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Chapter 1

The axe was dull, the blade nicked and chipped. Every blow of it sent a shock rippling through Sierra’s arms, and her wrists ached from the impact. It hadn’t been sharpened in months — not since before the Slavers captured it with its owner from some village or other. The Akharians didn’t trust their slaves with honed weapons, not even the women assigned to cut wood for the camp. The chilblains on her fingers throbbed, and her lungs were full of the reek of this hellish place, a stench of rotten eggs that made her cough and her throat burn when the wind blew from the north. All around, the sound of axes drifted through the trees.

Instead of the ice-crusted wood under her blade, she pictured the faces of the men who stalked the meat-market each night, or the slave-masters who kept their captives in line with club and fist. She pictured Kell’s face under the falling axe, and smiled to herself.

As she raised it again she realised that the other slave on this patch of timber had fallen still, the dull thud of her axe ceased, just as a boot crunched on snow behind her. A hand caught the handle as she bunched herself to swing.

‘I know what you are.’

Sierra turned to find the woman watching her with narrowed eyes. She was older by some years, with streaks of steel in her hair and deep lines weathered into her face. The aching of her hands and her back fed Sierra a slow but steady trickle of power that coiled around her spine in a thread of prickling warmth, but to Sierra it seemed that even the power was tainted by the reeking miasma of this place.

‘You think you’ve kept yourself hidden, but I’m onto you. And I’m not the only one.’

Sierra wrenched her axe away. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ There were no guards nearby, but with the work-team so spread out, the soldiers were on a constant patrol to make sure the slaves didn’t slack. There was little chance they’d run away in the sacred valley of Earthblood — anyone who strayed from the marked path risked stumbling into a scalding pool, or breaking through a fragile crust of earth into a pit of boiling mud.

‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ the woman demanded. ‘I met you once before, girl, at Loramic’s Hollow, when the lord magister came seeking his new apprentice.’

The words made her chest tighten and her heart thump within. Two years ago her world had been torn apart in the ruins of a temple near Loramic’s Hollow, where Lord Kell finally ran her to ground. Her family had sacrificed all they had to keep her hidden, but what chance did simple herder folk have against a Blood-Mage?

‘Why are you here, Demon? Did your master send you to feed from our pain and suffering?’ the woman hissed.

Sierra dropped her axe, heedless of where it fell, and seized the woman’s coat with both hands. ‘Did any of them survive?’

‘What? Who?’ The woman recoiled and tried to shove the girl away.

The surge of emotion brought Sierra’s power roaring up, raking vicious claws at the underside of her skin, but she clenched her teeth and forced it back. ‘My family! Did any of them make it out?’

The woman was shocked, gaping and speechless for so long Sierra had to fight down the urge to slap her.

‘I … I don’t know. Once the soldiers were gone some of the men went to see what was left, but beasts had picked the bodies over. If anyone lived they were long gone. They built a pyre for the remains they found …’

Sierra turned away, stumbling over her fallen axe as she covered her face with her hands and willed herself not to weep. There was little chance they’d survived — she’d known they were likely all dead the moment she roused from a drugged stupor, bound and chained and with Rasten watching over her. There’s no time now to nurse old wounds, she told herself, drawing a ragged breath.

The woman was watching her with a mix of bewilderment and anger. ‘What are you doing here? Did your master send you?’

‘He’s not my master!’ Sierra snapped. There came a tickle inside her head as Rasten reached into her to drain away some of the frantic, pulsing power. He was never far from her mind these days. Little Crow, you’re making too much noise, he said. You need to shut her down.

‘Escaped Kell and fell into the Slavers’ hands?’ The woman barked a laugh. ‘You fled a fox only to fall into a snare? You don’t fool me, girl. You can destroy these murdering bastards any time you like, but you’d rather stand by and do nothing as we’re beaten and raped and worked half to death. I know what you are, girl, and before you think of silencing me, I’m not the only one. Give me one cursed good reason why I shouldn’t tell the guards there’s a mage hiding among their slaves.’

Sirri, she means every word of it, Rasten said. You’d best kill her now, before she betrays you.

Hold your wretched tongue, she snapped. ‘I swear by the Twin Suns, I’m here to help you. War-Leader Dremman of the Wolf is bringing an army from the south, but they can’t match the Akharian mages. We have to wait until the time is right, but we will free you all, I promise!’

The woman leant in close. Her clothes were rank, her hair matted and filthy and her breath foul, but Sierra knew she was no better. ‘Why should I believe you? I’ve been watching you, girl. You’ve never had to play the whore for a pack of soldiers, or sucked a cock before you’re allowed to eat. Until I see you suffer like the rest of us have, I’ll not believe a word you say.’

Before she could reply, Sierra heard hoofbeats through the trees, drawing steadily closer. The patrol had come. Normally the men patrolled the work-teams in pairs, but lately they’d taken to shirking their duty, relying on the valley’s dangerous landscape to keep their charges close as they lounged around a bonfire with a few of the women instead and taking the patrols on shifts.

Sierra shoved the woman away and snatched up her axe, but it was too late — the soldier had spotted them and he spurred his horse towards them with a snarl.

If you’d shut her down when I said, you could have avoided this, Rasten said. You always have to do things the hard way, Little Crow.

Sierra gritted her teeth. In her weeks in the camp so far she’d avoided falling prey to the meat-market, thanks to a good helping of luck and a few tricks Rasten had taught her, ways of avoiding notice, or making herself appear ugly and diseased if that first defence failed. But from the way the guard glanced dismissively at the older slave and then focussed on her, Sierra’s belly lurched with the sudden sickening feeling that her luck was about to run out.

The guard reined in sharply with a scatter of snow and swung down from the saddle with his club already in his hand. He rounded on the older woman first and with one vicious swing drove her to the ground, raining more blows on her back and shoulders while the woman shrieked, covering her head with her arms.

Sierra clenched her fists and felt power flood down into her palms like liquid fire.

No, Rasten said, and with one brutal wrench he snatched the power away, leaving her gasping and trembling.

I can stop him!

Not without giving yourself away. In any case, she brought it on herself.

Her power flooded back as swiftly as he drew it away. Every blow of the club sent a searing lash of fire across her shoulders, an echo of pain that swiftly melted away into sumptuous warmth. He was telling the truth. She could stop him with a touch, but then what? If she gave herself away, all would be lost — her refuge from Kell, her only chance of finding Vasant’s lost texts and mastering her powers, and Isidro and Mira, who were slaves like her, would have no hope of breaking free.

The guard straightened, breathing hard, and turned to Sierra, leaving the other woman sobbing and bleeding on the snow. He reached for her arm, and when she tried to pull away he smacked her across the face with the hand that held the club. As she reeled from the blow he caught the collar of her coat and dragged her to a hollow in the lee of a few fallen trees, sheltered from the wind and full of deep, soft snow.

Sierra swallowed hard against her rising power and the pounding of her heart against her ribs. Staying with the Wolf Clan’s army wouldn’t have saved her — War-Leader Dremman would have found a way to sell her back to Kell, and then it would be Rasten shoving her down instead of some nameless foreign soldier. Others have survived it, she told herself, so can I. Still clamping down on the power that snarled and fought within her, Sierra stumbled and floundered in the formless snow. By the time she managed to turn and face the soldier standing over her, he’d tucked the club back into his belt and opened his coat, and was fumbling with the front of his trousers.

Rasten still watched through her eyes. He was quiet now, but his anger blazed through the connection, glowing like a forge. Rasten wanted her for himself; he always had. He wasn’t furious for her sake, just enraged that another dared take what he thought belonged to him. But he kept his rage firmly leashed, just as Sierra wrestled down her power. He’d been in her place himself, countless times. He knew when to submit and bow to the inevitable.

As the soldier loosened his belt, Sierra heard an odd sound, like crackling flames in dry grass, and a strange sensation skittered along her nerves. It felt like insects crawling under her skin, and made her shudder and try to claw at the flesh under the thick leather and fur of her winter coat.

The guard heard it, too — he lifted his head with a frown as the crackle swiftly grew to a coughing, spluttering roar: an awful, grinding noise that made her stomach squirm within her.

A glob of something bright and glowing streaked over her head and hit the guard in the chest. It was a gobbet of molten light, glowing a vivid red-orange as it struck him with a sudden reek of scorched fur. The bolt melted into his chest, scorching a charred and ragged pit through hide and flesh and bone. The guard gave one strangled cry and collapsed to the snow, leaving Sierra gaping at the flames that licked across the front of his coat.

Well, Rasten said, that was unexpected.

Isidro craned his head back to watch the glowing swathes of power crawl across the cliff face. Earthblood Temple was perched high above the valley, overlooking the clouds of ash and steam and the thick fogs that lapped at the foot of the cliff. The Akharians had begun their attack at first light, and the mages tore into the edifice like a bear ripping open a beehive, sending up great clouds of dust and powdered rock as they carved it away in chunks. Above it all rose a vast plume of ash, belched out by a volcano somewhere under the eternal ice at the roof of the world to stain the sky black. Isidro had hoped to glimpse the slopes of Demon’s Spire from here, but the peak of the volcano that formed the eastern boundary of the valley of Earthblood was lost in the haze.

‘Don’t the priests of Earthblood spend all their lives watching for omens?’ his mistress said. ‘I expect even the greenest novice could make sense of this one.’


He glanced her way and found Delphine watching him with her hood thrown back and her dark, curly hair spread out across the fur. There was concern on her face, as though she expected him to be upset at the sight of one of his people’s holiest temples being torn apart, but Isidro couldn’t help but feel a grim kind of satisfaction at the sight.

‘Aleksar, by the Good Goddess herself, you seem positively happy to see that place come down.’

It rankled that he’d grown so used to the slave-name she’d given him. ‘Madame,’ he said, ‘as far as I’m concerned, your people are welcome to it. The temple servants will fare no worse in your slave camps than they do up there, and the rest of them can go for tiger-bait for all I care.’

Delphine tipped her head back to frown at him. ‘Mirasada said the temple servants were all criminals — murderers and the like.’

‘A few might have been sent to Earthblood for punishment,’ Isidro said. ‘But most are here as a kind of trial by ordeal, to let the Gods decide their fate.’

‘The Gods, or the priests?’ Delphine asked. They had paused on a rise to view the progress of the attack. To the west the skin of the earth had cracked open, and the molten rock oozing up from the Fires Below stained the fog red with an unearthly glow. When the wind blew in the right direction they could hear it: a sound like a wagonload of glass and pottery being crushed by an endless mill.

‘It’s not just criminals who serve the temple, madame,’ Isidro said. ‘Those accused of mage-craft are sent here, too, if the warding-stones fail to tame their power.’

‘Or if someone refuses to wear them?’ Delphine suggested, raising one eyebrow. ‘I can see it would be easy to dispose of inconvenient people in a place like this.’ Then, with a toss of her head she turned her back on the temple. ‘When you’ve had your fill of gloating, Aleksar, we have work to do.’

The temple complex clinging to the rocky cliff face had been built with mage-craft. Even after the Great Purge that had destroyed and demonised Ricalan’s mages, the priests could not deny it had taken more than the toil of hands and backs to create such a wonder, heated by hot springs and built of stone that did not crack and splinter under the assault of winter.

The temple was a wonder of artifice, but the path leading up to it was a different matter. A crumbling switchback road that clung to the icy rock, it was treacherous and unstable. Far from a defensive structure, the overhangs on the cliff sheltered anyone on the road from attacks from above. Delphine and Isidro had reasoned their way through the problem the night before — the ancient mages who had built the temple would surely not have been satisfied with such a crude approach. There should be another way in, Delphine proposed, a defensible entrance protected from the fierce northern weather, but in the last century since the war of the mages, the priests must have abandoned and concealed it.

She had presented her theory to General Boreas, who granted Delphine and her slave permission to search for this entrance, and a pair of guards as an escort.

As Isidro started down to where the guards and the horses waited, he felt it again — a prickling tremor of sensation that crawled along his nerves, and a faint whiff of something foul carried on the breeze. He stopped in his tracks. ‘Madame, do you smell that?’ It smelled like rotten meat, but that made no sense. The seasons were turning, but the far north was still locked in the deepest winter — it would be months before any dead beast thawed enough to rot.

She turned to him with a frown. ‘Smell what?’ She lifted her face and drew a deep breath, then shrugged and shook her head. Isidro turned to the horses — they should have reacted to the scent as rotten meat would draw predators and any beast of prey would sense the danger, but the mounts stood with heads down and ears turned back, calm and unperturbed.

‘What’s the matter, Aleksar?’ Delphine said.

It had been bothering him ever since they’d begun their search: a nagging sense of unease, the feeling that something just wasn’t right. He glanced back towards the temple. ‘There’s … something strange here, madame.’ He’d always had a touch of power, just enough to register when the priests tested him for the taint of mage-craft, as they tested all children. It had never been anything more than an annoyance … until he’d been captured and tortured by Kell and subjected to the rituals of Blood Magic. Since then, his sense of mage-craft had grown sharper, turning into something he barely recognised. ‘I thought it was just the mages at the temple …’

Delphine put her hands on her hips, but her expression was one of exasperated amusement, not annoyance. ‘Aleksar, tell me, what exactly is it we’re searching for? Don’t you think the mages who built a hidden pathway could have left some enchantments in place? That’s what you’re sensing, I’m sure of it.’

He pressed his lips together, and shook his head. ‘I don’t know, madame. Something here seems … rotten.’

She raised one eyebrow. ‘Or decayed, perhaps? Like an enchantment that has been running untended for a century?’

He frowned and didn’t answer. Beneath the splints and wrappings, his ruined right arm was beginning to throb, and he gingerly laid his hand over the bulge it made beneath his coat.

Delphine scowled at him, her amusement fading. ‘Are you unwell? We can go back, but if we miss this opportunity, Aleksar, the Battle-Mages will sweep in and take it from us.’

That spurred him to act. He dreaded the Battle-Mages almost as much as he did Kell. ‘Oh, by all the Gods, no. We’ll find it, madame, but … all my instincts are telling me to be cautious. There’s something strange out here.’

Delphine sighed. ‘Aleksar, there’s truly nothing here that could be any threat to us — the only living souls in this valley besides our men are the priests and those poor wretches trapped in the temple. But very well, we’ll be careful. Now, these currents you’re sensing — where are they coming from?’

He closed his eyes, the better to concentrate on the wisps of power seeping through the air around them, and gestured to a swathe of forest and scrub that lay to the southeast. It was half-hidden within a bank of mist, but he could hear the rhythmic thock of axes coming from within it, the sound oddly deadened by the frozen moisture in the air. There was a work-team out there, gathering fuel for the camp.

‘Well then,’ Delphine said. ‘Let’s go see what we can find.’

Boots crunched through the snow towards her as Sierra scrambled out of the drift. Three men sauntered out of the forest, all Ricalani like her, and all marked with the priestly tattoos of flowering vines curling across temple and cheek. They were dressed in plain and worn clothes, not the brilliant orange robes of the temple.

Two of them carried strange devices, something like crossbows without the bowstrings and only a pair of stubby arms jutting from the head instead of the graceful sweep of the bow. The third, at the rear of the group, fumbled with another device — he seemed to be fitting a harness of wire and stones over the contraption, which was charred and giving off wisps of smoke.

A noise behind her made Sierra turn, and there she found more people approaching — three more newcomers, herding before them a handful of her ragged fellow slaves, some of them nervous and fearful, others weeping in relief. Two of the strangers also bore those strange devices and, as they drew nearer, Sierra saw that the stunted crossbows were covered with an odd arrangement of twisted wire and polished stones.

Sierra backed up until she was standing beside the slave who’d confronted her. ‘Stay close by me,’ she murmured. The woman heaved herself up and dabbed at a bloody lip while she looked around in bewilderment.

Rasten, what are those things? They were weapons of some sort, but Sierra could tell nothing more. Have you ever seen anything like that?

No, he said. The devices from the old days were said to look like siege weapons. These are far too small.

There was one woman among the strangers: a priestess. Only one of the six was without the tattoo; instead he bore a knotted red scar on his forehead. It was a brand from a hot iron — the mark given to those convicted of sorcery.

The priestess came forward. ‘We’ve come to take you to safety,’ she said to the slaves. ‘But you must move quickly, and do exactly as we say —’ Then, she saw the fallen guard, blood still oozing from the pit in his chest and flames licking the charred edges of his coat. Scowling, she turned to the man Sierra thought had loosed the shot. ‘You said to avoid the guards!’

