pouch, a handful of Thrakkian coins
– worthless in Tressia – and a large iron key. Ignoring the other contents, I
reached into the cupboard and retrieved the pouch. I loosened the strings and
tipped the contents into my hand; I had indeed found the remembrance rings. 


I held the rings up to the lantern's light, trying
to forget the macabre overtones of examining dead men's property in a room
containing three corpses. The two were alike, crafted of silver and with a
rolling knot work pattern set about the band. At first glance they seemed
identical, but closer examination revealed intricacies of design that rendered
them unique. Here and there, the silver was fire-blackened, and I wondered
again how these men had died. Had they choked to death on the fire's foul
vapours or been consumed by the flames? With a shudder, I turned my mind to
other matters. Whilst a morgue might be an apt place for morbid thoughts, the
speculation was pointless, and depressing besides.


I tipped the rings back into the pouch and slipped
it into my pocket. I had no idea which ring was whose, but it didn't matter –
even if Jamar couldn't tell them apart, the respective families would be able
to do so. I'd played my part and done my penance. It was time to get out of
there.


I closed and re-locked the cupboard – there was no
point making things easier for any genuine thieves – and rejoined Constans on
the stairs. He raised an eyebrow in silent question, took the lantern and
returned it to the wall bracket whence it had come. We then made our way back
up the stairs as quickly as we could; with a little more luck we'd be out of
the guardhouse before anyone had even realised we were there. Alas, luck was
not prepared to remain with us. 


The challenge came as we crossed the first
landing. 


"Who goes there?" 


A young constable emerged further down the
corridor. The tone was questioning, rather than alarmed, but a commotion was
sure to follow if we couldn't silence our challenger first.


So did Constans. In his characteristic blur of
motion, he sprang before the final word had fully escaped the constable's lips.
Unfortunately, Constans' trailing cloak somehow became entangled on a door
handle. It ripped free as he moved, but the slight tug threw him off-balance.
As Constans struggled to maintain his footing, the constable shoulder-barged
him. 


I joined the
fight as Constans slammed into the far wall. My shoulder slammed into the constable's
back, and the impact bore him to the ground. I winced, both at the sound of his
skull striking stone and at the realisation that I'd attacked one of Quintus'
guards with absolutely no hesitation. It had been necessary, I knew that, but
that didn't stop me from fretting that the compromise between law and need had
come a little too easily. Would I have killed the constable, if the need had
been there? 


Uneasy, I stood back up.


"Don't worry about me," Constans said in
an affronted whisper. "I can get up by myself, thanks for checking."
He hauled himself upright. "That was a particularly effective takedown."


"I'm not terribly proud of it."


"Better him with a sore head than us in the
cells," Constans pointed out. "Quick, let's get this fellow out sight."


With only a little difficulty we got the constable
hidden away in the same storeroom we'd earlier used for shelter. Happily, it
seemed the sound of the scuffle hadn't carried far, as we then managed to get
out of the guard house, through the alleyway and out into the street without
any further difficulty.


Off in the distance, a clock chimed half past the
hour – the second time it had done so since we'd left the Tower of Stars. 


"We'd better get to the palace," said Constans.
"We don't want Ari waiting for us. She'll only worry."


For a wonder, all of Quintus' alert constables
were clearly in another part of the city that night, and we passed from street
to alley to street without – so far as I could tell – even a suspicious glance
in our direction. Quickly reaching the Silverway River we followed it east, then
cut back through the Merchant District's tangle of warehouses.


We'd just crossed into an alleyway running behind
a crescent of townhouses, when I was struck by an absolute certainty that we
were being followed. There was no sight or sound to justify my instinct, yet I
was convinced danger waited nearby.


"What's wrong?" asked Constans.


"I don't think we're alone." I quickened
my pace.


Constans matched his speed to mine, and glanced surreptitiously
around. "I can't see anyone."


"Nor can I. But I'm certain we're being
followed."


"Well, if you're right, we can't lead them to
Arianwyn." He smiled. "We'll just have to give them the opportunity
to catch up and then give them suitable discouragement, won't we?"


We entered a gloomy courtyard. Constans led me to
a spot so heavily in shadow we'd be invisible. 


"This will do nicely," he whispered
approvingly. 


We didn't have long to wait. Only a handful of
seconds since Constans and I had hidden ourselves, I heard the noises of
pursuit. Unfortunately, these were not the sounds of footsteps on cobbles, nor
even the murmur of voices. Rather, they were the scraping sounds of branches on
stone and the rustling, cracking noise that I'd lately heard altogether too
often. 


I swore silently. With everything that had gone on,
I'd completely forgotten about the deadline Jack had set. A deadline I had now,
apparently, broken. 


The strawjack shambled into the courtyard at a
disturbingly swift pace, its head bobbing from side to side with every uneven
step. Its blazing green eyes scoured the courtyard for sign of its prey. We
crouched silent and still as the creature's gaze swept across our hiding place,
hoping that the combination of immobility and shadow would preserve us from its
sight.


Unfortunately, such was not to be. With a crackle
of triumph, the strawjack loped towards us.


Predictably, Constans was the first to react.
Drawing a pair of daggers, he moved quickly and sure-footedly to block the
creature's path. The strawjack didn't even notice him. It collided with Constans,
knocking him winded to the ground. For a moment, the creature stood there in
apparent confusion, then advanced with thudding steps over the prone body. I
winced as the not-inconsiderable mass trampled Constans' unconscious form, drew
my sword and advanced to meet the strawjack.


I lost the fight at once. The strawjack's left hand
split apart into a mass of writhing tendrils. I swept my blade upward and
severed a half-dozen of the flailing branches, but others tore the sword from
my grasp and hurled it into the darkness. Yet more tendrils wove around my
torso, lifted me high above the ground and slammed me against the wall.


The strawjack held me there for a moment. I
wondered, as dispassionately as I could – which was not very – if I was about
to feel its branches burrowing into my brain. But the creature just stood
there, leaving me to ponder my fate. 


Constans was alive, I could see that much, but I
assumed he was so wounded that I couldn't hope for any help. I struggled
against the strawjack's grip, but to no avail. For every tendril I pulled free,
another came forward to take its place.


The creature raised its upturned right palm. I
watched as the hand reshaped itself into the robed and masked marionette of
Jack I'd seen before. The strawjack's crackling faded to a whisper, but
unfortunately the creature's dormancy didn't loosen its grip any.


{{Mortal, your allotted time is ended,}} Jack
buzzed. {{You will surrender the portalstone.}}


"You keep your bargains by attacking without
warning?"


Part of me recoiled in horror at addressing one of
the great powers in such a manner, but the larger – and angrier – part of me
had already decided I wasn't leaving this courtyard alive, so where was the
harm?


Jack cocked his head to one side. {{It was you who
attacked. My servant merely defended itself.}}


I glanced at the now-twitching Constans. "My
friend would disagree. Will you at least let me help him?"


The marionette followed my gaze. {{Desperation has
addled your wits. Surrender the portalstone.}}


"I can't. I no longer have it."


{{I know. My servant would sense it about your
person.}}


"Then why..."


{{You will tell me where it is, so my servant may
retrieve it.}} Jack spoke as if to a small child. {{Time grows short. I no
longer have the luxury of indulging mortal foolishness.}} The tendrils around
my midriff squeezed tighter. {{Tell me where it is.}}


I thought of the fragment, still presumably safe
within the Tower of Stars, a fortress which I'd been assured no unwelcome
creature could enter. Could Jack breach its bounds? For that matter, how would
the sentinels fare in battle with the strawjack? I knew little about either
party, but if I had to guess, I'd have assumed the strawjack would be torn
apart in short order.


Buoyed by this assumption, I was for a moment
tempted to tell Jack what he wanted to know. Then I realised I had no real idea
what forces Jack could muster if he was called upon to do so, or even whether
he would leave me alive if I gave him the answers he sought. With a hollow
feeling, I realised all I could do was hope Jack was bluffing or that Constans
could somehow get his wits back and effect a rescue – neither of which seemed
likely. 


I shot Jack as defiant a look as I could manage.


{{You sadden me.}} The strawjack's grip tightened.
{{I had hoped you would be reasonable. Still, if you require more motivation,
you may have it.}} Several tendrils disengaged from my torso and skittered
across my face. I could feel them probing at my ears, nose and mouth. {{I'm
afraid that this will hurt a very great deal, but it can end whenever you
choose.}}


I cast my mind back to the gruesome death that the
strawjack had inflicted on one of Solomon's heavies. That had, at least, been
reasonably swift.


{{I could have my servant burrow into your brain,
but I don't want to risk damaging you so much that you can't give me the
information I need. Instead, I think we'll start with your eyes. You don't need
to see; just listen and talk.}} Two branches arched level with my eyes. {{Or
perhaps we'll dismantle you from inside out, tear at your innards with thorn
and stem.}} 


Shoots writhing in my nostrils and ears. More
tendrils pried my jaws apart, and clawed their way into my mouth. 


{{It's curious,}} Jack droned, {{but some mortals
forced to drink the sap of a strawjack slowly become a strawjack themselves. A
great many others perish in the transformation. It is certainly agonising, but
those that remain are stronger, and more obedient, than they ever were before. Something
to try later, if we have to.}}


That had to be a bluff. If Jack needed the
information so badly, he couldn't risk killing me. I gagged as more tendrils
forced their way down my throat. Shoots writhed across my gums. I could still
breathe, but just barely. The pain would begin soon, I knew, when the tiny
branches scratched and burrowed at my flesh. Or would Jack take my eyes first,
as he'd promised? 


"What an interesting tableau." The
tendrils paused as the unfamiliar voice sounded. 


I opened my eyes. A small, dark-haired boy stared
up at me. He looked no more than eight years old and was dressed head-to-foot
in formal attire. Every detail was perfect, from the brilliant white shirt to
the perfectly pinned cravat. Everything else about the boy, save the shirt and
his pale skin, was a heavy black, and almost invisible in the shadowy courtyard.
He seemed completely unafraid. It was this, as much as his unexpected
appearance, that warned me he was no ordinary child.


"What are you doing in this city, Thorn?
Surely you find its cold stones uncomfortable? Wouldn't you rather be out there
in the wider world..." The boy waved an expansive arm. "...terrifying
superstitious pagans? That is how you spend most of your time, after all."


{{You know why I am here,}} Jack hissed. Without
relinquishing its grip, the strawjack turned so that the marionette in its palm
could face the newcomer. {{You must be stopped.}}


The boy laughed. "You can't even interrogate
a terrified mortal. Look at him; he'll die of fright long before he tells you
anything useful." He smiled menacingly. "Well, he would if I permit
this farce to continue, which I won't."


{{You propose to fight?}} buzzed Jack. {{Such
things are forbidden by the highest law.}}


"Ah, but I wouldn't be fighting you, would I?
You're not really here. You're just projecting through this brittle cadaver. I
can destroy that and our siblings won't even bat an eyelid."


{{Even so, it would be open war. My servants
against yours.}}


"Yes, but open war is coming, sooner or
later. You've seen to that. Why worry about sooner? In any case, my legions are
ready. You'd be surprised what a soul will do to avoid punishment."


I struggled to focus. The strawjack's tendrils
were interfering with my breathing more than I'd thought; I was starting to
pass out. The edges of my vision were blurring, and the boy had become little
more than a shadow set against a dark background. 


{{Why do you care about this mortal?}} Jack
demanded.


"Because it pleases me to, of course. He's
proved quite entertaining these last few days." With a croaking cry and a
flutter of wings, a raven alighted on the boy's shoulder and peered at the
strawjack. The boy's tone darkened. "So what's it to be, Thorn? You can go
back to your forest and gird your... whatever it is that you gird... or we can
give this sleeping city a spectacle it's not likely to forget. Oh... except you
can't, can you? You're not here. It'll be me against your servant then."
The boy rubbed his hands together with glee and then gave a mock look of
concern. "I do hope it's sturdier than it looks."


Jack hissed. The marionette drew back into the
strawjack's palm. The creature dropped me, its tendrils whipping out of my
throat as it did so. With a last look in the boy's direction, the strawjack
stalked off into the night, leaving me lying on the ground, gasping for breath
and consciousness. In the first, at least, I was successful, but I had lost any
hope of the second – the world was already beginning to spin and fade.


My last memory was of the boy standing over me
with an amused look on his face. "Don't worry. You're not going to die.
Not yet. Besides, you've been doing so well; it'd be a shame to stop now."


Then came darkness.
























Seventeen


 


Constans roused me from
unconsciousness. "Come on, wake up," he hissed. "The bells have
just rung for midnight. We're late." 


Privately observing that I felt incredibly lucky
even to be alive, I hauled myself into a sitting position. As I did so, the
stars spun rather more than they should have. "I'll be a little while yet."


Constans stared at me, gauging whether or not I
could be chivvied. He clearly decided that I couldn't and propped himself
against a wall. "Fine. I could use a little rest myself." He didn't
sound at all pleased.


"Sorry, my head feels packed with wool. It'll
pass in a minute."


"It's these late night alley-parties,"
Constans smiled, his good humour apparently restored. "You should cut
down."


My head was starting to clear. A little of the
pain went with it. "I can't seem to stay away. It's the company I keep."


"It could be, at that. Personally, I wouldn't
trust me as far as I could throw me." He winced, and shifted painfully
against the wall. I belatedly remembered to be surprised that he was moving
around at all. 


"How are you? That strawjack hit you hard."


"It wasn't so much the hitting, as the
stamping all over me with thorned, woody feet. No bones broken, but everything
feels mangled. I rather think my part in tonight's excitement is over. Once I've
shown you to the rendezvous, anyway."


I couldn't blame him for that. I couldn't see any
blood, but I wouldn't have expected much to show on dark clothes in such poor light.
"I must admit, I was expecting to have to carry you out of here."


"We can both be glad that wasn't necessary. I
can't see how that wouldn't have attracted a mass of unwanted attention.
Fortunately, it would seem that I'm a lot tougher than I look – or at least a
little luckier than I deserve."


A thought struck me. "How much of it were you
awake for?"


"I was in and out for most of it."
Constans shook his head. "Probably similar to how you feel now. I couldn't
understand much of what Jerack was saying – his voice and semi-consciousness
aren't a good combination – but I got the gist."


"You saw my rescuer?"


"Sensed, rather than saw. I was fading pretty
badly at that point. Besides, I'm not sure rescuer would be a proper term. I
had the distinct impression he was more interested in saving you for something
else. I'm not sure being saved from a fate worse than death by, well, Death, is
something that should warm the heart."


So he knew. "That was Malgyne?"


"I'd say so," Constans replied. "An
avatar of life and an avatar of death, both looking for us… Well, for you at
least. You should feel honoured."


"Whatever I feel at the moment, it certainly
isn't honoured."


*******


As soon as my vision returned to
somethings serviceable, and the pain in my head faded to a dull ache, I let
Constans lead me the rest of the way to the palace grounds. It wasn't a
particularly swift journey as he was limping heavily and refused all
assistance. 


He spoke little, limiting himself to directions
and, on one occasion, a warning about a nearby patrol. Unlike the others we'd
seen, this patrol wasn't a group of Quintus' constables, but a trio of
praetorians. Whatever I'd fallen into, the stakes were rising – as if I needed a
reminder of that, given recent experience.


Finally, we arrived at the palace, all four sprawling
storeys of it. By day, this building was the city's beating heart of
governance, its corridors thronged with politicians, clerks, petitioners,
merchants, servants and flunkies of all kinds. It was my profound hope that it
was a far quieter place at night.


Even at this hour, there were a half-dozen
praetorians at the main gate – though I noticed the Sidarists of two nights ago
were nowhere in evidence. Fortunately, we'd no intention of approaching the
main building – not yet anyway. The palace's gardens were large, unwalled and,
Arianwyn had assured me, seldom patrolled. 


Constans led me through an immaculate topiary
archway and into a maze of flowerbeds, lawns and hedgerows beyond. In a city
like Tressia, where most signs of the natural world had been torn down or
flagged over, it was incredible to see so much greenery in one place. But there
was more to the gardens than vegetation alone. There were covered walkways and
wooden gazebos, pools, ponds, trailing ivy and trickling water features fed by
one of the Silverway's tributaries. Even at this hour, lanterns were alight at
every junction, casting arrays of light and shadow that made the place seem all
the more enchanting and sinister all at once.


"I can find my way from here," I said. "Go
get some rest."


Teeth gleamed beneath Constans' hood. "If you're
certain? I don't want you getting lost just to spare me a little discomfort."


"Arianwyn said she'd met us at the Karnev
memorial. I can see the top of it over that hedge. I'll be fine from here."


"If you insist. Did you want me to take the
rings back?"


I'd been thinking of asking him exactly that, but
had come to the conclusion I wouldn't have properly borne the burden of if I
didn't personally place the remembrance rings in Jamar's hand. "I'll keep them.
It's something I have to do for myself. I don't know if you understand."


"I understand very well," Constans
replied, with uncharacteristic solemnity. "I'll see you back at the tower."
With a slightly pained bow, he headed back through the grounds.


The Karnev memorial was a hideously overwrought
construction of white marble arches, polished basalt plinths and thousands of
hand-high statuettes. Vanya Karnev had led the armies of Tressia for a four
full decades before infirmity – and a well-placed arrow – had finally ended his
glorious career. His was the only full-size statue on the memorial. The others,
split equally between heroic Tressians and sneering Hadari, were locked in
silent battle about his feet.


The memorial was only a few hundred yards away,
but it seemed much further. My route took me through an artificial grove of
gnarled yews. In the half-light of the gardens' lanterns, every single tree
conspired to take on a threatening shape. Without the comfort of Constans'
presence, my mind wandered into dark places. It occurred to me that, if Jack
had been insincere about leaving me alone, he'd find no better place to have
his strawjack ambush me than in these very grounds. 


"You're late." Arianwyn leaned against one
of the monument's arches, far enough back to be concealed from prying eyes.  "Where's
Constans?"


"He's fine," I said. "He's gone
back to the tower. I'm afraid we had a little trouble on the way here."


"Quintus?"


I shook my head. "The strawjack."


Her eyes widened, just a little. "I'm sorry
Edric. We should have been better prepared."


"Probably. It doesn't matter now."


"Why? Has Jerack given up on the fragment?"


"I doubt it. After he finished mauling
Constans, he threatened to turn me into a strawjack if I didn't cooperate."


She looked at me warily. "You told him about
the tower?"


"No."


She exhaled slowly. "Good. I'm not sure...
Wait, why did he let  you go?"


"He didn't. I had help from an unexpected
source."


I told Arianwyn of Malgyne's intervention in as
much detail as I could remember. She took two faltering steps, then half-sat,
half-collapsed onto a wooden bench and buried her head in her hands. I took a
seat at the other end of the bench and was still trying to decide what the
proper response was when Arianwyn looked up at me, her eyes dry but her hands
shaking. 


"I'm alright, honestly I am. It's just that
to hear someone tell you they've literally had a brush with Death..."


"I'm not exactly thrilled about it myself."
On the other hand, I should probably have been more concerned than I was.
Perhaps I'd reached the point where I was so overloaded by strange and terrible
events I could no longer manage the proper reaction. 


"Yes, but this is my fault. I brought you
into this. I'm so sorry Edric, I had no idea. I thought this was just another
of Solomon's plots, not..."


"Not what?"


"I don't know!" Her voice tightened. "I
wish I did."


There were still no tears. She was badly
frightened, but a long way from despair. I'd wondered how much of the real
Arianwyn I'd seen these last few days. Even when things had been going badly
for us in Otherworld she'd retained her composure. I'd wondered how much of
that had been genuine courage and how much was a mask worn for my benefit. Now
I knew. My revelations had stripped her confidence away, but steel lay beneath.
I shouldn't have been surprised. Hers was not a bloodline to back down before
anything.


"We don't have to do this tonight," I
said.


She stared at me blankly, then gave me a long,
appraising look. "You're a kind and generous man, Edric Saran, the very
thing that we are all taught princes should be. It gives me hope that we might
yet live through whatever it is we've stumbled into. Anything else would be a
poor reward."


The compliment was rather spoiled by the ominous
ending, but I was obscurely pleased nonetheless. I opened my mouth to speak,
but subsided as she pointed a warning finger.


"However, you seem to think that just because
I'm terrified – and I am, believe me, I am – that I've suddenly stopped
thinking." She said the words matter-of-factly, with a touch of humour
wielded expertly at my expense. "First of all, nothing you've told me alters
the dangers of Solomon getting hold of a complete portalstone. Second, you said
'We don't have to do this tonight'. You've no intention of returning to
the tower, have you?"


So much for that plan. "Eventually, yes,
but..."


"...but not until you've found a way into the
vaults and retrieved the second fragment. If it's still there, of course."


"I had something of that sort in mind."


"Fine. I'll still be coming with you."


"Arianwyn..."


"I told you, I'm terrified, but that doesn't change
what we came here to do." She stood up. "If you're staying, so am I."



There was an undeniable tone of challenge in her
voice, but also something far harder to define. A quiet dignity perhaps, backed
up by a resolve that matched and probably far exceeded my own. In that moment,
in the darkness of the palace gardens, she made me believe that there was
something more than mortal in her lineage, that perhaps everything the
Sidarists believed was true. Then she smiled, and the moment passed.


"Come, dear Edric. Let's be about our
business."


Giving up on any attempt at dissuasion, I followed
her down a long and twisting path leading back down towards the palace. "You
have a plan, I trust?"


"Naturally." She spoke calmly, her
apprehension gone without a trace. "I was going to get us inside through
Otherworld. There's a crossing point at the base of the monument. However,
given everything that you've just told me, I've no desire to enter Death's
realm unless there's no other choice."


"You'll have no argument from me. So we're
doing this the old fashioned way?"


"Yes. It's a shame Constans isn't here. He's
rather better at this than I am. He enjoys it more, too."


We came to a low stone wall and a gravelled
expanse, beyond which lay the rear wall of the palace itself. Arianwyn put a
finger to her lips as a patrol of praetorians noisily made its way across the
gravel. We sank behind the wall.


"We'll wait for them to move out of sight, then
head down the left hand side of the building," Arianwyn whispered. "There's
a servant's entrance a little way down."


For a wonder, we made it to the servant's door
without attracting any attention. Twice more we sighted patrols, but on both
occasions we were able to find concealment in time. In truth, the praetorians
didn't seem that alert. It was hard to blame them. I don't think I'd heard of
anyone trying to break into the palace. 


Later, I'd wish I'd considered why that might be. 


Thanks to Quintus' skeleton keys, the door itself
was no obstacle. Those keys really were handy, and I wondered if the guard
captain had learned enough of my escapades to regret having given them to me.


After passing through a series of pleasant but functional
rooms, Arianwyn and I stood in a darkened corridor with a high, vaulted
ceiling. A draughtboard pattern of black and white tiles made up the floor,
with rich-looking carpet runners laid out along the corridor's centre. To
either side, the corridor vanished into darkness, though I fancied I saw the
right hand passage curving away. Ahead stood large and imposing double doors,
their approach guarded by two suits of polished armour.


I tried to match my surroundings to my brief
ambassadorial visit six months ago, but to no avail. It had been too long ago,
and I'd been too busy trying not to expire on the spot from embarrassment. I
guessed the room ahead was a ballroom of some kind, but even if it was, I knew
there were at least three such chambers in the palace. I gave up my attempts at
orientation. As I didn't have the slightest idea where the vaults were in
relation to the rest of the building, there wasn't much point anyway. But it
would have been nice not to be reliant on someone else's directions for a
change.


"This way." 


Arianwyn tapped me on the shoulder and headed
around to the right. We passed through a series of increasingly opulent rooms.
The wealth on display was fantastic. The walls were lined with hand-painted
wallpaper, or else hidden behind vast tapestries of gold and silver. Priceless Thrakkian
vases and Ithna'jîm crystal sculptures stood upon plinths and intricate side tables.


"Why are there so few guards?" I
enquired. "To have only one door and a handful of patrols between this
collection and the outside world is a thief's dream."


"Everything's protected by some form of
invisible tripwire at night," she whispered. "I don't know how it
works – I assume it's magical – but it's definitely there." She smiled
slightly. "There are at least two self-proclaimed master thieves in the
Pit who decided that the talk of alarms was just a way of keeping opportunists
away." 


She stepped carefully around a bronze statue of a
rampant lion someone had seen fit to display in the middle of the passageway. 


"There's a story doing the rounds about one
of them," she continued. "Apparently, he'd been commissioned to
liberate a particularly fine pre-Sidaran bust. He got in through an upper
window, found the piece he was looking for, and then became the focus of every
guard in the palace after a muffled booming shook the building."


"He can't have been happy."


"He wasn't." She peered cautiously
around a corner. "Rumour also says he was 'one of the lucky ones',
whatever that means."


"Is it too much to hope that the rumour alludes
to something harmless and straightforward, like the fact that the thief was
captured, rather than killed?"


"I've no idea. It's probably best that you
don't touch anything."


"I'd tend to agree." I'd had no
intention of doing so anyway. I just wanted to be out of the place as quickly
as possible.


We came to a halt where our alcoved corridor
passed through an arch. The sound of footsteps and a dull glow came from beyond.
Arianwyn pressed herself into the corner between the arch and the wall, and I
did the same on the opposite side.


It would have been nice if the patroller hadn't
come through the arch, but had instead continued along the other passage.
Failing that, I'd have settled for him being sufficiently bored and unobservant
that he failed to catch sight of us when he walked past. Sadly, neither proved
to be the case. He came around the corner and found himself staring straight at
Arianwyn.


"Don't move!" The praetorian raised his
lantern and drew his sword. 


Arianwyn shrank in on herself, the very picture of
an intruder unexpectedly caught and fearful of the consequences. I also stood
stock still, but for very different reasons. So far, the praetorian's full
attention was on her, and I didn't want any sound to give away that small
advantage. I held my breath and hoped Arianwyn wouldn't do anything that drew
attention to me.


"Please, please don't hurt me," she
sobbed. "I didn't want to come, but they made me. They said if I didn't
show them where the vaults were, they'd kill me. I got away, but they're
looking for me." She looked up at the praetorian, her eyes imploring. "I
think they're this way. I can take you to them..." She took a quick step
back the way we'd come. 


The guard, who may or may not have believed the
story, moved to block her escape. As he did so, his back turned fully towards
me. Thanking Ashana for the fact that he wasn't wearing a helmet, I hit him as
hard as I could. For once, my best was good enough. With a quiet sigh, the praetorian
pitched face first onto the carpet. 


I was slowly battering my way up the hierarchy.
First a constable, now a praetorian; at my current rate, I'd thump a councillor
in less than a day, and a god before the week was out. I realised I shouldn't
make jokes like that, even in the privacy of my own mind – certainly not with
the way my life was going. 


With Arianwyn's help, I hauled the guard into an
alcove. Hopefully, he'd remain out of sight long enough for us to complete our
business in the palace.


"Hold his head upright," said Arianwyn. 


All signs of the damsel in distress were gone now
they were no longer needed. Slightly perplexed, I obeyed. She crouched beside
the unconscious praetorian and pressed her palm to his forehead. She sat that
way for a moment, eyes closed and lips mouthing silent words. 


She stood up and dusted herself down. "You
can let him go. There are another two praetorians patrolling this part of the
palace. Neither will be back this way for a while. With a bit of luck, we'll
get in without any more unfortunate events."


"You managed to get all of that from the mind
of a sleeping man?" I asked, impressed and a little unsettled.


"He's a guard." Arianwyn brushed at her
skirts. "Most of his surface thoughts were of that duty." Her nose wrinkled
in distaste. "It was like wading through mud." She noticed what her
hands were doing, froze, and then slowly relaxed. "Sorry, the experience
sometimes provokes more of a reaction than I'd like."


"I don't suppose you found out where the
vaults are?"


"I already know." She looked at me with
amusement. "Did you think we'd been walking around in circles all this
time?" 


With one last look at the guard, she led me
through the archway into the lantern-lit space beyond, where our way was
blocked by a large, metal door. 


"See?" she asked sweetly.


"At no point did I say you'd led us astray."
I protested, but my heart wasn't in it. I was fairly sure she didn't believe
me.


My eyes flicked over the door's baroque mouldings,
taking in the intricate bas-reliefs of godlike figures. Representations of Jack
and Malgyne were there, the former stood before a majestic tree, the latter
hunched over a branch in such a manner that his raven-head made him appear like
nothing so much as a giant bird of prey. Ashana was there, her arms spread in
benefaction, as was Astor, Artisan of Creation, and a whole host of lesser
deities and powers, many of whom I didn't recognise. 


"Stefan would have loved this."


"What do you mean?" asked Arianwyn.


"It's a reminder of beliefs long lost and
stories of old. He spent his life looking for such things. You have to admit it's
not exactly typical Tressian work."


"It isn't. The vaults far predate the rest of
the building by thousands of years, and it's been at least three centuries
since anyone in the republic cared enough about the great powers to replicate
them in art."


"Sidara excepted, of course."


"Of course. If we lower ourselves to the
level of the masses, and pretend she was the great power the Sidarists like to
believe."


A follow-up jibe died on my lips; she was clearly
not in a receptive frame of mind. "How do we open it?" There was no
handle, lock or even any hinges I could see.


"Magic, of course," Arianwyn said, with
a wicked smile.


I frowned. "So the Tressian vaults, resting
place of the republic's greatest treasures, can only be opened by outlaws?"


"Oh Edric. Surely you've come to understand
the deep and abiding hypocrisy of the Republic by now? The abjuration decrees
aren't intended to ban mages from Tressia; they're to make sure that they live
in a suitably fearful and biddable state." Her lip curled in disgust. "Magic's
just another weapon to the council, and they don't want it wielded by anyone
other than themselves."


It was obvious, when put that way. "And you
gained all of this knowledge first hand?"


"Father did. He spent years working at the
council's behest. There was plenty he wouldn't tell me about – I think he was
ashamed – but he did pass on all kinds of interesting information."


I tapped the door impatiently. "Like how to open
this?" 


"Naturally," Arianwyn said, more amused
than annoyed by my impatience. She muttered something and touched her hands to
three seemingly-unremarkable locations on the door. There was a grinding sound
of metal upon metal and the door slid slowly back. 


There were stairs beyond, rough-hewn chunks of
stone that spiralled away into the darkness. The walls behind the door were
bare rock – a stark contrast to the finery of the palace. They were damp to the
touch, given colour here and there by patches of lichen. Arianwyn unhooked the
lantern from the wall and started down the stairs. With one last look behind
us, my ears straining to catch any indication that we'd been discovered, I followed.


There were scores of steps and the lower ones were
slippery with water, leaking in from somewhere high above. Fortunately, some
thoughtful soul had bolted a length of tarred rope around the outside of the
spiral. One hand latched firmly around this made the journey far  less fraught.



"How deep does this go?" I asked.


"I've no idea, father never said."


I stopped as a faint grinding noise drifted down
the stairs. "Does that mean what I think it means?"


Arianwyn nodded. "The door's closed behind
us. Don't worry. I'm fairly certain I can open it from this side." 


I didn't find that very reassuring.


We reached the bottom of the stairway and emerged
into the largest cavern I'd ever seen. In size and form, it reminded me of
nothing so much as the city's opera house – where I'd a week ago endured a
needlessly triumphal rendition of The Death of Antar. The ceiling was
lost to darkness many dozens of feet above our heads. Here and there I made out
a majestic stalactite peering down at us from the gloom. The walls were as
rough as those of the stairway we'd descended, but were threaded through with
galleries of dressed stone.


The floor was as uneven, as might be expected of a
natural cave, but here and there the ground had been levelled. Some of these
areas formed pathways, leading to the ladders and stairways that served the
galleries. Most were laden with chests, crates and caskets of all shapes and
sizes. They stretched as far as the eye could see. A few had toppled over,
spilling coins, silks and documents across the cavern floor.  It was every
corsair treasure cave from every legend rolled into one massive hoard.


"How did they get all of this in here?" I
couldn't take my eyes off the spectacle. Some of the crates were entirely too
large to have been carried down the confines of the spiral stair.


"There's an underground river at the far end,"
Arianwyn explained, staring around in wonder. "At high tide they bring
barges up through the sea gates. We could have tried getting in there, but it's
always guarded, and I'm not much of a swimmer."


Now she mentioned it, there was a brackish tang to
the air. If this place was on a level with the dockside, we'd come much deeper
than  I'd thought. With some effort, I tore my attention back to why we  were
there. 


"How are we going to find a single shard of
rock in all of this?"


"We don't have to search," Arianwyn said
patiently. "Dalrand's notes said that it was in a recently-impounded urn.
Most of this clutter has been here for years, if not centuries." 


That was true enough. Many of the crates were
warped and discoloured with extreme old age, and almost all of the statues were
corroded and pitted, or else covered in green lichen. Only a pair of bronze
lions, similar to the one I'd seen upstairs, had endured in reasonably good
condition. Verdigrised though they were, the lichen had left them entirely
alone.


Arianwyn's gaze rested on the lions, then
continued on, taking in a steel chest held together almost entirely by rust, a
headless statue, and a spill of gold coins. "The newer arrivals should be..."
She looked around impatiently, her eyes finally settling on a group of crates. "...there
we are." She pointed at one particular crate with a livid red stamp on its
flank. "Do you think you could open that?"


"Why that one?"


"Customs' mark," she said. "Any
item of Hadari antiquity coming into the city would be assumed a bribe of some
kind, and the councillors take a dim view of bribes made to parties other than
themselves. It's probably only down there to be forgotten. Chances are,
whatever's inside will grace the mansion of some prominent citizen before the
year's out."


I drew my sword, slid the blade into a chink under
the crate's lid and slowly levered it open. Once it had raised a little, I
sheathed the sword and tried to lift the lid the rest of the way. It was most
reluctant to yield. Only when Arianwyn added her efforts to mine did the wooden
cover finally come clear with the defiant squeak of iron nails on timber.


"There we go," Arianwyn said with
satisfaction. "First time lucky."


The crate held only one object: a large clay urn,
wrapped in oilcloth, close-packed with straw and sealed with what appeared to
be very old wax. The urn itself was intricately decorated with swirling
patterns whose brilliant colours had faded little with age. All in all, it
looked to be a funerary urn from one of the earlier dynasties, but I had no
idea which. 


Arianwyn propped the lantern on a nearby chest,
then reached into the crate to grab the urn. Or tried to; for once, I'd
remembered one of her earlier warnings and grabbed her arm. "What about
the invisible tripwire?" 


She shook me off. "That'll all have been
upstairs. It'd take a true paranoid to think a thief could get all the way down
here." 


She reached down once more, and again I caught her
arm before she made contact. "And of course, there are no paranoids on the
council, or working for the council?"


"Please don't be tiresome, Edric," she
said impatiently, pulling her hand back. "What else do you suggest?"


"You're the mage. Can't you tell if this is
protected?"


"No, well, not easily. As I told you, I'm not
at all experienced, and I wouldn't even know where to start looking for
something like that. We'll just have to take the chance."


"I'm not sure I like the sound of that."


"It'll be fine, trust me." 


With that she reached into the crate and hoisted
out the urn. 


Scarcely had it cleared the lip when the cavern
reverberated to a sound I could liken only to the largest and most dolorous
bell in existence. So mournful and insistent was the noise it set my teeth on edge
and shook coins from a nearby hoard. Caught unawares by the sound, Arianwyn
lost both her footing and her grip on the urn. Arianwyn I caught, and received
a grateful glance for my trouble. The urn shattered on the floor, and the
portalstone fragment skittered away. 


Again the sound rang out, scattering more treasure
to the ground. A colony of bats, disturbed from roosts high above our heads,
swept out of the darkness and vanished into the depths of the cave – presumably
seeking refuge from that awful noise. 


Arianwyn yelped as the bats swarmed past her, but
I had no thought to spare for either. I wanted the fragment. As the third and
final knell rang out, I scooped the precious portalstone into my pocket, then
cursed. Our lantern, already precariously balanced on the chest, had tumbled to
the floor and gone out. Darkness and silence descended. 


"Edric?" Arianwyn spoke in a very small
voice. "It appears I  was mistaken."


I bit back a very obvious, and ungentlemanly,
retort. "It doesn't matter. Can you find the lantern?"


"No, I think it... no, wait. Here it is."



A few paces away, the lantern glowed into life.


"We can be thankful for small mercies, at
least. I've got what we came for. What's the best way to get out before the
entire praetorian guard comes crashing down on us?"


Arianwyn looked thoughtful. "The stairs. I
don't know whether the alarm tells them where we are, but we'd better hurry..."
She was staring over shoulder, her face taut.


"What?


"Edric. The lions."


A familiar sense of dread settled over me. "What
about them?" 


"They're gone."


I pinched the bridge of my nose and walked towards
her. "I'm fairly sure they haven't."


"I tell you, they've gone. There are just two
empty plinths..."


"That's not what I meant," I hissed. "Please
be quiet, I'm trying  to listen." 


I heard a slight scraping sound behind me. I'd
been expecting something of that kind and flung myself forward, bearing
Arianwyn to the ground. As we fell, something large and powerful passed over my
head and slammed into a stack of crates.


Planks split under the impact, spilling a king's
ransom in sapphires and rubies onto the cavern floor. Our stalker, none the
worse for  what must have been a clumsy landing, got to its feet. It was indeed
 one of the lion statues, and it was moving with a power and poise worthy of
the real thing. This, presumably, was the fate met by unlucky would-be thieves.



"Quickly." I dragged Arianwyn to her
feet. "We need to get back to the door." 


The lion was stalking us now, its verdigrised
muscles rippling and flowing as it prowled forward. I shuffled backwards, never
once taking my eyes off the creature. "Slowly now. Don't turn your back on
it... and don't rush."


"Why isn't it attacking?" 


"It's a cat. It wants us to run. We're no fun
at the moment." I risked a glance behind. Twenty paces to the stairs, or
thereabouts. I edged slowly around one of the empty plinths, pulling Arianwyn
with me.


"Or maybe it's just trying to keep us busy
until the praetorians arrive," she suggested.


"Do you want to put that to the test?"
The statue's mouth opened, showing a mouth full of savage teeth.


"Not really. You do know there's another one
somewhere?"


"I'm trying not to think about it." I
shuffled backwards as quickly as I dared. 


The lion slunk forward with its head low over its
forelimbs, readying for the pounce. It reached the plinth and padded onto it,
the harsh sound of metal-on-stone loud in the cave. 


"I only ask, because I get the distinct
feeling we're being herded."


The horrible truth of Arianwyn's remark hit me
like a hammer. I spun around to face the door. There, dark against the stairs –
so dark I'd missed it the first time I'd looked – was the second lion,
gathering itself to spring. 


"Arianwyn?"


"Yes?"


"We're in trouble."


The lions pounced.
















 











Eighteen


 


The lion near the stairway sprang
first. There was no sound, just a blur of motion. 


Fortunately, there was nothing wrong with Arianwyn's
reactions. She threw her arms upwards and shouted a single beautiful word. The
lion dropped to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut, shattering a
pair of ancient stalagmites. In the same moment, Arianwyn hurtled backwards,
caromed off a pile of crates and ended up sprawled across a toppled statue.


The second lion pounced. I dived clear, hitting
the ground with enough force to jar the breath from my body. The lion,
forelimbs pawing at empty air, sailed clear over my head and slammed into the
wall next to the stairway. I heard a rumbling and cracking sound and, a moment
later, the lion vanished under a pile of falling masonry. 


For a moment I felt like cheering. Then I realised
that the rocks that buried the lion had, a short while before, formed the
stairway by which we'd entered the vaults. There'd be no escape that way.


The first lion was still down. Its great metal
limbs twitched, but it was otherwise lifeless. As for Arianwyn, she was very
much alive, although nursing what was doubtless a new and painful cluster  of
bruises along her back and side. As an extra blessing, the lantern was intact.
Darkness would have worsened our predicament a dozen  times over.


I reached down to help Arianwyn to her feet. She
shook me off and stood unaided. 


"I'm fine..." She belied her words by staggering
a pace. "Goodness, but they take a lot a stopping."


"Well, if it helps, one seems to have been
stopped permanently,"  I said, nodding at the forlorn metal paw protruding
from underneath the stairway's rubble. "The only bad news is that the way
out is now very, very blocked."


"And the other lion?"


"Over there. I don't think it's done for yet."


"Ow!" Arianwyn rubbed her back. "What
did I land on?"


"Looks like a particularly fine statue of
Sidara." I didn't take my eyes off the remaining lion. Its movements were growing
increasingly vigorous. We didn't have long. "Presumably placed through
divine intervention."


"Do be quiet, Edric," she replied
crossly.


"Only if you tell me how we're going to get
out of here."


The lion braced its forelegs against the ground,
and heaved itself to a sitting position.


"It'll have to be the sea gate, but I don't
think we can outrun  that thing."


"Then we'll have to find a way to deal with
it, won't we?" The lion lurched upright and advanced slowly towards us. "Come
on, this way."


I ran back past the crate in which we'd found the
urn, coming to a halt only when I reached a ladder serving one of the
galleries. Arianwyn skidded to stop beside me, and I shooed her up the ladder.
She didn't need telling twice and had soon hauled herself up onto the platform
high above my head. 


The lion had resumed its steady hunting advance. I
was struck by a horrible thought: what if it was advancing slowly because it
was herding us towards yet another of its kind? Just because we'd only seen two
didn't mean there weren't others lurking in the darkness. Deciding to worry
about that if it happened, I turned back to the ladder and scrambled up.


I emerged onto a wide, tiled platform. One side
was open to the rest of the cavern, the other butted up against the wall. Or at
least, I assumed it did – the rear of the ledge was hidden beneath the now
familiar milieu of treasure and trinkets.


"I'm starting to think there's more coin here
than in the city."


"Edric..." Arianwyn began.


I held up a hand. "Sorry. Just an
observation."


Her expression grew exasperated. "That's not
what I meant. Look behind you."


I'd assumed that our pursuer would have to double back
to one of the stairways. I'd miscalculated. The lion leapt from crate to
treasure pile, each jump bringing it closer to our level. Three more, maybe
four, and it'd be on us.


I spun back to Arianwyn. "Go."


"Where?"


I looked around. Behind Arianwyn, a flight of
stone steps rose to meet another ledge. It was better than nothing. "That
way."


"Do you have a plan?"


"I'm open to suggestions."


Apparently she'd no better ideas, so we took off
again, moving as fast as we dared across tiles made treacherous by the damp.
When we reached the bottom of the stairs I felt, rather than heard, our pursuer
land on the ledge we'd just vacated.


As Arianwyn scurried up the steps, I risked
another backward glance. The lion was still coming, advancing at that steady,
confident pace. 


I scrambled up the steps, hoping once again that
we weren't simply rushing into the arms of another guardian. I walked straight
into Arianwyn, who stood stock still a handful of paces beyond the top step.
She wobbled and grabbed at my shoulder to steady herself. I soon saw why. Part
of the gallery had collapsed for a span of twenty feet or so directly ahead.
This left a gap far too wide to jump. 


I cursed under my breath. "We're just made of
luck tonight. I don't suppose you can stop that thing."


Arianwyn winced. "I doubt it. It's big,
strong and very heavy. Blocking it earlier took everything that I had." 


I peered over the edge. The platform running
directly below ours was also partially collapsed, with huge chunks of stone
missing from its span. I wasn't at all certain the surviving structure would
take our weight. If the lower platform gave way, we'd likely have nothing but a
long drop and a hard stop to look forward to, but we were fast running out of
options.


"Climb down to the next one."


"No. You first."


There was no arguing with that tone of voice, so I
knelt down, got a firm hold on the platform's edge and lowered myself over. For
a moment my feet kicked against empty air, then I dropped the short distance to
the ledge below.


"Stand back!" 


Arianwyn practically threw herself off the upper
ledge, the momentum of her jump carrying her over my head. Cursing, I ran to
catch her or at least cushion her fall. As it turned out, I needn't have
bothered. Her descent was as serene and graceful as a leaf on the breeze. 


I swallowed my half-considered admonition when she
fixed me with a pointed look and pointed upwards. The lion stood in the space
she'd occupied moments before, head outstretched as it reckoned its chances of
making the descent.


"Sorry about that," Arianwyn's tone was utterly
bereft of regret. "I ran out of time."


The lion chose that moment to drop down to our
level. The clang of metal upon stone was ominous. The platform's shudder was
even worse. Cracks spread outwards from the lion's feet. Chunks of stone broke
away, spinning lazily into the darkness. 


Arianwyn started running without waiting to be
told, striking out for the intact span behind her. The ledge gave way beneath the
lion's hindquarters. Metal claws scrabbling uselessly, it slid backwards into
space and vanished from sight. A muffled clang rang out. Presumably the
descending brute had collided with a rock outcrop. I didn't see. I was too busy
running to escape the same fate.


For a half-dozen paces I thought I'd left it too
late. Twice I braced my feet against seemingly solid stone, only for my footing
to fall out from beneath me. Twice my momentum was sufficient to carry me
onwards. Not so the third time; my foot sank from beneath me, my shin scraped
on the jagged stone, and I met the same fate that had claimed the lion. Or I
would have done had not Arianwyn, now on solid ground, grasped my outstretched
hands and hauled me to safety.


"Thanks," I said, taking a deep breath. "Now
we're almost even for you setting that alarm off." 


Arianwyn gave me a cold look, but left it at that.


"What were those things?" I asked.


"Father never mentioned them. What are you
doing?"


I wandered further down the platform and found
another ladder. "I want to take a look."


"What if it's still prowling?" 


She had a good point; I had to give her that. "Then
I'd like to know now, rather than when it springs at us out of the darkness."


We soon found the lion, whose prowling days were
over. Its back had broken on a rock, and its body had ruptured. I saw now that
it wasn't solid metal, but a thick alloy skin cast over some kind of skeleton.


"How do you suppose it moved?" I asked.


"I assume that magic took the place and
function of sinews."


"And when the skin was breached, the magic
bled away?"


"It's possible. It's not really something I
know a lot about."


A thought struck me. "Could Zorya be
something similar?"


Arianwyn frowned. "I don't think so. Zorya's
a living, thinking being. These were just animated guardians."


I shook my head. "You don't know that. They
could just be a simpler, less sophisticated example of the same process."


"You have a point," Arianwyn conceded. "But
who made them,  and why?"


"The council?"


"I doubt it. More likely they just found them
somewhere and put them to use."


I dragged my attention back to the immediate
problem. "Which way to the sea gate?"


"Hmm? Oh, sorry," Arianwyn was still
examining the fallen guardian. "This way, I think."


We travelled as quickly as we could through the
cavern, which was nowhere near as quickly as I'd have liked. When the
praetorians in the palace discovered the collapsed stairway they were sure to
make for the sea gate. Every frustrating minute we spent threading through the
cavern was a minute in which our retreat could be cut.  Presently, we happened
upon a canal, its sides shored up with evenly-cut granite blocks, and followed
its route through a tunnel and into a much smaller cave.


"I thought you said this was an underground
river?" It was certainly more sluggish than any such river I'd ever seen.


"It is, sort of," she replied absently. "It
enters the cavern much higher up and there's a sluice that regulates the flow. Can
you imagine getting a cargo barge up here otherwise?"


"True." 


Up ahead I made out a bridge, and behind it a
large wooden gate spanning the cave mouth. 


Arianwyn pointed to a small door let into the rock
face on the other side of the canal. "We should be able to get out that
way."


We crossed the bridge, which thankfully was
nowhere near as fragile as it looked, and came to the door. 


"Stay here," I said. "I'll take a
look."


She nodded and I slipped through the door into an antechamber
whose confines were almost entirely taken up by stacked crates. There was only
one other exit. After listening intently at this door for a moment, I convinced
myself no one awaited me on the other side. Opening the door, I entered the
room beyond. 


The chamber was indeed empty and even smaller than
the previous one. To my right stood a beneficent-looking statue. To the right
of that stood a thick wooden door, bolted and barred against whatever intruders
might enter via the tunnel. A small window had been let into the rock wall.
Through it, I saw the still waters of the canal glimmering in the lantern
light. In the distance I saw another gate across the canal and another
gatehouse. 


But none of this commanded my attention as much as
the small group standing on the canal bank, clearly visible through the bars in
 the window. 


Inevitably, Quintus stood at their head, an
expression of grim satisfaction on his face and a lion's head amulet glittering
dully on his breast. Behind him stood a pair of constables, each holding a
lantern and a lumber axe. Most worryingly of all though was the enormous
presence of Balgan, now dressed in praetorian livery, looming at the back of
the group. All were facing me.


Predictably, it was Quintus who spoke first. "Greetings,
my lord. I'd a feeling we'd find you down here."


"What's with the axes?" I asked. "Someone
forget their key?"


"In a manner of speaking." He sounded
bitter. "The door that stands between us, as the council equerry has just
this night informed me, is always kept locked from the inside – a sensible
precaution against intrusion, as it requires someone to enter the vaults from
the palace before this gate can be opened. Unfortunately, the palace entrance
seems to have collapsed. Though you, I'm sure, had nothing to do  with it."


"It met with a slight accident."


"Actually, I'm surprised you didn't meet with
an accident. The vault's guardians are nothing if not overly protective."


From somewhere out of my sight-line, a bronze lion
padded to Quintus' side and stared attentively at me. That I hadn't expected,
but I'd be damned if I'd let Quintus know it.


"So they can behave in a civilised manner?"



"If you've the proper knack, yes,"
Quintus replied. "So, are you going to be a cooperative fugitive and
unbolt the door?"


"I wasn't planning on it," I rejoined. "You
got here quickly."


Quintus' expression flickered. "A little bird
whispered in Lord Solomon's ear, and here we are."


That was interesting. My thoughts turned to
Constans. Had he really gone back to the tower, or had he been going somewhere
else entirely? "You're still taking that snake's orders then?"


"Such is my duty."


"I don't suppose you'll turn your back for
five minutes, for old  times' sake?"


I knew the answer even as I asked the question,
but it would have been poor form not to go through the motions. Besides, there
was something odd about this conversation, though I couldn't work  out what.


"Breaking into the palace vaults?"
Quintus laughed. "I don't think so. Besides, my debt to your lordship is
long paid, and justice awaits her reckoning." He patted the lion at his
side. Quintus, master of the heavy-handed metaphor, was at work again.


"Justice has nothing to do with this."


"You're a fugitive. Justice is everything to
do with this."


Was there perhaps a tone of discomfort in Quintus'
voice, a suggestion that he was ill at ease with his current course? I wasn't
sure. "Fine. What happens if we give ourselves into your custody?"


"The same as I told you before, my lord. I'll
hold you at the guard house while I attempt to straighten this out – or not –
as the  evidence merits." 


He was wary, worried about giving something away,
perhaps? I was wary too. Quintus was playing this entirely too cautiously for
my liking. His pride had to be hurting from how I'd escaped his clutches
before. Why hadn't his men broken out the axes? It was a tough door, but I
reckoned that Balgan alone could have hacked his way through in a few minutes.
Except, I realised, Quintus didn't know how many of us he'd trapped in here. 


Even if Constans had betrayed us, Quintus couldn't
be certain that faced only Arianwyn and myself. But even that wasn't much cause
for delay, unless he had reinforcements coming. Or, I realised, the ominous
thought gathering like a black cloud, those reinforcements were already here,
and I simply couldn't see them.


"It's not my decision." I told Quintus. "I'll
fetch you an answer." Before he could reply, I opened the antechamber door
and  slipped inside. 


I moved quickly but carefully. If I was correct,
speed alone wouldn't bring salvation. Opposite me, the door to the cavern was
closed, just as I'd feared that it would be. I reached for the handle and began
to ease the door open.


"I wouldn't do that if I were you," said
a quiet voice.


I released my grip on the handle and spun round. In
the back corner of the antechamber, an old woman sat on the edge of a crate,
the long folds of her dress a black spill in the darkness. Her hands were
gloved – also in black – and a bonnet decorated with raven feathers was perched
upon her head. I could make out little of the face through the black mourner's
veil hanging from the bonnet's brim, but I didn't need to – the presence I felt
gave away the newcomer's identity. For the second time that night, I knew that
I was in the presence of Malgyne.


"Not very curious are we?" Malgyne asked
in voice laden with power, despite its threadiness. "Are you struck dumb
with awe, or trying to adjust to this sudden and exciting intervention?"


"Let's assume it's a mixture, shall we?"
I asked, forcing bravado into my voice. "That way neither of us loses
face."


The withered
lips cracked into a slight smile. "Nicely spoken, Child of Ashana. I was
right to prevent my brother from... discommoding... you." 


I said nothing, leery of yielding anything to the
wizened figure. 


"As I said," Malgyne continued, "I
should be very careful how you proceed. There are six of them in the cavern,
and they've already overwhelmed that delightful companion of yours."


"How do you know all this?" 


In reply, the old woman merely inclined her head
and looked at me as a teacher might look at a clever pupil who has just done
something woefully stupid. I felt my cheeks warm. I could now add 'Disappointed
the God of the Dead' to my achievements.


"If you have to ask such questions, then you're
going to need my aid far more than I realised," said Malgyne. "It is
yours for the asking, should you want it."


This conversation was taking a decidedly peculiar
turn. "And the price of this help?"


"Oh, nothing you'd miss. As a matter of fact,
all I'd want in exchange is that lump of rock nestling in your pocket."


"That's very generous of you. But I'm afraid
the answer's no." Or at least it would be until I could satisfy myself
that handing something over to the God of the Dead could be described as
anything other than a very bad idea.


"Are you really that arrogant... or simply
stupid?" Malgyne enquired, eyes flashing with amusement. "Open that
door, and you'll be on the wrong side of six-to-one odds. You've managed some
remarkable escapes these last few nights, but not this one. Let me help."


A dull thud sounded from the gatehouse, followed a
moment later by another. Quintus had finally broken out the axes. 


"It appears our negotiations are likely to be
cut short," said Malgyne. "I make the offer again: my help for that
trinket."


"Why don't you just take it?" 


Malgyne said nothing.


I laughed. "You can't, can you? You see, I'm
slowly learning to put a little more stock in childhood stories. You can't hurt
me because you can't overcome Ashana's blessing. She really is watching
over me. That's why you couldn't retrieve it from the funerary urn either. All
such things were traditionally sanctified before interment."


"Yes, yes, you're quite right. Well done."
Malgyne hissed, all pretence at friendliness gone. "You should be focusing
on what I'm offering: freedom. Not just from this squalid little debacle, but
from your wider entanglements. Death stills all tongues."


The thudding on the door grew ominously rhythmic. "You'll
kill everyone harassing me? Solomon, Quintus, their representatives?"


"Yes." Malgyne was back on balance. "No
tongue will remain to wag of Edric Saran's supposed crimes."


"And that won't present any challenge to you?"


"Some of my brothers and sisters won't be
happy, but their pathetic discontent won't coalesce into meaningful action."


"And all I have to do is hand over this
fragment?"


"Yes."


I reached to my pocket, and paused. "Why do
you want it?"


"That isn't your concern."


"Fine," I took a deep breath. "The
answer's still no."


"I beg your pardon?" Malgyne's voice
tightened with menace.


"Setting aside the fact I've been raised to
believe you're a double-dealing, double-crossing creature who cares only for
himself..." My temper flared, which was just as well – I'd never have
mustered the courage to give voice to these words without it. "...you're
offering to kill dozens, perhaps scores, of men whose only crime has been to
cross my path. I can't be a party to that. Quintus is annoying, dogged and far
too stubborn for his own good, but he's not a bad man. He's a better man than
I, if it comes to it." My voice rose with my anger, and I wondered what
anyone in the tunnel made of what they were hearing. "I want no part of
your offer, and I want no part of you. You're going to  leave now."


"You're a fool. You can't win," Malgyne
said flatly. I had the distinct impression she wasn't talking about my immediate
travails.


"Perhaps," I allowed, my voice low and
hard. "But in the meantime, I'm going to open this door, find Arianwyn and
get out of here. And I'm going to do it without your help."


"Brave words." The old woman sneered.
Then she was gone. I wasn't sure how; one moment she was there, the next she
wasn't.


Brave words indeed. It was time to transmute them
into brave actions, if I could. Reaching out for the door again, I stepped out
into the cave.


There were, as Malgyne had said, six intruders,
their uniforms dripping from their swim under the sea gate. Presumably Quintus
had despatched them to unbolt the entrance, and the bonus of our capture was as
welcome as it was unexpected. 


Four were praetorians, their armour divested –
presumably to make their underwater entrance all the easier. The most distant
praetorian held Arianwyn at the canal's edge, her arms pinioned and a knife at
her throat. The other three stood in a line a few paces further forward, each
holding a lantern and a drawn sword. At the very front stood one of Quintus' constables
and Lieutenant Nierev. Her presence awoke a pang of nostalgia. A few days
earlier, I'd lived in a world where gods were mythical and I contended with but
a single charge of murder. 


"Edric Saran, you are marked by guilt for
murder, theft, evading justice and other crimes." Nierev sounded
confident, and she'd every right to. Despite my earlier assertion, I'd no idea
how I'd get out of this. With no other options presenting themselves, I'd have
to trust Quintus' sincerity. "If you surrender, I promise no harm will
come to you until your guilt is proven."


One of the praetorians cleared his throat. "Actually,
ma'am, that isn't going to happen." 


So saying, he stepped forward and stabbed Nierev
in the back. 


At the lieutenant's side, the constable stared
wide-eyed for a moment, then reached for his own weapon. Or rather, he tried
to. His sword didn't even clear his scabbard before another praetorian's blade
pierced his heart. I wasn't sure what was going on, but the odds had just
shortened to four-to-one, possibly even four-to-two, if I could get Arianwyn
free.


The praetorian who'd killed Nierev stepped neatly over
her prone body, "Lord Solomon paid us quite handsomely to ensure you'd
attempt an escape. Fortunately for the good citizens of Tressia, it'll fail. I
doubt you'll get more than ten paces. Sadly, we weren't able to stop you
killing these fine officers of the law before we brought you down,  were we
lads?" 


There was a murmur of assent from the other
praetorians.


I drew my sword. If I was hoping for a blaze of
white flame, I was disappointed. Whatever properties the blade had held in
Otherworld, here it was merely steel. It would have to serve.


"I suppose you want me to hand something over
first?"


"Don't trouble yourself, sir," said the
praetorian. "I'm quite happy to take it off your body."


At his feet, Nierev moaned and shifted. She was
still alive, though I had no idea for how much longer. Then again, the same
could be said of Arianwyn and myself.


"You're all fools," shouted Arianwyn. "There's
no way Solomon will let you live. You know too much."


"You're wrong, miss," said the
praetorian. "His lordship has promised this'll be the first of many
lucrative opportunities."


I bet he had. The strawjack had taken a heavy toll
of Solomon's hired muscle, creating fresh vacancies for the morally flexible.


"What if I pay you more than he's offering?"
asked Arianwyn.


"Sorry miss, we're practical men. Even if you
could better his price, which I doubt, none of us wants to upset his lordship.
He's not a man you disappoint, if you understand me." He turned his
attention back to me. "Now sir, you've earned something of a reputation as
a troublemaker, so I've an offer to make."


It didn't sound much like one I'd enjoy. "Go on."


"If you surrender yourself peaceably..."
he jerked a thumb in Arianwyn's direction, "...we'll kill her quick and
clean – she'll not feel a thing. Probably. Otherwise, she'll take some time
dying, if you take my meaning."


I took his meaning. I let my sword fall slackly to
my side and my shoulders slump. "There's nothing I can do to convince you?"


"Sorry sir, I've become quite attached to the
idea of bringing a notorious criminal to book, especially as he's Hadari
royalty. Perhaps it'll be worth a medal. I've always wanted a medal." 


The speaker waved his two unburdened companions
forward. Behind them, Arianwyn struggled uselessly against her captor. 


I let my shoulders slump further. Spurred on by
this gesture  of acquiescence, the praetorians came on with far less care than  they
should have. One, eager to claim the renown of being the one to kill me, outpaced
his companion. I let him get within two paces,  then went for him.


I knocked his sword aside, drove him back with a swift
cut at his eyes, then lunged at his stomach. The praetorian collapsed to his
knees with a pitiful wail. The sound cut off as I twisted the blade free and
hacked at his neck. There could be no quarter. These men deserved whatever fate
I could manage.


Seeing his companion fall, the second praetorian
bellowed, discarded his lantern and charged. I stepped back, hoping he'd falter
and lose momentum. He didn't. The sword came down with skull-splitting force. I
parried desperately, knocking the blade aside with a stroke guided by luck as
least as much as skill. Again and again, he hacked down. I blocked each strike,
but each parry forced me further back.


Over my attacker's shoulder I caught a glimpse of
the leader.  He looked surprisingly calm, but then his share of the profits had
just increased by a significant margin. 


"Kill her!" he ordered Arianwyn's
captor.


Those words
redoubled my strength. I unleashed a flurry of vicious blows, driving my
opponent back. But Arianwyn was too far away.  There was nothing I could do
except avenge her.


Except I wouldn't need to avenge Arianwyn. At
least, not that day. Realising her current struggles were having little effect,
she slammed her head back into her captor's face. There was a howl of pain as
his nose broke under the impact, and another as she stamped hard on his instep.
Ducking free, Arianwyn turned around, and raised her hands. White light flared,
and the praetorian arced away into the canal's murky waters.


The leader looked markedly less happy. He was down
to a single minion, and though I couldn't break my attacker's guard, nor could
my attacker overwhelm mine. Even worse, Arianwyn, whom he'd clearly
underestimated, bore down on him with vengeful determination. More than vengeful
determination. A nimbus of white light danced around her shoulders as she
advanced, a trick I'd never seen her use before and, furthermore, one I guessed
she hadn't known she possessed. 


Something in my expression struck a chord with my opponent.
He followed my gaze and gasped briefly before the threat of my sword forced him
to lend me his full attention once more.


Whatever else the leader may have been, he was no
coward. Or perhaps he simply realised there was no escape. Sword grasped tight
and lantern held high, he moved to confront Arianwyn.


He'd taken but a single step when Lieutenant
Nierev, whom we'd all discounted, hauled herself painfully up onto one elbow, and
plunged a dagger deep into his calf. Her last energy spent, Nierev collapsed.
Snarling with pain, the praetorian collapsed to one knee. Turning his attention
away from Arianwyn, he rounded on Nierev and hacked down.


"NO!" 


A wave of white energy burst forth from Arianwyn's
outstretched hands. It swept the leader off his feet, flung him backwards at
ferocious speed, and slammed him into the wall with a bone-jarring crunch.
 He hung there for a moment, then plunged to the ground. 


My opponent's gaze darted to his fallen leader. I
was ready for the opening. I downward stroke struck the wavering sword from his
hand. A thrust stole his squandered life. 


The thud of axe-blows on the outer door was no
longer drowned out by our battle. Arianwyn took two steps then sat down, the
light around her flickering and fading. She trembled with exhaustion, but I
couldn't let her rest just yet. 


I crossed to join her. "We have to get out of
here."


There was no reply. Arianwyn's face was wet with
tears. I grabbed her shoulders. "Arianwyn? You need to get us into
Otherworld. Quintus has a small army beyond that gate, so we can't swim for it."


"No," she said in a small voice. "I
can't do it, I can't."


Was she thinking of Malgyne again, I wondered, or
was she simply exhausted? "You can. You must. Don't you see? We've no  other
choice." 


She stared blankly, then wiped her face with a
sleeve. "I'll try."


Picking herself up, Arianwyn crossed to a patch of
wall that,  to my eyes, looked no different to any other, and began to trace a
portal on the stone.


With little else to do, I examined the bodies
strewn across the floor. I found no trace of the praetorian who had fallen into
the canal. The others were all dead. The leader was a mess of blood and broken
bone. He'd hit both the wall and the floor with more force than I cared to
imagine. All had lion amulets similar to the one Quintus had worn. Was this how
they'd protected themselves against the guardians? Just in case, I pocketed a
pair.


The constable was dead also, but Nierev was alive,
if barely. She lay unconscious in a pool of blood far too large for my liking,
but I supposed she might survive if help reached her quickly. I tore a tabard
off one of the dead praetorians and bundled it under her head, then shrugged
off my cloak and swathed her tight. Finally, I took one of the lanterns and set
it upright beside her.


"I'm sorry," I breathed. "I wish I
could do more."


Nierev's eyes twitched slightly open. Clearly she
was not so far gone as I'd assumed. 


"Not... your fault," she muttered
haltingly. "Go... Just... go." 


With that, her eyes closed and she fell silent
once more.


A final, splintering crash sounded from the
antechamber.


"Edric?" Arianwyn called, her voice shaking.
"It's time to leave."


"Yes," I said softly. "Yes it is."


Taking one last look around the room, I followed
Arianwyn  into Otherworld.

















 


Nineteen


 


We emerged into an Otherworld at
war. 


I didn't realise at first. There were no ghosts in
sight, just the ever-present shroud of green-hued mist. Otherworld's
counterpart to the vault was as seldom-travelled as the one we'd left.


My first thought was to check on Arianwyn, but I
was curtly rebuffed. Cuffing tears away, she set off down the tunnel at a brisk
pace – there were no gates here to bar our way – without a word. 


It took no
great genius to work out she was upset about the praetorian she'd killed, but
there wasn't much I could do to help unless she started talking to me again. So
I simply followed in her wake, close enough that she could talk to me if she
wished – and more importantly, so I wouldn't lose her – but far enough distant
that she wouldn't feel crowded.


It was only when we emerged onto the dockside and
into the familiar company of ghosts and fading buildings, that I became aware
of the shift in Otherworld's status quo. A battle raged on the quayside, a
contest fought between strawjacks and revenants. There were fewer of the
former, but they had the better of the fight. As Arianwyn and I ducked out of
sight behind a crumbling wall, I saw a single strawjack take at least a dozen
blows from the revenants' smoking swords. It still managed to tear two of the
spectres to murky scraps before collapsing from its wounds. The ghosts were
clearly unperturbed by the fighting in their midst. Or at least they didn't
register it, for they flowed around the combatants as if they weren't there.


"What's going on?" I asked in a low
voice.


"I don't know," Arianwyn whispered – the
first words she'd said to me since we'd entered Otherworld. "I've never
seen anything like it. Do you think they're here for us?"


"Not exactly. That brawl seems to have all
the hallmarks of an old grudge being resolved. We saw Jack was making gains the
last time we were here. Maybe this is just the inevitable result." I remembered
Jack's words to Malgyne. 'Open war – my servants against yours.' Had
this been what he'd meant? "I don't think we want to draw their attention;
can you take us around?"


We encountered other such conflicts in the misty
streets. There was a bone-chilling ferocity to the fights. The strawjacks
fought on until reduced to splinters of wood and mouldering bone, and I several
times watched revenants unhesitatingly throw themselves into battles that they
couldn't possibly win.


Arianwyn took care to lead us past these battles
at as great a distance as she could manage. Sometimes the roadways were
partially blocked by trailing vines of the kind we'd seen on our last visit.
Such occasions forced us to draw nearer to an ongoing skirmish. By unspoken
agreement, Arianwyn and I decided we'd rather take our chances with the
strawjacks we could see, rather than those we couldn't.


Almost everything on that journey was unspoken.
Arianwyn had retreated into herself once more, and nothing I said drew her out
of her self-imposed silence.


As we walked, I noticed the ghosts were behaving
oddly. When I'd last been in Otherworld, there'd been no discernible pattern to
their movement. They'd all been heading somewhere, but it had been clear
their travels led to different places, or were at least taking different routes
to the same location. Now, however, every ghost journeyed in the same
direction. It was mildly alarming to note that the flow invariably followed the
same route as Arianwyn and I. Yet even this odd trend didn't tempt Arianwyn to
speech. I grew steadily frustrated at my inability to help someone who was
clearly in pain.


A few minutes later, this frustration led me to do
something incredibly ill-advised. It happened as we turned into a small alley,
no more than a couple of paces wide. For once, we were walking against the
flow, and a steady trickle of ghosts streamed past us and into the road we'd
just left. 


I saw a face I recognised heading in the other
direction. Such was my surprise that it was a few seconds before my brain
registered what I'd seen. When it did, instinct took over, more's the pity.


I spun on my heel. By now, the ghost was long
behind me. 


"Hey!" My words only caused the spirit
to pick up its pace. "Wait!" I set off in pursuit. 


"Edric? Edric, where are you going?"
Arianwyn called at my retreating back. 


I paid her no heed and forged on. 


So far, I'd merely been reckless, but now I did
something really foolish: I tripped on a loose cobble and plunged face first
through the ghost I'd been following.


Every other time I'd come close to a ghost in
Otherworld, it had moved out of the way. Not this time. This time I passed
straight through its incorporeal form and struck the ground. The ghost  kept moving.


I knew something was wrong right away. A deathly
chill crept through my head and torso. I felt tired and very, very cold. I
closed my eyes for a moment, then found that they wouldn't open. Part of me
succumbed to panic; the rest decided it didn't matter – the sensation was
strangely soothing. The last sound I heard as I drifted off into darkness was
Arianwyn's voice. 


*******


I returned to wakefulness
fitfully, lapsing in and out of consciousness before fully regaining my wits. 


When I finally
did so, I found myself wrapped in Arianwyn's cloak and lying before a feeble
fire. Every part of me, from my limbs to my eyelids, felt sluggish and
incredibly cold. I could feel no heat from the flames, but that I quickly put
down to the lingering chill in my bones. That Arianwyn had somehow found materials
to start a fire in Otherworld was nonetheless impressive. Then I realised the
kindling had almost certainly come from dead strawjacks, and suppressed a
shiver.


I shifted awkwardly into a sitting position and
rubbed some feeling back into my limbs. We were in a ruined house. A pile of
rubble sat where part of one of the walls should have been. Over this, I saw
ghosts threading through the alleyway I'd collapsed in. To my relief, I saw no
sign of either strawjacks or revenants. In my current condition I doubt I could
have run from a single such creature, let alone fought one off.


"You're awake, at last." 


Arianwyn knelt beside me. She stared intently into
my eyes for a moment, then placed the back of her hand against my forehead. After
a few moments she sank backwards onto her heels and exhaled slowly.