‘I changed my mind. Besides, he was going to rape the girl.’

‘But how are we going to deal with the body?’

The man shrugged. ‘We’ll get this lot to haul him away. I have everything under control, my dear, leave it to me.’

Sierra was thankful for the sentiment, but the way the man gazed down at the corpse with a kind of gloating satisfaction put her on edge. His expression didn’t change as his gaze swept over the gathered slaves — not until his eyes met Sierra’s as she studied him. Then, his gaze turned flinty and cold.


She’d made a mistake. She’d just been saved from a beating and rape by mage-craft that hadn’t been seen in Ricalan in a century. She ought to be overcome with shock, weeping with gratitude, not watching the newcomers like a tiger sizing up a pack of wolves.

The look he turned on her made her power thrum within her like a harp string. There was something predatory in his gaze, something sharp and keen and vicious. She knew it well. Her power seemed to recognise it, too, for beneath her skin it pulsed and flexed its claws in response.

‘Who are you?’ she said, taking a step forward and glancing down to the device in his hands. ‘What is that thing?’

He shifted his grip on it as the other men spread out to surround them. The one at the rear, who had been fumbling with wires and the charred device, seemed to finish his task, for he twisted one last knot of wires together and settled the contraption in his arms, with one hand on the trigger and the butt settled against his chest.

The woman looked Sierra up and down with a sudden narrowed gaze. ‘Landro,’ she said in a low voice. ‘She’s … she’s different. She has power pouring off her … it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen …’

I told you, Rasten said. You need to work on that.

Hush, she snapped. How could the woman sense what she was? The Akharians couldn’t — Rasten had taught her to hide her powers as the Blood-Mages did, and she passed under the gaze of their mages daily without detection.

The man called Landro tipped his head back to regard her. ‘So she is. What are you, child? What’s a bright star like you doing collared and chained like a dog? You don’t belong here, sweet child. Come with us, and we’ll teach you how to master the talent the Gods gave you.’

Rasten snorted inside her head. Good luck.

Will you hold your wretched tongue?

He laughed as the woman moved towards her, frowning, as though she could half-hear the conversation inside Sierra’s head.

‘Who are you?’ Sierra asked again, glancing between Landro and the woman.

‘All in good time, my dear,’ he said, and the priestess gave him a sharp look.

Sierra’s power was churning more fiercely now, swelling with every passing moment — and that made no sense, as there was only the pain from the other woman’s beating to feed her. The guard was dead, and the brief flare of pain as the bolt struck him had long since faded. There was a foul taste in her mouth, too, the taste of blood and iron and old, spoiled meat. There was one other thing Rasten had told her about those tricks of concealment. An ordinary mage would be fooled by it, but a corrupted mage would not, for they sensed power in a different register. Rasten, can you feel that? Something strange is going on here. I … I think they might be Blood-Mages.

He snorted. Have you lost your wits? Of course they are. Kell suspected there might be a fledgling or two in the far north, but he never got around to investigating it. They’re only weak things, self-taught, I’d say.

But … they’re priests!

Think about it, you witless oaf! A remote temple like this is a good place to hide; and the temple servants are criminals — who cares if the odd one goes missing? They’ve no power to speak of, you could swat them in your sleep, but don’t toy with them too long — I don’t like the look of those weapons.

Landro turned to the man on his right. ‘Catch the horse and pick up that body. Get them moving. It’s time we left.’

‘It’s a shame you killed him,’ the man said. ‘If you’d let him finish, he could have been useful.’

‘Hold your wretched tongue,’ Landro snapped, glancing at the gathered slaves. Then, he turned to them with a smile, showing far too many even white teeth. ‘Sisters, we have a nice little shelter where we can sit out the fighting and let the army pass us by … but let us go quickly, before more guards come to interfere.’

For a moment, she was tempted. Not to join them, but to let them take her away, her and these other helpless prisoners. She could deal with these Blood-Mages once they were away from the Akharians. But what then? The Slavers would not let the loss of a soldier and a half-dozen slaves go without investigation. These priests were fools to think they could get away with it — or perhaps they were simply desperate.

‘Stay where you are,’ Sierra said to the slaves at her back. ‘They’re Blood-Mages: they only want you to fuel their power. If they get you back to their lair, you’ll get far worse than the Slavers have ever done to you.’ Now that she focussed on it, the power raking through her skin and the jagged, brittle jangling of her nerves were all familiar from her time with Kell, but she’d never separated any of that from the pain echoed from the torment of his victims.

‘Landro, I think I know who she is,’ the priestess said hurriedly, pitching her voice low. ‘Before I came north, I heard the lord magister’s apprentice had escaped. It’s got to be her — there’s no one else in Ricalan who would have that much power.’

From the corner of her eye, Sierra saw the surrounding priests train their weapons upon her. She could sense their tainted power clearly now: a lingering foulness that clung to them like the odour of spoiled meat.

‘Don’t listen to the lying wench,’ Landro said to the slaves, his eyes fixed on Sierra with a hard, narrow gaze. ‘She’d have you back playing whore to the Slavers by nightfall.’

‘And they’ll play just the same for you, but on the rack as well,’ Sierra snapped. ‘You’re not taking them.’

Landro gave her a thin, tight smile and raised his weapon. ‘You think you can tell me what I will and won’t do? You’ll come with us, willingly or not.’ He aimed the weapon at Sierra’s shoulder and activated the device.

Red-orange sparks swarmed from the weapon’s two stubby arms, twisting together into ropes of power as they reached the tip. Sierra watched with idle curiosity as the stones, flickering with shifting sparks, flared with power and then popped with a sharp crack and flash and a puff of dust, turning crazed and dim. As each stone burst, a pulse of red-orange light swept down the wires to the weapon’s tip, until the last stone burst and the gobbet of light shot towards her.

Sierra cast a shield to catch the ragged missile, meeting it with a bolt of lightning that crackled like wildfire and left the clearing smelling like a thunderstorm.

Muttering a curse, Landro tossed the spent weapon over his shoulder, while the young fellow at the rear snatched it out of the air and hurried to shove his fresh device into his master’s hands.

To either side of her, red-orange light flared and stones flashed and popped as the other men activated their devices, but what truly caught her attention was the young man at the rear, who scraped the melting and tangled wires and ruined stones off the device with a knife, brushing out flames with his thick leather mittens. Then, he pulled a fresh harness of wire and stones out of his satchel and began to fit it over the charred and smoking frame of the weapon.


Sierra reached to either side of her and wrapped shields around the men, just as the weapons reached their full charge. She clamped down on the weapons before they could launch their missiles and, with nowhere else to go, the blasts splattered back against the men wielding the weapons.

The priests fell, shrieking and screaming; Sierra threw her head back at the sudden rush of power as the corrosive energy burned through their clothes and ate into their skin like acid.

Sierra turned her attention to Landro, who held his replacement weapon raised, the stones already flaring with light. With a slender thread of power, she reached out and snapped his neck. He fell, the weapon dropping from his limp fingers. As her power spilled, threads of blue lightning swarmed over the bow and, instead of the chain reaction that had led the other devices to fire, at the touch of her power the stones all flared at once. With a shriek of tortured rock, they shattered in unison, tearing the weapon apart in a burst of red-orange light and an explosion of rocky shards and gobbets of molten metal.

Then, a thin thread of fire streaked across Sierra’s chest, sending a sudden thread of warmth flowing into the power seething along her spine.

She turned to find the priestess pulling one of the slaves out of the huddled group at Sierra’s back. She’d chosen the smallest of them, a girl barely sixteen, who struggled weakly in her grip. The priestess held a knife in her hand and had pushed the girl’s worn coat aside and sliced the blade across her chest, scoring a line beneath her collarbones.

‘Let her go!’ Sierra commanded, rounding on the woman.

The woman ignored her, her eyes searching out the two Blood-Mages still standing. ‘Join me!’ she said as she pulled the struggling girl to the ground.

She had real power, Sierra belatedly realised, not just the tainted strength a Blood-Mage could wring from his victims. She’d cast a kind of shield around the other slaves to keep them from fleeing. Dimly, for her power was roaring in her ears like a river in flood, Sierra felt the three fledgling Blood-Mages link their power together as the priestess plunged her knife into the girl’s chest. Sierra reached out to stop her, flinging ropes of power towards the priestess and her victim, but her power was already crazed and wild, charged with the energy of blood and pain. While her writhing strands of lightning wrapped around the woman, they also sank deep into the girl shrieking beneath the knife. Horrified, Sierra tried to draw back, but she knew it was too late in any case — the blade had struck the girl’s heart. Sierra felt the searing shaft of fire in her own chest.

Her moment of hesitation let the priestess spin her power into a shield, and the other two Blood-Mages came to her side — the scarred man and the young lad still fumbling with Landro’s discarded weapon. For the first time, Sierra truly took in the satchel slung across his shoulder, bulging and heavy with replacement stones and wire.

The girl was dying. Every thud of her heart and every panicked breath sent a torrent of power searing through Sierra and, with a wordless cry of rage, she turned it loose, tearing through the shield just as the woman snatched the reloaded weapon from the youth’s hands, aimed it into the crowd of trapped women and activated the device.

The first one Sierra’s frenzied threads of lightning reached was the boy with his heavy satchel. As her power streaked through the stones, primed and ready in their harnesses of twisted wire, they flared and popped and burst, scorching through the old leather of the bag and sending a rivulet of molten metal running down the boy’s side. He shrieked and convulsed in pain.

SIRRI, SHIELD! Rasten thundered in her head. The stones will blow!

She cast an anguished glance towards the trapped women, and tried to spin a shield over them as she wrapped it around herself, but it was too late — the priestess’s weapon had launched its bolt a bare second before the stones began to burst. The power flooding into Sierra was a torrent: far more than she could control. It was pouring down on her, drowning her, as a shattering roar of stone and steel swept the world away in a shimmering blast of power and noise.

The threads of power grew stronger, denser, weaving and melding together into a miasma of tainted energy that wrapped around his arms and his throat like a strangling vine. The touch of it brought sweat breaking out across his shoulders, prickling around the fresh scars on his back, and made his blood prickle and fizz in his veins. It was at once a distraction and a torment, a beguiling, shimmering song that drew him onwards, toxic and intoxicating, summoning old spectres of horror that he’d sought to bury in the depths of memory. ‘We’re getting closer, madame.’

‘Which way?’ Delphine asked.

The axes were louder now, nearer, but there was no other sign of the slaves and soldiers scattered in the fog. Isidro closed his eyes to concentrate on the power that tangled around him like cobwebs. As he emptied his mind, he realised why the trail seemed so confused. There were two sources of power calling to him — one led towards the cliff, while the other trended southwards, between the valley wall and the river.

While Isidro was trying to decide which to take, an awful, tearing noise rang out across the forest: a deep, spitting crackle, something born of a fusion of fire and lightning. It startled the horses, and Isidro’s pony shied violently, wheeling as though to bolt. He snatched up the knotted reins and pulled the beast’s head in firmly, murmuring to it in a low voice while it snorted and fought the bit, dancing uneasily on the crusted snow.

Once he had the beast under control he turned to find one of the guards had slipped down to take Delphine’s pony by the bridle while she clung to the saddle with both hands.

‘Madame?’ he said. ‘What in the hells was that?’

‘I don’t know, but it wasn’t natural. That power source you’re following — could it have come from there?’

He didn’t have to speak. She read the answer in his expression. ‘Well, then, what are we waiting for?’

‘Madame, are you sure that’s wise?’ the soldier asked. ‘Perhaps we ought to wait for the Battle-Mages —’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Delphine told him. ‘I may not be military-trained, but there’s nothing out here I can’t deal with. Get back on your horse, man, and let’s go.’

As she spoke, the dreadful sound came again, accompanied this time by a flicker of red-orange light that lit up the fog like a lantern. Then another sound joined the awful cacophony, a noise that made Isidro’s stomach clench in sudden anxiety — the crack and boom of thunder. That sound haunted his dreams; for months he’d longed to hear it again, but not here, not now. It was too soon.

The orange flicker was drowned out by a brilliant blue flash that he knew all too well. A wave of power washed through him, radiant and furious, and seemed to leave the air prickling in its wake. Isidro went cold all over, as though he’d been turned to ice. By the Black Sun, no! She can’t be here.

Power pulsed in his head and Rasten came roaring through the connection and into Isidro’s mind. GO! he bellowed, the sound echoing endlessly within Isidro’s skull. I can’t feel her! You have to find her! Hurry! In his heightened state, Rasten’s defences were down, and what spilled through the connection was pure panic and gut-churning fear. It filled Isidro’s consciousness, overwhelming his thoughts so that he couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe — his lungs felt choked with fear.

Delphine’s pony tossed its head in fright, but she clamped her hands to the saddle and frowned at him with sudden concern. ‘Aleksar, what —?’

Go now! Rasten roared again, but with a gasping breath Isidro shoved that invading power and emotion aside enough to speak. ‘Something … something’s wrong, madame, we have to find them …’

With narrowed eyes, Delphine nodded. ‘Ride,’ she said. ‘We’ll be right at your heels.’

Isidro wheeled his horse and booted it into a gallop. Rasten fell silent, but Isidro could feel his presence as clearly as if he were riding alongside him. What in the Black Sun’s name is going on? Isidro demanded. She’s here? Why? How long? Why wasn’t I told?

You didn’t need to know, Rasten snapped. You’re too close to the enemy, it was too great a risk.

What in the Fires Below happened?

He felt Rasten’s reluctance with every word. There was a cabal of Blood-Mages at the temple. Just a handful, weak as piss, but they had some old devices …

It took long moments to reach the scene of the unearthly noise, but Isidro smelled it before he saw it. It stank of the dark, iron scent of blood, and also the sharp smell of thunderstorms.

His horse snorted in fright, throwing its head up and threatening to rear, but Isidro simply kicked his feet from the stirrups and slipped down from the saddle, loosing the pony. The guards could chase it down later.

The clearing was a scene of carnage. At a glance it was impossible to tell how many had died there — most had been caught between the blast and a jumble of fallen timber from some long-gone flood, and had simply been torn apart. A few other bodies lay mostly intact, though ravaged and torn, with flames still licking from their smouldering clothes. Amid them all lay a young woman, slumped and boneless, fallen in a heap on the bloody snow. Sierra.

Isidro went to her at once, sweeping a hank of blood-matted hair back from her face to press his fingers into the hollow of her jaw.

One of the guards stomped towards him, kicking an odd white stone out of his way. ‘She alive?’

Her pulse throbbed steadily beneath his fingers. Her skin was pale and cold, her cheeks sunken and hollow. Sirri, by the Fires Below, what are you doing here? ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She’s alive.’ There was blood on her face, too, but as far as he could tell it wasn’t hers. Inside his head, he felt Rasten shiver with relief.

Satisfied she was unhurt, Isidro crouched on his heels to survey the scene. The air was full of power, as chokingly thick as the inside of a steam-house. Much of it was Sierra’s — he’d recognise that thunder-scented energy anywhere — but mingled with it were sour and acrid notes of Blood Magic.

One of the dead was an Akharian soldier, identifiable by the red tunic peeking out from beneath his coat, though Isidro had no explanation for the fist-sized hole that had been scooped out of his chest, blackened and charred as though the edges had been scorched with hot irons.

Aside from the soldier there were four others spread around Sierra, all wearing plain and nondescript clothing. Scattered around and over the bodies were dozens of strange pale stones. They were oddly familiar, but it took him a moment to realise where he’d seen them before — Milksprings. There had been hundreds of them embedded in the cavern roof, holding a complex net of power.

He heard footsteps crunch towards him over the snow, much smaller and lighter than the guards’ heavy stride. ‘Aleksar? Can you tell me what happened?’

He wiped his bloody fingers on the snow and stood, turning to find Delphine standing at the edge of the clearing, her dark skin turned sallow and grey at the sight of the bloody ruin. ‘I think they were Blood-Mages, madame.’ It now made sense that his skin had been crawling, that the memories he’d tried to bury had been rising to haunt him as they’d drawn nearer to this place.


Her eyes widened, but if she was shocked, it was only for a moment. Isidro saw her gaze track down to the woman slumped at his feet, and then to the bare fingers of his good hand, still faintly smeared with blood.