"I thought I'd lost you. Your skin was so
cold." The words came out in so fast a torrent I'd have had no chance of
interrupting even if I'd had the energy to speak. "I dragged you in here
and made you as warm as I could, but there was only so much I could do..."
She tailed off, her eyes tightening. "What possessed you to do such a
thing? I warned you what could happen if you wandered off, if you touched one
of the ghosts. Why couldn't you have listened? Don't you..."


She looked away. I considered pointing out that I
hadn't intended to do the latter, but decided she wasn't in a receptive frame
of mind. Instead, I took one of her hands in mine. As a conciliatory and
comforting gesture it was rather spoiled by the clumsiness of my numbed hands,
but she didn't flinch.


"I'm sorry," I said, "I should have
been more careful."


"Yes, you should," she replied, without
looking at me.


"It's just... well, I saw Constans amongst
the ghosts."


Arianwyn looked sharply at me. "You can't
have done."


"I swear to you, I saw him." I paused. "Or
at least, I thought I did. That's why I 'wandered off', as you so politely put
it. I wanted to get another look."


"And did you?"


"No."


She fixed me with a steady stare. "You can't
have seen Constans, you just can't." She snatched her hand away. 


I couldn't fault the strength of her reaction,
given the implications. But nor could I leave things half-voiced. The problem
was how to broach the topic.


"When I was talking to Quintus, he told me
Solomon had been warned we were breaking into the vaults." I waited for
Arianwyn to interrupt, but she said nothing and just stared dully at me. "What
if Solomon's thugs found Constans? He was in a pretty bad way and couldn't have
put up much of a fight."


"You think Solomon tortured the information
out of Constans, and then killed him?"


"It fits the facts." 


I don't know what reaction I'd anticipated, but I
hadn't expected Arianwyn to smile, which is what she did. "That's your theory?
It's all based on a half-glimpse of a ghost and Quintus' word – and he can't
exactly be relied on at the moment." She shook her head. "You've met
Constans, you've seen how he carries himself, and how he sees the world. Do you
really think he'd give up that kind of information? Let alone in so short a
time?"


It was true that I didn't believe Constans would
easily crack under torture, but then nor did I doubt Solomon's ability to break
him. On the other hand, Arianwyn did have a point about the timing. Even being
generous, Solomon would have had less than an hour to capture Constans, break
him and then send Quintus to the vaults. Put in those terms, it was unlikely.
Yet I was sure I'd seen Constans amongst  the dead.


"Fine. How else do you explain what I saw?"


"Simply by pointing out that you're tired and
your imagination is running away with you." She put her other hand on mine
to soften the criticism. "With only a glance to work off, one ghost can
look much like another, and you saw something you expected to see. As for
Solomon knowing where we were? Any number of his informants could have seen us
as we made our way to the palace. Or perhaps a praetorian saw us and chose to
tell Solomon rather than raise the alarm?"


"I suppose so." My fingers tingled as
the warmth of Arianwyn's hand drove away the chill.


"I promise you, Edric, Constans is alive and
well, and is doubtless far more worried about what has become of us than you
are of what's become of him." She paused. "What did the ghost look
like? Not its features, I mean, but its form. How solid did it look? How pale
was it?"


I closed my eyes as I tried to picture what I'd
seen. "Wispy and pale – much more so than my brother." Which was less
than two days ago, I realised. It felt longer.


Arianwyn breathed a sigh of relief. "There
you are. The older the ghost, the more it fades, until one day there's nothing
left. It sounds like the ghost you saw was a very old one indeed. Had Constans
met the fate you describe, his ghost would have a much more solid presence, and
probably still be aware enough that he'd have spoken to you, rather than moved
away."


I wasn't convinced, though I couldn't quite
identify why. But then, I'd pondered about Constans several times since we'd
left the vault. Maybe those thoughts had influenced me.


With a sigh, I decided it didn't matter. Neither
of us could prove the other wrong unless – until – we got out of
Otherworld. 


I dragged my legs beneath me, noting with
satisfaction that, though sluggish, they responded in a timely fashion. I
looked down at Arianwyn's hand, which still rested on top of mine.


"Trying to hear my thoughts?" I asked,
mock-seriously. "You said it needed physical contact."


Arianwyn whipped her hand away. "No... I...
well, I was just..." 


She looked flustered for a moment. So flustered,
in fact, that I felt guilty for asking. Then she gathered her composure and regarded
me coolly. "No, I can't read your thoughts by touching your hand. The way
you talk sometimes I think I'd go mad if I tried." She'd aimed for an
imperious tone, but her heart really wasn't in it.


"It's good to hear you talking," I said.
"You've been so quiet."


Arianwyn lowered her eyes. "I know." 


For a time neither of us said anything. I stared
into the fire, and she gazed unblinkingly at the floor. Beyond the walls, the
ghosts continued to file past to their unknown destination. 


"The first man I killed was a Thrakkian,"
I said softly. "It was a long time ago, but in my mind it's like
yesterday. One of your commanders paid a Thrakkian chief to raid our supply
caravans. Scouts caught the trail long before his warband did any meaningful
damage, and I marched my company to bring him to battle." 


Arianwyn stared at me, but said nothing.


"I was a captain at the time, and unproven,"
I went on. "I'd had the finest tutors and instructors my father could
provide. I'd learned all they could teach of strategy and sword-work. I was
utterly confident in my ability to turn a flank or a blade, to fight a duel or
in the press of a shield wall. Yet when the time came, I was terrified; not
only of dying, but of killing. Afterwards, I didn't know whether to be proud or
appalled. Proud because I'd done my duty; appalled because, despite my doubts,
I'd killed so easily."


Arianwyn stared at me, reluctance and sorrow
battling back and forth across her knotted brow. "I didn't mean to kill
that praetorian, but when I saw him turn on the lieutenant, something inside me
burst, like a dam before floodwaters. It felt glorious – righteous even. Then I
saw what I'd done; what I was capable of."


"It doesn't change who you are," I said
gently. "You saved Nierev's life..." Was that even true? Though I
hoped otherwise, the lieutenant could well be dead by now. "...and ours
too. And believe me, what you did was a pale shadow of what Quintus would have
done if he'd have got there first. Our guard captain may not be terribly kind
about his underlings, but he's ferociously protective of them, all the same."


She brushed an errant ringlet back behind her ear,
and at last offered a wan smile. "So I'm the lesser of two evils?"


"No, not quite. More like the right hand of
justice, delivering a merciful blow before a far angrier left hand can go to
work." 


Arianwyn stared up at the bowed ceiling. "That's
not even the worst of it. All my life, I've scorned the idea of Sidara's
divinity, that there was anything special about my bloodline. No, worse than
that, I've resented her, even hated her for taking my father from me. After
all, if it weren't for Sidarists, he'd never have left. For years, I told
myself the magic proved nothing. There have been plenty of other mages in
Tressia. I've even met some of them. Why shouldn't I have been like them?"


"Maybe you are."


Arianwyn shook her head. "No, no I'm not. In
the vaults, when I... well, when he died... I used more magic than I ever have,
and yet I felt a sea of it waiting for the call, like the sun hiding behind a
cloud. It lay just out of reach, but mine to use if I'd wanted it. And I did
want it," she confessed, "but then the praetorian hit the wall and I
came back to my senses." She looked me straight in the eyes, her face
riven with turmoil. "Don't you see, Edric, I'm not just worried about
changing because I've killed. I'm worried I might not be who – or even worse, what
–  I think I am."


Once again I marvelled at her force of will. She
was upset, angry and confused – and I could blame her for none of these things
– but she remained in control. She'd shed her tears in the vault, and I was
certain there'd be no more. I had no idea what it had cost her to speak so
openly, but I was obscurely glad she had. 


I put an arm around her shoulders to comfort her.
She stiffened slightly. I braced myself for an outburst, but then she relaxed
and rested her head against my shoulder.


"If my experiences with my brother have
taught me anything, it's that power is never good or ill of its own volition –
only use makes it so."  I paused, choosing my next words carefully. "You're
still who – and what – you've always been. You might just be something else too."


"And if that 'something else' becomes
something terrible?"


I shrugged my other shoulder. "Then you have
my word I'll find a way to stop you. But I don't think that'll ever be
necessary."


"I hope you're right." 


As it happened, I hoped so too, because I had no
idea how I'd keep my promise. Fortunately, Arianwyn clearly had more faith in
me than I did. Or perhaps she was just eager to find comfort wherever she
could.


After a long moment of companionable silence, she
pulled away, and walked to the other side of the room.


"Have you tried to draw upon the magic since
we've been in Otherworld?" I asked.


"A little, but I can barely feel it. Then
again, I've never really been able to access it here."


That was odd, but then so much of this was a
mystery to me. "How do you open the portals back to the living realm?"


"It's hard to explain. It takes effort to
propel us across the barrier from the other side, but the journey back is
always easier. We're not supposed to be here, and Otherworld needs only a
little encouragement to reject us. It barely even qualifies as magic. It's more
a focus of will."


"Like the way you navigate Otherworld?" 


"A little, although it's a fraction more
involved than that." She shrugged. "How are you feeling?"


I flexed my legs. "Sensation's returning. We can
get going in a few minutes. Less, if you don't mind me hobbling."


Arianwyn smiled. "I'd rather you were fully
mobile. I can't run and carry you at the same time." She paused. "Edric,
thank you. For everything. It's strange, but..."


I never found out what was strange because, at
that moment, the revenants attacked.
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The revenants came straight through
the walls, spectral forms melting through the stone like shadows in fog. Two
bore down on me, swords drawn. A dozen more swarmed towards Arianwyn. She
brought up her hands, instinctively trying to draw upon magic that she must
have known wouldn't come. Then the dark circle closed around her and she was
lost from sight.


By this time, I'd staggered to my feet, though it
had taken three attempts. My left leg was still numb below the knee, and it
made my balance precarious. Yet Arianwyn's plight lent me desperate strength.
With a battle cry that was half frustration and half anger, I drew my sword and
lurched at the two revenants before me.


I needn't have bothered. 


As I took a second step, my leg folded up,
pitching me forward. I regained my balance – I have no idea how – and swung. My
near-collapse robbed my strike of all momentum. What I'd intended as a killing
blow proved ridiculously easy for the revenant to parry. My sword went wide,
and my treacherous leg again gave way. This time I tumbled fully to the floor,
an easy kill, had either revenant sought to end me. Yet it seemed they did not.
Having defeated my attack, they seemed content merely to stand and watch as I
tried to regain my footing.


"Edric!"


Looking up, I saw the knot of revenants move
towards the street, Arianwyn captive in their midst. 


"I'm coming." Pushing off the ground, I hauled
myself upright.


One of my revenants hacked viciously down. I
caught the stroke square on my own blade, but the impact sent me sprawling to
one knee.


Arianwyn and her captors were through the wall and
into the street. Gritting my teeth in frustration, I sliced out at waist
height. The two revenants simply drifted out of range. Frustration and anger
burning hot within me, I regained my footing. One of my opponents struck
another downward blow. I stumbled again as I parried. This time, however, the
stumble had been deliberate – it had placed my left hand within reach of the
wall. 


As the revenant's blade came down, I pushed off
from the wall. Steel hissed past me. My sword's flames sliced a diagonal path
through the air, taking the first revenant at chest height, and the second
slightly lower. Both creatures shrieked and exploded into ash. I barely
noticed. I was already lurching to my feet and staggering after Arianwyn.


I stumbled through the gap in the wall, bracing my
free hand against uneven stonework to steady myself. There was no sign of
Arianwyn, or of the revenants who had taken her. There were only ghosts, mist,
and a sickly feeling gnawing at the pit of my stomach.


"Perhaps now we've got that unpleasantness
out of the way, we can reopen negotiations," suggested the
immaculately-dressed young man standing on the opposite side of the road.
Malgyne, for a certainty.


"Do you never give up?" I growled.


"Oh, very
rarely." He offered a slim smile. "I'm very patient. I believe people
write songs and depressing poetry about that very subject." He glanced at
my leg. "Don't feel you need to keep up appearances. We can discuss our
business with you sitting down as easily as with you standing."


"I'll stand," I said coldly. I didn't
want to give him the satisfaction of showing so obvious a weakness.


"Very well," said Malgyne. "Oh, and
in case you were wondering? That sword really won't do much of anything to me."


"I'll bear that in mind." And I'd also
be sure to test the truth of that statement, if I had to, rather than take his
words at face value.


"Anyway, where was I? Oh yes. Your
inamorata..."


"She's not my inamorata."


Malgyne raised one perfect eyebrow. "Oh? My
mistake. Your friend is graciously playing the role of collateral in our
little trade. I decided that as you weren't terribly eager to bargain for your
own life, you might consider doing so for that of a... friend."


"The answer's still no."


He smiled thinly. "I'd a notion that'd be
your initial position, which is why I was generous enough to arrange this
conversation early. In a while, the pressure of time will provoke less pleasant
strategies, but you've brief window in which to reconsider."


"No," I repeated.


The mists rose around me, swallowing the roadway,
the buildings and the shuffling ghosts.


"Don't be so hasty," Malgyne chided. "As
it happens, I have better things to do than wrestle with your intransigence..."


"Yes, I'd noticed that. You seem to have a
strawjack problem."


"Pffft." He waved a dismissive hand. "A
temporary inconvenience, one that scarcely requires my attention. As I was
saying, I'm going to leave you to consider the full extent of your situation.
Of course, you could go looking for the lady yourself, but there's a problem.
You see those rising mists? That's your mind trying to make sense of
Otherworld, now that your lovely anchor's been spirited away. In a little
while, I'd imagine everything will be a swirling, greenish nothing. It's driven
others mad. I suspect you'll probably endure it, as you've proven annoyingly
tenacious during our brief association. But I wouldn't rate your chances of
finding her without my help."


I glowered at him. I was, in fact, desperately
scared, but I didn't dare give Malgyne what he wanted. I'd no faith he'd keep
his bargain, and for all I knew Arianwyn was already dead. I'd find another
way. I'd have to.


"No?" he queried. "Very well. I'll
see you presently.  Don't wander off."


He vanished, and with him went the last of my
touchstones in this strange reality. All was swallowed in mist. I was utterly
alone.


I could see neither my feet, nor whatever it was
they rested on. Indeed, I could barely see my own hand when I waved it in front
of my face. I dared not take a step without seeing where I was walking, but
without taking a step I'd never get anywhere. Was this then to be my fate:
paralysis or madness? 


My pulse quickened. My breathing shallowed. I told
myself Otherworld was merely an alien land whose ways I was not yet familiar
with. It followed rules – they just weren't the rules I was used to. But there
was a vast difference between learning the customs and politics of another
land, and learning to survive unaided in a place at odds with natural law.


That stark realisation nearly plunged me into
despair. Arianwyn could count on no one else for rescue, but how could I help
her if I were lost in this benighted realm? Hard on the heels of that thought
came the awareness that were I to go mad, or simply perish, Malgyne would have
little difficulty in reclaiming the fragment from my person. Set against these
considerations I found I could rouse little sorrow at my own fate, as it counted
for little. 


With an effort, I hauled myself out of my misery.
Arianwyn had told me plenty about Otherworld, how she entered and left, and how
she navigated. I could put that knowledge to use.


'It's more a focus of will,' she'd said of opening
a portal to the mortal realm. Unfortunately, that was a fairly broad concept,
and I had no idea of its practical application. Besides, if I managed to escape
to the living realm, I'd be doing so without Arianwyn, and without any prospect
of being able to return for her.


Putting that to one side, I tried to remember what
she'd said about finding a path through Otherworld. Something about knowing
where you wanted to go? No, that wasn't it. She'd said you needed to know what
you wanted, not where you wanted. That was more promising. At that
precise moment in time, what I wanted more than anything in the world – and for
a variety of reasons – was to find Arianwyn. 


Closing my eyes, I tried to picture her face. I
found that I couldn't. I could mentally 'see' all the elements: the curled
chestnut hair, blue eyes and so on, but every time I tried to put them together
it didn't quite look right. It was ridiculous, I'd spent much of the last few
days with her, yet I couldn't properly recall her face.


Abandoning any attempt at picturing what Arianwyn
looked like, I instead recalled the time we'd spent together. I sifted through
each memory in as much detail as I could, recalling her quiet determination and
the earnestness of her convictions; the calm dignity of her bearing and the
kindnesses that softened her hauteur. Instead of rebuilding Arianwyn's
appearance in my mind, I recreated her personality, at least so far as I knew
it. 


I felt a slight breeze. I opened my eyes to see
that the mists had receded. It wasn't much – they were still far thicker than
when I'd arrived – but now I made out the shapes of buildings in the
middle-distance, and ghostly figures moving around me. They weren't the
Tressian buildings I was used to, but the more nuanced structures of  my
homeland.


The vista was blurry and unfocused, but no crisply
painted canvas ever gave me as much pleasure. Only then did I recall something
else Arianwyn had told me of walking the Otherworld's paths. '…it's more a
matter of learning to be guided by your heart's desire than any conventional
cartography' The phrase now took on fresh significance in my mind.


I recounted my memories of Arianwyn as I walked,
always heading to where Otherworld seemed most solid. I skirted the edge of
battles between strawjacks and revenants, their bodies as pale and indistinct
as everything else, but managed to do so without drawing their attention. Time
and again, my concentration slipped, plunging my surroundings into a murky and
formless mass. Each time, I restored them to solidity by focusing my thoughts.


I don't know how long I walked, as I had no
attention to spare for something as trivial as the passage of time. It was
exhausting, not in body, but in mind. I daresay I looked no more aware than the
ghosts whose paths I followed. Even allowing for her experience in these
matters, I couldn't believe how easy Arianwyn made it look. Each time
Otherworld slipped away from me, it took increasing effort to bring it back. Finally,
I could manage no more. Reluctantly, I let go of my memories and let Otherworld
fade. 


Except it didn't. 


I sank to my haunches, expecting the buildings and
ghosts to dissipate, but they stubbornly refused to do so. Had I gotten so good
at this that I no longer needed to concentrate? I looked up at the buildings
towering over me. So involved had I been in my travels, that I hadn't noticed
there was no longer any Hadari architecture to be seen – it was all Tressian. 


I would have cheered, had I not been worried of
alerting others to my presence. Why were the buildings Tressian or even here at
all? It could only be because I was so close to Arianwyn that her perceptions
were once more shaping what I saw. Now all I had to do was find her.


I ran to the end of the street. A great square
unfolded before me, the bloated form of the Shaddra overseeing all like a
malevolent queen. But it wasn't the Shaddra who caught my attention first. At
the back of the square, nestled in the centre of the dolmens I'd seen before,
stood an enormous archway. Or rather what I assumed to be an archway, for it
wasn't yet complete. 


The archway was truly huge, not so large as the
Shaddra, but it dwarfed the ghosts flowing about its base. No, not flowing
about its base, flowing into its base. Whenever a ghost touched one of
the arch's pillars, the two merged, leaving nothing of ghost behind.


I swept my eyes over the square, an odd feeling in
the pit of my stomach. Ghosts flooded into the square from all six streets, but
none left. I didn't know what it all meant, but I was certain that it didn't
bode well. My eye was drawn to a knot of revenants who were standing at the
base of one of the arch's pillars. It was odd. They looked to be guarding something,
but I couldn't see what. Then I shifted my gaze upward and I saw Arianwyn,
perched atop one of the dolmens, and very much alive. 


My heart leapt and then sank again. There were at
least two score revenants between me and her, and I didn't doubt that there'd
be more nearby. There was nothing encouraging about those odds.


"Edric? I thought you'd escaped."


Alfric – or more precisely Alfric's ghost – stood
at my side, his hood back and his face empty of expression.


"I did. I had to come back."


He frowned. "You should leave. Something's
going to happen."


That got my attention. "What? What's going to
happen?"


"I don't know. It's more like a feeling. It's
hard to describe."


I pointed at the archway. "Do you know what
that is?"


"No. But I can feel it calling to me. You
need to go."


"I can't. Not without her." 


Alfric followed my gaze. "Is that the woman
who brought you here?"


"Yes."


"You'll have to leave her. You'll never get
past the revenants."


"I could if I had help."


He smiled sadly. "Me, you mean? Do I look
like I could help? Besides, I'm supposed to be working against you, not with
you."


I froze. "What?"


"A proposition was made. Apparently you're
carrying a chunk of rock. I'm promised resurrection and all the earthly power
and wealth I could ever want in exchange." Alfric laughed. "Don't
worry, I know a fool's bargain when I hear one; I offered enough of them when I
was alive. Besides, I'm not sure the world would tolerate my excesses for a
second time. Better to fade."


My thoughts again touched on what my brother might
have been had life been but a little different. "Ashana bless you, Alfric."


"I missed that." 


I'd spoken too low for him to hear. "It doesn't
matter. But thank you, all the same."


"I'm sorry I can't be more help."


"You've done enough. You've given me an idea."


Despite its importance, I'd forgotten all about
the chunk of portalstone in my pocket. More significantly, I'd forgotten how
important it was to so many people. I still didn't know why it mattered so, but
at that moment I didn't need to.


"Do you know if there are any strawjacks
nearby?"


"Yes, there's a group of them tearing
revenants apart over there." He pointed to one of the square's exits. "Can't
you hear?"


I cocked my head to one side, but heard nothing.
Clearly Alfric was more attuned to Otherworld than I was, but then, he was
supposed to be here. I set off at a run.


By the time I reached the group of strawjacks,
they'd won their battle and were crackling cheerfully to themselves as they uprooted
a raven-headed statue. I halted a dozen paces away and dug in my pocket for the
portalstone fragment.


"What are you doing?" Alfric watched
with interest. Perhaps a little too much interest – his eyes never left the
rock in my hand. 


"Something unwise. You may want to stand
back." 


"I think I'll stay."


"Fair enough," I said, oddly pleased. I
raised my voice and called out to the strawjacks. "Jack? Jack? Can you
hear me?"


As one, the three strawjacks turned to look at me
with their baleful green eyes. After a moment's pause, the central creature's
eyes dimmed and Jack grew forth from its upturned palm. 


{{Why do you intrude? Have you not interfered
enough?}}


"I honestly can't answer that question,"
I said. "Every time I think I know what's going on, everything changes."


{{Such is the fate of meat. What do you want?}} 


Bracing myself, I held up the portalstone
fragment.


{{You brought that here?}} Jack buzzed angrily.
{{You fool. You've as good as put it into his hands.}}


"That's not my concern. My concern – and by
extension, your concern – is that Malgyne is holding my friend. He'll only
release her if I give him this."


{{You can't. You'll ruin everything.}}


"I don't want to. But nor can I leave my
friend in his clutches. It seems I don't have a choice. Unless..." I took
a deep breath. This was it. "...unless you help me get her back."


{{Do you think I'm a fool? You have no intention
of giving me that fragment.}}


"I never implied I would," I said
bluntly. "But if you help me, I won't give it to Malgyne either. You don't
get to win, but nor does he. That's worth a little help, surely?" I let a
little derision seep into my voice. "Or do you want to stay here, smashing
statues?"


The strawjacks crackled angrily to themselves.


{{Why shouldn't my servants just take it from
you?}}


It was a good question, but I had an answer ready.



"Because I'm fairly certain I can outrun
them. Perhaps not indefinitely, but certainly long enough for Malgyne to notice
that I'm here." Jack didn't need to know that the God of the Dead was
either unwilling or unable to act directly against me. "In fact, the
longer we talk, the more likely that is to happen anyway."


{{Your bargain is... acceptable,}} Jack said, his voice
dripping with reluctance. {{What do you want of me?}}


I relaxed very, very slightly. "Revenants are
holding my friend captive near some kind of arch. I need you to clear a path."


{{Very well. It shall be done. But you and I are
not finished.}}


"I never thought we would be," I said. "However,
to make sure we can all trust each other, your strawjacks are going to lead the
way. I'll follow at a distance so you don't get tempted to do something I  won't
like."


Jack crackled and inclined his head in
acknowledgement, before sinking back into the strawjack's hand.


Alfric regarded me with a mixture of horror and
awe. "Did you just blackmail one of the great powers?"


I didn't reply. I was too busy watching the
strawjacks file past me towards the square. I needn't have worried – they kept
a suitably unthreatening distance at all times. Perhaps Jack could be trusted,
after all. What a pleasant change of pace.


"Edric...?"


"Sorry. My mind was elsewhere." I returned
the rock to my pocket. "But yes, I think that's exactly what I did."


"What is going on?"


"I've don't know," I said. That was
true, as far as it went, but I was starting to have some unpleasant theories. "For
now, I'm just trying to get Arianwyn back. The rest I'll worry about later, if
I can." The strawjacks vanished into the square. "I have to go."


"Then go. I'll be watching with interest."


By the time I reached the square, it was in
uproar. Jack had indeed kept his word and on a scale that I could never have
anticipated. Dozens of strawjacks rampaged through the ghostly crowds, tearing
revenants apart with ruthless abandon.


If I'd any longer had doubts about how badly Jack
wanted the fragment kept from Malgyne, they were quickly extinguished by that
sight. More revenants were flooding into the square as I watched, but there
still weren't enough to contain the strawjacks' fury. Unfortunately, several of
Arianwyn's guards were still in position around the dolmen. There'd be plenty
of work for me, after all.


Drawing my sword, I ran towards the henge. I
thought I'd picked a route that would carry me clear of the fighting, but was
disabused of that notion when a revenant burst out of a swirl of ghosts. It
hissed into ash as my blade swept through it, but two more came up behind. They
perished much as the first, but another four were close on their heels.


With a lurching, creaking sound, a particularly
twisted strawjack entered the battle. Two revenants, their attention fixed
entirely on me, were torn to inky shreds before they had a chance to react. A
third perished on my sword and the last was trampled under the strawjack's
thorned feet. 


I expected the strawjack to go charging off again,
but it just stood there, eyes blazing.


"What?"


{{Follow,}} it creaked in a voice like splitting
timber, and lumbered towards the henge.


I gaped dumbly at it for a moment. The strawjack –
who, in a moment of irreverence, I decided to name 'Gnarl' – turned back to
look at me.


{{Follow.}} This time is spoke with a hint of
impatience. At last I recovered enough of my wits to do as instructed.


We reached the base of Arianwyn's dolmen within
moments. I skidded to a halt a little way short, but Gnarl kept going,
ploughing into the revenants who stood guard.


"Edric?" Arianwyn peered over the edge,
her voice laden with disbelief. I couldn't rightly blame her. "Was that a
strawjack?"


"It's complicated. Can you get us out of
here?"


"I think so. But I don't know where the
portal will bring us out."


"I don't care. Right now, anywhere that's not
here is a definite improvement."


"I agree... Edric?"


"Yes?"


"I can't get down." 


And nor could she. The rock on which Arianwyn sat
formed an arch across two enormous columns, and thus left her suspended at
least twenty feet above the ground. 


Fortunately, Gnarl was paying attention and,
better still, had a solution. Pausing only to stomp the last of Arianwyn's
guards into smoke, it reached up and lashed tendrils about the dolmen. I
doubted that the strawjack could pull itself up to the Arianwyn's level, but
then I saw it didn't need to. The tendrils tightened around the rock, and Gnarl
hoisted itself his enough to wind the fingers of its other hand tightly around
Arianwyn's waist.


"Don't worry!" I shouted. "We have
an understanding." 


Gnarl lowered Arianwyn to the ground and released
her.


"What have you been doing?" she asked.


"Can I tell you later?"


She nodded and began preparations to open a
portal.


I turned to Gnarl, not sure whether I should even
address it. I decided it would do no harm. "Thank you."


The strawjack's eyes blazed. {{Remember this,}} it
creaked, then turned and launched itself back into the battle.


"How long?" I asked Arianwyn.


"About half as long as it will take if you
keep distracting me." 


Taking the hint, I turned away. 


The battle was dying down. The strawjacks had made
a terrible mess, but were falling back. The square was a ruin of broken
stonework and scattered ghosts. Here and there, I saw a strawjack's split and
scattered remains. It was impossible to know how many revenants had been
destroyed, given their tendency to burst into ash or vapour when slain, but I
could see only a handful remaining: not a bad result at all, to my way of
thinking. 


I wondered how many of the ghosts had perished as
the battle raged. Certainly the square looked emptier than it had previously.
Had Alfric been caught up in it all? I couldn't see him, but that didn't prove
anything. I supposed time would tell. 


I looked up at the arch that loomed over my head.
This close, I could see it wasn't made of stone, but of a filmy, almost greasy,
material that shifted and flowed in the strange light. I didn't know how the
ghosts were drawn here, but I was certain I now knew why. They were the raw
material from which the arch was made. 


"He's building a door to the living realm,"
I breathed.


There was a slow, sardonic handclap to my left.
Malgyne stood there, once again in the form of the young boy I'd first met.


"Edric?" Arianwyn's voice tightened with
concern.


"Just keep going. He can't do much without
his minions." I turned to Malgyne. "Have you been here all this time?"


"If I had, do you think I'd have allowed
this?" he said derisively. "Still, I congratulate you on a game well
played; you're even more annoying than I thought. But you've chosen the wrong
side."


"Perhaps." I wasn't at all sure I'd
chosen a side. They kept choosing me. "Can we go now?" I asked
Arianwyn.


"Yes, I think so." She smiled sweetly at
Malgyne. "Let's leave this child to put his toy box back in order."





















Twenty One


 


Arianwyn's portal cast us into the
living realm in the cathedral grounds – fortunately where a buttress concealed
our emergence from prying eyes. We made our cautious way through the city as
the sun's pre-dawn light suffused the sky, careful to avoid the occasional
constabulary patrols.


Upon reaching the Tower of Stars, Zorya promptly
packed us off to get some rest. I refused at first. I'd wanted to talk to Jamar
and Constans – or at the very least discover whether or not Constans could
still be counted amongst the living. Only when Zorya – with a somewhat
exasperated manner – assured me that Constans had been alive and quite well not
a half hour earlier, did I relent. She then calmly stated that she'd be quite
prepared to haul me up the stairs and lock me in my room if I ignored her
further. I decided further resistance on my part was pointless, and went to get
some sleep.


Waking a few hours later, I found that Zorya had
once again provided a hearty breakfast and a change of clothing. I dressed,
wolfed down the food, and left the room in search of the others.


I'd assumed the library was the best place to
begin my search, and so it proved. Arianwyn sat at the far end of the great
wooden table, toying with the first portalstone fragment.


"Good morning." She smiled tiredly. "Sleep
well?"


I took a seat beside her. "Not really. I had
too many dreams of darkness and evil-eyed birds." 


To describe them thus didn't do full justice to
the horrifying  nature of my nightmares, but the details had faded, leaving
only an oppressive memory.


"I'm sure it's nothing," said Arianwyn. "Given
everything we've seen, nightmares are only to be expected."


"Who's having nightmares?" Constans
entered the library behind me. "Not me. I slept the sleep of the dead."
He took a seat opposite. "Personally..." He broke off, at last
noticing the sour expressions on mine and Arianwyn's faces. "What?"


"Edric thinks he saw you in Otherworld,"
said Arianwyn. "Well, not you exactly: a ghostly version of you."


"Ah..." 


This was a new concept: Constans genuinely
speechless. 


"She told me I was mistaken," I said, "but
under  the circumstances..."


"...it was a singularly ill-chosen remark."
Constans nodded. "I can assure you that I've not died and returned to life
recently. Other than that, I'm not sure what to say. Did you see it, Ari?"


"No." She glanced briefly at me. "I
told Edric he must have  been mistaken."


The library door opened to admit Jamar and Zorya.
Jamar still wore his Hadari uniform and armour. I thought he looked much better
than when I'd seen him last, and told him so.


"Yes, savir. I'm all mended now, or
near enough." He took up position a little behind me and to my right, just
as he would have done at a state function. "What Zorya lacks in bedside
manner, she makes up for in aptitude as a mender of wounds." 


Thereby hung a tale, but I let the matter lie. I instead
insisted Jamar take a seat at the table, which he did with only a little
protest. Zorya, I saw, had taken up station a few paces behind Arianwyn. I
doubted there was a chair in this whole room that would take her weight.


"Now we're all here, what happened last
night?" asked Constans.


His gaze flicked between me and Arianwyn, unsure
as to who made the decisions. Receiving a ghost of a nod from Arianwyn, I
launched into an account. Arianwyn occasionally interjected with additional
snippets of information that I had forgotten. 


I held very little back, but I was deliberately
vague concerning the manner in which we'd defeated the praetorian sell-swords,
and said nothing at all of what had passed between Arianwyn and I afterwards. It
would have felt too much like breaking a confidence. For her part, Arianwyn
made no attempt to fill out my sparse account of these events.


If the others noticed that some things passed
unsaid, they made no comment. Constans was intrigued by the vault's lion
guardians, and pressed me for detail after detail. Jamar muttered a series of
angry Hadari curses under his breath when I repeated my second conversation
with Malgyne. Then, remembering himself, he offered an apology for the use of
language only I'd understood. 


For her part, Zorya stood silently. Of the three
of them, she was the only one who stirred whenever I skipped over a detail
regarding Arianwyn. But she passed no comment and merely continued her quiet
vigil, inscrutable as ever. After I'd finished, the room was quiet for a good
long time as the implications sank in.


Predictably, Constans spoke first. "Well,
ladies and gentlemen, if we weren't aware we were swimming in deep waters
before, we certainly should be now." He rubbed his chin. "Solomon's
looking more and more like the least of our problems."


"That's easy for you to say," Arianwyn growled.
"He's still as much a threat as ever he was." 


Constans opened his mouth to speak, but quickly
closed it again as Arianwyn glared at him. I squeezed her hand, and she
subsided. 


"I was merely about to suggest that when
engaged in a battle against godly beings, mortal enemies grow less
intimidating." Constans spoke  in a wounded tone, his eyes flicking
briefly to mine and Arianwyn's clasped hands


"I'm sorry," said Arianwyn. "I overreacted."



Constans shrugged, more concerned than offended. "How
likely is it Nierev survived?"


"I don't know," I said. I'd been
wondering myself. "She'd lost a lot of blood. Why do you ask?"


"If she did, Quintus might see matters in a
different light."


"That's possible," I allowed, "but
I've no idea how much she heard. She could well have been slipping in and out
of consciousness." Although she had told me to go. Perhaps she'd
been awake after all.


"That's a lot of 'ifs'. 'If' she heard
anything, 'if' she survived…"


"…and 'if' Quintus believed her anyway,"
Arianwyn finished. "I think we have to assume Quintus is still our enemy."


"If we must be surprised by his deeds, better
to be pleasantly so," Jamar agreed. "I assume you have the second
fragment?"


I extricated my hand from Arianwyn's grasp and
reached into my pocket. Fishing out the chunk of portalstone I'd recovered from
the vaults, I set it on the table next to Arianwyn's piece.


"That's something, at least," Jamar
rumbled. "Now all we have to do is win what appears to be a four-way
battle."


"You're saying we should give up?"
Constans seemed intent on provoking each of us, one by one.


"Not at all." I noticed Jamar didn't
address Constans with the honorifics he customarily employed when talking to
myself or Arianwyn. "It's our duty to stand against such things." If
I'd made that statement, I'd have sounded terribly pompous, but Jamar infused
the words with simple dignity. "Losing a battle of this nature is by far
preferable to not fighting it in the first place."


"How inspiring," muttered Constans.


I cleared my throat. "I agree with Jamar, but
personally I entertain the hope of fighting and winning. I'm just not sure how
we're going to do it."


[[May I make an observation?]] Zorya asked.


"Of course," said Arianwyn.


[[You have missed the key lesson of your recent
experiences.]] 


We waited expectantly, but Zorya seemed to have
nothing more she wished to contribute. "And what is that lesson?" I
asked.


[[That allegiance and enmity are not absolute
concepts; that a soul in motion is ill-placed to pronounce upon stillness.]] 


To my mind, that wasn't a terribly enlightening
answer.  "I don't understand."


[[No, Master Edric, you do not. This too is part
of the lesson.]]


Master Edric? That was new. I looked at Arianwyn,
and wondered how much she'd told Zorya. Arianwyn smiled slightly and looked
away, again provoking a curious look from Constans.


"I think I understand," said Jamar. "We're
so caught up in our own interests that we can't see what's truly going on?"


[[Indeed, Halvorn Jamar.]]


I was embarrassed to note that she knew Jamar's
first name. It was something I'd never troubled to learn. 


"Jerack didn't renege on Edric's bargain,
even when it would have served his purposes," Arianwyn mused. "He had
at least one chance to disable or kill Edric and take the second fragment."


"That's true," I agreed. "Gnarl, in
particular, had ample opportunity, but didn't seize it."


"Gnarl?" Constans interrupted. "You've
taken to naming strawjacks? Anyway, perhaps he couldn't. You said Ashana was
protecting you."


"Actually, what I said was that Malgyne told
me Ashana was protecting me from him. There's no suggestion of that same status
extending to Jack. If nothing else, being pinned against a wall by an angry
strawjack would seem to prove her blessings have limits."


"Our legends have always told of the enmity
between Ashana and Malgyne, but there's no suggestion that she'd offer to shield
anyone from Jack," said Jamar. "In fact, I was always taught that
Jack was as much a protector as Ashana was. He was just always a little bit
more… flexible… in the form his blessings could take."


I'd heard such stories before, always from
villagers who lived their entire lives in the shadow of Jack's forest of
Fellhallow. I'd never had much reason to credit them with any truth, but that
didn't mean Jamar was wrong.


"You're suggesting we hand Jack the
fragments?" said Arianwyn.


"No," said Jamar firmly. "One
honourable act doesn't guarantee trust. I merely point out that, at the very
least, Jack brought himself to side with one enemy over another. We may be able
to compel him to do so again."


"On a similar note," said Constans, thoughtfully,
"do we know that Solomon isn't working with, or for, Death?"


"That's a revolting but well-suited match,"
said Arianwyn.


"Why wouldn't he be allied with Jack?"
asked Jamar.


"Were that the case, I'd imagine that first
strawjack wouldn't have torn through quite so many of Solomon's thugs," I
said.


"I'd forgotten about that," Jamar
shifted in his seat. "What would Solomon have to gain from such an
alliance?"


"Whatever he wanted. Malgyne made all manner
of promises when he appeared to me in the vaults. I'm sure Solomon would be quite
imaginative under such circumstances."


"It would certainly explain why Quintus was
on the scene so quickly," Constans said. "If Death's watched you
since he sprung you from Jack's clutches, he could easily have clued Solomon into
what you were doing."


"Why do all that and offer us a way out?"
Arianwyn asked.


"Why not? It improved his chances of winning
either way. The fact that you managed to escape the trap pretty much proves the
wisdom of that course."


I got to my feet and met each of their eyes in
turn. "I don't think it changes anything. We still don't want Solomon
getting hold of these fragments, and we definitely don't want Malgyne or Jack
getting them unless we gain a better understanding of their motives." I
looked at Arianwyn. "I assume these are two fragments from the same stone?"


"Yes, I think so." She lifted one in
each hand. "You can see where these two edges fit together... oh." 


As the pieces of rock touched, their surfaces bled
together, sealing the crack. Where once there had been two fragments of
darkly-glowing rock, now there was one roughly hemisphere-shaped chunk of
darkly-glowing rock.


I sat back down. "That at least answers the
question of how the thing gets reassembled. Unfortunately, it also precludes
the option of keeping the pieces separate."


"At least this way we don't have to worry
about one of them rolling off into a corner," said Constans, "or
falling down the back of a chair, or something equally embarrassing."


"Unfortunately, it also makes it much simpler
to steal," said Arianwyn, her chagrin obvious. "Previously, we could
have kept the two pieces apart."


"Which would have made it more likely at
least one would be discovered by our foes," said Jamar. "Besides, do
you have a safer place to keep it than in this tower?" 


"No," Arianwyn conceded.


"Hopefully, it's not for long," I said. "Jack,
Malgyne and Solomon have all expressed urgency. Perhaps the portalstone's value
is transient. Maybe there'll come a time when none of them want it."


"That would save us a lot of trouble," said
Constans. "But we're talking about two great powers and a maniac who
measures his plans in years. I'm not ready to put my faith in this being over
soon."


Arianwyn nodded. "If time's running short,
then I guarantee one or more parties will start getting desperate. It also
means we've potentially only a brief opportunity to stop them."


I looked again at the chunk of portalstone. This
wasn't getting us anywhere. "So what's next?"


Arianwyn shrugged. "In theory, that we have
these pieces... piece... whatever... should be enough to stop Solomon, but I'd
be happier if we kept the last fragment out of his hands, and out of Death's
and Jerack's, for that matter."


"Do we know where it is?"


It was Constans who replied. "I've done a
little more sifting through Dalrand's notes. It looks like it's in the hands of
one of Solomon's fellow councillors. Lord Avanov, to be precise." 


He smiled broadly, as did Arianwyn. Jamar and I
exchanged a confused glance. 


"Would you mind explaining what's so amusing?"
I asked.


"Avanov doesn't much care for Solomon,"
Arianwyn replied. "In fact, he's the closest thing to a real enemy Solomon
has on the council. He isn't brave enough to oppose anything serious – he has a
daughter about my age, and I'm sure Solomon knows where to find her at all
times. However, he's been our occasional ally over the years, so this fragment
should be a lot easier to acquire."


Some good news, at last. "Are you going to
speak to him?"


"I can if you want, but I'd rather Constans handled
it. I've something else I'd like to look into."


Something more important than this? "What do
you mean?"


"I keep thinking about that arch we saw in
Otherworld. I want to see if anyone's made mention of such a thing before."


I looked around the library, at the nearly endless
array of shelves and books. "That could take a while," I pointed out.


"Then it's best I start immediately, don't
you think? Zorya will help me, won't you Zorya?"


[[Of course, Mistress Arianwyn.]]


I turned to Constans. "Do you know Avanov
well enough to  do this?"


He pulled a face. "Probably, but we may have
to improvise."


"You mean steal it from him?"


"That's such a pejorative term."


"But yes?"


"Yes."


I sighed. "Very well, but we can at least go
a little more prepared than last time." I looked across at Jamar. "I
assume you're fit and able to accompany us?"


"Not only fit and able, but eager, savir.
This is a wonderful fortress, but I confess a longing for the open sky."


"Good, but you're not going out like that.
Zorya, can you find some suitable clothing? I'd like him to blend in as much as
possible. Imperial green is a bit of a giveaway."


[[Of course, Master Edric.]]


With a nod of her head, Zorya glided serenely from
the room. Jamar stood, gave a slight bow, and followed. 


Constans drummed his fingers on the tabletop. "I
suppose I also have a few preparations to make." He rose lightly to his
feet. When he'd left the room, Arianwyn and I stared at each other in silence.


"Are you alright?" I asked eventually.


She broke eye contact and looked away. "No.
No, I don't think I am, but I'm sure it will pass." She smiled wanly. "I
need time to come to terms with the path that's been put before me."


"You don't have to walk that path, just
because it's there."


"We'll see." She didn't seem convinced. "I
never thanked you for rescuing me, did I?"


"You've had a lot on your mind. Besides, you
don't need to."


"I did get that impression. But I wouldn't
want you to think I've taken your kindnesses for granted, so thank you Edric,
for my deliverance and more besides."


"You're welcome," I said, inclining my
head.


"But now you're needed elsewhere, and I have
reading to do."


I took the hint. "I'll leave you to your
research."


Before I left the room, I took one last look over
my shoulder. Arianwyn still sat where I'd left her, staring into space.


I returned to my room to retrieve my sword. To my
surprise, I found Jamar waiting, dressed in a much more inconspicuous blend of
Tressian blues and greys. He looked worried. 


"What is it?" I asked.


"Come with me." He spoke in hushed
tones. "I think there's something you should see." 


Without another word, he turned and left the room.
Bemused, I grabbed my sword belt and set off after him.


Jamar led me downward through the tower by a route
I'd not yet travelled, all winding staircases and narrow passageways. 


"Where are we going?"


He eased a door closed behind us. "I've had
opportunity to explore whilst you've been away." 


We'd come a long way, and I had no doubt we were
somewhere amongst the tower's foundations. In front of us was a double-leaved
door, made not from wood, as all the others had been, but tempered metal. Bolts
secured each door to its adjoining wall and to the other door. Jamar set about
sliding these back.


"What's going on, Jamar?"


"You've grown quite close to the young lady."


I stared at his back. What did that have to do
with anything?  "You disapprove?"


"It's not my place to approve or disapprove
of anything you do, savir. But I am concerned you trust her too easily."


That comment fanned the embers of an old anger.
How dare a mere bodyguard judge who I could or could not trust? Then I
remembered that Jamar's actions, even provocative, were always motivated by
duty."And you assert that I shouldn't?"


Jamar drew back the last bolt. "As it
happens, savir, I quite like the Lady Arianwyn. Constans not so much. But
of her, for whatever it's worth, I approve." He swung open the leftmost door.
"You have to concede she's not told you everything." 


As I peered through into the lantern-lit space
beyond, I couldn't help but agree.


Before us, a steep stairway led down into an
enormous chamber. There was neither scrap of timber nor drape in sight, just
cold white stone walls around a grey-tiled floor. Yet if the room itself were
unremarkable, the contents were anything but. Lined up across the room, in neat
parade-ground rows, stood an unmoving army  of sentinels.


That they were anything other than an army, I didn't
believe for a moment. All had female form, clad in plate armour, chainmail and
white surcoats. A sword was scabbarded at every side, a shield slung on every
back. At twenty sentinels to a rank, and nearly double that to a file, there were
at least seven hundred present. If what I had seen of Zorya was anything to go
by, I was looking at a force that could conquer or destroy any realm in
existence.


"I found this room last night, shortly before
you returned," Jamar whispered. "I think it bears some explanation."


"Why didn't you tell me earlier?"


"I wanted you to see it first." 


His point made, Jamar swung the door closed. "You
recall that comment of Zorya's about allegiance and enmity? Well, what if the
motives we've been given aren't as pure we've been led to believe? If that
portalstone can indeed grant access to Otherworld, that army in there would be
unstoppable. Can you imagine that? It may well be that there is no 'right' side
when it comes to such power."


"I can imagine," I said. "In fact,
it's not that different from the objective Arianwyn ascribes to Solomon."


"That's very convenient."


"The truth often is." But I had the
uneasy feeling I was deceiving myself. Worse, I knew why I was deceiving
myself: I didn't want to believe Arianwyn capable of that kind of deception.


"Can you afford to take that chance, savir?"


I thought for a moment, then came to a decision. "No,
but then I'm not going to. Come on." 


My mind wandering in dark places, I headed up the
stairs. As I'd expected, Arianwyn was still in the library, leaning on the
table and poring over a series of books. Zorya stood a little to one side of
her mistress, a weighty pile of tomes in her upturned hands.


"Edric?" Arianwyn looked up. "I
thought you'd have gone."


"Not yet," I said, my voice taut. "Tell
me about the army  of sentinels."


She hesitated. "You've seen them."


"Just now."


Arianwyn glanced over my shoulder at Jamar. "Constans
counselled against letting you roam the tower. Perhaps he was right." She
sank back into her chair. "This isn't how it looks."


"Good." My temper was slipping. I wasn't
quite shouting, but I wasn't far off from it either. "Because, at best,
you've lied to me again. How could Solomon possibly prove a threat to you if
there's an army like that at your disposal? How could anyone?" 


"Because they're dormant!" Arianwyn didn't
quite shout back, but it was a close call. "They're not my army. They're
just part of the tower, like the portraits, the books and the furniture. And
they're just  as lifeless."


I pointed at Zorya. "That one isn't."


Constans sauntered into the room. "There you
are. I thought we were going to see Avanov..." He took in my scowl and
Arianwyn's icy expression. "Ah... What have I walked into?"


"They found the sentinels," Arianwyn
explained frostily. "Edric thinks we're going to conquer the world with
them, or something equally ridiculous."


"Actually, that's not an unreasonable theory,
given..." Constans tailed off when Arianwyn glared at him. "...but it's
still absolutely reprehensible for him to even imagine you capable of such a
thing." He looked at me. "Edric, that's quite marvellous. Somehow I'm
in trouble with  my cousin because you've upset her. I suppose she's told you  they're
dormant?"


"She has," Arianwyn bit out.


"And you don't believe her?"


Again, Arianwyn spoke before I could. "He
doesn't."


Constans sighed. "Jamar, you and I will wait
by the main gate. I think these two have things to straighten out."


Jamar looked for my assent and I waved at him to
leave. I watched Constans escort him from the library and close the door, then
turned back to Arianwyn and Zorya.


Except Arianwyn wasn't there. She'd ducked out
another exit whilst my attention had been on Jamar.


[[I do not believe she wants to talk to you at the
moment, Master Edric.]]


"So it would seem." I pinched the bridge
of my nose. My anger had faded. I felt tired and ridiculous. 


[[She spoke the truth about the sentinels.]]


"Then how is it that they're asleep and you're
not?"


[[I do not know. If I knew, I would probably tell
you.]] 


Probably, I noted, not definitely. "When will
they wake up?"


[[When the proper time comes.]]


"And when will that be?"


[[When the war comes.]] 


I caught my breath. That was an answer so
unexpected and so ominous that I almost wished I hadn't asked the question, but
it was too late now. "What war?" 


Zorya didn't answer. That was apparently all I'd get
out of her on that subject. Not that it really mattered now. Then I remembered
a question I'd been meaning to ask her for a while.


"Zorya, can you leave the tower?"


[[I have never tried, Master Edric. I have no
cause to do so.]]


"That's not what I asked."


[[I know, Master Edric.]] 


I considered pressing the matter further, but
decided I'd only waste precious time. I turned to go, but found I couldn't
bring myself to leave. I took a deep breath and faced Zorya once more.


"Please tell Arianwyn that I'm sorry."


The sentinel inclined her head slightly. [[Of
course, Master Edric. Mistress Arianwyn also regrets her actions. Or she will
upon  proper reflection.]]


Stated so calmly, that sounded ominous. "What
do you mean?"


[[She was not only angry at your distrust, but at
hers. Had she told you of the others, this confrontation would not have
happened. She knows this, and knows it is as much her fault as yours.]]


"And she told you all this before she left?"


[[No. She will when you have gone. She has not
realised yet.]]


"Why are you telling me?"


[[Why should I not? It is the truth, and harms no
one that you  know of it.]]


I reflected briefly that if Zorya applied that
test to all my questions, I'd know a lot more about her than I did. 


[[In any case, you have other tasks to occupy your
attention. Arianwyn would not want you distracted. Especially if that
distraction were to lead to error, and that error in turn led to injury or
death. That would cause further upset, and I do not wish that.]] 


Was she expressing concern? "I suppose I can't
take issue with  that logic."


[[No, you cannot, Master Edric.]] 


And with that, it seemed there was nothing else to
be said. I left the library, tried unsuccessfully to put Arianwyn out of my
mind, and went downstairs to join Constans and Jamar.
















 











Twenty Two


 


We'd left the Tower of Stars and
were moving through the early-morning crowds, when I told Constans and Jamar I
wanted to detour via the cathedral. 


Constans didn't approve. "What could you
possibly want there?"


"Whatever's going on in Otherworld, it's tied
to the cathedral," I said. "I want to ask the archimandrite a few
questions."


"I don't know what you expect to get out of
Olvas except pious drivel. How do you know he'll not run for the constables as
soon as he sees you?" 


Constans had a point. We were all hooded and
cloaked to shield us from enquiring eyes, but I could hardly have a proper
conversation with Olvas without him recognising me. Nevertheless, I needed to
try, and told Constans as much.


"Very well," he said. "From the
moment I saw you I had you noted down as crazed." He kicked a loose
cobble, sending it skittering across the street. "I do so hate it when I'm
right."


I turned to Jamar. He'd volunteered no opinion,
but his bearing suggested he'd something to say. "Come on, out with it."



"You've clearly made up your mind, savir,"
he said. "But you suggested matters were coming to a head. Can we really
spare the time?"


"I don't know, but I've a feeling this might
be important." A thought struck me. "And speaking of detours..."
I fished in my pocket for the pouch containing Romark and Haril's remembrance
rings. "...I retrieved these yesterday." 


Jamar stopped and tipped the contents of the pouch
out into his hand. "Where did you find them?" He stared dumbfounded
at the rings. Constans and I came to a halt, not wanting to lose him in the
crowds.


"The guard house. It felt like the least I
could do." 


Jamar's eyes rose to meet mine. "There is
nothing small about this deed, my prince." His voice slurred with emotion.
"I'd given up any hope of bringing these back to their families. Thank
you."


"I was there as well, you know,"
Constans said, in a hurt voice.


Jamar pocketed the rings before replying. "Ah,
but would you have been there had he not asked you to go?"


Constans grinned. "Probably not." 


"I thank you anyway. But now it is I costing
us precious time. Let us be on our way."


We made it to the cathedral square without
incident, though not without noticing something unusual. As we passed the
Highvale cemetery, just around the corner from where all this had begun for me,
Constans tapped me on the shoulder. "Does anything about that strike you
as odd?" 


I followed his gaze to where no less than four
constables stood guard at a barred and sealed lychgate. "You forget, it's
not my city."


"Well it's definitely mine. I've never seen
the cemetery sealed before. Perhaps the dead are getting antsy."


"If they are, it's probably because their
interments aren't to the standard they'd expected."


Highvale cemetery was the site of final repose for
the richer families, unlike the mass graves of Claygate, where the common
citizenry could expect to end up. Both sites had been in use, on and off, for
hundreds of years, but they had little else in common. Indeed, I knew Claygate
didn't even have a lychgate, let alone the tall iron fence that ran around the
perimeter of this place.


A little while
later, we arrived at the cathedral. I asked the others to remain outside, to
which they agreed with considerably less argument than I'd expected. Constans
indicated he might head back to Highvale and satisfy his curiosity rather than
wait. Jamar propped himself against one of the boundary walls around the
Shaddra – near enough to the Cathedral to keep an eye on who came and who went,
but far enough distant so that the Sidarists preaching at the foot of its steps
wouldn't bother him. 


I finally found the archimandrite fussing over the
central altar – a slab of polished black marble bearing the Sidarist emblem of
two hands cupped around a rose. An army of altar boys swarmed, attending to
candles, censers and other silvered paraphernalia of worship. It all looked a little
ridiculous, but who was I to judge? The midnight rituals my people held to
Ashana probably looked every bit as ridiculous and at least the Tressians held observances
inside.


Olvas looked up with surprise. "I didn't
expect to see you here again so soon, ambassador. In fact, I'd heard a rumour
that you'd been marked by guilt."


I'd expected a challenge of this sort, and had an
answer prepared. "The rumours are partially correct, your eminence. One of
my bodyguards has committed some terrible crimes – unknown to me, you
understand – but I assure you Quintus is satisfied that no such guilt extends
to me." 


Olvas tutted sympathetically. I added 'Lied to a
priest' to my list of recent achievements. 


"In fact," I went on awkwardly, "that's
the reason I'm here. My eyes have been opened by recent events. I wanted to
talk to you about... Well, about Sidara."


As I'd hoped, all doubts Olvas had about my legal
status were swept away at the prospect of welcoming a heathen – a royal
heathen, no less – into the worship of his Lady of Light.


"That is wonderful news, ambassador." He
shooed away the altar boys to give us some measure of privacy. "Can I ask
why?"


"I've experienced many inexplicable things in
the past few days, eminence. Things for which there could be no earthly
explanation." I didn't like lying about something like this, if only
because I'd met and annoyed at least two great powers in the last few days. The
last thing I needed to do was upset another – even if Constans and Arianwyn
assured me that Sidara was no such thing. "But, through it all, I'm sure I've
felt Sidara walking with me." 


That, at best, was a half-truth, and one which
would get me in trouble with Arianwyn if she ever found out I'd put it in those
terms, but it seemed to please Olvas.


He beamed with obvious satisfaction, "I must
confess I'd thought you a lost cause when I saw you in the company of Master
Reveque. I'm overjoyed to learn that I was wrong. That man has been a thorn in
my side for years. It's bitterness, pure bitterness."


"I don't understand."


"He's not a direct descendant." Olvas spoke
as if that explained everything. When I stubbornly remained unenlightened, he
sighed and sought to make further clarification. "Sidara may have been
born a Reveque, but her descendants all bore her married name of Trelan. Master
Reveque can't abide the fact that his lineage is so close to divine, yet at the
same time so very far away. Still, he was probably soured by his upbringing."


"I'm sorry, I don't follow you."


"His name. What sort of parent does that to a
child? I'm not so foolish that I believe that names shape our destinies – only
our actions and the wishes of Our Lady do that – but being named for one of the
greatest traitors in history must be a terrible burden. He could at least try
to rise above it, though."


I still had no idea what Olvas was talking about,
and I was acutely aware that I didn't have time to indulge his meanderings, so
I tried to think of a way of steering the conversation in a more useful
direction. Happily, I didn't have to – he'd tired of sullying his lips with
Constans' name, and moved on to other matters.


"As far as welcoming you into Our Lady's
family is concerned, I think things should be done properly." Which meant 'at
great cost', I expected. "There'll be a certain amount of expenditure
required for such a ceremony," he warned. "But you're an important
man, and such things must be done properly, wouldn't you agree?"


"Absolutely," I said, regretting
starting this conversation in the first place. "This ceremony would be
performed here?"


"Why yes, of course."


"You flatter me."


"Well, perhaps a little," Olvas said
with refreshing honesty. "Would that I could induct you now, but I'm
afraid it must wait until after the cathedral is consecrated. We can more fully
discuss the matter then."


"I don't understand why you've chosen to
build this cathedral here. It's hardly the most salubrious part of the city."


Olvas shot me a reproving look. "That blasted
husk out in the square practically begs to be opposed by something wholesome."


"You're talking about the Shaddra?"
Arianwyn had said Olvas' cathedral was being raised in part to overcome that
twisted symbol of the old traditions, and it seemed she was correct.


"Horrible, blighted monstrosity. Besides,
Sidara's blessings are not solely for the rich and fortunate – far from it. As
the teachings say, 'Eth luma edrelia lor benevo'."


"'Her light enters all souls?'"


Olvas was delighted. "Indeed, ambassador. I
had no idea you were so conversant with our formal language." 


I smiled my reply, not bothering to point out that
it was one of a handful of phrases Stefan had taught me. 


Nevertheless, Olvas was clearly impressed. He
leaned in close. "But neither of those is the real reason I chose this
site."


"Really?"


"Oh yes." He glanced around to reassure
himself no one could overhear. "Sidara told me to build it here."


"Sidara told you...?" I repeated, too
surprised to manage a more intelligent response. Constans had already suggested
as much the last time I'd been here, but the idea was still no less ridiculous.


Olvas flapped his hands at me. "Keep your
voice down. I don't want everyone to know." 


I could sympathise with that. If I were secretly
as mad as a box of frogs I'd not want everyone to know. Then again, it wasn't
impossible Sidara had been talking to him, but I rather thought she'd have
better taste. Maybe she'd had no other choice. It's not like the godly
visitations I'd had over the last few days had been spurred by anything other
than need. "Then why confide in me?"


Olvas looked at me slyly. "It's not like
anyone will believe a heathen, should you accuse me of heresy. Certainly other
Sidarists won't. I have to tell someone! It's not an easy thing to carry a
secret of this magnitude. You see..."


He started wittering about prophesies and signs. I
confess my attention wandered at that point, and I just nodded at what I hoped
were the appropriate intervals. Talking to Olvas was looking more and more like
a waste of time, particularly given I had other places to be. I hoped Arianwyn
was having more luck with her investigations, and hoped even more profoundly
that she'd have forgiven me enough to speak to me when I saw her next. Then I
half-heard Olvas say something that sent a shiver down my spine. "Your
pardon, but would you repeat that last part?"


Olvas stared at me suspiciously, worried I hadn't
been paying proper attention. "I said she appeared to me in clothes of
mourning."


That's what I thought he'd said. "And why
would she do that?"


"It was symbolic of the death of veneration
and nobility in Tressia," Olvas averred with fragile pride. "She
weeps daily for our sins and sorrows, and of our lost position in the world. It
is my hope that when this cathedral is finished, she will appear to me in her
true radiant form."


He really was mad. In a quiet way, perhaps. Quiet
enough that his piety – which I'd no doubt was genuine – disguised it.
Certainly he was less inclined to ranting and castigating than other Sidarists,
and probably that was all most folk saw. I wondered how Olvas would react if I
told him his dreams hadn't been visited by a black-clad Sidara, but rather by a
power of a completely different kind. One who habitually wore black because he
could get no other shade to grace his form?


The archimandrite wittered on about how 'Sidara'
had guided the building of the cathedral, and had helped him find ways of
convincing the councillors to back the construction. 


I let him continue for a little longer, then made
my apologies.


Olvas was understanding itself. "Of course,
ambassador. Besides, you'll return soon enough, won't you? For the consecration
ceremony this evening? When the final stone is laid?"


I finally remembered the official invitation I'd
received a few days and a lifetime ago. That was tonight? Of course it was.
Tonight the moon was full. For all the Sidarists' dismissal of pagan worship,
there were some traditions they just couldn't let go of.


Olvas regarded me with mild suspicion. "Of
course, eminence. Sorry, I've a lot on my mind."


"Think nothing of it," he said
magnanimously. "I just wanted to be sure you'd received the amended
invitation. Will you join me in prayer before you go?"


I didn't want to join him in prayer.
Unfortunately, my pretence of being newly-converted would hardly have held up had
I refused, and goodness alone knew what his reaction would have been then.
Besides, the way things were looking I'd happily accept the blessing of any
power that would grant me one. 


When I finally got outside, I found Constans and
Jamar waiting for me, the former wearing an impatient expression. 


"You've been a long time."


"I'm sorry about that. Olvas does rather
labour his points."


"Did you find out anything?"


I spared them most of Olvas' ramblings, but did
recount what the priest had told me about his dreams. Jamar shook his head with
slow disbelief. Constans reacted rather more forcefully. 


"Right. You find Avanov. I'm going in there,
I'm going to haul that lunatic out by his heels, and then I'm going to hold a
dagger to his throat until he confesses his madness to the citizenry."


I put a hand on his shoulder. "No you're not."


"Really? Why?"


"I can think of several unanswerable reasons."
Jamar rumbled. "Firstly, we don't want to attract attention. Secondly, it's
too late now. If he's been duped by Malgyne, we have to assume the plan he's
serving is near to completion. The third point is most important, however."


"Do tell," said Constans with feigned
interest.


"The ambassador and I don't know how to find
Avanov." 


Constans subsided with a frustrated sigh.


"Come on," I said. "I've a feeling
we're not done with Olvas or this cathedral yet, but the best thing we can do
right now is get Avanov's piece of the portalstone."


*******


As we travelled, Constans told us
what he'd discovered about Highvale. One of the constables at the lychgate had
been amenable to sharing details in exchange for a few coins. and explained that
several of the graves had been dug up in the small hours of morning. The
constable didn't know exactly which graves in particular had been desecrated –
he'd drawn gate duty because of a profound aversion to the sight of dead bodies
– but he'd been told that it appeared whoever had performed this vile act was
looking for something in particular. It was a morbidly fascinating tale, but
neither I nor Jamar saw what it had to do with our current concerns, so
Constans let the subject drop. 


We finally arrived at our destination: a large
mansion set in private gardens. And what private gardens they were. It took us
a full five minutes to walk from the main gate to the front door, escorted the
whole time by a guard in burgundy livery.


At the main door, the guard handed us into the
keeping of a butler. He hummed and hawed about our presence, but then agreed to
show us into an exquisitely-furnished reception room.


We were kept waiting for some time, long enough
for Constans to examine every painting and give an opinion as to whether each
was a forgery or the genuine work. I had the impression he was trying to cover
a deep unease, but perhaps I came to that interpretation because I felt
decidedly uncomfortable, like a joke was being played somewhere and that I was
part of it, but didn't yet know how. If Jamar was concerned, it didn't show,
but his eyes never ceased their quiet watchfulness.


I was about to ask Constans what was bothering
him, when Lord Avanov finally entered the room. He was a middle-aged man, with
greying hair and the kind of elegant deportment that couldn't be taught – you
were either born with it or you weren't. 


"This is most irregular." He fixed
Constans with a steely stare. "Just because you and I have had some common
cause, it does not mean I take kindly to my home being invaded."


"Sorry, my lord." I don't think Constans
was physically capable of issuing a genuine-sounding apology, but he gave a
creditable effort. "It concerns Lord Solomon and a matter of importance."


"Everything concerning Solomon is a matter of
importance with you people." Avanov gestured at me and Jamar. "And
who are these men? Foreigners by the look of them? No, never mind, it's
probably better I don't know." He paced nervously back and forth before
the fireplace.


"We've come about a piece of rock your
lordship acquired a short while ago," Constans explained. "It's
black, about the size of your fist and has something of a greenish glow about
it."


Avanov stopped pacing. "I don't know what you
mean."


Constans smiled. "Yes you do, my lord. It's
one of those little trinkets you've picked up through those 'luxury' merchants.
You know, the ones who on no account should your fellow councillors learn of,
what with these particular merchants being quite relaxed when it comes trifling
matters like 'ownership'."


Jamar leaned in close to me. "What's he
talking about?"


"I've no idea," I replied. 


"I'm talking about corsairs, Edric,"
Constans chided. "You know – piracy on the high seas. His lordship's
managed a nice little arrangement with them over the years. After all, the
quayside is his little fiefdom, so he's got final say over who stays and who
goes, to say nothing of whose ships gets searched and whose don't."


Avanov scowled at Constans and angrily gestured at
him to be silent. "Are you threatening to blackmail me, Reveque?"


Constans smiled. "Only if you don't
cooperate."


I decided I'd let Constans perform the
negotiations long enough. "My lord, forgive my associate. We're in a
desperate hurry and we really do need that rock. Lives are at stake, quite
probably your life, and those of your family."


Avanov flinched at that last part, but it served
to focus his attention. "Very well. It's in the cellar. That's where I
keep more... sensitive... items. I'll take you."


He turned and left the room. We filed out after
him.


"You see, not everything has to be a threat,"
I told Constans. 


He raised an incredulous eyebrow.


The entrance to the cellar was a sturdy wooden
door, with bolts top and bottom. Avanov unbolted it and beckoned for us to
precede him. We didn't move. 


Avanov sighed. "Not very trusting, are we?"
He produced a lantern and set off into the darkness below. "Well, come if
you're coming. I want you all out of the way as soon as possible." 


I looked at Constans. He shrugged, and led us
downward.


Racks of wine bottles, and indeed whole barrels of
wine, occupied much of the gloomy space near the stairs, whilst crates and
boxes were scattered wherever there was room. It was like the palace vaults, if
on a far smaller and pettier scale.


Avanov seemed embarrassed by the mess. "I'm a
collector, but not much of an archivist." He led us through a brick arch
and into a small chamber beyond. Just as I reached him, he extinguished the
lantern and ran for the stairs.


It turned out Avanov was pretty spry for a man his
age. By the time we reached the bottom of the stairs, he'd passed through and
bolted the door. 


"That
treacherous..." Constans broke off as Jamar pushed his way past. 


Reaching the
top of the stairs in three loping strides, the havildar slammed his heel
repeatedly into the lock plate. The door sprang open.


There was no sign of Avanov in the corridor. "Upstairs
or downstairs?" I asked Constans. 


Just then there was a thud from above our heads,
the kind of thud that might be made by a desperate man missing his footing.
Ashana knew I'd done enough of that recently.


"Upstairs," said Constans.


We found Lord Avanov sitting in the corner of a
dressing room, head in his hands. The butler tried to bar our entry, but Jamar
solved that problem by seizing the fellow by the scruff of his neck and hauling
him out of the way.


"Lord Avanov is in a meeting," he told
the terrified servant. "Please let it be known that he is not to be
disturbed." 


The butler scurried off as soon as he was
released.


Avanov took advantage of the distraction to snatch
a pistol crossbow from a nearby dresser. Defiantly, he levelled the weapon at
me – or rather he tried to. With a whisper of movement, the hilt of one of
Constans' daggers smacked into Avanov's fingers. The lord yelped in pain,
dropped the weapon and desperately began trying to massage life back into his
fingers.


"We don't want to hurt you," Constans
said in soothing voice. "But we need that rock. Give it to us, and we'll
forget that the rest of this ever happened."


Avanov gave him a look of pure misery. " I
don't have it."


I perched on the edge of a valise. "Tell us
what's going on."


The last of Avanov's defiance was gone. He told us
that Solomon had visited at first light, looking for the portalstone fragment
just as we were now. Not only had he taken it, he'd also taken Avanov's
daughter, and told her father that if he wanted to see her again, he'd find a
way to delay anyone else who came looking for the rock.


"I'm sorry," Avanov said wretchedly. "I
hate that vulture as much as you do, but he has my daughter." 


That bit about the delay was troubling. What could
Solomon possibly be doing with only two sections of the portalstone that made
delaying us so crucial?


"I think you'd better come and see this, savir,"
called Jamar.


I joined him at the window, and stared past his
shoulder. Avanov's mansion was just about on the highest part of the hill, and
from there we could see all the way out to the city wall. I took in the great
fortress towers gleaming in the sunshine, but one drew my attention far more
than the others. It was the tower in the centre of the span, and even at this
distance I saw plumes of smoke rising from its windows. 


The Tower of Stars was on fire.
























Twenty Three


 


I don't think anyone ever crossed
the city as fast as Constans, Jamar and I did that morning. We ran with
abandon, careless of patrols and praetorians, hurtling pell-mell down cobbled
alleys and flagstoned streets. Such was our pace, each of us should have fallen
a dozen times, but somehow we didn't. It is said that desperation lends men
wings, and perhaps it's true, for never before had I known the desperation possessing
me that day.


After a seeming eternity we ran through the Tower
of Stars' gatehouse and into the aftermath of a battle. Dozens of bodies lay in
the courtyard, weapons clasped in dead or dying hands. From appearances, they
were an even mixture of praetorians, street toughs and Thrakkian mercenaries –
the latter looking out of place with their plaited beards and studded leathers.



Oddly, each of the dead had pieces of bone strung
around their necks. Some gruesome badge of identification? 


Grey fragments lay scattered amongst the dead, but
it wasn't until I nearly tripped over an unmoving stone torso did I understand
the significance. As best as I could tell, there were the remains of three
sentinels, their bodies presumably smashed apart by the long-handled warhammers
still clasped in the attackers' lifeless hands. For each sentinel who had
fallen, at least a dozen men lay dead, but that the tower's defenders had put
up such formidable resistance was of little comfort to me.


I was consumed with need to get inside the tower
proper, to discover what fate had befallen Arianwyn. That task was complicated
by three praetorians arrayed on the stairway to the keep. The mood I was in, I
could have killed them single-handedly without pause for breath.


I drew my sword and quickened my pace, aware that
Constans and Jamar had done the same. 


We were still twenty paces short of the keep when
the trap was sprung. A score of living warriors sprang up around us, kicking
corpses to one side as they got to their feet. 


My companions and I came to a reluctant halt,
knowing we couldn't reach the keep before our attackers were on us. Even as I
watched, three Thrakkians joined the praetorians on the steps. 


Jamar's face was implacable, his eyes missing
nothing of our predicament. By contrast, Constans' visage twisted into a
hateful rictus, an expression so out of place on his features that I was
momentarily taken aback. Without a word, we shifted position until we stood
back-to-back. 


The circle of Solomon's soldiers tightened, but
cautiously. Apparently no one wanted to be the first to test our mettle. 


"We need to get into the tower," I said.


"Actually, we don't," Jamar replied
calmly. 


Frowning, I watched him discard his sword, stoop,
and pluck a mace from the ground. It was a clumsy weapon, with a haft nearly as
tall as I. Jamar spun it through the air as if it weighed nothing. 


"We don't need to get into the tower,"
he said simply, "but you do." I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut
me off. "Find the lady, my prince. Constans and I will attend to these."
He hefted the mace experimentally and his face set into a stony expression. "Believe
me, I'm looking forward to it." 


"Go," Constans bit out, his eyes
glinting no less wickedly than the daggers in his hands. "Better still, we'll
rush the group by the steps first. That should get you clear inside." 


I stood silently as the noose tightened slowly
about us. I wanted to thank them, but couldn't find the words – just how could
I express gratitude to men going willingly to their deaths? 


Jamar clearly sensed my thoughts, or at least my
hesitation, and decided to set things moving. "One."


"Two," said Constans, shifting his
daggers to a throwing grip.


I closed my eyes in silent prayer. "Three."



And with that, we charged the keep. 


We bellowed as we ran, loosing a battle-cry that
had no words but channelled all the anger, sorrow and worry we'd borne since
leaving Avanov's mansion. The mismatched group on the steps stumbled back. Who
could blame them? I don't doubt that they sensed the madness that was upon us.
Around us, Solomon's hirelings quickened their advance, emboldened by the fact
that our backs were now to them.


All at once, our enemies on the steps regained
their courage. They'd realised they outnumbered us two to one even without
their comrades, and that the odds in their favour would improve with every
passing second. It didn't matter. Had all the great powers of the world stood
arrayed in their defence, those men would have died that day.


Constans killed the first two. His daggers buried
themselves in yielding flesh before we were even in sword's reach. Jamar's mace
swung crushed the skull of another. My sword battered a praetorian's blade
aside, and sliced forward into his groin.


There were only two between us and the gate now, a
ragged-looking Thrakkian and a one-eyed praetorian with a mildewed eye-patch.
Constans ducked the Thrakkian's desperate axe swing and, in a single fluid
motion, scooped a fallen sword from the floor to slit open his attacker's
belly. The praetorian cut at me, but his blow went wide as Jamar's heavy
backswing spun him off the steps.


Our path was clear now, but other assailants were
close on our heels. Jamar shoved me towards the gate. I took one last look over
my shoulder, and saw Jamar hurl the mace end over end to snatch a praetorian
off the steps. Then the attackers surged onto the stairs with a battle-cry of
their own. 


With heavy heart I left my friends to their
battle, and went to find my own.


The inside of the tower was a smoke-clogged ruin.
Fire had ravaged that opulent entrance hall, leaving only ash and smouldering
debris in its wake. The ceiling was hidden by smoke. Here and there, flames
still burned, but most combustible material had already been consumed. I didn't
doubt that the fire still raged in the upper floors.


Firing the tower was an act of spite typical of
Solomon. It wasn't enough to simply beat his enemies – he had to utterly
destroy them. I was surprised he'd ordered the tower set alight with him inside
– the presence of guards convinced me Solomon was still here. Perhaps hatred
had overcome reason or just possibly his minions had started the blaze under their
own initiative. 


Then again, the fire was hardly the only mystery. I
didn't understand how Solomon's forces had beaten the tower's enchantment.
Arianwyn had made it clear entry was almost impossible for anyone outside her
dwindled bloodline. It didn't matter now, I decided. I didn't care much about
the Tower of Stars, but I cared a great deal about Arianwyn's fate.


I charged up the charred stairway to the next
floor. There I found a pair of Thrakkians, presumably left behind as a
rearguard. They didn't stand a chance. I swung my sword to hamstring the first,
hacking at his neck as he fell. The second mercenary managed to bring his sword
around. I parried the clumsy stroke and ran him through. Leaving the bodies
behind, I headed upward.


Nothing awaited on the fourth level save for
angrily crackling flames. Here, the fire had not yet devoured everything and
burned with full vigour. As I crossed the landing, I heard someone making their
way up the stairs behind me. 


I ducked to one side in the hope of surprising my
pursuer, and waited with mounting impatience as the sounds of pursuit drew
closer. Finally, I estimated he was at the top of the flight and spun out to
face him, blade ready.


I found myself staring at Constans. His clothes with
stained in blood – none of it, I assumed, his own. "What are you doing
here?  Where's Jamar?"


"He told me to leave," he said, reproachfully.
"Ari's my cousin."


I wasn't sure that I believed him. Jamar displayed
profound belief in his own abilities, but I doubted even he would have sent
away his only companion when fighting such odds. Then again, Jamar preserving a
companion from an unwinnable battle was wholly in-character. I'd already seen
him make a similar attempt in Otherworld. Either way, things couldn't be
changed now. Jamar was very probably dead or soon would be. 


"Come on," I said, heading for the next
level.


We found Arianwyn on the next landing, in full
retreat before one of Solomon's henchmen. And no wonder, for this wasn't merely
another of Solomon's praetorians or hireling Thrakkians, but Balgan, the giant
mute who'd happily fought Constans and I to a standstill. Arianwyn had a sword
in her hand, but she held it loosely, far from confident in its use. Her eyes
were wild with fear and anger, but I fancied her expression softened as she
caught sight of me.


Balgan had no weapon, but he'd proven before that
he hardly needed one. I skirted the banister and ran to confront the giant. Constans
was faster. He sped past me, a dagger in his hand, and threw himself at
Arianwyn's attacker.


For once, Constans was too slow – fatally so. One
massive hand locked around Constans' throat, the other twisted the dagger from
his grip and threw it lazily away. 


As Constans struggled to break free, I charged at
Balgan. The mute batted me effortlessly away. I crashed through the
fire-weakened banister and spun out into the open space beyond. Letting my
sword fall, I grabbed for a broken spar. I jerked to a halt, and scrabbling uselessly
for a handhold as the fight raged above me. 


Arianwyn advanced, sword levelled. She was a
lifetime too late. With a speed I wouldn't have thought he possessed, Balgan
plucked a dagger from Constans' belt, and thrust. Constans cried out once as the
steel pierced his ribs. Before the sound faded, Balgan heaved Constans over the
balcony. The limp body tumbled into the smoke, dagger still lodged in its
torso. Then the black swirl closed, and Constans was gone.


It had all happened quickly, horribly quickly. 


Unfortunately, Arianwyn was either too far gone
with anger to think rationally, or too spent to draw upon her magic. She
whipped the blade around at chest height. Balgan simply sneered and stepped
back out of the arc. 


Arianwyn swung once more. This time Balgan closed
one massive hand around the blade. The steel cut deep into his palm, but he
paid the blood no heed. He tore the weapon from Arianwyn's grasp and knocked
her sprawling. 


My free hand finally latched onto a handhold just
as Balgan reversed his grip on his stolen sword. The charred wood burned my
fingers. I bit my lip and kept climbing. Pulling myself onto the landing, I got
to my feet and threw myself at Balgan's back, just as he was about to run
Arianwyn through. 


I had no weapon. My hopes of victory lay in
pitching the giant forward and jarring Arianwyn's sword from his hand. It was
like hurling myself at a wall. Balgan didn't move an inch, and I rebounded
almost to the broken banister. I at least managed to draw him off Arianwyn, for
he turned around to face his new challenger. With a grin of wicked delight, he
tossed the sword over the banister and came to finish me with his bare hands.


I punched him as hard in the belly as I could.
Another man would have collapsed or doubled over at such a blow, but Balgan
barely slowed. He hardly even grunted. 


In return, he slapped me hard about the head,
knocking me face first into the wall. I was dazed for only a moment, but a
moment was all it took to lose a fight with a man like Balgan. Smiling beatifically,
he closed his hands around my throat and forced me to my knees. 


I battered and clawed at Balgan's forearms with
every scrap of fleeting strength. If he felt the blows, he gave no sign. Behind
Balgan, Arianwyn rose groggily to her feet and threw herself forward. Locking
her forearms around Balgan's head, she tried to pull him off me. The mute
shrugged her away with an almost laughable lack of effort. Arianwyn shouted
something, but I couldn't make out the words. My world was bordered by a dull red
pain, and the sound of rushing blood was all I heard.


The door beside Arianwyn tore free of its hinges.
Smoke billowed onto the landing from the chamber beyond, swirling around a
newcomer's soot-stained form. She strode purposefully through the ruined doorway,
a fury loosed from Astor's forge. Balgan staggered sideways as the back of
Zorya's hand struck the side of his head. Released at last, I slumped, gasping
for breath.


Were I of a more generous frame of mind, I'd have
admired the bravery with which Balgan threw himself at Zorya. He must have
known he couldn't have hoped to beat her. Or perhaps it wasn't bravery, but
merely the last defiance of an animal who'd discovered his position in the food
chain was not so lofty as he'd believed. 


Zorya side-stepped his bull-rush, her hand whipping
out as the giant went past. Stone fingers grabbed a trailing arm and jerked it
viciously back. Balgan's agonised bellow just about drowned out the sudden snap,
but it was a close run thing. Sobbing with pain, Balgan collapsed to his knees,
but Zorya wasn't yet done. 


Approaching from behind, she took Balgan's head in
her slender hands. Balgan flailed madly at her with his one functioning arm,
but he'd no more success than I had against him so short a time earlier. Ignoring
the blows, Zorya twisted. There was a sharp crack. Balgan's lifeless
body pitched onto the ash-strewn floor.


I ran to the balcony and peered over the edge. I
could saw no sign of Constans through the smoke and the flames. The floor below
had collapsed, as had at least one more below that. He'd fallen twenty feet,
maybe more.


I turned back to Arianwyn. She'd gone. It didn't
take a genius to know where. She was heading to the library and the
portalstone. I swore under my breath, then spoke to Zorya. 


"I need you to do something for me."


[[Of course Master Edric.]]


"Find Constans. Balgan threw him over this
ledge. I doubt he's still alive, but if there's even a chance..."


[[I understand. I am sorry for my earlier absence.
I was in the lower chambers. I encountered some... obstacles... when I tried to
join Mistress Arianwyn.]]


For the first time, I noticed the bloodstains on
Zorya's hands and sleeves. I felt an overwhelming relief that she was with me,
rather than against me.


"Be careful. They've already destroyed at
least three sentinels..."


[[I know. I felt them perish. Do not concern
yourself with me. Mistress Arianwyn will need you. Do not let her down.]]


I bolted in the direction I felt sure Arianwyn had
taken. I was operating on instinct now, but after the harrowing experience of
trying to find my way in Otherworld, traversing a mere stone building – even
one on fire – proved little challenge. I soon found myself standing before the
library door. As soon as I passed into the library, I saw Arianwyn standing beside
the great table. A moment later, I also saw – too late – Solomon standing
opposite Arianwyn. 


He set eyes on me in the same instant. "Ah,
Edric Saran. Please join us. It seems a shame to exclude you at so portentous a
moment." 


With little else in way of options, I did as he
asked.


The library's perimeter was ablaze. Fire raced
hungrily across the shelves, rapaciously consuming centuries of learning. A great
scar – several feet wide – had split the wall to my left, presumably where the
fire had weakened the structure and stonework had shifted. The great window in
the ceiling was all but invisible behind a swirling black smoke. The heat was
almost unbearable. 


Solomon stood proudly in the midst of that
inferno, our section of the portalstone – no, the whole portalstone – clasped
firmly in his hand. A thin smile split his face and a skeletal hand hung on a
leather thong around his neck. That was a ghoulish affectation even for
Solomon, but then I thought about the bone tokens I'd seen on several of his
lackeys, and at last realised their significance.


Arianwyn shot me a look that mixed relief with
worry. I smiled back as reassuringly as I could as a trio of praetorians – who I
had not seen from the doorway – moved to block any escape.


"As I was
just telling the lovely Miss Trelan, I'd like to thank you both for helping me
to complete this wonderful object." Solomon hefted the portalstone. "I'm
also grateful for your ridiculous naïveté. All those years, Miss Trelan, and
you thought I'd didn't know where to find you. It couldn't have been more
obvious. I've had plenty of time to circumvent the tower's protections. I've
just never had a reason to do so until now. Frankly, my dear, you've never been
worthy of the bother."


"So that was the reason for the despoiled
graves?" 


I already knew the answer, but hoped to keep him
talking. Zorya would surely come looking for us soon. Arianwyn shot me a
questioning look. "Someone's been busy with shovels in the cemetery,"
I explained.


"Of course," said Solomon. "That's
the problem with magical protections: they can be so... literal. This one doesn't
make distinction between Trelans living and Trelans dead. Or even whether or not
 they're whole." 


He held the skeletal hand between thumb and
forefinger and addressed Arianwyn. "As it happens, my dear – and as I
anticipated, I should say – your mother's bond to the Trelan line was not
strong enough. A relative by marriage doesn't suffice, apparently, and the
tower didn't recognise her mortal remains as a permitted entrant. Fortunately,
I'd brought a few other parts and pieces of your ancestors..." For the
first time, I glimpsed the necklace of what looked like finger bones that had
lain hidden beneath the severed hand. "...and they proved sufficient. It
does, however, mean I have no use for this. Besides, I doubt your precious
tower's enchantments will work now so much of it is ablaze. Either way, I don't
see the point of carrying it around any longer." 


With that, Solomon snapped the thong about his
neck and tossed the skeletal hand to the floor. "I'll just leave her here
with you. There's something poetic about that – mother and daughter together
again, if only in part." As one last horrible insult, he stamped on the
hand, scattering the bones into the flames.


For Solomon, this needlessly cruel act came as
naturally as breathing. It was as much a part of his nature as for the cat who
toys with a cornered mouse for no better reason than he can. It was part of the
legend he'd worked for himself, the reputation of cruelty and ruthlessness he
wore like armour. Whether it was all a careful act or the outpouring of a truly
evil nature, I could never be sure, but he certainly understood how to keep his
legend stoked. 


Right here and right now, however, Solomon would
have done better to forgo his theatrics. But then, he was more ignorant than I
of what Arianwyn was becoming and, at that time, my lack of comprehension was
almost total. 


Arianwyn screamed. It was not a sound of horror,
nor loss, but raw, echoing rage. A white light burst from her body, crashing
across the room like a stormy sea.


I was one of the lucky ones, by which I mean I
slammed painfully into the table. Solomon was thrown headfirst into a column.
One of his lackeys was flung through the scar in the outer wall to plummet the
hundreds of feet to the ground below. Another was hurled into the flames at the
room's edge. The last fell straight through the floor as the masonry gave way
beneath the strike of his body.


The tower shook to its foundations, but the wave
of force was not done. It rolled over the flames, dousing them, leaving
smouldering books and charred walls in its wake. Galleries collapsed, spilling
books and ornaments onto the floor. Masonry tumbled to block the main door,
throwing clouds of dust and ash into the air. The wave expanded upwards to
strike the great glass window in the ceiling which, already warped and cracked
by the heat of the flames, shattered into a thousand pieces and rained down on
the library.


Arianwyn advanced on the unconscious Solomon
through the storm of shards. She bled in a dozen places from the slivers of
falling glass, but her face was a mask of cold determination. A praetorian's
dagger was steady in her hand. 


I knew with utter conviction that she was going to
kill Solomon, but I knew also she'd regret the murder once the heat of battle
had faded. I staggered groggily to my feet and called out to her. She paid me
no heed. 


Wiping blood from my face, I staggered round the
table and caught hold of her shoulder. "You don't want to do this!"


"Oh, but I do." Her eyes never left
Solomon. "He's desecrated my mother's remains, invaded my home and killed
my friends. I very much want to do this." 


There was no anger in her voice, just lucid and
terrible finality. I could have overcome anger with reason or at least
restrained her until it had passed, but this? Cold calculation was another
matter. 


"Let me go," Arianwyn snapped,
struggling against my grasp.


I prayed her magic was spent for the time being,
otherwise I was in for a very rocky ride. Shifting my grip, I forced her to
look at me. "No. I've walked that path, you know I have." I spoke
quickly and desperately, trying to find words that would turn her from this
course. "It's one thing to kill an enemy with a weapon in his hand. It's another
to end his life while he's helpless." 


She couldn't have failed to realise that I was
speaking of Alfric. For a moment her eyes met mine. Her expression softened
with pity. But the moment passed and the hardness returned.


"He deserves to die!" 


"He does," I agreed softly. "But
you don't deserve the guilt of  killing him."


"So who does? You?"


"We'll give him over to Quintus. There's no
escaping what he's done today. He'll die in public, shamed and broken. I can't
think of a more fitting fate."


Somewhere above us, the tower gave a worrying
creak. Arianwyn pulled away. "He'll get free somehow. He has half the
councillors blackmailed."


"Then I promise you, I'll find him. He'll die
in the dark, and we'll be rid of him. You'll be rid of him." 


Finally, a little of the fire went out of Arianwyn's
eyes. Her shoulders sagged, the dagger dropped from her hand and she embraced
me. 


"Thank you," she whispered.


It was the first time I'd been thanked for
promising to end someone's life. I chose to believe I was being thanked for
preventing a murder, rather than agreeing to one, and resolved never to ask her
if I was correct.


"Very touching, I'm sure."


It was Solomon, back on his feet and altogether
too unharmed for my liking. In his left hand he held a thin dagger and his
right still held the portalstone. I swore silently; I should have made sure he
was truly unconscious, or at least unarmed. As a bare minimum I should have
retrieved the portalstone.


"You've spoilt things," he said testily.
"I hoped she'd come to finish me off." He held the dagger a little
higher, "I had a little gift for her. She'd have been dead before she felt
anything. But as I said: you've spoilt things." 


Arianwyn retrieved her own dagger.


"Give it up, Solomon," I said. "You're
not getting out of here." And nor was he. With the main door to the
library blocked by fallen rubble, his only way out was through Arianwyn and I. 


"Don't you understand what's going on here?"
he shouted. "The stakes are too high. I can't let you interfere."
With an effort Solomon brought himself back under control, or nearly so. "We're
almost out of time, don't you see? This is the only thing that can stop him."
He started shouting again. "Do you think I want to live in the world he'll
create?"


The ceiling fell in. For a second, the three of us
gazed stupefied at the fire-blackened timbers as they descended. Then, almost
as one, we threw ourselves clear. 


Arianwyn and I were forced towards the centre of
the room, and the charred avalanche slammed into the floor where we'd stood
moments earlier. The air was a hazy mess of ash. I glimpsed a wisp of movement
as Solomon clambered over the rubble and vanished into the hallway. Coughing
and spluttering, I set off in pursuit.


Solomon ran through the ruined tower like a
madman. Desperate to keep pace, I matched him insanity for insanity. We vaulted
jagged holes where falling masonry had shattered floors. Where the stairs were
intact, we took them two or three at a time. Where they were not, we simply
jumped to the level below, risking broken ankles in the hope that risk would
yield advantage. Twice Solomon was pitched to the floor as he missed his
footing and each time I drew nearer, though never near enough. Fire was the
only thing we didn't need to worry about. Whatever Arianwyn had loosed in that
moment of rage had snuffed every flame.


We neared the ground floor, Solomon still far
ahead of me. He scrambled around a blackened lump that was once an armchair.
Redoubling my efforts, I forged after him. All that mattered was catching
Solomon. I didn't care that he still had a weapon and I did not. I just wanted
to get my hands around that scrawny bastard's neck. For all my fine talk, I was
no longer concerned about handing him over to the embrace of the law. I'd choke
from him everything that he knew, and then I'd end his threat for good.


Ahead, Solomon shot round a corner. He was about
to descend the final stairway. If he got outside I'd almost certainly lose him
forever. With one last effort I rounded the corner.


And saw that I'd lost.


Solomon was only halfway down the stairs, but he
might as well have been halfway to the Burning Desert for all the chance I had
of reaching him. Standing between me and my prey stood four praetorians, their
swords drawn. I surmised they were part of the group that by now must have
overwhelmed Jamar, but knowing this changed little. They were armed, I was not.



Solomon stopped and graced me with a mocking bow. "It
seems I have a little time to spare after all." He held the portalstone
high. "Thank you for this. It's a shame you won't see my moment of glory,
but there's more than one way to get to Otherworld. Perhaps I'll see you there
anyway."


The praetorians closed in on me. They came
cautiously. Possibly they were as worn out as I. More likely, they were learning
the value of not underestimating me. 


I cast desperately around for weapons. There were
none in sight. I was going to die, and the grey vulture was free to earn his 'moment
of glory'. Funny, I thought inconsequentially, I'd have seen Solomon's future
as a series of glorious moments as he bent the pathways of Otherworld to his
will.


At that most inopportune time, the pieces finally
fell into place. I saw how everything fitted together – Jack, Malgyne, the
portalstone, Solomon. Everything. Zorya had been more right than she knew when
she'd suggested our own actions were colouring how we perceived those of
others. Unfortunately, I couldn't determine how that information could any
longer serve me, or anyone. 


What a depressing way to end a life. The fate of
the entire living realm was at stake, and I could do nothing to influence it.


The keep's gates swung open. A widening shaft of
noonday sun pierced the smoky gloom. Every eye was on those massive doors as
they swung inward, mine included, and I saw that each was being pushed by a
half-dozen great-coated and masked figures. A dozen more walked through the
now-unobstructed archway and into the fire-worn tower. All were armed. Most had
swords, but a few had crossbows which they now levelled at Solomon and his men.
I barely noticed. My attention was on the two men who preceded them.


The first was Jamar, his clothes torn and bloody,
his walk marred by a pronounced limp. I was desperately glad to see him alive,
though I had no idea how he'd survived. But it was the presence of the second
figure, whose steady stride was that of a man savouring a long-awaited moment,
which nearly tore a cheer from my lips. For the first time since leaving Avanov's
house, perhaps for the first time since I'd entered Otherworld, I felt that we'd
a chance of surviving. 


No, not just surviving, but winning.


"Even by recent standards, I've had a very
strange day," said Quintus. He looked around, taking in the sight. "First,
there was that terrible business in the cemetery: graves ransacked, bits of
bodies taken. Most unpleasant and rather distressing for the families involved."
He raised a pipe to his lips and puffed contentedly – it seemed there wasn't
already enough smoke already in the air. "Some people reckoned we had gnawbones
trouble again, but they aren't exactly famous for picking and choosing, and
these graves were all from the same families." 


Quintus started pacing, enjoying his moment
perhaps a little too much, but under the circumstances I found it hard to
resent him for it. "Then a councillor comes to see me, tells me he's made
a terrible mistake. Turns out he'd been blackmailed into abetting some murky
plot and he wanted me to put a stop to it. I'd have liked to, of course, but he
didn't know the 'where' – he just knew the 'who' – so there wasn't much I could
do, was there?" No one responded to this rhetorical flourish, so Quintus
pressed on. "Then I hear reports that one of the towers is on fire, and
has even partially collapsed."


That explained how Quintus had gotten in: Solomon
had been correct in his assumption that the enchantments had faded once the
tower was breached, though I suspected that he'd now rather have  been wrong.


Quintus was still speaking. "Now, I can
sometimes be a little slow on the uptake..." That was as large an untruth as
I'd ever heard. "...but some disaster playing out at the ancestral home of
the Trelan family? The same Trelan family whose graves have been ransacked?
Tales of blackmail and coercion aimed at the sole heir of said family? Now that's
a powerful coincidence, wouldn't you say, my lord?" For once the hated
honorific was wielded against Solomon, not myself. "And here I find you, Lord
Solomon, and in your possession an object taken from the scene of a crime. I
can't help but leap to certain conclusions."


"Captain Quintus, get out of my way."
Solomon's voice shook. "I'm ordering you to let me pass. There are
fugitives in this building. I've recovered the items they stole, but..."


"Ah, you're labouring under something of a
misunderstanding, my lord." Quintus drew on his pipe, a man enjoying himself
immensely. "I'm no longer inclined to take your orders."


"Suppose I insist?" Solomon asked
acidly.


Quintus shrugged. "Your lordship must do as
you think best, but I wouldn't hold hope."


"And these others?" Solomon swept a hand
around at the masked figures with Quintus. "Are they as resolute?"


"Not at all, my lord. You see, it turns out
that you've earned something of a reputation for nastiness, and my lads and
lasses are far too scared to cross you. These are just some concerned citizens
who offered their services. One of the towers on fire? That's a serious matter,
and deserving of everyone's attention. Don't be fooled by the greatcoats – it's
a cold morning and I didn't want them catching a chill." He leaned
forward. "Me, on the other hand? I don't scare easy." The relaxed
geniality vanished. "So why don't you give yourself up and let me sling you
in a hole black enough to match your soul?" He took another drag on his
pipe, and thought for a moment before continuing. "My lord."


Solomon stood stock still as Quintus turned his
back. His lordship quivered with rage, for once at a loss for what to do or
say. He was nothing without his reputation and Quintus had shattered it. I didn't
doubt the guard captain's accomplices were some of his constables, garbed and
masked against possible recognition, but it didn't matter. Solomon's magic was
gone and it would be some time coming back, if it ever did.


Solomon knew it too. If the realisation didn't hit
home immediately, then it surely did when his lackeys exchanged glances,
dropped their swords and raised their hands high, with the resignation of men
who knew they'd run out of options.


With a scream of rage Solomon hurled himself at
Quintus, his dagger aimed at the captain's broad back. Perhaps Solomon thought
that the others would become biddable with Quintus' death. I suspected that he
wasn't thinking at all any longer.


Jamar and two of Quintus' accomplices moved forward
to intercept the crazed lord. They never reached him. Quintus' meaty fist came
around and struck Solomon cold. 


Stepping forward to admire his handiwork, Quintus
tapped the ash from his pipe onto Solomon's insensate form. 


"You have no idea how long I've wanted to do
that," he announced, to no one in particular. He turned back to face his
posse. "Right, I want two of you to sling this piece of filth in the Pit.
Just remember, he doesn't know who you are, but I do, so don't disappoint me."
He plucked the portalstone from Solomon's unconscious grip. "Another half
a dozen of you take care of those innocent bystanders at the top of the stairs."
He gestured at the praetorians. "I'm sure they'll be cooperation itself.
The rest of you spread out and search the tower. There's bound to be a few
other ne'er-do-wells lurking about and I want them found. But be careful. I'm
not explaining to anyone's nearest and dearest how their loved one vanished
under a pile of rubble."


With that, Solomon was trussed and bound, and his
praetorians escorted outside. Several members of Quintus' posse moved past me and
headed deeper into the tower. None of them spoke a word to me, but nor did they
try to restrain me. I looked down the stairway to find Quintus staring back up
at me.


"Don't you think it's time we had another
little chat, my lord?"


I couldn't have agreed more, and went down to meet
him.






















Twenty Four


 


It turned out Quintus had arrived
mere moments after Jamar had sent Constans into the tower. Jamar's injuries had
occurred in that brief window of time, but he assured me none of his wounds
rated immediate attention, let alone any worry on my part.


I asked Quintus if the masked men and women were
indeed his constables and he laughed. 


"Of course they bloody are. If there was an
ounce of civic responsibility in the average citizen, I'd be out of a job. I
just didn't want Solomon identifying them if this all goes wrong."


I could well understand that sentiment, though
with his lordship en route to the Pit, I couldn't rightly see how he'd be much
of a threat any longer. Not that he was our main concern.


"You can thank Nierev for your rescue, by the
way," said Quintus.


"She's alive?" I asked with relief.


"More or less. The stupid woman wouldn't let
me get her some help until she'd told me what happened in the Vaults."
Despite Quintus' aggrieved tone, his pride shone through. "How do you
think I got all these volunteers? I'd never have managed this level of support
if I'd just announced I was going after Solomon. But once word about Nierev got
out? Well, let's just say that I could have brought twice the number."


"And yet you didn't?" I needled. "I
think I'm offended."


"Yes, well. There's this minor detail of
keeping law in the city, and I could hardly do that if I pulled all my
constables off the streets, now could I, my lord?"


"I suppose not. Thank you."


Quintus waved the acknowledgement away. "For
nothing. It was worth it just to see Solomon humbled. I don't know what
possessed him to behave so recklessly. I'd have locked him up years ago if he
was always this careless."


And with that, I remembered the revelation I'd had
immediately before Quintus' arrival. My feeling of victory ebbed away as if it
had never been. But I couldn't tell Quintus, not yet.


"Have you seen Arianwyn?" I asked. "I
need to talk to her."


Quintus raised an eyebrow. "One of my lads
mentioned he'd seen her in the ruins of some library, talking at a statue. I'm
afraid the girl may have taken leave of her wits."


"Did he say whether or not the statue was
replying?"


Quintus snorted. "Of course not. My lads and
lasses have any number of undesirable traits, but fanciful notions can't be
counted amongst them." 


I smiled, knowing Quintus was likely in for a
surprise later. "Will you stay? When I come back I'll tell you everything
I know."


"Aye, I'll
not be going anywhere. There are bodies to remove, prisoners to decamp and I'll
even see if I can get some engineers to stabilise the tower. We're fortunate it's
not all come down on our heads." He jabbed me in the chest with the stem
of his pipe. "Just see that you come back. I want those answers, and I'm
about to stop asking politely."


I left the portalstone with Quintus for safe keeping
and went in search of Arianwyn. As I'd expected, I found both her and Zorya
amidst the wreckage of the library. The constables had already removed the
surviving praetorian from the room. He'd only been stunned by Arianwyn's
attack, and the flames had been extinguished so quickly after that he'd even
managed to avoid serious burns. 


Arianwyn offered a sad smile as I entered. "It's
like everything I've known is being taken from me, piece by piece."


Glass crunched under my feet. Some books had
survived, but the majority were now nothing but ash and charred paper. The
great table had split down the middle. 


"At least the tower's intact. It could have
been much worse."


"I know," she said. "Apparently the
upper floors are almost completely undamaged, but it's still horrible."


Neither of us, it seemed, wanted to talk about the
conversation we'd last had in this room. That was just fine with me, as I'd
just as soon forget it had ever happened. I no longer had doubts about whether
or not I could trust Arianwyn. Actions mattered far more than thoughts, and my
desperate, unthinking flight back to the Tower of Stars had brought me a great
deal of clarity.


"The sentinels below: are they alright?"


[[The chamber is intact, Master Edric. Thank you
for your concern.]]


Arianwyn stared distantly into space. "And
Constans?" 


"I've not seen him," I replied. "Not
since, you know..."


I'd made a brief search on my way upstairs, but
had found no trace. Not that I'd expected to find him alive, not between the
dagger and  the fall. 


Arianwyn shrugged. "I'm sure he'll turn up."


I stared at her for a moment. That was a fairly
callous reply, even accounting for the fact that she wasn't quite herself. Or
was it? For the second time that morning I rearranged a puzzle and found I'd
been holding some of the pieces the wrong way up.


"Did you find what you were looking for?"
I asked.


That question dragged Arianwyn back to her old
self. 


"If anyone's seen an arch like that before, I
found no mention." She spread her arms to encompass the library. "I'm
not likely to find anything now, am I?"


I quickly told Arianwyn all I knew and all I
thought I knew, about Solomon, Malgyne and the portalstone. 


"That's even worse than the scenario we
discussed," she said breathed. "What are we going to do?"


"We're going to stop it, of course," I
said, with a confidence I didn't entirely feel. " I'm going to tell Quintus
what I've just told you. He won't have any choice but to help us." I
turned to Zorya. "I'd like you to come with us, if you can. One of Quintus'
people is badly hurt and she could probably use your expertise. It will mean
leaving the tower."


[[Of course, Master Edric. Devani and Jarilla were
not destroyed in the attack. They can act as safeguard in my absence.]] Devani
and Jarilla, I assumed, were two other active sentinels. 


Arianwyn looked at me quizzically. 


"It's Nierev," I explained. "She
survived." 


That news brought life back to Arianwyn's face,
and she beamed with genuine pleasure. "We'd better talk to Quintus, don't
you think?"


We left Zorya in the library and made our way down
through the ruined lower levels. Several times, I worried that a fresh glimpse
of her devastated home would plunge Arianwyn back into misery, but it seemed I
needn't have worried. The indomitable Arianwyn was back and had put her misfortunes
behind her – at least for now.


A constable awaited us in the entrance hall. While
Arianwyn spoke with him, I caught sight of something familiar. Tossing aside a
lump of charred wood, I retrieved my sword. As I slid the blade into its
scabbard, Arianwyn walked over.


"Edric? They've found Constans."


"I'd like to see him." 


She nodded and led me deeper into the tower. Jamar
had waited by the door and followed us unbidden, despite his injuries. I
probably should have stopped him, but I knew that would have involved an
argument for which I had neither time nor patience.


Constans had
been laid out in a small room at the bottom of the tower. This one had gone
almost untouched by the fire, but the acrid tang of smoke had permeated here as
it had everywhere. The constables had arranged him as neatly as possible on a
long table and he looked far more peaceful than he'd any right to. The dagger
no longer protruded from his torso; it had either been removed or jarred loose
by the fall. But it was the blood upon his clothes, or rather the lack of it,
that confirmed my suspicions. I was careful not to let any of this show on my
face. I wasn't sure how Arianwyn would react to what I needed to do next.


I sighed. "Well, that seems to be that."



Arianwyn nodded, seemingly lost for words. It was
almost funny how, for all our mutual fondness, she and I could stand there and
lie to each other, if not directly, then by omission. She knew something she
thought I didn't, but, not knowing that I already knew, wasn't about to tell
me. For my part, I didn't want to tell her I already knew, as I wasn't sure how
she'd react. How people stayed married, I had no idea.


"I'd like a moment alone with him." 


Arianwyn was clearly puzzled by my request, but
nodded and slipped out of the room.


Jamar moved to follow, but I tapped him on the
shoulder and shook my head. I mimed closing and locking the door. Jamar swung
the door to, and with neither bolt nor key in evidence, settled for leaning his
massive weight back on it. No one would open that door any time soon. 


I looked down at Constans' silent form. "You
can stop shamming now." When there was no response. I raised my voice. "Jamar,
we're going to need an axe and some firewood."


The door bucked slightly, but Jamar's weight held
it closed. An angry hammering broke out on the other side. Arianwyn had been
listening, and didn't like what she was hearing. 


"Actually," I went on. "Don't worry
about the axe. I can get things started with my sword." 


The scraping of steel on scabbard was loud in that
confined space, clearly audible over the increasingly frantic banging on the
door. The result was all I could have wished for. Constans sat bolt upright and
held up two calming hands.


"Easy, easy," he said soothingly. "Don't
let's be hasty."


I turned to Jamar. There wasn't so much as a
flicker of surprise on his face. Had he too worked out what I had, or was he
simply playing at inscrutability once again? "You can let her in now."



Arianwyn burst in, looking none too happy. "Edric..."


"Don't bother, Ari," said Constans. "He
was bound to find out."


"Find out what?" asked Jamar.
Inscrutability it was, then.


"That he's an eternal," I said.


Arianwyn closed the door and stared at me
expectantly. 


"I should have seen it before, really."
I sheathed my sword. Keeping my eyes on Constans, I addressed the whole room. "You're
always looking at events from the outside, as if you're not really part of
them. From your perspective, you're not. I've met two other eternals, and they
were both fascinated at moving people around like pieces in some abstract game,
but I don't think you've been doing that."


Constans shook his head. "I realise this
seems pedantic under the circumstances, but that's hardly clinching proof. I
mean, obviously you don't need to prove anything now – I've done that for you
by falling for that transparent ploy – but still."


He was wary, unsure as to what I meant to do next.
"I didn't have any proof," I said. "But the oddities were mounting."
I counted points on my fingers. "We'll start with the ghost I saw in
Otherworld. For a time, I believed Arianwyn's explanation, that I'd simply
imagined things. Then I started thinking about our encounters with the
strawjack. It couldn't hear or see you, could it? That's why Jack didn't answer
your question on the first occasion, and why the strawjack trampled you on the
second. It wasn't trying to hurt you. Jack even said as much, though I didn't
believe him at the time. It simply didn't know you were there."


"I hoped you'd missed that," Constans
admitted.


"I did, at first. But, as I said, my
encounter with the ghost made me rethink things. Strawjacks are, on some level,
spiritual creatures, and it occurred to me that perhaps they can't see the
soulless. Eternals don't have souls."


"I have a soul," Constans objected.


"Indeed you do, but it's elsewhere. That's
why you didn't escape Quintus through Otherworld like the rest of us, isn't it?"


"Yes."


"Why? I couldn't work that part out."


"I've never been to Otherworld. I don't know
what'd happen if I and my 'other' met, but I've never wanted to take the
chance."


That made sense, or at least as much as any of it
did. "Last of all, you don't bleed. Eternals don't bleed for the same
reason they don't breathe, except out of habit. It's because you're not truly
alive. Not in the same manner as the rest of us, anyway. And as far as I know,
you can't be killed, which is why we're having this chat."


"It would seem I've been quite careless."
Constans looked at me for a long moment. "What happens now?"


"That really depends. As I said, your actions
have been markedly different to those of other eternals I've met – which is, by
the way, why I haven't already hacked you into pieces and burned the remains.
Another point in your favour is that Arianwyn clearly trusts you. So here's the
deal: I want to know what your interest is in all of this."


"Or else the axe and the bonfire?"


I nodded. "Or else the axe and the bonfire."


I'd expected Arianwyn to object, but she said
nothing. Was she content that Constans could give me a convincing answer or was
she just a bit curious as to where this was going? 


Constans swung his legs off the table and smiled. "Would
you believe it's all about family?"


I stared impassively back and said nothing.


"I've been watching over the Trelan line for
centuries. I suppose I've not made a very good job of it, given that Ari here
is apparently the only one left, but the bloodline excels at getting itself into
trouble."


"Any of them know?" I asked. "Arianwyn
excepted, I mean."


"When I started out, no one. I took care to
take different names and alter my appearance, but as the generations passed, a
few Trelans managed to see the truth. Ari's father was one of them." He
took a deep breath. "In fact, I think he was the only one who ever dug
deep enough to discover who I really was. He was always a little too clever for
his own good."


"You still haven't told me why you've chosen
to do this."


He sighed. "I was getting there." He looked
at Arianwyn, as if by giving her his full attention she'd somehow hear his next
words before Jamar or I. "I'm sorry, Ari, for not telling you earlier."
He paused. "Years ago, I made a terrible mistake. I've been atoning for it
ever since. There was a war and I chose the wrong side; more than that, I
revelled in it. I could say I was fooled or that I was corrupted, but I'm not
sure it would be the truth. My sister, though, she never stopped believing that
I could be saved, and in the end her love brought me back. When I found out I'd
become an eternal, I resolved to repay that faith by serving her descendants as
best I could."


I saw from his eyes that there was much more to
that story, but I sensed the missing details didn't matter overmuch. All save
one, that is. "You've not taken the name Constans Reveque," I said. "You
are Constans Reveque."


"The original," he admitted. "Sidara
was my sister."


I was prepared for the admission, but it still
took me by surprise. As much as anything, it was the knowledge that I was
talking with a man who'd existed for hundreds of years. "The missing
portrait in the gallery, that was you, wasn't it?" 


He nodded. "After Koschai worked out who I
was, it seemed much easier to remove the picture than to keep disguising
myself."


"Why didn't you just do that earlier?"


He shrugged. "There was a joy to the
deception, at first."


Constans'
revelation didn't just explain the missing portrait, it also explained his
attitude to Sidarism. Every time he'd railed against Olvas and his fellow
worshippers, it had always been about Sidara's divinity, or about the Sidarists
putting words into her mouth. He didn't object to the suggestion to Sidara had
possessed some kind of power, as Arianwyn had until recently. He knew that
power had been real. Given Arianwyn's conflicted feelings for her ancestor,
would she see this revelation as an opportunity to learn more, or as a betrayal
by the man she'd always known as her cousin? I was jolted from the thought by
the sound of a slamming door. Arianwyn had already gone, neatly answering my
question.


Constans stared at the closed door with regret. "I
always meant to tell her, but the right moment never arrived." The smile returned.
He was all business again. "So, do I pass the test?"


I looked at Jamar. He nodded, his opinion
mirroring mine.


"Yes," I said. "For now, at
least..." Constans grinned and slid off the table. "...but the first
thing you're going to do is find Arianwyn and talk this out. If I'm right about
what's coming, it'll need all of us. I can't have you not talking to each
other."


"I shall seek her out immediately, although
from the look on her face I might be better off with the axe and the bonfire."
He stopped halfway to the door. "A thought occurs to me. What do I tell
anyone who wonders why I'm not dead?"


"That's
your affair," I said, without sympathy. "However, I don't think any
of the constables know about your spectacular descent, so you should be able to
convince them that your wits were well and truly clouted out of you. I will be
telling Quintus the truth of things, however."


"Very well, a deep and abiding slumber it
shall be. I must admit, I've rather dreaded this conversation, hence the
ridiculous charade." He waved at the table that had so lately served as
his bier. "I'm not even sure what I planned to do next. I've been very
foolish."


"We've all had our moments over the last few
days," I assured him. Jamar coughed. "Apart from Jamar, that is.
Besides, it's hard to let go of secrets long kept, I know that as well as
anyone."


Constans grinned. "In which case, can you at
least tell me why Arianwyn is so put out? I'd expected her to be displeased,
but it seems I badly underestimated the depth of her reaction."


I hesitated. She'd clearly not yet spoken to Constans
about the increasing burden of her heritage, but he needed to hear it from her,
not me. "You'll have to ask her."


Constans looked at me curiously for a moment, then
let the subject drop and left the room. Beckoning to Jamar, I went to find
Quintus. It was time he knew what was really going on.


*******


The guard captain waited in the
courtyard, which was now clear of bodies. Only bloodstains and fragments of
sentinel remained to show that a battle had taken place. There was no sign of
Arianwyn and Constans, but I expected that particular conversation might take
some time. That in itself wasn't a massive concern, because there was plenty to
fill Quintus in on.


The guard captain's eyes widened as I approached.
I checked my advance and then realised he was looking over my shoulder. "What
in all the worlds is that?"


Shouting broke out behind me. I turned to see why.



Zorya stood
silhouetted in the open gateway of the keep, staring out into the sunlit
courtyard with a measure of suspicion. In turn, she was stared at with outright
hostility by the handful of constables still in the courtyard, two of whom were
cautiously advancing on her, swords drawn.


"Stand down," I shouted. "She's not
going to hurt you." As I'd expected, the constables completely ignored me.


"You heard his lordship," Quintus
bellowed. "Weapons down!" 


This time, the constables' compliance was
immediate, and Zorya serenely made her way to my side. 


"I asked you what it was," said Quintus,
too quietly for any of his minions to hear.


I smiled, remembering my first introduction to the
sentinel. "Her name is Zorya. She's the seneschal of this tower, and has
something of a way with wounds. She's offered to tend Lieutenant Nierev, if you'll
arrange an escort." 


Jamar smiled broadly.


Quintus' eyes flicked to Zorya and then back to
me. "Does it speak?"


[[I speak.]]


"I should be polite to her if I were you,
Quintus," I cautioned. "Less than an hour ago I saw her dismantle –
more or less literally – the strongest man I've ever met."


Quintus was back on balance almost immediately,
and beckoned to a nearby constable. "Dazarov! Come here lad, quickly. I
want you to find this... lady... a hood or veil so she can travel without attracting
attention. Then take her to Nierev's house and give her any assistance she
requests, do you follow me?"


The youthful constable nodded and led Zorya away,
a look of wonder on his face.


"Now, if you've quite finished trying to
fluster me, perhaps you'll tell me what's going on?" Quintus asked acidly.


He led us up onto the outer walls. It was clear he
didn't want any of his constables, or worse still the engineers who had just
arrived, to hear anything he hadn't personally vetted.


I told him everything: Solomon, Malgyne, Constans,
Alfric, Arianwyn, Jack... Everything. To his credit, Quintus took it all in his
stride, with only the occasional disbelieving outburst, and I felt that these
were more because he thought they were expected, rather than because he didn't
believe me. I didn't tell him what I believed I knew of Solomon's, Jack's and
Malgyne's plans, as I wanted to wait until the others had returned before
launching into that particular discussion. I still had time, I reassured
myself. It was afternoon and midnight was still many hours away. 


Quintus didn't object to my withholding
information, but then I'd already given him plenty to take in. He puffed on his
pipe and looked out over the city. "I thought I had a firm grasp on how
the world worked, but I don't know anything, do I?"


"I'd not go that far," I said. "There's
just more going on than you or I ever realised." 


Jamar spotted Arianwyn and Constans crossing the
courtyard, and called for them to join us. There was a certain reserve between
the pair. They were clearly uncomfortable in one another's company, but I hoped
that would pass. 


"Has Arianwyn told you what's really going
on?" I asked Constans. 


"Not a thing," I said. "We've had
other matters to discuss." 


Quintus raised an eyebrow. 


"Nothing I haven't told you," I assured him..
And then the moment couldn't be put off any longer. 


"I don't know how or when it began," I
started, "but I at some point Jack decided to invade Otherworld. Malgyne,
perhaps understandably, didn't react well to this and the two have been
fighting for control ever since. Only recently, and by recently I mean about a
decade ago, something changed. Jack started winning."


"Why ten years ago?" asked Quintus.


"I'll come to that later. Anyway, Jack
started to win and he's been winning ever since."


"Which is why we saw those statues and the
strange plants in Otherworld," said Arianwyn.


"Exactly. Whatever it was that altered the
balance, Malgyne realised he was in trouble. That's when he started
masquerading as Sidara in the Archimandrite's dreams, and convinced him to
build that cathedral."


"Sorry, savir, I'm not following,"
Jamar objected. "How does building a cathedral help Malgyne?"


"Because I think it's one end of a bridge
between here and Otherworld. Arianwyn and I have seen the other end being
constructed, and it was almost complete."


"But a cathedral?" Constans said. "And
to Sidara, of all people?  Why her?"


"Why not?" replied Arianwyn. "Can't
you imagine how easy the Sidarists would be to manipulate? Once you've got one
of them convinced he's genuinely working in a holy cause, the hard part would
be behind you."


"There's another thing in there as well,"
I said. "The last time Malgyne reached out his hand into the living realm,
it was Sidara who defeated his champion. I can well imagine Malgyne's not above
adding petty flourishes to his schemes."


"Fine," said Quintus. "Let's assume
you're correct. How does Solomon fit in? "He patted the portalstone."
And this lump of rock, for that matter?" 


"I'm afraid, in this specific instance, our
own feelings about Solomon blinded us to what he was attempting. Somehow, he'd
discovered Malgyne's plans and started searching for the pieces to the
portalstone. We all thought Solomon wanted to use it to access Otherworld for
his own purposes, and perhaps he did – maybe it was searching for the
portalstone that alerted him to Malgyne's plan, rather than vice versa."


"You think Solomon was going to use this to
close Malgyne's bridge?" asked Constans.


"That's precisely it. I wouldn't be too quick
to reappraise his character. I'm sure he'd have found a way to work the
situation to his advantage. The blackmail possibilities alone..."


"So you're saying all we have to do is
complete Solomon's plan, and the problem goes away?" Quintus asked.


"Not exactly. I doubt we've time to figure it
out from first principles. No, we need to stop the bridge being completed on
this side, which means stopping the consecration ceremony tonight."


Quintus sprang
to his feet, anger in his face. "You arrogant bastard! You couldn't have
told me this right away?" He left the ramparts at a run.


"What?" I called after him. "It's
hours until midnight."


"Yes, my lord," he bellowed up from the
courtyard. "But they've brought the service forward to dusk – less than an
hour away!"


I swore viciously and scrambled to my feet. That
was what Olvas must have meant about an amended invitation, only I'd been so
busy fretting about being forced to join him in prayer that I'd not paid
attention. I could only hope my stupidity wouldn't make us too late to stop
what might already be happening.


*******


Quintus ran on ahead with several
of his constables, whilst the rest of us followed at a more sedate pace. Jamar
and I were weary from our earlier race across the city, whilst Constans still
hadn't fully recovered from the aftermath of his fight with Balgan. 


"Just because I'm eternal," he'd said
testily, "doesn't mean I'm invulnerable. Wounds still hurt and they still take
time to heal." 


Only Arianwyn was capable of matching Quintus'
pace, but she preferred to stay with the rest of us. She spent the entire
journey examining and probing the portalstone, but to no avail. 


"With time to study it, I might be able to
get it to work," she said finally, "but not now." 


I fervently hoped we wouldn't need it. 


That hope was
dashed when we reached the cathedral. Apparently Tressians loved an excuse to celebrate,
and the square was packed with cheering crowds. A ring of praetorians stood around
the Shaddra, and another around the front of the cathedral. Doubtless, there
were hardcore Sidarists present, but the vast majority were almost certainly
just citizens who were looking to be part of something bigger than themselves.


"Do you know what this reminds me of?"
Arianwyn asked quietly. "Otherworld. It's the same mindless mob, with dark
guardians arrayed around the places of power." 


I wanted to
tell her that she was being fanciful, but the words died on my lips. Just how
completely did the living realm mirror into Otherworld? I was distracted from
that chain of thought by the sight of Quintus some way ahead of us. He had to
have been there for at least ten minutes now, and yet he was barely closer to
the cathedral than we were. 


"He'll not make it," said Constans. "We
have to do something."


"Like what?" asked Arianwyn with a
crossness born of desperation. "If Quintus, of all people, with his
uniform and his sword, can't get through that sea of humanity, what chance have
we got? Wait... Why are you looking at me like that?"


"I have an idea," I said, "but you're
not going to like it." 


She looked at me for a moment, sensed what was in
my mind, then shook her head. "No. No, I'm not doing it."


"Not doing what?" asked Constans,
confused.


"My hair's not even the proper colour,"
Arianwyn protested. "It won't fool anyone."


"You think anyone's going to notice?" I
asked. "They're all waiting for a miracle; we're going to give them one.
Just bring forth enough of the magic to manifest that halo I saw in the vaults,
but not so much that you hurt anyone by mistake. Especially me," I added,
seeing the look on her face.


"Actually, it might work." Constans had
finally grasped the idea. "And I don't think we have any other choice."


"Fine, I'll
do it," said Arianwyn. "But I don't know how long it'll last. You'd
better stay close to me." She lowered her voice, and looked me square in
the eye. "You do know I'm going to kill you for this, don't you?" 


I heard a touch of humour in her voice. At least,
I hoped so.


"It's my
sincere hope we live long enough for you to try, Miss Trelan." 


Arianwyn didn't reply. She passed the portalstone
to Jamar, then closed her eyes and started to mutter under her breath. As I
watched, her body began to glow with a hazy white light. It grew stronger and
more vibrant until it hurt my eyes to look directly at her.


"Is it working?" she asked, her eyes
still squeezed shut. 


"It's working," I assured her.


A wave of consternation flowed through the crowd
as nearby citizens tried to make sense of what they were seeing. 


I nudged Constans in the ribs. "Don't let
them to come to their own conclusions. Let them know what they're seeing."



He gave me a look much like the one Arianwyn had
recently given me, then addressed the crowd in strident and charismatic tones. "People
of Tressia, rejoice! Sidara, Lady of Light, has returned to you on this day of
days! Make way! Make way!" 


The crowd around us fell silent. For a moment,
nothing happened, then people began to shuffle away from us. 


"It's working," I hissed at Arianwyn.


"Then why
are we standing here?" Her voice could have curdled milk.


We set off through the crowds, who were only too
eager to part. Constans led the way, repeating his proclamation whenever our
progress stalled. He glanced back at me at one point. "You do know I'm
going to kill you for this, don't you?" he asked, deadpan.


"I'm afraid you'll have to get in line behind
your 'sister' here." I led Arianwyn by the hand. I couldn't have pulled
free even if I'd wanted to, so tight was her grip on my fingers. Jamar brought
up the rear, his eyes searching the crowd for trouble. Fortunately, the
Tressians' acceptance of the situation seemed total. 


Even Quintus –
earthy, no-nonsense Quintus – looked momentarily awed as Arianwyn glided past
him. Then the guard captain saw who was leading 'Sidara' towards the cathedral,
scowled, and stomped in our wake. The strangest part was that it all occurred
in silence, there was no chanting or shouting, just a reverent hush preceding
us through the crowd.


The sun set as we climbed the cathedral steps, the
sky transmuted into a lurid red by its fading rays. The praetorians parted as
easily for us as had the rest of the assembled masses. Almost before we knew it
we were inside.


It was scarcely less tightly-packed within the
cathedral than without. I estimated there were thousands of people listening
with rapt attention as Olvas droned through his ceremony. Every pew was full,
with the front rows packed with councillors, prominent merchants and the great
and the good of Tressian society. 


Every eye
turned to see the radiant figure in our midst. Only Olvas, utterly intent on
the crowning glory of his ambition, didn't notice at once, but even he realised
something was amiss before Arianwyn had taken a third step along the nave. The
archimandrite turned and, as had everyone else, saw what he'd longed for,
rather than what was really there. 


"My lady..." he breathed.


Arianwyn squeezed my hand even harder. "I can't
keep this up,"  she muttered.


I dreaded to think what would happen if her aura
faded – we'd be lucky not to be torn apart. Quintus was already moving past us
and towards the altar. 


Olvas' expression of wonder wavered as he saw the
guard captain bearing down on him. "Captain Quintus, what is the meaning
of this?"


"Apologies,
eminence, but I must insist the ceremony be postponed." 


"No! This is the worst kind of sacrilege. We
must continue. Absent yourself!"


One of the
councillors in the front row – a younger noble named Lord Karov, if I remembered
my worthies correctly – got to his feet. "Yes, captain, I think you should
leave. We'll discuss your conduct tomorrow."


Quintus rounded on Karov. "My lord, listen to
me, I beg you." That got Karov's attention – Quintus never begged for
anything. "The consecration can't be completed..."


"The consecration was completed just before
you arrived," Olvas interrupted fussily. "So it seems that you've no
reason to delay us any longer, have you?"


At that moment, a cold wind swept down from the
altar and slammed the cathedral doors closed. Arianwyn's eyes snapped open, and
her halo faded. "We're too late."


Shortly before, I'd worried what our fate would be
if Arianwyn's disguise collapsed. As yet, no one had noticed – they were too
busy staring at the floor near the altar. 


The tiles between the front pews and the altar
bucked and heaved as if the ground beneath them were writhing in pain. Green
light glinted through the cracks. 


People were on their feet, pointing and staring.
Panicked whispers spread. A greenish glow suffused the air, a sickly pallor all
too familiar. I exchanged glances with Arianwyn and Jamar, and saw the same
recognition in their eyes.


Quintus backed away down the nave, his survival
instincts clearly in better shape than the councillors who remained obstinately
in their seats. Olvas had backed away too, but in the opposite direction. He
clawed at the altar and muttered to himself. Though I couldn't hear the words
over the growing hubbub, the fearful expression on his face told me all I
needed to know.


With a
thunderclap, the ground in front of the altar fell away. The tiles broke apart,
the fragments spinning faster and faster in circles as they were swallowed by
the swirling abyss beneath them. With a tremulous scream, Olvas lost his grip
on the altar and vanished into the depths.


With that, the panic began. The worthies in the
front seats lost all semblance of dignity as the abyss swallowed the first two
rows. Some of them scrambled clear. Most met the same fate as Olvas 


People streamed
past me, trying to reach the supposed safety of the outside world. They couldn't
get out. The doors were sealed shut, and wouldn't move, no matter how many
desperate fists hammered on them.


There was movement in the abyss. It wasn't
expanding this time. Instead, something emerging from within it. Slowly,
majestically, the tall, thin figure of Malgyne rose out of the swirling smoke,
borne aloft on invisible wings. This wasn't Malgyne in his guise as the dark
child, nor the old woman, nor even the immaculate young man. This was the God
of the Dead in his true form, the raven-creature swathed in robes as black as
the deepest despair. He stepped onto the nave, his taloned feet scraping on the
tiles. Behind him, a dozen skull-helmed revenants rose from the abyss, come to
do their master's bidding in this new world.


The bridge was complete. The realms of the living
and the dead were as one.


We had failed.











 


 


 
















 


Part Two


DEATH'S KINGDOM
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Fate does not like to be denied; 


the net grows ever tighter as we struggle.


Should we embrace the future, and bend it to
our will?


Or should we fight destiny to the last breath?


 


– from the journal of Stefan Dalrand


 
















 











One


 


With Malgyne's appearance,
panic became desperation. 


The air filled with the screaming and whimpering
of men and women faced with a horror they'd thought legend. Hundreds fled for
the cathedral's doors. Supposedly-civilised citizens clutched and tore at each
other in their desperation to escape. Men, women and children alike were
battered and crushed. Dozens died beneath the boots of that mad stampede, slain
not by malice, but by kinsmen driven wild by unthinking terror.


My companions took shelter in the lee of statues.
Any obstacle was now a haven from the mad tide of humanity sweeping up the
nave. Across the aisle, a burly merchant forced his way through the stampede,
shoving aside those who didn't remove themselves from his path. Arianwyn was
one of these unlucky few. She'd surely have been trampled had Jamar not hoisted
her to safety. In one smooth motion, he pushed Arianwyn deeper behind his own
shelter, a broad plinth supporting a marble rendition of some stern-looking
Sidarist. He then gave the portalstone back into Arianwyn's keeping, and took
up a position between her and the surging crowd.


I nodded my
thanks to Jamar – between the screaming and the hammering on doors that wouldn't
budge, words had no chance of being heard. From the look on her face, Arianwyn
was unhappy at Jamar so obviously shielding her, but she'd the good sense to
make no complaint.


At last, the tide of humanity slackened. My
companions aside, everyone clustered around the vast atrium, tearing at one
another as they tried to find an exit. The few praetorians who'd guarded the
ceremony were amongst the rout, duty forgotten in the mad scramble for
survival.


"We can't stay here forever!" Quintus'
shoulder was touching mine, but he had to shout to be heard over the din.


"I know!" I replied. "But we can't
get out unless we can open the doors, and we can't open the doors with that
crowd in the way."


Quintus
snorted. "I'll handle the mob, my lord. What of our intruders?"


I peered around
the edge of the pillar. Malgyne hadn't moved since his arrival. He simply hovered
quietly above the swirling abyss that had heralded his coming. Beyond the
horror of his presence, there was no extant threat, no indication of a
visitation at hand. If anything, Malgyne swayed ever-so-slightly, as if
disoriented. His eyes were closed, his corvine expression inscrutable. His plan
could be gathering pace or falling apart, and I'd have never divined it from
his countenance.


I felt peculiarly disappointed. Given my
encounters to date, I'd expected the God of the Dead to have issued a
doom-laden speech by now, but such was clearly not to be. Perhaps whatever he'd
done to complete the bridge had left him weakened, or maybe maintaining the
link required concentration. I'd have to ask Arianwyn. 


The revenants that had followed Malgyne into the
living realm had arranged themselves in a loose circle around him. A bodyguard?
That would imply he was vulnerable – a notion I wasn't fully prepared to
entertain. They certainly seemed no more eager to advance than their master. I
had a feeling that wouldn't last.


I turned back to Quintus. "They're just
standing there."


He sighed deeply, the sound lost in the panic. "Well
then, we may as well see what we can do about getting out of here." He
jerked his thumb at the crowd. "Or at the very least, about getting that
lot clear."


"What do you want me to do?"


"Keep an eye on our ghostly friends. I'd like
warning if they start making a nuisance of themselves." He thought for a
moment. "Oh, and I'll borrow Constans and Jamar, if I may?"


"Fine by me." Belatedly, I realised I'd not
seen Constans since Malgyne's arrival. "Where is Constans, anyway?"


"Over there," Quintus gestured past
Arianwyn and Jamar. "He does not look happy." 


He was understating again. Constans stood in the
middle of the next aisle across from us, staring with rapt attention at
Malgyne. There was an intensity in his stare that didn't bode well.


"That's why I'd like to borrow him," said
Quintus. "I think we'd better find him something to do before he finds
himself something to do – something ill-advised, I mean." 


I found myself in complete agreement, but Quintus
didn't wait for my acknowledgement. He strode past me, crossed the aisle and
spoke briefly with Jamar. The two then made their way to Constans who, with
what seemed only a token resistance, allowed himself to be led towards the wailing
crowds. I took the opportunity to ghost across the aisle to where Arianwyn
knelt. 


She stared with frustration at the portalstone,
but looked up as I approached. "Before you ask, I still can't get it to
work!" I saw a challenge in her eyes. She glared at the desperate mob by
the cathedral doors. "I wish they'd shut up."


"Quintus is working on that." 


As I watched, Jamar hauled a sergeant of
praetorians out of the mob. The man rounded angrily at first, then subsided as
Quintus started speaking. I couldn't hear any words, but the guard captain's
jabbing finger told the story plain enough. The sergeant snapped to attention with
a parade-ground perfect salute. Quintus repeated this pattern three times with
different praetorians before I remembered I was supposed to be keeping watch in
the opposite direction. Fortunately, Malgyne and his revenants were as
motionless as before.


Quintus had rallied a fair number of praetorians,
as well as Lord Karov. Between them they slowly brought the mob under control. I
saw one man, driven out of his wits by fear, actually attack Quintus – though
what he hoped to achieve, I couldn't hazard a guess. Quintus, unflappable as
ever, struck his attacker cold. That one act did much to bring the crowd under
control, as the witnesses to the altercation realised Quintus' proximity and
waning patience made him a threat in his own right. 


It helped, of course, that there was no longer any
obvious danger from Malgyne. Provided the God of the Dead didn't do anything
provocative, I had no doubt Quintus could keep control indefinitely.


After another quick glance in Malgyne's direction,
I turned to Arianwyn. "Why isn't he doing anything?" I still had to
shout to be heard over the panic, but things had definitely quietened down.


"Death? How should I know? It's not like he's
confiding in me. Besides..." The crowd's clamour dipped, and she lowered
her voice. "...besides, we're well beyond the bounds of my experience.
Your guess is as good as mine." She smiled sweetly. "Well, almost."


I held up my hands in surrender. "What's your
'guess' then?"


"He's completing his bridge."


"Looking around, I'd say it was complete
already."


She gave me patient look. "All this, you
mean? A sickly pallor and a few theatrics, that's all. Well, almost... I can
still feel the magic, so we can't be fully linked with Otherworld, not yet.
Anyway, Death's not gone to all this effort just to hover in our realm like a
monstrous bird. He must be waiting for something important – or doing something
important. Completing the bridge is the only thing I can think of that would be
so distracting. Unless there's something bigger yet to come, and I think I'd
rather not know if that's the case."


Her words closely mirrored my own thoughts of a
few minutes earlier. "Whatever the reason, I'd like to be gone from here
before Malgyne has attention to spare."


"How are they doing with the doors?"


"Badly." 


In the atrium, Quintus had succeeded in clearing
enough room around one door for Constans and Jamar to attempt getting it open.
Members of the crowd watched Constans and Jamar uneasily from behind a ring of
praetorians. Jamar took a halberd from one of the praetorians. Inserting the weapon's
spear-like point in the join, he tried to prise the left-hand door open. All he
achieved for his exertions was a slightly bent blade, which he threw down in
disgust before beckoning for another. 


"Brute force isn't going to be enough,"
I said.


Arianwyn grimaced. "You want me to try, don't
you?" 


"Unless you've any better ideas?"


"Not a one." She rose and dusted her
skirts down, awkwardly bracing the portalstone on her hip as she did so. "Do
you want this useless lump of stone?"


"I suspect I might be needing my hands free
before too much longer. Give it to one of the others." 


Arianwyn nodded. For a moment, she looked like she
was about to say something else, then walked briskly over to the huddle by the
doors. Quintus and Karov were arguing about something, but there was no sense
in me getting involved in that unless I had to, so I turned my attention back
to Malgyne. As before, the stillness of the tableau before the altar was broken
only by the swirling abyss. 


So far, my allies were focused on the problem at
hand, but that would last only so long. Assuming we got out, what next? I had
no ready answer, and was fairly sure I'd be asked to provide one. Somewhere
along the way, the others had started taking their lead from me. Given the
state of utter ignorance in which I'd stumbled into this affair, this
development provoked worry and pride in roughly equal measure. 


I glanced at the door. Quintus and Karov were
still locked in heated discussion. Jamar watched them warily from the
sidelines. Constans sat on the floor beside a group of children. They stared at
him with rapt attention as he used sleight-of-hand to make coins appear and
disappear.


Arianwyn stood stock still, her hands pressed to
the door, white light flowing over her hands and onto the timbers. She had the
attention of everyone in the crowd. Part of it, I was sure, was the desperate
watchfulness of men and women seeking salvation. However, I was equally certain
that many onlookers remembered the way in which Arianwyn had entered the
cathedral. They might not any longer believe Arianwyn to be Sidara, but if she
got that door open – and through mystical means, no less – she could well find
herself an object of worship. I was sure Arianwyn knew all this, just as I was
sure she'd hate that outcome, but still she made the attempt.


I glimpsed movement at the altar. Slowly but
surely, the skull-masked revenants converged on the central aisle. A dozen more
rose from the abyss. Malgyne was not to be left unattended, it seemed.


I'd no
illusions about besting a dozen revenants, even if the confines of the aisle
meant only four could face me at once. I was further dismayed to discover my
sword did not burst into flame when drawn. On the one hand, this was good news,
as it lent credence to Arianwyn's theory that the two realms were a long way
from full alignment. On the other, it meant I had no real weapon against the
revenants. 


I backed away from the revenants. Praetorians
formed two loose ranks around me, and Constans took up position behind me. "Quintus
thought you might want company. You must look lonely."


He alone seemed to relish the prospect of a fight.
Quintus might have thrown enough of a scare into the praetorians to curtail
their panic, but it was anyone's guess how long they'd keep to their courage.
At least they'd had the good sense to abandon their halberds. The polearms were
useful enough weapons in their way, but I'd rather rely on sword-work in tight
quarters.


The revenants drew their own swords. No smoke rose
from the blades; presumably the weapons followed different behaviours in the
mortal realm just as mine did. Nonetheless, the sight sent a shiver through the
praetorians, whose own swords doubtless seemed of scant worth by comparison.
This was no good. This was no good at all. Taking a deep breath, I stepped
forward and turned my back on the enemy to address my unwilling allies.


"For those of you who don't know me, I am
Edric Saran, prince of the Hadari Empire and Champion of the Golden Court."



Neither of those last two things was entirely true
any longer, but a little bravado couldn't hurt – unless, of course, one of the
praetorians thought he'd serve Tressia better by sticking a blade in my back
than fighting alongside me. I pressed on, filling my words with all the
confidence I could muster.


"We've job to do, and one job only. We're to
hold these revenants back long enough for the doors to be opened. I've fought
these creatures before, and I've good news and bad. The bad is that our weapons
won't hurt them, so don't even try to strike at them." 


That provoked another ripple of apprehension, but
it was preferable they knew before the battle was joined. 


"The good news," I continued, "is
that I've seen sleeping Thrakkians who made for better swordsmen than these
creatures." That drew a rumble of nervous laughter. "So look to your
defence, and to that of the men and women beside you."


Holding firm a moment longer, I retook my place in
front of Constans. "Not bad," he whispered. "I really think..."


The revenants surged forward.


I quickly settled into the routines I'd learned
years ago, countering the blows of the opponent to my front, deflecting strikes
and calling out warnings wherever I could. It turned out that the praetorians
were a disciplined and well-trained group. Had we a shield apiece, we could
have held the revenants there as long as our strength held out. Alas, shields
were not part of a praetorian's ceremonial uniform, so our blades were all we
could rely on. Worse, the revenants soon realised we were making no attempt to
strike back, and grew increasingly reckless in their attacks. In a living
opponent, I'd have welcomed this change of tactics. Against beings we couldn't
hurt, I was sure it would be our downfall.


I was proved wrong in the instant I conceived the
thought. The praetorian to my right parried a lunge then, acting on instinct,
cut at his opponent's outstretched arm. I'd expected the blade to pass straight
through, just as Jamar's had in Otherworld. Instead it hacked deep into the
revenant's ghostly flesh. 


The creature hissed and snatched its arm back, but
the damage was done. Revenants in Otherworld might have been immune to mortal
steel, but revenants in the living realm enjoyed no such protection. Yet more
proof, if any be needed, that Malgyne's plan was not yet complete.


By proving themselves vulnerable, the revenants
had delivered a blow to my credibility. I didn't care – it meant we'd a chance
at winning the fight. Without being told, the praetorians shifted their
fighting style, exploiting weaknesses wherever they were offered. 


After two revenants exploded into ash, the rest
grew cautious. Had they been our only opponents, I'd no doubt that we could
have carried the day, but a second wave detached themselves from Malgyne's side
and moved to reinforce their ghastly kin.


The first praetorian died soon after that, stepping
out of our line to deliver a killing blow. Before he could retreat, three pairs
of ghostly hands dragged him onto a cruel blade. Constans stepped into the gap,
his daggers flashing to dispatch another revenant. 


"I don't want to seem alarmist," he
said, "but I rather think we're about to be stranded." 