One of the guards was prodding through the pile of bodies that had been thrown against the woodpile. ‘No sign of life here,’ he said, straightening.

‘The only survivor, is she?’ Delphine asked, and turned to Isidro. ‘Can you wake her up?’

He crouched down again and shook her, but she did not stir.

‘Step back, boy,’ the other guard said. He shouldered Isidro aside and stooped to give Sierra a sharp slap across the cheek. Isidro held his breath. He’d never seen Sierra wake without spilling power — but if she’d been hiding among the slaves she must have found some way to conceal herself.

The slap roused no response. ‘Afraid not, madame,’ the soldier said. ‘What in the hells happened here? Did she have aught to do with it?’ He nudged Sierra’s limp form with his toe.

‘I doubt it,’ Delphine said. ‘The power’s thick as fleas on an alley cat, but there’s no unusual amount clinging to her …’ Steeling herself, Delphine came forward to pick up one of the stones, but Isidro saw her swallow hard as she moved closer to the mangled bodies. ‘Blood-Mages. Aleksar, are you sure?’

‘I’m certain, madame. Can’t you smell it? It stinks like hot metal and rot. But where did these stones come from?’

Delphine rolled the stone between her gloved fingertips. ‘I can’t sense it the way you can. Your exposure has altered the way you sense power, I think. As for the stones, I couldn’t say. The mechanism by which they’re formed is not well understood.’ She turned to the guard and gestured to the girl. ‘Move her out of the way,’ she said. ‘Aleksar, people died here. That would taint the residual power —’

‘Not like this. I know Blood Magic when I feel it, madame.’ That same sickly scent of fear and pain and power had filled Kell’s tent the day he was tortured, but he couldn’t bring himself to say that out loud.

Isidro turned away, trying to collect his thoughts as the guard hoisted Sierra over his shoulder. His gaze fell on one of the nearby bodies and he hooked his toe under its shoulder to heave the corpse over. Beside it was a scattered mass of charred wood, the fragments studded all over with twisted and misshapen gobs of metal, mixed with jagged shards of stone.


‘Aleksar —’ Delphine began, but then she broke off, staring at the scorched wreckage. ‘What in the hells is that?’

He stooped to take a closer look. None of the fragments were bigger than his thumb, but after a moment’s study he began to see what it could have been — that part was a handle, and this the remains of a trigger, and here a collection of fragments made the arms of a small, stout bow. ‘It could be a crossbow, madame.’

Delphine crouched at his side to peer at it, and Isidro lifted his head to look around the clearing, focussing not on the circle of gore this time, but the patchy forest around them and the cliff that loomed to the east. Then he looked down at the body again. The face had been spared the impact of the blast — a man well past his middle years, with an iron-grey beard and close-cropped hair, and a priest’s tattoo on his face. Isidro bent down for a closer look, but the stench of Blood Magic that clung to the man forced him back, threatening to make his stomach heave. ‘A priest, were you?’ he muttered in Ricalani. ‘Tigers take you, you bastard.’ It was beginning to make sense. Earthblood was remote and insular, and fed with a steady supply of bodies to serve the temple. No one would notice or particularly care if one of those wretches disappeared, or turned up with strange and unexplained wounds. Earthblood was one of the few places in Ricalan where an aspiring mage would have access to victims from which to raise power and any chance of escaping Kell’s notice.

‘Aleksar, what did you say?’ Delphine asked.

‘He was a priest, madame,’ Isidro said. ‘The others, too, I think. They probably left the temple when they saw the army coming. The other priests might not realise there were Blood-Drinkers in their midst, but they’d never slip past the Akharian mages.’

‘Four of them?’ Delphine asked, looking over the bodies.

‘A master and his acolytes,’ Isidro said.

‘But why in the hells would they attack our men and draw attention to themselves?’ one of the guards asked.

‘They needed sacrifices,’ Isidro said. ‘Blood-Mages have no power without them. I wonder why they didn’t just take them from the temple servants? They must have thought a work-team an easy target.’

‘But something went wrong,’ Delphine said.

Isidro suppressed a smile. That would be Sierra — no one could plan for something like her. ‘I think these devices ran on enchantments, madame,’ he said. ‘Can’t you feel the spilled power in the air around us? Maybe they were flawed, or corrupted by exposure to Blood Magic.’ He turned to Delphine. ‘Is that possible?’

‘Perhaps. It’s not something we’ve been able to test,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I suppose these must be weapons, but they failed and tore them all to shreds. The slaves too, poor things, but at least it was a swifter end than these savages had in mind for them.’

‘How did the wench survive?’ one of the guards asked, nodding to where Sierra lay.

Delphine frowned at the spot where she’d been found and at the dead Blood-Mages arrayed around her. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps an interference pattern in the flux of power protected her. You see, when two sets of waves intersect, the peaks and troughs —’ She broke off when she saw the soldier’s eyes glaze over. ‘Oh, never mind. Aleksar, remind me later and I’ll explain it to you properly, but I think it may be linked to the formation of the stones, as well. I hope she’ll be able to tell us what happened when she wakes. You there,’ she said, gesturing to the nearest of the guards. ‘Stay here until one of the other fellows guarding the slaves turn up. They shouldn’t be far away. Have one of them ride back and tell the commander that some Blood-Mages from the temple were found and killed. Have the other slaves give these poor creatures a decent burial; and oh, when that girl wakes, I’ll want to question her. Make sure the slave-masters know.’

As she spoke, Isidro turned away, raked his hand through his hair and looked up at the sky. His heart was only just beginning to slow from its frantic pace, and he still didn’t know what to make of the fact that Sierra was here, a slave like him, when for all this time he’d comforted himself thinking that she was safe in the midst of the Wolf Clan’s army, with Cam watching her back. Did this mean Cam was in danger, too? No, that couldn’t be — she’d have found a way to tell him if that were the case, no matter what it cost.

Once he’d moved as far away from his mistress as he dared, Isidro turned his attention inwards, and sought out his connection to Rasten.

He was still there, watching in silence, but a little calmer now, it seemed.

What in the Black Sun’s name is she doing here? Isidro demanded.

Hiding, Rasten replied. Dremman thought her too dangerous to keep around. He tried to get rid of her by selling her back to me. When that didn’t work, she thought his next step would be to poison her. With the Slavers, she’s beyond his reach as well as Kell’s.

And no one had thought to tell Isidro about it. He knew full well that Rasten only told him what he needed him to know, and though Sierra must have some way to keep herself hidden from the Akharian mages, he could see it would be too risky for her to contact him directly. Still, the thought of her hiding in the women’s camp filled him with a burning rage, a tangible heat that seemed to coil around his spine like a serpent of fire. He knew how the soldiers used the female slaves, and if she’d been forced to endure that, he’d …

Isidro swallowed hard and pushed the thought aside. What could he do? He was a slave himself, powerless, and crippled as well.

A hand on his arm made him start violently. It was Delphine — she’d circled around the gory scene to his side, and when he jumped at her touch she took a hasty step back. Slave or not, he was much bigger than her, and in the last few months he’d regained much of his strength. Isidro bowed his head. ‘My apologies, madame.’

‘What’s the matter, Aleksar?’ she asked, folding her arms. ‘You look upset.’

‘It’s the Blood Magic, madame. It’s all around us, and it’s got me on edge.’ It was the truth, if not the whole of it. The greasy feel of tainted power clung to the air as thick as fog, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was drawing it in with every breath.

Delphine regarded him with sympathy. ‘Can you bear it a little longer? These Blood-Drinkers must have a bolthole nearby if they intended to spirit away half a dozen slaves. If there is a hidden passage into the temple, then they could be one and the same, and who knows what records or artefacts they have hidden away.’

Between the shock of seeing Sierra and the taint of corrupted power clouding his mind, he’d forgotten the task that brought them here. ‘Yes, madame. That makes sense.’ He turned to look over the scene again, searching for the tracks the mages must have made … only there were no prints to be seen in the crisp snow, other than those of the slaves and the ones their own party had made.

‘There’re no footprints,’ Delphine said. ‘The soldiers noticed that already. They must have some means of hiding their trail. It stands to reason — they couldn’t spirit the slaves away without having soldiers hunting after them. But if they reek as badly as you say, have they left a trail you could follow?’

Isidro shook himself, trying to gather his scattered thoughts. If he was to have any hope of helping Sierra, then he needed to guide Delphine to what the Akharians sought. They needed to find the way into Demon’s Spire. The best thing he could do right now was to put all his shock and worry at this new revelation aside, and deal with it later.

Isidro pointed to the east. ‘It’s clear as day, madame. They came this way.’

They set out with just one guard, while the other remained to carry out Delphine’s orders. Sierra was left where she lay, still unconscious but safely bundled up in her coat to keep from freezing.

The trail led due east towards the cliffs, near as straight as a crow flies, and he followed it to a narrow crevice where the walls were coated with a milky rime of ice and the ground was covered by a deep drift of snow.

There, they stopped, and Delphine swung down from her saddle with an expression of dismay. ‘What on earth … Aleksar, are you sure this is the right place?’

‘Madame, I’m afraid your hound’s led us astray,’ the guard said.

Isidro ignored them both and clambered into the crevice, over the drifted snow. Surprisingly, it bore up under his weight. Perhaps that was how the mages had hidden their tracks, by freezing the surface too solid for them to break the crust.

He closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe deeply. It wasn’t possible for the foul and rancid power to taint the very air, and he wasn’t poisoning himself by breathing it in, whatever his senses told him.

In the back of his mind, Isidro felt the faint tickle of Rasten’s attention turning his way once again. Rasten had been looking in on him every few minutes since they’d left Sierra behind. Isidro had the impression that Rasten wanted to tell him something, but for some reason held himself back.

Isidro pushed that matter aside as well and focussed on the problem at hand, trying to keep his throat from closing up with revulsion. There had to be a doorway of some kind here. Holding his good hand out to keep himself from walking straight into the wall, Isidro took a step — and then Delphine gasped aloud, and the guardsman swore an oath. It broke Isidro’s concentration, and with a twitch of irritation he opened his eyes and turned to them, only to find they were both staring wide-eyed at his hand. He turned back to find his forearm had vanished up to the wrist, apparently swallowed up by a solid wall of ice and rock.

‘By the Black Sun herself,’ he said, forgetting himself and speaking in Ricalani. He drew a breath and held it, as he would if diving under water, and stepped through the wall.

Power flowed over him like a waterfall, cool, crisp and clean. For a moment, it seemed to wash away the foul taint of Blood Magic, but only for a moment, for when he stepped through the air on the other side was just as thick with corrupted power, if not more so.

A moment later, Delphine ducked through after him, her eyes bright with excitement. ‘It’s an illusion! It’s been theorised that such things were possible, but no one’s ever managed to make one … not like this, anyway. Remarkable!’ She stepped closer and craned her head back, peering up to the ledge where the veil of power seemed to originate. The passage was tall enough for a mounted man to enter and wide enough to allow a horse to turn about. A little daylight drifted through the enchantment, but it was muted, as though filtered through a filmy curtain. Just beyond the entrance, the passage curved away to the right, vanishing into darkness.

Isidro pulled out the lantern-stone he always wore on a leather cord around his neck. He wrapped his hand around the stone and set it glowing with a flicker of power.

Again, Rasten stirred, and once more Isidro thought him about to speak, but instead he pulled back and settled into a watchful silence.

The wide, tall passage was eerily reminiscent of Milksprings. Like those caves, this tunnel had clearly been shaped by human hands, but the stone was very different — nearly black, and stained here and there with a rusty red, utterly unlike the pale limestone to the south.

After a short distance they reached a branch in the tunnel — one section opened onto a set of stairs that marched upwards to the temple, Isidro presumed. The other continued into the rock, with the trail of power drawing them deeper. ‘This way, madame,’ Isidro said. ‘I think we’re getting close.’

Around another corner they found a pair of rough-hewn doors. One of them hung ajar, and faint lamplight gleamed through the crack.


The guard went to take the lead, but Delphine called him back. ‘Let the slave go first,’ she told him. ‘They may have set traps, and a Sensitive will spot them before we do. I’ll give you a shield, Aleksar, but do be careful.’

When her mantle of power settled over him, it came as a relief. It was harder to sense power through the veil, but it finally dulled the reek of it and let him breathe without choking.

Isidro sidled up to the door and peered inside. There were staples on the other side, but the bar that secured them lay discarded to one side. He scrutinised the floor for trip-lines, but found nothing, so gingerly eased the door open.

The chamber beyond was a mudroom lit by a single lamp, its wick over-long and smoking. Racks held the everyday implements of survival — snowshoes, axes and spears, and a toboggan propped against the wall. Split wood was piled high around the edges of the chamber.

On the far side of the room another set of doors led deeper into the mountain. Isidro pressed his ear to them, and when a long moment passed with nothing but silence, he cautiously stepped through, with Delphine and the guard trailing behind.

It brought them into a good-sized hall. A few trestle tables filled the centre, and all around the edges were cubicles set up as bedchambers. Some were empty and unused, but others had been recently inhabited, screened with blankets snagged back to reveal rumpled bedding on the pallets and baskets of belongings shoved underneath. Other cubicles had been turned into makeshift cells, sealed with crude lattices of wood, the doorways hanging open and ready to receive new prisoners.

Delphine paid the cubicles and cages no mind. Her eye fell at once on a table on which books and papers were strewn in a haphazard pile. She took one at random and leafed through it, frowning at the neat, crabbed script. ‘Aleksar, come and tell me what this says,’ she demanded. Isidro was teaching her and her students to speak and read his tongue, but her grasp of the language had far to go yet.

The guard ignored the books and papers and circled the room, his gaze sweeping over tables piled with dishes.

At the far corner of the chamber, another set of doors led further into the rock. ‘What’d the barbarians build this place for, if only to leave it for any pack of dogs to take over?’


‘It was probably a staging-ground for the old ones’ work in the valley, sir,’ Isidro said. ‘A place to bring wounded and store equipment rather than haul it from the temple each day. But it’s clearly mage-built, and then there’s the enchantment that hides the entrance … once mage-craft was outlawed they couldn’t continue to use it.’

‘What’s through there, then?’ the guard asked, pointing with his spear to the doorway at the far end of the hall. ‘Common sense says you put sleeping quarters farthest from the entrance.’

He had a point. Perhaps these mages had cared more about protecting their work-space than defending their living quarters. ‘We ought to have a look,’ he said. ‘Madame?’

With a sigh, Delphine put the book down. ‘Very well.’

Isidro reached for the door, but before he could take hold of the latch, he felt Rasten stir in his head again. What? he demanded of that silent presence. What is it? It was a risk with Delphine so close, but he couldn’t bear the constant irritation any longer.

At the other end of the connection, Rasten gave a wordless growl of frustration, and pulled away.

In this moment of distraction, the guard had grown impatient: he wrenched the door open and stepped through.

Isidro went to go after him, but his feet wouldn’t budge. He felt rooted to the floor. Something was wrong, something he’d overlooked, something right in front of his face … He stood stock-still as Delphine went past him on the guard’s heels, giving him an odd, worried look as she did.

Alright, Isidro told himself. Just be still a moment, and think. He tried to draw a deep breath to calm himself, but all it did was draw the stink of blood-craft into his lungs once more.

His eye fell on the table and the dishes still scattered across it. It was slovenly, but why bother clearing them away when they expected to return with prisoners to do the scut-work? Then he looked at the tables again, and narrowed his eyes. He turned to survey the cubicles, and counted those that were screened with blankets and spread with furs over the narrow pallets. Fires Below, he thought. Is that what you were going to tell me? There were six of them, but only four dead. The others escaped.

For a moment, Rasten seemed to stammer, speechless, but then he drew himself up and, with as much arrogance and vitriol as he could muster, he snarled, Not as clever as they think you are, are you?


With a sharp breath Isidro turned on his heel and went after his mistress, cursing himself for a fool. Had he lost all his wits? If the Blood-Mages could hide their tracks on the way out, they could hide them on returning as well.

The moment he stepped through the doors, his voice died in his throat. At the centre of the room lay another table, this one fitted with ropes ready to hold a victim outstretched. To one side was a framework of rough wood, very similar to the one that still haunted his nightmares. He paid little attention to the rest of the equipment in the room — his mind simply skimmed over it, refusing to focus on what it saw.