He was correct. Revenants filed down the aisles to
my left and right. Whether they intended to attack us from the rear or simply
to bypass us entirely made little difference. "We need to fall back."


Constans smiled, parried an opportunistic thrust
and produced a smoke bomb from beneath his tunic. "Nothing easier."


He lobbed the
canister into the revenants' ranks. There was dull crack, and an
explosion of dirty grey fog concealed our opponents from view. 


Under cover of
the confusion, our small band dashed back the twenty or so paces to where the nave
met the atrium. We could no longer be flanked, but the archway was too wide for
seven of us to hold. Fortunately, Quintus led another dozen praetorians to
thicken our ranks. 


"The councillors can keep order now," he
muttered, pushing his way to my side. "They've got to be good for
something."


"Where's Jamar?" I asked, thinking it
odd he'd not insisted on joining the fight.


"He's trying to help that lassie of yours get
the door open."


"Are they making any progress?"


"Let's focus on our own problem, shall we?"


The revenants came forward again. This time, there
were near fifty – the survivors of our first clash joined by the two flanking
parties. More were emerging from the abyss. Quintus and I had maybe a score of
men. Even with the benefits of a choke point, it was clear that wouldn't be
enough. Every time a revenant was dispersed, another took its place. Whenever a
praetorian fell, there was no other to replace him. 


We'd have been overwhelmed had not several
citizens, their fear overcome – or more likely outweighed by the chance of
survival – took up discarded weapons and joined the battle. Some had clearly
seen service in the war, and these brought respite to our embattled line.
Others were well-meaning, but ultimately as much a danger to themselves as the
creatures they fought. After four of the volunteers fell, Quintus left the
battle line and dragged the less competent clear before they could get
themselves killed. This cost us the services of one of most dependable
fighters, but Quintus doubtless saved more lives that way than he could have
with bladesmanship.


"Ha! That's it!"


A deep and tortured groaning sounded hard on the
heels of Arianwyn's triumphant shout – the cry of wood and metal protesting at
motion. Risking a glance towards the doors, I saw Arianwyn slowly draw the
leftmost open. Her sedate pace betrayed nothing of the effort it must have
taken to overcome Malgyne's enchantment, but her eyes were screwed shut, and
her brow gleamed with perspiration. I glimpsed the night sky beyond the
widening gap.


Now came a new problem. The drama in the cathedral
had not gone unnoticed by the crowds outside. The closest tried to force their
way through the doorway, only to be all but trampled by those fleeing the
battle within. Quintus hastened to the doors and bellowed instructions. Lord
Karov joined him, the councillor's presence lending an authority that further
quelled the panic.


A revenant's blade hissed past my head, tearing my
attention back to the battle at hand. Half the praetorians were down. A handful
writhed in agony, but most were deathly still.


I banished my attacker with a lunge, then dragged
a wounded praetorian clear. Another revenant's blade hacked down. I abandoned
my grip on the injured man, and made a clumsy parry. 


Suddenly Jamar was at my side. His sword battered the
revenant's blade away, then split the skull-helm and banished the creature
beneath. As I regained my footing, he drove a new attacker back. Then he heaved
the praetorian from the floor and thrust him into Constans' waiting arms. "Get
him out!"


Constans nodded and half-led, half-carried the praetorian
away.


The door had stopped moving, though whether
Arianwyn was unable to move it further or had simply chosen to husband her
strength, I couldn't tell. Even at rest, the door emitted that mournful
screech, and I sensed Arianwyn's battle with Malgyne's spell was not yet done.


"I thought you'd abandoned me," I told
Jamar.


"You were not born that lucky, savir,"
he replied, deadpan. "Although the lady makes for much better company. She
complains less." He reached to his right and hauled a praetorian clear of
a killing blow, then felled an unlucky revenant with a vicious thrust. "As
nice as it is to fight these things on an equal footing, I'd like to leave."


I found no grounds to disagree. Almost all of the
survivors had escaped into the square. My shrinking band of praetorians and
Arianwyn notwithstanding, only Quintus and Constans remained. 


Quintus, joined us, his expression grim. "Time
to retreat, my lord. But easy does it. We don't want anyone getting left behind?"
There was a gleam in his eye and I wondered just how willingly he'd made the
transition from the army to the constabulary.


Under Quintus' steady guidance, the wings of our
line folded back until we were a tight ring. It was a formation of desperation.
The tightness of the circle meant each man was exposed to the attacks of two or
three revenants, and could count on little help from his similarly embattled
fellows to either side. If the revenants broke our ring of blades, we were done
for.


We edged towards the door, moving as quickly as we
could, but not so fast as to risk losing our footing on a floor slick with
blood. 


Quintus and I held the closest arc of the circle
and the fighting was desperate. Or at least I found it so. It had been a long,
exhausting day, and my arms and legs felt like lead. Worse, the praetorian to
my right was slowed by a heavy gash to his leg, and I found myself looking to
his defence as often as my own.


To my left, Quintus cut and thrust with textbook
precision, displaying as little concern as if he were tutoring a backward
student. I never once saw him resort to something so crude as a parry. My blade-work
was nowhere near as precise. It couldn't afford to be. Jamar had taken position
in the centre of our group. From there, he pushed his way to wherever the
revenants threatened a breakthrough.


I looked over my shoulder to see a trio of
revenants veer towards Arianwyn. Constans' daggers blurred as he kept them at
bay. A blade sliced into his shoulder. I winced in sympathy – eternal or not,
the wound must have been agonising. Constans didn't even slow. Lunging, he
plunged a dagger through the eye socket of his attacker's helm.


Arianwyn's eyes snapped open. "I can't hold
it! It's going!" She scrabbled at the timbers. The white light faded. With
a last groan of relief the door swung shut.


Our formation fell apart. The praetorians ran
headlong for the exit. Quintus and I weren't far behind.


As I ran, Constans snaked an arm around Arianwyn's
waist and bundled her unceremoniously through the closing gap. He reached the
threshold, then looked back at me, his face torn by indecision. Taking a long
step back into the atrium, he threw his weight against the door. Its progress
slowed, but it wasn't enough. It was nowhere near enough. A few praetorians
might escape, but the rest of us wouldn't be so lucky. We were too far away,
and too slow.


Jamar was faster than any of us. Thrusting his way
past the leading praetorians, he slammed his shoulder into the door, adding his
strength to Constans'. Still the door closed, but slower now, much slower. 


I felt a surge of hope. It might have taken magic
to prise the door apart, but raw strength might yet be our salvation. Jamar's
boots skidded on the tiles, but the first praetorians were through. The
havildar scrabbled for fresh purchase, slipped, righted himself and threw his
weight forward again as the last praetorians ran past.


Quintus and I burst through that gap at a flat
run, careless of our footing. As I passed into evening air that had never smelt
so sweet, Constans pulled Jamar clear. No longer impeded by insolent flesh, the
heavy timbers slammed shut with a deafening boom. 


We had escaped.
























Two


 


Standing in the square, I'd never
have guessed there was something amiss in the cathedral. The sky was dark, but
untainted by the unsettling light of Otherworld. There were no prowling
revenants. I'd expected to emerge into a mob only fractionally less
panic-stricken than the one I'd just helped to save, but apparently I needn't
have worried. Arianwyn's impersonation of Sidara had provoked such rapture that
much of the crowd had left to carry the good news elsewhere. Others had
wandered off when it became plain no other supernatural event was forthcoming.
If only they'd known.


Later, I learned that several constables, acting
with an initiative Quintus in no way suspected they possessed, had taken it
upon themselves to empty the square as soon as they suspected something was
amiss. They then further compounded genius by throwing up a cordon to prevent
others from entering the area. 


What remained was perhaps a hundred or so
Tressians who obstinately refused to move on, and who the constables now laboured
to keep back from the exhausted and terrified survivors. I ignored them – these
were problems for Quintus and Karov.


I expected Quintus to busy himself with the further
emptying of the square. Instead he sought out Lord Karov near the base of the
Shaddra. Jamar quickly excused himself and went to help convey the wounded
praetorians to where they would receive help. Constans had just vanished, as was
his habit. This left Arianwyn and I alone on the steps. She sat with the
portalstone propped on her knees, gazing at it as if to stare it into
submission.


Deciding to give Quintus a few minutes before
interfering in his argument, I sat next to Arianwyn. "How are you?"


She didn't look up. "Fine. Why wouldn't I be?
My home's in ruins, my cousin's not really my cousin and I've just failed to
stop the God of the Dead crossing over into the living realm. It's a fantastic
day."


Her words were maudlin, but her tone was not,
tinged with a note of wryness she couldn't possibly be feeling. I put my arm
around her. She closed her eyes and leaned into my shoulder. Neither of us said
anything for a time.


"What's next?" Arianwyn asked
eventually.


I looked over to the Shaddra. Quintus and Karov
were still in discussion. "That'd better be our first port of call."


I helped Arianwyn up. As we approached the pair,
their voices faded to an uncomfortable silence.


"What seems to be the problem?" I asked.


"Lord Karov doesn't trust you," said Quintus,
never a man to downplay an awkward truth.


"That's not entirely fair," Karov
protested. "I said I saw no reason to trust him. As I might remind you,
that was an opinion formed before he helped us escape. I've no such doubts now.
You have my full support in whatever you think proper, commander."


For the first time I'd known him, Quintus looked
embarrassed. 


"Commander Morgun was amongst those we lost –
he was in the front row when... it... happened," said Karov. "The
praetorians need leadership, and I can't think of anyone better suited."


"And well-deserved it is too," I agreed,
enjoying Quintus' discomfort, despite the seriousness of the situation.


Karov regarded me uneasily. Clearly he was pleased
to have royalty, even foreign royalty, endorse his opinion, but distrust –
which was still quite current, despite protestations – tempered that pleasure.
If any of us survived, Karov would be interesting to watch. By elevating
Quintus, he'd laid his own claim on a level of authority that he didn't quite
possess. If Quintus flourished, no one would gainsay Karov's decision which
would, in turn, consolidate the councillor's own status. It was cleverly done,
and quite depressing.


"If we could return to the situation at hand?"asked
Quintus. "I think it's time you and I, ambassador, had a little chat with
Solomon. He's being brought here. I've requisitioned a house. We shan't be
disturbed."


"I'm coming too." Arianwyn's tone brooked
no argument.


"Naturally." Quintus pointed at the
portalstone. "Solomon was relying on that, and you're the only one of us
that has even the mildest notion of how to make it work, so I see little sense
in excluding you." He turned to Karov. "I don't expect I'll be long,
my lord." His eyes drifted unconsciously to the sealed cathedral. "In
the meantime, I'd be grateful if you could mobilise what forces we have left in
the city."


"Under your orders, of course?" Karov
asked.


"Those were not the words I chose, my lord."


"No, but it's what you meant. Either way I'd
be a fool to refuse it. I'll see what I can do. The praetorians and the
constabulary are, of course, yours to command. What's remains of the army might
prove difficult."


I frowned. "Why?"


"I suppose there's no harm in telling you,
under the circumstances. Most of our forces are in the west to guard the isles
against corsairs, or have been sent south to make sure the Thrakkians don't
make trouble."


Arianwyn scowled. "You're saying the city's undefended?"


"Not at all," Karov said smoothly. "The
tower garrisons are at reasonable strength, and there are the praetorians. That's
more than enough to hold the walls while other troops are mustered..."


"...but not enough to guard without and
defend within at the same time?" Arianwyn asked.


"Indeed."


"Then pull some of the garrison from the
walls." I suggested.


"I'm considering that course, ambassador. But
if you'll forgive me for saying so, I'm reminded that your own army is only
leagues away."


"To watch. Not to attack."


"So you say, but prudence cannot be abandoned."



Sadly, I understood Karov's point. Lifetimes of
war and a few scant months of peace didn't provide a firm basis for trust. I
considered trying to convince him that there was no danger in stripping the
garrisons, but I decided against it. Not only was he unlikely to take me at my
word, I couldn't be sure my countrymen wouldn't do something foolish.


"If you'll excuse me?" Karov nodded to
Quintus, ignored me, bowed politely to Arianwyn, and then strode away.


"An ambitious young man, that one," I
said to Quintus, careful to keep my voice low.


"He's all of that," he replied. "But
whilst he's giving us what we need, I'm content."


Remembering Karov's bow, I turned to Arianwyn, who'd
gone back to gazing at the portalstone. "A friend of yours?"


"Not really. I was fond of him once. Remember
I told you I'd had three offers of marriage?"


"Back when you were pretending to be someone
else?" I asked innocently.


"Yes, back when you were behaving like a
knave. Anyway, that part was true, as was the part about Dalrand talking me out
of the match. He pointed out that dear Mikel was far more interested in my
family line than he was in me. There's nothing for you to..." 


Quintus, who had been watching silently from the
sidelines, coughed politely. "I'm loathe to interrupt such a vital and
fascinating conversation, but can I suggest that we've more important things  to
resolve?"


"Of course, commander," I
replied. I was determined to enjoy wielding that title. "How long until
Solomon arrives?"


"I'm expecting his lordship to grace us with
his presence within the hour." His tone held a warning. My jibes about his
rank were  hitting home.


Without further delay, I set off in search of
Constans and Jamar. I found the latter first. I asked him to remain in the
square. Given Karov's avowed distrust, and the overall seriousness of the
situation, I needed someone reliable to keep watch in my absence, someone whose
judgement I trusted enough to take appropriate action if needed. Jamar was
unhappy about being separated from me, but his practical nature won out.


Constans was a more difficult proposition. I
finally found him on the edge of the square, staring intently at the cathedral.
He looked up as I approached. "You're still talking to me, at least?"


"So will Arianwyn be, in time," I said.


He smiled sadly. "I know. It just doesn't
make it any easier to live with. I suppose that's why I never told her. On the
other hand, the timing could be worse – at least she has you to talk to while I'm
in exile. Before, there'd only have been Zorya, who might have failed to grasp
the subtleties."


"I think you might find Zorya's a lot more
perceptive than you take her for. Not that it matters; Arianwyn's not talking a
very great deal to me either."


He scratched his head. "I suspect it's a
different kind of not talking. But I'm quite certain that's not why you wanted
me."


"No. I need to ask you to do something."



As I had expected, Constans was cooperation
itself. "To be honest. I'd appreciate the distraction. I hate sitting
around and waiting for something to happen. That feeling's worse than ever at
the moment."


Something in his tone put me on guard. "What
do you mean?"


Constans was quiet for a moment. "It's not
something I can easily put into words. Do you ever feel like you're in two
places at once?" I didn't, and told him so. "See? I said it was hard
to explain. It's a bit like being in a dream, or at least how I remember dreams
being. Unless I concentrate, I mean really concentrate, everything feels
indistinct and hazy. I don't like it." 


I didn't like it either. Constans had proven a
valuable ally, and I couldn't afford to lose him. I even liked him, despite
everything.


The eternal seemed to read my thoughts. "Don't
worry, I'm not going anywhere. It's probably just tiredness."


But it wasn't, I saw as much in his eyes.
Something about the overlay between Otherworld and the living realm was affecting
Constans' eternal nature. Constans smiled in an attempt to raise my spirits and
I smiled back to show him it had worked, even though it hadn't, and left him to
his thoughts.


When I rejoined Quintus, he indicated the building
he'd commandeered and suggested Arianwyn and I wait inside. I was only too
happy to oblige– a little peace and quiet was most welcome after the chaos of
the preceding hours – and I was only made happier when we entered one of the
sitting rooms to discover that Quintus had ordered provisions laid on. Arianwyn
didn't eat anything, but propped herself next to me and drifted off to sleep, the
portalstone wrapped tightly in her arms.


I was tempted to follow her example. However, I
knew that so short a slumber would leave me feeling worse than before, and I
therefore settled for sating my hunger. Quintus had clearly come to a similar
conclusion. When he finally joined us, he ate like he expected it to be his
last meal. He and I spent the next while in amicable silence, but silence
nonetheless. I think each of us sensed that we owed the other an apology, but
neither of us could quite bring ourselves to give voice to the words.


By the time Solomon arrived, night was fully upon
us. He was marched across the square by a small army of constables – Quintus
was taking no chances. To make matters more difficult for any potential
rescuer, Quintus then ordered the prisoner hauled up several flights of stairs
and manacled to a chair in a rather fine office. 


When Arianwyn and I entered the room, the
constables had withdrawn, leaving Quintus and Solomon alone. The room was
illuminated only by a pair of lanterns, and far more of the room was in shadow
than was comfortably lit. There were no blinds across the great leaded window, giving
me a splendid view of the cordon in place around the cathedral. A reminder, as
if one was required, of the need that drove us.


When I'd last seen Solomon, he'd been wild to the
point of madness, his poise completely gone. Now, his arrogance had returned.
That he'd some scheme in readiness, I was certain. He'd been out of my sight only
a few hours, but that was a lifetime to a devious fellow such as he. I had only
the vaguest idea where the next few minutes would lead, and hoped our wits
proved a match for his. 


Predictably, Solomon was the first to speak. "An
interesting delegation. A heathen, a traitor and an idealist." He shook
his head in mock sadness. "I'd expected at least one of my fellow
councillors to put in an appearance."


"Aye, well there's not a great many of your
fellow councillors left." Quintus sank heavily into another chair. "Those
illustrious men and women who remain don't seem inclined to waste their time
with the likes of you, my lord."


Setting the portalstone on the desk beside
Quintus, Arianwyn moved to the window and stared out across the city. I could
tell that she hated being in the same room as Solomon even now, but duty drove
her to be present. I wasn't any happier about it, but a small part of me took
delight in Solomon's predicament. I took up station along the back wall,
directly behind the captive. I'd hate not being able to keep eyes on all my
captors at once, and I assumed Solomon would feel much the same – his manacles
wouldn't allow him to face me.


"Can I assume you've bungled your attempt to
stop Death's grand design?" With no answer forthcoming, Solomon pressed
on. "Then I assume the purpose of this cosy chat is to affirm that we're
all on the same side."


Arianwyn stiffened, but said nothing. 


"You can assume whatever you like," I
told Solomon, "but we're not allies. It would be much more accurate to say
there are now at least three sides. We'd like cooperation, but we're offering
nothing in return except the possibility your information will put a stop to
Malgyne's plan."


"You're presupposing that Death worries me
enough to even consider such a poor bargain."


"'Do you think I want to live in the world
that he'll create?'" Arianwyn said, quoting Solomon's own words in a
passable imitation of his clipped speech. 


Solomon sighed. "I suppose I have to concede
that point. I also have to insist on freedom in exchange for cooperation."


Quintus had a lit pipe in his hand again. He waved
it expansively. "Insist away. It won't make any difference. Anyway, to
where would you run? If my associates are correct – and I'm prepared to admit
they've been right far too many times for a lowly lawman such as myself to
consider doubting them – then there's no escaping what's coming."


"Only a fool would try to fight it."


"You didn't think that before," I
pointed out.


Solomon twisted in his chair, but the chains held
him fast. "That was entirely different. I sought to shore up the mountain
before the landslide began." He was irritated, though whether that was due
to the manacles, the reminder of his failure – or at our stupidity – I couldn't
be sure. "Now the avalanche upon us. Survival is all that concerns me now,
as it should concern you."


"You're not thinking things through, my lord."
Quintus said through a cloud of smoke. "Any attempt we make to stop this
only improves your chances of survival. Who knows? We might even succeed. I'm
not sure what you lose by cooperating."


Solomon sighed, reluctance plain on his thin,
aristocratic face. "You may have a point."


"And besides," Quintus went on, "if
you don't tell us everything we want to know, then I can guarantee you a
fantastic front row seat for what comes next. Survival favours the man who
cooperates, rather than the one who remains silent, wouldn't you say?"


Solomon considered this for a moment, and then
nodded. He was too canny not to have reached this conclusion long before the
conversation ever started, and I suspected he'd merely spun things out to save
face. There were other possibilities, of course, but overestimating Solomon was
as dangerous as underestimating him.


Quintus leaned forward. "How about you start
by telling us how you discovered that this was coming."


"With almost childish simplicity," said Solomon.
"Some years ago I became aware that the more nihilistic cults were
becoming increasingly excitable. Oh, they're always full of energy and
self-importance, but these were starting to act like they had a purpose. They
were also seemingly acting in a coordinated fashion. Given that we're talking
about everything from militant Sidarists to full-blown death cults, it seemed
worthy of notice. They don't have a great deal in common." 


He paused, as if gathering his thoughts. 


"By and by, I invited one of the Tressian
cult leaders to have a little conversation with me. Sadly, she passed away
shortly after. I was left with a fanciful theory I couldn't prove – namely that
some power was manipulating these wretched souls."


"So, being a naturally inquisitive sort, you
sought confirmation and issued another such 'invitation'?" Quintus asked.


"Just so. That confession wasn't simply
similar, it was identical. That's when I instigated a full-blown infiltration
of as many cults as I could manage."


Solomon leaned back in this chair. His voice grew
distant. "It took years, decades, but finally I knew what they were doing,
and why." He nodded at the portalstone. "By the time they'd realised
the fragments of that artefact were buried in Darkmere, I knew what they wanted
it for. More importantly, my spies had informed me it was the key to thwarting
Death's plans. He'd wanted to make sure it was placed beyond the use of
mortals, but he'd reckoned without me. I whisked the fragments away from under
the noses of his addled servants." He sighed. "I was going to use it
to sever the bridge at the moment of creation, before Death could pass through.
Now that chance has been lost, thanks to your meddling."


I let the insult pass. "That's quite
ambitious. I can understand how you might use the portalstone to open or close
a door to Otherworld, but the timing involved – to say nothing of the
possibility of Malgyne fighting back – seems chancy for someone unable to
harness magic."


"And who said I can't?" Solomon snapped.
"I can master artefacts like that portalstone well enough. Magic is not
all tantrums of raw power and wild emotion." 


Arianwyn turned angrily from the window, her eyes
aglow. "Really? Would you like to see another tantrum now?"


Solomon waved an admonishing finger as well as he
could with the shackles binding his wrists. "My dear, I don't want to seem
discourteous, but I rather think your friends need my cooperation rather more
than you need to make a childish display. Isn't that so?"


Seemingly unaware of the tension in the room,
Quintus took a pull on his pipe. "As it happens, my lord, I'm more
concerned about keeping Lady Arianwyn's cooperation than I am yours. Also, I
confess curiosity as to what one of these 'tantrums' – my apologies, my dear, I'm
only repeating the word – looks like. Even at my age, a man can always learn
something new." He shrugged. "Provided Lady Trelan sees her way clear
to leaving myself and the ambassador unharmed – and I'm fairly sure she can – I
see no reason for her not to continue." He leaned forward. "Unless,
of course, a generous retraction was immediately forthcoming."


For the first time, I regretted my station behind
Solomon – I was fairly certain his face would have made for interesting
viewing. Arianwyn had overreacted, but Solomon had heaped great hurt on her in
recent hours. Even so, I suspected her simmering anger came more from Constans'
perceived betrayal rather than anything Solomon had said. Not that it would
have mattered to Solomon – he'd provoked the desired response, only for Quintus
to outmanoeuvre him.


Quintus took another pull on his pipe and turned
to Arianwyn.  "It's not like you can kill his lordship anyway, but I've no
objection  to him being hurt. Indeed, it might even help him focus on his
immediate priorities."


"You mean...?" I already knew where this
was going. It was the only thing that made sense.


"He's an eternal."


Solomon went rigid, then slowly relaxed. Arianwyn
took a step back, the light fading from her eyes. I wasn't sure how I felt
about this development. In many ways, it seemed obvious. Earlier, I'd remarked
how I'd seen eternals use others as playing pieces in a game, and there was no
better description of how Solomon had spent his life.


"There doesn't seem to be any point in
denying it," Solomon said reluctantly. "Not when you can so easily
test your theory."


"Oh, I don't know," Arianwyn put in
darkly. "It can't do any harm to cut him some, just to be sure." But
she made no move. "You want to tell me where you pulled that from?"
she asked Quintus.


"I've known for years," he replied. "A
man can change his appearance all he likes, but if his basic nature stays the
same, he leaves a trail." He waved his pipe at Solomon. "He's spent
years turning Tressia into what it is now, and if he does nothing to help us,
that work will have all been wasted."


I'd no doubt that Solomon would have liked nothing
better than to kill Quintus at that point, not simply for laying his secret
bare, but also for having perceived his motivation so clearly. I expected at
least a little more posturing, perhaps some biting remark at Quintus' expense,
but when the captive next spoke, his words were addressed to Arianwyn. 


"Please accept my humblest apologies, Miss
Trelan. I have wronged you terribly." Solomon spoke the words without
sarcasm, and with a humility I would never have thought the man possessed. It
had to be an act. Didn't it?"If you'll listen, I'll tell you what I know."


Arianwyn regarded warily for a moment, then took
to a nearby chair and listened patiently. I kept half an ear on their
conversation for a time. However, I soon realised that whilst I understood all
of the actual words, the content was entirely alien. I kept just enough of an
ear on what was said to make sure Solomon was truly following through on his
promise, but let most of it drift past. After a few minutes, Quintus abandoned
both chair and pipe, and crossed to my side.


"Just how long do you think Solomon's been
manipulating Tressia?" I asked.


"Hard to say. Centuries, under one name or
another. I try not to think about it. I mean, from what I can tell, he's
treated the Republic like a garden, which is all very well unless you're a weed,
or a flower that no longer fits the grand design. That's what gave him away in
the end. I mean, I had theories, but no proof – not until another eternal tried
to establish herself here. She was a real nasty piece of work and clever with
it. Before I put an end to her, she gave up a lot of information about his
lordship, helped me put some of the pieces together. Oh, she knew she was done
for, don't get me wrong – she just wanted to sow some mischief before she went."


He glanced at Solomon and Arianwyn, then led me
further into the corner. "Now, I'm going to tell you this because you're
clever enough to think this one through for yourself, and I don't want you
blurting it out at an inconvenient moment." 


That sounded ominous, and no mistake. "Go on."


"Why do you suppose the Trelan family, once
one of the most prosperous in Tressia, is all but wiped out?"


My blood ran cold. "Weeds?"


"I'd have used the term 'competitors', but
the end result's the same. You can't tell her."


"I can't lie about something like this,"
I hissed.


"I'm not asking you to. Just don't volunteer
the information.  Not yet. The poor lassie's having a bad enough time of it as
it is. This could break her. And then she'd break him. For the moment, we need
them both."


"You underestimate her strength."


"I'd expect you to say that. But is it worth
taking the risk?"


I looked over his shoulder to where Arianwyn still
talked warily with Solomon. There was no indication either of them had heard anything.
 I was unspeakably angry with Quintus for putting me in this situation, but I gradually
realised the wisdom of his actions. I'd have reached the same conclusion by
myself, given everything else I knew about Solomon, and of course Arianwyn
would have been the first person to whom I'd have spoken.


"I can't keep this from her forever," I
said.


"I'm not asking you to. Believe me, when the
time comes, I'll happily help you get shot of him for good. But for now, I don't
think we want her distracted."


A double thud sounded from somewhere above. A
moment later, there was another. Arianwyn and Solomon stopped talking. She
looked puzzled, he was scowling.


"What was that?" she asked.


"I don't know." Quintus moved to the
door. 


I held out a restraining hand. "Do you have
everything you need?" I asked Arianwyn.


"I think so. At least, I think I have
everything he can tell me." 


Much to my delight, Solomon was still scowling.
Funny how the little things can bring so much pleasure.


"Commander, I think it's time his lordship
returned to the Pit," I said. "We've work to do."


Quintus looked at me for a long moment, opened the
door, and bellowed down the stairs. Shortly after, Solomon was gone: escorted
away by his small army of constables. I beckoned Quintus and Arianwyn to follow
me, and took the stairs to the upper floor.


We emerged into a long and narrow room, crowded
with broken furniture. A more charitable person than I would have called it a
lumber room. To me, it was just a tangle of junk. Moonlight washed into the
room through a window set in the gable end.


It was cold in that chamber, and no wonder. One of
the window's panes was fully open. In the middle of the floor lay three
squirming and securely trussed bodies. Constans perched on the end of a
battered table a few feet away, looking uncommonly pleased with himself. As we
approached, he rummaged through a pile of objects on the table next to him,
holding up each in turn as he described it.


"Smoke canisters, barbed crossbow bolts,
stiletto daggers, blowpipes and several vials of what looks suspiciously like
blacknettle poison. These gentlemen were quite serious about their trade."
He grinned, teeth white in the near-darkness. "I wouldn't touch the blades
if I were you. I suspect they've been coated in something unspeakable. Oh, and
I'm afraid there's another one in the street below. He lost his grip at an
inopportune time."


Arianwyn laughed with a joy I'd not heard from her
in some time. "No wonder Solomon looked so put out. All that time, he'd
been provoking and needling. Anything to stall us long enough for rescuers  to
arrive."


Quintus rounded on me. "You might have told
me."


"I might have," I agreed. "But we
still don't know how many of your men are working for Solomon. This seemed like
the simplest solution." I shot him as innocent a look as I dared. "Besides,
it's not like you asked. I simply didn't volunteer the information. Come on, we've
got more important things to do."





















Three


 


There was a sense of optimism in
the air, of a situation rescued from the brink. Even Quintus, never knowingly
positive about the unknown, seemed less fatalistic. Of course, only five of us
knew – or thought we knew – exactly what was going on, but our raised spirits
in turn raised the spirits of those around us. 


Quintus being Quintus, he continued preparations for
battle. He had nearly four hundred praetorians in the square now, and perhaps
three hundred regular troops. Despite his misgivings, Karov was too prudent a
man not to send reinforcements. It was still a pitifully small force, and I
hoped to render their deployment unnecessary. 


The only sour note lay in the fact that Arianwyn
still refused to speak to Constans. He'd approached her shortly after Solomon
had been escorted away, but she wouldn't acknowledge his presence, let alone
speak with him. Hers was the kind of hurt that only time and distance would
heal, and I couldn't think how to hasten the process.


With Arianwyn confident she knew how to employ the
portalstone, there seemed to be no reason to tarry. At my request, Quintus
quickly rounded up fifty praetorians and assembled them before the cathedral
doors. She assured us she was well-rested enough to force the doors, and I
meant to make sure she'd an escort that could keep the revenants at bay.


Arianwyn passed me the portalstone. "Here,
don't drop it." 


It was the first time I'd handled the
fully-assembled artefact. It was deathly cold. Arianwyn walked the last couple
of steps to the cathedral door and muttered under her breath. White light flowed
her hands and into the timbers. The door began to shake.


Quintus spoke quietly in my ear. "A useful
friend to have, assuming she stays one."


I caught the dark glint in his eye. "She's
not dangerous. Not to us or the city."


"And you're sure of that?"


"I'm certain enough."


"Aye well, let's hope I don't have reason to
remind you of this conversation."


There was no following that ominous comment.


Timber groaned as Arianwyn pushed the door
inwards. Quintus beckoned, and two files of praetorians advanced. 


"Let me take a look," I said. "There's
no point walking straight into an ambush." Quintus thought for a moment,
then nodded. I walked quickly up the steps. Jamar moved to follow, but I waved
him back. I passed Arianwyn, and ducked around the door.


I saw nothing; or rather I saw nothing of use. The
atrium was full of swirling green mist, but completely empty of revenants. The
statues of beneficent Sidarists were gone, and in their places stood
raven-headed likenesses of Malgyne, struck from some dark stone. Above, the
plaster coving that had once carried bas relief scenes of Sidara's life now
portrayed horrific scenes of carnage – the living dragged to oblivion by the
dead. 


Suppressing a shudder, I rejoined Arianwyn. Quintus
threw me a questioning look, and I jerked my head towards the atrium. Quintus
barked a command and the praetorians started forward. Jamar advanced alongside,
unwilling to leave me in the company of strangers.


The tortured groaning of the door redoubled. Arianwyn's
grip was slipping – the cathedral was resealing itself. Jamar and the
praetorians broke into a run. They weren't going to be quick enough. Already
there was barely enough space for a man to pass through. In a few seconds there
wouldn't even be that. 


Should we give up? I glanced at Arianwyn for
guidance. As I did so, she snatched the portalstone from my grasp and slipped
inside.


Should I follow? I was momentarily torn, but realised
that to prevaricate was merely to let the closing door make the decision for
me. With one last glance at Quintus, I plunged into the mist. 


A second later, the door slammed shut. For better
or worse, Arianwyn and I were now alone in the cathedral.


We stood without making a sound for several long
moments, waiting to see if the noise of our entry had attracted any unwelcome
attention. Thankfully, it seemed that it had not, for not so much as a single
revenant loomed out of the mist. 


Arianwyn finally broke the silence. "Death's
influence is spreading," she noted calmly. "I assume it's a natural
change, rather than one he wills to occur."


"It would speak ill of his priorities
otherwise," I agreed. "What went wrong? You lost control of the door
quicker than before."


"Yes, I did, didn't I?"


I looked at he, realisation dawning. "You
didn't lose control of it, did you? You wanted the others stranded outside."


"It seemed sensible," Arianwyn replied. "If
we can't manage this, having another fifty or so praetorians sacrifice
themselves wouldn't make much difference."


I clenched and unclenched my fists before
speaking. "I can't keep the revenants off you by myself."


"You won't need to. I can handle that."


"Really?" I asked incredulously. "Then
why am I here?"


"You're here because you chose to be,"
Arianwyn hissed angrily. "You were supposed to be outside with the others."
She took a deep breath. "I meant to do this alone."


And with that, I understood. "Just how
dangerous is this?"


"That's the problem, I don't know. Solomon's
understanding of the portalstone went only so far. I started thinking that
maybe my magic's risen in response to what Death is attempting, that perhaps it's
– and please don't laugh – something predestined; a cycle of history repeated."
She searched my expression for any trace of ridicule, continuing only when she
didn't find one. "If it's my burden, there's no reason to endanger anyone
else."


I sighed, my anger receding. "Why didn't you
tell me?"


"I've only recently seen the sense of it.
Besides, you'd have tried to stop me. You and Constans both." 


"Whereas now, of course, everything's
proceeding to our mutual satisfaction," I said failing to conceal my
exasperation.


I was as frustrated with myself as much as with
Arianwyn. Her explanation made twisted sense from her own point of view, but it
only emphasised how much I'd failed her. Her anger with Solomon and Constans
had burned bright, but it had finally passed, leaving emptiness and doubt in
its wake. No matter how she rationalised it, Arianwyn had intended to sacrifice
herself in an attempt to save everyone else. I'd inflicted something similar on
myself a little more than six months ago, and had only in the last few days
realised how much that act had coloured my choices and perceptions. Loss had
driven me then, just as it drove Arianwyn now. Should I have paid closer
attention to what Solomon had told her? Who knew what subtle venoms he'd
dripped into her ears?


"I'm sorry," Arianwyn sighed. "You
shouldn't be here."


"I most definitely should," I said
firmly. "I'd be mad with worry on the other side of that door. I'd also
have to answer to both Zorya and Constans for letting you out of my sight. That's
not a conversation that I think I could survive. To be honest, I'm not sure I'd
much want to." 


She gave a small smile. "Edric Saran, always a
gallant prince."


"Look, I don't rightly know how things are
between us, but surely you see that somewhere along the line your burdens
became mine? That's how friendship work. At the least we are friends, are we
not?"


"At the very least," she agreed quietly.


"Maybe this is a matter of destiny.
Personally, I suspect your mastery of magic is growing because you're using it,
but perhaps I'm wrong. I'm not sure it matters now. The situation is what it
is. We'll just have to do the best we can." I stared past Arianwyn and
down into the main body of the cathedral. "I don't suppose you can open
the door from the inside, and quickly?"


"The former, probably. The latter, no."


"Then we'll need whatever trick you had up
your sleeve to make it past the revenants. It seems they've finally noticed us."



I took a long step in front of Arianwyn and drew
my sword. Revenants were drifting towards the atrium. It was hard to be certain
of numbers through the mist, the precise number didn't matter– there were plainly
too many to fight. I'd have to hope that Arianwyn really did have a
plan. 


In this matter at least, it seemed I needn't have
worried. The revenants had closed no more than a few feet away from me when a
familiar white light radiated outward from Arianwyn's body, driving back the
mist.


"You'll need to stay close to me," she
warned. "If Solomon's right, the revenants can't enter the light, but I'm
sure they'll show no hesitation in attacking you if you step beyond."


What else had Solomon told Arianwyn? At least her
fatalistic manner was gone. I hoped it would stay banished until we were in a
much  safer place.


The nave was deathly quiet. The only sounds were
caused by our footfalls, and even those were muffled by the mist. Our progress
was slow at first, with neither of us entirely sure whether Solomon's theory
could be trusted. Yet if the revenants weren't noticeably intimidated by Arianwyn's
light, neither did they try to approach. Indeed, they even parted before us. I quickened
my pace. Past experience had taught me Arianwyn's power had limits. I wanted to
be done with things before those limits were reached.


There were no bodies in the aisles, which I found
strange. Between the stampede and the revenants' onset, no few Tressians had
died here. Where were they? Had the bodies been thrown into the abyss, or had
the revenants consumed them? I didn't know, and didn't appreciate the macabre
turn my thoughts were taking.


Gods, but there were a lot of revenants in the
cathedral now. I saw at least a hundred, but the swirling mists could easily
have held more. Those that weren't watching us – or getting out of our path –
seemed to have all of their attention fixed on Malgyne. For his part, the God
of the Dead still floated above the abyss where we'd left him, his eyes closed
and his mind seemingly elsewhere.


Finally I saw the altar. It was no longer the
simple slab of black marble it had been when last I'd seen it, but a twisted
mass of what appeared to be a dark and petrified wood. 


"That's where we need to be," Arianwyn
said tautly.


We skirted perilously close to the abyss – it was
that or take a circuitous route around the tightly-packed pews. I led Arianwyn
by the hand again now, for her eyes were pinched shut with concentration as
often as they were open. I took care to make sure I stood between her and the
abyss at all times. 


When we were halfway round, curiosity got the
better of me, and I peered into the swirling void. It was like some enormous
creature had burrowed through the floor, leaving a tunnel of swirling darkness
in its wake. The effect was both hypnotic and calming – not at all what I'd
expected. I only realised I'd lost my balance when Arianwyn heaved my arm to
halt my topple into the pit. She gave me a disapproving look, but left it at
that. I travelled the rest of the way by carefully watching my feet, and never
once risked another look into the abyss.


"We're at the altar," I said softly. 


Olvas' crosier lay forlornly on the floor nearby.
It was strangely untouched by the transformations that had reshaped the
cathedral, and I wondered whether Malgyne had overlooked it, or whether he
couldn't affect it, just as he supposedly couldn't directly affect me. If that
was the case, it suggested there was something divine about Sidara, though I
supposed that knowledge would be little comfort to Olvas now.


Arianwyn opened her eyes and placed the
portalstone in the centre of the altar. I expected it to roll away, but it just
sat there and glimmered slightly in Arianwyn's light.


"Can you make it work and keep the revenants
back?"


"We'll just have to see, won't we?" she
replied. "If I can't, you might get some use out of that sword."


I'd quite forgotten I held the weapon. So far, no
revenant had come close enough to provoke its use. "Let's at least try this
from around the other side. The altar's not likely to offer much protection,
but I'll feel better with it between us and Malgyne." 


Arianwyn nodded in agreement, so we went around
the altar. I'd been wrong. I didn't feel better at all, not one bit.


"I'm going to start," said Arianwyn. "Don't
interrupt me, not for anything. I can't risk breaking my concentration."


She knelt and clasped her hands around the
portalstone.  Realising that seeking anything further would almost certainly
constitute a distraction, I tightened my grip on my sword, and split my
attention as evenly as I could between Malgyne, Arianwyn, and the nearest
revenants.


If I was expecting a gaudy display of power, I was
disappointed. Arianwyn knelt there for a time, silently communing with the
portalstone. At least her aura didn't vanish. The light glowed as strongly as ever,
and no revenant came near. Unfortunately, it seemed nothing else was happening
either. Even when Arianwyn started whispering something under her breath, the
stone remained recalcitrantly dormant.


Malgyne's eyes snapped open. His hollow voice
echoed through the cathedral. "My thanks, mortals." 


Arianwyn screamed and jerked away from the
portalstone. Wisps of smoke rose from her trembling hands. The aura flickered. 


I pulled her away from the altar. There was no
sign of a mark or burn on her hands, but her face was twisted in agony. I stepped
between her and Malgyne, blade at the ready – for all the good that would do.


"I thought I'd lost this opportunity," he
laughed, his voice a storm of angry birds. "You should have taken the
portalstone as far from here as you could manage, but something stopped you, didn't
it?" He gathered in his wings and landed heavily before of the altar. "The
grey eternal. The clever ones are always the easiest to deceive. They distrust
simple answers and blind themselves to truths easily won. All those years of
work, all those careful schemes. And every step he took carried him further
away from his goal, and brought me closer to mine."


Malgyne extended an emaciated arm towards the
portalstone. My sword was moving before I realised I'd intended to strike. No
rational thought guided that blow, just a desperate desire to do something –
anything – to prevent the utter ruin coming our way.


The blow never landed. Malgyne tore the sword from
my grasp and threw it into the mist. "Childish piqué. But I'm feeling
generous. I'll let you live to see what you've failed to prevent."


"You mean you can't hurt me any more than I
can hurt you," I clutched at anger to save me from drowning in despair. "Ashana
protects me, and those creatures of yours can't penetrate the light."


"True," Malgyne allowed. "But your
companion does not enjoy Ashana's blessing. I can destroy her quite easily, and
without her magic you would die on my revenants' blades. But I'm not going to
kill her. Another has prior claim, and I must see he is not disappointed.
Tedious are the details that dog the road to greatness." 


A bolt of black energy flew from his outstretched
fingers and struck the portalstone. All at once, the green flecks within the
artefact glowed brilliantly. The abyss spun faster and faster. Malgyne laughed
again,  the sonorous sound grew louder and louder as it reverberated around the
room. 


Tearing my attention away from something I had no
hope of preventing, I turned back to Arianwyn. She was still sitting where I'd
pushed her, groggily shaking her head. Her hands shook. I took them in mine and
flinched. Her fingers were cold as ice. 


As I massaged some life back into her hands,
Arianwyn turned blearily eyes on me. "What happened? Did Solomon deceive
us?" 


It was clear she'd heard few – if any – of Malgyne's
words. "More like he deceived himself," I said grimly. "It seems
the portalstone was crucial to Malgyne's plan all along."


Arianwyn looked up in shock. "But that
means..."


"I know. Believe me, I know."


The sound of marching feet joined Malgyne's
laughter. Where was my sword? I saw no sign of it in the mist-laden darkness. I
needed a weapon. Perhaps I could wrest one off a revenant, if I could get
Arianwyn moving.


She pulling her hands away and pushing herself upright.
"What are we going to do?"


"I don't know, but staying here won't do any
good."


I pulled Arianwyn away from the altar, in the
direction where I'd last seen my sword. As before, the revenants parted before
us and I grimly wondered how long that would last. To my right lay a small door
leading to Olvas' chambers. Before us lay the great stained glass window of
Sidara confronting the corrupted Droshna. There, at last, on the ground below
it, was my sword. 


"Oh no," I breathed.


"What?" Arianwyn followed my gaze. The
blade of my sword was afire, just as it had been in Otherworld. 


No sooner was the sword back in my grasp than the
aura of light flickered once more, and faded. 


With the light no longer a barrier, the revenants
surged forward. I dragged Arianwyn towards the archimandrite's chambers.
Driving a pair of attackers away with a desperate swing of my sword, I kicked
the door open and pushed Arianwyn inside.


A revenant darted forward whilst my back was
turned, but I'd expected such a move. I ducked under the creature's clumsy
swing, and lunged. As the white fires consumed the revenant, I stepped back
into the doorway, sweeping my blade to discourage any further attacks. The
attack faltered.


"What was that about a prior claim'?"
Arianwyn asked.


"You caught that, did you?" I said,
driving back another revenant's half-hearted attack. "He seems to have you
in mind as a gift for one of his lackeys. Anyone spring to mind?"


"No, and I think I'd rather remain ignorant
about that as long as possible. Forever, preferably." She went quiet for a
moment. "If I'd not tried to do this by myself, there'd be enough of us to
fight our way out, wouldn't there?"


"Possibly," I agreed. "Not that it
helps now."


Another revenant tried his luck. I struck the masked
head from its spectral shoulders.


The sound of marching feet finally reached its
crescendo. Serried ranks of warriors strode out of the abyss. These were not
revenants,  but something else, their flesh pale against black cloth and black
armour, their eyes as dark as the pit from which they had emerged. Malgyne had
finally stopped laughing. He rubbed his clawed hands with uncontained glee.


"What's happening?" Arianwyn asked.


"Malgyne's army has finally arrived."


"More revenants?"


"I don't think so."


"Let me see."


The newcomers shoved wooden pews into the wings of
the nave, making space for others arriving moment by moment. There were
hundreds upon hundreds.


Arianwyn gasped. "They're the fallen."


"I rather worried they might be."
Another legend, come to life and aimed in my direction. It really wasn't my
week.


"They're an excellent weapon," breathed
Arianwyn. "They'll do anything he asks, just to remain in the living
realm."


"Why not rely on the revenants?"


"Would you? They're not exactly intelligent."
As if to prove a point, another revenant chose that moment to attack, and
perished just as his predecessors had. "The fallen will fight harder and
more viciously than any revenant ever could. After all, they're already damned
– what worse fate could possibly await them?"


The space before the altar was filling up. At
least a thousand fallen lined up before Malgyne, with more arriving. Most were
clad in the armour and uniforms of one of the great nations, though the styles
varied enormously, as befitted the various eras in which they had once dwelt.
Some wore civilian clothes. All carried a weapon of some kind, even if it were
only a dagger. 


"They're soldiers, murderers, corrupt
politicians, jilted lovers, victims of vendettas and deposed rulers,"
Arianwyn said softly. "Anyone who had cause to make a pact with power, and
cared little for the consequences."


"And you know this how?" I asked.


"Family history," she said sadly. "When
Sidara destroyed Droshna, that wasn't the end of the matter. He'd already made
a pact with Death and was permitted to return to the realm of the living twice
more. He brought an army of fallen with him both times – the records are
explicit, and compelling."


"I've never heard mention of this," I
protested.


"Why would you have? Both events happened
long ago and, from your perspective, in a foreign land."


A hulking figure took his place between Malgyne
and the assembled legion. He stood well over six feet tall and moved with catlike
grace belying his bulk. I recognised him instantly, though I'd never met him.
For six months, his likeness had stared down at me every time I'd climbed the
stairs to my bedchamber.


"If we survive, you'll have to update the
records," I told Arianwyn. "It's three times. Not twice." 


The mystery of why Malgyne wanted Arianwyn alive
had been answered. There, in the centre of the cathedral, stood the fallen
remains of Lord Viktor Droshna, nemesis of the Trelan family, and the only
Tressian general ever to humble the Hadari Empire. 


Against all odds, our plight had grown worse.





















Four


 


Malgyne hovered at the altar,
corvine face twisted in satisfaction. Droshna gestured, and the legion of
fallen marched towards the atrium. Another issued forth from the abyss to take
their place. So far he'd not even glanced our way, but I had the feeling that
would soon change. 


As I watched, a number of fallen broke off from
the main group and threaded in our direction. I pushed Arianwyn back into Olvas'
office, and closed and bolted the door.


"You need to get out of here," I
whispered.


"No, we need to get out of here,"
she corrected.


"That's definitely my preferred outcome,
but..."


She glared at me. "Don't. Just don't. Someone
recently reminded me of the importance of shared burdens. I'm sure he wouldn't
want to be thought a hypocrite."


I considered pointing out that whatever Droshna
had planned for her, the inheritor of a hated mantle, would be far worse than
whatever Malgyne would do to me. But Arianwyn knew that better than I did.
Moreover, she had that intractable look in her eyes again. I was learning not
to waste time arguing with her.


"Well, we can't get out through the main
door," I said, without directly conceding the point. "Even if it's
open, we can't fight through an army of fallen."


"We don't have to get out that way,"
Arianwyn pointed out. "There's another door in the corner."


She wasn't wrong. It was only small, set into the
wall at the foot of a sunken staircase, but the presence of a cloak stand
nearby strongly suggested that it led outside.


Shouting broke out beyond the recently bolted
door, and a second later it shuddered under the weight of blows. At least the
fallen couldn't walk through walls. 


"See if you can get it open." I shouted to
be heard over the commotion. Arianwyn ran down the half-dozen steps and tugged
at the brass handle.


"It's locked!"


I hauled Olvas' desk across the outer doorway. "Just
locked?"


Arianwyn blinked, then her expression cleared as
she realised what I went. "Yes. It's not Death's spell. He must have
lifted it." That could only mean that the main cathedral door was open and
the fallen were spilling into the square. I hoped Quintus was prepared. There
was nothing I could do to help him right now. 


I ran to Arianwyn's side, taking the steps two at
a time. By the time I reached the door, I had Quintus' skeleton keys in my hand
and quickly put them to work. My concentration was helped neither by the sound
of splintering wood from behind me, nor by Arianwyn's unconscious grip on my
upper arm, which grew tighter by the moment.


Finally, there was a click. The lock slid
back and I hauled the door open. I'd hoped it would lead into the streets,
giving us a chance to join up with the others. Instead, the door opened onto a
pitch dark, mist-wreathed tunnel. 


Arianwyn shrank back. "We can't!"


A splintered fragment of door crashed across the
room. "I don't think there's much choice."


"What if it's a dead end? I can't see
anything."


I'd forgotten the disparity in our night vision. The
darkened passage did lead somewhere, at least for twenty feet or so, and if it
went that far, it probably went a great deal further. Of course, it might only
take us to Olvas' private wine cellar, but every second of freedom was a prize
I was ill-inclined to yield. 


I bundled Arianwyn through the door and then slammed
it shut behind us. Groping blindly for the keyhole, I locked the door and
pressed on.


The only light came from the flames of my sword. Even
that was quickly swallowed by the mist-laden gloom, casting as many weird
shadows as it did patches of illumination. My eyes were acclimatised quickly,
but still I couldn't see much. The vaguest shape of brick-lined walls
stretching away into the distance. 


Arianwyn tensed. "I can hardly see anything."


"I can," I said. "Not much, but
enough to guide us." Behind us, a splintering crash proclaimed the demise
of the office door. "Come on." 


Neither she nor I spoke as we made our way through
the darkness – the only sounds were of our echoing footsteps and muffled
shouting behind. I took one of her hands in mine, as reassurance and, on one occasion,
as a means of dragging her onward. At least our path was straight and no held
no horrors. 


What started as a brisk walk grew faster as the
sounds from behind us betrayed the fact that our attackers were now battering
at the second door, and grew faster still when that obstacle also disintegrated
under the assault.


From the sounds of pursuit, the fallen were moving
faster than we were. Desperate plans formed. I could hold our pursuers for a
time if I had to. The tunnel was scarcely wide enough for Arianwyn and I to
walk side by side, and would sap whatever advantage of numbers our opponents
had. I'd have been tempted to make a fight of it, had Arianwyn her command of
the magic, or at least the sense to keep running whilst I covered her retreat.


Finally, we reached another door – one all but
identical to that through which we'd entered. It wasn't locked. In seconds,
Arianwyn and I were through into the lantern-lit space beyond. I slammed the
door, and scrabbled desperately for its bolts. There weren't any. Only then,
swearing profanely under my breath, did I look around. 


We had indeed
emerged in a wine cellar, or at least that was what the racks of bottles and
stacks of barrels implied. Fortunately, the vaulted space wasn't the dead end I'd
feared. Stone steps rose to meet an archway. Arianwyn, whose mood had notably
improved now she could see her surroundings, was already halfway up the stairs.
I ran after her.


The mist was ever-present, as indeed was
Otherworld's sickly pallor. This, in turn, meant more than the cathedral had
been drawn into Otherworld. Whether the whole city, or even the world, had met
the same fate, I had no way of knowing. What it meant here and now was that
Arianwyn couldn't use her magic. 


The corridor beyond the archway was strangely
familiar, though it took me a few moments to work out why.


"We're in the palace," Arianwyn said
disbelievingly. "Olvas had a direct passageway to the palace."


"Can you think of a better way to ensure
access to his patrons?" I caught Arianwyn's arm as she started off. "Where
are you going?"


"Outside. We can get outside from here."


But a different plan was forming in my mind. "No,
we need to go deeper. We can't keep running. Sooner or later we'll tire and I've
a feeling that they're not going to. We'll try something else."


Arianwyn regarded me with suspicion, but
fortunately chose not to argue. "Very well," she said, clearly not
happy. "This way."


We hurried
through a series of rooms and corridors, never once catching sight of another
soul. Nor did we lose our pursuers, if the sound of running feet behind us
could be believed. Once or twice, I caught snatches of bellowed orders. It was
remarkable how different the palace looked with its chambers wreathed in mist.
It was also strangely empty.


"Where are the guards?" Arianwyn asked
breathlessly.


"Probably in the square," I replied. "If
I needed extra muscle, this is the first place I'd strip of praetorians. That
reminds me..." I dug in my pocket, retrieved one of the lion-headed
amulets I'd acquired following the fight in the vaults, and threw it to
Arianwyn. "...put this on. We don't need the guardians after us as well."



Arianwyn nodded mutely and slipped the chain over
her head. 


I donned a second amulet. We'd passed several lion
statues in our mad dash, but I wasn't sure how long they'd remain motionless. 


We burst through a pair of double doors into a
lavishly-appointed sitting room. We were only halfway across when the doors
opposite slammed open, and six fallen thundered in. Without a word, Arianwyn
and I spun wearily back the way we'd come, but another group had followed us
in. Now on the wrong end of nearly six-to-one odds, our situation looked
hopeless.


This was my first look at the fallen close up and
they were even more disconcerting than at a distance. Their shining black eyes
had neither pupil nor iris, and their skin was waxy and pale. Worse than that
was the aura of malice that sat about them like a cloak. Whatever finer
emotions these souls had once displayed, it seemed only darkness now remained.


The fallen didn't advance at first. They seemed
interested only in preventing our escape. I took advantage of their hesitation
to lead Arianwyn over to the fireplace. As a defensible position it was
laughable, but I didn't care. I was interested only in what stood beside the
fireplace.


Arianwyn drew her dagger, a last display of
resistance spurred more out of principle than any anticipation of victory. I,
on the other hand, had at least part of a plan. With our pursuers all
gathered in the same place, it was time to set things in motion. I reached out
my hand, then froze in place as the leader of the fallen walked into the room.


"Lord Droshna wants the woman alive."
The newcomer's outstretched finger drifted lackadaisically from Arianwyn's
direction to mine. His voice was as peremptory as it had ever been in life, his
haughty expression accustomed to getting its way. "The other just needs to
die, as painfully as you can arrange. Unless you'd like to change sides?"
he asked me with a mocking grin. "I'd imagine Malgyne would happily forget
your transgressions for service, freely offered. Wouldn't you say, dear
brother?"


I should have felt angry, and perhaps I did, but I
never noticed it through the pall of sorrow. "I thought you'd moved beyond
this, Alfric," I said sadly. "I thought you'd found peace."


"You know nothing," he sneered. "But
then, you were always too ready to believe in happy endings. What you see before
you is who I truly am."


Was this then
the real Alfric? Had he chosen this path, or did some past bargain grant
Malgyne a power over him that he couldn't deny? I hoped the latter was true. I
still wanted to believe my brother had always possessed the potential to be a
good man. It didn't matter. If I wanted to survive the next few minutes, it
would seem I'd have to kill my brother again – though how I'd do that whilst
sorely outnumbered, I had no idea.


"And if I agree to serve Malgyne..."


"Edric, no!" Arianwyn's voice crackled
with emotion. 


But the question had to be asked, so I pressed on.
"...if I agree to serve Malgyne, does Arianwyn go free?"


Alfric laughed. "Of course not, she goes to
Droshna. Even if I wanted to, I don't think I could stop him from tearing
Sidara's last descendant limb from limb." His lips hooked into a feral
smile. "And I don't want to. It promises to be an interesting spectacle."
He clicked his fingers. "Take them!"


The fallen surged forward. My sword flashed out,
trailing fire. Two attackers crumpled to the floor in a spray of black blood. A
third reeled away, grasping at a bloody stump. Then I was borne to the ground
and my sword torn from my hand. Arianwyn thrust her dagger between the ribs of
one of the fallen. He roared with pain, and snatched the weapon away. It seemed
the fallen could be hurt by mortal weapons.


Alfric gathered up my sword and approached. Five
of his minions held me pinned flat on my back, one with her foot across my
throat. Three more held Arianwyn tight. She was still upright, but I couldn't
see how that would help us. 


"A truly remarkable sword," said my
brother. "It was always treasured, of course, but I don't recall any
mention of it being magical in any way. Care to tell me the secret?"


I glared at him. "The power of repentant
blood."


I was rewarded with a guffaw of laughter. "Repentant
blood? Mine, I assume? Oh really, that is priceless. The things people
believe." His voice grew hard. "How repentant do I seem at this
moment?" He held up a finger. "No, don't answer. I'll show you."


With mocking slowness, Alfric raised the sword in
a two handed grip, its point aimed down at my forehead. The flames licked up at
his hands, though if he felt any pain he gave no sign.


It was now or never. "Now, Arianwyn!"


Every eye turned to my companion. By the time they
recognised that her confusion mirrored their own, it was too late. I wrenched
my left foot free, planted the sole of my boot firmly in the chest of the
fallen who had so recently pinioned it, and shoved. 


The effect was everything I could have wished. My
victim shot directly backwards and slammed into a free-standing plinth. He
regained his balance almost at once, but I was no longer interested in him. My
attention was on the five-foot, priceless, Ithna'jîm vase atop the plinth. It
rocked, righted itself, rocked again, and then shattered into a hundred pieces
across.


Alfric sighed theatrically. "What did you
think...?"


A familiar
booming sound echoed though the room, drowning out his response. As before, the
alarm sounded three times before falling silent. 


Alfric glanced around, then gestured expansively
with my sword. "Well, that was unexpected. Pointless, but unexpected."



Two fallen – a man and a woman – didn't seem quite
so nonchalant as he. Their garb betrayed them as Tressians, and both wore
expressions suggesting they knew something significant had happened, but couldn't
remember exactly why.


"Anyway, where were we?" Alfric asked. "Ah
yes." He brought the blade about over my head once again. "Last
chance to join the winning side, brother."


"The answer's still no."


He shrugged. "As you wish." 


Alfric raised the sword high. Then he paused, as
if gathering some distant thought. Was he having doubts? I tried to think of
the words that might save my life, but nothing came. The blade flashed down.


Something large shot through the open door. It
slammed into Alfric, bowling him clear across the room. A moment later, a
second leonine form entered through the opposite door and fell upon the fallen.



It was a most uneven fight. Our foes' swords and
axes, whilst formidable against mortal foes, barely scratched the lions' bronze
hides. The guardians suffered no such handicap. Each swipe of their claws sent
a pale body sprawling, black ichor spraying from ragged wounds. 


Alfric scrambled to his feet, the guardians having
ignored him in favour of more immediate threats. He'd lost his grip on my sword
– possibly the only weapon in the room with any chance of damaging the
guardians – and did exactly what I expected. He fled, leaving his fellows to
their fate.


Seeing their leader abandon them without a second
thought, our surviving captors ran for the doors. Not one escaped. Only one
woman made it within five paces of the exit. She gave out an agonised howl as heavy
bronze fangs sank into her leg, and dragged into range of a mauling. As the
last fallen went still, the lions glanced briefly at Arianwyn and myself, and
began prowling.


Arianwyn regarded them uneasily, and toyed absently
with her amulet. "You might have told me you had something like that in
mind."


I reclaimed and sheathed my sword. "I wasn't
sure it'd work."


"Still," she said with a relieved grin. "I'm
impressed." 


I shrugged off the praise. One moment of adequacy
didn't make up for days of misjudgements. "We need to get out of here. The
alarm will have been heard, and I'm not confident our allies will come looking
for us before our enemies. Alfric's likely found help even as we speak."


Arianwyn laid a hand on my arm. "I'm sorry
Edric, I know how much you wanted to believe he'd changed."


"I don't want to talk about it."


"But..."


"I said I don't want to talk about it,"
I snapped. Arianwyn pulled away. Shame coursed through me. "Not yet,
anyway."


Leaving the bodies of the fallen where they lay,
we went in search of an exit. To my surprise, the guardians padded softly after
us or at least as softly as two ambulant lumps of bronze could manage,
leastways.


Arianwyn fiddled with her amulet as we walked. 


"Be careful you don't break it," I
warned. "I think we've had enough excitement for the moment."


"Don't worry," she said. "I'm only
trying to make sense of it. I can't access my magic, but these creatures
clearly still function. I thought perhaps I could tap into whatever it is that
animates them and... oh..." She lurched to a halt and her eyes defocused.


"What?" I asked, not sure how concerned
I should be.


"I've worked it out."


Behind her, the two guardians sat down in unison
and Arianwyn clapped with delight.


"You can control them?"


"I think so, it's quite easy really."


On her unspoken command, the guardians got to their
feet and followed once more. I watched them with suspicion, but decided I'd
take any help I could get.


We made it into the palace gardens without
encountering either more guardians, praetorians or fallen. Nor did we see any
further sign of Alfric. I was glad of that, as my feelings regarding my brother
had once more been reduced to a jumbled mess. With no obvious way to resolve
things, I decided to do the only thing that I could, which was to focus on the
larger problem.


First of all, we had to get back to Quintus and
the others – if they were even still alive. Given the numbers of fallen that
had mustered in the cathedral, I didn't hold out much hope.
























Five


 


I'd intended to meet up with
Quintus in front of the cathedral. We covered about half the distance when we
encountered a praetorian running as fast as she could manage in the other
direction. She was reluctant to talk at first, recognising neither myself nor
Arianwyn as a person of authority. Only when Arianwyn threatened to set loose
her newly acquired guardians – whom she'd named Jaspyr and Fredrik – did the
praetorian finally offer up information.


There'd been a battle in the square – a big one –
and Quintus had been on the losing side. Hundreds had died, and the survivors were
supposedly heading back to the bridge over the Estrina. Our informant had
decided to cut her losses at that point and seek safety elsewhere. Not wanting
the burden of an unwilling companion, I let her go on her way as we continued
on ours.


The Estrina was an artificial river, split off
from the Silverway where it entered the city walls. It had once served as a
mill race, and now acted as a secondary weir for its parent. It was deep,
swift-flowing and could be crossed at only one point. By the time we reached
its banks, the mists had faded and the light – what there was of it at that
hour – had regained its normal hue. 


We found Quintus at the bridge. The fleeing
praetorian, sadly, had not misled us as to the massacre – Quintus had only a
hundred or so men and women left out of those he'd mustered in the square.
Fortunately, Jamar and Constans were amongst them, but it still meant that we'd
lost the vast majority of an already meagre force. Quintus assured me things
weren't quite as bad as it looked, as he'd despatched part of his army to
assist Lord Karov in evacuating any civilians between here and the city wall.


With the fallen either unwilling or unable to
press the attack, Quintus had taken the opportunity to rally what troops he had.
He'd sent runners to fetch soldiers from the already-denuded towers, and begun
fortifying the south end of the bridge with barricades hastily formed from
carts and market stalls.


Arianwyn offered to help, but Quintus insisted we both
get some rest – to the point of threatening to have us escorted away if we didn't
go willingly. It seemed hubristic to argue when there was clearly a lull in
events, so we reluctantly found a quiet corner and snatched a few hours of
fitful sleep.


I was eventually awoken by Jamar's insistent hand
on my shoulder. "What time is it?"


"Mid-morning, or at least that's what the
clocks say," he replied. "As you can see, they and the world appear
to be in serious disagreement." 


He wasn't wrong. There was no natural light in the
sky, only the dead colours of Otherworld. There was mist too, I realised with a
sinking feeling. It wasn't quite so heavy as on the Estrina's northern bank, but
it was definitely on the move. 


"When did the mist rise?"


"A few minutes ago. That's why I woke you."
He looked across at Arianwyn. "I see you've acquired other bodyguards."


Jaspyr and Fredrik sat watchfully on either side
of their new mistress. I realised that Jamar would have woken Arianwyn as well,
but for fear of provoking her guardians. 


"They're hers, not mine," I said. "They
seem quite safe."


"Forgive me, savir, but it is not
their safety that concerns me." It was a poor joke, but I was grateful for
the effort.


"Where are the others?" Arianwyn asked,
without opening her eyes. Clearly she'd not been as asleep as we'd thought.


"Constans I haven't seen for some time,"
said Jamar. "The commander sent him to do so something, though I don't
know what."


"And Quintus himself?"


"Is pacing restlessly behind his defences,"
Jamar replied. "I think he worries that we don't have enough men."


Arianwyn opened her eyes and sat upright. "We
don't."


"Indeed, savim. But it is unhelpful
for him to make our plight so clear to his followers." The havildar plainly
disapproved.


"I'm afraid that's just Quintus' way," I
said "He may berate and belabour his underlings, but he'll seldom mislead
them."


"Most admirable, I'm sure. I think he
wishes this command had fallen elsewhere. His worry is not so much for defeat,
but because he fears defeat will come about through his own actions."


"He's told you this?" asked Arianwyn.


"No, savim, he has not, but I've seen
it before. At times, it is just the nervousness before battle that haunts all
sane men. At others..." Jamar trailed off. It was impossible to miss his
meaning.


I rose to my feet. "It doesn't matter.
Quintus is the best we have. Mikoi Endrov was the last of the great Tressian
generals, and he died  at Callastair."


"I know," said Jamar. "I killed
him."


Arianwyn's hand flew to her mouth.


"I didn't know that," I said.


He shrugged. "There's no reason why you
should."


As ever, Jamar tactfully avoided a much-deserved
criticism. Killing Endrov made him a genuine hero and I should have
known. 


Instead, he turned to Arianwyn. "He was a
credit to your republic and he died well. Let us hope the same can be said of
us." He shrugged. "Actually, my prince, there's another choice –
beyond fleeing in disgrace – that we'd be wise to consider."


"I think I'd like to talk to Quintus," I
said hurriedly. I knew exactly what Jamar was getting at and I wanted no part
of it.


Fortunately, Jamar didn't press. "Of course, savir.
I'll take you." He looked questioningly at Arianwyn.


"I'll catch you up." Her furrowed brow
told me she was intrigued by what Jamar had wanted to say but, for once, was too
polite to enquire.


Jamar and I passed through the waiting soldiers,
whose mix of praetorian, constabulary and regular military uniforms made them appear
almost as rag-tag as the fallen they would soon have to fight. There were even
a few Thrakkians, testament to how wide and desperately Quintus had cast his
net. What he'd promised to pay them, I didn't dare think.


All told, our defenders probably numbered three
hundred men. Arianwyn was right: it wasn't enough to win. However, with the
approach choked by the narrowness of the bridge, and with the advantage of the
barricades, we perhaps had a slim chance of prolonged survival. Though most
refuse to admit as much, the fortunes of war turn on survival more commonly
than victory.


The bridge over the Estrina wasn't so dizzyingly
high as the Lionhead bridge over the Silverway, but it was just as broad.
Indeed, in times past, houses and shops had been sited along both flanks, and
still left enough room for the enormous supply wagons to pass side by side. The
dwellings were long gone, dismantled when the roadways were expanded, and the
truth of the matter was that it would take more than fifty of our defenders to
form but a single line from one side of the bridge to the other.


This bridge was
one of the oldest structures in the city. Repairs had been made piecemeal, by
closing as little of the roadway as possible whilst engineers shored up the
weathered arches and worn pilings. The bridge had stood in that battered state
for hundreds of years, and its resilience had become a source of Tressian pride.
I, on the other hand, saw none of this redoubtable character. Perhaps I was an
unromantic foreigner, but I couldn't see beyond the gaps in the facing stones,
and the poorly-repaired crack running through the nearest of the three arches.
I shuddered to think what state the foundations and piers were in.


Quintus was pacing across the bridge's neck a
short way in front of the barricades. These had grown notably since I'd seen
them last, and were now easily twice my height at their lowest point. The
outward edge bristled with blades and sharpened stakes, turning a formidable
obstacle into a lethal one. Or at least that would have been the case against a
mortal foe. How it would serve against the fallen, I had no idea.


The only soldiers further forward than Quintus
were two unarmoured sentries he'd stationed on the far bank. Their only job was
to shout a warning, then flee – if they could.


With Jamar's help, I scrambled up the barricade's
inner slope and carefully picked my way down the other side. Jamar's descent
was much quicker, yet somehow more dignified. I blamed my wakeful grogginess,
but knew in my heart that my bodyguard possessed a physical confidence I'd
never match.


"Morning, my lord. I shan't say 'good morning',
as I don't like to wilfully lie." Quintus' voice was quiet – too quiet for
his words to carry past Jamar and myself. At least he'd ceased his pacing.


"Things are as bad as that?"


"Things are, if anything, worse,"
Quintus replied bluntly. "Karov's got the half of my men and he's
evacuating the streets between us and the wall, but we're talking thousands
upon thousands of citizens being driven reluctantly from their homes, and
ordered to leave a city that they'd always been led to believe was the safest
place in the world. On balance, I'd rather have my job than his."


"What about the districts north of the
Silverway?" Jamar asked.


Quintus grimaced. "I can't do anything for
them. If we're lucky, I've enough men to buy Karov some time if the enemy come
south. If I bring the fight to them, or break through to the north, we'll be
slaughtered in no time at all. They're not entirely defenceless – there are the
garrisons of the northern lighthouses, the guards stationed at the Pit, and
goodness knows how many militiamen watching over private estates. There are
three towers in that area alone, which probably gives them more soldiery to
call on than us at this point. If organised, they might stand a chance of
holding the crossings."


"And who's going to organise them?" I asked.
"Avanov's probably cowering in his estate."


"He'd not be any bloody use even if he weren't,"
Quintus said grimly. "No, I've sent Constans north to see to that.
Hopefully he'll get there and back unmolested."


I found the
idea ludicrous. "No one will follow Constans into battle."


"You think I don't know that? No, I've sent
Constans to speak to someone who can." He sighed. "Our enemies aren't
the only ones who can make deals with the dark."