This chamber was much like the last, with the long walls lined with stone cubicles, these ones all empty. One end of the hall had been closed off with a wall of wooden planks. There was a door at the far end of the wall, turning the space beyond into a kind of storage-locker, but the bolt hung loose and unshot, though the door was firmly closed.

Delphine rattled and shoved at the handle, but it would not budge. ‘It won’t open,’ she said, and beckoned to the guard. ‘Come here and help me.’

She and the guard had both stooped down to peer at the bolt when Isidro finally found his voice. ‘Madame,’ he called across the chamber, and Delphine straightened just as a great thrum of energy reverberated from the other side of the wooden wall.

She felt it, too. She recoiled as the whole wall shook as though struck by a hammer. A great blare of noise filled the chamber, like the crackle of a fire intensifying to an ungodly roar, and red-orange light streamed through the cracks between the planks.

A patch of wood near the door smoked briefly and then burst into flame.

Isidro started across the chamber, but he felt as though he were trying to move through treacle. All he could do was watch as the guard frowned at the burning wood, then leant closer. The charred wood crumbled to ash, and a red-orange beam burst through the hole and struck the Akharian full in the face.

The guard didn’t have time to scream. He crumpled under the force of the beam and collapsed, his spear falling to the floor with a clatter. The air was suddenly made of scorched skin and hair: a stench that struck right through Isidro, setting his heart thundering in his chest and sweat breaking out across his shoulders.


As the guard collapsed, Delphine stood frozen to the spot in shock. But when the beam began to swing her way, cutting a smoking trail through the wood, she dropped to the ground and ducked under its deadly glow.

As she scrambled to safety, the beam winked out, and the noise stopped, but from the other side of the wall came a grinding sound, as though something heavy was being dragged across the floor. Delphine straightened and ran to Isidro, meeting him in the middle of the room. She caught his sleeve, and pulled him towards the door. ‘Quickly!’

Then he felt another thrum of power ripple through the chamber, and dug his heels into the floor. He broke Delphine’s grip on his sleeve, caught her around the waist and pulled her back just as the dull roar came again. The red-orange beam cut through the wood right where she had stood. The operator realised at once that the beam had missed its mark: it began to swing towards them, and Isidro and Delphine both bolted for the stone-walled cubicles across the chamber.

‘Some of them escaped, madame,’ Isidro said, breathless. ‘They made it back here — we must have been right behind them —’

‘Well, obviously,’ Delphine snapped as they hunkered down low. Her face was still sallow, her hands shaking, and she talked so quickly her tongue tripped over the words. ‘I think it’s one of the ancient weapons, the ones from Vasant’s time. Barranecour’s book described a beam that could cut through anything — steel, wood, even stone if given enough time. Is … is the poor fellow dead?’

Isidro glanced out to the guard, lying face down on the stone. The flames that had licked across his hair had died out, and he lay perfectly still. ‘Yes. Listen, they’ll try to take us prisoner, or kill us rather than let us escape. They’re doomed and they know it, but if they can take us for sacrifices they’ll make the Slavers pay a high price for killing them. They expect us to run, so our best chance is to attack.’

Delphine’s eyes widened, but she nodded. ‘How?’

On the other side of the wall, Isidro felt the flow of power falter. Crouching low, he peered around the pillar to see the beam flicker, its steady red-orange glow now pulsing with black, while beyond the wall a man coughed and dark, acrid smoke poured out through the gash in the wood, smelling of something more than just burning timber.


The flickering beam seemed about to go out, but after a moment it steadied. A shower of sparks gleamed through the pall of smoke, and the weapon’s drone had grown to a rough and coughing roar.

‘We have to break down the wall!’ he shouted. ‘If I can get in and take him down maybe you can shut it off.’

Delphine nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’ He started to turn away, but she caught his arm. ‘Aleksar, be careful! If you get yourself hurt, I … I’ll be furious, you hear?’

He pulled away and rolled out into the open. The power filling the air convulsed with an awful tearing sound. The swollen, glowing beam was growing ragged, and beyond the wall a man’s voice cried out in alarm.

Isidro ducked under the beam, scrambling across the ash-strewn floor and snatching up the guard’s fallen spear. It was a sturdy weapon, built for thrusting on horseback, far too long to use one handed. The man beyond the wall must have caught some flash of movement, because at once the beam swung to follow him. Isidro reversed his grip on the spear haft and swung it through the beam, shearing the handle off two feet below the head and sending the rest hurtling across the chamber with a clatter.

He felt Delphine’s power flex as she grasped the wall-frame, and with a wrench tore it down, splintering the heavy beams like dry twigs. As the wall fell, the noise in the chamber seemed to double, and black smoke poured out in a choking wave.

As it cleared Isidro made out the device — it was something like a ballista, with the swollen red-orange beam from the nose fed by two strands of jagged, writhing power that erupted from the arms. The whole thing was wrapped in wire and stones, but the wire dripped to the floor in molten gobbets, and some of the stones were broken and crumbling to dust. More of them failed before his eyes, crazed by the pressure within and flickering with opalescent colours as the power threatened to tear them apart. Flames licked across every surface, reaching towards the operator, who was leaning over the construction and trying to pry stones from their sockets. His shirt was splattered with blood and pocked with holes from flaming cinders.

As one of the jets faltered, the beam winked out and Isidro seized his chance. He leapt over the smouldering remains of the wall, dodged around the sputtering arm and drove the point of his truncated spear towards the Blood-Mage’s face. He was a big man, Isidro belatedly realised, near his match in height and a handful of years his elder.

The mage scrambled back from the spear-point, but he regained his balance quickly and looked his opponent up and down with narrowed eyes, taking in the empty sleeve of Isidro’s coat. He turned his retreat into a rush.

Isidro crouched low, for there was no room to dodge. He cursed himself for a fool — even after all these months and the pain of his ruined arm, he responded as though he was a warrior still, not the crippled wreck Rasten had made of him.

Power throbbed at his back. Delphine shrieked a warning, and Isidro felt the stones burst one after another, tipping the ones around them over into failure in a tearing wrench of power.

As the Blood-Mage reached him Isidro dropped to his knees, slammed his shoulder into the fellow’s belly and flipped him over his back, twisting to slam him into the weapon. His body hit the ballista’s shaft as the last of the stones exploded, and the device tore itself apart before his eyes, contorting as though in agony and shedding glowing metal and stone in a hail of burning fragments. With one last spasm of power, it exploded like a tree in the winter torn apart by the swelling of frozen sap.

Isidro threw up his good arm to shield his eyes, and with the movement power convulsed within him. The world slowed down as the energy flowed through his arm like ice water, spilling from his palm as the glowing shards of wood, metal and stone whistled towards him. The power coalesced into a shield, a disc of mottled colours that swelled to cover him so that the burning fragments bounced harmlessly away.

The shield sputtered out only a few seconds later. The Blood-Mage was dead at his feet, hurled there by the blast with a huge splinter of wood embedded in his back.

Isidro was too stunned to react — all he could do was stare at his hand in shock. Then Delphine was there, her small hands wound into the collar of his coat as she pulled him around to face her. ‘Are you alright? Aleksar, are you hurt?’

‘I …’ He couldn’t answer any further — his tongue and lips seemed to have forgotten how to speak. He could still feel it within him, coursing through his veins like liquid fire, as brilliant and pure as lightning.


He shook himself. ‘There’s one more,’ he said. ‘Four bodies outside, one here, but six beds in the outer chamber —’

‘Aleksar, she’s in the corner. She’s dead.’

He followed her gaze and for the first time registered the body in the corner, a priestess by the tattoo on her face. She was slumped against the wall with one leg twisted at an obscene angle and a trickle of bright blood flowing from her mouth. Her eyes were open, and she lay perfectly still.

The two of them were the only living things in this place, but the jangling of his nerves would not cease. The tainted power pressed all around him, filling his lungs like poisoned smoke, and the air was full of the scent of burning, of hot metal and scorched flesh. The lights had all failed, and the only illumination was the burning remains of the weapon. Its flickering glow made the racks and frames cast black-barred shadows across the walls.

Delphine seemed to read the panic and confusion in his eyes, for at once she pulled his good arm across her shoulders and turned him towards the door. ‘Come out here where the air’s a bit clearer.’ She herded him through the hall with the bedchambers, then the mudroom and into the connecting corridor where it was dark and dim, and gently pushed him to the floor. ‘Put your head between your knees and take deep breaths. Do you remember what I told you about emptying your mind and stilling your thoughts? Try to do it now.’

The miasma of tainted power was lesser here, and once she reminded him that he could push it away, Isidro began the ritual of calming his thoughts.

It took some time, but when at last he was able to focus again, he found Delphine crouched on her heels, watching him. ‘We’ll tell no one about this. No one, you understand? It never happened. If the others find out about it, you’ll be put to death. Aleksar, you must promise me you’ll never speak of this to anyone.’

He looked down at his hand. The skin still felt scorched, but there was no mark. ‘I … I don’t know how … I don’t understand what happened …’

‘Hush,’ she said, and took his good hand in both of hers. ‘It’s rare for a latent talent to spontaneously break through, but it’s been known to happen. Why do you think we have laws against keeping slaves with any level of power? Now, will you be alright here on your own for a moment? Only I’d best go put that fire out, and see if there’s anything to salvage …’


He nodded, and buried his face in the crook of his arm, drawing deep breaths as he heard her soft footsteps patter away.

For a moment everything was still, but then he felt power stirring within his head. So, Rasten said. Some of those old weapons did survive Leandra’s purge …

After all the shocks he’d had in the last hour — Blood-Mages, Sierra and power spilling from his own hands, understanding what they’d found required resources he’d already spent.

If the Akharians managed to build weapons like that, the horrors his people had experienced so far would be nothing to what would come. Isidro drew a deep, shuddering breath at the thought. It’s nothing but ashes and rubble now. Your master will never get his hands on it.

Oh, Kell has no use for the wretched things; they’re only for mages too weak to do the working themselves. What you did is another matter. It’s just as well for you that you’re out of his reach.

Isidro scrubbed his hand across his face. Right now, Kell seemed the least of his problems. He’d used power. He’d felt it flowing like liquid fire to his fingertips … How is Sirri? Is she awake? What in the hells happened out there?

She’s still unconscious. They had smaller versions of that weapon, but they were unstable and the touch of her power tripped them. She tried to absorb the blast, but she’s not built for that. I knew the Slavers would be on the scene with their mages, so I drained her. When she blacked out I couldn’t tell if I’d taken her too far, or if one of the magelings had survived enough to be a threat to her.

Did they kill the other slaves?

No, Sierra did that. She tried to shield them and hold her power in, but it just doesn’t work like that.

By the Black Sun herself, Isidro thought. He tried to keep it to himself, but the thought overflowed to Rasten despite his efforts. When she learnt of it, Sierra would hate herself for what she’d done.

They knew what she is, Rasten said. It’s better they’re dead. But if they worked it out, others will, too. I don’t know how much longer she’ll be able to hide. You’d best find a way into Demon’s Spire quickly, before they try to force her hand.

Isidro tipped his head back against the wall, pressing his back against the cool stone. There was so much to be done, and this discovery complicated everything to a degree he couldn’t yet understand. His thoughts were scattered to the four winds, but taking the time to assemble them was a luxury he could not afford. When Sirri wakes —

I’ll be there to keep her power in check, Rasten said. Let me worry about her. Just find Vasant’s cache, and do it quickly.

With that he pulled back, though one tiny thread of awareness remained. Rasten was keeping him on a leash, and there was nothing Isidro could do about it.

With a groan, he hauled himself up. The fight had left him drained and weary, and he shuffled like an old man as he returned to the chamber.

Inside, he found Delphine leafing through a sheaf of papers, her brow furrowed as she held her lantern-stone close to the page. The smoke was still thick and choking, and as he watched she reluctantly took a second to cough and rub at her eyes, barely lifting her gaze from the page. She noticed him, her gaze flickering to him for a bare instant. ‘Feeling better?’ she said absently.

Something in her manner made him wary, and Isidro studied her as she turned the page, frowning steadily at the text. ‘Madame?’ he said. ‘What have you found?’

When she didn’t reply, he started towards her. Delphine looked up, and fixed her gaze upon him from under lowered brows. She folded the sheaf in half and reached for the front of her jacket, preparing to tuck it out of sight, but then she paused, biting her lip.

Isidro closed the gap between them with two quick strides. ‘What is it? A Blood-Mage text?’

She recoiled as though he’d slapped her. ‘What? Oh, by all the Gods, no. Those are forbidden — any we find must be burned immediately.’

‘Then what is it?’

Her face went still, but Isidro saw her eyes flicker towards the smoking ruins of the weapon. The sheaf of papers was crumpled in her hand, but on one corner Isidro saw a fragment of diagram, some intricate arrangement of stones and wires. ‘Madame —’

‘They had the weapon for some time,’ Delphine said. ‘They studied it carefully. Perhaps they even tried to repair it … but with limited success, I think, since the wretched thing essentially destroyed itself. But they learnt something from it. You saw the remains of the devices they had. And now I … I think I know what they looked like.’ Hesitantly, she unfolded the crumpled pages.

Isidro felt as though an icy hand had clenched around his chest. She’d found the Blood-Mages’ notes on the ancient device, and the plans for a weapon that had carved a fist-sized hole out of the Akharian soldier’s chest.

She was within his reach. Perhaps he could snatch the papers away from her and feed them into the flames. He’d already begun to move when he checked himself. It would be beyond foolish. She might be smaller than him, a soft academic to his battered warrior, but she was a mage, and he had no hope of besting her.

Delphine noticed his movement and stepped back, watching him with narrowed eyes, and he felt her power rise again, ready to form a shield. He realised he was breathing hard, as hard as he had when facing the Blood-Mage, power roaring through his veins like fire. ‘Madame,’ he said, and his voice came out hoarse and rasping. ‘May I see it?’

Gaze still narrow, Delphine turned the page towards him. Isidro felt the power throbbing beneath her skin and, with a deep breath, he put his good hand behind his back. Delphine was his only ally here; he couldn’t afford to lose her trust.

As he examined the page, Isidro felt his heart sink. After only a moment, he closed his eyes and straightened, thinking of a field full of Akharian soldiers armed with such weapons advancing on a sleeping village. By the time he collected himself to push the image aside, he found Delphine watching him, her expression wary.

‘Madame,’ he said. ‘Please don’t do it. Destroy it, now, I beg you, before it’s too late.’

‘Hush,’ she told him, but when he ignored the command and began once more to speak she said it again. ‘Hush. Hold your tongue, Aleksar. That’s an order.’

‘Madame — Delphine,’ he said, ‘you know what they’ll do with a weapon like that. You know how they’ll use it —’

Her hands trembled, making the pages rustle. ‘I know that. I know. I won’t give it to them right away; I’ll hide it. I’ll wait until we’re gone from this country, and then I’ll say it was overlooked —’

‘They won’t believe you. Someone will find it. The Battle-Mages want to bring you down, madame, how can you be sure one of them won’t search your tent?’


‘Then I … I’ll deliver it to General Boreas on the provision they’re not to use it against the civilians, only the Blood-Mages and the king’s men … oh, by the Good Goddess, that’ll never work …’ Delphine turned away, crumpling the sheaf once again.

‘Madame, think,’ Isidro said. ‘You’ve seen what happens to villages in the army’s path. Think of the women and children who’ll fall under those weapons, defenceless folk who have barely heard of Akhara, let alone done it harm —’

Delphine pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. ‘Be quiet! Hold your tongue!’

‘You know what horrors they’ll bring down upon my people. Delphine, their blood will be on your hands —’

‘I’m not a traitor!’ Delphine shouted, and then she drew a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Do you know why we came here? Do you? The Mesentreian Raiders have ravaged our coast, stealing our harvest and burning what they can’t take, slaughtering entire villages and attacking every ship they see. The price of grain in our city is the highest it’s ever been. There have been riots in Akhara over the price of bread, and starving children beg for scraps in the streets, or hunt down the cats and dogs they used to keep as pets. A century ago, these weapons kept your coast safe. They can do the same for us.’

Isidro shook his head. ‘The Raiders sail from Ricalan’s harbours. Your people will take those towns soon enough, and with no safe port to sail from the pirates will leave your lands alone. The empire doesn’t need them, madame!’