It was now painfully clear who he was talking
about. "Solomon. You're releasing Solomon."


"I don't see I have any choice. Like it or
not, he has as much reason to fight as we do, and he's capable of leadership –
when it's in his own interest. The worst that'll happen is he'll run, which won't
leave us any worse off than we are now."


I saw his point, but I didn't like it. Arianwyn
would like it far less, I was sure, so that'd be another piece of information I
wouldn't volunteer. "We are what circumstances make us."


"I wasn't asking for your approval." But
Quintus was relieved to get it, nonetheless – a little of the tightness faded
from his voice. Quintus wanted this command no more than I did, and was
relieved to share its burdens where he could.


I glanced down the bridge to where the sentries
waited. The mist was thickening by the minute. The attack was sure to come
soon. "How long do we need to hold?"


"As long as we can."


I eyed up the barricades. "That might not be
very long."


"We'll just have to make it count. I've
marksmen on the rooftops, so we shan't want for supporting fire. I've told
Nierev..."


"Nierev? She's here?" I wouldn't have
thought her fit to fight.


"She's here. That Zorya of yours can work
wonders. I wouldn't call Nierev fully healed or anywhere near, but her house is
only a few streets behind us and she point-blank refused to leave. Packed her
family off as soon as I told her what was going on, but insisted on staying
herself. She's not terribly mobile, so I've given her command of the marksmen.
I've ordered her to make every shot count, so don't be expecting a hail of
fire."


The crossbow's not a fast weapon anyway. I'd have
much preferred a few companies of Hadari longbowmen, but that wasn't an option
open to us. "If Nierev's here, where's Zorya?"


"Around," he said evasively. "She'd
an idea I thought worth a try."


He went on to explain exactly what Zorya had
proposed. Jamar roared with laughter and clapped Quintus on the back with
enough force to stagger him.


"That's certainly ambitious," I said.


"Aye." Quintus eyed Jamar with mild
reproof. "I think it might work, and she was most insistent. Nobody
follows orders any longer." I tried to picture Quintus and Zorya arguing,
and decided I was glad to have missed that particular spectacle.


A shout from one of the sentries drew my eye
northward. A lone figure appeared out of the swirling mists. Constans.


He ran across the bridge to join us. He doubled
over as he came to a stop, braced his hands upon his knees and drew in a pair
of deep breaths before speaking. I'd not seen him so worn out before, even when
we'd run across the city the previous day.


"Pull your sentries back." The words came
between rasping breaths. "They're coming." 


"How many?" asked Jamar.


"Several thousand, at least."


Quintus beckoned to his sentries, then addressed
Constans. "All of them? There are none going north?"


"Not that I saw. But father always enjoyed
breaking resistance where he saw it was strongest. Right now that's probably
us."


"Droshna was your father?" Jamar
rumbled.


"I was adopted," Constans clarified
testily. "Look, if we're to stand around discussing genealogy, can we at
least do so from the illusory safety of the barricade?"


The sentries hastened past, and we followed in
their wake. "Did you reach Solomon?" I asked Constans. 


"Yes. He said he'd think about it."


"He said what?" roared Quintus.


"Relax. He'll do it, if only to prove his
superiority. It doesn't much matter now." My eyes followed Constans'
outstretched finger to the far end of the bridge. The fallen had arrived.


Whatever the doubts Quintus had entertained,
vanished with the sight of the enemy. He was bellowing as soon as his feet
touched cobbles, ordering his men into place with a confidence that was wholly
convincing. I saw now that he'd divided the defences into five roughly equal
lengths and given command of each to a sergeant of praetorians. These men and
women – whom I guessed had at least a century and a half's worth of experience
between them – wouldn't be easily dismayed, and would know how to react to the
battle's challenges.


I examined Quintus' soldiers as they took their
positions. They were nervous but determined, and I doubted we could have found
a better force had we the pick of Tressia's scattered armies. Of course, it
helped that Quintus had doubtless palmed the less reliable off on Karov to help
with the evacuations. What we had here were warriors who had chosen to fight,
whether out of duty or out of the knowledge that every moment bought with their
blood was another moment in which their families could escape.


All except the Thrakkians, of course. They were in
this solely for the money, but I had no worries about them. Once their loyalty
was bought, Thrakkians fought to the end. I'd seen them do so on many
occasions. Honour – to say nothing of their prospects of further employment –
demanded no less. And there would be a lot of gold to share between the
survivors – Quintus would have seen to that.


Quintus took position in the centre of the
barricade. I chose to make my stand a short distance to his left. That he hadn't
thought to give me any orders was a subtle sign of respect, or possibly an
indication he thought I wouldn't obey them anyway. Jamar stood with me. I
thought about sending him to reinforce the barricade's right flank, but decided
against it. He wouldn't readily be sent away, and I realised I was far happier
to have him close at hand. 


Constans took up position beside Quintus, his face
once more set with that distant expression I'd seen him wear ever since Malgyne
had broken through. Only Arianwyn didn't take a place on the barricade. She joined
the fifty or so praetorians Quintus had kept in reserve. Jaspyr and Fredrik
prowled at her side. I couldn't fault Arianwyn's reticence – as the mists had
risen, her magic would have slipped away. She should have left, joined Karov's
evacuation, but I knew she'd be no more willing to run than Nierev. Or the rest
of us, for that matter.


At the other end of the bridge, the fallen horde
shambled into view. Despite Droshna's pretensions, this was no army, just a mob
of wicked-hearted and black-eyed creatures with a shared goal. Then again, our
uniforms were just as mismatched and no banner flew above our heads. I'd not
been in a formal battle for at least a year, but still the absence of any
standard struck a jarring note.


Droshna himself marched at the head of the horde.
He was tall, much taller than I – a veritable giant. He, at least, moved with a
semblance of pride, but then Droshna had never been short of that particular
quality, if legend was believed.


His was a deeply scarred face, the legacy of many
battles won and lost. Despite the scars, there was a dark charm to his rugged
looks, which I suppose might once have been considered handsome. However, the
malice in Droshna's soul had long since twisted his countenance into something
malevolent. Even had his skin not borne the pallor of the fallen, his
expression alone would have betrayed him as a man beyond all redemption.


A great black
sword lay across Droshna's shoulder, a weapon of such size that I doubted even
Jamar could wield it effectively. Droshna swung the blade clear as he reached
the halfway point of the bridge, resting the weapon's point on the roadway, and
placed his two massive hands on the crossguard. The fallen horde came to a halt
behind him.


"Pathetic."
Droshna's voice sounded as if it issued from the very roots of the mountains. "First
that rout in the square. Now you cower like rats. The Republic has fallen far."
He spat on the roadway. "Is there not one amongst you who'll face me? Redeem
a measure of your ill-spent pride? Defeat me, and this ends. Is that not a
prize worth fighting for?"


Jamar shifted restlessly. I knew he was thinking
of accepting Droshna's challenge, even though nothing good could have come of
it. But then, so was I. Even the chance that Droshna would be true to his word
made his offer worth consideration.


"Nobody moves," bellowed Quintus. "Nobody
accepts that challenge." His eyes were fixed firmly on Droshna. 


I heard murmuring, but no one defied Quintus'
will. 


Droshna
laughed. "So Tressia chooses only the old and unfit for high office these
days? Your heart must seethe at the men and women you led to their deaths
today. Will you not come down and fight for redemption?"


It was now Quintus' turn to look tempted. I knew
how badly he bore the burden of those already slain. I couldn't let him accept
that challenge. But I couldn't think how to stop him without compounding the
problem. If I held Quintus back, the Tressians would see their commander
humbled. If I accepted the challenge in his place, I'd be dead in moments.


Fortunately, another chose to solve the matter for
me. 


"And why should any of us care what Droshna
the liar thinks of us?" Constans planted his feet atop the barricade and
shouted the question across the silence. "Droshna, the warrior so mighty
he attacks only when he's certain he can't lose? Droshna, a man famous only for
breaking every vow he's ever made?"


Droshna's face clouded with anger. "Who
dares?"


Constans threw his hood back and laughed. "One
who knows you better than any other."


Droshna face contorted like a beast's. Then, with
a clearly superhuman effort, he forced his wrath back. "Still having
difficulty choosing a side and staying true to it, my son?"


"Not at
all," Constans shouted back. "My place is wherever you're not."
He paused, then continued in a louder voice, an actor delivering the finale of
a great play. "Now, if you're done talking us to death, let's get to this.
Or will you slink back to your master and confess that a rabble of unfit,
cornered rats was too much for the mighty Droshna?" 


I didn't catch a word of Droshna's bellowed reply.
No sooner had Constans finished speaking than a great cheer rose up from his
end of the barricade. It spread infectiously as other voices took up the cry.
Droshna shouted again, but again his voice was lost in the cacophony.
Abandoning any further attempt, the brute swung his sword from the ground, and thrust
its broken point toward the barricade. The fallen horde surged forward and our
cheers died. 


That first wave was mere fodder to test our
strength. Not one wretch amongst them had been a warrior in his former life.
They were murderers, torturers and betrayers – the lowest of the low who'd
sought Malgyne's favour not out of a desire for victory, but for survival. They
came screaming and keening, a black tide driven to the barricade by fear of their
master. 


The air hummed with crossbow bolts. Shafts buried themselves
in torsos and limbs. Still they came on, whooping their eagerness. Here or
there a fallen did not rise and I saw that each victim had a bolt buried in its
skull. 


I turned back to where I'd last seen Arianwyn. "Find
Nierev," I shouted. "Tell her to aim for the head or not at all."



Arianwyn nodded, and then a cry dragged my
attention back to the barricade. The fallen were upon us.


They may have been tough, but their paucity of
coordination cost them dearly. They made no attempt to synchronise their
attacks. The quickest and strongest hauled their way up the barricade; the slow
and the weak were trampled onto the jagged outer face. Thus did those who
reached the crest do so without the support of their comrades, and found the
weapons of three or four defenders waiting. Our blades hacked down, and the
first black blood flowed.


My section of barricade was all but untouched by
that initial attack. These fallen were afraid of my sword and showed a
willingness to attack anywhere but where I stood. Revelling in the advantage
this gave us, I roamed the crest, moving always to wherever I was needed. A few
quick sweeps of white flame seemed enough to drive the fallen back, but they
always came back again the moment I had moved on.


Quintus had chosen his sergeants well. They fought
defiantly, never losing sight of the larger battle. As the fallen concentrated
their attack on the centre of the barricade, the sergeants on the flanks sent
men and women to bolster Quintus' line, ordering them back as the attackers reacted
to exploit that new weakness. 


The crossbow fire grew sporadic, but it was more
effective for that.  I assumed Nierev had received Arianwyn's message, for
every shot buried itself in a fallen's skull. I had no idea how the marksmen
managed such feats through the darkness and mist.


We had the
better of that fight, but our losses mounted. In ones and twos, praetorians and
constables were dragged over the crest and into the mass of fallen. Some died
as they fell, throats torn out or hearts pierced by wicked knives. Others were
trampled down onto stakes or bludgeoned to death at the foot of the wall they'd
fought so hard to defend.


I watched helplessly as clutching hands dragged a
screaming constable from the barricade and into the mob. Feral teeth tore into
his flesh. By and by the screams faded, but their memory lingered.


Arianwyn was determined to prove her worth, even
if she couldn't fight, and busied herself behind the barricade, pulling the
wounded and dying clear. The former to receive help. The others to pass with what
peace and dignity they could.


Jaspyr and Fredrik prowled ever at her side. Had I
been more confident in the barricade's strength, I'd have asked Arianwyn to
send them into the fray. The fact she hadn't already implied she too worried
that they were too heavy. I decided not to press the matter unless things grew
more dire.


I don't know how long that first attack lasted.
All I knew was that suddenly the fallen were gone from the barricade, the
survivors running back across the bridge, their slain mingled with our own dead
at the barricade's foot. 


A ragged cheer rose up amongst our lines. Defenders
set aside their weapons and looked to their wounds. Perhaps a hundred of the
fallen had been slain, whilst we'd lost thirty or so. Not a bad rate of
exchange, but unsustainable. And those had been Droshna's weakest troops.


"That wasn't so bad." The speaker was a
young man – a ridiculously young man – whose blood-stained tabard proclaimed
him a soldier in the Tressian army. 


"That was only the beginning," said
Jamar, honing an axe he'd inherited from a dead Thrakkian. "There'll be
plenty more of that before we're through."


And so there was. Droshna sent such waves three
times in the next hour. Each was repulsed as easily as the first, but by the
time the last had scattered, fully a third of our defenders had been slain, and
half as many again had been seriously wounded. 


Then, and only then, did Droshna launch his true
assault.


We heard the next attack before we saw it. Dark
voices boomed from the alleyways, their harsh cant rolling across the bridge
like a wind gusting straight from Otherworld. The rhythmic thunder of booted
feet underpinned the song, a sonorous march that shook the timbers of our
barricade, and cast a shadow onto even the stoutest heart. Droshna had grown
bored with our defiance.


Quintus clambered to the barricade's crest, and
set his back to the bridge. "Hold your positions!" he bellowed. "You
turn tail now, and you'll answer to me!" 


No sooner had he spoken than a line of grim
warriors, clad head to foot in battered plate and ragged chain, flooded the
distant bank. Their black shields bore no heraldry, and their blades gleamed
with sickly green light. These were not the wretches we'd already faced, but
fallen legionaries – the finest warriors in our enemy's service.


No battle-cry sounded the advance. The pitch of
the chant deepened, and they swept onto the bridge, shields raised high to
protect against our crossbows. Quintus swore, his curse lost beneath the
clamour, and readied his sword.


Other attackers had slowed as they reached our
barricade, daunted by the fight to come. Not so the legionaries. They picked up
speed in the final approach, as if they could sweep us aside through brute
force alone. Timbers shuddered as the first began to climb. Black blood flowed
as the defenders hacked down.


To my right, a
praetorian swept two legionaries from the crest, all the while screaming a
challenge to those on the slope below. Strong hands fastened about his shins,
dragging him downwards, and the challenge became a scream of terror. The
praetorian abandoned his axe, scrabbling for purchase on the timbers. I grabbed
at him, my fingers closing around his. Then the praetorian's hand slipped from
mine, and he was gone.


With each passing second, our situation grew more
desperate. The legionaries rarely fought as individuals, but as part of a
coordinated assault. They attacked one section of barricade merely to provoke a
weakness in another. We all but lost the leftmost span in the first few
minutes. The sergeant in command had sent the bulk of his warriors to help
Quintus' embattled centre. The fallen, scenting opportunity, threw themselves
at weakened flank like men possessed. The chanting mass crashed home, and I knew
with sickening certainty that I'd never get there in time. I searched
desperately for someone who could. "Jamar!"


The big man understood. He always understood. His
next strike swept a legionary over ramshackle rampart. Then he ran full tilt
for the endangered flank, the heavy Thrakkian axe dangling from his hand as if
it weighed no more than a feather. 


He arrived as the fallen reached the crest. The
axe gleamed as it left his hand, spinning end over end to bury itself in a
legionary's ribs. A second fallen hacked down. Jamar caught the woman by wrist
and throat, and heaved her into the river.


Breathless, I at last reached Jamar's side, what
remained of Quintus' pitiful reserve close behind. It wouldn't be enough – a
blind man could have seen that – but it was all we had. The only fleeting
upside, was that I'd seen nothing of Alfric. Though there was still unfinished
business to settle with my brother, I was just as glad not to attend to it.


A screech of tortured wood split the air.
Desperate screams and a rumble of timber on stone followed close on its heels.
The rampart trembled beneath my feet, and the barricade's leftmost span
collapsed, dashing its defenders to the roadway far below. A dozen dead, at
least, in one moment of misfortune. Worse, the fallen had a clear path to the
barricade's rear. Someone had to plug the gap.


"Go!" Jamar planted a palm against my
back, shoving me into  the breach.


The first legionary bellowed his last as my blade
severed his spine. Alerted by the dying scream, another fallen rounded on me. I
twisted the sword free, first into a hasty parry, then into a desperate
back-cut that dashed my attacker to the cobbles. 


Three more legionaries
stood between me and the breach. These unhappy odds soured further when my
previous opponent, still clinging to life, grabbed my ankles with equal
determination. I hacked down, half-severing his head, but the damage was done.
A sword hissed towards my skull, too swift to parry. I flung myself backwards.
The blow sliced only empty air, but my heel snagged on a corpse, throwing me
off balance. 


I'd have been done for in that moment, but for
Jaspyr and Fredrik. Moving with all the grace and fury of their flesh and blood
counterparts, the bronze lions burst from the mist, bearing my attackers to the
ground. As metal claws shredded armour and flesh, I glanced towards the
marketplace and saw Arianwyn watching me pensively. I waved to show her I was
unharmed. 


Then I caught my breath, and went back to the
fight. 


My intercession – or, more honestly, that of
Arianwyn's guardians – had bought enough time to retake the breached section,
so I reoccupied my old position. 


"Argh!"


Constans tumbled from the barricade, clutching his
arm. A praetorian moved forward into the gap and felled Constans' attacker, but
another fallen hacked the praetorian down. I was there now, my sword's flames
tracing bright patterns as it battered against shields and helms. Two legionaries
reeled away. A third barged me with his shield, slamming me back against timber.


Jamar now held that section of barricade alone,
but somehow his presence stalled the attack. Brute force was his weapon as much
as the axe in his hands, and neither shield nor armour could offer any
protection against those punishing blows. It took other men three or four good
hits to slay a fallen, but Jamar cut one down with every blow. As the fallen
went back, praetorians moved to Jamar's side and the barricade was saved. 


At least for the moment. 


Battered and bruised, I regained my feet. Constans
did not. He sat on the cobbles, a pained expression on his face. His hand was
clamped around his upper arm and blood seeped between his fingers. Constans, an
eternal, was bleeding. 


"It appears that I'm no longer as eternal as
I once was." His voice shook. "I thought this might happen."


It wasn't a
serious wound, but I supposed it was what the wound represented that pained
Constans more. For me, it was another telltale of our failing strength. Impervious
Quintus was morose, Arianwyn was a mage who couldn't use her magic, and
Constans was an eternal rendered mortal. I thanked Ashana for Jamar. Only he
seemed undiminished by our predicament. Indeed, he seemed positively enlivened.


I left Constans there. He was safe enough, and I
was needed back on the barricade. I reached Quintus in time to see him despatch
a fallen with a precise thrust through his visored helm – the last such fallen
alive on the barricade. Once more, Droshna's attack had stalled, but our
defenders now numbered only fifty effective combatants.


"We'll not survive another attack," I
said.


Quintus grunted, and cleaned his sword on a corpse's
tabard. "Aye, the thought had occurred to me."


"We've bought Karov as much time as we can.
It's time for your escape plan."


"I agree. Can you...?" Another formation
of fallen appeared out of the mists at the northern end of the bridge. "Take
over!"


He jumped down behind the barricade, and ran to a
jumble of straw and broken timbers. There, he seized a burning brand from a
nearby fire, and plunged it deep into the makeshift beacon. 


Quintus backed
away hurriedly as fire blossomed. Flames leapt into the sky with mad energy,
glorious even in the Otherworld-tainted light. I knew Nierev would see those
flames and withdraw her forces from the rooftops, but hers were not the eyes we
most needed to see the signal. I'd been incredulous of the plan when Quintus
had first told me of it. Now, as fiery reflections flickered across the
Estrina, I just hoped it would work.


The fallen moved onto the bridge. Droshna advanced
with them,  a towering spectre of death come to claim his due. It struck me
that we'd chosen exactly the right time to call a retreat. But we couldn't
leave the barricade yet. If we did, the fallen would be on us in seconds.
Quintus had shared his plan only with his closest allies, and many of the
defenders stared at the flames, wondering what they signified. The rest stared
at the oncoming fallen and wondered how they'd possibly survive.


The attackers' leading ranks had reached the first
arch when the bridge lurched. Muttering broke out around me, a consternation
that only grew louder when the roadway shook a second time. Running to the
bridge's side, I arrived in time to see a great chunk of stonework tumble away
into the churning waters. 


Droshna knew something was wrong. With blade and
bellow, he urged the fallen on – though I noted he did so whilst retreating to
the northern bank. 


Again the bridge shook. This time the crack in the
southernmost arch split wide. A section of roadway vanished into the depths. Moments
later, the southernmost pier finally gave way with a terrible, soul-wrenching
groan. The arches to either side shattered under the stress, showering stone
and scores of fallen into the Estrina. Then, slowly, majestically, the pier
toppled sideways and vanished into the rushing waters.


A ragged cheer broke out from our lines. With the
bridge gone, we all knew the attack was ended – at least for now. A handful
made it across the final arch, but Jamar led the surviving defenders over the
barricade and hacked them apart. As the hale looked to the fate of the injured,
I sought out Quintus. 


I found him beside the signal bonfire, staring
moodily across the water. For a moment I thought I caught a glimpse of Droshna
staring back, then the mist shifted and he was gone.


"We're not yet done, me and him,"
Quintus said quietly.


"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," I
replied.


"He's killing my city. We'll never be done 'til
one of us is gone."


"I don't understand why you didn't break the
bridge at once."


"It's all about buying time," Quintus
replied wearily. "If we hadn't fought them here, they'd have spent that
time finding a way across. Now we've cost them a few more hours. That's time
Karov can use to get more citizens to safety." He sighed. "And all it
cost was the lives of brave men and women."


"They volunteered. They all thought the price
worth paying."


"Doesn't make me feel better about it. Particularly
as I'm still standing here, without so much as a scratch." He stared at
the northern bank. "They'll find a way across, I've no doubt about that –
they'll probably attack the Tower of Dawn – it's practically a bridge in and of
itself – but that's Solomon's problem for now."


"If he chooses to make it so."


"Indeed."


The surface of the Estrina heaved, and Zorya
hauled herself onto the bank. She had green slime tangled in her sculpted hair,
blackish river-mud caked smeared across her limbs. The right arm of her blouse
had all but torn away. Her 'flesh' was chipped and cracked – presumably where
she'd used her shoulder as a battering ram. A fine network of cracks ran across
that shoulder, vanished under her clothes, then re-emerged to trace across her
neck and right forearm. It wasn't the cracks that caused me most concern, but
the pale blue light that emanated from them. How much, and how permanent, the
damage the sentinel had done to herself by saving us, I couldn't say.


Zorya stood upright, water cascading from her
sodden clothes. She curtseyed to Quintus with a precision and delicacy that
belied her horrific appearance. [[I trust that will suffice?]]


"Aye miss, it was very well done indeed. You
have my thanks." Quintus turned to me. "The other reason we didn't
destroy the bridge sooner is that it took Zorya pretty much every minute that
you were asleep to dig out the footings and pry apart the pier. The thing would
likely have fallen over before the year was out, but if Droshna had attacked so
much as an hour sooner, we'd all be dead by now."


I stared at Zorya, awestruck.


[[Please do not stare at me in that fashion,
Master Edric. I am aware that I am improperly dressed. I can only apologise.]]


I shook my head. "Sorry Zorya, my mind was
wandering."


[[Take care it does not get lost. We might not
find something so small without a good deal of searching. We do not have the
time.]]


Quintus shook his head. "I'd better get
things moving. We'll get the wounded on carts and head for the nearest gate. I
assume you'll be joining us, my lord?"


"No," I said. "At least not immediately."
Zorya had put an idea in my head, and I saw no good reason not to follow it up.
"I'm going back to the Tower of Stars."
























Six


 


We parted from Quintus' convoy of
tired and wounded soldiers a little more than an hour later. The commander was
determined to meet up with Karov's forces, and refused to delay whilst I
completed my errand at the Tower of Stars. If we wanted to meet up with him
again, Quintus told us, we'd find him either at the eastern gate or at the
guard house. We said our farewells and went our separate ways.


The Tower of Stars was in a sorry state. Quintus'
engineers had done what they could. Metal braces and great balks of timber now
lent strength to its weakened walls. With luck and calm weather, the Tower of
Stars would survive long enough to receive proper repairs, but its battered and
fire-blackened walls looked terribly vulnerable. I almost wished the mists of
Otherworld had reached this far – they at least would have concealed some of
the fortress' wounds. 


Thus far, the Tower of Stars lay outside of
Otherworld. We had emerged from the mists some streets back and were heartily
glad to have done so. The fallen were unable or unwilling to advance beyond the
boundaries, and being outside the mists was as close to a guarantee of safety
as could be found in the city.


Almost, but not quite. Though Karov had clearly
made great strides in evacuating the wall-ward streets, not everyone had chosen
to leave.  A few refused to leave their homes and possessions, preferring to
take their chances with the dead than with destitution. Most, however,  were
vagabonds who saw the crisis as an opportunity to plunder neighbours'
belongings.


No fewer than three groups of looters sought to
rob us as we made our way to the Tower of Stars. I'd be hard-pressed to say
whether it was Jamar or Constans – who had finally recovered a little good
humour – who enjoyed those encounters the most. Suffice to say, no one who
attacked us went on to cause trouble for others.


Constans' return to good cheer lay in the fact
that he and Arianwyn were on speaking terms again. At least, I assumed so, for
they spent much of the journey in each other's company, the guardians padding
quietly behind them.


So far as I could tell, Jamar and Zorya said nothing
the entire time. Jamar had been too busy watching for potential dangers. The
sentinel had fallen silent ever since I'd explained why I wanted to return to
the tower. I tried to tell myself there was nothing significant about this, but
at no point did I really believe it and this only served to weigh my spirits
down. Only after our third encounter with looters did my mood improve, and then
only because Arianwyn put her arm in mine and chose to walk the rest of the way
in my company, rather than Constans'.


Now we stood in the ruins of what had once been
the entrance hall – or at least, most of us did. Jaspyr and Fredrik had refused
to set foot in the tower, no matter what urging Arianwyn attempted. She'd
assured me they'd wait outside, and that was that. It was peculiar, but what
wasn't? Putting that mystery to the back of my mind, I returned to the problem
at hand. 


"Zorya, I think it's well past time that we
talked to the  other sentinels."


[[They will not listen.]]


"Perhaps, but we have to try."


Zorya thought for a moment, and nodded. [[We have
to try. If you will follow me, Master Edric?]]


Arianwyn and I followed the sentinel into the
sub-levels. Jamar and Constans opted not to accompany us. Jamar, I knew, wanted
to retrieve his Hadari uniform and armour if they had survived the fire – if he
were to die, he'd much prefer to do so in the raiment of his own people.  I
understood the sentiment, but didn't share it. Death was death. If I were to
pass from this world, my clothing didn't rank highly amongst my concerns. 


Three steps from the foot of the final staircase,
Zorya stumbled. It was such a human act that I moved instinctively to before I
remembered just how heavy her stone form was. Zorya was barely slowed by my
intervention. Sheer momentum pulled her free of my grasp and she collapsed in
an undignified heap.


Zorya refused any offer of assistance, but mutely rose
to her feet. Was it my imagination, or had the spiderwork of blue lines spread
further across her face? I glanced at Arianwyn and saw my concern magnified a
dozen times over. To me, Zorya was an ally, she was a constant of Arianwyn's
life, and by far her closest friend.


[[My apologies, Master Edric. It would appear my
exertions left me more weakened than I had suspected.]]


"Just your exertions?" I asked
carefully. "You're injured. Will your wounds heal?"


[[Yes, or perhaps no. Either way, it is not
important.]]


"We think it's very important," Arianwyn
put in, a catch in her voice.


[[I know, Mistress Arianwyn, and I thank you both
for your concern, but there are more important matters. My duty is clear.]] 


With that, Zorya turned and headed down the
corridor.


"Edric..." Arianwyn began.


"I know. But if she won't talk to us, there's
not much we can do– if indeed there's anything to do. Much as I hate to
admit it, she's right: there are more important things for us to attend to."
I sighed.  "Try talking to her later. She might be more inclined to
discuss it if I'm not around."


Arianwyn nodded mutely and we set off in pursuit. 


I remembered the route clearly from when Jamar had
brought me here. I'd been so angry then, not just at Arianwyn and her peculiar
family for withholding information, but also at Jamar for provoking the
situation. Those reactions seemed distant enough to belong to another person
entirely.


A few minutes later we arrived in the sentinels'
forbidding mausoleum. The chamber had survived intact. Hundreds of eyes still
stared sightlessly towards the door through which we'd entered. Not so much as
a single sentinel was out of place.


"How do we talk to them?" I asked Zorya
quietly.


[[There is no need to whisper, Master Edric. Your
voice will not disturb them.]] 


I hadn't realised I'd been whispering, but then
there was something about that chamber that encouraged reverence. 


Arianwyn smiled at my momentary discomfort, then
rephrased my question for me. "How can we speak so that they'll hear us?"


[[They can hear you now, Mistress Arianwyn. It
would be a mistake to confuse stillness for slumber.]]


As if on cue, the sentinel in the centre of the
first rank twisted its head to face us. [[Indeed sister. We hear much. More
than others might wish, perhaps.]] Her voice was suffused with the slight
hollowness that characterised Zorya's speech. She had the classical likeness of
a young noblewoman, even down to the coldly regal expression. [[You have been
injured, sister.]]


[[I have, Svara,]] Zorya replied. [[It was
necessary.]]


[[It was not.]] Svara's voice held an obvious
reproof. [[You chose to become involved. This is the consequence.]]


[[What would you have had me do? Many would have
died without my assistance.]]


[[Many have died with it,]] said Svara. [[What
difference do a few lives matter? We cannot be driven by such things. Mortals
have always come and gone, and always will.]]


That statement, so flatly and callously delivered,
spurred me to intercede. I opened my mouth to speak, only to close it again as
Arianwyn trod none-too-gently on my foot. I caught the warning look in her eyes,
and reluctantly subsided.


 [[We permitted you and the others to ally
yourselves with the mortals from the tower above,]] said Svara. [[This was at
variance with our duty, but still we permitted it. Now, you are damaged. Three
of our kind have been destroyed. Nothing good has come from setting your
purpose aside in order to aid mortals, but I sense you wish us to follow your
example nonetheless?]]


[[I request nothing. Time is precious. I did not
wish to waste so much as a moment trying to convince you. But I was bidden to
make the attempt, and so I am here.]] With a whisper of skirts, Zorya sank to
one knee and bowed her head. [[I request nothing of you, nor of the others; I
beg. This may not be the war that the Radiant intended us to fight, but it is no
less important.]]


Little of this made sense to me and, if the look
on Arianwyn's face was anything to go by, she was just as much in the dark as
I. I'd never really understood Zorya's place in the order of things, but only
now was I realising the breath of my ignorance. Only one thing was clear: Zorya's
words made no impact on Svara's calculating heart.


[[You spoke truly,]] Svara said. [[This is not our
war, and we will not fight it.]]


"You don't understand," said Arianwyn,
the familiar aristocratic chill in her voice. "Death is dragging the
living realm into Otherworld. If we don't stop him, the word 'life' will no
longer have any meaning. The world as we know it will no longer exist."


[[What you describe is merely part of the cycle;
the struggle between the Raven and the Thorn. They have been at war since time
began, and their battles will never end.]]


"I'm not sure that's true," I said
carefully. "This doesn't feel like a battle, it feels like a rout. Malgyne's
forces are running rampant, and there's no sign of Jack doing anything to stop
it."


[[Such is the perspective I would expect from a
mortal,]]  Svara said sadly.


"Are you not mortal?" Arianwyn asked.


[[Not as you would understand it. The Radiant gave
us the strength we would need to endure. Our hour will come, but it is not this
hour.]]


Zorya stared at Svara. [[You are as blind as they.
More so perhaps, because your vision is clouded through choice. The Radiant
would wish us do all we can, not hide ourselves away in preparation for a
battle that might never come.]]


[[You voiced this argument before, and we indulged
you. We should not have done so. You have become lost in a world not your
own.]] Svara raised a hand and pointed to Arianwyn. [[It has pleased you to
play at mother, but this mortal is not your child. Her people are not your
people. Her world is not yours to save. It is not ours to save. Not yet.]] 


Svara extended both arms, palms outward, towards
Zorya. [[Come back to us. We forgive your wayward acts. Devani and Jarilla have
already returned. They have seen the folly of their actions. We will make you
whole.]]


[[You are lost.]] I'd thought Zorya's peculiar
voice incapable of emotion, but those three words contained a despair that made
my heart ache. [[Were it not so, you would never ask this of me.]]


[[I ask only because I do not wish my sister to
pass beyond this world with her purpose incomplete, her duty unfulfilled. You
are damaged; you cannot endure. Do not leave us.]]


Zorya turned her back on Svara and the massed
ranks of sentinels. [[My purpose and yours are no longer the same.]] Without
another word, she stalked out of the chamber. 


Svara turned her baleful attention upon Arianwyn
and I.  [[Leave us, mortals.]]


Arianwyn rounded on her, making no attempt to
conceal her disgust. "Why you heartless, callow..." 


"Don't worry, we're leaving," I said,
before Arianwyn's invective reached full flow. There was little point in
reinforcing failure, and none at all in antagonising a creature I had no idea
how to defeat should she become riled. "But I've one question, if I may?"


[[Ask, and be gone.]]


"The other sentinels. Do you speak for them?"
I still held out a sliver of hope that some might consider breaking ranks with
Svara.


[[No, I speak only for myself. However, the others
have heard all that we have discussed. Had they disagreed, I am sure they would
have made their opinions known.]] She paused, then continued in what she
supposed a kindly fashion. [[We bear you no ill will, even though you have
corrupted Zorya. But do not come here unbidden again.]]


Arianwyn called her a name so vulgar that I was
shocked to discover she knew it, then stormed up the steps after Zorya. With
one last look at the army that could have saved us all, I followed. 


Zorya waited on the other side of the great metal
door. No sooner had we passed through to join her she slammed it shut with such
force that it buckled under the impact, and two blocks of masonry fell from the
ceiling overhead.


[[I am sorry, Mistress Arianwyn. It appears I miscalculated
the weight of the door.]]


Arianwyn took the sentinel's arm and smiled. "I'm
not sure we've any reason to go back in there for a while anyway."


[[No. It contains nothing of value any longer.]]


"What is the war Svara spoke of?"


[[I barely remember. I doubt any of us recall it
clearly. It used to seem so important, but now I cannot even remember the
Radiant's face. Or her voice. I have a memory of great beauty, nothing more.]]
Zorya shook her head slowly. [[It is of no account. The refusal is grounded in
fear, not duty. The last time Svara and the others marched to war, they found
themselves upon the losing side. They still bear the shame of those times. They
seek comfort in a half-remembered purpose, and fear expending their strength in
another cause.]]


"What if she's right?" I asked.


"Edric..." growled Arianwyn.


[[I do not believe she is, but it no longer
matters. My decision  is made.]]


"You honour us," I said. "I only
hope we're worth it."


[[You have made a good start. Now you must build
upon it.]]


Jamar thudded down the steps. He was again
resplendent in Hadari armour and robes, and looking all the more formidable for
it. He picked up on our sombre mood almost immediately. "Can I assume
things did not go well?"


The only answer he got was a small shake of the
head from Arianwyn as she and Zorya continued up the stairs. 


Jamar turned to me in puzzlement. "My prince,
I seem to have caused offence."


"It's not you." I recounted a truncated
version of what he'd missed.


Jamar was quiet for a long moment after I'd
finished speaking. For a while I thought he was about to pick up where our last
conversation had left off but, if that was the case, he quickly decided against
it. "I feared my news would be hard enough to believe," he said
instead.


"Your news?"


"You'd better come up to the library. There's
something you'll want to see."


I don't know what I expected to find in the ruins
of that once sumptuous chamber, but it most certainly wasn't a dead strawjack.
It sprawled, lifeless, across the charred remains of what had once been an
armchair, limbs trailing across the floor and its broken body stained with
discoloured sap. This, I was fairly sure, was the same creature I'd encountered
on the streets of Tressia, equal parts Jack's messenger  and enforcer.


"Look familiar?" Constans sat propped in
the breached wall, legs swinging idly and his eyes fixed on the creature.


"Yes," I said. "Is it dead?"


Constans shrugged. "'Dead' is an increasingly
unspecific term hereabouts. Let's say it hasn't evidenced any signs of life. How
did things go downstairs?" 


"Badly. The sentinels refused to help, and
either Zorya exiled herself in protest or they disowned her – I'm not sure
which."


He gave a low whistle. "We're becoming an
unhappy little band of outcasts, aren't we? You banished from your people by
royal decree, me from mine by the passage of time, and now Zorya's been cast
adrift for daring to care. It sounds like the start of a bad joke, or the punch
line to a rather better one."


I didn't say anything. Constans wasn't quite
correct, but it was close enough to the mark to make me uncomfortable.


"Of course," Constans went on, tapping
the bandage around his arm, "my problems look like they'll be coming to an
end, sooner or later."  He smiled wanly. "It's odd, I've wanted to be
released from this curse for years. Typical it should fall when the living
world can't afford to lose me." He caught the expression on my face and
laughed. "Don't worry, I'm not planning on some grand and fatal gesture.
At the very least,  I'd like to make things up to Arianwyn, and I think that will
take  some time."


"She's not forgiven you?"


"She has, after a fashion, but it doesn't
change how I feel. For years I was, well, evasive, in order to spare my
own embarrassment. No, that particular redemption will be a little harder to
earn, at least from my point of view. In the meantime, I'll just have to learn
to live with limitations again, that's all."


"The rest of us seem to manage."


"Oh, I know. But even with the prospect of
death aside, I'd forgotten just how tiring things could be..." He broke
off. "Oh, hello. It seems our friend wasn't quite as lifeless as we
thought." 


He wasn't wrong. The strawjack started thrashing,
its branches and tendrils flailing wildly. Stepping back, I put a hand on my
sword. Somehow, the creature didn't feel threatening, but I knew better than to
take chances. Constans watched with interest.


The strawjack's tendrils shifted and twisted back
together. A moment later, a hooded and masked facsimile of Jack stood amongst
the sap-stained ruins. This was no foot-high mannequin, but a creature that
stood as tall as I. Yet still I felt no fear. The strawjack's transformation
had done nothing to disguise the damage it had suffered – though his eyes
glowed with green fire, Jack looked just as battered and ravaged as had his
servant.


{{Greetings, mortal.}}


"We can skip the pleasantries," I said. "Why
are you here?"


{{I need your help.}}


"You certainly need someone's help. You
barely look like you  can stand."


Arianwyn, Jamar and Zorya filed into the room.
Arianwyn started at the sight of Jack, and settled into wary watchfulness. 


{{It was unavoidable. The Raven's pawns attacked
my servant as it made its way here.}}


"No more or less than you deserve, under the
circumstances."


{{Foolish, conceited mortal. None of this would
have happened if you had surrendered the portalstone.}}


I laughed bitterly. "That's rich. None of
this would have started if you hadn't tried to wrest control of Otherworld from
Malgyne. Now he's decided to take the fight to you, and we're caught in
between."


Jack bristled. {{I was unprepared for so vigorous
a response. It was never my intention to place the living realm in such peril.
I sought only to end his tyranny.}}


Over by the breached wall, Constans raised a hand.
"I don't like expressing my ignorance in such lofty company, but would
someone please tell me what's going on?"


"It's quite simple," Arianwyn replied,
glaring at Jack. "Everyone we know is to die because Jerack wanted to
remove death from the world, but didn't think things through."


"Is that even possible?"


{{Everything is possible,}} Jack hissed. I
realised that Constans' removal from the ranks of eternals meant that he was
now fully visible to Jack. {{How long have you lived? Much beyond the 'possible'
span, as such things are understood.}}


"He makes a fair point," Jamar said. "Not
that it helps us."


"Leaving that aside, why did you even want
the portalstone?" I asked Jack. "I mean, just denying it to Malgyne
would have only slowed him down, and when we tried to use it to close the
bridge, things got worse."


Jack laughed, a dry rattling sound more sinister
than humorous. {{And if a child fails to lock a door because the workings of
the mechanism are beyond his intellect, does that mean that the lock is
defective, or that the child is stupid?}}


Arianwyn's face twisted with guilt. "You're
saying this is my fault?"


{{That would imply that you had any chance of
wielding the portalstone's power. Had you a hundred years to study, I doubt you
could have grasped its workings. The Raven has manipulated you all beautifully.
I almost admire his deceits.}}


"I think we'd all much rather you told us how
to defeat him," Constans said airily. "Assuming, of course, that we
can."


{{Mortals cannot defeat Death – that is a cornerstone
of existence.}} Jack paused, then went on slyly. {{But his plans can be
stopped. You cannot use the portalstone, but I can.}} 


"Don't take this the wrong way," I said,
"but you don't look like you'll last five minutes, let alone a trip to the
cathedral."


{{You speak the truth. This strawjack is spent. A
few minutes more, and its last life-force will ebb away.}}


"Then what use are you to us?" asked
Arianwyn harshly.


{{That is not my decision to make.}}


"What do you mean?"


{{Strawjacks are vessels that convey my will, but
humans can also serve that function. Specifically, one of you can serve that
function, if you so choose.}}


The thought of it made my skin crawl. Arianwyn
took an involuntary step backward. Jamar frowned – which for him counted as a
massive outpouring of emotion – and Zorya, of course, gave no reaction.
Constans looked thoughtful. I shot him a querulous look, but couldn't catch his
eye.


"Why can't we wait until you can get another
strawjack here or, better still, until you can come in person?" Arianwyn
demanded.


{{I cannot leave Fellhallow. I can act only
through others.}}


"Excellent," I said sarcastically. "What
of the other option?"


{{We can wait, but time is not our ally. The
magics the Raven has used to build his bridge will soon allow him to remove the
portalstone from the site of ingress. Once that happens, he can hide it
anywhere  he wishes. It is doubtful we will ever find it. If we are to act, it
must  be soon.}}


"Very convenient. What if I don't believe
you?" 


Jack gazed balefully at me, but said nothing.


"I don't think we have any choice but to
believe him," said Arianwyn reluctantly. "We've a lot to lose by
delay, and I'm not sure what he has to gain by deception."


"Except for a new puppet, of course," I
said scathingly.


{{It will not be as you describe. I will not
interfere with my host, merely offer guidance until the time comes to act.}}


I wasn't happy with that, not remotely. Yet this
seemed to be the only hope we had of undoing Malgyne's work. Perhaps the risk –
if indeed there was any – was worthwhile.


{{My word, once given, is inviolate.}}


There were legends concerning the Lord of
Fellhallow being unable  to break an honest bargain. I cast my mind back to my
most recent trip to Otherworld. It was true Jack could have overpowered me and
taken the portalstone, but he'd chosen not to do so – or had been unable
to do so. Given how things had progressed, I rather wished he'd made  an
exception.


[[I am willing to bear this burden,]] intoned
Zorya.


{{Impossible,}} Jack hissed. {{This creature has
the stink of the Radiant about it.}}


"This is no time to be choosy," I
chastened.


{{It is not a matter of choice.}}


"I'll do it." The softly spoken words
had come from Constans.  As everyone turned to look at him, he spoke again,
this time with an almost-convincing level of confidence. "I'll do it."
He shrugged. "I'm the obvious choice, and I'm expendable." 


Jamar scowled. Arianwyn looked away. Neither said
anything.


"I don't believe anyone considers you
expendable," I said.


"Then you're all fools," Constans said
cheerfully, then held up a hand and started counting off his reasons. "I'm
far older than any of you; I've done some truly reprehensible things; and I'm
the only person in this room who's no longer contributing anything that any
fool with a sword couldn't. In fact, thanks to my recent return to the ranks of
mortality, I'm not even terribly good at that. I'm slower, far slower than I
was before. It's going to get me killed sooner or later anyway, so why not go
in style?"


"But..." 


Constans forged on through Arianwyn's interruption.
"You're also forgetting that Jerack's only a temporary tenant, and a quiet
one at that. This is only dangerous if he breaks his word, and one does not remain
a great power by making foolish choices."


These last words had a subtle layer of menace to
them and I realised that Constans wasn't just the right candidate – he was the
only candidate. The willpower that had kept him true to his chosen responsibilities
would serve him well if Jack reneged. I didn't have half his focus or probably
even half of that. Arianwyn would have been our next best choice but, leaving
aside how appalling I found the thought of Jack taking root in her head, she
was also our next best chance of victory if Jack failed. We couldn't risk
losing both at once. Jamar's willpower was probably comparable to Constans',
but I doubted he'd know how to resist a great power, whereas Constans must have
learned a few tricks to have thrown off Droshna's influence all those centuries
ago. It had to be Constans.


"Thank you, Constans," I said. I tried
not to think on his earlier denials concerning 'grand and fatal gestures'.


{{It is settled then?}} hissed Jack.


"It's a long way from settled," Arianwyn
said coldly. She looked from Constans, to Jack, to me and back to Constans. "Or
have any of you forgotten that we can't so much as get to the cathedral without
an army? And our only hope for an army just turned us down."


Zorya raised her head as if to speak, but lowered
it again without  a word.


Arianwyn pressed on. "Quintus' forces are
dead or fleeing, Jerack has no strawjacks close enough. There's no point
risking Constans unless we can make the whole plan work." Arianwyn spoke
effusively, a woman convinced as to the rightness of her cause. And she was
right, at least as far as she knew. 


Constans started speaking, trying to reason with
her. I wasn't listening; nor, so far as I could tell, was Arianwyn. Jack stared
at Arianwyn, clearly trying to decide whether a further word from him would
advance or harry the cause. Jamar gazed at me, his brow set and his expression
expectant. I knew what he wanted. Gods, but I knew what he wanted. I'd resisted
him at the bridge, but now? What was the point? We didn't have any other
choice. 


"I know where there's an army." I spoke
quietly, even hesitantly, yet the room went instantly still.


Constans was the first to speak. "I'm sorry
Edric, but could you repeat that? It sounded like you said..."


"I know where there's an army," I
repeated, louder this time. A long kept secret was almost out in the light, and
the sense of that burden finally being lifted gave me fresh confidence. "It's
encamped not far from here and it's been expecting trouble out of Tressia these
last six months, though not in this form."


The penny finally dropped. "You're talking
about the Hadari army?" Arianwyn asked. "The Hadari army? Why would
they help us, or even listen to us?"


"I rather think Edric is suggesting that they'd
be listening to him," said Constans drily.


"But you were cast out, exiled for..."
Arianwyn's voice tailed off, though whether it was because she'd worked it out
or because she was trying to avoid mentioning Alfric, I wasn't sure.


"He wasn't exiled," rumbled Jamar. "He
left willingly and, I might say, over the protests of the Golden Court."


Arianwyn looked closely at me. "Is this true?"


"It's true," I said.


"But you told me you'd been banished."
Her tone was puzzled, more than hurt – a fact for which I was thankful.


Jamar gazed solemnly at me. "He had been,
after a fashion, but it was at his own hand and no one else's. It's not my
place to speak on these things, of course," he continued, signposting his
intention to do just that, "but I've always assumed you were punishing
himself as no one else had the authority to do it. An honourable course –
foolish, certainly – but honourable nonetheless. It's why we came here, Romark,
Haril and I. We hoped to keep you alive long enough for good sense to return. It's
also why I've never taken offence when you've been less than polite. I've never
believed it was me that you were angry with."


I shook my head at how badly I'd misjudged Jamar. "You
might  be right."


Arianwyn regarded me with exasperation, then spun
away. "Fine. So there's an army. Are you sure they'll follow you?"


"Not in the least. But there's a chance,
especially if my uncle is still with them. He'll hear me out." 


Arianwyn still didn't look impressed.


"Look, I know this isn't ideal," I said.
"Believe me, it's the very last thing that I wanted, but we're running out
of options and we're running out of time."


{{I must have a new host,}} Jack said urgently.
{{I cannot hold this form together much longer.}}


Constans dropped down from his perch. "Very
well, what do you need me to do?"


"Constans..." Arianwyn moved to bar his
path.


"We've been over this. There's no other
choice."


Arianwyn gritted her teeth and stood aside.


Constans looked at Jack. "Well?" 


Jack didn't answer, but extended an arm that
instantly split apart into a writhing mass of tendrils. 


"Ah..." Constans said. "This is
going to hurt, isn't it?"


{{Yes.}}


"I rather thought it might," Constans
sighed, then screamed as the tendrils lanced into his chest. 


For a moment, he stood motionless, impaled upon
Jack's tendrils, his lifeblood dripping to the floor. Then the glow faded from
Jack's eyes, and the empty shell toppled forward, disintegrating into woody fragments.



Constans collapsed. Zorya caught his falling body.


"Constans? Constans?" Arianwyn
called his name a half-dozen times more, her voice increasingly insistent and
worried. Fortunately, the wounds appeared to be closing of their own volition –
presumably through some trick of Jack's.


Finally, Constans' eyes flickered open. Blood
oozed from the wounds in his chest. His eyes held a faraway look that I couldn't
imagine boded well. "There's no need to shout, Ari. I already have
something of a headache."


"I know this is a foolish question, but are
you alright?" I asked.


"I'm fine, at least I think so." He
tapped the side of his head. "I can feel Jack buzzing around; he's not
giving me any trouble – well, not yet, anyway." He cocked his head. "He's
insistent that we shouldn't be hanging around wasting time when there's so
little of it left. I rather think I agree with him."


It seemed we had a new ally – a voice in the back
of Constans' head. I hoped we wouldn't come to regret it.





















Seven


 


I'd be lying if I'd said I was
happy with Jack taking root in Constans' body – there were just too many
unknowns. I had no doubt Jack's goals were synchronous enough with ours that he'd
cause no trouble in the short term, but in the long run? Certainly the Lord of
Fellhallow was keeping something from us – such was his nature. But what that
was, and how we'd counter it, were problems for another time. 


No sooner had Constans picked himself up off the
floor than the light in the room changed, and mist curled through the broken
wall. Otherworld was overtaking the Tower of Stars.


"It appears that we'd be best served by
moving on," said Jamar politely. "If there's anything more we need
from the tower, we should gather it quickly."


It seemed that no one did, or at least no one
raised any objection,  so Jamar and I hustled everyone outside. With the mists
rising, the fallen were sure to arrive soon, and I had no desire to be trapped
in a  ruined fortress.


Jamar was the last to leave, having stopped off in
the tower's armouries. In addition to his sword, he bore a brace of daggers
buckled at his waist, a battleaxe strapped across his back, a large round
shield slung upon his left forearm and another sword – this one of Tressian
make – in his right hand. The burden must have been enormous, yet he wasn't at
all slowed by it. I don't think he even noticed.


Jaspyr and Fredrik padded back to Arianwyn's side
without so much as a word of command. Something puzzled me about their
behaviour, though I couldn't quite put my finger on it. Maybe I just couldn't
reconcile how protective they were of Arianwyn with how remorselessly their
fellows had pursued us in the vault.


I led my mismatched companions through the
mist-wreathed streets. I wanted to find Quintus before we went in search of my
people – he at least needed to know our plan if my people were not to be
mistaken for an army of invasion. Of course, that all depended on whether or
not I could get my people to intercede; an outcome of which I was still far
from certain. It would have been better to find Karov, as his authority would
provide a better guarantee, but I had no idea where the councilman would have
scurried off to. On the other hand, there was only one place that Quintus would
have fallen back to, if he hadn't already fled the city: the guard house.


In that horrible light, every shape and shadow
took on the aspect of a lurking fallen, and my nerves were well-worn before we'd
covered more than a quarter of the distance. The buildings, once tall and noble
structures, were now made over as temples to a sinister god. Statues leered
from porticos, their blank eyes alive with black fire. Death masks peered from
gable walls and stared blankly down at the streets. Iron railings were now
barbed and twisted, as if subjected to impossible heat. And everywhere –
perched on top of statues, at wing in the air or grubbing around in gutters for
morsels of food – were ghostly ravens. Some were solid but translucent
counterparts to their mortal shadows. Others were little more than wisps of
smoke affecting the form of feather and bone.


There were bodies everywhere. They lay singly or
in small groups, Tressians of all walks of life overtaken by Droshna's host.
Many had been partially devoured, proof that the ranks of the fallen still
contained plenty of the wretched creatures we'd slain by the score on the  Estrina's
banks. 


Fires burned at many intersections, great bonfires
of dead flesh standing taller than I. They billowed green through the mist and
sent foul smoke spiralling through the streets. The sight was horrific enough,
but the smell was stomach-wrenching. Constans, informed by Jack's silent voice,
told us they were part of Malgyne's ritual to solidify his grasp on the world.
I wondered if we should delay Malgyne's progress by dousing the flames, but
decided against it. There would be no surer way of revealing our presence, and
I expected the fires would be lit again soon enough.


Of living souls, we saw no sign. I recalled those
citizens we'd encountered on the way to the tower, men and women who'd refused
to give up their homes despite the horror overtaking the city. I'd no doubt
that most, if not all, were now dead. I forced down the guilt I felt at having
left them to their fate. I couldn't save everyone. In fact, it looked more and
more like I'd be lucky to save anyone.


Three streets over from the Tower of Stars, we
found a small knot of praetorian corpses clustered around the junction of two
alleyways. Judging from the debris, they'd barricaded themselves in as best
they could. It hadn't been enough. More people I hadn't been able to save.


Something burst from under jumble of shattered
crates. It was a wretch, its face slick with blood, and a gobbet of sinew dangling
from its broken teeth. It took one look at us, and bolted for the open street. 


I sprang after the fugitive. Jamar was faster. Catching
the fallen in three mighty strides, he bashed it to the ground with a swipe of
his shield, then severed its head with one blow. 


A maddened shriek split the air. A second wretch
stood a few paces distant from Jamar, his dark eyes fixed upon us. The shriek gurgled
and died as one of Constans' daggers caught the creature in the throat. It
slumped to the ground, but the damage was done. All around us, the air filled
with harsh cries. Ghostly ravens, stirred from their roosts, wheeled and
circled above us.


Cursing foully under my breath, I urged my
companions onward.  We crossed the next two streets without incident, though at
the latter only so because Constans bade us wait while a large patrol of fallen
tramped over the cobbles. These were not more of the feral creatures we'd
already encountered, but cold-eyed legionaries marching in near-perfect
formation.


We waited until the sound of marching feet
vanished, then we ghosted across the street into the welcoming shelter of the
alleyway beyond. Grateful that the patrol hadn't spotted us, we hurried through
the alley's confines.


We'd gone maybe three dozen paces when it
happened. A wretch dropped from the eaves above us with a piercing shriek. It
landed square on Arianwyn's back, bearing her to the ground. A dagger glinted
in a wicked arc, then spun off into the darkness, as Zorya grabbed the fallen
by its neck and slammed it into a wall. Deep-throated bellows sounded from the
streets behind us. Arianwyn scrambled to her feet and we redoubled our pace.


Another wretch appeared out of the mists. Jamar
hacked him down without even slowing. Others dropped from above. Zorya snatched
two from the air before they even landed, throwing them back for Jaspyr and
Fredrik to maul. A third mad-eyed fallen evaded her grasp and lunged at
Constans, only to shiver to a halt as Arianwyn's dagger sliced into  his spine.


"I have them!" The angry bellow echoed
down the alleyway.


Legionaries burst from the mists behind us. With
little else in the way of options, we fled. More legionaries waited at the alley's
far end, formed and ready.


"We've been herded," muttered Constans.
There was a slight green glow behind his eyes. A side effect of his bargain
with Jack? It might have just been a trick of the Otherworld light.


Jamar pointed calmly to a side passage. "This
way. We'll make our stand there."


He'd chosen well. The alleyway was so narrow that
only two attackers could approach at once. Jamar planted himself firmly in the
centre. Constans and I stood a little behind him – far enough away to give him
room to work, but close enough that he wouldn't be  fighting alone.


Jamar jerked his head further down the alley. "There's
a sewer grate back there. See if you can get it loose," 


The first of the legionaries had reached the
junction. They cautiously made their way down the alley, wary that our sudden
halt signified some trick or trap. 


The sewer grate was almost as wide as the alley,
and badly rusted. Zorya ripped it cleanly from the cobbles.


"Is it big enough?" Jamar asked, his
eyes on the advancing fallen.


Arianwyn nodded. "Plenty. But we'll have to
be quick."


"You first, savim," said Jamar. 


Arianwyn hesitated for a moment, then obeyed. She
waited just long enough for Jaspyr and Fredrik to drop down into the darkness
below – a sensible precaution, given that none of us knew what might be lurking
down there. 


I tapped the sentinel on the shoulder. "Zorya?"


[[No.]] The blue spiderwork of her wounds glowed
weirdly in the Otherworld light as she took up the axe slung across Jamar's
back. [[You and Master Constans will go next.]]


Constans regarded her with suspicion, then dropped
down into the sewer. I didn't. Zorya gazed at me. 


[[Go. I will stay and hold them whilst you
escape.]]


"No," I said flatly. "No one stays
behind."


[[We have no time to argue, Master Edric. If they
have not yet found Quintus, we cannot risk leading them to him. Someone has to
delay our enemies long enough for them to lose the trail.]]


"You can't hold them back alone!"


"She's not going to," Jamar, said
quietly.


"You can't be serious," I objected, but
my denial of the situation wasn't helping. The fallen were closing. We'd only
moments until they plucked up their courage and charged.


"My prince, we all have our parts to play.
Zorya and I shall play ours, so that you can play yours." Jamar took a
pouch from his belt and pressed it into my hand. "It has been my honour."


"No," I said softly. "It has been
mine." 


I embraced Jamar, bowed to Zorya, and then lowered
myself into  the darkness.


My boots splashed into ankle-deep water. I heard
the scraping noise as Zorya lowered the grating back into position. I caught
one last glimpse of the sentinel, then she moved out of sight.


"What's going on?" The catch in Arianwyn's
voice betrayed her suspicions. 


I opened the pouch. Silver gleamed. The silver of
three remembrance rings: Romark's, Haril's... and Jamar's. Constans' eyes were
grim. Arianwyn's were bright with tears. 


She blinked them away. "Keep moving, or it'll
be for nothing." 


As if to reinforce the point, the ground shook as
the fallen charged home. I heard Jamar answer with a battle cry of his own, then
clashing of blades drowned out all other sounds. A fallen, black blood spurting
from its wounds, pitched across the grate. 


With one final look to where I'd last seen Jamar,
I turned and, with a heavy heart, led what remained of my company deeper into
the sewers. 


*******


It transpired that Constans knew
the sewers of the city only a little less well than he knew the layout of the
streets – a fact that somehow surprised me not at all – and he led us confidently
through the maze  of tunnels.


At no point did we encounter any fallen. The
closest we came to conflict was when something large and reptilian rolled off a
ledge some distance in front of us, vanishing into the darkness of a culvert.
Arianwyn's guardians crouched into hunting stances, but the creature did not
emerge again. We passed the culvert without sign of the beast, but I found my
mind dwelling on it for a long time afterwards. It was easier than thinking
about what fate had befallen Zorya and Jamar.


Even so, I found their absence hard to bear. Twice
I turned to ask Jamar a question, then remembered he was no longer there. Jamar
had survived ridiculous odds outside the Tower of Stars just a couple of days
earlier, but I couldn't conjure any hope that he'd endure this time. Perhaps,
if Zorya had been hale and uninjured, the two of them would have found a way to
fight free, but I had a suspicion Jamar had stayed behind precisely because he
knew she was in no fit state to fight alone.


Arianwyn was even more dispirited. I'd lost a
friend I'd found only a few days ago – she'd lost someone she'd known all her
life. She wore a brave face when she knew that I was watching her, but the
facade crumbled when she believed my attention was elsewhere. Only Constans
seemed unperturbed. Over the centuries, he must have lost more friends and
allies than I'd ever known. Still, I couldn't help but wonder if this was
another sign of Jack's influence. 


When we finally emerged from the sewers, we did so
water-logged and thoroughly dispirited. At first, I feared I'd guessed wrong.
The mists had reached this part of the city, and I worried that Quintus would
have abandoned even his treasured headquarters. As it turned out, I needn't
have feared. Though the building appeared as empty and lifeless as those nearby,
Quintus had indeed set up shop inside, relying on shutters and curtains for
concealment. It was an almost childish trick, but one that seemed to have
worked so far. The main door swung silently inwards as we approached. The space
beyond lay in darkness, but a pair of praetorians beckoned us in. Only when the
first door was closed behind us was an inner door opened, and we were admitted
into a dull, lantern-lit space.


The room beyond was almost unrecognisable. For one
thing, all the furniture had been pushed to the edges of the room. For another,
it was full of grim-faced soldiers and praetorians, some sleeping shiftlessly
on palliasses, others wide awake and watching us with suspicious eyes. All were
wounded and battle-worn, and had the look of men and women who'd seen little
success and much hardship.


A familiar face greeted us. Lieutenant Nierev walked
unevenly, and with the aid of a stick. Her expression was no less weary than her
fellows, but she made an effort at cheerfulness. "Never thought I'd see you
again."


"I could say much the same about you," I
said. "You must be as stubborn as the old man."


Nierev shook her head. "No, I owe it entirely
to Zorya." She looked around. "She not with you?"


"No. No, she's not."


Nierev picked up on my tone and didn't enquire
further. Her eyes drifted away from mine to where Jaspyr and Fredrik had taken
up station by the main door. 


"I suppose you want to see the old man."


"Please. I won't tell him you called him
that."


Nierev smiled thinly. "It wouldn't matter if
you did. He's no attention for anything save the problem at hand." She
touched me on the shoulder and led me towards the stairs. Constans and Arianwyn
followed. When Nierev was sure we were out of earshot of everyone else, she
continued in hushed tones. "To be honest, I'm worried about him. It's like
he's taken this personally. I know he's mourning for the dead – we all are –
but there's an anger too. I'm worried he'll something foolish, but I'd rather
you didn't tell him I said so."


"I wouldn't think of it." I'd seen a
little of what she'd described during the battle at the Estrina – just how bad
had it become? Well, we'd soon find out.


Quintus' office, at least, was exactly as I
remembered it from a few days ago, with its uneven floor and well-worn
furniture. Quintus sat at his desk, a map of the city sprawled before him and
the ever-present pipe in his hand. He was not alone. Lord Karov sat opposite.
Both men were deep in conversation, but stopped when we entered the room.


"About time you showed up." Quintus waved
us into empty seats. "We'd all but given up on you. Are the others
downstairs?"


"They're not coming," Arianwyn said
tersely. 


I gave both men a potted version of what had
happened since I'd last seen Quintus, although I passed over the subject of Jack
and the bargain we'd struck. I wasn't happy about keeping that detail from
Quintus, but I didn't know or trust Karov well enough. It seemed neither
Arianwyn nor Constans disagreed, because they didn't seek to broach the
subject. I said nothing about the prospect of bringing the Hadari army to the
city – that would wait until I'd seen the lay of the land.


When I'd finished, Quintus took a long draw on his
pipe and shook his head slowly. "You'll have to forgive me if I don't seem
shocked. I'm sorry about the others, I really am. But we've lost a lot of good
people in the last few hours, and I don't know that I've any feeling left to
show."


"Has it gone that badly?" asked
Constans.


Lord Karov answered tiredly. "There are some
few thousands of citizens beyond the city wall. As far as we can tell, anyone
else who lived south of the Silverway is dead. There might be handfuls still in
hiding, I suppose. Even so..."


"Has there been any word from the north?"
I asked Quintus.


"No. I sent a few runners out to the towers,
and to the Pit. Half returned, and I don't think we'll ever see the rest again.
We don't think the fallen have crossed the Silverway, but we don't know for
sure. I have no idea if Solomon's cooperating or not. It could well be him that's
silencing my runners."


That was a pleasant thought. "So Droshna
holds the lower half of the city?"


"Aye, and all the towers by now. That's where
they've put the bulk of their forces. I shouldn't complain, as we'd probably
never have evacuated as many if the bulk of the army had been breathing down
our necks, but it hurts us, and hurts us badly."


"They've taken the towers?" Constans
asked. "How did they manage that so quickly? They're impregnable."


Quintus leaned forward. He didn't raise his voice,
but the was a hard edge spoke of anger boiling beneath. "Because some
idiot stripped back the number of defenders, that's why, and because Droshna
sent those accursed revenants against them while we were playing games at the
Estrina. He didn't need that crossing; he was only toying with us. The towers
were designed to repel flesh and blood attackers, not ghosts who walk through
walls and laugh at cold steel. What I wouldn't give for a chance to show that
bastard just how clever I think he is."


"Were there any survivors?" I strove to
get Quintus onto a safer subject. If Droshna came within Quintus' reach, it
would be the commander who'd suffer for the meeting.


"Aye, a few, but nowhere near enough. Some
are downstairs, others are holding the eastern gate. Most are outside the walls,
trying to keep the civilians safe. They're probably the luckiest. They're too
far away for me to give them orders."


"We've been over this, commander," Karov
said calmly. "You're not to blame. These are extraordinary events."


Quintus snorted. I knew what he was thinking. The
city had been the stony centre of the Tressian republic for generations. It had
held firm against war and siege. Now it crumbled like a rotten tooth. I caught
Nierev's eye. She'd warned me that Quintus might be on the verge of breaking.
All I could promise was a little hope, so I explained where I was heading, and
why.


Karov and Quintus took the news better than I'd
expected. They were proud Tressians, and the idea of seeking salvation from an
ancient enemy must have rankled them terribly. But then, both were desperate.
Better a Tressia beholden to outsiders than one utterly destroyed. Even so,
neither man was truly happy.


Karov was the first to speak. "You believe
you can make this work?" His voice held only mild enquiry, rather than disbelief.
He was a politician, adaptable to changing circumstance.


"I can try." If Karov wanted surety, he'd
have to seek elsewhere.


Quintus stirred from thought. "How do we know
we can trust your warleaders not to take advantage? Don't get me wrong, my lord,
I'm all for a way out of this, but I wonder at the price."


"Oh for
pity's sake!" Arianwyn sprang to her feet. The cold stare was back on her
face, and she now focused it mercilessly on Karov and Quintus. "I can't
believe I'm hearing this. We're on the edge of the city sliding into the
Otherworld. This isn't going to stop until Death is defeated or the whole world
is in his grasp." She was shouting now, her righteous anger radiating like
a physical force. "If Edric can get the Hadari to help, the first question
should be 'How can we ever thank them?' not 'How do we get rid of them again?'
Priorities, gentlemen, priorities."


How Karov and Quintus didn't shrivel up on the
spot I wasn't sure. Apparently they were made of sterner stuff than I'd
suspected. 


Karov even had enough courage left to argue. "Please
understand, my dear; it is no simple thing to reach out to enemies cultivated
so long, especially when the situation may yet be recoverable without their
help. The potential consequences..."


His words stood less chance than a leaf in a gale.
"Lord Karov, let me say again: thousands are dead; the city is all but
lost; our nearest army is at least a week's march away. What potential consequences
can possibly be worse than the reality we face?"


"We don't know that we can rely on them,"
Karov said flatly. "It's as simple as that. I don't want to go down in
history as a trusting fool."


"Fine." Arianwyn gave Karov the full
benefit of her stare. "You don't trust the Hadari. I'm not asking you to
trust them, I'm telling you to trust Edric. Since this sorry mess began he's
spared no effort to do the right thing. He could have walked away at any point;
he could walk away now, but instead he's offering to put his people on the line
alongside ours. And what does he get? Gratitude? No, his offer is met with
suspicion and poorly-veiled insults. You should both be ashamed."


Karov cleared his throat and attempted a
peremptory tone, but his heart wasn't in it. "Your advocacy is nothing
short of impressive. But, I think we're all aware as to your feelings
concerning the ambassador."


"Quite, quite." said Quintus. 


Karov looked pleased, but only for a moment. 


"But that doesn't mean she's wrong,"
said Quintus. "In fact, she's talking sense. The way I see things, it's
better to go down in history as a trusting fool than a proud one. And the
Hadari have as much to lose here as we do. It'll just take them longer to lose
it, that's all." Quintus nodded at Arianwyn. "Besides, Lady Trelan's
right about one thing: we don't have to trust every Hadari who lives and
breathes, just the ambassador. If I'd trusted him a little sooner, maybe we
wouldn't have had the need for this conversation. I'm prepared to trust him
now."


Nierev unfolded herself from the corner. "As
am I."


"And I," said Constans.


Karov rose and stabbed an angry finger down at
Quintus. "It's not your decision to make. It's one for the council, and
the council alone. Not this group of..." He threw up his hands in
exasperation. "I don't even know how to describe you!"


Not to be outdone, Quintus stood up and jabbed
Karov in the chest with the stem of his pipe. "Actually, the 'council' –
by which I mean you – put me in charge of the defence of the city. It's my
decision and the only people I'm interested in consulting are in this room. I
think they've made their opinions plain."


Karov bristled, but he'd lost, and he knew it. "You
may regret  this course."


"Aye, you're right," Quintus agreed, "but
I'll have to be alive for that, and I'd say that was a fair trade." He
turned to me. "Ambassador, I think it's fair to say the Tressian Republic
officially offers the Hadari Empire an alliance, and requests their aid against
a shared foe. Lord Karov will provide suitable documentation shortly, won't
you, my lord?" 


Karov seethed, but nodded.


"Well then." Quintus smiled for the
first time since we'd entered the room. "That's all settled. Now, if you'll
please excuse us, Lord Karov and I have a war to prosecute."


Arianwyn, Constans and I took the hint and allowed
Nierev to show us into a room on the next floor down. "You may as well eat
something whilst we're waiting. I'll send a runner to the east gate and have
them prepare three horses."


"Actually, that had better be two horses,"
said Constans.


I shot him a questioning look. 


He shrugged. "Quintus looks like a man preparing
to go down with his ship, whether or not that ship is sinking. One of us should
help Lieutenant Nierev keep an eye on him. I'm the obvious candidate. Besides,
Jerack has a few ideas how we can give the Raven... I mean, Death... a few
moments of pause." He smiled. "Anyway, if it all goes wrong, the
three of us against a whole army won't give a terribly different outcome to the
two of you alone against a whole army, is it?" 


I saw the logic, but I didn't like the idea much.
My friends were being stripped away from me in roughly the order I'd acquired
them. A week ago I'd never have believed that such a thing could matter so
much, but it did – it mattered a very great deal. I looked at Arianwyn and saw
my own sadness reflected in her eyes. 


"Very well," I said. "But no
foolish risks."


Constans laughed. "And what makes you think
that I'm ever going to make a promise like that?"





















Eight


 


We left the guard house a few hours
later, slipping away into the darkened mists without incident. Constans escorted
us as far as the east gate. I was glad of his company. With Jamar and Zorya lost
so abruptly, I was learning to appreciate those who remained.


As Quintus had promised, Lord Karov provided documents
laying out the terms of an alliance between the Hadari Empire and the Tressian
Republic. Indeed, they appeared to be most generous. If the accord was struck,
Tressia would relinquish the contested territories along the Toriana Plains, as
well as the fortress-port of Fathom Rock. That last part was particularly
surprising, as Fathom Rock had lain in Tressian hands for over two hundred
years. There was also the promise of mutual defence, favourable trade and the
return of Kai Saran's crown.


Karov was either duplicitous or desperate. It almost
didn't matter which – if those documents didn't tempt my people into entering
this fight, nothing would.


What was interesting was that Karov didn't
accompany us to the gate. I'd have thought his first instinct would be to get
as far away from the advancing fallen as possible could, but apparently I'd
misjudged him. When Arianwyn ventured the opinion that he'd be a better choice
to conduct negotiations than she or I, Karov simply smiled and explained that
he wouldn't abandon his city whilst hope remained. Either he didn't trust
Quintus to do the job properly, or he'd no faith in the alliance coming to
pass. Or just perhaps, he was a far nobler man than I gave him credit. 


I didn't have an opportunity to say farewell to
Quintus, because he'd vanished into the night whilst we'd been eating. A
messenger had made it through from the north bank of the Silverway, or so
Nierev told us, and Quintus had left shortly after. Nierev didn't know who'd
sent the messenger, but it seemed likely he'd come from Solomon. 


That, at least, was reason remain hopeful. I
wouldn't have trusted Solomon to fight directly at my side, but I knew enough
about him to believe that if he'd chosen to safeguard the northern end of the
city, he'd do so – at least for a time.


The guard on the east gate gave us no trouble.
Quintus' orders had reached them long before we arrived, and a pasty-faced
constable, barely out of childhood, stood waiting with a pair of sturdy roan
horses. The girl looked nervously at Jaspyr and Fredrik as they prowled around
Arianwyn's feet, but kept her composure long enough to detail the provisions
laid out in our saddlebags.


I estimated had enough food for three or four days
travel. That was vastly more than we needed, as I hoped to be at the Hadari
encampment in no more than seven or eight hours. The Toriana Plains made for
good horse-country. Providing we made no major detours, the journey should have
been swift and, above all, safe. On the other hand, assumptions of a similar
nature had already caused me plenty of trouble in the last week, so I merely
thanked the constable for her diligence and then left the city that had been my
home for these past six months.


Arianwyn and I followed the road for the first few
miles. Though the mists were as heavy outside the walls as in, the route was
marked by firestone lanterns. Here and there, one was missing, either having
gone out or some ill fate having befallen the iron post to which it was
attached, but enough remained that we could keep to our course without too much
trouble. 


We'd journeyed less than a quarter hour when we
encountered the tail end of a people on the move. There were horses and wagons
as far as the eyes could see, but above all there were men, women and children
hurrying down the road as fast as their legs would carry them, hoping that in
speed they would find salvation. 


That road ultimately led to the Tressian fortress
of Northwatch, and I wondered idly if the castellan of that citadel knew what
was descending upon him. I didn't doubt he'd been told – Quintus or Karov would
have seen to that – but no words expressed on paper could have done justice to
the sight of so many people lost in a wilderness they'd thought would ever
remain beyond sturdy walls. 


Praetorians rode ahead, behind and at the sides of
that great column. They attempted to keep it in order, but were too few to make
more than a token effort. Fortunately, most of the refugees we passed were
subdued by their plight. Others could muster only the effort to beg piteously
for food or to offer me gold for my horse.


Yet there was
always the potential for violence. As Arianwyn and I wended our way through the
despairing ranks, a fight broke out as frayed tempers turned a simple argument
into something dangerous. A burly man in a rich velvet tunic had beaten bloody
a boy half his age, and now went to finish things with a dagger. I spurred
forward, using the bulk of my steed to force the crowds apart, and hoisted the
lad onto my horse. The bulky man stared murderously at me, but recognised me as
a much more dangerous proposition than the terrified boy and let me be.


Riding to the edge of the refugee column, I gave
the lad into the care of the praetorians, then decided Arianwyn and I would be
best served by striking away from the road. We'd have to part company from
well-trodden paths before too much longer anyway, and the crowds were slowing
us down.


As soon as we left the road however, another
problem arose. Whilst the roadway had been lit by lantern light, the plains
were not. I was not a good horseman. The idea of spurring full-tilt into the
misty darkness was not one I entertained with any fondness. Nevertheless, I
pushed our pace as much as I dared, trusting to instinct and Ashana's blessings
to keep us safe.


Fortunately, the mists soon fell away. Finally I felt
the cool wind upon my face and heard the night come alive with the hundred
subtle sounds of the untamed wild. Even better, with the departure of the
mists, the light of the moon returned. 


With the moon and the stars in sight, I could
navigate far more reliably than before. There was more than enough light to see
by, and I picked up my pace before remembering that Arianwyn and her
city-dweller's vision wouldn't fare so well. In the end, we solved this problem
by affixing a pair of lanterns to my mount's panniers so Arianwyn wouldn't lose
sight of me.


Arianwyn proved a surprisingly capable horsewoman.
Even so, I sought routes that followed the gentlest slopes, and avoided broken
ground where rocky spurs jutted through the undergrowth. Often this led us on
winding detours that I would have otherwise sought to avoid, but Arianwyn and I
could afford the loss of time far more than we could an injury to ourselves or
to our steeds. 


The lions were still with us. I'd wondered if they'd
be able to keep pace, or even function outside the city. As it was they proved
as swift as they were tireless.


As we entered the Contested Lands, I extinguished
the lanterns and dropped back to Arianwyn's side. Ruins dotted this part of the
plains, the remains of farmsteads and villages razed across years of claim and
counter-claim. Any one could house a nest of bandits, and I didn't need the
lanterns giving us away. With the light gone, Arianwyn no longer saw enough to
direct her own horse, so I took over her reins.


"I've never been so far from the city,"
she said. "Where are we?"


"Unless we're
horribly off-course, that intimidating cluster of shadows to the south is all
that's left of Torgovald." She stared at me blankly. "Torgovald? As
in 'The Last Stand of Torgovald?" I saw no glimmer of understanding, and sighed.
"If you believe the histories – and personally I don't – that's where the
first real battle of the war was fought."


"And you don't believe the histories?"


"Not so far as the enshrinement of first
battles, no. I'd imagine the real spark-point was some grubby skirmish in a
village too poor to have a name. Not the manner of battle anyone wants to enshrine
as the reason why so many have died."


"If you don't mind me saying, you seem
entirely too cheerful."


I thought about that for a moment, but could
marshal no argument against it. "You're right. I'd forgotten how much I
missed being out in the world, away from what it pleases you Tressians to call
civilisation."


She laughed softly "And there are no cities
in your land?"


"A few," I admitted, "but I don't
care for those either. The Sarans were nomads. I think wanderlust still flows
through my veins. Maybe that's why I'm inexpressibly poor company when I'm
cooped up behind city walls."


"One of the many, anyway," she agreed,
leaving much unsaid.


We crested the next rise to find a great valley
laid out before us, and a river running noisily southward through the outskirts
of a ruined city. This was a desolation far wider and grander in scale than any
other than we'd passed. Some buildings were little more than clusters of
tumbled walls and jumbled stone, but further to my south I spied larger and
grander structures. Some were easily as vast as the council palace in Tressia,
and their elegant spires gleamed brightly in the moonlight. I brought the
horses to a halt.


"There's a bridge a little way north of here.
Until we get to the other side, don't speak unless it's absolutely necessary.
If we're to find any kind of trouble, it'll be here."


She nodded, an apprehensive look creeping into her
eyes. "I'll have Jaspyr and Fredrik scout ahead. That might save us from
some unfortunate surprises." 


I nodded my assent, and the guardians sprang off
into the night.


I led our
horses to the bridge at little more than a walk, my senses alert for anything
out of the ordinary. I hadn't wanted to tell Arianwyn, but this wasn't just
another set of ruins – it was the northern edge of Ardovo. This was the oldest
of all Tressia's cities, save perhaps Callastair, and it had a reputation
almost as grim as that ghost-haunted ruin.


I'd been there twice before: once on a scouting
expedition, and a second time with an army at my back to exterminate a bandit
clan who'd taken up residence. Both visits had been in daylight, and I confess
the way the moon-shadows fell gave the place a more sinister aspect than I
remembered. So malignantly did those ruins sit on the valley floor that I
considered taking another route, but we needed to cross the river, and there
wasn't suitable portage for leagues in either direction. I chose to press on,
and prayed to Ashana for protection.


No sooner had we crossed Ardovo's outer boundary
than the wind came alive with wolf-like voices. There was a hunger in those
cries, and intelligence too. Were the tales about Ardovo true?


Seconds passed like minutes, and minutes were
agonising eternities as we walked our horses slowly and soundlessly through the
night. Every noise, every whisper of movement grated on the nerves, provoking
imaginings of terrors hidden in the darkness. 


It was bad enough for me, and I could at least see
– what Arianwyn went through I could only imagine. Wolves would have been bad
enough for a child of the city, and I was fairly sure whatever waited in the
darkness was no mere wolf. Yet she didn't make a sound, nor do anything to give
us away, not even when strange lights started danced across the ruined spires
some way to our south. She took one of my hands in hers, and grasped it so
tight I lost all feeling in my fingers, but it went no further.


Finally we were across the river and climbing the
hills on the far side, the mysteries of Ardovo behind us. I hurriedly added it
to the list of places that I never wanted to see again and led the horses on.
Jaspyr and Fredrik, of course, looked completely unconcerned, though I saw a
smear of blood across Fredrik's face. I wondered briefly what the guardian had
encountered, then decided that I didn't want to know. By the time we'd reached
the base of the next hill, Arianwyn had finally slackened her grip on my hand.


"I'm sorry about that." I flexed some
life back into my fingers.  "I didn't think it'd be so bad, but it seems
not all of the rumours about Ardovo lack substance."


Arianwyn stared steadily at me. "If you had,
would you have still brought us this way?"


It was a good question. "I suppose I would."


"Then there's nothing to apologise for.
Except, perhaps, for not warning me," she said levelly. "But then, I'm
starting to realise you're not above keeping a few secrets."


I'd wondered how long it would take for that to
come up. "I'm sorry I told you I was an exile. It was true, after a fashion."


"Is that kind of truth often in fashion in
the Golden Court?"


"More often than not. Am I forgiven, Miss
Kallindri?" I asked, purposefully employing the pseudonym under which
she'd initially presented herself.


"Yes Edric, you're forgiven. As you so politely
pointed out, I'm hardly blameless in the field of fashionable truths. Just
understand that if this doesn't work out for us, it will go very ill for you."


"If we can't stop Malgyne, I'll unlikely be
in any state to suffer overmuch from your retribution."


Her eyes shone in the darkness."Who said I
meant Malgyne?"


We made better time after that, and soon came upon
a ruined mill, the charred wreckage of its sails twitching forlornly in the
breeze. After Arianwyn had sent the guardians to check nothing unwelcome lurked
within, we took shelter and ate a hurried meal of dried fish and bread. 


We caught an hour's restless sleep in that place.
By the time we were on the move again, the first rays of dawn touched the sky.
An hour after that, we crested another rise to arrive at our destination, but
too late.


"Please tell me I'm imagining this,"
Arianwyn moaned.


I'd have loved to. Beyond the crest was a wide
plain, swarming with dark figures as two armies manoeuvred for battle.


To our left, serried ranks of gold and green
stretched off into the distance. Wedges of longbowmen gathered between great
shield-locked phalanxes. Hosts of cataphracts, their helms crested with black
feathers, waited for the horn-call that would loose them to slaughter. 


I knew that army. I'd served in it for years. I'd
commanded a good portion of it. I knew all the heraldic designs borne forth on
shield and standard, and the names of the lords and princes to whom the bearers
owed their allegiance. It was the army of the Hadari Emperor – or at least a
goodly part of it. It was what we'd travelled so far to find.


Yet any joy in this discovery was dashed by the
presence of that other force. They marshalled under blue and silver, bearing
not the heraldry of great lords, but of fortresses. They were an army not of
scale, but of chain and plate, and they forsook the bowman's art for the
untutored skill of the crossbow. I'd spent much of my life fighting others just
like it.


"What in the world are you playing at?"
Arianwyn demanded of countrymen who couldn't hear her words. "You're
outnumbered!" And they were. The Tressian army was no more than a quarter
the size of that which opposed it. "And we're supposed to be at peace,"
She shouted as an afterthought. 


She turned to me, sounding no less exasperated. "Come
to that, where have they come from? Karov said there wasn't an army nearer than
the Thrakkian border."


I peered down at the plain. The battle had yet to
begin in earnest, but the sparks were flying. The two vanguards were already at
work, Toriana plainsmen on their swift black horses vying with Tressian
outriders on their caparisoned mounts. Both sides were content to harass the
other for now, but men were already dying. The slaughter would soon begin.


"We should probably look on it as a bonus. We
came looking for one army. We've found two."


"Provided they don't wipe each other out."
The determined look I'd come to know so well had crept into her eyes. "We
need to stop them."


"How?" I enquired mildly. "They're not
going to back down just because we ask them to."


"I think that depends on how you ask,"
Arianwyn chided. "You deal with your countrymen, I'll deal with mine."
She took a deep breath, and furrowed her brow. Suddenly, her body blazed with light.
"I don't think anyone's going to argue with me."


In a spray of mud, she spurred her mare downhill
and towards the Tressian lines, Jaspyr and Fredrik loping along behind.


I stared after her, shaking my head in wonderment.
We'd been too long trapped in the mists of Otherworld – I'd forgotten how
striking Arianwyn could be when she tapped into her birthright. In fact, I'd
almost forgotten she was capable of such things. No less remarkable was her
renewed confidence. It was hard to believe that this was the same woman I'd
practically bullied into impersonating Sidara before the cathedral. Maybe she
was finally growing accustomed to the power and what it represented. Perhaps, I
thought uneasily, she was becoming a little too accustomed – not that
there was much I could do if she were.


My eyes tracked Jaspyr as he sprang onto a fallen
log then sprang away. Finally, I knew what had nagged at my mind about the
guardians. It wasn't bad, far from it. Indeed, there was hope in that
revelation – at least if I was right. A blaring horn drew my mind out of its
meanderings. It wouldn't matter whether I was right or wrong if the two armies
obliterated each other. 


I approached my countrymen from the rear. There
was already plenty of danger I'd be mistaken for a Tressian scout, and no point
at all in compounding things by riding headlong into the advancing ranks.
Leaves crunched beneath hooves and mud sprayed as I barrelled down that hill.
Against all odds, I managed not to fall from the saddle, and soon after reached
the base of the hill.


The first challenges split the air. It was the
first time I'd been addressed in my own tongue for many months – Jamar had
always insisted on Tressian whilst in the city – and the words fell strangely
on my ears. Arrows were nocked, and spears levelled. I'd soon be dead if I didn't
convince them I was a friend.


I slowed my steed to a brisk walk, and shouted
back that I was a member of the royal guard with urgent news for the Emperor. The
havildar in charge of the picket line bellowed at me to dismount – clearly he
wasn't convinced.


Rather than
obey, I threw back my hood. I was a special envoy to the Emperor, I told him
again, and was to be allowed through. 


The havildar was plainly torn. He didn't want to
earn the Emperor's disfavour, but nor did he want to set a potential assassin
loose. He didn't recognise me, that much was obvious – otherwise I'd expect to
have been allowed straight past or shot down like a dog, depending on the
havildar's love of the royal family in general, or my brother in particular.
Accidents were easily explained. On the other hand, I was obviously one of his
countrymen, and that seemed to swing things in my favour. The havildar barked a
command, bows were lowered and I spurred through the picket line and into the
army's heart.


I knew that I didn't have long before I was
challenged again – this time more forcefully. I needed to find someone who'd
listen, and I needed to find them quickly. The Emperor, my uncle Eirac, was my
first choice, but I saw no sign of the imperial bodyguard. Was he in one of the
ornate tents some distance to the rear? Whatever had provoked this battle, the
Tressians were clearly the aggressors – my people were fighting practically on
top of their own encampment.


With no sign of the Emperor, my next best chance
of success lay with whichever warleader commanded the army. That almost
certainly meant the person I sought was somewhere in the front lines. The
Tressians had long ago concluded that an experienced general would best direct
a battle from the rear, but my own people still placed far greater worth in him
riding at the head of the charge. We'd lost a lot of warleaders that way, yet
tradition wasn't easily overcome by something as prosaic as needless death.


I spurred my horse through the mud. Haste would
only garner suspicion, and I had a hard enough task ahead without being
shackled and chained until the battle was done. I suddenly remembered I was
still wearing Tressian attire, and was more glad than ever of the cloak concealing
it.


I rode past a formation of archers, and a phalanx
of spears, but the only looks I received were those given by men locked in that
peculiar state between boredom and apprehension. The havildar commanding the
phalanx regarded me a touch longer than most, but he looked away again without
so much as a word.


"Halt! Identify yourself!" 


The words and
the sound of a sword being unsheathed came as one. I turned to see a cataphract
break ranks and spur towards me. The crimson of his cloak and the luxuriance of
his crest betrayed him to be a man of rank. The tone of voice warned of a man with
a suspicious cast of mind


So much for subtlety. Coming to a halt, I turned
my horse to face my challenger. There was a fair chance I knew the face beneath
the concealing helm. Advancement beyond a certain rank lay in the gift of the
royal family – I'd certainly had enough petitioners over the years, through
official channels and otherwise – and such could hardly be achieved by a worthy
who didn't recognise his own crown prince. 


This fellow clearly didn't make the connection.
Worse, he'd scented something untoward in my purpose, and meant to capitalise
upon it. "What's your business here? Answer me!"


"You must speak with..."


"Answer me!"


Anger swirled in my stomach. I'd known this would
be difficult, but I hadn't anticipated so infuriating an obstacle. Would no one
in this wretched army recognise me? There was little point announcing who I was
without that recognition to fall back upon, for who believes a man who claims
to be a prince in his moment of need?


"Listen, I need to..."


My accuser spurred his steed, so its flank slammed
into that of my own. It was a bully's move, intended to humiliate. Had I been a
better horseman, I'd have skipped neatly aside, and doubtless have had some
clever riposte that would have turned the tables. As it was, I was a poor
horseman, and little inclined to cleverness at the best of times. 


Instead, I settled for trapping his sword in my
reins and slammed an open palm into the front of his helmet. The cataphract
flailed, reluctantly released his grip on his sword and, quite against his
will, slid sideways out of the saddle.


It wasn't a wise move, but it was certainly satisfying.
I untangled the sword from my reins, and threw it down into the mud. This did
not have the placatory effect I might have hoped. The warchief scrambled to his
feet, and scooped up his sword. 


"I'll skin you for that!" 


I'd no idea what to do next, so it was fortunate
another knight broke ranks and spurred towards us. She swept off her helmet,
revealing a shrewd bony face framed by short black hair.


"Edric? Is that you?" Green eyes
gleamed. "Blessed Ashana! It is, isn't it?" 


I grinned, the tension of recent moments
forgotten. "It is."


She rounded on the cataphract, whose shame at
being unhorsed was quickly redoubled. "You're a lucky man, Balor. We've
few enough princes of the blood these days. I doubt the Emperor would have
thanked you for cutting down his nephew." 


Balor went deathly pale. He tried to mutter an
apology, but the words wouldn't come, so he bowed low instead. 


The woman laughed. "It seems he's finally
remembered how to treat royalty, my prince. I'm glad I was here to see him
finally learn some manners, even if you have forgotten me so soon. I'm hurt."


I smiled away the challenge. "I'd be
hard-pressed to forget you, Calda. You've landed me into too much trouble for
that."


"And gotten you straight back out of most of
it," she corrected with a wicked smile. "Well some of it." She
turned back to Balor, who was frozen mid-bow. "Warchief Balor, get your warriors
into position. I'll try to persuade the prince to forget your foolishness."



"Yes, Warleader Cadvar." Balor's tone thickened
with embarrassment. He remounted, careful not to make eye contact with me, and
rode away southward


As the cataphracts moved off, Calda led me deeper
into the army. "I thought you'd gone for good." 


The enquiry was politely phrased and certainly deserved
an answer, but there was no time to give one. "Calda, I truly wish we'd
time to reminisce, but I need to stop this battle."


She laughed incredulously. "Stop it? Why? The
idiots have broken the truce and we're going to flay them. It'll be glorious."


"Calda..." I bit back my frustration. Rare
good fortune had brought me before one of the few people I could be sure still
had confidence in me, but it would for nothing if she wouldn't listen. "You're
a warleader, can't you at least delay things for a while?"


"And let the Tressians take advantage? No.
Besides, the Emperor gave the orders. Only he can countermand them."


"The Emperor's here? Can you take me to him?"


She frowned. "What about the Tressians?"


"A friend of mine's seeing to that part. If
we hold our forces back, there needn't be more bloodshed. I know it's a lot to
ask, but there are bigger things at stake. You have to believe me."


"You're serious."


"As serious as the last time we spoke."


Calda ran a
hand through her hair, and lowered her helm into place. "Then I suppose I'd
better take you to the Emperor. Try to keep up." 


With a cry, she
touched her heels to her horse's flanks and sprang away. I urged my steed
forward in her wake, and hoped I was in time.
























Nine


 


No one questioned me or barred my
passage now I was in the company of a warleader. Indeed, the crowds even parted
before us – which is to say that they parted before Calda – and didn't close up
again until after I'd followed her through the gap. 


Finally I caught a glimpse of what I'd sought: the
gold and crimson eagle banners of the royal guard and the great silk pavilion
serving as the Emperor's throne room in these distant lands.


I watched the guardsmen carefully as we
dismounted. It took years of experience to qualify for service in these ranks.
Each man was of the same mould as Jamar: strong, skilled and utterly loyal to
the man he protected. In all the years of Imperial rule, the guard had never
lost an emperor to an assassin's blade – well, almost never. That fact alone
made me uneasy to be in such close proximity. Jamar might have seen the
necessity of my brother's death, but I doubted those sentiments were echoed by
every one of his comrades.


Fortunately, Calda Cadvar was once again my
passport. She and I were of an age, and had been close to the royal court since
we were children. As a warchief's child, her rank was only a fraction lower
than mine. Indeed, if the line of Saran ever failed, she'd have as good a
chance as any of ending up on the Hadari throne. More importantly, her loyalty
was above reproach.


Calda spoke briefly to one of the sentries and
beckoned me inside the tent. I had to surrender my sword, but then so did
Calda. Unswervingly loyal or not, no one went before the Emperor with a blade
at hand. 


At least Calda didn't have to suffer the indignity
of being thoroughly searched. Not so I. In fact, once my cloak was stripped
away and my borrowed Tressian raiment was in view I fancied the search became
just a little bit rougher than necessary. Perhaps I should have followed Jamar's
example, and changed back into my old clothes when we were at the Tower of
Stars, but it was far too late to worry about that now.


If the number of tapestries and statues in this
antechamber were anything to go by, this pavilion had been here a long time. I
knew Eirac wanted to keep a large force ready in case Tressia broke the truce,
but I hadn't realised just how settled that army had become. Then again, it
remained to be seen if the encampment would stay in place once the winter came
in. 


I wondered at the skill by which the army had been
kept supplied these past months. The less scrupulous captains would have kept
their men fed by raiding local villages, but most would have relied upon the
throne to provide their rations. That must have meant an enormous oxen-train
stretching back into our heartlands, and probably as many men again as were
mustered here to defend that supply route from brigands. The scale of the
venture was breathtaking. 


Finally the search ended. With one last sour look
at my tormentor,  I followed Calda through a narrow rug-lined corridor and into
the  main chamber. 


Even at large in a foreign land, the Golden Court
travelled with style and spectacle. The walls and even the high roof of the
tent were invisible behind luxurious tapestries. Each work told a tale from
history or legend. One triptych told of how Melanna Saran, an empress in ages
past, had vanished in Fellhallow. One showed Astarra, goddess of light and
sister to Ashana, holding court in her fabled sky-palace. Others concerned them
with more earthy tales, of battles won and heroic deeds. All were woven through
with precious metals and set with sparkling gemstones. Golden statues of gods
and heroes were artfully arranged around the chamber's extents, always facing
towards the throne so that their jewel-set eyes could witness the Emperor's
wisdom. 


The throne itself was at the far end of the room,
a simple thing of wood and leather raised high upon a golden dais. I couldn't
quite see it from where I stood, but I knew there was a great crack in the
throne's back. It made the chair impossibly uncomfortable to sit on, but still
it had never been repaired. Tradition was deemed more important than comfort,
even for the Emperor. 


This went some way to explain why Eirac Saran, my
uncle and current emperor, was not currently seated on that throne, but sat on
an altogether less ominous, but I daresay more comfortable chair, at the base
of the dais. Two royal guards stood at his rear. 


Before the Emperor stood three men: a warleader,
resplendent in green silk and gold scale; a robed advisor whose waxy skin
betrayed his great age; and a wiry wolf-pelted figure I took to be a
soothsayer. He was speaking as Calda and I drew near, presumably informing his
fellows of some augury. 


I'd never put
much stock in the ramblings of soothsayers. I'd always found them more eager to
tell the listener what he wished to hear than impart mystic truth. The Emperor,
on the other hand, listened with rapt attention. Eirac had always been
fascinated by these glimpses into destiny, and it appeared his elevation to the
imperial throne had not changed that.


It had been six months since I'd last seen my
uncle. The traditional robes of black and gold silk suited his spare frame, and
the emerald-set circlet rested upon his brow as if it had made for him, rather
than for an ancestor several generations removed. His black hair was perhaps
greyer at the temples, but otherwise he looked younger and more vigorous than
he had in a great many years. It seemed he found the pressure of running an
ailing empire preferable to watching my brother's enthusiasms destroy it. 


Alfric. I'd not thought about him since leaving
Tressia, but I knew I'd have to face him again before this was done. Face him,
and probably kill him a second time. Another cheery thought in a day already
overburdened with them.


Calda took position beside her fellow warleader. She
bowed low to the Emperor, then offered a grudging polite nod to the affronted
soothsayer. "My apologies, your majesty, but you have a visitor with an
urgent message."


"Really, warleader?" said Eirac. "Can
it not wait until the auguries  are consulted?" 


Calda opened her mouth to reply, but I decided
that I'd been a silent party too long. Stepping past her, I went down on one
knee before my uncle. "It cannot, majesty."


Now I was
closer, I recognised the other two advisors from the frantic days following my
brother's death. The thick-bearded warleader was Maglor Aidon, the first man to
set eyes on me after that deed was done. The old counsellor was Darek Tyro,
whose calming words and quick tongue had stopped Aidon from running me through.
From their expressions, it seemed they recognised me also. I had eyes only for
Eirac.


He smiled. My uncle actually smiled. "Edric?
Do these eyes deceive me?" His expression shifted as he stopped being my
uncle and the Emperor took over. "This is a poor time for a family
reunion. Battle awaits us." 


"I know, majesty." I spoke without
looking up. "That's part of  the reason why I'm here." I paused, but
the request wouldn't seem any more reasonable for the delay, so I pressed on. "This
battle must be ended before it runs out of control."


Aidon glared at me. "Majesty, your nephew
shows his true allegiance at last. He left us to live amongst the Tressians,
and now he seeks to preserve his new friends from our steel. Look at him! He
even looks like one of them!"


That unhelpful remark provoked uproar. Calda and
Tyro both spoke in my defence, but that only provoked Aidon into louder
accusations. Not be outdone, Calda raised her own voice – she'd always had a
fine set of lungs – forcing Tyro to stop arguing on my behalf and start
mediating between the quarrelling warleaders. 


Only Eirac and his soothsayer remained silent. The
Emperor was thinking, and thinking hard. The soothsayer, on the other hand,
backed away as far from the debate as he could without being judged to have
done so.


"I will have silence." Eirac's words cut
through the clamour. "Rise, Edric, rise. My nephew should not kneel before
me like a servant." 


I hesitated, then did as instructed. "Thank
you, majesty."


"But what you ask is impossible," he
went on. "The Tressians provoked this battle. Would you have me surrender?"


"Not surrender, majesty," I corrected. "All
I ask is that you do not pursue battle."


Aidon stepped between us. "If we wait, we
yield advantage. My emperor, you can't be considering this course."


"Warleader, I don't believe I had yet
finished speaking with my nephew. I am quite certain I did not ask for your
opinion."


Eirac's tone remained mild, but steel lay hidden
beneath. Aidon's eyes darted, seeking support from Tyro. Finding none, he
gruffly apologised and stepped back. 


Eirac stretched the silence out a few moments more
before speaking. "Aidon makes a good point, and one in line with the
auguries.  If we attack now, we shall win a great victory. If we delay, and are
ourselves attacked..."


"You won't be attacked, majesty," I assured
him. "Even now, one of my allies is convincing the Tressians to withdraw. If
you don't give them cause, they will not fight."


My voice was convincing enough, or so I believed,
but I was far from certain. If Arianwyn couldn't convince the Tressians to back
down, a lot of my countrymen would die, and I'd be lucky if Eirac didn't have
me executed on the spot. Family was one thing, but treachery  quite another. 


Eirac stroked his chin and said nothing. 


"Majesty, if I may speak?" Tyro had
clearly learnt from Aidon's misstep, or rather was too canny to commit similar
discourtesy. "Though the prince's return is... unconventional... there may
be some wisdom in his request. I have always advised you that the current...
situation... may have arisen from misunderstanding. Is it not worth the risk if
it means the truce endures?"


"There is sense in what you say," Eirac
allowed. "Warleader Cadvar, do you have nothing to add?"


Calda shot me a sidelong glance. "Only that I
trust Edric." 


Eirac rubbed his chin. "Yes, I thought you
might say something like that. Very well, nephew, I shall do as you ask. We
shall withdraw our vanguard and make no aggressive move." The steel
returned to his tone. "But if the situation is not as you have described,
if the Tressians take advantage, then your life is forfeit." He looked at
Calda again. "Warleader Cadvar. As you have brought me this problem,
perhaps I can trouble you to enact my decision?"


"Of course, majesty." Calda gave me a
mischievous wink,  and departed.


Aidon was still unhappy. "Your majesty, I
must protest..."


"Yes, warleader, I know," said Eirac. "You
do such a lot of it. Content yourself with the knowledge that if my nephew has
steered us false, the task of exacting recompense from him, and from the
Tressians, shall fall to you. Advisor Tyro?"


"Yes majesty?"


"If Edric is correct – and I hope for his
sake that he is – I suspect we'll shortly receive a delegation. Perhaps you'd
see to their welcome, and give thought to how this matter is resolved?"


"Of course, majesty."


"Now please, leave us. I wish to have words
with my nephew."


Thus dismissed, Aidon, Tyro and the soothsayer
departed, leaving me alone with my uncle. Alone that was, apart from the two
royal guards behind his chair and the half dozen others that watched me
unblinkingly from their stations elsewhere in the chamber. Given recent
history, I could no more blame the royal guard for not leaving than I could
Eirac for not dismissing them.


To my surprise, Eirac not only stood up, but he also
embraced me. "Well, nephew, it has certainly been a long time. You choose
a peculiar way to come home, but I suppose I should be grateful you've not returned
to claim the throne." He released me, smiled and fixed me with an
appraising stare. "Unless that is why you're here, and this is all an
elaborate ruse?"


I shook my head. "No uncle, my mind is
unchanged."


He smiled again. "It wouldn't matter if it
was, my boy. I told you before and I'll tell you again: I sit in that
uncomfortable chair out of respect for your father and as a favour to you. It's
yours for the asking if ever you want it." He paused. "Now that I
think on it, perhaps it would be worth abdication just to see Aidon kill
himself through apoplexy." 


Humour aside, it was a generous offer, and one
utterly in keeping with my uncle's nature. Fortunately for us both, I had no
intention of taking him up on it. I suspect he knew as much, which had
certainly made the offer easier to make.


"On the other hand, must you insist on making
everything so dramatic? I'm starting to think that crises follow you." He
stopped, clearly having caught something in my expression. "What?"


I told him everything, or at least everything I
could remember. There was no point being selective – it wasn't as if the story
wasn't already unbelievable enough. The only things I skimped on were those
that I didn't see being at all relevant: who Constans really was, the debacle
of failing to recruit Svara – details that didn't really effect the situation
in which we found ourselves.


All in all, Eirac took it better than I had
expected, but then I'd not expected him to take it even remotely well. He
listened intently, with none of the outbursts I'd anticipated, content to let
me tell my ridiculous story in my own time. When I was done he sat back into
his chair and waved me into another. 


"It seems I spoke more correctly than I knew,"
he said. "Half our culture is rooted in the rivalry between Jack and
Malgyne, or Jack and Ashana, but to hear of it being played out on such a
scale... Well, it's a lot for an old man to take in."


"You don't believe me?"


"Let us say instead that I'd rather you'd
gone suddenly and inexplicably mad." He sighed. "But no, Edric. I
believe you. You've never lied to me..." I was glad he thought so. "...and
if you were to start now I'd expect something more, well, believable." He
shook his head. "In my experience lies are always convenient ways to an
end, so the more difficult the truth, the more probable its veracity. Besides,
remind me to tell you some of the things your father and I saw when he was your
age. They're not so..." 


He broke off as Calda strode into the chamber.


"Your orders have been issued, majesty. Our
forces are falling back. Warleader Aidon is grudgingly supervising their
withdrawal."


"I rather thought he would," Eirac said
absently. "He's a good man, if perhaps prone to precipitate action when
left idle." 


Calda looked dubious at this assessment of her
fellow warleader's character, but refrained from putting her doubts into words.


"What of the Tressians?" Eirac asked.


"Falling back quicker even than our forces,"
Calda affirmed. "There are only a handful left on the field. General
Marlon is amongst them, as is what appears to be what I can only describe as a
glowing woman." She frowned as she said that last part.


Eirac looked at me thoughtfully. "That would
the Lady Trelan?" 


I nodded. When recounting events, I'd thought it a
good idea to reinforce Arianwyn's noble connections. Despite his frequent
protestations otherwise, Eirac placed great value on societal rank,  and would
look far more kindly upon her as 'Lady Trelan' than he ever would as simply 'Arianwyn'.


"Is something bothering you, warleader?"
Eirac asked. 


Now that he mentioned it, there was an unusual
undercurrent of worry on Calda's face.


She didn't reply immediately, clearly trying to
find the proper words. "Advisor Tyro went to meet them. When he returned
he told me that he couldn't decide whether the other Tressians were in awe of
Lady Trelan, or scared of her." 


I could imagine either being the case, but Eirac
didn't appear concerned. "Has Tyro made the arrangements I requested?"


"Yes majesty," Calda replied.


"Then I think it's time I saw the shape of
this puzzle for myself," the Emperor decreed. "You will, of course,
both be accompanying me?" 


Despite Eirac's tone, it was a command, not a
question. Not that it mattered. I had no intention of not being, and I
suspected that it would have taken wild horses to drag Calda away. 


We followed Eirac from the tent, the royal guard
filing out behind us. Mine and Calda's horses were waiting for us, as were a
dozen magnificently armoured destriers for the Emperor and his guard. Eirac
ordered Calda's weapon be returned and, after a moment's thought, gave a
similar instruction regarding mine. This was an unexpected and welcome
development – at least for me. None of the imperial bodyguard looked entirely
happy with the decision, but they obeyed.


Eirac reacted with mild surprise when he saw my
sword for the first time. "That's the blade? Well, that's certainly
interesting."


"How do you mean?" I asked.


"It was a gift from your mother to your
father before you were born. It was once a family heirloom of the Saran line,
and your mother recovered it, though she never said from where. She always
maintained it carried Ashana's blessing. Your father wore the thing for years."


"Are you saying it's enchanted?" I asked
in surprise.


"Possibly. It's at least as likely as your
friends' theory about the power of repentant blood. Perhaps it's a manifestation
of your mother's love for your father. It doesn't matter."


I frowned. "Why do you say that?"


"Edric, not everything in this world can be
explained by you or I. Some things exist simply for us to enjoy, appreciate...
or survive." He sighed. "You say that sword has saved your life?"


"Many times now."


"Then my advice is to concentrate on the
what, and not the why," he said kindly. "Now, I think Tyro is getting
impatient. We should probably go and meet our guests."


*******


We
rode beyond the camp's boundaries to find Tyro waiting for us. I couldn't tell
whether or not he was getting impatient – the softly-spoken advisor was too
wily an operator to let his feelings show. With a brief bow to acknowledge
Eirac's arrival, he led us to his chosen meeting point: a small grove of trees,
equidistant from the two armies. The Tressians were there already, waiting on
restless horses. Arianwyn aside, none of them had Tyro's self-control –
impatience was plain on every face.


Front and centre was the man I took to be General
Marlon. He was clad in plate amour and wore a tabard depicting a crescent moon.
Both his face and bald head were heavily scarred. Clearly Marlon was a true
creature of the battlefield. A rarity in the Tressian command.


Arianwyn rode at Marlon's right, the guardians
ever-present at her side. She no longer radiated light, but whether that was
because she was exhausted, or because she didn't want to appear intimidating, I
had no idea. I would have asked– in fact, I wanted very much to return to her
side – but such an obvious display of friendship would have sat oddly in such a
formal setting. 


On Marlon's left rode a youngish blond man with an
outrageous moustache and a goatee beard to match. He was clad head to foot in
grey, and introduced himself simply as 'Morecet'. He gave no indication as to
whether that was his first or last name, or indeed of what rank he held – an
omission that led me to believe that he held no rank at all. But why then was
he present?


Behind Marlon rode six Tressian knights. Whilst
their swords were sheathed, not one of them looked to welcome the current
situation. 


Seeing that his own bodyguard outnumbered that of
the man he'd come to meet, Eirac bade all but six royal guards to withdraw.
That left ten Hadari facing the Tressians: Eirac, Tyro, Calda, six royal
guards,  and myself.


"General; Lady." Eirac addressed Marlon
and Arianwyn in flawless Tressian. "I understand you wish not only to
apologise for your precipitate actions in recent days, but also to offer an
alliance?" 


The play of emotion across Marlon's face told more
than words ever could. On the ride over, I'd wondered how much Arianwyn had
told Marlon. His troubled visage – combined with the lack of any outburst – suggested
that she'd spared no detail. 


"So I understand." Marlon replied at
last. His resonant voice lacked in friendliness. The general was far from happy
with the situation, but had apparently chosen to tolerate it, even if he couldn't
bring himself to embrace it willingly.


"I must confess that I'm uncertain of its
wisdom myself," said Eirac. "After all, our peoples have been at war
for so long. Many of my warleaders are unhappy with the prospect. Some insist
on retribution for the lives lost this morning."


That was laying it on a little thick. Calda had
already told me less than fifty of our soldiers had been slain – a small
tragedy, certainly, but nothing in the grand scheme of things. I opened my
mouth to speak, but Arianwyn silenced me with a look.


"And who rules the empire, the Emperor or his
warleaders?" Marlon asked scornfully.


"The Emperor, naturally." Eirac swatted
a fly from his horse's neck.


"And yet you worry about their wishes?"


"Let us say rather that I am concerned I
should not go against the mood of my people without cause." Eirac tapped
the circlet about his head. "This is not a bludgeon. It is a symbol of
leadership, and leaders listen to their followers. Perhaps that is why so many
kingdoms and principalities have joined the Empire over the years, and why
Tressia has always stood alone." Eirac pressed on, giving Marlon no time
to respond to the challenge in his words. "Of course, if you wish to stand
 alone now..."


The Tressian general was trapped, and he knew it.
But he refused to be humbled. "Your majesty, I will speak bluntly. I have
spent my life fighting your 'great' empire. I have shed my blood. I have lost
more friends and comrades than I can count. If it were my decision, I'd spit on
this alliance. But I have my orders. I can't argue with the seal upon these
documents, and I won't dispute their purpose."


At Marlon's gesture, a member of his bodyguard
trotted forward and presented Eirac with the documents Karov had provided. Tyro
accepted the offering on Eirac's behalf. For a few moments there was silence as
shrewd eyes examined the text.


"Everything appears to be as the prince
described, majesty," Tyro announced at last. "I see no reason not to
proceed."


Arianwyn flashed me a small smile. A silent cheer
welled up in my heart. We'd done it. We'd actually done it! 


Then Eirac spoke again, and my jubilation stalled.
"There is still  the matter of the broken truce. I'd like to know why you
forced  today's confrontation."


Marlon and Morecet exchanged looks but said
nothing.


"Do you want me to tell them?" Arianwyn
asked frostily.


Apparently, they did not. Marlon shifted
fractionally in his saddle, then explained. "My original orders were to
guard the Thrakkian frontier. Four days ago I received fresh instructions to
bring my army north with all speed – as proof had been uncovered that the city
was about to be attacked."


"From whom did these orders come?" I
asked.


"From Lord Solomon, ambassador."


"That's impossible." Solomon couldn't
have known how events were going to play out, could he?


"I can assure you that it is possible,"
Morecet replied. "He gave me them in person six days ago. I half-killed
several horses carrying them so far, so swiftly."


That explained Morecet's presence, and why he'd
offered so few details about himself. He was clearly one of Solomon's trusted
men, which I suspected meant that I could trust him – and his words – not one
whit. 


"But..." I began.


"It's really quite simple Edric,"
Arianwyn put in. "Six days ago would be about the time that you met
Solomon for the first time, When you refused to cooperate..." I'd have
used the term 'escaped' myself. "...he must have worried about his ability
to prevent the turn of events we're now living. You must admit, things might
have gone differently if General Marlon's army had been at the city two nights
ago."


"Even so, the Thrakkian frontier is what, six
days march?"


"Seven," Marlon corrected with a note of
pride. "Under normal circumstances. But I'm surely you'll agree
circumstances are far from normal. Our home was endangered; we spared no
effort."


Privately, I acknowledged a new respect for
Marlon. To have brought his army northward in roughly half the normal time, and
to have it arrive ready and willing to fight a battle against a much larger
force, told me a great deal.


"None of this answers my question,"
Eirac interjected, perhaps irritated that I'd taken control of his
conversation.


"No it doesn't, majesty," Arianwyn
agreed. "Unfortunately, some of General Marlon's outriders sighted a
portion of your army some leagues to the south, and concluded you'd broken the
truce. As I understand it, Solomon's orders were incredibly vague, so the
general assumed they referred to your forces..."


"...and marched north to confront us,"
Eirac finished, his voice fatalistic. "Warleader Cadvar, why were our
forces so far south?"


"Brigands were operating out of that region,
majesty. Aidon thought it best to respond in force."


"And yet he told me nothing of it?"
Eirac asked dangerously.


"He felt it was a detail with which you
should not have been bothered, majesty."


"And yet you knew of it, and didn't tell me?"


Calda hesitated. "I... I agreed with him,
majesty. There didn't seem to be any harm."


Eirac snorted. "I have wished for many months
now that you and he would see eye-to-eye. Now it transpires that the one time
it actually occurred, it nearly plunged us into war. I shall be more careful
concerning my wishes in future. Clearly Ashana has it in mind to amuse herself
at my expense."


"Majesty, I..." Calda began. 


Eirac waved her words away. "Prince Edric;
Lady Arianwyn. It would appear our peoples owe you their thanks for
forestalling a renewal of war. These circumstances make it obvious to me why
old wounds cannot be left to fester." To my surprise he then bowed to me,
to Arianwyn, and finally to General Marlon. "On behalf of the Hadari
Empire, I accept the terms of the alliance. I beg that you join me in forging friendship
as eagerly as our forebears prosecuted war."


The Emperor walked his horse forward until he was
no more than a pace from Marlon and offered the general his right hand.  "If
I understand my nephew correctly, the threat you were summoned to face still
holds sway, and may yet prove the doom of us all. Shall we face it together?"


Marlon hesitated for a moment, then reached out
and clasped Eirac's proffered hand in one of his own. Arianwyn grinned. Calda
let out a whoop of delight. 


I thought only of the challenges ahead, and hoped
the forces we'd gathered would be equal to the task.





















Ten


 


With negotiations concluded, the
delegates departed to mobilise their respective armies. To my surprise, I
realised Eirac intended to lead our forces himself – a decision that would
doubtless cause a stir amongst his advisors. I confess I wasn't entirely
comfortable with it myself. My uncle was a good man and a just ruler, but he'd
never distinguished himself as a warrior. Accordingly, I bade Arianwyn a
temporary farewell and accompanied Eirac, hoping to change his mind.


My uncle was polite, but unyielding. "I
understand your concerns Edric, but you must realise the opportunity you've
laid before me requires I act personally." 


He paused and looked around. We had yet to reach
the Hadari lines. Only the royal guard were close enough to hear his words, and
the Emperor had few secrets from his protectors. Tyro and Calda had ridden
ahead, a situation I believed the warleader had engineered precisely so I could
have this very conversation. I'd not asked that of her, but she knew me very
well, did Calda Cadvar.


Satisfied his words wouldn't carry to unwelcome
ears, Eirac continued his explanation. "I've no illusions as to my
abilities as a warleader, nor even a warrior if it comes to that. Nonetheless,
I need to be there. If our people put themselves at risk for the Tressians,
then perhaps this peace will last. But if the prideful Hadari Emperor stands in
the battle line instead of skulking in a tent some leagues away, it has a
better chance of enduring."


"That's the reason?" I confess, I found
his logic compelling.


"That's the reason. I hope now we can
dispense with the polite lecture you were preparing."


"I honestly don't know what to say." 


Eirac laughed. "That alone makes the decision
worthwhile. Just say 'thank you' and we'll speak no more about it. Peace was
your dream, not mine. If you weren't so stubborn, you'd be on this throne
instead of me, and you'd do exactly as I am." He brought his horse to a
halt and faced me, his eyes friendly but serious. "Don't worry, I've no
intention of commanding our army, or indulging in heroism. Those I will leave
to Maglor and Calda, and very glad they will be of that. But I will be there. Where
the Emperor rides, there too rides the spirit of our people – or so we have
always been taught. Let us hope it is enough to bring about the victory you
seek."


There were no words for such generosity. "Thank
you, uncle."


He leaned forward in the saddle and offered me his
hand. I took it, and he pulled me into an embrace. "Thank me by coming
through this alive," he rejoined, releasing me. "I'm the ruler our
people have, but I'm not the ruler they need. We'll speak again nephew, but now
I've preparations to make."


I took the hint. "Of course, uncle."


Apparently,
Arianwyn didn't care much for the company of her countrymen, for I found her in
the wood in which I'd left her. She sat with her back braced against a fallen
tree. Save for her steed and the two guardians, she was alone, watching the
commotion in the middle distance as the Tressians prepared to depart. "How
did things go with your uncle?"


"He won't be dissuaded, but his reasons are
unanswerable." I slid from my saddle and took a seat beside her. "I'm
surprised not to find you with your countrymen."


Arianwyn smiled ruefully. "I didn't want to
distract them. Marlon's the only one who doesn't look to be on tenterhooks
every time I speak, but he's not friendly, just suspicious. Without Karov's
documents I couldn't have made this meeting happen."


"Marlon's not a believer?"


"Apparently not. Under other circumstances I'd
welcome that.  I don't like playing at being a great power."


We sat in
companionable silence for a time. After a while, Arianwyn drifted off to sleep,
leaving me alone with my jumbled thoughts.


Calda found us a few hours later. "Mount up. We're
leaving."


I looked up at her with surprise. "The army's
ready to go?"


She shook her head. "Not quite. The Emperor
wants to march alongside the Tressians, so we need to wait for them to limber
up those ridiculous cannons." 


My ears pricked up at that. I'd heard that the
Tressians had developed a handful of brimstone siege weapons, but I'd never
seen one fired in anger. 


Neither, apparently, had Calda. "I think the
Tressians just like carting them around. They seem worried they might get
damaged if put to actual use." She laughed quietly to herself. "It'll
be at least another hour or so before they're ready, but I'm going now. The
Emperor's given me permission to lead a small vanguard. I've fifty
southwealders mounted on good horses, and I assumed the two of you would like
to join us." 


Arianwyn was already hauling herself into her
horse's saddle.


"Looks like we're coming with you," I
said.


*******


Arianwyn and I rode in the thick of
Calda's vanguard. She'd made a great play of introducing us to her company,
insisting they watch out for our foolish mistakes. One of us, she told them,
was a city-dweller, and a Tressian at that. The other one, she continued, was
worse, being a pampered prince who'd let his skills grow dull.


The rangers laughed
to hear us so described, and I laughed alongside, for much of what Calda said
was true. Arianwyn, on the other hand, didn't seem terribly impressed, which
told me she'd understood at least some of Calda's fluid stream of Imperial. She
was mollified by the level of respect with which the rangers treated her. It
also helped that we were rode in bright sunlight for the first part of the
journey. Despite the brisk pace, both Arianwyn and I ably matched the rangers'
pace. 


Calda had chosen her forces well. The rangers
travelled light. Their woollen cloaks hid leather armour rather than scale, and
their scabbards held short-bladed swords. Few warriors could match the rangers
of the southweald for their horse-mastery, and fewer still equalled their
accuracy with their white-fletched arrows. 


The rangers didn't ride in a tight column, as
cataphracts did, but spread out across the plains in a loose formation that appeared
completely haphazard to an untrained eye. Arianwyn took great joy in roaming
around the formation, her attentive bronze guardians ever galloping heavily at
her heels, and I often found myself riding alone.


Other than myself and Arianwyn, there was only one
other outsider. Morecet rode with us, though I saw no good reason for his
presence. "Marlon made the request," Calda said, when she rode close
enough to ask. "He'd like a pair of Tressian eyes seeing everything we
see, and he doesn't trust your lady's ability to fill that role."
Fortunately Arianwyn wasn't close enough to hear.


I spurred to Morecet's side. His grey garb made
him easy to spot amongst the muted browns of the rangers. I noticed that he too
had a short bow stashed amongst his saddlebags. That by itself was an unusual
affectation for a Tressian, though I doubted he'd have carried the weapon
around if he weren't able to use it.


"Greetings, highness." Morecet spoke
cheerfully enough, but neither the smile nor the warmth of his greeting reached
his eyes. He was taking my measure, though to what end I wasn't sure. "A
fine day to be  on horseback."


"Actually, I'm not fond of travelling on
anything but my own two feet," I said. "And it's 'Edric'. Current
circumstances notwithstanding, I'm an exile of the Golden Court, not part of
it."


Morecet took both corrections in his stride. "Edric
it is. I must confess it's a pleasure to meet you. I have a face to put to the
deeds now. My current paymaster was none too happy with you, last I spoke with
him."


"So you are one of Solomon's
assassins?" I asked, making no effort  at politeness.


Morecet laughed. "Edric, please. I'm just a
man who likes to travel, and better I should do so on Solomon's coin than my
own, don't you think? He certainly has enough. I've not killed anyone in ages...
No one important, at least. Well, no one you'd have heard of. Besides, I don't
work for Solomon. Let us say rather that we have an understanding."


"Are you acting under the terms of that 'understanding'
now?"


"As it happens, no. Would you believe I just
want to help you save the city? It's been years since I've been back there for
any length of time, but I confess I'm still fond of the place."


"I wouldn't believe you, no."


Morecet tutted. "A shame; a dreadful shame
indeed. I'll have to see if I can do something about this low opinion you have
of me."


"As you wish. Until you do, I'll be watching
you."


"By all means. I daresay you'll learn a few
things, so your time won't be entirely wasted. Of course, whether it would be
better spent elsewhere? Now that's another matter."


Pulling on my reins I dropped back through the
scattered formation. Morecet was personable, after an obnoxious fashion, and I
found that I did want to believe him. However, I had no doubt he'd be
just as personable as his blade slit my throat.


Calda rode up alongside me. "A problem?"


"I don't know."


She laughed. "Must you worry about
everything?"


"Not everything, just things that might kill
me."


"Well then, on that note..." She leaned
in closer. "I've had a handful of men scouting the land ahead. It seems
that we'll be riding into this mist of yours once we cross the next crest. I'll
close the formation up, and I've detailed a ranger to guide each of you
through. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. And try not to fall off." Offering
a wicked grin,  she rode away.


A few moments later, Arianwyn was back at my side.
Her hair was a wind-blown and tangled mess, but there was colour in her cheeks.
"Calda tells me we're about to reach the mist."


"That's what she said." The company was
indeed drawing up around us. When I'd spoken to Calda, I'd had less than a
dozen rangers in sight. Now I could see three times as many without turning in
my saddle.


Arianwyn's face grew serious. "It's come a
long way out since last night. We can't even be halfway to Tressia."


"I know. Let's just hope we're not past the
point of no return."


Beyond the hill, the familiar mist swirled around
trees and rocks. Already the light on the hilltop was adopting the sickly
pallor of Otherworld. The column slowed almost to a standstill, almost as if we
were all taking a last breath before diving beneath the waves of some terrible
ocean. I saw one of the rangers hurriedly make the sign of Ashana with his
right hand, and another part-draw his dirk to check the blade was sharp. Then
Calda gave a word of command and we were on the move.


Minutes later I realised we were approaching
Ardovo – a place I'd no desire to return to. I called out for Calda. A few
moments later, she cantered to my side.


"You called?" 


There was no point beating around the bush. "We
should go  around Ardovo."


Calda laughed. "Has your time in that city
really made you so skittish? Ardovo's a cluster of dull ruins and equally dull
legends. There's no danger."


"Not normally, perhaps," I said. "And
certainly not when the sun's in the sky, but we crossed the north boundary on
our way here. I think we were very lucky not to have encountered any of these 'legends'
 of yours."


"Really?" Calda mocked. "And what
was it put a scare into the great Edric Saran? A howling wolf? Perhaps dark
shapes at wing on the breeze? I understand some bats can grow to nearly two
feet across, scary little beasts." She paused, then went on in a more
reasonable tone. "It's just another ruin Edric, one that generations of
brigands have painted as a site of great evil so they can shelter there
undisturbed. Going around will cost us valuable time."


"It's better to lose a little time than risk
losing our lives to whatever's in there." Calda laughed again, and I
continued crossly. "Please take me seriously, Calda. I'm not given to wild
imaginings. There's something terrible in Ardovo, and I've no doubt that
whatever it is will have only grown stronger and bolder now that the mists have
risen."


Calda still didn't believe me – I saw that much
from her expression. But as she opened her mouth to speak again, Arianwyn cut
her off. 


"Quiet, both of you. Listen."


An otherworldly howl cut through the still air. It
was faint, desperately faint, for we were still a long way from Ardovo's
boundaries, but it contained all the feral malice of the cry I'd heard the
previous night. A chill settled on my heart and I saw Arianwyn's lips twist
with the memory of her near-panic. The sound lingered, and died away. 


"That's not a wolf," Calda muttered.


Arianwyn's face settled into a 'you were told'
expression. Calda saw it too, and I'm she that sure would have launched a
retort had not a dozen more rough throats in Ardovo chosen that moment to echo
the cry.


Calda twitched her reins and called to the
havildar behind her. "Hydrion? We'll detour north. We'll cross the
Blackflood at Novgor. Detail two men to carry word to the Emperor: Ardovo is
not safe for travel." Calda turned back to me. "Happier now?"


"Much."


"Good. So am I." She spurred away north.
It wasn't much of an apology, but Calda didn't like admitting fear of anything.



Calda didn't spend much time with our small
company after that, but rode ahead to determine the lay of the land. It was
hardly necessary – any of the rangers knew the plains at least as well as she,
but I knew she felt slighted for having been proved wrong in front of her men,
and needed a little space to calm her spirit. It didn't worry me that she was
gone. Calda's black moods were as common as they were fleeting. She'd be back
and in good cheer before too much time passed.


In his warleader's absence, Hydrion took command
of the rangers. He led us north through the mists, bringing us close to the
banks of the Blackflood as soon as we were what he considered to be a safe
distance from Ardovo. Soon, we'd reached the old timber bridge at Novgor. 


Novgor was an unusual place – one of the few intact
settlements that still existed in the Contested Lands. Rumour had it the
townsfolk survived by supplying and trading with both sides – although the town
was nominally a Tressian territory, the bloodlines of its folk were not too
easily distinguished.


Novgor's buildings were as mismatched as its
loyalties, with wattle and timber buildings squatting alongside much older
stone-built halls. Indeed, the town's central tower of black stone was to the
remains of some ancient fortress. Not for the first time, I wondered what had
lain upon this land in ages past, and whether it had forsaken its claim so
completely as it appeared. 


A sturdy wooden palisade guarded Novgor from the
east, but the gate was open and we passed through without. Perhaps they
recognised the rangers for what they were, or perhaps they just didn't want any
trouble on a night so full of ill-portent. Lanterns burned at street
intersections, and light blazed through ill-fitting shutters, but we saw not a
soul in the mist-laden streets. Signposts creaked upon the listless breeze and
rats scurried from gutter-to-gutter, but of people there was neither sound nor
sign. 


I was only fractionally less glad to leave Novgor
behind than I had been Ardovo.


Calda joined us briefly as we journeyed into the
hills beyond the town and headed southeast. As I'd predicted, she was back in
garrulous form, and joked briefly with Hydrion before heading off into the mists
again. I'd no idea how she expected to find us again, but then I had no idea
how she'd found us after leaving for the first time. Calda had always been at
home in the wilds, and possessed hunter's instincts more finely attuned than my
own.


"You've known the warleader long?"
Arianwyn asked, her tone far less casual than the words suggested.


"Most of my life, on and off."


The answer didn't seem to satisfy Arianwyn. "And
you're close?"


I could see where this conversation was heading
now. "Yes,  I suppose we are. Calda's probably the closest thing I have to
a sister – an older sister who thinks I'm at the same time neither bold nor
careful enough in anything that I do."


Arianwyn relaxed, but I only noticed because I'd
been watching for it. "She seems... interesting," she observed, using
that tone of voice that women seem to reserve exclusively for members of their
sex about whom they have yet to reach any definite conclusion.


"She's certainly that," I agreed,
pretending not to notice the reserve in her voice. "Present company
excepted, Calda's gotten me into more trouble than all of my other
acquaintances put together. When we were children, she talked me into burning
down a soothsayer's hovel."


Arianwyn's eyes widened. "You're joking."


I smiled at the memory. "Not at all. Her
father and siblings were lost at sea – their vessel sunk by corsairs – and she'd
engaged the scruffy devil to divine the name and whereabouts of the ship that
had done the deed. The soothsayer told her that destiny, not corsairs, had been
to blame, and kept her gold. He plainly had no clue as to the real answer.
Calda... did not take it well."


"So it seems. You were an easily led youth, I
take it."


"Calda can be very convincing. And I confess
I don't care for soothsayers much, either. My father found it amusing, I think,
but that didn't save us from punishment." I shrugged. "Then there was
the business of Thrakkian recruiter, Calda's trials of passage, my trials of
passage, sneaking into the temple Ashana during the high rites. This list goes
on."


Arianwyn shook her head. "And you're saying I've
caused you more trouble in a few days than she has your entire life?"


"Miss Trelan, since you came into my life I've
committed burglary, become a fugitive from the law, been kidnapped and stood on
the brink of death more times than I can recall. I've travelled to the Realm of
the Dead, treated with gods, angered gods, and am now riding to fight against
an army of damned for the fate of a city not my own. I rather think that if
Calda really worked at it, she might reach your level before I die of old age,
but it would be a close run thing."


"Well, if you're going to put it like that,
of course it sounds bad." Arianwyn scratched idly between her horse's
ears. "Closest thing you have to sister, you say?"


A strand of scattered trees passed by on my left,
I again caught sight of Jaspyr and Fredrik loping alongside like strange ghosts
in the mist. Seeing them reminded me of something I'd meant to discuss  with
Arianwyn.


"Tell me again why your magic doesn't work in
Otherworld?"


She frowned. "We've been over this. It's
there – I just can't connect with it the way I can in the mortal realm. Don't
you think I'd have used it when Malgyne captured me?"


"I'm just asking. I mean, you've come so far these
last few days, I just wondered if this was another challenge you've since
overcome."


"I suppose that makes sense," she
allowed. "But there are limits to everything. You can't expect miracles."


"So you can't feel the magic now?"


"No, but then Otherworld has overtaken this
place, I wouldn't expect to."


"Not even a glimmer?"


"No."
Annoyance pricked at her words. "There's just the echo I always pick up in
Otherworld, but it's not real. It's not something I can use."


"Then tell me how you're controlling those
two guardians."


"I... What do you mean?" Her anger
faded, replaced by wariness.


I pointed at
Jaspyr. "Unless they're being controlled, those lions attack anyone who
isn't wearing an  amulet. I am, you are, but Calda isn't, and nor are Hydrion
or any of his men. You're controlling them, even while we're technically in
Otherworld."


"That's not the magic. You told me Quintus
had a guardian under his command in the vaults."


"I told you there was one with Quintus in the
vaults. He didn't have command over it – it was just prowling around – don't
you think he'd have used it to break through the door if he could?"


Arianwyn had no ready answer, and a deal of
moorland fell away beneath our hooves before she replied.


"I don't know Edric, I just don't know. All I
can tell you is that I can't reach the magic."


"Perhaps," I agreed. "But it might
equally be that you're still setting unconscious limits for yourself. I'm just
asking that you keep an open mind, that's all." 


*******


The walls of Tressia came into view
many hours later. I didn't see them at first, for their white stone was almost
invisible in the mist. Only when I shifted my gaze to the darkened horizon could
I tell the difference between what was essentially two blurry masses, one
darker than the other. Malgyne's influence had warped the towers and
battlements. Everything was somehow distorted, as if it were a scene painted on
parchment twisted by unthinking hands.


Calda ordered the rangers to slow their pace and
disperse.  Arianwyn and I drifted to the back of the formation where we found
Morecet waiting.


He nodded in greeting. "Doesn't look very
promising, does it?"


It did not. By accident or design, we'd come out
of the mists a few hundred paces south of the east gate. In front of us loomed
the massive shape of the Tower of Night, which meant the battered Tower of
Stars lay somewhere off to our west. When Arianwyn and I had left, the east
gate had been open, and its garrison in the hands of Quintus' forces. Now, the
gate was closed, and two great bonfires of dead burned before it. There was no
one in sight; not fallen, nor revenant nor living creature.


I moved forward through the column until I found
Calda. 


"What do you think?" she asked.


"I don't know. There were friends here when
we left. It might be that they've had to hide, or retreat..."


"Or they've been overrun?"


"...or that, yes. Want me to take a look?"


Calda shook her head. "I've already sent
scouts. Let someone else take the risks for a change."


Now that she mentioned it, I could just about make
out two dismounted rangers moving towards the gate. They went carefully forward
– one approaching from either side of the gate. So far there had been no
indication that anyone within the gatehouse had seen them. The irony of the
situation was not lost on me. Had a Hadari force come even this close to the
walls even a week before, they'd have been met by a volley of fire.


The two rangers had our full attention as they
edged past the bonfires. Calda held her breath, and only exhaled when she
realised I saw she was holding her breath. Arianwyn and Morecet joined us. The
latter opened his mouth to speak, but I waved him into silence. The scouts were
now ghosting around the bonfires, and if they were to be spotted by whoever was
inside the walls, now would be the time.


And so it proved. A savage bellow sounded from the
guard house, and the gates started to swing outwards. A flock of ghostly ravens
burst from the walls and flew over our heads, harsh voices cawing in alarm. The
scouts were already running back. 


"Form up!" bellowed Calda. "Weapons
ready! Hydrion? I'll command the first cohort. The second's yours!


"No, this really doesn't look promising at
all," Morecet muttered, readying his own bow.


The gates yawned wide. A swarm of fallen wretches
swept past the bonfires. The rangers' bowstrings sang, speeding arrows into the
leading wave, tumbling them lifeless onto the roadway. Yet more wretches came
on, and their mad capering run quickly eating up the ground between them and
the fleeing scouts.


"With me! With me!"


Calda spurred forward, two dozen rangers at her
back. They galloped past the fleeing scouts and dove headlong into the
wretches. 


Hadari steel flashed in the eerie light, and the
wretches retreated, leaving dead behind. The scouts had reached their horses
now, and Calda's group wheeled away from the gate. It had been a close run
thing, but we'd not lost anyone. Not yet.


Another wave of fallen charged out of the gate.
These were not wretches. They were not even the armoured and disciplined fallen
that I had fought at the Estrina, though they were armoured as such. These new
foes were two score knights riding upon great black horses, or rather
horse-shaped apparitions. Though the steeds were hazy and indistinct, their
footfalls were solid enough and the ground trembled with their onset. 


The rangers shifted their fire from the retreating
wretches and onto the newcomers. Most of the arrows pattered off the knights'
armour, with only the luckiest or most skilful of shots cheating the cursed
black plate. When a rider was slain his horse perished also, dispersing into
nothingness. Shooting the steed itself did little good. The arrows passed
straight through their spectral bodies, leaving only swirls of black mist to
mark their passage.


Calda's group turned and rowelled their horses. They
were overtaken in moments. Barbed spears pierced rangers' backs. Gauntleted
hands dragged them from saddles to be trampled by the straining steeds. Calda
twisted, her blade flashing out to shiver the spear meant for her spine. She thrust
her sword-point into the knight's open helm. He fell with a wailing scream, and
she spurred away in search of another opponent.


"For the Empire!" Hydrion swept his
sword down, and the second cohort charged, firing as they went. Arianwyn,
Morecet and I  were alone.


All was bedlam. Those rangers closest to the
knights fought them blade to blade. Those that were more distant circled the melee,
loosing arrows whenever a target presented itself and wheeling away as an enemy
drew near. Not all did so successfully.


In the seconds since the fallen had charged out of
the city, half of the men of the southweald had been slain. I was torn. I
wanted to aid Calda, but if I joined them, Arianwyn would have only Morecet's  dubious
protection.


Not that Morecet was standing idle. He'd sent a
dozen arrows into the fray and I'd not seen one of them miss. As I watched, he
let another fly. It caught a knight in the throat, and he pitched to the
roadway in a clatter of arms and legs. From what I'd seen of Morecet I expected
a bragging remark, but he said not a word and simply set another arrow to his
string. 


"I feel useless," Arianwyn muttered
darkly. Her hands tightened on the reins. "First the bridge, now this. Is
it to be my fate to stand idle while others perish?"


"You can't help them." My horse picked
up on my restlessness and skittered side-to-side. "At best you'll be in
the way. More likely you'll end up on the point of a spear."


"You think I don't know that?" she
snapped. "I don't like to  be helpless."


Calda was in trouble. Her cohort had scattered, and
no less than four knights bore down on her. 


"Go," said Arianwyn. "I'll be fine.
Don't get yourself killed."


Our eyes met. I drew my sword, saw Morecet's surprised
eyebrow as the blade burst into flame, and rode to Calda's rescue. 


The nearest of the knights had his back to me, and
I slew him before he'd even registered my arrival. The edge of my blade took
him in the small of the back, slicing through his armour as if it were nothing
but spider-web and false promises. 


Another turned, but his steed shied away from my
sword's flames. He struggled to regain control, but pitched back off the
saddle, pierced by a half-dozen arrows. 


Freed from the threat to her front, Calda
decapitated a third knight. Only one remained, but three more charged out of
the mist to join him. She didn't see them.


"Calda!"


I heard a sharp thud, and a knight toppled out of
his saddle, another of Morecet's arrows buried in his breastplate. That still
left three practically on top of Calda. 


I dug my heels into my horse's flank, waving
madly. "Calda! Behind you!" I knew even then that I'd be too late.


As it happened, I wasn't needed. One moment three knights
bore down on Calda. In the next, there were a pair of loud metallic crashes, and
the outermost knights were swept from their saddles by pouncing lions. Arianwyn
had found a way to make her mark. 


Calda was out of opponents by the time I reached
her side. In fact, there were only a handful of knights left on the
battlefield. Sadly, there weren't even two dozen rangers still alive.


"The gate! New foes at the gate!"


Warned by a ranger's desperate shout, I saw our
doom unfold. 


More wretches were issuing forth from the east
gate. Behind them I made out the shapes of yet more knights. 


"We have to get out of here!" I shouted
to Calda.


"I know!" She wheeled her steed, taking
in the sight. "Get Morecet and Arianwyn, we'll head north along the road.
We can't afford to get split up in the mists."


A doleful horn
split the air and hundreds more fallen spilled from the mists. These, at least,
were on foot and could therefore be outpaced. Alas, they scrambled south along
the road. The refugees. They'd been pursuing the refugees to Northwatch. Whether
they'd been drawn back south by the sounds of battle, or simply by dumb luck,
didn't matter. I saw the giant form of Droshna looming at the head of the
column, proving once again that however bad things seemed, they could always
get worse.


"South!" shouted Calda. "Follow the
road south!"


The surviving rangers looped away from their
opponents and galloped away. The rest of us rode hard on their heels. I twice
chanced a look over my shoulder as we fled, and each time saw fallen knights
straining to reach us, Droshna's infantry hurrying hard on their heels. Even
assuming there were no more dangers waiting on the road ahead, our horses
couldn't keep up this pace forever. We'd have to turn and face the knights
before the other fallen caught up. 


Calda had obviously seized upon the same thought, for
a moment later she ordered a halt. Weary and terrified, the rangers came about
and formed a double line. Calda and I pushed our way to the front rank.
Arianwyn tried to join me, but I grabbed the reins of her horse and tossed them
to Morecet. 


"You want to prove I've had you wrong? Keep
her clear of this." 


I prayed silently that I was making the correct
decision. My only consolation was that if I wasn't, Arianwyn had far more
chance of dealing with Morecet than an army of fallen. As for Morecet, he regarded
me with amusement for a moment, threw a jaunty salute and led Arianwyn away
down the road. Or tried to. 