‘But what about Kell and his apprentice? Blood-Mages of their rank are not easily dealt with. It will cost thousands of lives to destroy them, perhaps tens of thousands, if they can be killed at all, and if the empire isn’t bled dry in the attempt. That could mean ten thousand families left without fathers, without sons —’

‘And what about the families here who will lose their fathers, who will be broken apart and sold off as slaves?’ Isidro asked. ‘Do you count those in your tally?’

‘Oh, hold your wretched tongue! I know what they’d do with those weapons, I’m not a fool … but I’m not a traitor, either!’

‘Destroying it isn’t treachery, madame: it’s compassion. It’s one good thing in the middle of an atrocity.’


‘But this is exactly what we hoped to find! When I think of all those who’ve died, both your people and mine — if I destroy this now, won’t those deaths be for nothing? Once they have it, and Vasant’s last cache, maybe they’ll turn back without taking any more slaves. But then, if they do build something like this, ye Gods … I just … I don’t know what to do. I need some time to think.’

He heard something then — they both did, for Delphine lifted her head at the same moment as Isidro turned to the doorway. Echoing through the chambers and halls were heavy footsteps and ringing voices as reinforcements came thundering along their trail. Desperate, Isidro drew himself up for one last plea. ‘Madame —’

‘No,’ Delphine said, tucking the papers away inside her jacket. ‘Be silent, Aleksar, or by the Good Goddess herself, I swear I’ll have you flogged. I just … I need some time to think …’






Chapter 2

The Akharian forces were camped to the southeast of the temple, on a rise that lifted them above the choking fog and gave a clear view of the crumbling edifice and the troops marching up the switchback path. A large tent had been commandeered to house the papers and materials recovered from the bolthole, and shortly after noon Isidro found himself installed there with lights, a stove, and all the ink, paper and waxed tablets he could possibly use.

Mira sat on the bench beside him, helping sort through the spoils. Delphine had badgered, cajoled and generally made a nuisance of herself until General Boreas lent her the use of his personal captive. Mirasada of the Wolf was noble-born and highly educated; and though the Akharians had been led to believe she spoke only Ricalani, that was enough to help with the mass of books and notes the cabal had accumulated.

Right now, however, Isidro was having trouble keeping his mind on the task. His head spun with all that had happened, but since they’d returned to camp, another concern was jostling for space beside his unease over the notes Delphine had found.

Sierra lay on the trampled spruce in the rear corner of the tent, her worn coat thrown over her for a blanket. ‘Did you know she was here?’ he muttered to Mira.

‘Yes,’ she said, with apology in her voice. ‘Some of the Drysprings priestesses in the women’s camp worked out who she is. They weren’t sure what to do about her, so they got word to me.’

‘But what in the hells happened to bring her here?’

‘I don’t know, Issey. I wanted to tell you, but it was too dangerous. You must understand.’

Isidro sighed. His only contact with the slave camps was through Harwin’s slave-girl Lucia, when she collected firewood or spruce-boughs from the work-teams. Mira was right — such a weak chain of communication was too risky.

‘Isidro, do you know anything?’ Mira murmured. ‘Is Cam well?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Rasten hasn’t told you what happened?’

He glanced up at her, but quickly caught himself and looked down again, his eyes glossing over the page without reading a word. The last he’d known, Sierra’s contact with Rasten was a carefully guarded secret. ‘You know about him?’

‘Of course. We knew the night you were taken, Issey. Rasten has kept her informed ever since.’

Isidro shook his head. ‘By the Black Sun herself, Mira, the last time I saw you and Sierra you wanted to kill each other.’

Mira smiled faintly and shook her head. ‘Ancient history.’

So much had changed since he’d become a slave, it seemed impossible that he could ever catch up. ‘Rasten only tells me what he needs me to know.’

Mira grimaced and looked down at her book. ‘I should have guessed as much.’

‘Mira …’ Isidro said. ‘Have you been treated well?’

‘Better than expected,’ she said without looking up. ‘I’ve been placed with the children and elders, and the general has ordered that his property is not to be trifled with. We have some contact with the slave camp, though — when the men get rough with their sport, the women are sent to our camp to recover. I have the privilege of pleading with the cursed slave-masters for medicines and bandages, but at least they don’t dare demand payment in kind.’ Mira set her book aside, and took a new one from the basket at her feet.

Isidro glanced at Sierra again. Still unconscious and unmoving. ‘You heard what happened?’ he asked, propping his head on his hand. ‘Blood-Mages in Earthblood.’

She gave a bitter sigh. ‘I can still scarcely believe it.’

‘You knew nothing of this? No rumours?’

She shot him a dark glance. ‘Do you imagine my mother would have let any rumour pass without investigation? They’re rabid about keeping the clans out of temple affairs, and the Priests of Earthblood have always run this valley like their own cursed kingdom.’


‘But with all this gear, and the effort they’d put into setting that place up … it can’t have gone unnoticed. Someone had to know something was going on.’

‘They must have taken great care to keep themselves hidden —’

‘Or maybe the senior priests turned a blind eye when the servants disappeared,’ Isidro muttered. ‘Priests already dabbling in mage-craft won’t look too closely when others do the same, even if they turn to the Blood Path.’

‘Issey, I just can’t believe people are practising mage-craft in the temples —’

‘Mira, don’t be so naive,’ Isidro snapped. ‘What do you think the priests do at the Children’s Festival? How do you think they make the wretched warding-stones? Do you think none of them ever wondered what else they could do?’ The anger in his voice surprised him, and his hand shook as he leafed through the book that lay before him, its contents written out in a neat, flowing script. The priestess who had died in the bolthole had kept a careful record of her explorations, seemingly without fear of discovery. Rumours within the priesthood had drawn her to Earthblood from her southern temple, whispered tales that the priests in the north held some forbidden knowledge. Once here, she’d stumbled onto the Blood Path, following the teachings of an older priest who’d manipulated her into his workings and into his furs.

‘Issey, I … I had no idea, I swear to you,’ Mira said. She turned to him, about to go on, but something beyond the door of the tent caught her eye, and she quickly bowed her head as Delphine entered, followed by a portly man with a thick grey beard and a servant carrying a heavy case. Isidro watched as Delphine led them to the sleeping figure at the rear of the tent. ‘Over here, Doctor Tadanus.’

‘Madame, I am not in the habit of treating slaves —’

‘Doctor, I’ve said I’ll pay whatever you charge. She’s been unconscious for hours, with no sign of stirring. I just want to know when she’ll wake up. Or if she’s going to wake up.’

The doctor sighed, hooking his thumbs into his belt, and turned to his assistant. ‘Go ahead, boy. Examine her.’

Mira poked Isidro in the ribs. ‘Here,’ she said, and passed him the book she’d been leafing through. ‘I think you ought to see this.’


He took it from her with a frown of irritation, and looked briefly at the page before turning towards Sierra again as the doctor’s assistant ran his hands over her head to feel for lumps on her skull. Then, when what he’d seen registered in his mind, he turned back.

The page bore a sketch of the Earthblood Temple — Isidro recognised it from a drawing Mira had made weeks before. It included what he now knew to be the secret tunnel past the Blood-Mages’ bolthole. A strange, twisting passage had been marked in one unregarded corner in the servants’ quarters. Isidro stared at it for a long moment before he was able to make sense of the text scrawled around the diagram. This was no neat scribal hand, but notes jotted in haste with a pen that was shaking in excitement. ‘By the Black Sun herself …’ he muttered.

Once he realised what Mira had found, he set the book down and rested his forehead on his hand. This could be the breakthrough he’d been hoping for … but after the argument with Delphine he wasn’t sure he was pleased to find it.

That doesn’t matter, he told himself. All that matters is getting Sierra there. The rest we can deal with later. He glanced around at her again, and found the doctor and his assistant both crouched over her still body, while Delphine was gazing over their heads, watching him and Mira.

With a sigh and a shake of his head, Isidro fumbled for his stylus and began to scrawl notes as he read.

He kept his head down until a clink of coin and the doctor’s booming voice rang across the tent, and glanced up to see the men leaving in a swirl of cold air.

Delphine had noticed his intent and focus, and came towards them as she tucked her purse away. ‘Aleksar, what have you found? Bring it here.’

She had her own small desk near the stove, on which were spread some fragments from the clearing and pieces of the weapon from the bolthole. The rest of the recovered artefacts were in another tent, where Harwin and her students sorted through them, since they could be of no use with the texts. As Isidro kicked an upturned crate towards the desk to sit upon he studied the line of Delphine’s jacket, trying to work out if the papers were still hidden inside.

Delphine gestured for him to sit. ‘Aleksar,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Who is that girl?’


The words hit him like a slap to the face. After all that had happened, and with all the tension between them, this was the last question he expected. ‘Madame?’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Delphine pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Aleksar, you’re an intelligent man, and you’ve known me for some time now; so I simply cannot understand why you think you can get away with lying to me! It’s rather insulting. Now, it’s been a long day already and it’s barely past noon, but we’ve a great deal to get through yet, so I’m going to give you one more chance. Who is she? I know you know her — I saw it in your face when the guard tried to rouse her in the clearing.’

Isidro grasped the edge of the table, and squeezed until his knuckles showed white through the skin. However much he wanted to dig his heels in and refuse to answer, he couldn’t afford to defy her now. ‘She’s a friend of my brother’s,’ Isidro said, bowing his head. ‘The last time I saw either of them was at the temple where you … found me, madame.’

‘When they rode away and left you there?’ Delphine snorted. ‘Some friend.’

He chose his words with care. ‘They were being hunted, and I was too weak to go on. Given the circumstances, I’m glad of it. I doubt my brother would have fared as well here as I have. Do you disagree, madame?’

She gave him a sharp look. He was verging on insolence, but he felt he’d earnt that right, after all they’d been through. Perhaps Delphine reached the same conclusion, for she broke away from his gaze and turned to study Sierra’s still form. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? Why deny it?’

‘Because slaves don’t have kin, madame,’ Isidro said. ‘Lucia told me what happened when she was taken. She was driven away from her sisters at spear-point; when they were dispatched to Akhara she didn’t learn of their fate for weeks.’

‘But what —?’

‘Madame,’ Isidro said. ‘If I had come to you and said someone might have news of my brother, what would you have done? You’ve told me to forget the life I had before becoming a slave.’

‘I’d tell you there’s nothing to be gained by torturing yourself,’ Delphine hissed. ‘If you learn that he’s a slave, or dead, is that truly something you want to know? Wouldn’t it be better to believe he’s safe and free? I bet he’s telling himself that you’re alive and well, with a master who values you and treats you kindly.’


Isidro clenched his jaw. ‘Madame, I’d rather know the truth than live my life believing a lie.’

‘Would you really? Even if that truth drives you to despair and I must put you in chains each night to keep you from doing yourself harm?’

He felt her eyes track down to the knotted scar on his neck, a reminder of the dark time when ripping his throat out with a shard of broken pot seemed a better option than enduring another day. He looked down at the floor, his hand still clamped around the wood of the table.

‘Enough of this,’ Delphine snapped. ‘We have more important matters to attend to right now. Tell me what you’ve found.’

Isidro clenched his jaw. He wanted to argue — by the Fires Below, he wanted to shout and pace and turn over the tables and kick apart the crates, anything to relieve all the tension and urgency he felt, anything to ease the sense of powerlessness that was settling over him like a leaden blanket.

But it would get him nowhere, and he had to keep focussed on his goal. With an effort, Isidro unclamped his hand from the table and scooped up the book with a precarious stack of note-tablets balanced on the open page. He dumped the lot of it in front of his mistress, and it fell with enough force to make the table rattle. ‘Madame,’ he said. ‘I’ve found you a path into the Spire.’

Sierra felt empty, cold and weary to the very bone. She’d been awake for some time, but she lacked the strength to move, even just to open her eyes or shift on the sharp needles of prickling spruce. It was only when someone knelt by her side and patted her cheek with an icy hand that Sierra finally roused herself enough to stir with a muffled groan.

At once, the person kneeling over her pulled away, and she heard a soft, girlish voice. ‘My Lady, I think she’s awake. What should I do? Madame said I was to come and tell her at once when she stirred.’

‘Then you must go.’ That was another woman, the tone familiar. Cloth rustled as she stood. ‘But don’t rush. You may not be able to see her at once, in any case. She and Aleksar are meeting with the general.’

The younger girl departed, her footsteps light and quick, and Sierra felt the other woman settle beside her. ‘Sirri, can you hear me? We’re alone for the moment, but be careful. There are guards right outside.’


It took a tremendous effort to open her eyes, and then her vision was too blurred to make out anything more than dark cloth and a flash of red hair. ‘Mira?’ she mumbled.

A tickle inside her skull heralded Rasten’s presence. It took less effort to think than to speak, so Sierra turned her attention to him. What in the Fires Below happened?

That cursed trick you tried to pull blew out your power, Rasten said. I had to draw it away or you might have opened another hot spring under your feet. Between one thing and another, it drained you dry as a desert. You’re lucky you had the strength to keep your heart beating, you wretched little fool.

Anger gave her strength. Sierra drew a deep breath and heaved herself upright, though her arms shook with the effort. I had to do something. Those Gods-forsaken Blood-Mages would have torn them apart —

Before she could finish the thought Rasten pulled away, slamming the connection shut to cut her off.

Blinking furiously, Sierra managed to clear her vision enough to see Mira sitting on her heels in front of her, frowning with concern. ‘Are you alright?’

She nodded, pressing the heel of her hand to her forehead. ‘Is there anything to eat?’

Mira went to the stove, returning with buttered bread and a bowl of broth. It was more food than Sierra had seen since she’d left Dremman’s camp. Her instincts urged her to bolt it down before someone could snatch it away, but she forced herself to eat one small bite at a time.

‘Sirri, please tell me — is Cam alright? Is he here too?’

Sierra shook her head, and hastily swallowed her mouthful of bread. ‘He’s fine, or he was when I spoke to him two days ago. He’s with Dremman’s army.’

Mira pressed a hand to her chest and sagged with relief. ‘Bright Sun be thanked …’

Sierra sipped the broth, looking around the tent with narrowed eyes. This clearly wasn’t the women’s camp. ‘Where are we? What’s going on?’

Mira recounted the day’s events, as much as she knew of them. ‘These Akharian mages are very powerful — will you be able to keep your power hidden?’

Sierra waved her words aside. ‘I’ve managed this long, haven’t I? What have they found? Is there a way into Demon’s Spire?’


Mira bit her lip. ‘I think so. We won’t be certain till the scouts return. The records the Blood-Mages kept go right back to the War of the Mages. There’s been a cabal hidden in Earthblood ever since, it seems, and they’ve been searching for Vasant’s treasures, too. Isidro and Delphine are presenting their findings to the general.’

Could it be true? Sierra couldn’t let herself hope too fiercely — even if they did find a lead, it could take weeks to track down their prize, weeks more in which she would have to guard herself every moment, only now she had to watch the other slaves as well as the guards and the men who came sniffing around the women’s camp at the meat-market each night. She squeezed her eyes shut, and willed herself to calm. ‘How is he?’

Mira paused for a long moment, so long that Sierra began to think she hadn’t heard. ‘He didn’t know you were here,’ she said at last. ‘He’s taken it hard.’

Her heart clenched, and Sierra quickly looked away. She’d known it would hurt him, but what else could she have done? She couldn’t reach him herself without risk of alerting the Akharian mages to her presence. She could have badgered Rasten into telling him, perhaps, but Rasten was already intensely jealous of her attention towards anyone else. He would have found a way to use it against Isidro, and the last thing Sierra wanted was to give Rasten more power over him after all he’d already suffered. She had other, purely selfish reasons for keeping her presence from him, too — she didn’t want him to worry about her, night after night when the soldiers had their pick of the captive women. She knew what it would do to him to think of her in such a place, and for her own peace of mind, she couldn’t bear to think of it. ‘I’ll make it up to him,’ she muttered, half to herself. ‘I’ll find a way.’

Mira started to speak, but then she paused, tilting her head to listen. ‘I think they’re coming,’ she said. ‘I’d best not be caught slacking. That wretched woman has a frightful temper — I don’t know how Isidro puts up with her.’

He doesn’t have a choice, Sierra thought as Mira went back to her books and notes. None of us do.