Arianwyn snatched the reins back, favoured me with
an icy stare, and turned her horse south. "I can find my own way clear,
thank you." Morecet's smirk vanished as she turned her scowl on him.  With
a twitch of her reins, she heaved southward, but not before a final parting
shot. "Remember this: there will come a time, Edric Saran, when you'll ask
me to leave your side and I won't obey."


She rode off without another word, Jaspyr and
Fredrik at her heels, leaving me with the sense of having badly mishandled the
situation. Morecet rode after Arianwyn.


The knights were less than a hundred paces away.
They'd slowed once we'd turned, wary perhaps of some trick. If only that had
been true. We had less than two dozen tired men and women against twice that
many knights. Nevertheless, we had to try. It was our only chance.


"Looks like it was your turn to get me in
trouble," said Calda.


Before I could reply, she stood tall in her
stirrups and brandished her sword. "By Ashana," she roared, "they'll
know they've been in fight!"


A defiant rumble echoed up and down our double
line. Swords came high to join Calda's in one last salute to the hidden moon.


Calda screamed a wordless battle cry and swept her
sword down. We all did, drowning our fear in clamour as our steeds surged
forward. The fallen matched our mad battle cry with one of their own, and
charged. I saw levelled spears, the burning green eyes of the knights' steeds
and the black banners of the infantry hanging limply in the still air. My only
thought was how stupid it was to have come so far, only to die for no good
reason at all. 


Then another horn sounded in the east, and
everything changed.





















Eleven


 


I'd heard that sound before and I'd
spent many a desperate battle hoping never to hear it again. Now, however, that
rising octave of three crisp notes was the sweetest music that had ever reached
my ears, for it meant help was at hand.


The fanfare sounded again, and the eastern mists
parted. Blue pennants streamed from steel lances and a wolfs-head blazon
snarled upon every shield. Steel plates shifted against the flanks of straining
destriers, and silvered maws snarled upon every champron. These were the
Sartorov Paladins, scourge of the Contested Lands and counted amongst Tressia's
finest warriors.


I'd seen the paladins before, and each time they'd
hacked scores of my countrymen to ruin. It was clear a few amongst the fallen
had encountered the paladins during their mortal lives. At once, their charge
against Calda's shrunken band lost all momentum as they scrambled to reform
against this new threat.


They might as well have saved their efforts. With
a clamour of  war cries, of screaming horses and of steel upon steel, the enemy
 line disintegrated


"Hold! Hold!" 


At Calda's
shout, our mad advance shuddered to halt. The Tressians didn't need our aid and
there was little point risking our lives out of pride.


The fallen knights broke before the last ranger
came to a stuttering halt. The paladins' pursuit caught them long before they
reached the relative safety of Droshna's column.


Another triplet of piercing notes rang out. The
paladins reformed knee to knee without slowing, wheeled away from the fallen
and galloped towards us.


Beneath the thunder of hooves, I noticed another
sound – the steady tramp, tramp, tramp of many thousands of marching
feet.


Black banners hung limp in the still air. The
fallen made no effort to advance, to sweep away the hundred or so living
warriors who'd laid their comrades low. I wondered why, and then realised the
sound wasn't coming just from the north, but from the east as well. Droshna had
ambushed Calda and I only to find an army on his flank.


The paladins grew level. A single rider broke from
the centre of the line and spurred towards me. As the paladin approached, he
raised his visor and clasped one mailed fist to his chest in salute. "Commander
Edrevor Torev. I'm glad we arrived when we did."


"As are we," Calda replied, with unusual
decorum. "You have  our thanks."


"No thanks required for dealing with these
scum," Torev's manners were slightly stilted. Allies we might be today,
tomorrow was  another matter.


"How did you arrive so soon? We didn't expect
reinforcements  for hours."


"Why? We were slowed only by those wretched
cannons and by the narrowness of the bridge at Ardovo..."


"Ardovo?" I interrupted. "Didn't
you receive our warning?"


Torev gave me a strange look. "The Sartorov
Paladins do not alter course to accommodate the horrors of the night. If such
creatures wish to stand in our way, we ride over them!"


"And did anything stand in your way?"


"No," he said, with a tinge of regret. "Nothing
stirred."


Assuming we survived, Calda was never going to let
me forget that particular detail, though it was one thing for an army many
thousands strong to march safely through Ardovo, and another for a force as
small as ours to have done so.


More banners appeared in the eastern mists. This
time they belonged to friends, and if not friends then at least to allies. I
saw the spread-winged badge of the Stormcrows – longbowmen from the empire's
client province of Midgar. Advancing on their left came the Swiftfangs – a
Hadari swordband who advanced beneath a standard of a  bloody maw.


To their right marched a regiment of Tressian
halberdiers whose blazon of a sword and crossed keys I didn't recognise. Their
banner bore the Tressian numeral for '12', telling me they were the twelfth
company from whichever tower they hailed. Tressian regiments had ever eschewed
fighting names. I'd always held it one of the reasons why they had always
struggled to defeat us. Men and women would never fight so well for a number as
they would for a name. Other regiments, both Tressian and Hadari, advanced elsewhere,
but the skeins of mist left me guessing at their identity.


Torev looked gloomily at the Stormcrows. "They'll
be no use. With this muck in the air they'll not tell friend from foe until it's
too late."


Calda bristled, but I spoke first. "Is there
a battle plan?"


Torev didn't seem hopeful. "Plan? In this? We
might as well wish for Sidara to swoop from the heavens on wings of fire and an
angelic host at her back. I'm sure the generals will issue orders and talk
strategy – that's what generals do – but I doubt there's any plan the mist can't
thwart." He saluted us again. "Watch out for your men and women,
watch out for your allies and kill any enemy you find – that's what I plan to
do. Warrior's luck to you both." 


With that, Torev lowered his helm and rode off to rejoin
the paladins, who had all but vanished into the southern mists.


As Calda and I led the rangers behind the
advancing battle line, the reds and greens of the royal guard emerged from the
mists behind the Swiftfangs, and marched further north. Eirac rode in the first
rank, his circlet exchanged for the golden helm serving as his war crown. 


Arianwyn rode at my uncle's side. With a guilty
start, I realised I'd quite forgotten about her in the drama of the last few
minutes. I was nonetheless pleased with the company she'd chosen. Eirac wouldn't
be so foolish as to throw his life away on a mad charge, so Arianwyn was about
as safe as she could rightly be. Of Morecet, I saw no sign.


As best as I could tell, Droshna was mustering a wall
of fallen to oppose us, roughly aligned on the compass line from southwest to
northeast. Its right flank was protected by Tressia's looming walls, but its
left was open to the Toriana Plains. Though the mists billowed and thinned
through some unseen agency, they never faded entirely. At times I could see
clearly for perhaps two hundred paces. At others, I barely managed a dozen.


I couldn't tell how many fallen had gathered to
oppose us. Every time I glimpsed a cluster of the enemy, the mists shifted, concealing
them from sight. There could have been five hundred, fifty thousand or any
number in between. My instincts told me that the truth lay somewhere in the
middle of that range, but perhaps that was just wishful thinking – if there
were fifty thousand fallen marching against us, the day was about to get bloody
indeed. At least it would be over quickly.


"Strange to be fighting alongside Tressians,"
Calda observed.


"I'm getting used to it," I lied.


It was stranger still to stand idly conversing with
battle imminent, but it seemed neither side wanted to start things in earnest
just yet. 


As I watched the combined Hadari and Tressian
armies unfold, I decided Torev's cynicism was unjustified, at least in part.
There was a definite plan to the deployment, with regiments and companies from
both nations arranged so as to present a battle line without obvious weakness.
It must have been tempting to segregate our forces, so that unpleasantness
couldn't break out between neighbours. That another path had been chosen was my
uncle's doing, I felt sure. Eirac had one eye to using this battle as a
stepping stone to a lasting peace – in the future, a warrior would be less
ready to fight an opponent who'd shed blood alongside him. Of course, whether
or not that plan would work was another matter entirely.


I only hoped that the fallen hadn't thought to man
the walls. I was reasonably confident we had the numbers to win a head-to-head
clash, but fighting beneath the walls of an enemy fortress? If that happened, I
had no hope for us at all. Fortunately, there was no sign that any such
cleverness had been attempted. Droshna had either assumed he could beat us
bloody without the siege engines on the ramparts, or had no followers familiar with
their art.


All in all, things could be worse. If we were to
stand any chance of thwarting Malgyne, we had to get into the city, find
Constans – or more precisely the seed of Jack that he carried within him – and
get to the cathedral. Better to face the fallen army on the open plain than
street-to-street in the city.


Calda shifted impatiently. "I'll leave
Hydrion in command of the rangers, find a regiment of cataphracts, and ride
these scum to oblivion. Are you coming?"


I slid from my saddle. "No. I hate fighting
from horseback. Take the horse and give it to someone who can use it. I'll see
this one out from my own two feet."


Calda took the proffered reins. "It's your
choice, little brother." She hadn't called me that in years. "Just
make sure we meet again."


With a clamour of hooves, she vanished into the
mists.


With no better idea of what I should do, I joined
the Swiftfangs. Their warchief looked at me suspiciously at first, but relaxed
when it became plain that I'd no intention of taking command. A few warriors
stared curiously at my sword, reminding me things I now took for granted were
still remarkable to others. 


The tension was unbearable. We all knew there were
enemies in the mist, but none of us knew where they were, and how many.
Likewise, every man knew he had allies concealed from sight, but not where.
Runners carried orders back and forth, but whatever comfort they brought
vanished into the mists with them. I was grateful for the proximity of our
immediate neighbours – these at least would give the Swiftfangs a measure of
confidence. The longer we waited in the mists, the more the fear would grow.


I toyed idly with my remembrance ring and, with an
effort, stopped the motion. My value on the battlefield was already dubious–
any act betraying my nervousness made me a liability.


A horde of wretches appeared out of the mists. It
didn't matter that they yammered and howled like wild beasts, or that they
outnumbered us twice over. We had something to fight, and our imaginary perils
were banished by unarguably real ones.


Arrows whistled. The Stormcrows fired blindly,
reaching for the next arrow as soon as the last had been loosed. Wretches screamed
and tumbled to the ground, but the survivors slammed home against  our ranks. 


Lacking a shield, I was relegated to the rear
ranks, but the Swiftfangs hardly needed my help to deal with enemies like
these. 


The wretches fought with no concept of comradeship.
They struck our line of locked shields like the tide striking a harbour wall,
and with about the same effect. The warriors to my front staggered as the first
wave struck. Swords hacked down, and came away black. Wretches screamed and
clawed at each other in sudden madness to escape. They found none. 


A great cheer rang out as the wretches fighting
the Tressian halberdiers broke and ran. They left a tidemark of their own slain
behind them, but few Tressian dead. Giving voice to another great cry of
victory well won, the Tressians charged on after their vanquished foes, leaving
us to fend for ourselves. 


The Stormcrows were suffering. Without shields or heavy
armour, the longbowmen were dying in one and twos. Ever more wretches, their
blades drawn to easier prey, joined that battle. The weight on our shields
lessened. Cheers rang out all around me. The shield-wall dissolved as vengeful
Hadari sprang forward in pursuit.


"Hold fast!" bellowed the Swiftfangs'
captain, a burly man with a broken nose and twisted lip. "There'll be more
of 'em lurking nearby, and we've comrades in need." 


His level-headed shout checked the pursuit even as
it began.


"Come on, you dogs!" he shouted. "Get
those shields up! Don't you know we've royalty fighting with us? You're
embarrassing me!" 


As he spoke, the captain threw me a surreptitious
wink. I offered a nod in return. Did I know him? He certainly knew me. 


"Right, let's see the rest of 'em off!" The
captain swept his sword up, and we bore down on the embattled Stormcrows. Wretches
scattered as our shields approached, but more fought on, clawing and hacking
uselessly at the leather-bound willow. 


The warrior to my front went down, blood gushing
from her throat. Without thinking, I stepped over her body and into the gap. Her
slayer lunged at me with a notched longsword. I beat the weapon down with my
own, set the wretch back in a spray of black blood. In the moment's grace that
followed, I grabbed a discarded shield, and braced it to repair the wall


I cut down another wretch, and risked a look to
the north.  A shieldwall of fallen legionaries emerged from the mists, roaring challenge
as they came. "'Ware right! Enemies!"


The broken-nosed captain saw the danger
immediately. "Shield ring! Shield ring! Do you want to die?"


Our line reformed with commendable speed, forging
an unbroken arc of shields to oppose both the wretches to the west and the
legionaries to the north. The northern face had locked their shields only a
moment before the fallen shield-wall crashed home. Axemen hooked their blades
over our shields, dragging down the rims so other legionaries could thrust
their blades forward. Screams overlapped with the guttural fallen battle cries.



Our losses mounted, but we fought on, screaming
defiance as the shieldwalls ground together. Over slow and bloody minutes we
forced the fallen back, trampling their dead and ours as we went.


Shield aside, I had no armour, but I never
consider falling back so another could take my place. It wasn't pride. If I
ducked back, others would be tempted to follow. But more, it was the terrible,
killing joy of battle, of battering at a foe until he could endure no longer,
of the desperate thrust that saved a comrade's life. Afterwards, I recalled few
of those moments. There was only red haze, and the mingle of fear and
exultation that came with every blow.


The Swiftfangs' captain died, an axe-blade buried
in his skull. With his loss, the company's will to fight ebbed. 


"Hold!" I bellowed, straining to be
heard above the din. "Send them back to Otherworld!"


Our shield-wall didn't collapse, but it did inch
backwards beneath the grinding, inexorable advance. We lost the ground we'd
recaptured. No longer were we fighting for victory. We were fighting for
survival.


The fallen ranks shivered as shots thudded home.
The Stormcrows had scattered their wretches. They'd lost near half their
number, but hadn't yielded an inch of ground. Now they came to our aid. 


The legionaries' ranks shivered as another volley poured
into their flank. The weight on my shield vanished. I hacked down a snarling fallen
and threw myself into the gap. 


The Swiftfangs came with me. They'd endured much,
lost comrades and now, in the disordered ranks of the foe, they sensed
opportunity. They went forward like madmen, battering their foes aside or cutting
them down with hungry blades.


Faced with a renewed onslaught from men they'd thought
beaten, the fallen ranks disintegrated like rotten wood. We pressed amongst
them, slaking our blades, uncaring of the casualties so long as the enemy was
vanquished. 


In moments, we went from an embattled and bloodied
warband to one scattered through pursuit. The shifting mists thickened, and I
could see little more than the corpses around me and a handful of Swiftfangs
who, like me, had been unable to keep pace with their fellows.


An angry bellow sounded to my front, and an
enormous fallen slammed into the remaining Swiftfangs. He stood a full head and
a half taller than I, and his impact barrelled three swordsmen to the ground.
Scarcely had the bodies come to rest when the brute was moving, a two-headed
axe alive in his hands. Ignoring the fallen streaming past him in retreat, the
newcomer laid about his foes, a spray of blood accompanying each strike.


I jumped back. An axe blade split the air where I'd
stood a moment before. I lunged at the brute's chest, but he reversed his swing
quicker than I could have believed possible. The flat of the axe-blade slammed
into my shoulder. My sword went flying from a numbed hand and I was knocked
sprawling. 


My arm blazed with agony. I had no feeling in my
fingers. The axe came down with enough force to disembowel an ox. I leapt aside,
scooped up my sword with my good hand and cut at him again. This time the
strike sliced deep into his arm. I might as well have poked him with a stick, for
all the effect it had. 


Uncaring of the black blood flowing from his
wound, the giant came on. A Swiftfang threw himself at the brute, a desperate
challenge on his lips. He didn't even get close. The axe cut him in half. Three
more Swiftfangs charged, hoping to win with numbers what they could not defeat
with raw strength, but that axe stole their lives as carelessly as it had their
comrade's.


The giant turned on me once again, and favoured me
with a contemptuous glare. 


"Weakling." He spat on the ground. 


I couldn't win. My sword arm was still numb. He'd
finish me with a single blow. But what other choice did I have?


An arrow whistled past my cheek and buried itself
in the giant's shoulder. He staggered and clutched at the shaft. More arrows sped
out of the mist. the third arrow smacked home, the brute finally keeled over. A
grey horse thundered past me. How the rider controlled his mount I couldn't
tell, for his left hand held a bow and his right hauled me onto the horse. 


"Are you injured?" Morecet yelled.


He circled around and drove hard for the rear of
our lines. Or at least, where I thought the rear of our lines were. Though the
mists concealed much, it was clear we teetered on the brink of disaster. 


Men and women, Tressian and Hadari, flooded past
us, their weapons discarded in a mad attempt to escape. The fallen were a savage
enemy, and the added confusion of the mist made matters even worse. A man would
take on impossible odds in the presence of comrades, or if he felt his
warleader's gaze upon him. The mists stripped all that away, made us feel
isolated and alone.


"Are you injured?" Morecet shouted
again.


"No," I called back. "Bruised and
battered only." Feeling was returning to my right hand, otherwise I'd have
lost my grip on Morecet and tumbled from the horse. "Thanks for the
rescue."


"Hah! You can thank Lady Trelan. She's
promised me a tidy sum to keep you alive."


"I beg your pardon?" I wasn't sure I'd
heard correctly.


A knot of fallen knights veered out of the mists
to our left. Morecet pressed back his spurs and we sped away before they even
realised we were there. "I've been looking for other employment for a
while, and Miss Trelan's offered a handsome fee if you survive."


The mists parted to reveal a regiment of Tressian
crossbowmen. Morecet swerved around their flank. The mists shifted, revealing a
pack of wretches. The Tressian sergeant barked a word of command. Crossbows
clacked. With a chorus of wails, the surviving wretches scattered in search of
easier prey. Morecet brought the horse to a halt beside their rear rank.


"That's not likely to prove an easy payment
to collect."


"I've had worse," he said mildly. "Where
next?"


"I don't know." I thought for a moment. "Have
you seen the royal guard?"


Morecet shook his head. "I think they're off
to the north."


"Calda?"


"No."


I sighed with frustration. "Well, who have
you seen?"


"I saw the Sartorov Paladins south of here."


That wasn't ideal, but at least I knew they'd be
in the thick of the fight – where I should have been. "Take me there."


"Not much point. They're dead."


That shook me. "What? All of them?"


"Near enough. They challenged Droshna head on.
Oh, he'd others with him, but his blade did most of the work. Trust me, there's
nothing left of them save carrion and horseflesh."


For all I knew the entire army was dead or in
retreat. The strangely muted sounds of battle still rang through the mists, but
they were just as likely to be the sound of a bloody pursuit. When the mists
did part, the only things they revealed were mounds of bloody dead, or fleeing
allies. 


Was Malgyne manipulating the shroud to paint a
picture of the battle that he wanted me to see? It didn't much matter. The
sensible thing to do, I knew, was to retreat, regroup whatever forces we had,
and try again. Perhaps under other circumstances I would have done that, but I
had friends and family in the mists. Calda, Eirac and Arianwyn would go on
fighting until they were overwhelmed, and the thought of abandoning them was
more than I could bear. That left me with precisely one choice.


I slid off Morecet's horse and looked back up at
its rider. 


"The royal guard are to the north you say?"



Morecet nodded. 


"Find me some men. I don't care how you do it
or which army they're from. I'm going to reinforce the Emperor and I'll not do
much good alone."


"I'm supposed make sure you don't get
yourself killed!"


I sheathed my sword. "Then find me more men."



"I suppose that makes sense." He nodded
at the crossbowmen. "What say we start with these?"


The sergeant in command stared at me with
suspicision as  I approached.


"Sergeant? I'm Edric Saran, a Hadari warleader..."
That was mostly true. "...I need you and your men."


The sergeant spat. "Raven take you."


My patience, never my greatest attribute, snapped.
I'd have done something very unwise at that point, with no thought to the
consequences, if Morecet hadn't leaned down from his saddle and handed
something to the sergeant.


"Do you recognise that seal?" he asked
smoothly. 


The sergeant looked. The colour drained from his
face. 


"I'll take that as a yes," Morecet said
with a thin smile. "Do you know what that makes me, sergeant? That makes
me someone you really, really, don't want to disobey. And do you know what it
makes my friend here?" The sergeant shook his head mutely. "It makes
him your new commander. Unless, of course, you want me to tell Lord Solomon you
were... uncooperative?"


The sergeant swallowed hard. "No sir, that
won't be necessary."  He faced his men. "Listen up lads, we've got a
new job. We're part of the Hadari army now."


Nervous laughter rippled through the ranks.
Morecet offered a sly grin, and I knew why. I hated Solomon's web of
intimidation. Now I was as much a part of it as anyone else.


We headed north, always following the sounds of
battle.  The sergeant marched beside the rightmost file of his company, and I
walked alongside him. Morecet rode off, hopefully to find the men I'd asked
for.


Despite the bearer of the dreaded seal having
gone, the Tressian sergeant gave no trouble. Better yet, he proved that
whatever he lacked in civility, he made up for with efficiency. We were twice
charged by packs of wretches, and each time the sergeant calmly brought his men
to a halt and fired a volley that sent the foe packing long before they reached
our lines.


Shortly after the second wretch attack we
encountered our first allies: a spear-band of Hadari, their banners torn and
ragged, their green robes bloody. They fought many times their own number –
some legionaries, but mostly wretches – from behind a barricade of their own
dead, and were on the verge of being overrun.


At my order, the sergeant gave the fallen a
volley, then we drew swords and charged. We lost a dozen Tressians in the
ensuing fight, but with the rescued Hadari added to my ranks, my force had
nearly doubled. Pausing only to allow the Tressians time to reload, we pressed
on into the mists.


I don't know how many times I repeated similar recruitments,
 for they soon all blurred into one. My arm ached from the axe-blow it had
suffered, and every swing was an effort to overcome the pain. Some regiments we
found fighting in good order and they stiffened our ranks considerably. Others had
all but routed, and I split the men of these companies up so that they wouldn't
feed off each others' despair. Some were just lost, having marched around in
circles, having never once come closer to the foe though they'd wandered for
miles.


As our numbers grew I expected some challenge to
my slim authority, but both Tressians and Hadari seemed thankful that someone
had taken charge. Many of the Hadari knew who I was – apparently news of my
return had spread through the army as it marched. The Tressians did not, of
course, and probably wouldn't have cared if they had, but the sight of others
taking my orders kept trouble at bay.


Commander Torev was with one rescued group. His
armour was battered and bloodstained, and he walked with a pronounced limp, but
he refused to be left behind. I asked him about the fate of the Sartorov
Paladins, and he confirmed Morecet's story down to the letter. Only Torev had
survived, so far as he knew, and that only because he'd been shielded by the
corpses of his comrades. 


I must confess I didn't think Torev fit to go on
fighting, but my fears were soon laid to rest. Our next battle was against a
host of fallen knights. We lost many good men in that confrontation, but Torev
was not one of them, even though he planted himself in the path of  their charge.



It was a strange thing to see. Though he fought
with longsword and shield, I had the distinct impression that he'd have been
just as effective with only his gauntleted fists. He fought a brawler's battle,
all ferocious energy and arcing, bombastic blows that struck foes from their
feet,  or hurled them back into their fellows. Every swipe, every cut, every
bash of the wolf's-head shield flowed smoothly into the next. It was like
watching a battering ram go to work on a fortress gate, sped up  a thousandfold.


Afterwards, Torev told me that the strength and
will of his entire order was now his to command, and that he meant to see it
put to good use. I didn't really understand what he meant, but I appreciated a
skill at arms that surpassed any I'd ever seen. 


We became lost in the mists on more occasions than
I could count. Many times we'd advance towards a fallen warband, only to find
our path veering into another part of the battlefield. Were the enemy as
thwarted as we? Certainly we never took a group of fallen unawares, though many
times we were forced to make a desperate play of defending our own flanks
against a foe we hadn't so much glimpsed.


By and by, Morecet made good on his promise to
send more men in my direction. Hydrion and his surviving rangers were the
first, but others came after. Finding us was easy – we left a trail of
destruction a blind man could have followed us. By the time Morecet joined me
again I had a veritable horde at my back. 


There was no other word to describe that motley
assemblage. We numbered in the hundreds, a mix of Tressian and Hadari uniforms
and all manner of weaponry. All in all, we looked less like an army than an
angry mob storming an unjust ruler's castle, which I suppose, in a way, we
were.


"Where did all these come from?" I asked
Hydrion.


He grinned. "What can I say, my prince?
Victory is addictive. Each one makes them hungry for another."


Many wouldn't know another victory. Some perished as
they marched at my side, others died before I even reached them. Warleader
Aidon was one of these. We found his household guard as they bore his body from
the field. Some were in tears – despite his mercurial nature, Aidon had never
asked his men to do anything that he wouldn't, and they repaid that fairness
with the adoration peculiar to warriors.


At no point did I find a trace of Calda, Eirac or
Arianwyn. Nor was there any sign of General Marlon. No one I spoke to had seen
any of them since the battle had begun. Then, finally, we reached the roadway
in front of the east gate, and my prayers were answered.


We had reached the battle's crux. The royal guard
had planted their banners a short distance from the gate, and about them formed
a fortress of shields and spears to repel an attack from any direction. They
were not alone. I saw longbowmen, dismounted cataphracts and even Tressian
halberdiers amidst that bulwark of flesh and steel. 


Fallen were everywhere. Most tore at the outer
face of the living fortress, trying to breach its bounds and run amok inside. A
few had already done so, and roaming Hadari fought to bring them down before
the formation collapsed. The fickle mists grew lighter for a moment, and I saw
that Eirac was down, his body lying still beneath  the banners. 


Arianwyn was at Eirac's side, but Calda was not. She
fought on the formation's northern face, as did Marlon. The fighting was at its
heaviest there, and a second look told me why. 


The capricious mist parted further to reveal that
Droshna was on that portion of the field, cleaving a bloody path through a Tressian
regiment. A charnel of mangled flesh and bone lay behind him – the remains of
who knew how many brave soldiers. Every step the damned warlord took brought
him closer to the royal guard, and every sweep of his great black sword struck
men and horses aside as if they were straw-stuffed dolls.


I was charging before I even realised, and my
horde came with me, howling like madmen. The Hadari in my ranks had seen that
their emperor was wounded, perhaps slain, and that gave them all the courage
and strength they needed. The Tressians matched this ardour measure for measure
– not a man or woman amongst them would be found wanting beside ancient
enemies.


Fallen were hacked down, trampled or bludgeoned by
warriors who knew that bravery in that wild, desperate moment would expunge all
memory of earlier cowardice. We swept the royal guard's southern facing clear,
then flowed around to the north, killing as we went. 


I led the attack along the western facing. There
the going was especially bloody, for more fallen poured from the gate to
reinforce our foes. Hydrion died there, his skull laid open, and he was not
alone. Every scrap of ground we took cost us many lives, and our numbers
rapidly diminished.


I don't know how many times I nearly perished in
that fight, how many parries came within a hair's-breadth of failure, or how
many enemy blows were cheated only through ill-luck on their part. I do know
that Morecet earned his pay. He didn't join us in the thick of the battle, but
circled around on horseback, his eyes ever peeled for an enemy about to bring
me low. Thrice I turned to see a fallen topple backwards, his arms locked in a
frozen deathblow and one of Morecet's arrows buried in his throat. I'm certain
there were other such rescues I did  not notice. 


At last we reached the northern face of the living
fortress. My men were tiring now, but I dared not slow the pace, so I drove on,
heedless of my own danger.


The mists shifted again. Calda and Marlon were
only a few paces away. The ground on which they fought was choked with the dead
of both sides. They battled on amidst a company seeming composed of royal guard
and Marlon's steel-clad knights, their horses long lost to the battle's butchery.


My sword cut down a fallen legionary, the flames
bright against his dark armour. I kicked the body aside and stepped into the
gap. Beside me, a Hadari spearman gurgled and died as a wretch tore out his
throat. A bearded Tressian hacked the fallen down and shoved me onward. A
large, plate-armoured legionary pushed his way through the enemy. Then he
dropped, his weapon falling from lifeless hands as an arrow slammed into his
eye. Morecet was still earning his pay.


Finally I burst through the fallen lines, but
before any of my companions could follow me, a fresh wave charged from the
gate. Cut off from those behind me, I ploughed forward to Calda's side. 


At that moment, Droshna charged out of the mists,
roaring a challenge as he came. Once, twice, three times he swung his enormous
blade, each strike sweeping royal guards from their feet. Then he lowered his
shoulder and slammed full tilt into the knot of warriors surrounding Calda and
Marlon. Other fallen streamed in his wake. Screaming foully, they took their
blades to the dazed and scattered foe.


Calda was knocked off her feet by Droshna's mad
charge. Before she could rise, the giant's steel-shod boot stamped down on her
weapon arm. Calda's scream of pain almost drowned out the sound of  snapping
bone. 


I hacked madly at the fallen between me and Calda,
no thought any longer given to my own defence, but there were too many. Droshna
laughed darkly. His sword came up high. The laughter ceased as Marlon stepped
forward and slammed his mace into the giant's ribs.


The Tressian general was a big man and that blow
would have crushed an ordinary opponent. Droshna barely felt it. Turning his
attention from Calda, he bore down on Marlon, ignoring the Tressian's desperate
flurry of blows. Each strike had the force of the first, and exactly the same
lack of result. Droshna didn't even attempt to defend himself, and laughed each
time the mace cracked home.


Marlon didn't retreat; he didn't take so much as a
step backwards. Whether pride or anger made him stand his ground, I would never
know. As the next blow landed, the giant grabbed Marlon's weapon-hand and
crushed his fingers. 


I felled the last of my foes, and ran to the
Tressian general's aid. I was still several paces away when Droshna's sword
swept the Tressian's scarred head from his shoulders. 


Droshna saw me bearing down on him. His eyes
widened briefly as they flicked to my sword. Then he laughed again, picked up
Marlon's headless corpse and hurled it at me.


It was the last thing that I had expected. Before
I could think about dodging, Marlon's dead weight bore me to the ground. I
struggled to rise, but couldn't manage the leverage to shed my burden. I
shifted and bucked, but all I achieved was drenching my clothes in Marlon's
blood.  I was as penned as surely as in a cage. Even the meanest wretch could
have ended my life had it wished, but no one dared rob Droshna of  his kill.


Droshna loomed over me. "It seems you have
nowhere to run. Any last words, whelp?"


I stared up at my death. "None I'll share with
you."


Droshna smiled wolfishly. "You're a Saran,
are you not? It's been some time since I killed a member of your glorious
line."


I heard a wet, tearing sound. Droshna staggered,
roaring in pain. Calda Cadvar was on her feet. She trembled with pain and
effort, but she had a determined look in her eyes, and fully half her
sword-blade buried in Droshna's back. 


Droshna lurched around, the force of the movement
ripping Calda's sword from her hand. She spat once in the giant's face, then
his backhand blow sent her spinning away. 


Droshna ripped Calda's sword from his flesh, and advanced
on me once more.


"You're no warrior," I yelled. "You're
a butcher and a coward."


I'd hoped to provoke a reckless attack, something
I could have turned against him, but such was not to be. Instead, Droshna just
laughed and raised his sword for the final blow.


"Still persecuting those who can't fight
back, Viktor?"


Arianwyn emerged from the ranks of the royal
guard, her voice unwavering as she addressed the monster who had been her
family's enemy for generations. She was alone. Where were the guardians? Surely
they'd have been a match for Droshna, but neither Jaspyr nor Fredrik were in
sight. There was just Arianwyn, looking ridiculously frail as Droshna towered
over her.


Seemingly unaware of the danger, Arianwyn stepped
around Droshna to stand between he and I. Fallen rushed to intercept her, but their
master waved them angrily away. 


"Arianwyn, get back!" I shouted. 


She ignored me.


"What is this?" Droshna mocked. "A
Hadari prince hiding behind a woman's skirts?"


"No," Arianwyn said evenly. "He's
not hiding behind me; I'm standing in front of him. The difference is subtle,
but important."  She knelt and kissed me softly on the forehead. "Do
you remember when I told you that a time was coming when I'd not leave your
side? That time is here, dear Edric."


"No. Please, don't do this," I begged. "He'll
kill you."


Once again, she ignored me. Regaining her feet,
she turned back to Droshna. "I challenge you for the life of this man."


He laughed. "Ridiculous."


"Scared?" Arianwyn asked.


"No, little one. I'm going to kill you both
anyway."


Arianwyn closed her eyes. "Then be quick
about it."


Droshna's eyes narrowed. He hefted his
bloodstained sword – the same blade that had all but wiped out the Sartorov
Paladins, and had killed Ashana alone knew how many brave souls that day – and
brought it slashing down.


Arianwyn caught the blade less than an inch from
her brow. 


By rights, that killing weight of steel should
have hacked through Arianwyn's slender hands without slowing. Instead, the
enormous blade stopped as if it had struck stone. Droshna started with
surprise. He tried to wrench the sword clear, but Arianwyn's grip wouldn't be
broken. Light seeped from between her fingers, its brilliance inching along
Droshna's sword.


"You're a Trelan!" Droshna snarled. 


His struggles became a touch more determined,
almost desperate. Why Droshna didn't simply drop the sword, I didn't know.  Perhaps
he couldn't.


Arianwyn's eyes flicked open. Her body glowed like
a star. "I've wished these many years that I weren't. But I'm the one your
master promised as payment." She smiled wickedly. "Here I am, Viktor;
you'll never have a better chance to claim me. Tell me, am I everything you
wished for?" 


The light flowed across Droshna's hands and burst
into brilliant flame. He bellowed as the fire raced across his wrists and
forearms.


"You don't understand, do you Viktor?"
Arianwyn ground on. "Can you not hear history laughing at you? Once again
a daughter of Tressia stands between your blade and the life of a good man. How
did that work out for you last time, Viktor?" Her voice hardened. "How
do you think it's going to work out for you now?"


Droshna's only answer was a roar of pain. His
whole body was aflame, his skin blackening. Arianwyn released the sword and it
burst into ash. Droshna doubled over, bellowing in agony, his hands hooked into
claws. For a moment he stared at Arianwyn. Then, still ablaze,  he fled back
through his own ranks, and into the city.


With Droshna's retreat, the fight went out of the
fallen. Some edged back, others ran full pelt for the city walls. Even those
nearest to Arianwyn and I didn't spare us any effort. Escape was now the only
thing on their minds. 


As they ran, Arianwyn fell to her knees at my side
Together we managed to tip Marlon's corpse clear.


"You were right Edric, you were right."
Arianwyn said tiredly. "The magic was here all along – I just couldn't see
it. I was looking too hard for a tree, when what I sought was the forest."



That explanation didn't make a lot of sense, but I
didn't care. "When did you work it out?"


"At about the time I caught the sword."
She smiled weakly.


I gave her a long look, but left it at that.


Hadari and Tressians were flooded past us and
towards the gate. The last thing anyone wanted was for the fallen to hold the
entrance to the city against us, or man the walls. 


Torev led them, his limp slowing him not at all. A
line of fallen legionaries formed a shaky shield-wall to hold back pursuit, but
Torev simply formed his own wedge of Tressians and battered it aside. Only the
royal guard remained in place. Other warriors could capture the gate. Their
duty was to the Emperor alone.


Arianwyn staggered and I moved to catch her. 


"I need to rest a while," she
apologised. She seemed on the verge of collapse, so I lowered her to the floor.
"I can feel my magic again, but using it's harder, much harder. I think
Droshna took all I had. But it was worth it.". 


"Where are the guardians?"


"Watching over Eirac."


"He's alive?" That was welcome news, for
all kinds of reasons.


Arianwyn nodded. "He was when I left him. I
decided the life of an emperor was worth more than my own."


I strongly disagreed, but didn't argue. We'd
argued too much. I sank to my knees next to her. Just a few minutes rest, I
decided, then I'd get going. A few minutes later, I felt no better, and
resolved to rest for just a few minutes more. 


As those last minutes drained away there was a
thud of hooves and Morecet cantered out of the mists. 


"And where have you been?" I demanded
tiredly. "You were supposed to be keeping me alive."


"I am many things," he sniffed, "but
a worker of miracles is not amongst them. Fortunately it seems Miss Trelan is.
Besides," he added as an afterthought, "you've kept me busy enough as
it is."


With his professional reputation thus defended,
Morecet dismounted. "Now, if you've quite finished barracking me, I bring summons
from your emperor. It seems the gate is in our hands and he'd like your counsel
on how to proceed. Miss Trelan is, of course welcome to make use of my horse.
We can't have the paymaster getting worn out, can we?"





















Twelve


 


As things transpired, I didn't see
Eirac immediately. The fallen had regained something of their courage once
within the city walls, and heavy fighting broke out in the streets near the
gate.


Fortunately, it turned out that we still had many
companies untouched by the initial battle, and I spent much of the next hour
helping Torev gather and direct these forces. At no point did I join the battle
directly. One way or the other, my people had been robbed of leadership – both
warleaders and the Emperor were either badly wounded or slain – and it was far
more important I fill that gap than bloody my own sword out of pride.


Torev wasn't so restrained, and led from the
front. Buildings and alleyways had to be secured if our army was to advance,
and no one fought harder in this cause as the gruff paladin. 


In many ways, I shouldn't have minded. Each pack
of fallen fought like cornered rats, and Torev's redoubtable presence in the
forefront saved many lives. Sadly, he was the only living Tressian commander
who knew who I was, which meant every attempt I made to send him Tressian reinforcements
soon became a battle of wills between myself and the regiment's commander.


Only when Morecet gave me Solomon's seal did I
finally start to overcome this problem – no Tressian wished to risk angering
the master of the Tower of Dusk. I presented the seal reluctantly at first, but
soon came to rely on it more and more.


"I feel like he's won," I told Arianwyn
gloomily. "Every time I use that seal, I'm condoning Solomon's methods."


She shrugged. "You're just buttressing your
authority. Don't let it worry you."


"I'm using fear, not authority. It's an
important distinction."


"Is it necessary?" she asked
impatiently.


"Well..."


"Don't hedge. Is it necessary? Yes or no?"
I didn't say anything, and she took her answer from that. "Well then, use
it while you need to, and throw it far away as soon as possible." 


There was no arguing with that tone of voice.
Through it all, Morecet just watched with aloof amusement. It wasn't just the
seal, if I was being honest with myself. As soon as I'd entered the city, I'd realised
that the mists had become so thick that I could no longer see the moon. If I
couldn't see the moon, then Ashana likely couldn't see me, and I feared that I'd
no longer benefit from her protection against Malgyne and his revenants.


I finally found my uncle in a garrison room of the
newly-captured gatehouse. Like all of the city's buildings, this had been
twisted as the mists had swept over it. No longer was it a vision of carefully
set and straight-edged stone, but a crooked structure of blackened timber.
Raven motifs adorned finials and lintels, and withered black ivy curled
woefully about doors and windows.


The royal surgeons had wasted no time in turning
the barracks into a healer's station, and slowly but surely worked their way
through the battle's injured. Wounds were treated, and the mortally injured were
quietly ushered into Ashana's care. 


Arianwyn chose to remain outside. I decided she'd
be safe enough – both of the guardians and Morecet were at her side. I was
starting to grudgingly trust Morecet – certainly he'd saved my life enough
times in the last hour. I just hoped I wouldn't be given cause to regret it
before we were done.


As befitted his rank, my uncle had a room away
from the prying eyes of others, and I had to negotiate my way past several
scowling bodyguards to reach him. The royal guard were not happy to have nearly
lost their emperor, and would have turned me away had not Eirac noticed my
presence and ordered that I be allowed to stay. 


Eirac was pained and embarrassed, but alive. It
transpired that he'd taken his wounds in the first moments of the battle, and
considered it a woeful failing that he'd lasted so short a time. 


My uncle would live, of that I was sure. The
bloody gash on the side of his head looked serious, but head wounds always
seemed that way. More troublesome were a pair of gouges in his right leg.
Though the royal surgeons assured me that neither was life-threatening if
proper care was taken, they also advised that it would be impossible for him to
ride a horse for some time to come. Eirac's brief career as a warleader was
over, at least for now.


None of this prevented my uncle from taking a
detailed interest in the battle outside. When I told him about the fighting in
the streets,  he nodded. 


"It was always a possibility. I believe Aidon's
greatest worry was not getting into the city, but what we'd do if we did. He
was always such a pessimistic soul."


"We'll break through." I hoped I was
right.


"Perhaps, but how long will it take? Malgyne's
reinforcements are limitless. Every moment we're delayed gives him time to  summon
more."


I winced. I'd recognised that possibility some
time earlier, but I was surprised my uncle had seen the problem so clearly.
Perhaps I'd underestimated him. Eirac laughed, then frowned in pain as he
disturbed his wounds.


"Please Edric, I know I'm only a figurehead,
but I've a mind and I can use it if pressed." He shifted in his chair, and
went on more seriously. "We need a way through their lines, and we need it
soon. Let others play at being warriors. It's not strength we need now, but
cleverness. Find a way." 


I smiled ruefully. The words were friendly enough,
but there was no mistaking the fact that I'd been given an order. "Yes
majesty." 


I found Calda a little while later, in a room crowded
with surgeons, wounded warriors and the stink of blood. Her sword arm was
broken in several places, but otherwise all she'd to show for her clash with
Droshna was a variety of scrapes and bruises. She didn't seem grateful for what
had doubtless been a lucky escape, but constantly shifted and squalled as the
surgeons attempted to splint her arm. I urged her to be patient, but all I
received for my trouble was a stony glare.


"Patient? Patient?" she exclaimed. "I
need to get out there and make that black-hearted gordomer pay for what
he's done."


"Actually, I think you'll find Arianwyn's
already attended to that for you," I said, with a small amount of black
amusement.


Calda stared at me. Not a muscle in her body moved
as she took in what I'd said, allowing the surgeons a brief opportunity to tend
their charge without being struck by the flailing of the very arm they sought to
mend. 


"I don't believe it. That soft-shelled,
pale-skinned... No, I do believe it. You wouldn't dare say so if it weren't
true." She exhaled slowly. "I'm beginning to understand what you see
in her." Calda looked around. "She's not here, is she?"


"No," I replied. "She's waiting
outside."


"Good. I'm glad she didn't hear what I just
said."


Of which part was Calda speaking, the
borderline-contemptuous description, or the grudging compliment? Probably both.
I decided to pass neither on to Arianwyn.


Leaving Calda to her vanishing patience, I found
Arianwyn and Morecet waiting for me in the lee of an abandoned tavern. 


"What news?" Morecet asked.


"Calda and the Emperor are alive," I
said. "Though neither could be said to be entirely happy. Any developments
out here?"


"One or two," answered a familiar voice.



Constans offered his hand in greeting, and I took
it gladly. "It's good to see you," he said warmly, "though you've
let an awful lot of foreign ruffians loose in my city. Most distressing, but I'm
sure you'll think of a way of sorting it all out."


Arianwyn gave her cousin an exasperated look. Morecet
gazed at the eternal as if something repulsive had crawled out of the sewer.


I smiled. "It seemed like the thing to do.
Arianwyn let one lot of ruffians in, and I didn't want to be left out. Why are
you here?"


"What do you mean, why am I here? I live
here," Constans seemed to be warming to his theme, but a withering look
from Arianwyn spurred him to seriousness. "I'm acting as Quintus' eyes and
ears."


"Quintus is still alive?"


"Last I saw, which was about two hours ago.
After you left there didn't seem to be any point holding onto this section of
the city, so we went north and linked up with Solomon."


Arianwyn stiffened. "So he stayed and fought?"


"He did. Made quite a good job of it, by all
accounts," said Constans. "Then again, the fallen haven't bothered
with much north of  the Silverway."


"Why?"


"Jack thinks that the... that Death is
focused on expanding his influence out to Fellhallow. If he can do that, Jack's
power base in the living realm will be shattered and there'll be no coming
back. Life can't exist if the avatar of the living is destroyed"


As ever, I found it disconcerting to hear Constans
speak of the voice in the back of his head. Worse, I was sure he'd almost
called Malgyne 'the Raven' again – perhaps it wasn't really Constans speaking
at all.


"Then we're running out of time,"
Arianwyn pressed. "The mists were already halfway across the Toriana
Plains a few hours ago. If Jerack is neutralised, we'll have lost our only
chance of closing the portal.


"That had rather occurred to me,"
Constans said dryly. "However,  I can't help but notice that your army
seems to have become a little, well, stalled."


He pointed down the street. I followed his gaze
and saw another fight had broken out in the middle-distance. Malgyne had sent
reinforcements – probably not enough to beat us, but certainly enough to pin us
in place.


I remembered Eirac's words. My uncle had said we'd
need cleverness, not strength, and once again he'd been right. If Quintus was
in the north with Solomon, that meant Constans must have crossed the Estrina,
and he'd clearly done so without being spotted.


"How did you get to this part of the city if
the bridge over the Estrina's still down?" I asked.


"Down? Who said it was down? They've repaired
it, after a fashion. I didn't take that route, though," said Constans. "I
used the sewers. For some reason the fallen don't watch that way."


"But the sewers don't cross the Estrina,"
Morecet objected. "It's a separate network on either side of the river."


Constans sighed theatrically. "Where'd you
find this one?"


"It'd be more accurate to say he found us,"
I said, earning a filthy look off Morecet. "It's a fair question." 


A ghostly raven alighted on a nearby lamp post.
Wary of it being a spy for Malgyne, I heaved a stone at it. My aim was poor and
the stone ricocheted away. The bird gave me an evil look, then took to the
skies before I could make another attempt.


"Give me some credit," sniffed Constans.
"There are two fair-sized outlet pipes facing one another on either side
of the river. I set up a simple ropewalk between them when we headed north –
you never know when something like that is going to come in handy. After all..."



Constans kept talking, but I wasn't listening any
longer. I was too busy formulating a plan. It might work. It might very well
work. There was certainly nothing to be lost by trying. "Constans, you're
a genius."


"I am? I mean, of course I am." He
paused. "Do you mind telling the others why? Obviously I understand,
but..."


"There's a passage between the palace and
Olvas' chambers in the cathedral," I reminded him. "If it's still
viable, we can reach Malgyne without having to fight our way through the
fallen."


"Edric, that's brilliant," Arianwyn
said. "You're right: Constans is  a genius."


She turned to see if Constans had appreciated the
sentiment. He wasn't there – he'd already gone in search of the nearest
grating. I left a message for Calda with a member of the royal guard, then
followed.


*******


Our last journey through the sewers
had been relatively uneventful, and much to my surprise, this one proved to be
exactly the same. There were the same near misses and dunkings due to
suspicious substances underfoot, the same almost-sightings of monsters lurking
in the dank, but nothing more serious. In fact, the worst part of the whole
journey came when we reached the outlet pipes and found the ropewalk Constans
had mentioned.


"You must be joking," said Arianwyn. "I
can't cross that."


'That' was a set of three ropes, one level with
the bottom of the pipe, one a little below waist height, and the last at around
chest height. It was a fairly standard ropewalk, and I'd used them on occasion
in the past. Arianwyn clearly had not. Why this was a problem and mad
skittering across the Highvale roofs hadn't been, I couldn't imagine, but then
phobias seldom surrender to rationality.


"Of course you can," said Constans. He
shimmied a little way out along, and then bounced up and down. "See? Perfectly
stable."


That little performance didn't convince Arianwyn
any. I couldn't blame her. Though the ropes appeared to be securely tied onto
iron bars set into the pipe, the assembly didn't look terribly sturdy. The
drifting mist and the sound of the Estrina's rushing waters below weren't much
comfort either.


Rightly sensing that he wasn't helping, Constans
crossed the ropewalk and beckoned from the far outlet. In the end, Arianwyn
plucked up the courage to inch her way along the line, though I swear that she'd
her eyes closed for most of it. I went next, then Morecet. Finally, there were
only the two guardians left perched on the edge of the river, both gazing
mournfully at the ropes.


"I suppose they'll just have to wait for us,"
said Morecet.


It seemed the guardians agreed, because they
retraced their steps back down the tunnel.


Arianwyn shook her head. "I think we'd better
stand back."


I looked again, and saw Jaspyr and Fredrik loping
back towards us. Jaspyr leapt first, sailing gracefully through the air and
managing a perfect landing on all four paws some distance inside our tunnel.
Fredrik was not quite so lucky. He'd launched slightly askew and his haunches
clipped the edges of the pipe as he landed.


Chunks of stone broke from the pipe's edge and
tumbled into the water. Then, with a scrabbling of bronze on stone, Fredrik joined
Jaspyr at Arianwyn's side and conspired to look rather pleased with himself.


After that, everything went relatively simply.
Only one wrong turn was made, and that was mine. I'd started to feel confident
about how the tunnels were arranged, so of course I picked the wrong junction
at the very next crossroads.


"That's not the right way," Constans
explained politely. "It'll bring you out on the hill beneath the
cathedral. You're guaranteed a warm welcome, I suppose, but the palace is over
here." 


He pointed to the next tunnel along and we headed
off . We walked up some chipped and slime-encrusted steps, passed through a
metal grating and emerged in the palace grounds.


When I'd last seen the palace gardens, they'd been
tangled but presentable pleasure grounds lit with lanterns. Now they were
something out of a nightmare. The ground had been mangled and disturbed by some
struggle, and the once verdant grass lawns were scarred and gouged. Lanterns still
burned in places, but the light they cast only served to make the scene more
ominous.


Here and there, the fallen had set corpse pyres
similar to the ones I'd seen in other places in the city. These had burnt down
to nothing, leaving naught but charred ash and bone in their wake. That was bad
enough, but the true horror lay elsewhere. 


There were dead fallen everywhere. We passed
hundreds upon hundreds of broken bodies as we walked. All were wild-eyed, as if
their final moments had been filled with stark terror. And little wonder, for
no mortal weapon had smote their ruin. Gnarled yews squatted atop piles of mangled
corpses, their roots trailing across the churned lawns or plunging through the
bodies to reach the soil. Ivy trailed across the paths and over the walls, more
fallen entangled in its grasp, branches woven around throats and limbs.


"What in the world went on here?"
Morecet demanded. 


His eyes darted from grisly tableau to grisly
tableau. I don't doubt he'd worked out the answer to his own question – he just
didn't believe it. Arianwyn didn't appear particularly comfortable either. She looked
askance at every sliver of greenery, as if she expected it to attack at any
moment. Even the guardians seemed uneasy. Only Constans  looked unconcerned.


"Constans? Care to answer the man's question?"
I asked.


He smiled. "You remember Jerack had some
ideas? Well, this was one of them." There was a certain relish in Constans'
voice, and I wondered whether it had been him who'd answered, or Jack, using
his voice. "We had hopes of so much more. Sadly, the trees in this city
are neither angry or energetic enough to manage more than a brief flurry of
activity. Still, it gave him a shock."


"Who?"


"Our enemy, of course." 


I noted he avoided naming Malgyne or referring to
him as 'the Raven'. Constans being insufferable, or Jack being evasive? I found
neither possibility welcome.


Arianwyn stepped gingerly over a twisted root. "Will
they attack us?" 


Constans shook his head. "No. They're
exhausted, sated or feeling deliciously superior. It'll take a decade or so
before they can even move a few feet. The gardeners might have a few questions
– if and when they come back, of course."


"Of course."


I examined the nearest yew. Its bark was
blood-spattered,  I saw a torn and mangled corpse lodged in its lower branches.
The local flora might be quiescent now, but its brief fury must have been
terrible to behold.


We picked our way through the wreckage of the
gardens, careful not to disturb any more trees and vines than we had to. We
made it to the palace in good time and without any upset – if I didn't count
Morecet falling flat on his face after getting his foot snarled in a stray
root. He claimed the thing had grabbed at him, and perhaps it had. There wasn't
a very great deal that I wasn't prepared to believe any more.


We entered the palace through one of the servants'
doors without having to resort to brute force or burglarious means. The door
was already open, and we took care to move as quietly as possible – for all we
knew, my brother and others of the fallen might still have been within. Much of
the palace was shrouded in darkness so I led the way, relying on my superior
night vision to warn us of any trouble.  We found none. 


It seemed the fallen had been and gone from the
palace, but they hadn't done so without a few acts of destruction. We stumbled
over the remains of several guardians. Despite my own mixed experiences with
the creatures there was something sad about the sight, but it was nowhere near
as mournful as watching Fredrik plant his haunches on the carpet and stare
thoughtfully at the remains. Was it just taking note of a possible threat, or
did the things feel a kinship with one another?


I rounded a corner and found myself face to face
with a fallen. Not just any fallen, but Alfric. My brother still wore the same
dark tunic I'd seen before, but it was now stained with blood. He'd found ways
to amuse himself once Arianwyn and I slipped through his grasp. More deaths to
lay against his blackened soul.


For a split second we stared incredulously at one
another, then we went for our weapons with unison that would have been comedic,
in other circumstances. The warped mirror shattered as Alfric laid a hand on
the pommel of his sword and he noticed that I was not alone. Abandoning all
attempts at drawing a weapon, he turned and fled deeper into the palace. Giving
no pause to consider the consequences, I ran after him, sword in hand.


"Edric, wait!" Arianwyn's worried shout
chased me down the halls.


On some level, I knew I was behaving foolishly. But
like all bad ideas conceived in the heat of the moment, its logic seemed
irresistible. I didn't care that I was running into danger. I didn't care that
I was abandoning my companions. All I wanted was to make my brother pay. 


Alfric hauled a door shut behind him. Bolts
rattled. I didn't even slow down. It was a well-built door, but it had been
designed primarily for appearance, not to withstand the force my shoulder
brought to bear. With a crash, the door slammed back on its hinges, and I was
through into another section of corridor. 


I was in agony.
Without thinking, I'd struck the door with my injured shoulder. But I couldn't
stop, not now. Alfric didn't wait to see if his gambit had worked, but drove
hard for the far end of the corridor. I ignored the pain and stumbled after
him. I heard the others hurrying after me, but I didn't wait. All that mattered
was that Alfric was getting away.


A few paces from the end of the corridor, Alfric
hurled himself through another door. Heels skidding on the carpet, I charged
after him and found myself in the main council chamber. Portraits of councilmen
past and present stared down at me, but the room's dominant feature was the
great oaken table that ran one end of the room to the other. It was over a
hundred paces long – it had to be to accommodate the various lords, scribes and
lackeys that would have occupied its chairs during matters of state.


There was little room to manoeuvre between the
rows of chairs and the wood-panelled walls, so Alfric leapt onto the table and
continued his flight along its polished surface, scattering candelabra as he
ran. 


I followed. I was vaguely aware he was drawing me further
and further from my friends, and the rational part of my brain – which I freely
admit hadn't seen much use in the preceding seconds – began dwelling on the
real possibility that I was running blindly into a trap.


Alfric reached the double doors at the end of the
room now, and glanced back at me. He appeared to consider sealing those doors
too, but then decided that he didn't have the time and kept running. With a
final effort, I leapt down from the table and charged after him.


...and tumbled to the floor as something struck my
shins.


Instinct took over, which thankfully meant that my
forearms, rather than my forehead, bore the brunt of the impact. I even managed
to keep a grip on my sword – for once – though this didn't matter a great deal
as a heavy boot stamped it out of my grasp and kicked it clear. I tried to stand,
but another heavy sole slammed into my back, pinning me in place. 


"Predictable as ever, Edric." Alfric
squatted in front of me and cocked his head on one side in an effort to meet my
gaze. "You should really learn to look where you're going. It'll be the
death of you." 


His eyes flicked behind me, presumably to
whichever minion had his foot pressed hard against my spine. "Quickly,
into the other room – make sure his friends receive a similar welcome."


A great many sets of footsteps departed the room.
The doors slammed. Sadly, the unseen minion using my back as a footrest remained.
Alfric had a small army, and I'd charged in without a moment's thought. I
deserved whatever I got.


A heavy bolt was drawn. "Get him up!"
Alfric ordered. 


Two pairs of hands hauled me roughly to my feet.
Or thereabouts. The fallen who were now my gaolers each took one of my arms in
theirs and left me dangling, heels kicking uselessly between them. 


"I thought you'd come back here, if you were
still alive." Alfric paced back and forth as he spoke. Despite his hunched
posture, his actions had a certain mad energy to them. 


My two captors didn't utter a sound. It was one of
the absolutes of existence, I supposed: dead, alive or damned, hired muscle was
hired muscle – no one looked to them for banter. It didn't matter, because
Alfric was spewed words at a rate sufficient for everyone. 


"My associates out there will definitely keep
your friends busy, perhaps forever." Alfric's words were hurried, almost
desperate. Had the madness of his life spilled over into his new existence as a
fallen? "So I can't enjoy this as much as I'd like." 


He threw a punch at my gut. Held as I was between
his two minions, I had no chance of evasion. It hurt, but not as much as it
should. Alfric had always been a 'hands-on' maniac, preferring not to leave the
physical side of torture to others.


"You know why I'm doing this, don't you?"
he asked.


"I suppose Malgyne's making you do it?" 


I spoke with as much sarcasm as I could muster. It
was mostly bravado. I had no doubt Arianwyn could deal with the fallen by
herself – with Constans and Morecet along as well, the victory was certain.
However, I didn't know long it would take them, and what Alfric would do in the
meantime.


"Hah! I thought you'd say that!" Alfric
drew his sword. "But you're wrong. I'm doing this because of you."
Still pacing, he jabbed a frenetic finger at the back of his head. "You're
buzzing in my mind. All those years of disapproval, of disrespect, of hindering
my fun." His voice grew louder. "I still feel your sword, twisting in
my guts. I hear your sanctimonious voice whining in my ear. He makes sure of
it."


"He makes sure of it?"


"Of course," Alfric shouted. With every
outburst the tip of his blade wove disconcertingly through the air in front of
me. "You don't think he's forgotten the scraps of help I gave you in
Otherworld, do you?  Or the time I disobeyed him in order to let you escape?
This is my punishment, and it'd never have happened without you!" With a
final snarl, Alfric drew the sword back high, and hacked down with all  his
strength.


But not at me.


The fallen holding my right arm never saw the blow
coming. Alfric may have been physically weak, but that sword was razor-sharp.
Black blood sprayed as the blade bit down, and then the fallen collapsed to the
floor. I went with him, using the momentum to pull my other captor off balance.
I didn't know what Alfric was up to, but he'd given me the best chance to
escape that I was going to get. 


As I'd hoped, the combination of surprise and dead
weight pulled the other fallen off his feet. This was not the winning strategy
I'd hoped for. Firstly because it meant that Alfric's second wild swing arced
over the fallen's head rather than through it, but mostly because the fallen
landed smack on top of me, pinning me face-first on the floor.


I was distantly aware of a commotion in the next
room,  but I couldn't worry about that now. My sword was almost within my
grasp, blazing merrily to itself on a tile – just as well it hadn't landed on a
carpet or the whole place would have caught light – but I couldn't reach it. My
fingers scrabbled desperately, but no amount of straining made the situation
better. Things grew worse when the fallen, who for whatever insane reason had
decided to ignore the maniac with the sword, locked his fingers around my neck
and tried to squeeze my  head off.


There was a hollow thud from the other room and
another, meatier, one from somewhere a little behind me. Alfric wrenched his
sword free and hacked again at my attacker. Still the fallen continued in his
single-minded assault on my throat. Then Alfric struck him a third and final
time, and the pressure finally eased.


I rolled onto my back and scrabbled crab-wise
towards my sword. I caught its grips on the second try. Keeping the point at
Alfric's chest, I slid up the wall until I stood opposite him. 


Alfric staggered back a step and raised his hands,
fingers spread, so they were level with his head. His sword clanged to the
floor. "Ah, so this is what it's like to play the hero."


There was no longer any trace of his previous
histrionics; in fact, his voice was calm and level. He started to lower his
hands, but I jabbed the point of my sword and he resumed his pose.


"How are you finding it?" I asked,
watching him all the while.


"Tiring. One should really have servants for
this kind of thing." There was a gurgling scream from the other room. "Can
I put my hands down now, please?"


"No. Not until you tell me what's going on."


Alfric laughed. "I'd have thought that was
obvious, I'm helping you."


"Last time we met, you tried to kill me."


"Did I, Edric? Seems to me that I had plenty
of opportunity to do that if I'd wanted."


I recalled our last encounter. Certainly Alfric
could have been spinning things out long enough for me to find a way to escape,
but it hardly seemed likely.


"You're a fallen. You serve Malgyne."


Alfric grimaced. "Edric, I don't want to pick
another fight with you, but you really shouldn't believe everything that woman
tells you. We're not all here by choice. Malgyne stokes the fires of my malice
when he remembers to, but at other times I can try to be the man you always
wanted me to be; the man I want to be. And I have tried Edric, I truly have.
That's why I let you escape last time we met, and that's why I'm helping you
now."


I wanted to believe him, I really did. Unfortunately,
Alfric knew that.


"Then why run? Why send those others to kill
my friends?"


Alfric's hands
came up in frustration. "I ran because I panicked when I saw those
creatures that intervened last time. As for your friends, I've seen what they
can do. And I've not sent those idiots out to kill your allies. I've sent them
out so your friends can dispatch them quickly and neatly."


"Let's assume I believe you," I said
warily. "What next?"


I needed to figure this out quickly. I assumed
Arianwyn and the others were winning their fight. If they weren't, my chances
would hit a downward spiral. There was a trap here, there had to be...


"Kill me," Alfric said quietly.


That one took me by surprise. "Kill you?"


"What I said earlier about the pain? It's all
true, Edric. It's supposed to keep me in line, but instead it gave me reason to
resist. But it hurts; it hurts in a way that you can't imagine." He
stepped closer, his voice pleading. "End it for me, please, before he
notices me again. As soon as he does, he'll make me stop you."


"I... I can't."


"Don't be pathetic," Alfric snapped. "You
were fit and ready to do it a moment ago. In fact, you were happy enough to do
it six months ago. Nothing's different."


"Everything's different." Could he not
see that?


"I'm not even alive, not really. I'm a puppet
with delusions  of grandeur. You're my brother, Edric. Will you not do this one
thing for me?"


Put like that, I really had no choice. I nodded.


"Thank you," Alfric said. "Quick
and clean?"


"Quick and clean," I said, with a catch
in my throat.


"Good. And when you're done, go down two
floors and three rooms across. Repeat it."


"Two down and three across," I echoed. "Why?"


"You'll see," Alfric said with a small
smile. "Now, get it over with. Goodbye brother, we'll not meet again."


"Goodbye," I said. "Ashana preserve
you from whatever  comes next."


I did it then, before I could second-guess my
course. It was a clean thrust, straight through Alfric's heart, if indeed he
had one. He didn't cry out, not then, and not when I twisted the blade free. 


"Tell Elandra I'm sorry," he breathed.
Then he pitched forward and spoke no more.





















Thirteen


 


One moment the doors stood firm.
The next they were nothing but shattered and splintered wreckage, and two lion
guardians were in the room. Morecet was next through the door, an arrow nocked
to his bow. 


Arianwyn followed. She picked her way around the
fallen Alfric had slain – one of whom had, post mortem, been further mangled
during the lions' dramatic entrance – and knelt at my side. She didn't say anything,
but she didn't have to. I saw from her eyes that she understood. The fact she
hadn't chastised me for running into danger spoke volumes.


Wordlessly,
Arianwyn raised me to my feet. Over her shoulder I glimpsed the ruin of the
council chamber. Alfric and I had left it practically untouched, but it was now
a shambolic, blood-stained mess. The fallen Alfric had sent to waylay my
friends had put up a real fight. They hadn't had a chance, just as Alfric had
intended. If Alfric's last words had been any more truthful than any others he'd
spoken, that was.


I took two trembling paces towards the door, and stopped.


"Edric, what happened?" Arianwyn asked,
too quietly for Morecet  to hear.


I felt sad; sad and desperately weary. "I
killed him. He saved my life, and then I killed him." 


I hadn't intended to say anything else, but as
soon as I started speaking, the whole lot came tumbling out. I suspect I made
little sense, as I couldn't quite recall the sequence of events and I'm sure I
repeated Alfric's last request three times. Nevertheless, Arianwyn listened
carefully and let me tell the story in my own time. I suspect Constans listened
too, though he never showed any sign. I didn't care either way.


"Will you be alright?" Arianwyn asked,
concern in her eyes.


I took a deep
breath. I was still weary, but I'd stopped shaking. "Yes."


Arianwyn looked at me appraisingly. She wasn't
convinced. 


"I'll be fine," I said, firmer this
time. "I just needed a moment."


Arianwyn's expression changed not one whit. There
was no arguing with that stare. "It was harder this time round, much harder.
Last time, I hated him. This time... well... this time I don't know how I felt.
I want to keep hating him, but I can't, somehow."


Arianwyn put her hand on my arm. "Last time
you hadn't seen the man beneath the cruelty. Otherworld gave you a glimpse of that.
It's not surprising you're mixed up about it."


"His last words were of his wife, did I tell
you? He wanted me to apologise for him."


"You told me." Arianwyn raised her hand
to my cheek. Again she took my measure and seemed happier with what she saw
this time. "We have to go."


"I know."


*******


We
left Alfric where he lay, and went in search of the room he'd mentioned. Or
rather Constans, Arianwyn and I did. Morecet grew vexed at the delay, so I saw
little harm in setting him loose to investigate for himself. Alfric's group
aside, we'd seen no evidence of fallen elsewhere in the palace. Even if the
building were not so bereft of enemies as it seemed, I had every faith Morecet could
look after himself. I doubt I'd have risked Arianwyn or Constans in that
manner, but I hardly knew Morecet and had little reason to trust a man who'd
changed loyalties from Solomon to us at the mere promise of coin.


When my companions – less Morecet – finally
reached the room we sought, outward appearances gave little hint of what lay
hidden within. I tried the door, but found it locked. Constans squatted in
front of the keyhole and set to work with his lock picks. Remembering the
tedium of him wrestling with the constabulary gate a few days ago, I reached
down and pressed the set of skeleton keys into his hand. 


Constans gave
me an offended glance. "You're sure this is the door?"


"Two floors down, three along," I
confirmed.


"Then why is it locked?"


"I don't know."


"Your brother might have told you where the
key was," Constans complained, then looked abashed as Arianwyn kicked him
none-too-gently in the leg. "Sorry. Even by my standards, that was
thoughtless."


"It doesn't matter," I said, and
realised it was true. That first flush of grief had faded. I didn't doubt that
it would be back, but there were things needed doing in the meantime. A thought
struck me. "He might have had the key on him. Do you want me to go back
and check?"


Constans muttered something I took to mean 'no',
and continued fiddling with the lock. A few moments later, Morecet ghosted
silently around the corner.


"Any success with the tunnel?" I asked.


Morecet shook his head. "I found it easily
enough, but they've collapsed it."


I sighed. "It had to be tried."


"We've lost nothing by the attempt."
Morecet switched his attention to Constans. "Is he still fiddling with
that door?" 


There was a clunk and the door swung open.


"No," said Constans with an air of
wounded pride. "He is not."


I entered the room first, sword drawn. No matter
how Alfric and I had parted company, I didn't feel too trusting. He'd given me
too many unwelcome surprises. As it turned out, he'd given me another one – not
in the form of an ambush, but in that of a thick, coppery stench that made my
stomach heave.


The room was covered in blood, so much so that I
couldn't tell what function it might have served in the past. There was no
furniture, just a battered assortment of broken spars of wood. 


Bodies lay everywhere, in various states of
mutilation and decay. They were a mix of men and women, some in the soiled and ragged
uniforms of praetorians or constables, others in the clothes of ordinary
citizens. Some looked to have been hacked apart with an axe, others didn't have
so much as a mark on them. As I took another step, I saw hooks hammered into
the stonework at one end. More corpses were chained to these, their skin
hanging bloodied and limp.


Arianwyn gagged. "Who'd do something like
this?"


"Any one of the fallen, I'd guess," said
Constans.


He gave a small cry as one of his feet shot out
from under him. Morecet caught him and hauled him upright. "Don't look
down." 


Constans kept his eyes fixed rigidly ahead.


"This wasn't just any fallen." I moved
to one of the bodies chained to the wall and peered as closely at it as I
dared. My mouth soured. "This was my brother's work. After he died, we
found a dungeon beneath the royal palace that looked just like this. It was reserved
for traitors of a... special kind."


"I'm surprised he found the time to indulge
himself," said Constans. "I mean, what with the conquering of the
city and all."


"I doubt Alfric was much involved with any of
that," I replied bitterly. "He was never one for fighting those who fought
back." 


"Why was
it so important that you come here?" Arianwyn asked.


"I don't know. Maybe he wanted to remind me
why he deserved to die. Maybe anything..." I shook my head. "There's
no need for you to wait. The rest of us can look."


"No. I'll leave when..."


Arianwyn gasped as one of the chained bodies – the
furthest one from the door by which we'd entered – moved. It was a man, naked
to the waist, his arms pulled taut above his head by the chains that bound him,
his back and shoulders a welter of dark wounds. His hair was matted with
goodness knew what. He tried to speak, but a leather gag was buckled tight
across his mouth. 


In frustration, the man pulled at his chains that
bound him, but all he achieved was to have the metal cuffs dig into his wrists.
I hastened to his side, and saw that his wrists were raw from previous
struggles.


"Constans, I need the keys," I said
tersely. 


Constans threw them across the room. I caught them
deftly and in a few moments had the prisoner free of both his chains and gag. 


"Thank you, my prince," he breathed. 


It was Jamar. Battered and bloody, but alive. 


In that instant my lingering shreds of guilt and
grief were dispelled. Finding Jamar alive was about the best fortune I could
have hoped for. Judging by the broad grin on Arianwyn's face, and Constans'
wild laughter, it appeared the effect on my companions was no less profound.
Only Morecet looked on without any joyful reaction, but then who was Jamar to
Morecet except competition?


A brief examination of a nearby kitchen turned up
a water butte. Arianwyn and I stayed with Jamar. Constans and Morecet wandered
off without explanation. I was pretty sure one of them didn't trust the other,
but which was which, I had no idea.


Jamar listened with grim approval as I told him of
the alliance, and the chaotic battle before the walls. He was less than
enamoured of the current stalemate along the Estrina, but then none of us were
happy about that.


Jamar's story was
simpler. He and Zorya had been overwhelmed. However, instead of being killed
immediately, Jamar had been brought before Alfric and slung into his torture
chambers with the other captives. Although Alfric had in no way avoided
indulging his cruel pleasures on Jamar, it seemed he'd deliberately held back
from anything fatal.


"It was as if he wasn't sure why he kept me
alive," said Jamar. "I heard him arguing with himself many times.
Each time the part that wanted me alive won, he'd take it out on one of the
other captives. I don't question that I owe him my life, but I'm not altogether
sure that I should thank him for it."


I told Jamar of my final conversation with Alfric,
and he nodded. "Do you think his darker deeds were Malgyne's doing?"


"I don't know. I'd like to believe it, but..."


Jamar nodded in agreement. "There are many
unknowns, and I doubt we'll ever learn the truth. At least if we can't know the
true character of the man your brother was, we can learn from his deeds, good
and ill."


"What about Zorya?" asked Arianwyn. "What
became of her?"


Jamar looked embarrassed. "It is to my great
shame that I can't tell you, savim. I remember nothing of the latter
part of the fight. I have not seen her since."


Judging by the look on Jamar's face, he found his
answer more painful than any of his wounds.


Arianwyn picked up on him shame at once. "It's
not your fault. Zorya chose her fate, and you've already done much to try to
help her avoid it."


Her kindly tone couldn't hide her disappointment.
Finding Jamar alive had awoken a hope that Zorya wasn't beyond salvation. Jamar's
words had dashed those hopes, and for Arianwyn it would be like having lost her
all over again.


Constans and Morecet returned. They'd not been
able to find Jamar's armour, but Constans had unearthed a tunic from somewhere,
as well as a leather breastplate.


"I know you planned to die in your own garb,"
he said, "but I really must draw the line against fighting alongside a man
so improperly dressed as yourself. Even I have standards."


Morecet rolled his eyes, but Jamar smiled. "Then
I shall cling to life as tightly as I can. Thank you, my friend. I don't
suppose you've a weapon for me?"


"As if I'd forget the most important part,"
said Constans. He shook his head, mock-sadly. He tossed Jamar a scabbarded
short sword. "It's a little smaller than you prefer, but I'm sure it'll
do."


Morecet cleared his throat. "This is all very
touching, I'm sure. However, I seem to remember something about time being
precious. The tunnel's not going to help us much, so hadn't we better figure
something else out?" 


He was correct, of course. Annoying, but correct.


"What about the outlet gate near the
cathedral?" Arianwyn asked. "That'd take us to the heart of where we
need to go."


Constans shook his head. "That grate is right
on the edge of the cliff. Admittedly, there's a stairway leading onto the
street, but if the fallen noticed us we'd be fighting overwhelming numbers with
a long drop behind us."


"What if Torev launched a concerted attack?"
I asked. "That'd surely draw the fallen away from the cathedral."


"Perhaps," Morecet agreed, "but it's
a gamble."


"Is there truly no other way?" asked
Jamar, buckling his new sword belt about his waist.


"No," Constans replied. "Not unless
any of us can fly." He shrugged. "We've some fairly eclectic talents
between us, but I don't think we can run to that." 


The others debated for a time, but they were just
rehashing options we'd already discussed. There simply wasn't another way. But
it occurred to me that one of those plans might just work, albeit with a small
but potent alteration.


"What if we already had an ally in the
square?" I asked, cutting through the other voices.


Everyone stared at me. Arianwyn and Jamar looked
puzzled, Morecet frowned, but Constans? He understood what I meant. 


He grinned. "I like that. I like that a lot."
The looks of puzzlement switched from me to him.


"Do you think it'll work?"


"It should. Assuming it does, it'll take more
than the five..." He glanced at the guardians. "...the seven of us."


"Would one of you mind telling me what's
going on?" Arianwyn asked impatiently.


I ignored her. The excitement of the idea was
buzzing in my brain, and it was suddenly very important to get all of the
pieces in place as quickly as possible. I grabbed Morecet's shoulders. 


"Get back to the gate," I said. "Find
Calda, Torev, anyone. Get them to send some troops to the cathedral outlet. We'll
meet you there."


Morecet twisted free. "I'm supposed to keep
you alive, remember?"


"Then hurry. There's not much time, and
without those extra swords, I'll be dead and you'll never see your money."


Morecet didn't move, but looked at me like the
victim of some elaborate trick. After a moment, his gaze shifted to Arianwyn,
who spread her hands in helplessness. Constans was still grinning. Jamar looked
on stoically. Finally, Morecet's eyes came back to mine. He nodded, and left
the room at a brisk pace.


"What's going on?" Arianwyn asked, with
fraying patience.


"It's a surprise," I said. "You'll
like it."


Arianwyn turned to Jamar with exasperation. "Was
he always this annoying and I didn't notice?"


Jamar shook his head. "Not at all. I assume
it's your influence."


That can't have been true – my recalcitrance had
annoyed him plenty in recent months. Then I belatedly realised he was needling
Arianwyn – a subtle but certain sign of acceptance.


"Thanks," Arianwyn turned her gaze on
me. "Am I at least allowed to know where we're going next?"


"Of course," I said. "We're going
north." I fished in my pocket and retrieved a small bundle. I held it out
to Jamar. "This, I believe, is yours. I'm glad that I shan't be needing
it."


Jamar took the pouch, removed his remembrance
ring, and slipped the slender band of silver onto his index finger. He smiled.  "I'm
glad too. Let us hope it does not find itself in your possession again by the
day's end." He slipped the pouch, and the two rings it still held, inside
his clothing. From his manner, you'd never know how he'd suffered so terribly. 


*******


We made the journey from the palace
over ground, not resorting to the sewers. Constans assured me again that the
fallen were scarcely active in the northern part of the city. Besides, the
sewers were vital to the next stage of my plan, and I didn't want to risk
drawing our enemies' attention to them if it could be at all avoided.


Fortunately, it seemed Constans was correct in his
assessment of the danger. We only saw one small patrol, and these we quickly
overcame before they had any chance to raise the alarm. I'd have liked to have
avoided them entirely if I could, but they'd emerged from the mist practically
on top of us. At least the skirmish gave me a chance to see how Jamar's wounds
had affected his fighting ability. As it transpired, they had done so not at
all – or at least his desire for revenge lent him compensatory strength.


We soon reached our destination – the Lionhead
bridge. It was eerily quiet. The harbour below, normally bustling with
merchantmen and sailors, was still and silent. I asked Arianwyn to send the
guardians out ahead. Unless I missed my guess, we'd find a barricade here much
like the one we'd fought behind at the Estrina, and I didn't want to be used
for misguided target practice by a jumpy defender. 


It seemed that my precaution was justified. No
sooner had Jaspyr and Fredrik disappeared into the mists than there was a dull
metallic clank, closely followed by a familiar voice berating the shooter for a
fool. We had found Quintus.


*******


I think Quintus was pleased to see
us, but if he were, he went to great lengths to hide it. In point of fact, his
first words upon clapping eyes on us had been 'It's about bloody time,' closely
followed by 'Aren't you supposed to be dead?' when he saw Jamar. For his part,
the havildar had politely replied that there was a lot of that going around at
the moment. 


Quintus had left it at that and waved us over the
barricade which was larger and far sturdier than the one at the Estrina. But
then, they'd had more time to build it. I looked closely as we passed through
the tangle of wood and metal, but there were no signs of any battle having been
fought here. The face of the barricade was unscuffed, and no blood stained its
timbers.


When we reached the top, I could see that there
was even a makeshift fire-step below the crest. A half-dozen sentries kept
watch there when we arrived. One in particular watched the guardians nervously
as they spryly clambered past – presumably he'd taken the errant shot. A score
or so tired and bedraggled men and women waited fitfully on the road beyond. I
assumed there were others taking what ease they could in the houses beyond.


As we'd descended the barricade, I caught sight of
a familiar face. Kiel, the erstwhile bartender of the Silverway tavern, was
sleeping fitfully in a nook between two buildings. He had been unshaven, filthy
and had a sword buckled at his side – clearly not all of the Lionhead's
defenders were soldiers. I wondered briefly as to the fate of his family, but
there had seemed no sense in waking him to ask the question. I wasn't sure I'd
like the answer. A little while later, Quintus had ushered us into a lantern-lit
tavern.


Other than Quintus and my companions, the room
held only three others: Nierev, Karov and Solomon. Nierev greeted us warmly,
Karov practically ignored us and Solomon just smiled a thin, knowing smile.


Arianwyn stiffened at the latter's presence, and
only relaxed when I put a hand on her shoulder. Solomon didn't notice, or
likely decided that any remark he made would only prove antagonistic. Either
way, the grey eternal kept his mouth shut and contented himself with toying
with his amulet. I noticed he was a little worn around the edges. His clothes
were creased, torn and smeared with grime. It seemed that Solomon had been in
the Pit long enough to appreciate its charms before Quintus had ordered his
release.


"Well, I'm glad someone's had a little
success," Quintus said heavily.


"What do you mean?" I asked. 


Karov answered my question. "The commander
didn't want to wait for help, and made another attempt at getting to the
cathedral." 


I looked sharply at Constans. He'd not told me any
of this. "I assume it didn't go well."


"It was
folly," said Karov bleakly. "We lost much, and for no gain."


Quintus got to his feet and rounded on Karov. "Aye,
well maybe we'd have had more success if you hadn't insisted on holding most of
our troops north of the river. With greater numbers..."


Karov cut him off. "We'd have suffered even
more deaths. And if that had happened, who'd have kept the crossings secure?"


Quintus opened his mouth to speak, but Jamar got
there first. "You've not yet been attacked, have you?" Clearly he'd
also noticed the barricade's pristine condition.


"No," Karov admitted, "but we weren't
to know that. The lives of the citizens in the Northern Quarter..."


"Citizens be damned," bellowed Quintus. "You
were more concerned about saving your rich friends."


"We've been over this, commander," Karov
replied with strained patience. "I saw no point in risking what little
foothold we had, not for a foolish scheme with little hope of success."


"This gets us nowhere," said Solomon,
his voice coldly and clearly rational. "What is done can't be undone, no
matter how foolish the act or unfortunate the consequences." 


I couldn't tell whether the eternal was siding
with Quintus or Karov, and that was probably his intention.


"Aye, you're right," said Quintus
grudgingly. "We're wasting time we could be using to end this. I'll get
the troops together."


"No." Karov spoke flatly, with no chink
of doubt.


"What do you mean, no?" demanded
Arianwyn. "This is our only chance. If the mist reaches Fellhallow, it won't
matter who died attacking the cathedral and who died elsewhere. Death will have
won."


"I'm sorry, but I can't take the chance,"
Karov said. "We evacuated only a fraction of the Northern Quarter before
the harbour fell. That's thousands of people depending on us to keep them safe.
I can't and won't have their deaths on my conscience. We'll wait here until the
armies you've so efficiently procured can link up with us. Then, and only then,
will we make our attack."


"I don't believe this," Arianwyn said
coldly.


"What Lord Karov is trying to say, is that he
doesn't believe you," Solomon put in smoothly. "Or rather, he doesn't
believe you can do what you suggest. He's like a child on the beach when the
tide comes in. He's clinging to the last rock in the bay, hoping he won't be
swept out to sea. He could swim for it, of course, and might even make it if he
did, but with each passing moment the decision becomes more difficult as the
danger grows more intimidating. He'll drown without ever knowing if his feet
could have touched the bottom."


Karov glared daggers at Solomon.


"And what about you?" I asked. "Do
you believe?"


"Oh, absolutely, ambassador. Not that it
helps you. Thanks to your efforts I'm now a criminal, tolerated perhaps, but with
no real power. I can't issue orders, and I won't be coming with you." 


I quite believed Solomon's lack of enthusiasm for
joining the fight. Putting others at risk was a skill he'd honed over the
course of many years. Putting his own life on the line was a concept more alien
to him than kindness. The rest confused me though. Morecet's seal had been
effective enough in ordering Tressians around in Solomon's name, so why was the
lord himself so powerless to act? Then I realised that even in these desperate
times, the news of Solomon's incarceration would have spread like wildfire
through Karov's mismatched army, and would soon find purchase amongst the late
General Marlon's troops. While his reputation hadn't yet eroded far enough to
place him in danger of a knife in the back, Solomon's authority was now worth
nothing if Karov countermanded his orders.


"Why not?" Arianwyn fixed Solomon with a
look that should have withered him on the spot. 


Solomon remained stubbornly unwithered. "Two
reasons, dear lady. First, as I'm sure you've noticed, we eternals don't appear
quite so resilient in this turgid world that Death has created. I've no desire
to die, hence I refuse this delightful invitation to oblivion. Second, I don't
believe there's so much as one of you who wouldn't like to stick something
sharp in my back at the first opportunity. No, I think I'll stay here and take
my chances."


I looked at Quintus. "Of course I'm bloody
coming with you," he said gruffly. "Let this useless pair cower if
they like. It'll be worth it just to be out of their company." 


With that, he stomped from the room, his face
locked in a murderous scowl. A moment later, Nierev got awkwardly to her feet
and limped after him.


Arianwyn stared at Karov. "I expected better
of you, Mikel," she said coldly, and stalked off.


"A burden I shall bear with fortitude,"
Karov called. If he'd had been aiming for aristocratic aloofness, he'd failed,
and by no small margin. He was desperately unhappy with the situation, but hadn't
the courage to choose a wiser path. "Take Quintus with you, by all means,"
he said. "But understand that I'll see you all dead before I let you drag
anyone else into this madness." 


"Please reconsider."


For all the effect I had, I might have been
talking to myself. Karov didn't even grant me the courtesy of a reply. Solomon
looked on with amusement. I was certain that if either lord had sided with me,
the other wouldn't have dared do otherwise. Unfortunately, I couldn't think of
a way to make either of them change their minds. Conceding defeat, I nodded
towards the door. 


Constans left immediately, his anger at the
situation plain on his face. Jamar did not, but stepped towards Karov. 


"Stay here if you must," he said
quietly. "Brave men and women will do what you can't, and perhaps die in
the attempt. But understand that if you seek to profit from their deeds, I will
find you, and we shall talk about what gives a man the right to rule." The
havildar had not touched his sword, nor so much as raised a hand, but there was
no mistaking the threat in his words. "Many men live their whole lives
waiting for a chance such as the one you have turned down. Think on that, after
we are gone."


Karov looked away. "Just go."


Nierev waited in the next room. "I'm coming
with you. I'm not sitting here waiting to die."


I shook my head. "You can't. You're in no
condition to go where we're going."


"You mean I'd be a burden," she said
bitterly.


I shook my head. "There's something more
important you can do here. Change Karov's mind, or change Solomon's. Even a
little extra help will make all the difference. Will you do that for me?"


She nodded. "I'll try. We'll be with you
before you know."


"That's all I ask. Thank you, lieutenant."


It was a gloomy company that passed over the
barricade and crossed the Lionhead bridge. Nobody said much of anything. We'd
come north in search of help, and were heading south again with precisely one
person more than we'd arrived with. 


It didn't help that Quintus was lost in a black
mood, one fed by far more than recent events. I asked him about it after we
re-entered the sewers and he laughed darkly. "What's wrong with me? I've
become the very thing I left the army to avoid: one of those foolish bastards
who leads warriors to their deaths in order to salve his own wounded pride. Do
you know how many men and women have died under my command these last few days?
More than I can count. I don't know, maybe Karov was right."


"You don't believe that."


"No? And what makes you so sure of that?"


"You're here, aren't you?"


"Only because I can't trust you to do it
right, my lord."


I adopted a hurt expression, but inwardly sighed
with relief. If Quintus was back to mocking me, then his spirits had raised a
little. There was more to his mood than he'd told me, of that I was sure, but
the rest would only come in its own time. My own spirits were decidedly mixed.
I only hoped Morecet had fared better in his recruiting efforts than we had,
otherwise this wasn't going to work out at all well – even with the surprise
Constans and I had planned.


Fortunately, it was soon obvious that Morecet had
come through for me, and in a manner far beyond my wildest expectations. Before
we'd even reached our destination, we became aware of still figures lining the
walls. They quietly made way for us as we travelled, and I soon found my
spirits rising as I took a tally of their number.


There were at least two hundred of them, a roguish
mix of Hadari and Tressians. Few carried shields, and none at all carried
polearms, for the confines of the sewers wouldn't permit it, but every man or
woman had a sword or axe and, better still, a determined look.


Morecet waited at the outlet. "Will this do?"
he asked quietly.


"It's incredible," I whispered back. "How
did you manage it?"


He shrugged. "I happened upon Commander
Torev. The rest was easy. He'd be here himself, but he had some notion that he'd
do more good by making as much noise as possible. He asked that you wait for
his signal before attacking."


"And what is his signal?"


Morecet smiled. "He said it'd be a surprise,
and that you'd know it when it happened.


I was about to tell Morecet how useless that
answer was, when I felt Arianwyn's eyes boring into the back of my head. "Understood,"
 I said instead.


Morecet's expression flickered. "It might
also interest you to know that Warleader Cadvar, broken arm and all, is not
here only because the Emperor practically had her restrained. He did, however,
insist on sending along fifty of his royal guard by way of compensation. I don't
know if you passed them in the tunnel?"


I hadn't and was speechless. It was unheard of for
the Emperor to send any of his bodyguard from his side.


"It would seem he has a lot of confidence in
you." 


It would indeed. It was time to see if that
confidence was misplaced. "Jamar?" I hissed, my eyes searching the
darkness.


"Yes, my prince?"


"Constans, Arianwyn and I are going outside.
I need you to bring the royal guard up behind us, but quietly."


"Of course," Jamar seemed mildly
offended that I'd felt the need to say anything, and vanished back along the
tunnel. 


I turned to Morecet. "The royal guard will
lead the attack. You've got the job of bringing the rest along afterwards.
Assuming, that is, that you're staying around?"


The other sniffed at so unworthy a thought. "Miss
this? Not a chance. Besides, I've still a fee to collect from Miss Trelan."


I led Constans and Arianwyn further down the
tunnel and to the steel grill that blocked the end of the outlet pipe. After a
few moments of Constans fiddling with the skeleton keys, the securing chain
fell away and the grill swung inward.


The next part was tricky. The nature of the pipe
meant there was a slight downward slope as it passed the grate. That, combined
with the slippery footing, made the chances of shooting over the edge far
higher than I cared to contemplate. If that happened, I'd batter myself to
death on the cliffs long before I hit water. Fortunately, such was not to be my
fate. Three steps and I'd made it to the stone stairway that ran along the
cliff face. I climbed the stairs up to the streets above, and waited quietly at
the end of an alleyway. 


I heard whispers of movement as Constans, Arianwyn
and her lion guardians made their way up the steps. Trying not to worry about
the possibility of any fallen hearing them, I peered out the alley and down
towards the square.


For several long moments I couldn't see anything –
or at least I couldn't see anything worth seeing. Then the mists shifted and I glimpsed
the gnarled form of the Shaddra, a great host of fallen clustered beneath her
twisted branches. As I'd expected, the evil-looking tree had now taken on the
same enormous aspect it had possessed in Otherworld, and it towered over all
the square's buildings, save for the cathedral itself. 


This was the first time I'd seen the outside of
the cathedral since Malgyne had claimed the portalstone, and even prepared for
the possibility of it having changed, I was taken aback. The spires and
steeples were twisted and crooked, the statues of angels replaced with sneering
skeletons. Most telling of all, however, was the change to the stained glass
panel overlooking the square. No longer did it show Sidara, but an enormous
spread-winged raven with hooked talons and burning green eyes. The panel was
lit from within, and its baleful green light played the square. With the
shifting mists, it was hard to tell how many fallen were present, but there were
at least a thousand. A thousand fallen, and I had perhaps two hundred men and
women. I'd just have to hope it was enough.


"Now?" hissed Constans.


"No." I shook my head. "We'll wait
for Torev's signal."


"Let's hope it's not long coming."


Scarcely had he spoken when there was a flat crack
from somewhere to the south. It was followed by an ear-splitting whine, and
then an almighty crash. A second later, another followed. 


"Cannons," Arianwyn whispered in wonder.
"He's brought up  the cannons."


I remembered Torev complaining about the delays
the cannons had foisted on the marching army. They'd have been no use in the
mist-shrouded chaos at the gates, and I honestly didn't see them being more
effective here – but I couldn't deny their effectiveness as a signal. 


As the third cannon shot rumbled through the air,
a great cheer rolled through the mist. As a battle cry it was unintelligible,
but it didn't matter – there was only one thing it could mean. Our allies were
attacking across the Estrina.


This fact could hardly have been lost on the
fallen and, with another look towards the square, I saw that it wasn't. As I
watched, banners rose and black-clad warbands marched southward. Torev hadn't
just given us a signal, he'd also bought us much more favourable odds.


"Change of plan," I hissed. "Arianwyn,
tell Jamar to bring the guard up and form them at the end of the alley."
She nodded and I turned to Constans. "Come on. It's time." He grinned
and followed me from the end of the alley.


We advanced as cautiously as we could, taking
cover first behind an abandoned cart, and then in the lee of a buttress. We
needn't have worried. There were no fallen in the street, and those in the
square either had their attention fixed on the commotion to the south, or were
already moving in that direction.


With one last look at the square, Constans closed
his eyes. As I watched, the air around him came alive with hazy green wisps.
They twisted and turned in the air, weaving patterns gone as soon as formed.
Then, at some unseen signal, they arced towards the square and their target
within.


Nothing happened.


Another cannon split the air. Constans' eyes
flickered open. 


"Is it done?" I asked quietly.


{{It is done.}}


I recoiled in surprise. 


He frowned "What?" he asked, his voice
back to normal.


"For a moment, you sounded..." 


I suppressed a shudder. Those few buzzing words were
my first real proof that Jack was more than simply a voice in Constans' head.
The Lord of Fellhallow was definitely able to take control if he wished. On the
other hand, Jack had yet to break any promise he'd given, so I had to assume he
could be trusted for now. Not that I had much choice. 


One problem at a time, I told myself firmly.


I looked back at the square. "Nothing's
happening."


"Patience, Edric, patience," Constans whispered.
"She's been asleep a long time."


All at once, the ground rumbled. It began quietly,
as if coming from a long way off, but swiftly grew in force and volume. The
fallen in the square looked around in confusion as they sought the source of
the tremors. Not one of them guessed correctly.


For untold
hundreds of years that tree had stood in the heart of Tressia, the root of a
black legend whose power had grown stronger with passing generations. Now that
legend was on the move, roused to battle by Jack's power. Constans had told me
earlier that the trees of the palace grounds had insufficient hate to wreak
much damage on Jack's enemies. If the stories were true, that wouldn't be a
problem for the Shaddra.


As I watched, the limbs of the great tree flailed
with murderous purpose. Boughs slammed fallen into the flagstones, or throttled
the life from them. Roots tore free and threshed wildly, dragging luckless foes
beneath the ground to Ashana knows what fate. What had been a formidable horde
of fallen became a disorganised and scattered rabble. It would never have
worked if Malgyne hadn't merged the living realm with Otherworld. In the living
realm, the Shaddra was a stunted and malignant tree, scarcely twice the height
of a man. Here, she was mighty, and an opponent to be feared.


Slowly, the fallen overcame their surprise and fought
back. They hacked at the thrashing limbs, and the braver ones carried their
weapons against the Shaddra's trunk. This only made her angry. Branches tore
chunks of stone from nearby buildings, and hurled them into her attacker's
ranks.


"She's magnificent," I breathed.


Constans nodded. "That she is, but she can't
keep this up."


I glanced over my shoulder. Jamar and the royal
guard waited in silence, their faces as awestruck as I knew mine to be.


"She won't have to," I said. "Let's
end this."
















 











Fourteen


 


We burst into the square with a
fury that wouldn't be denied. The fallen, scattered by the Shaddra's attack,
didn't stand a chance. We were still badly outnumbered, and couldn't have hoped
to drive them from the square entirely, but then we didn't need to. All we
needed was reach the cathedral, and this we did in short order. As Jamar and I
led the royal guard up the steps to the cathedral doors, Morecet formed a loose
line of Tressian and Hadari soldiers at the stairway's foot.


The great doors were shut fast. Malgyne had sealed
them. 


I kicked
uselessly at the timbers. Jamar, ever of a more practical mind, tossed his
sword to one side and seized the brass handle on the rightmost door. Bracing
his feet, the havildar hauled with all his might, beads of sweat appearing on
his forehead. The door didn't move an inch.


Arianwyn, pushed her way forward. "Let me try".



"No," I said. "Save your strength
for when we're inside."


"That won't matter if we die on these steps!"


"That's true, but there's another way. Isn't
there, Constans?" 


The eternal nodded. "Yes, I think she has
just enough left." 


Turning to the Shaddra, he shouted something in an
incomprehensible tongue. The giant tree paused in its rampage, and Constans
shouted again, this time more urgently. 


"Might I suggest we stand somewhere else?"


Jamar bellowed at the royal guard to clear the
steps, then bundled myself and Arianwyn out of the way. I landed badly, but a
few bruises were by far preferable to standing in the path of what had just
unleashed itself against the cathedral.


The Shaddra
lurched, her whole body shifting back towards the cathedral. A half-dozen of
her boughs speared into the doors. It would have taken us an age to break
through those timbers, but the Shaddra's limbs punched effortlessly through. A
moment later, more branches surged forward, seeking cracks in the stonework
around the doors. Finding them, they burrowed deep, sending shards of marble
flying in  all directions. 


The limbs went taut as the Shaddra focused her
enormous strength. With an ear-splitting crash, the cathedral doors wrenched free
of their hinges. The arch above collapsed, sending great blocks of stone
slamming into the steps. Clouds of dust billowed across the square. With one
last effort, the Shaddra hurled the remains of the door across the square, the
pieces scattering a warband of fallen as it formed up to charge Morecet's
company. Then, the great tree's branches drooped, and she went still.


Constans coughed up dust. "She's done. We're
on our own."


"Is she dead?" asked Arianwyn, with an
odd note of concern.


"Just resting. Hatred can only carry you so
far."


We ran up the stairs, careful to avoid the rubble
still falling from the shattered walls. Jamar brought the royal guard in after
us, then called out for Morecet to follow. Our casualties had been light so far
– blessedly so – but that wouldn't last. We still had no idea what waited for
us in the cathedral itself.


The abyss still swirled before the altar, and the
chamber was thick with mist. The robed and hooded figure of Malgyne was
hovering silently above it all. He seemed larger and grander than before, and I
guessed he was at least three times my height. A side-effect of Otherworld's
growing encroachment? I didn't know, and I certainly didn't like it. At least
the God of the Dead seemed distracted, and certainly paid no attention to the
clamour at his gates.


Most worryingly of all, scores of skull-masked
revenants roamed the mists. Fortunately for us, the revenants too showed no
interest in the battle on their threshold. That, unfortunately, wasn't likely
to last.


"What's the matter? What do you see?"
Constans asked.


"Revenants. Lots and lots of revenants."


"Aye," muttered Quintus. "Too much
to ask that they'd still be patrolling the towers."


"Apparently so," I agreed. "But we
always knew this was a possibility." I turned to address the royal guard. "You
can't hurt these things, so don't even try." A few eyes widened at that,
but most stared impassively back. "Just parry and defend. Constans and I
will take them out as quickly as we can." I glanced at Constans. "Jack
can help you do that, can't he?"


Constans gave a small nod.


"Actually, I think we can do better."
Arianwyn's eyes glowed. "Hold out your weapons." 


The royal guard obeyed, and she moved quickly
through their ranks, deftly laying her hands on the blades of swords and axes.


Wherever her touch fell, white light dripped from
her fingers and flowed along the metal. Quintus' sword was the last she blessed
in this way, and the old man smiled grimly.


Arianwyn staggered as she rejoined me. Not much,
not even enough for anyone else to have noticed, but I'd been watching for it.
She'd told me how hard it was to reach the magic in Otherworld, and I'd guessed
she wasn't yet fully recovered from her confrontation with Droshna.


I turned to Jamar. "Detail four men to protect
Arianwyn." 


The havildar nodded, and began making the
arrangements.


Arianwyn stared at me in much the same way she had
when I'd tried to have Morecet to safeguard her in the battle outside the
walls. 


"Please don't fight me on this," I
whispered. "As your friend, I don't want you to come to harm. As commander
of this attack, I need for you not to come to harm. Choose whichever reason
you like, but don't refuse protection."


To my everlasting relief, Arianwyn gave a small,
sharp nod.


Morecet's group reached the top of the steps, and he
pulled them into a rough battle line across the ruined arch. "If you're
going to do this," he called, "you need to do it now. Our friends in
the square are looking for new playmates."


Reaching his side, I saw the cause of his concern.
The fallen were reforming around the foot of the now-motionless Shaddra. Worse,
as the mists shifted, more fallen ran into the square from the south. 


"We're going," I told Morecet. "Hold
them if you can."


He nodded, and
I ran back into the cathedral. Even the dull-witted revenants had recognised
something was amiss. I hauled myself up onto a plinth and addressed the royal
guard. "The Tressians may have started this mess, but we'll finish it."
I raised my sword in salute. "For the Empire."


"FOR THE EMPIRE!" 


Constans shouted with them, though I suspected he did
so in mockery, rather than comradeship. 


I jumped down from the plinth, caught Quintus'
stony gaze upon me, and charged into the cathedral's heart.


"For the Empire!" came the battle cry
again, and then the royal guard were hard on my heels. 


Arianwyn's enchantments carried us deep into the
cathedral. The revenants scattered before us as soon as they discovered they
were vulnerable to our blades, but they lost dozens of their fellows before the
lesson finally took.


Indeed, had revenants been all that opposed us, we'd
have settled the matter in a handful of minutes. Unfortunately, there were
fallen legionaries in the cathedral as well, and these proved a harder foe.


As we brought the fallen to battle, I couldn't
help but draw comparison with the minutes following Malgyne's grand entrance.
Then, I'd been accompanied by a small band of demoralised praetorians. Now I
had the finest warriors in the Hadari Empire at my back. Alas, I had only fifty
royal guard, and Malgyne's fallen were endless. The God of the Dead's attention
was back from wherever it had wandered. Even as we fought, he raised fresh
troops from the abyss.


Whenever we were in danger of being overwhelmed Arianwyn
sent streams of white fire raging through the attackers' ranks. As ever, I
worried she'd overreach herself, but wasn't sure how to phrase the concern in a
way that wouldn't do more harm than good.


It happened as we pushed deeper into the
cathedral. We found Zorya cracked and lifeless at the foot of a pillar. Her
body was battered, and smeared with all manner of unnameable filth. Like Jamar,
she'd been used as an object of vile amusement. Unlike Jamar, there'd been no
one to keep her alive. Her face was covered in the spiderweb lines I'd seen
before. Unlike before, I saw no blue light emanating from the cracks. Whatever
spark of life had driven her was gone or buried so deep it couldn't be seen.


Arianwyn broke from our ranks and sped to the
sentinel's side. The four guards Jamar had assigned to her protection rushed to
her, forming a half circle as she cradled Zorya's lifeless head. Leaving the
others to press on, I ducked back towards Arianwyn.


Arianwyn's protectors stepped aside as I
approached. I knelt beside her. "You can't help her now," I said
softly, one eye ever on the battle raging about us. 


Arianwyn's breathing steadied, then slowed. "You're
right. I can't help Zorya. But I can make them pay."


She stood, white fire gathering in her
outstretched hands. The enchantments upon the royal guards' blade flickered and
died as Arianwyn instinctively drew back the magic she'd lent them. 


"Arianwyn, no!"


Throwing off my restraining hand, Arianwyn stepped
past her protectors and sent fire coursing into the battle.


Revenants burst
into ash as it tore through their spectral forms. The fallen screamed in agony
as the flames ravaged their skin. Only our allies were untouched. The vengeful
fires passed over them like a warm breeze.


The fires guttered and died. Arianwyn collapsed,
drained by her vengeance. I caught her, carried her from the fight and propped
her against the pillar next to Zorya. This was precisely what I'd hoped to
avoid. Arianwyn was alive, but completely dead to the world, her breathing low
and shallow. Jaspyr and Fredrik sat beside her, staring intently at their
unconscious mistress.


"You stay with her," I ordered the
nearby guards, my voice ragged. "It doesn't matter if Malgyne himself
comes to claim her: you stay and keep her safe. Do you understand me?" 


I went wearily back to the fight, cursing Arianwyn's
recklessness. Her flames had destroyed many revenants, but in so doing she'd
rendered the royal guards' blades useless against those that remained. As the  only
two now capable of destroying the spectres, Constans and I grew sorely pressed,
and had to roam about the brawl to wherever we were needed. We'd gained ground when
the flames ripped the heart from Malgyne's ranks, but our progress slowed as yet
more fallen emerged from the abyss. 


Constans caught my arm. "I think things just
got worse." 


I followed his
gaze and saw as a giant shadow lurch from of the mists, a brute of a man with
charred armour and a face of fire-blackened flesh. 


Droshna.


Like an animal, he'd fled to his lair to lick his
wounds, but now he'd returned to slake his pain with that of his enemies. I
didn't know how we'd bring him down. It had taken Arianwyn's magic last time,
and she was in no condition to oppose him. Jamar might take him, but I doubted
it. 


Yet Droshna didn't come towards my desperate
circle of Hadari. Instead, he lurched purposefully towards Arianwyn. The giant
had unfinished business with the house of Trelan, and he meant to settle it. 


Constans realised what Droshna intended at the
same moment I did. We fought like madmen, as we tried to reach him, but the
fallen pressed their attack, trapping us in a press of bodies. I shouted a
warning to Jamar, but the tumult of battle swallowed my words.


Droshna reached
Arianwyn, or at least he reached the royal guards I'd left in her defence. They
died defending her, hacked down by a man who didn't feel their blows.


I battered at the shields around me in a desperate
frenzy, but couldn't break free. Constans fared no better. We could do nothing
but steal glances as Droshna advanced on Arianwyn. 


Wake up, I willed her, wake up and blast the fiend
into oblivion. She remained stubbornly unconscious. Would the lions stop
Droshna? They'd made no move to do so – perhaps they didn't realise the danger.



Then I saw that
Droshna wore one of the guardian amulets. He must have taken it off one of his
many victims. Certainly there was every chance that Alfric or one of the other
fallen had told him of the guardians' intervention in the palace. In fact, with
Droshna's long and terrible vendetta against Tressia, he might well have
encountered the creatures before. Or perhaps he'd just seen one lying around
and taken a fancy to it. I didn't know, and right now it didn't matter. What
concerned me was the fact the amulet's presence meant he could happily cut
Arianwyn into little pieces without fearing reprisals from Jaspyr or Fredrik.


Suddenly, Quintus was there. I'd lost track of the
commander until that moment, but I didn't care. What mattered was that he now stood
between Droshna and his prey.


Quintus looked old, old and tired. In his prime,
he'd never have stood a chance against Droshna, and that time lay many years in
the past. Quintus would die, then Arianwyn would die, and there was nothing
that I could do about it.


"Back again, old man?" Droshna crowed. "I
recall we fought only yesterday. You fled that fight. Are you going to run
again?"


At last, I realised the other half of the burden
Quintus carried. 


"Do I look
like I'm running?" Quintus asked through gritted teeth.


"No," Droshna allowed. "Dead men
don't run."


With a great shout, the giant swung his blade at Quintus'
head. It was swift, far quicker than any I could have parried, but Quintus'
sword somehow did what mine never could, striking the steel with just enough
force to deflect Droshna's blow.


Droshna laughed. "One lucky parry is hardly
salvation."


Quintus shook his head. "This isn't luck: it's
skill and discipline: two things a thug like you would know nothing about."
The commander's sword flashed out, and came away black with the giant's blood. "I
ran yesterday because I'd have served no one by dying alongside the others, but
I'll not let you hurt this lassie." 


Droshna put a hand to his wound and licked the
blood off his fingers. "As you wish."


It is to my
eternal regret I didn't see the whole of the fight that followed. Quintus
fought Droshna to a standstill. How he did it, I never knew, and I'm certain
that no other amongst us could have duplicated that feat. None of Droshna's
strikes, no matter how swift or mighty, broke Quintus' guard. Each time the
commander parried, his riposte opened a fresh wound on the giant's hide. Sadly,
these small harms seemed to slow Droshna not at all. It was inevitable that
Quintus would finally tire. 


I strove to reach the commander's side before he
finally made a mistake, but each time I felled an opponent, another sprang
forward to block my path. 


Even so, I almost made it. I was only a dozen
paces away when Quintus made his mistake. 


It was a simple thing. Droshna feinted, and the
commander missed the trap until it was too late. Droshna's sword hacked deep
into his shoulder. Quintus collapsed, blood gushing from his wound. Even then, twitching
and bleeding, he tried to stand. 


"Still here, old man? Good." Droshna
bent over his foe. "See your failure etched in this witch's blood."


The giant turned towards Arianwyn and raised his
sword.


"No!"


With a desperate shout, I threw myself at Droshna.
He might have been at the bottom of the ocean, for all the hope I had of
interceding. Droshna had but one goal now, and I was as helpless to stop it as
poor dying Quintus.


Droshna bellowed and fell to his knees, pale stone
fingers around his ankle. The sword with which he'd meant to end Arianwyn's life
dropped from nerveless hands.


A faint sheen
of blue light flared in the mist at Droshna's feet. We'd been wrong – a spark
of life still endured in Zorya's body. She roused it to defend Arianwyn one more
time. Lurching upright, the sentinel closed a second hand around Droshna's leg,
and crushed his ankle. 


The fallen warlord roared in agony. Her last
energy spent, Zorya fell back into the mist. 


Gasping with rage, Droshna reached for Arianwyn's throat.


I never found out whether the giant meant to choke
the life from her or simply snap her neck. The point of Quintus' sword took him
low in the back, lanced up through his ribcage and burst through his chest.


How Quintus had found the energy to stand, I will
never know. Like Zorya, he'd marshalled one last effort of will, and in his
case it had been enough to drive him two staggering steps and strike one final
blow. 


"It looks like it's not me that gets to see
failure etched in blood," Quintus breathed. Droshna made no reply, but
gazed blankly at the blade protruding from his chest. Then, both men toppled
sideways.


I caught Quintus as he fell, and lowered him
softly to the ground. He was still breathing – a terrible, hacking sound – but
his eyes stared glassily at the ceiling.


"Late as ever, my lord," he breathed. "Is
he dead?"


"Very," I said quietly.


"Nice to have done something right these last
few days."


Quintus gave a last terrible cough, and his eyes
focused on me one last time. "Do what I couldn't, Edric. Save my city."


"I will."


I clasped his
hands in mine, willing him to believe my words. To this day I don't know if he
heard my promise, for a moment later he was gone. 


It wasn't until hours later I realised that had
been the first and last time he'd ever addressed me by my first name.
















 


 











Fifteen


 


"He was a good man, and he
died well."


Jamar towered over me. So caught up in the event
had I been, that I hadn't realised our line had been driven back almost to my
position. The royal guard were still fighting, but their numbers were thinning
fast.


I closed Quintus' eyes. "It's not enough."



I looked at Zorya, but couldn't tell if she too
was lost to us forever, or simply too weak to move. Either way, I could do nothing
for her.


"It is more than most earn, and we may yet
join him."


Jamar wasn't wrong. If I were to keep the promise
I'd just made to Quintus, I'd have to do it soon. At least Morecet still held
the cathedral doors. An attack on two fronts would have ended us.


I felt knotted up inside. Anger at Arianwyn's
foolishness clashed with sorrow at Quintus' death and the desperate knowledge that
victory was slipping away. 


With a battle cry that was equal parts grief and
frustrated rage, I rejoined the fight. I may not have been able to untangle my
feelings, but I knew I'd feel better if I hit something.


And hit something, I did. Many somethings. A
hulking fallen legionary, his battered praetorian garb betraying him as a
recent recruit to Malgyne's army, took the brunt of my frustration. My blade
caught him in the side of the neck as he stooped to finish off a  wounded
guardsman.


A revenant closed with me, clearly intending to
take advantage whilst I was off-balance. I took my own blade in a two-handed
grip and wrenched it free of the corpse. My parry checked the revenant's
strike, and my riposte hurled the creature into oblivion.


A great rush of fallen forced me back, but my
intervention had given the guardsman's fellows time to pull him clear. Jamar reached
my side, and we faced this new assault together, though in truth I don't know
if the havildar would have fared any worse if he'd fought alone. 


Jamar had discarded his short sword, and instead
taken up a long-handled mace. It would have been a fearsome weapon in any man's
hand; in Jamar's it was unstoppable. The steel head battered aside weapons and
caved in skulls, each blow the crack of hammer on an anvil. Few of Jamar's
opponents had chance raise a shield or sword to their defence, and those who
did he battered aside. It fell to me finish them. This I dutifully did,
whenever my own battles permitted, each time taking care never to step within
one of the mace's crushing arcs.


Still the fallen came. No matter how many
succumbed to the royal guard's blades or were crushed beneath Jamar's mace,
there were always more. When I'd fought fallen before, they'd proved as prone
to dismay as mortals, but they displayed no such weakness with the gaze of
their dark master upon them.


Jamar's mace slammed into a shield. The battered
boards shuddered, but held. The havildar scowled with surprise. Seeing his
distraction, a pair of legionaries pushed past the shieldsman. One perished on
the point of my sword, his parry fatally disrupted by the impact of my foot in
his groin. The second cut his way past a royal guardsman and lunged. Jamar
twisted clear at the cost of his balance. Before he recovered, the shieldsman
rammed forward, the impact knocking Jamar clean off his feet. The shieldsman
moved forward to finish him. I gripped the rim of his shield, tore it aside and
speared my blade into his corrupt heart.


Jamar, scrambled to his feet. "Thank you, my
prince." He knocked the legs out from under a fallen, then brought the
mace down to shatter her skull. "This gets us nowhere. We need another plan."


I parried a strike meant for my ribs."Any
ideas?" 


"No," Jamar brought the mace down to
shatter my opponent's skull. From his steadiness of speech, you'd have thought
he and I discussed some abstract woe, rather than our imminent deaths. "If
I may say so, ideas are your concern. I just kill things." 


As if to reinforce the point, his mace swung down
to crush a  fallen's ribcage.


I cast desperately around for inspiration, once
again cursing Arianwyn's impetuousness. If she were conscious, she could have
ordered the guardians to help us. With her unconscious, two of our most
powerful weapons stood idle. 


Or did they? Perhaps they awaited for
instructions.


Leaving Jamar to direct the shrinking group of
royal guard, I dragged Constans towards Arianwyn. 


"What's going on?" he asked, puzzled. 


"If we're to win this, we need to get you to
that portalstone," I said. "Brute force isn't working, so we'll try
something different."


"I understand that," Constans said
patiently. "I just don't understand what you're proposing instead."


I took one last look at Arianwyn, then knelt
before Jaspyr and Fredrik. Feeling more than a little ridiculous, I started to
speak, addressing not Constans, but the guardians. "I don't know if you
can understand me. I don't even know if you can hear me..." This at least
I quickly had an answer to, as the lions turned mournful gazes away from
Arianwyn and onto me. "...but I need your help. I know you want to protect
your mistress. I do too, but if Constans and I don't get over there..." I
pointed to the altar. "...then everyone, including Arianwyn,  will die."


Constans stared down at me. "That's your
idea? That's ridiculous." 


"So says the man with a great power inside
him," I retorted.


Unfortunately, Constans seemed to have the right
of it. The two guardians just stared back, showing no indication they'd
understood a word I'd said. 


I stood up. "Anyway, it doesn't seem to have
worked, so we can try whatever brilliant plan it is that you've been saving up
for this moment," I said acidly. "After all..."


I broke off as Jaspyr nudged his head against the
back of my leg. It was like being nuzzled by an affectionate battering ram. I
didn't care. The sense of jubilation was more than worth the numbed limb.
Fredrik had also risen, and had moved to stand beside Constans.


"Well I'll be..." the eternal breathed. "What
now?"


"Get on."


"I beg your pardon?"


"You ride that one, and I'll ride this."


The look Constans shot me left me in no doubt as
to what he thought of that idea, but he said nothing. Perhaps he didn't want to
be proved wrong again so quickly. Probably he'd realised that there wasn't
really any other choice. Jamar was almost done. This was our  only chance.


Without waiting for Constans' answer, I sheathed
my sword and climbed onto Jaspyr's back. My knees clamped tightly about his
flanks, and my fingers sought the best grip they could upon his sculpted mane.
I didn't feel at all secure but, as I'd said to Constans, we were out of
options. Constans mirrored my movement, far more gingerly than I. He opened his
mouth to say something, but the lions chose that moment to spring forward, and
the words were lost.


The guardians ran at a terrific pace, sprinting
sure-footedly over the dead and dying. I hung on for dear life. I didn't dare
look to see how Constans was doing, as I worried even that slight distraction
would send me tumbling from my steed.


As we reached the beleaguered royal guard, the
lions sprang, sailing effortlessly over the press of bodies. Jamar roared with
laughter, then turned his attention back to the fight.


We landed in the fallen's rear ranks, the impact
scattering wretches and legionaries alike. The lions were on the move before so
much as a single fallen could bring a weapon to bear, leaping in another great
arc that cleared the abyss. With a scrape of metal on tile, we skidded to a
halt in front of the altar and the portalstone resting atop it.


At least, that was the idea.


Malgyne snapped out of his trance, he swatting
Jaspyr with a massive, taloned hand. I lost my grip on the guardian's back, and
crashed to the floor midway between the altar and the abyss. My erstwhile steed
tumbled away into the mists.


Fredrik sprang vengefully at the God of the Dead,
dislodging Constans from his back. Malgyne knocked Fredrik from the air as
easily as he had his fellow.


With a screech of claw on stone, Malgyne landed
behind me. "You are insufferable," he hissed. "This world is
mine."


I scrambled to my feet. "Not yet." 


Malgyne gave a throaty chuckle. "And who will
stop me? You? The realms of the dead and the living are as one. The moon is
gone from the sky, Ashana can see you no longer. What she can't see, she can't
protect, and I have much to repay you for."


I vaulted the altar, snatching the portalstone as
I went, and headed towards Constans. Behind me, Malgyne gave a shriek of rage
and surged forward in a storm of wings.


I threw the portalstone to Constans. He caught it
easily and nodded with satisfaction.


Malgyne screeched in anger.


"Whatever you're going to do, you need to do
it now," I said. 


Constans did nothing.


My stomach twisted. Had Jack betrayed us? The
fault was mine. I'd struck the bargain. I'd not challenged Constans when I'd
seen fragments of Jack's personality creep through. "You said you could
end this!"


{{The portal will not close,}} said Jack, speaking
through Constans. {{The Raven fights me. Were I here in person, I might
prevail. As it is, I cannot break through. Slay his mortal form. That will
disrupt his control long enough for me to end this.}}


Somehow I knew he'd say that. It had been
inevitable since I'd joked about punching a god.


{{Pierce his heart. Nothing else will suffice.}}


"And what will you be doing?"


Constans backed away, still staring at the
portalstone.


Then Malgyne was upon us, and there was no more
time for words.


The God of the Dead attacked like the wild animal
he so closely resembled. There were no insults, no bargains – just a corvine
cry  of rage.


He was quick, terribly quick, and his claws raked
the air with a force I had no intention of tasting. I made no attempt to parry those
attacks, only to dodge his haymaking blows. I recalled all too well how easily
he'd plucked my sword away the last time I'd faced him. How I was to cut out his
heart, I had no idea. Earlier, I guessed that Malgyne was three times my height
and, if anything, I'd underestimated. His gangling arms alone gave an advantage
of reach that made my task  almost impossible. 


I circled away from Constans, hoping to keep
Malgyne's attention focused on me. The God of the Dead ignored me, and bore
down on the eternal. 


As his back turned, I darted forward. My blade
sliced through Malgyne's robes, and cut deep into his leg. With a screech of
pain and fury, the God of the Dead wheeled about, his claws swiping at my
chest. I ducked back, and a pillar took the blow meant for me. It exploded into
dusty fragments, and the roof shook.


Now at least I had Malgyne's undivided attention,
though what I was to do with that, I didn't know. I ducked another swing meant
for my head, and the blow took a chunk out of a statue. I back hurriedly away.
I couldn't keep this up much longer. One mistake, and I'd lose my head, and a
good deal more besides.


Another backward step, and my right foot pressed
down against nothingness. I toppled sideways. I hadn't realised how close I'd
come to the abyss.


I twisted desperately, grabbing at the ridge of
buckled tiles. With a supreme effort, I hauled myself up out of the void, but I'd
lost precious time. As I clambered to my feet, Malgyne lashed out again. This
time I was too slow to respond.


By rights, those talons should have taken my head
off, and they would if Fredrik hadn't emerged from the mists at that moment and
hurled himself at Malgyne's legs. With a piercing cry, the God of the Dead
toppled backwards. Talons meant for my head instead sliced into my arm. I
screamed, and clapped a hand to the wound.


Again, the God of the Dead batted Fredrik away
into the mists, but the guardian had bought me a little time. And a little time
was all I had. Blood oozed between my fingers. The wound wasn't fatal, but pain
and loss of blood would slow me. I backed frantically away from Malgyne,
desperately trying to think of something to turn the situation around. Nothing came.


Malgyne struck again. This time the blow missed by
less than a hair's breadth. I was definitely slowing. It might take four or
five more attempts, but sooner or later the God of the Dead was going to shred
me. I glanced at Constans. He made no move to help, but I now saw that he wasn't
as silent as I'd assumed. The eternal's lips were working furiously, though to
what end, I had no idea. 


I'd taken my eyes off Malgyne for far too long,
but once again  I was saved by a guardian. It was Jaspyr this time. He'd landed
on the god's back with staggering force, and sank his bronze fangs into the
feathered neck.


Malgyne screeched and tried to pull the lion free,
but Jaspyr clung tight. Malgyne staggered backwards. For a moment, I thought he'd
topple into the abyss. Then he recovered, tore Jaspyr free. He came for me
again... 


...and stopped abruptly as a series of whip-like
tendrils entangled themselves about his legs.


Strawjacks rose from the abyss, green light
blazing from their eye sockets. Tendrils whirled, lashing and binding Malgyne's
struggling form. Jack might not have had strawjacks in the city, but Otherworld
swarmed with them. With the portalstone in his hands, all he'd needed do was
send out the call.


The God of the Dead tore one massive arm free, but
more tendrils lashed out, snaring it anew. The air filled with the buzzing of
angry strawjacks and Malgyne's shrieks, so much so that I barely heard the
sounds of battle from further down the cathedral.


{{Take his heart, mortal. Finish it.}} Jack's
voice issued simultaneously from Constans' mouth and those of the strawjacks.


The God of the Dead teetered on the edge of the
abyss, shrieking with anger and fear.


{{Do it. Before he breaks free.}}


I didn't need to be told again. Stepping forward,
I took my sword in both hands and rammed the blade into Malgyne's chest.


I'd expected the death of the Raven's physical
form to be marked with something portentous: a tremor, an explosion of magic,
or a gout of black blood. As it was, he barely even made a noise as I took his
heart. As his struggles ceased, the strawjacks bore him back into the abyss
until he and they were lost from sight. My sword went with him. No amount of
pulling on my part could convince Malgyne's flesh to yield the blade that had
slain it, and I was forced to let go or else be drawn into the abyss alongside.


I breathed a heartfelt sigh, and sank to my knees.
Wrapping the fingers of my left hand back around my wounded arm, I waited for
Malgyne's work to be undone.


Nothing happened. The abyss remained, the mists
didn't clear, and the sounds of battle still raged. I choked back rising panic –
we'd done everything we set out to do, but it hadn't been enough. Had the mists
reached Fellhallow?


Constans appeared beside me, the portalstone in
his grasp. "Jack says you've done well." He was entirely too calm for
my liking.


"Then why is nothing different?" I bit
out. 


"It is, you just can't see it yet. Jack says
it'll take time for the abyss to seal and the balance between the realms to
reassert itself."


"We don't have that kind of time!" 


At least a hundred fallen and revenants stilled
assailed Jamar's men – more than enough to kill us all. Arianwyn was on feet,
and fighting with a borrowed sword. Jamar shielded her as best he could, but
sooner or later an attacker would breach his defences. I wanted to go and help
them, but I couldn't find the strength. It seemed so unfair to have triumphed
in the face of such odds, only to perish in the moment  of victory.


"I know," said Constans. "That's
why I'm going to help Jack seal it from the other side. He says that'll put
things right. But it's a one way trip; I won't be coming back. The portalstone
has enough power to close the abyss, but not enough to return me here."


Relief and a new sense of loss swept over me. I'd
known Constans less than a week, and it somehow seemed inconceivable that I'd
never see him again. "This is goodbye then?"


"I hope so. I've lived long enough. Better to
fade from the world having done some good. I wonder if Sidara would approve."


I embraced him. "I'm sure she would." 


"You didn't know her," Constans said
wryly, pulling away. "People think my sister a saint, but she'd a nagging tongue
like you wouldn't believe." The smile faded from his lips, and he turned
serious for a moment. "You'll take care of Ari?"


I nodded. "To my dying breath."


He grinned. "See that you do, and remember I
won't be around to save you next time you get into trouble." 


With those last words, Constans Reveque – traitor,
scoundrel, insufferable wit and one of the finest friends any man could wish
for – turned and, with the portalstone clasped tight in his hands, surrendered
himself to the Realm of the Dead.


A change came over the abyss almost at once. Its
seething energies slowed, stopped and then started flowing in the opposite
direction. A howling wind swept through the cathedral and into the shrinking
abyss, its energies tearing at the revenants and the fallen with thousands of
invisible fingers.


Under its onslaught, the skull-helmed spectres
dispersed like smoke on the breeze, their essence and the mist that spawned
them drawn silently into Otherworld. The fallen did not pass so quietly or
painlessly. I'll hear their screams of agony in my nightmares until the day I
die. The wind flensed them layer by layer, stripping them of skin and flesh
until only blackened bones remained, and soon even those crumbled to dust. As
the last of the fallen disintegrated, the wind gathered up the remains and
swept them into the abyss. Finally, the vortex closed, leaving only shattered
tiles to show it had ever been there.


The noon-day sun shone through the cathedral's broken
windows. Stunned silence reigned. Then Jamar let out a great bellow that was
half laughter and half roar of victory. A moment later, the Hadari joined in,
and I soon fancied I could hear other, more distant voices cheering as the
shadow of Malgyne finally passed from the city.


I'd kept my promise. 





















Sixteen


 


I'd always liked the night, yet
never had it seemed so welcoming as now. The city slept, Ashana's light shone
down from the heavens, and the cool air was just the right side of bracing. For
the first time in many years, I was at peace.


Gravel crunched under my feet and the path took me
deeper into the gardens. They were the most glorious I'd yet seen in the city.
They were wild without being chaotic, vibrant with colour. This was the work of
a better eye than mine, but that didn't mean that I appreciated it any less,
particularly at night, when rising scents compensated for the muting of the
colours.


Behind me, the bulk of the house towered up into
the night sky. Not for the first time, I tried to picture Quintus living
peaceably in such comfortable surroundings. I failed this time, as I had all
others before, and wondered just how well I'd really known the man.


It had been Nierev who'd suggested that we take
over the house. Quintus had no family to speak of, and ownership would have
otherwise fallen to the council. The Tower of Stars was practically
uninhabitable, and would be for some time. Furthermore, and much to Arianwyn's
chagrin, now the fortress no longer had enchantments to conceal it from peoples'
memories, there was every chance the authorities would  reclaim it. 


With nowhere else to go, this had been a godsend
for Arianwyn, Zorya and I. Of those I had lived and fought beside this last
week, only we three remained in the city. I was surprised at how sad that made
me. I'd become involved in all this following the death of my only friend, and
I'd somehow found so many more along the way.


I wondered what Stefan would have said about that.
He'd probably laugh, and claim the credit – he'd always had an odd sense of
humour. In fact, it would have been interesting to see him and Zorya trade
not-quite-insults.


As for Zorya, she was healing; slowly and in a
manner I had no hope of understanding, but she was healing. Zorya didn't know
it, but I'd returned to the chamber of sentinels beneath the Tower of Stars
hoping that Svara would unbend enough to help her. I arrived to find that the
chamber was empty, and its occupants long gone. Where they had gone or why they
had left I didn't know, and I couldn't help but worry about the answers to
those questions. Zorya, in typical blunt form, had told me not to trouble
myself, but still Svara and the other sentinels nagged at me.


We'd laid Quintus to rest two days ago. His
lifeless body would sleep away the ages in the ancestral vaults of Highvale.
His spirit, of course, would have long since fled to Otherworld, and perhaps
thence to whatever reward awaited Tressians of stalwart heart. I gazed up at
the moon and prayed silently for Ashana to guide his steps. Whatever quarrels
the old man and I had shared, he deserved peace.


Few enough of us had gathered to see Quintus on
his final journey, but our quality more than compensated for what we lacked in
numbers. Arianwyn and Jamar had attended, of course. More surprising was that
Calda had delayed her departure from the city to join us. The morbid Tressian
hymns were no more to her taste than they were to mine, but no one sang them
louder than Calda Cadvar. As far as I knew, she'd never met Quintus but, upon
learning of the commander's final battle, she'd wanted to pay respects, warrior
to warrior. 


Calda was herself in fine fettle, still flush with
the joy of victory. Her broken arm might have stopped her from joining the
attack on the cathedral, but she'd still found her way to the forefront of
Torev's assault. To hear her tell the story, there wasn't a Tressian – wounded
or otherwise – who could claim to have matched her deeds. I knew her too well
to disbelieve the tale. 


Most of those who attended the interment had been
Quintus' constables, and it was touching to see how distraught so many of them
were at the old man's death. Nierev had been amongst them, her shoulders heavy
with the captain's rank she'd so lately inherited. 


The city was lucky to have her. Though Nierev hadn't
told me the story herself, she'd spent two hours arguing with Karov and Solomon
after I'd left on that last fateful journey. In the end, with neither lord
prepared to back down, she'd gathered a group of reliable constables, locked both
lords in the Pit and brought the rest of the Tressians south by herself. Though
she'd never made it into the cathedral proper, Nierev's timely arrival had
provided Morecet with much-needed reinforcements and thus, by extension,
stopped those of us who fought within from being overwhelmed.


I was still a little mystified by Morecet. After
Arianwyn had handed over a small purse of gemstones, he made his farewells. His
restless feet were troubling him again, or so he said, and he'd a mind to visit
the Hadari Empire now that peace finally seemed a genuine prospect. Several
days later, I discovered that the seal he bore – the one granting the bearer
the authority of Lord Solomon – had been stolen from the Tower of Dusk a month
before he and I had ever met.


Solomon had vanished. Nierev had returned to the
Pit to find the grey eternal gone. I wasn't surprised. Solomon must have known
there'd be a chance he'd end up back in the gaol, and had clearly drawn plans
against that occurrence. At least he hadn't set the other prisoners loose
during his escape – an act of spite which I believed well within his ability. I
didn't doubt that he'd turn up again. A man who'd spent centuries shaping Tressia's
fate wouldn't abandon his dreams so easily. The confusion of rebuilding would
give the master puppeteer plenty of strings to pull, and it remained to be seen
if anyone would have the wit or courage to stop him. I recalled what Quintus
had told me about the destruction of Arianwyn's family. If Solomon was still
set on that mad path, then he and I would certainly meet again, sooner or
later. 


Arianwyn. 


She and I had hardly spoken these last few days.
She still felt guilty for losing control in the cathedral, and knew how close that
one rash act had come to sealing Malgyne's victory. She'd talk about it when
she was ready, I was sure, but it was frustrating to watch her carry around
that pain. Not that I could easily remove it, not without lies that would
quickly destroy whatever regard we shared. Both she and I knew what she'd done,
and nothing could change that. All I could do was hope she'd learn from her
mistakes and forgive herself. She'd need to. I'd a feeling that the world was
not yet done with the line of Trelan.


There were footsteps in the gravel behind me. 


"Trouble sleeping?" I asked without
turning around.


"Not at all," Arianwyn replied. "I
was looking for you." 


She padded softly to my side, careful of where she
placed her feet. "I don't think I've ever looked at the night sky just for
the sake of it. I mean, I've seen it all my life, but I don't think I've ever
really looked. The moon is especially beautiful."


I smiled. "That she is."


"What did you say you called her? Ashana?"


"Not exactly. The Evermoon is Ashana's home;
she lives there as we live here, and so generous is she that she shares her
light, and watches over us to see that we are safe."


Arianwyn thought on that for a moment, or at least
seemed to, for she fell silent. "Jamar's gone?" she asked eventually.
I knew she'd not felt able to face him.


"He left with my uncle and Calda. Would you
believe he has a family at home he never told me of?"


"Perhaps he did, and you didn't listen."


"Sadly,
that's a distinct possibility," I agreed, with some embarrassment.


"Is he coming back?"


"He says so, and I'm under strict
instructions not to get into any fights while he's gone." 


I was determined to follow those instructions, not
least because it felt like Jamar's parting bear hug had cracked my ribs.


There was no point putting it off any further. "May
a humble foreigner offer some advice?"


Arianwyn bowed her head in mock-seriousness. "Always."


"When I came to this city, I was running away
from something I'd done, something that I thought no one would forgive me for.
Not only was I wrong about that, but I buried myself away from anyone who could
have tried to tell me otherwise. Stefan, Calda, my uncle, Jamar; they all tried
to break through the prison I'd made, but of course I knew better." I took
a deep breath. "It's taken me six months to free myself, and I'd probably
still be in there now if you hadn't come looking for me at the Silverway. Don't
repeat my mistakes."


"This isn't the same thing," she said
quietly. "You killed a man who destroyed everything he touched. I was
arrogant. I overreached, and I nearly killed us all. I certainly killed
Quintus, just as surely as if I'd held the sword."


I shook my head. "Droshna killed Quintus, and
Quintus died because he thought you worth saving. Was he so wrong?"


Arianwyn bit her lip. "It's still different."


"I don't disagree, but the lesson remains the
same. Don't run and hide; your friends are still your friends, but we can only
help if you  let us."


Arianwyn sighed. "That's what Zorya keeps
telling me. In truth, I came out here to escape this very lecture."


I smiled with relief. "You see? How often
have she and I agreed  on anything?"


"It's not happened a great deal."


"Besides, I promised Constans that I'd see
nothing bad happens  to you."


At last, she laughed. "And what's he going to
do if you fail to keep that promise?"


"I'd rather not find out," I said wryly.
"If anyone could find his way out of Otherworld, it'd be Constans. Anyway,
I'd already made myself much the same promise."


She tried and failed to cover a smile. "And,
of course, I don't get a say in the matter?"


"Well, a bit. But be warned that if you send
me away, I'll just follow you around like those lions of yours. We've become
quite friendly these last few days, they and I."


"Are you telling me the great Edric Saran has
nothing better to do with his time?" she asked.


"My uncle wants me to stay here as ambassador
– a real one this time – but I think I'd like to return home for a time. I've a
message I should deliver to Elandra. Alfric never apologised for his actions in
life; perhaps the regret he showed in death will mean something." I
shrugged. "Either way, it'd be nice to walk amongst my own people. I owe
Calda a long explanation, and a longer apology for the way I left. I could even
track down Jamar before he comes looking for me. It'd be nice to surprise him
for once, rather than the other way around. Perhaps you'd like to come with me?"


"Perhaps I would," she agreed. Then her
face twisted. "Karov's asked me to join the council."


That surprised me. "That's... wonderful news."


She shrugged. "He's been incredibly
scrupulous since Nierev released him. I'd expected him to punish her, but
instead he was the first to suggest she take Quintus' place."


"He's probably afraid Jamar will come back and have that 'talk'  with him."


"Perhaps. But I think Karov's been fighting a
guilt similar to mine. I don't think he's been so fortunate in the quality of
his friends." She favoured me with a brilliant smile.


"Are you going to accept his offer? Of the
position, I mean?"


"I don't know. There's a lot of good work to
be done. Even with your emperor's generous offer of assistance, rebuilding will
take years. But I'm afraid that they want Sidara, not me, and that I'll achieve
nothing once they realise the one isn't equal to the other." 


She started down towards the gate.


I followed. "Can you still wield the magic?"


"I don't know," Arianwyn replied. "It's
been distant ever since the cathedral. To be honest, I'm scared to push too
hard."


"Maybe it'll come in its own time."


"Perhaps," she allowed, "but I'll
be glad to live without it, at least for a little while." 


Apparently that subject was closed. "So what
will you do about  the council?"


"I asked Zorya what my father would have
done," Arianwyn said. "She thought carefully for a moment, and then
told me he'd have remained long enough to steal the palace keys. Then he'd have
locked the doors with everyone inside and set light to the building. I think
she was joking."


"You hope she was joking."


"Maybe just a little."


We came to a halt at the gate. Beneath us, the
city stretched away, beautiful in the moonlight. The cathedral aside, few
buildings had been marred by Malgyne's occupation. Those scars would be borne
by the survivors who slowly returned to the city. Families had been wiped out,
and everyone had lost loved ones. What would be done with the cathedral, I didn't
know. It was likely they'd pull it down, but who knew? Tressians loved symbols
of victory, and victories didn't come much greater than this.


"When will you decide if you're staying?"
Arianwyn asked suddenly.


"I don't know. Tomorrow, I suppose. I've
wasted the last six months fretting about where I should be. It seems foolish
to waste six more."


"Oh." She didn't elaborate.


"And you?" I asked. "When will you
decide?"


"Karov wants my answer before the week is
out. I'll work it out by then." The wind picked up for a moment and she
shivered. "Anyway, it's late and it's cold, I'm going back inside."
She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. "Thank you, Edric, for the
advice and the company both. I promise I shan't forget that I have friends, no
matter how far away they might be."


There was something odd about how she'd said that,
but her face was inscrutable in the moonlight, and in trying to figure it out I
missed my chance to reply. One moment she was there and the next she was
walking back up towards the house, skirts flowing behind her in  the breeze.


I stood staring at the city for a long moment
after that. Despite my earlier words, I had no idea what to do next. Should I
stay in Tressia as ambassador, or return home to my uncle's court? A man could
do a world of good in either position, especially now, but still I could find
no appetite for either. Come to that, would I be allowed to pursue anything so
mundane? However you looked at it, I'd come to the attention of gods, and that
seldom ended well. 


The gate creaked, and something caught my eye.
Moving closer, I saw a long, oilcloth package tied to its bars. I was sure it
hadn't been there earlier, but I didn't see how it could have been left without
my noticing. Frowning, I untied the bundle from the gate and unwrapped it with
considerable care – for all I knew it could be some lethal parting gift from
Solomon.


It was not.


I stared in bewilderment at the sword in my hands.
It was not just any sword, but a blade forged from the finest Hadari steel,
polished so that it shone in the moonlight. The last time I'd seen that sword,
it had been buried in Malgyne's heart and borne away into the Realm of the Dead.
How in Ashana's name had it come to me here?


Something rustled as I ran my hands along the
sword's length. There was a piece of paper tied around the hilt. This too I
unwrapped and discovered a message scrawled in black ink. The penmanship was
atrocious, but the words were legible enough. 


They read simply, 'Go after her, you daft
bastard. C.'


A pair of ravens, startled by my sudden laughter,
burst from a nearby hedge. Screwing the paper into a ball, I ran back towards
the house, and to whatever the future held.
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The Tribute


 







The only light is that which you take with you.


 


Caught between two warring nations, the
village of Rackan has teetered on the brink for generations, its folk eking out
a living on the edge of the Contested Lands. Now, a third power has turned its
eye upon the helpless villagers. When the moon rises, the demonic whispering
ones stalk the streets, spiriting folk away to the court of twisted Jack, lord
of cursed Fellhallow.


 


When her father's pleas to the Tressian
army fall upon deaf ears, Mira Torinsal agrees to bring tribute to Lord Jack,
and plead with him to spare Rackan and its people. But no one goes to
Fellhallow. At least, no one goes there and returns...
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A Matter of Belief


 







"You can end up seeing the world as you want to see
it, rather than how it really is."


 


In the city of Tressia, the last vestiges of Lumestran belief have been
all but supplanted by the worship of Sidara, Lady of Light. However, change is
not welcomed by all.


 


When a prominent Sidarist is found murdered, suspicion falls upon the
outlawed remnants of the Lumestran faith. Sergeant Erika Nierev must catch the
killer before the Sidarists take matters into their own hands. But Tressia is a
city of secrets – secrets that will not be easily brought out into the light...
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Queen of
Eventide


 


"How can you
possibly prevail, when even your friends are your enemies?"


 


Maddie Lincoln returns home to
Nottingham, struggling to get to grips with a life that's falling apart.
However, her workaday problems quickly fade when she's caught up in a war
between the malevolent Dark Lady and her enemies. As the Dark Lady's influence
grows, Maddie is pursued across the city and the mysterious realm of Eventide
by a sinister Huntsman and his monstrous pack of hollows.Worse, none of Maddie's
companions are exactly as they appear, and nor, Maddie learns, is she. Can
Maddie discover the truth about the Queen of Eventide before it's too late...?
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Light of the Radiant


 


Arrogance is more dangerous than
a sword.


 


At long last, there is peace between the
Tressian Republic and the Hadari Empire. But it is not welcomed by all. Leaders
from both realms watch their counterparts with suspicion, expecting the swift
return of the centuries-long war. But mortals are not the only ones readying
for strife. Deep below the Contested Lands, cultists labour to rouse ancient
evils from slumber. In the skies above, the legendary serathi, handmaidens of
the Radiant, have at last returned from their self-imposed exile. But why now?


 


Once again, it falls to Edric Saran and
his allies to unravel the mystery before it's too late. The Light of the
Radiant has the power to change everything, but at what cost?











 





cover.jpeg
R .
.A

N

. 2

SHADOW
il RAVEN

MATTHEW WARD





images/00002.jpeg
SO nanan
NVISSTHL <

P

=2

0y

. wm
= sae)| swa:e._.\/uw R =
L N
N )
i~ el S

Sonay (gt

ls\e.ﬁ\v

i






images/00010.gif
BUY IN PAPERBACK
amazon
~—





images/00001.jpeg
SHADOW

OF THE

RAVEN





images/00004.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00008.gif





images/00007.gif
BUY ON
amazonkindle
S—T





images/00009.gif





images/00006.gif