She drained the last of the broth, and had just stuffed the heel of bread into her mouth when she heard people approaching. As they trooped into the tent Sierra watched from the corner of her eye. Isidro she picked out at once — he was the tallest of the group — though his black hair was trimmed in an unfamiliar style. At a glance she saw the weariness in the line of his shoulders and the set of his head, but he stood taller and straighter than she remembered from the weeks they’d spent running ahead of Rasten and his men. He turned her way briefly, his eyes skimming over her before looking away again.

He stood behind a diminutive figure with dark skin and darker hair. Three other men accompanied them, and as they came close Sierra felt the power they held — two of them were Battle-Mages. The last wore an officer’s insignia pinned to his tunic, just visible at the fold of his coat.

Sierra knew how to comport herself as a cowed and terrified slave — Kell had taught her that long before the Slavers set foot in the north. She rolled onto her knees and huddled low, letting her long tangled hair fall across her face. The broth and bread fortified her a little, but the draining of her power had stripped her reserves so low that the effort left her trembling. Even so, she wasn’t sure just how long that weakness would last. Her right arm was tingling with an echoed ache of Isidro’s broken bones, and a current of heat washed through her as the old injury fed her power.

She understood enough Akharian to pick the gist of their words as they gathered around her. ‘I doubt there’s much she can tell us,’ the man with the insignia said. ‘And I don’t suppose it matters much when the wretches are all dead.’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised what she might be encouraged to recall, sir, and I doubt it’ll take much effort to wring the details out of her.’

‘She’s a barbarian, man — she knows nothing of power, and I don’t care to know whether those cursed mages were old or young or had light hair or dark. Just find out what she saw of the weapons and be done with it. We’ve got enough work to do without wasting time on trivialities. Go on, boy,’ he said. ‘Have her recount what she saw.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Isidro murmured in Akharian, and Sierra felt rather than saw him settle beside her on his heels, so close she could have touched him. ‘Sister,’ he said in Ricalani, his voice a study of neutrality and calm. ‘What happened when the mages came?’

‘We were in the clearing cutting wood,’ she said. ‘They came out of nowhere and surrounded us …’ When Isidro began to repeat her words in Akharian, she paused just to hear his voice again, after all this time. ‘They tried to make us go with them —’


‘How many?’ the officer interrupted.

‘Six.’

‘Did they all have weapons?’

‘Three of them did, master.’

‘And they offered to steal you away and set you free? Why didn’t you just go with them?’

Sierra squeezed her eyes shut, remembering the awful noise and the blazing orange light. ‘One of the girls said not to, sir. She said they felt wrong, somehow. And they were pointing weapons at us. Why would they do that if they meant us well?’

The men chuckled as Isidro relayed the words. ‘Then what happened?’ the woman urged.

‘They shot her,’ Sierra said. ‘It … it looked like a bolt of fire …’

‘Yes,’ the woman said. ‘Tell us about the weapons. What did they look like? How many times did they shoot? Once they made a shot, could they use it again right away? Or did they have to reload it, like nocking another arrow to a bow?’

She tried to give them only the barest response, but each time they pried for more details, drawing her answers out and insisting she go over them again and again.

‘And what happened when they died?’ the woman asked at last. ‘Something went wrong with the weapons, didn’t it?’

‘There was … there was so much noise. The men were shouting and the weapons, they just went mad.’ This was no lie — all she could recall was the screaming and the awful noise of the failing stones, and the power swelling all around, thick enough to choke her.

‘Sir, give me a few minutes with her and I’ll wager she can recall a bit more,’ one of the men said.

‘I’d rather hear what she actually saw, not some tale made up to spare her a beating,’ the woman snapped. ‘The moment she starts inventing details, anything she says will be worthless.’

‘You honestly believe she doesn’t remember it?’ the Battle-Mage sneered.

‘You didn’t feel the energy hanging over that place,’ she said. ‘How much power do you imagine it would take to create eighty-odd stones? A discharge of that intensity would be enough to scramble anyone’s wits, even someone without any hint of talent.’


‘Madame, how is it she survived it?’ the officer asked.

‘I suspect it has something to do with the interference pattern,’ the woman said. ‘They may have begun a ritual — primitive mages often rely on ritual and other mental tricks to raise power. I suspect the weapons were made with Blood Magic, and therefore were corrupt from their inception. Then, when they began to work the ritual, it tripped them into failure. If the energy was released in waves, it would have created an interference pattern where they intersected. It’s pure luck she happened to lie where the waves cancelled each other out. If they were amplified instead, it would have annihilated her.’

For a moment no one spoke. Then Sierra heard the commander shift his weight. ‘Does that make sense?’ he asked.

One of the Battle-Mages spluttered with indignation. ‘What do I know of it? I’m not some cursed academic who spends all my time with paper and counting-stones!’

‘Madame, do you have any proof of this theory?’

‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘Not without replicating the stones and the rituals, and examination of Blood Magic is prohibited. If you have a few hours to spare, Commander, I could give you a lecture on the theory of waves and energy, but with the exploration party about to set out, I suspect we both have more pressing matters to attend to.’

‘Sir, surely you’re not going to just accept the word of a civilian woman for this,’ the Battle-Mage said.

‘Captain, Madame Delphine has achieved more results than your whole branch,’ the commander snapped, ‘and besides, look at the wretched creature! Do you really think one little barbarian girl knows anything of value? The Blood-Mages are dead and the remains of the weapons have been packed up to be shipped to Akhara; as far as I’m concerned the matter is settled. Now, Madame Delphine, I understand a slave-master is coming to take the girl back to the camp. I trust you can keep charge of her in the meantime.’

‘Of course, Commander.’

Sierra didn’t look up, but she caught sight of the Battle-Mage’s feet as he stalked from the tent, each stride stiff and angry.

Once they were alone, Isidro stood. ‘Your orders, madame?’

The woman named Delphine drew a deep breath. ‘Aleksar, you’ve been working since early morning without a break. You may take a few minutes to yourself. I believe you had some questions for the girl? You may speak to her freely until the slave-master comes.’ The woman turned away, leaving Isidro standing perfectly still behind her. After a moment Sierra felt him settle beside her again. Gently — almost gingerly — he laid a hand on her shoulder, and brought her up to face him.

Sierra’s breath caught in her throat as she met his gaze. The last time she saw him he’d been too weak to stand, his eyes clouded with pain and his cheeks flushed with fever. Now he seemed a new man — his face no longer sunken and hollow, his skin a healthy shade instead of sallow from pain and exhaustion. His eyes were weary, but there was warmth behind them, not the reproach she had feared. He kept his hand on her shoulder, squeezing as though in warning. ‘Sister,’ he said again, and the formal address sounded decidedly odd. ‘How long has it been since you left Drysprings with my brother? How does he fare?’

‘He was with friends when I left him,’ Sierra said. ‘It was well south of here. I have every faith he’s safe and hale.’

Isidro closed his eyes for a moment, turning his face up as though making a silent prayer of thanks. Sierra frowned, but held her tongue. If something had happened to Cam, she would have found a way to tell him, whatever the danger … but then, he could have no idea what brought her here, and who knew what Rasten had led him to believe? She started to lay a hand on his knee, but then she saw Delphine studying them across the tent, and realised what his cautioning hand might be warning against.

After a moment Isidro heaved a sigh and turned back to her. ‘And what of you? How did you come to this wretched place?’

She looked away, but she couldn’t refuse to speak of it. She owed him some explanation. ‘The folk we travelled with found out about the man who was hunting me,’ she said. ‘They thought to profit from selling me back to him, so I struck out on my own instead.’

He nodded, slowly, and then raised one eyebrow. ‘It was an ill fate that saw you cross paths with the Slavers.’

Sierra shrugged. ‘Any port in a storm.’

The look he gave her was frankly sceptical, but Sierra returned it with a cool gaze. I’d like to see you come up with a better solution, she thought.

‘How do you fare in the slave camps?’

‘It’s nothing I haven’t seen before,’ she said, then she looked down, focussing on the trampled spruce with its familiar prickle and comforting scent. ‘Aleksar …’ she said, and the name tasted strange on her lips. ‘The other slaves, this morning … did any of them survive?’

Heartbeats passed before he answered. ‘No,’ he said. ‘When we arrived you were the only one alive. I’m sorry — were they friends?’

The words hit her like a blow. She clapped a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob, but nothing could keep the tears from spilling. No, they weren’t, she thought. They weren’t friends at all. But I wanted to save them, all the same.

She was still weeping when the tent flap opened with a blast of cold, admitting a man in a ragged coat scarcely better than the one she wore. He was red-faced and portly, with a stink Sierra could smell even over her own unwashed state, and had a club hanging from a cord around his wrist, which he idly slapped against the hem of his coat. ‘I’m here to collect a slave, madame,’ he said to Delphine.

She acknowledged him with the faintest nod, and turned to Isidro. ‘Aleksar, have you anything else to ask her?’

He stood swiftly and started to step between Sierra and the slave-master, but he caught himself and pulled back. ‘I … no, madame,’ he said. His voice was dispassionate, but Sierra could feel his sudden tension: the bones of his arm had begun to ache with the tug of the muscles.

The slave-master hadn’t waited for his response. He strode across to Sierra and snatched a handful of her hair, hauling her to her feet as she yelped in pain. Her power had been slowly building since she awoke — it was still a small and paltry thing, but she clamped down on it hard before it could rise any further. Rasten pushed into her mind and drained it away. Her reserves were so low that she ached to let it go, but she didn’t dare fight him for it, not with Isidro’s mistress watching her every movement.

The slave-master snatched up her coat with the other hand and started towards the door, pulling her with him.

As he neared it, Delphine’s voice rang out behind them. ‘Now wait just a minute. Come back here at once.’

The slave-master paused in the doorway, and Sierra shivered violently from the cold. ‘It’s late, madame, past time to get the stock bedded down.’

‘I don’t care how late it is; you’re not taking her until you’ve settled the account.’

‘Account?’ the slave-master said. ‘What whoreson account?’


‘I had the doctor look at her,’ Delphine said. ‘Commander Thurius authorised it, and he said you’d reimburse me for the fee.’

‘What? No one told me of this. I ain’t authorised to pay no fee!’ He turned towards the doorway again, hauling Sierra after him, but with a ripple of power a glowing shield sprang up across the entrance.

‘My good man,’ Delphine said, though her flat and scornful tone implied she thought him quite the opposite, ‘I will not be left out of pocket. If you wish, I can ask the commander to adjudicate the matter …’

The slave-master’s hand clamped more tightly on Sierra’s hair, but his voice turned soft and wheedling. ‘Now, madame, I’m sure there’s no need for that. Only I’m not authorised to hand over any money, you see.’

‘Well then,’ Delphine said. ‘Perhaps there’s some other way we can settle this. I currently find myself without a servant.’

‘You want to purchase the wench? Well now, madame, the price for a young female is quite high — the earning potential, you see —’

‘My dear fellow, if I pay the going rate I’ll be coming to the camp with you to collect a receipt,’ Delphine said. ‘But truly I’d rather spare us both the trouble and trust you to make good the accounting. All this paperwork is such a bother, isn’t it? I understand you’ve lost a few slaves today, and with all the fuss I wouldn’t be surprised if there was an error in filing the shortfall. Of course it’ll be a nuisance to correct, but a few coins in your pocket would be fair compensation, don’t you think? Or, if you prefer, I’ll ask the commander to rule on the matter. If there has been a mistake, I do hope your supervisors won’t blame you for the misunderstanding and make you pay it out of your own pocket.’

‘How much?’ the slave-master said.

‘I believe I have a gold noble here somewhere,’ Delphine said, fumbling for her purse.

‘Two,’ the slave-master said.

‘Two!?’

‘Madame, this camp is full of men who’d pay that much and more to have her in their tent for the night. Two or nothing.’

Delphine gave a hiss of disgust, but she didn’t argue further. Still bent double, Sierra saw her pull a purse from her sash and toss it to Isidro. ‘Aleksar, pay the man.’

There was a clink of coin changing hands, and then the slave-master shoved her to the ground and strode out again in a swirl of cold.


Sierra pushed herself up with a cough, and swept a hank of filthy hair back from her face. Isidro was watching Delphine with something like incredulity, but she studiously avoided his gaze.

‘Well,’ said the mage. ‘Good riddance to the wretched fellow. Are you hurt, girl? No? Good. You’ll be working for me now, but you’d best remember that I’ve sent one servant back to the camps for abusing my trust, and I’ll do it again without blinking an eye. Do you promise to do as I say?’ She turned to Isidro. ‘Can she understand me?’

‘I hear, madame,’ Sierra said in broken Akharian. ‘I hear better than speak.’

Delphine winced. ‘Good enough. Her accent is barbaric, but we can work on that. Very well, girl, come with me. I’ll take you to our tent, and you can wash and change out of those filthy clothes. From the smell of them, I think they’d best be burned. Mira, you come along, too. You’ll be staying with me as long as we’ve work to do here. Aleksar, don’t stir from this tent. I’ll be back shortly.’

Once the women left, Isidro sat heavily on the bench, laid his arm on the table and rested his forehead upon it. ‘By the Black Sun herself …’ he mumbled into his sleeve. Was this disaster, or triumph? Sierra was beyond the reach of the soldiers, true, but he couldn’t believe she could keep her power hidden for long, particularly with Delphine’s habit of noticing the smallest details of deception.

Rasten was lurking at the back of his mind — he must have been watching them from the moment Sierra woke. How much of a problem is this? he asked.

You tell me, Rasten said. How long will it take you to find a way into the Spire?

Isidro glanced at the satchel he’d dumped at the end of the table. The hastily scrawled report Delphine had presented to the general was peeking out of the open flap. We may have it. Can’t be sure until the scouts get back.

Throughout the afternoon, he and Mira had pieced together the history of the tiny cabal — according to the journals, there had been aspiring mages in Earthblood ever since Vasant’s fall. The first was a woman of minor talent who had been rejected by the mage-schools and entered the priesthood instead, thereby surviving the Great Purge. She had kept a careful record of her attempts to develop her talent in secret, aided by the few fragmented texts to escape Queen Leandra’s bonfires. Isidro suspected that she was also responsible for obtaining the weapon, though he couldn’t imagine how she’d got the thing into the bolthole.

All the passages into Demon’s Spire had been sealed following the war, but after decades of study the priestess developed her power enough to cut a tunnel through the stone and into one of the lava-tubes that honeycombed Demon’s Spire following Vasant’s final battle. According to her journals, it had taken years — and then her records suddenly ended, with a wad of pages excised from the tome.

The records were taken up again some twenty years later by that priestess’s successor, who recorded only that she had died nearly ten years after the cessation of her journal. This would-be mage lacked his teacher’s dedication, and had begun studying with her only a year or so before she died. In one of his infrequent entries he recorded that his teacher once told him that she had seen the heart of the Spire, and had walked inside the Demon’s Lair. She told him the place was haunted by the unhappy spirits of those who’d died in the last battle. She had sealed the passage closed once again and made him swear never to go there.

The journals covered sixty or seventy years, until one of this long line of dabbling mages, frustrated by her lack of power, ventured onto the Blood Path. She had somehow acquired a portion of the same text Sierra had stolen from Kell — a sheaf of pages as thick as Isidro’s thumb, written in Mesentreian and crudely bound into a book. He had glimpsed it only briefly, because the moment Delphine realised what it was she shoved it into the stove. The records the woman left did survive, however: painstaking accounts of her experiments on Earthblood Temple servants and her cautious attempts to bring others to her ways.

Perhaps fifteen years later, the leader of the cabal, one of the men Sierra had killed, had created the map as he tried to retrace that first nameless mage’s steps — but as well as scrawling the long-forgotten passage onto the temple floor-plan, somehow he’d got his hands on another map. When she saw it, Mira held her breath and calmly slid it under a pile of papers they’d already discarded as unhelpful. She understood its meaning before Isidro did. It was not a map of the sacred valley or the temple complex, but of Demon’s Spire, the easternmost mountain of those cradling Earthblood, with a dozen or so locations plotted across its outer slope. The paper and ink were not the same as those used in the pilfered temple supplies, and Isidro had wondered if the new priestess had brought it with her from her distant home.

When Vasant prepared for his last stand on the slopes of Demon’s Spire, his followers created dozens of entrances to the stronghold under the mountain, allowing them to come and go under the noses of the besieging army. After the war, Leandra’s people filled them in, taking pains to hide the locations from future treasure-hunters. When they could be sure no one was listening, Mira had confessed that she’d heard rumours of such a map in her clan’s archives, brought out every few years to make sure the entrances remained undisturbed. The implications had made his heart pound — if there were other ways into Demon’s Spire, then War-Leader Dremman could send a relief force in to ambush the Slavers in the caves. After all these months, the end of his enslavement could finally be in sight.

A party of Akharian scouts had already been detailed for the exploratory mission and would depart in the early morning. Though he’d known about it for hours now, Isidro could still scarcely believe it. He’d found a path — maybe many paths — into Demon’s Spire, though what lay at the end of it had so horrified the last person to see it that she destroyed her notes and made her protégé swear never to step inside.

Does Sierra have a way of contacting Cam? he asked. She must have — it seemed madness to place eyes and ears in the heart of the enemy camp and not have some way to relay the information she could gather.

Ah, said Rasten. That is a problem. She did have a device, paired with one Cammarian carries, but the stone was destroyed in the blast. I may have a way to get word to him, but I know he won’t trust anything from my hand. You need to find a way to convince him to listen to me. Can you do it?

Convince Cam to trust Rasten? He’d sooner trust a wolf to watch over a newborn calf. But even though his mind recoiled from the thought, Isidro could see he had little choice.

There may be a way. Isidro’s father had trained him and Cam both for high station, and his lessons had included methods of constructing and deciphering codes. There was one cipher in particular they’d used as boys to slip filthy jokes to each other, and they’d dredged it up again while spying on bandit Raiders for the Wolf Clan. Among that barely literate rabble it had served them well, but an educated man could unravel it with enough time and effort. If Cam received a message so encrypted he would know it could be trusted, though after it passed through Rasten’s hands they could never use the code again. He could only hope that Rasten lacked the time now to tease apart the code and send a different message to Cam in its place. It was the best he could do, he thought sourly. He had to take the risk.

I can do it, Isidro said. What’s the plan? It will take a little time to encode it.

Don’t worry about that; just tell him to do as I say.

The hells I will, Isidro snarled. Tell me what you need to pass on, and I’ll encode it and read it back to you. If you want to have any chance of seeing Sierra again, you’ll do it my way.

Outside her tent, once her new charges were bedded down for the night, Delphine turned her face up to the night sky. ‘You’re a wretched, soft-hearted fool, you know that?’ she muttered to herself.

With a shake of her head, she shuffled back through the drifting snow to the tent where she’d left Aleksar. It was late, and she was crushingly weary, but there were a few matters she had to attend to before she could turn to her furs.

When she returned to the tent, she found Aleksar asleep, slumped over the table with his head pillowed in the crook of his good arm.

For a long moment Delphine just watched him, while she studied the strange sensation of her heart seeming to swell in her chest. How would it feel, she wondered, to lie down beside him, and wake with his head next to hers?

You’re a damned fool, she told herself. There were already rumours that she was too close to her slave. It was inevitable, really, given the jealousy aroused by their finds, first in Milksprings and now in the chambers beneath the temple. The sensible thing would be to ensure there could be no accusations of impropriety … but no one had ever accused Delphine of following the course of wisdom above all else.

If any accusations stuck, she wasn’t sure what the consequences would be. Typically, a woman who slept with a slave was sold into slavery herself, but that was impossible when the accused was a mage. There must be some precedent somewhere, but if she sought it out, it would only add more fuel to the fire. Besides, she might be fool enough to let herself develop feelings for a barbarian slave, but she was not stupid enough to act on them. There would be time enough for that later.

Delphine pressed a hand to the wadded papers tucked inside her shirt and sighed. Until she decided what to do with those notes, the question was moot. If she did deliver them to the general, Aleksar would never forgive her; he’d made that abundantly clear. And now that she’d had time to consider the matter, Delphine was beginning to think she’d never forgive herself. What would happen the next time the senators started talking of invading Tomoa to the south, or set their sights on the tribal lands to the west? What would happen the next time there was a riot in the city? What would it take to make the army turn the weapons against Akharian citizens? There was blood on her hands already for the part she’d played in urging the expedition to the north — how could she live with herself if she gave the means of so much destruction to those who thought nothing of conquering a whole kingdom and selling its people into slavery?

With a shake of her head, Delphine started towards the sleeping slave, but when a spruce twig broke under her foot with a muffled crack, he woke with a sharp breath and pushed himself up, blinking blearily in the lamplight. ‘Oh,’ Delphine said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

He said nothing, but merely looked around the tent with his dark and knowing eyes. When he saw they were alone, his shoulders slumped again, and he scrubbed a hand through his hair, watching her from beneath lowered brows.

‘I know you’re weary,’ Delphine said, settling onto the bench to face him. ‘But there’s something we need to talk about before I can send you to your furs.’

She sensed a certain stillness in him; he raised one eyebrow. ‘Oh?’

‘You used power, Aleksar. Or had you forgotten about it already?’

He scowled and looked away and she saw his fist clench, the knuckles showing white as they had when he’d focussed on squeezing all his anger and pain into the table. ‘Madame,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what to make of you today. I don’t understand this at all. First you promise to protect me, when every law of your people demands you turn me over. Then you insist you’re not a traitor, and say you’ll give your people a weapon of untold destruction. You tell me it’s better to turn my back on my brother and resign myself to never knowing what’s happened to him, and then not only do you turn around and let me ask a slave — a friend — about him, but you take her into your household! Madame, I thought I knew where I stood with you. I thought I could trust you!’

Delphine stared at him, speechless. It took her a long moment to realise her mouth was gaping open like a halfwit’s. ‘Aleksar!’ she snapped, and he glared at her.

She felt a flush creep over her cheeks, a sudden rush of heat. He was right, she was a traitor — concealing a slave with mage-talent was a serious crime. She just never quite looked at it that way.

He kept watching her steadily, calm but defiant, and she found herself recalling the night she’d taken him into her service. The man facing her now was a world away from that wounded creature, willing himself to die and so weak that he wouldn’t have lasted another night. The Battle-Mages had tried their best to break him, and failed. But Delphine had managed it, in a way. She’d taken a man drowning in despair and had used kindness and compassion to break his will for death, and give him a reason to live. The camp was full of slaves who were cowed and beaten into obedience, but Delphine sharply reminded herself that he wasn’t one of them. He served her because he chose to, when it would have been easier to simply lie down and die.

She held his gaze and reached into her shirt for the sheaf of notes. She dropped them in front of him, letting them sprawl carelessly on the table. ‘I never said I’d hand it over. But otherwise, you’re right,’ she said. ‘I suppose I am already a traitor.’

He picked them up, gingerly, but only glanced down for a fleeting moment before meeting her gaze again. ‘What about the girl?’

She huffed a sigh. ‘You saw how that stinking brute handled her. I couldn’t stand by and let it happen when I had the power to stop it. Maybe I can’t help every poor soul in the wretched camps, but at least I can spare one further suffering. No one will touch her while she’s in my care, you can be sure of that.’

‘And you let me ask her about my brother, against your better judgement. Why?’

Delphine scowled at him. It was a kindness on the face of things, but there was scant chance he would ever see his kin again. The sooner he forgot about the life he’d left behind, the better off he’d be.

But of course, she couldn’t tell him that, for the same reason she’d gone against her better judgement and let him speak to the lass. ‘I could see the pain it was causing you. I’m still not sure it was wise, but I couldn’t bear to see it, just as I couldn’t stand to watch the girl being hauled about like a bale of goods. It was a gift, Aleksar, don’t question it too closely.’

He shook his head at that. ‘Don’t question it, madame? I can’t go against my nature. You may as well command a horse to fly.’ He held up the papers. ‘What of this?’

‘What would you do with it?’

He made no answer, but his eyes flickered towards the stove.

‘Do it,’ Delphine said.

He twitched, a pulse of muscle, a deep and visceral response to the command, but held himself still. ‘This morning I begged you to do it —’

‘I know. I was listening, Aleksar, but I needed to make up my own mind.’ She leant forward, clasping her hands together. ‘A moment ago, you said you thought you trusted me. Today has been difficult, for both of us, but here at the end I can look back and know I’ve made the right choice. If I’m going to err, I would rather it be on the side of compassion. Burn it, Aleksar. I mean it.’

For a moment, he watched her, warily. Then he pushed himself up and went to the stove, then shoved the bundle of papers in and watched until the flames flared and caught.

Delphine watched over his shoulder as the pages curled and charred. ‘Now come back, please, and sit.’

His steps seemed lighter as he returned, his shoulders straighter, not so slumped and bowed as before.

‘Aleksar, what happened today … your life depends on keeping this a secret. The law is clear — a slave who uses power is put to death. Now, if you were Akharian-born and used power to protect your master, it might be possible to plead for clemency and have you freed and inducted into the Collegium, but a barbarian and a warrior like you? They’ll kill you if they learn of this, Aleksar. We must keep it hidden while you’re still a slave.’

‘But madame, how is this even possible? I’ve carried the taint all my life, but even the priests said it was not a strong one.’

‘I honestly don’t know,’ Delphine said. ‘It could be a result of what the Blood-Mages did to you. In time, I’d like to explore the nature of the rituals that were performed on you, and see if we can discover what effect it had. You are unique, Aleksar, and you have the potential to help us advance our knowledge of Blood-Mages a great deal.’


He turned away, as he always did when she mentioned the mages who’d crippled him, but after a moment his eyes drifted back to her. ‘Madame,’ he said, ‘what do you mean, “still a slave”?’

Delphine gave him a faint smile. ‘You are too good a man to spend your life in chains. Once we’re back in Akhara, I mean to secure your freedom. You must be patient, it will take time, but once you’re a Collegium freedman it will be safe to reveal your talent. Although I must warn you, you may never be able to do it again. It might only occur in moments of extreme emotion, such as when your life is in danger. Once you’re freed, we’ll find out, but in the meantime,’ Delphine reached into the sash she had taken to wearing, in the Ricalani manner, and pulled out a green stone on a leather thong.

Aleksar recoiled at the sight of it.

‘The fact that you hate them makes me think you do have a trainable talent,’ Delphine said. ‘But until it’s safe to reveal it, you must wear this at all times.’

‘Madame —’ he protested.

‘Just put it on! If you’re found out, you’ll be handed back to the Battle-Mages, and if they find out that I concealed this, I’ll … Well, I don’t even know what they’ll do to me: I don’t think this has ever happened before. Aleksar, if you slip up we’ll both pay for it, so by the Good Goddess herself, wear the cursed stone!’

With a hiss he took the cord from her and pulled it over his head, but he couldn’t quite suppress his shudder as the stone brushed against his skin. ‘Madame, I won’t be able to use the lantern-stones while wearing this wretched thing.’

‘That’s an inconvenience we’ll have to bear. You will be able to take it off from time to time, when I need your skills as a Sensitive. I know you’ll be tempted to be rid of it the moment I leave you alone, but if I find you without it, Aleksar, I will be very displeased. I don’t wish to force you to wear it, but I will if I have to.’ Once again, this was a cruelty that meant kindness in the long run, and this time she couldn’t let sympathy sway her. As she watched, Aleksar clenched his left hand around the edge of the table once again. He was drawing deep, steady breaths, calming himself as he always did when memories of his torment rose up to trouble him.

‘Aleksar, tell me,’ she said, ‘have you given much thought to your future?’


The question surprised him. ‘I try not to think about it, madame.’

‘With your mind, you could be a great scholar,’ Delphine said. ‘In ten years’ time, who knows — you could have a wife, a family, perhaps. Your children could be Akharian citizens.’

He gave a weary sigh, and bowed his head. ‘You want me to forget about Ricalan, and leave behind everything I know.’

‘I know it’s a harsh fate, but the Collegium council will never grant your freedom if they think your loyalty still lies with the north. Could you even survive here now, wounded as you are? I know it seems impossible, but Akhara truly isn’t a bad place. You could be happy there, I promise.’

He rubbed his eyes. ‘I suppose time will tell, madame.’

Delphine scowled. One of his black moods was settling over him again. This was why she hadn’t wanted him to speak to the wretched girl. ‘You need to rest,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you back to Harwin’s tent.’

He bowed his head and reached for the satchel she’d given him, stuffed full of papers and waxed tablets that stretched the seams. One of them was giving way, she noticed. ‘That needs mending,’ she said. ‘Give it to me tomorrow and I’ll have the new girl fix it.’

His hand tensed around the strap of the bag. ‘You haven’t given her a name yet, madame?’

He must know the name the girl had borne as a free woman, but he also knew that Delphine couldn’t allow the girl to keep it. Only Mirasada had been permitted to keep her name, and that was solely because the general was still toying with the idea of ransoming her back to her kin. ‘I’m too cursed weary to think of one tonight. I’ll get to it tomorrow. Now, my lad, you need to get some sleep. We have a great deal of work ahead of us.’






Chapter 3

Cam sat in Mira’s folding chair, turning the stone over and over in his palm. With every turn came an odd tug in his chest, where the thread of power had bitten when Sierra bound the enchantment to him weeks earlier.

He should give up and retreat to his furs. The hour was past late, and if she hadn’t contacted him by now, she probably wasn’t going to. She was two days late to make contact, but it wouldn’t be the first time their communication had been delayed. There was no reason to think that it all had gone horribly wrong.

Cam clenched his fingers around the chair’s carved armrests. The last words he’d said to Isidro were a promise to look after Sierra. If she came to harm, if she was raped by the soldiers who regarded the Ricalani women as nothing more than the spoils of war … By the Twin Suns, he said to himself. I’m sick to death of not being able to protect the people around me. Bright Sun, if you bring them back safe, I’ll … There the thought petered out. What could he promise? He may have been born a prince, but the title had been taken from him more than ten years before, and he didn’t miss it. All he owned, his weapons and armour, his winter gear, blankets and a half-decent horse, all had been given to him by Mira for his service to her clan. He couldn’t serve in a temple to show his thanks — even if they did succeed in pulling off this mad scheme, freeing Isidro, Mira and Sierra would not be the end of it. Thousands of Ricalanis had been enslaved, and the Akharian invaders marched through the north with impunity … and then there were Kell and Rasten to reckon with. It would be years before Ricalan saw anything like peace again. Please just keep them safe, Cam concluded the rough prayer. He wasn’t sure why he bothered when he was half-convinced that the Gods didn’t exist and never had.


He tossed the stone up and caught it, and then tucked it away in the pouch around his neck. She wasn’t going to reach him tonight, so he might as well get some sleep.

Cam was just settling into his furs when he heard muffled footsteps outside the tent; a messenger called through the door. ‘My Lord Cammarian? Sir, are you there?’

With a sigh, Cam went to the door, while Ardamon snorted in his furs and Rhia turned her head of tawny curls towards the sound. He opened the tent flap and leant out, shivering in the chill. It was so early in the spring that it might as well still be winter, and if he stayed out bareheaded for long he was risking frostbite.

The messenger, wrapped in coat, cowl, hood and mittens, was wearing a white war-coat over his winter fur. He’d just returned from sentry duty, Cam judged. ‘My lord, the watch captain wishes to see you urgently. He’s received a message, sir, but … Well, it’s rather odd. The captain asks if Miss Rhia would attend as well.’

‘They need a physician?’ Cam asked. ‘We’ll come at once. What’s this about, soldier?’

‘I think you’d best see for yourself, my lord,’ the sentry said.

Ten minutes later, Cam, Rhia and Ardamon tramped through the snow to the watch-tent at the edge of camp. Ardamon, woken by the discussion, had been too curious to go back to sleep, and Cam was glad to have him along. He had no standing among the Wolf’s men, but as a son of the clan Ardamon could command all but the highest ranks.

The tent was noisy for the late hour, full of men reporting for duty, or returning from their shift and taking a hot meal before going back to their furs.

Cam ducked inside, casting about the dimly lit interior. The first thing he noticed was the smell of old sweat and unwashed bodies. The tent was more crowded than usual, and half the folk inside were women, unkempt, bedraggled and clearly exhausted. A number of women travelled with the army, but it made no sense that a score of them would gather here at this time of night, and in this state.

He was still taking stock of the scene when the watch captain strode across to greet them. ‘My lords, Miss Rhia,’ he said with a brief bow. ‘Forgive the interruption, but I thought this should not wait for morning.’


‘Captain, who are these women?’ Ardamon asked. ‘They’re not from our camp.’

‘They turned up at the perimeter about half an hour ago, my lord. They say they were slaves of the Akharians.’

‘They escaped?’

‘Not exactly, my lord. They say they were freed.’

‘Sierra?’ Cam asked.

The captain looked troubled. ‘No, sir. They say it was the apprentice, Lord Rasten, sir.’

Speechless, for a moment Cam could only stare at the man. ‘Rasten?’ he coughed at last. ‘Freed them and sent them here?’

‘They swear it’s true, my lord. One of them has something for you, sir. She says she’ll give it to you and no other. She’s over here.’

Cam’s stomach shrank into a cold knot as the captain led them to the back of the tent, afraid to imagine what sort of gift Rasten would choose to send him when the people he cared about most were far nearer to his reach than they were to Cam’s.

At the back of the tent a woman sat on a bench with a coat draped around her shoulders and tangled black hair spilling over the slack hood. She looked up as the captain returned, and Cam saw her right arm was bound across her chest in a sling torn from an Akharian soldier’s red tunic.

‘Are you Cammarian?’ she asked.

‘I am.’ Cam sat on the bench facing her.

The woman peered at him owlishly. ‘He said you’d look like a southerner, except for the eyes. He said I had to give this to you and no one else. All the way here I’ve been thinking, how’s he to know if I don’t? But he’s a sorcerer, isn’t he? Maybe he’s got some way of finding out. I thought I’d best do as he said.’ She reached into her shirt and pulled out a wad of folded paper.

There was no name written on it, nothing at all but a dab of black wax, pressed with a blank seal. ‘Rasten gave you this?’ he said.

‘Mistress Sinika,’ the captain said in gentle tones. ‘Perhaps you’d best tell him what you told me.’

The woman nodded and picked up a bowl, holding it somewhat awkwardly in her left hand in a way that reminded him of Isidro. ‘What happened to your arm?’ he asked her. ‘Did Rasten do that?’


‘No.’ She shook her head emphatically. ‘I’d best start at the beginning, my lord. We were camped just outside the valley of Earthblood, right at the foot of Demon’s Spire. Me and the rest of the girls here, we were sent out to cut wood for the camp, this morning that was. Or I suppose it was yesterday morning now.

‘Just before noon, the Slavers were attacked. We were all spread out and we didn’t know what was happening; all we could hear was people screaming through the trees. First the Slavers made us lie down on the ground, but then one of them pulled me up and tried to use me as a shield …’ Sinika laid a hand on her bandaged arm. ‘That’s when my arm got broken. Next thing I knew there were soldiers everywhere — Mesentreians, I mean — and he was standing right in front of me, only I didn’t know who he was then. He hit the slave-master holding me, and tore him apart.

‘When the Slavers were dead he had his men round up the girls. I thought we were in for more of the same as we had in the slave camps, but Lord Rasten didn’t let them touch us. He marched us back to his camp, and he let us all eat and he wrapped up my arm.’ Once again she gently touched the torn bindings. ‘Then he gave me those papers and said I had to give them to you and no one else. He sent us out with some of his men for guides. They turned back a few hours ago, but they told us to keep marching straight and we’d find the Wolf Lord’s army here.’

‘You’ve been walking all night?’ Cam said.

‘He said I had to get it to you quickly. I don’t care about the walking. I’d walk for a year if it meant I was free of those cursed Slavers.’

‘How is your arm?’ Rhia asked. ‘You look like you are in pain.’

‘I tripped over, a while ago. It’s been hurting bad ever since.’

Rhia set her bag down on the table. ‘I will make you something for the pain, and then we can see what’s to be done. Captain, are any of the other women injured?’

‘Just sore and weary for the most part, miss. I’ll detail a lad to help you …’ As the captain called over one of his men, Cam turned his attention to the letter.

Ardamon leant closer and lowered his voice. ‘What game is the bastard playing now?’

‘Only one way to find out,’ Cam said. He broke the seal with his thumb and spread the pages out on the table.


‘What in the Fires Below …?’ Ardamon snatched up one of the pages. ‘What is this gibberish?’

Cam frowned at the pages full of unintelligible script. ‘It’s a code of some sort …’ He trailed off as he recognised the pattern in the letters. He and Isidro had used one particular code so often that he knew some words without deciphering them. The words and the code that obscured them were Isidro’s, but the handwriting was not. It gave him a peculiar sense of dislocation to see something at once so familiar and yet completely foreign. When Cam thought too long about Rasten’s hands holding these pages and shaping those letters, he began to shake with anger. He had to lay the sheets down and calm himself before he could look at them again. ‘Rhia,’ he said, ‘do you have anything to write on in that bag?’

‘Wax tablets,’ she said with a nod, hands busy mixing herbs in a mortar. Cam pulled them out and began to transcribe the code.

Cam, the message began. Sierra has not been harmed, but it’s not safe for her to reach you now. From this point our communication must be through Rasten. I don’t know how he intends to get this to you —

Cam glanced up at the women huddled in the tent. Rasten had done it well, he had to admit. He’d placed the message in Cam’s hands at little cost or danger to himself.

— but he assures me he has a way. I don’t like it any more than you do, but we have no choice.

The Akharians have taken control of Earthblood, and we have found an entrance into Demon’s Spire. An expedition is being assembled to find Vasant’s cache, and though I don’t know much about numbers, it will certainly include Battle-Mages as well as academics and ordinary soldiers. Even so, I believe this will be our best opportunity to strike at the Akharians, so long as Sierra and Rasten are present to neutralise the mages.

‘As simple as that, is it?’ Cam muttered. ‘Just attack them in the heart of Demon’s Spire? We have to get there first.’

You’ll need Rasten’s help — it’s the only way to coordinate an attack. I don’t believe he’ll strike against you. He needs Sierra’s cooperation and I doubt he’ll risk angering her by betraying you to the king. But keep a close watch on him, and surround yourself with trusted men.

Be assured that Mira is well and unharmed, and she will be with us when we set out for the Spire. My mistress here has claimed her to help go through the records we have found, and she is well protected.


‘Thank the Gods for that,’ Cam said. ‘If only we could say the same for Sirri.’

Vasant created multiple entrances to the Spire, and we found a map that shows their locations — if you can clear one, you can lead men in to strike while Sierra attacks from within.

You must act quickly. We are setting out through the caves in the morning, and the Akharian scouts are already exploring the route.

Underneath there was another short paragraph in Mesentreian, written in the same hand. Rasten had added a note of his own to the missive. I’ve seen Balorica’s map, and by the time this reaches you I will have found an entrance. Bring your men to the following location as soon as you can. There is no time to waste on this, Prince. I doubt Sierra will manage to keep herself hidden for long in such close quarters.

The last page was a rough map with the meeting-place marked along with the two encampments and the slope of Demon’s Spire.

Cam slid the map across to Ardamon, but he took only one glance before folding the papers up. ‘We ought to discuss this in private.’

‘I agree,’ said Cam.

Across the table, Rhia looked up from examining Sinika’s swollen forearm. ‘Is it good news or bad?’ she asked Cam.

Cam paused. ‘Good,’ he said at last, and in that moment he could truly believe it. Isidro, clever sod that he was, would find the cache, and he and Mira could watch each other’s backs. Rasten was a problem, but with Akharian soldiers trapped like goats in a pen, Sierra could deal with him. After all the long weeks, Cam finally began to believe that he would see his brother again soon, and Mira as well. He could feel himself grinning. ‘Come back to the tent when you’re finished,’ he said, ‘and I’ll tell you everything.’

The watch captain returned when they stood. ‘Sir, may I ask what news?’

‘It’s a sensitive matter, Captain,’ Ardamon said as Cam gathered up the tablets. ‘There’s much to be discussed before we can make it known.’

‘Captain … Sandrin, isn’t it?’ Cam said.

‘Yessir. One of my daughters was in Terundel, sir, she’d have been taken as a slave if it weren’t for Miss Sierra. But my sisters were in the west, and all of them are missing. I know War-Leader Dremman doesn’t dare attack the Akharian mages, but if there’s something else afoot … My lord, I’ll assist in any way I can.’


‘We’ll need friends in camp if we’re to move quickly,’ Cam said to Ardamon. ‘How much longer will you be on duty, Captain?’

‘Till daybreak, my lord, but you may call on me at any time.’

Back in Mira’s tent, Cam and Ardamon read through it all again. ‘I can’t say I like the thought of trusting so much to that beast Rasten,’ Ardamon said. ‘But it’s a price worth paying, if Mira and the others are freed.’

‘What choice do we have?’ Cam asked. The fire of hope was still burning within him, but he forced himself to take a step back from it and think. ‘What if he’s playing us?’

‘If Rasten’s just drawing us into a trap, what’s to stop him making a deal with Father? For that matter, what’s to stop him from marching in here and taking us all?’

‘You have a point,’ Cam said. ‘I doubt Dremman would stoop to selling his own son, though he’d be happy to see the back of me.’

‘Isidro thinks this is our best chance,’ Ardamon said, ‘and he’s in a better position to know than we are.’

‘Indeed,’ Cam said. ‘I think we’ll have to trust him. But let’s say we do this, let’s say it works … what then? We’ll have freed our three, but what about the other slaves? Taking Demon’s Spire won’t do a thing for the rest.’

‘Won’t it?’ Ardamon replied. ‘All we’ve heard says the Akharians came here to find Vasant’s treasures. The slaves are just the sauce on the meat. The Akharians saw what Sierra can do at Terundel: I doubt they’d risk facing her again. Unless they’re willing to walk away from the prize they came halfway around the world to find, they’ll have to stand and negotiate. This will be settled at the parley table, Cam. If Lord Kell can’t turn the legions back, what hope does our untrained sorcerer have?’

‘You think we should offer the Spire in exchange for the slaves?’

‘It’s speculation,’ Ardamon said with a shrug. ‘I admit, it would be better if Sierra and Rasten could terrorise them into letting the prisoners go.’

Cam closed his eyes with a shake of his head. Now they were back to the inconceivable thought of working with the man who had maimed his brother. ‘We need Issey and Mira here to think about this. This sort of thing is bread and butter to them.’

‘I know,’ Ardamon said. ‘We’d best go and get them, then.’


Every time she blinked, Sierra saw the ghostly shadow of snow-covered trees.

The message reached him, Rasten said. My men assure me, and they wouldn’t dare tell me an untruth.

If you say so, Sierra snapped as she wrapped a sheet of oilcloth over a bundle of blankets.

She felt Rasten sigh as he looked over the icy landscape. Little Crow, are you still angry about those women? There was no saving them. Or do you truly believe I’d lie to you over this? I’ve killed so many already, why wouldn’t I claim them too?

Sierra bit her lip. The fact that he’d never lied to her was the very thing that had won her first grudging trust, but if she did believe him that meant that there was only one person responsible for the deaths. Black Sun forgive me, she said to herself. I never wanted to harm them.

There was a touch on her arm, feather-light, and Sierra jumped. Normally it would have startled loose a burst of power, but Rasten was taking care to keep her reserves drained.

It was Lucia, the other mage’s slave-girl. ‘Are you alright?’ she murmured in Ricalani. They were packing up the tent alone while their masters and the students had been called away. The girl knew who she was — it had shaken Sierra severely, that even a personal slave so far removed from the camps could have heard the whispered tales. She’d thought she’d hidden herself better than that. Not for much longer, now.

‘I’m fine,’ she assured the girl, tying the bundle off and turning to the cot, a construction of canvas over a wooden frame. ‘We’re not going to have to haul all this, are we?’ she asked as Lucia showed her how to pull the contraption apart.

‘Oh, Gods, no. The porters will collect it soon, though, so we’d best have it ready. We’ll just carry a few things Master Harwin and Madame Delphine may want during the journey.’

‘That’s a relief.’ She’d been in Delphine’s possession barely more than a day, but already Sierra could see how Isidro had regained so much condition. For the first time in weeks she wasn’t tormented by hunger. She’d fallen asleep without shivering, and had woken with her hands and feet warm and pink instead of numb from cold. She was clean again, wearing clothes that weren’t heavy with old sweat, and her new mistress had even given her a comb for her hair.

She blinked, and the snow-covered copse flashed across her vision once again. Any sign? she said to Rasten.

No. He paused, staring out into the falling snow. Tell me, Sirri, what’s he like, this Prince Cammarian? Is he like his brother?

For a moment, she was utterly confused. Is he like Isidro?

Rasten snorted inside her head. Not his foster-brother, you fool. I mean the king.

I couldn’t say. I’ve never really met Severian, only seen him in passing.

But he’s reliable?

By the Black Sun, yes. If he doesn’t show, something’s gone very wrong. Sierra bit her lip. What if Dremman had intercepted the message before it could get to Cam’s hands? What if the War-Leader had put Cam in chains to keep him from leaving? What if they’d run into an Akharian patrol on their way to the meeting-point? She drew a deep breath, and willed her tense muscles to relax. There was nothing she could do about it here.

She felt Rasten nod to himself. I suppose he must be unlike the rest of his kin. I can’t imagine Balorica holding out through all he did for someone like Severian, or the queen.

She winced to hear him speak of it so casually, but Rasten had long ago learned to detach himself from the suffering of the poor souls Kell used to fuel his rituals. She’d done the same, back when she was Kell’s slave. It was only after she’d grown to know and love the man who’d survived those long hours of torture that the memory of what she’d witnessed truly began to haunt her.

What’s happening on the southern front? she asked him, trying to push those old memories from her mind.

With Kell facing the Akharian legions? Why do you care?

They’re keeping Kell off our backs, aren’t they? she said. That’s reason enough to care. Back in the winter, after she’d fled from Kell’s captivity, she’d had the single focus of staying ahead of Rasten as he was sent to chase her down. It had blinded her to the other dangers lurking in the deep snow — first the Slavers had come upon them unawares, and then Dremman had tried to betray them. Sierra had only escaped his trap by the skin of her teeth. I want to know what’s going on around us. I don’t intend to be taken by surprise again.


Rasten considered her words for a moment, and she couldn’t tell if he was annoyed or pleased by her growing awareness.

Severian’s holding his ground, Rasten replied at last, but only thanks to Kell. Severian’s army is holding the pass to the south, and the Akharians can’t break through, and don’t dare march past them to take the long way around, or they’ll risk an attack from behind. The battlefield on the Greenstone is at an impasse, for now.

And Kell’s waiting for you to bring me back? Sierra said.

Rasten chuckled. Do you think the Slavers will take care of him for you? It won’t work, Sirri. They’ve got no hope of killing a mage of Kell’s power. Even if the king falls, Kell will cut his losses and come after us.

Do you think the king will fall?

Rasten shifted his weight, the snow crunching under his boots. No. The Akharians won’t kill him. The Queen might. Severian’s been fighting the bit for years now, and when the invasion came Valeria had little choice but to give him free rein. Even the Mesentreian lords who’ve supported her all along wouldn’t let her direct the battle. They wanted to give Severian a chance to prove himself. He might have done alright, if he hadn’t lost you before they even reached the battlefield, and then let me spend months following you around in the north. The army’s holding the pass, but it’s due to Kell, not the king, and every man there knows it. Severian’s shown that he’s useless. Rumour has it that Valeria will be coming to take charge of it all as soon as it’s warm enough that she can bear to travel.

The last was said with something of a sneer. Rasten might have spent half his life surrounded by foreigners, but he was still Ricalani at heart, and bore scorn for the soft southerners who couldn’t bear the northern cold. Valeria was a woman with two grown sons — for someone not born to the north, and who had spent the better part of her life living pampered within the thick walls of the palace at Lathayan, that made her old enough for winter travel to give her real difficulty.

Do you really think she’ll kill him?

She’s cast off one son, hasn’t she? Why not a second? Duke Osebian is the heir, and there’d be no complaints among the lords if he took the crown. She’s only held back this long because she knows she has no chance of controlling Osebian, whereas after this Severian might well go back to letting her run everything while he concentrates on drinking himself into a stupor and fucking his whores. Does that satisfy you, Sirri? I truly think it makes little difference to us. Which head bears the crown is irrelevant so long as Kell still lives.

I suppose you’re right, she said.

Rasten lifted his gaze, staring off into the falling snow, but after a moment he looked away with a shake of his head. I’ll give your prince a few minutes more, then I’ll go looking for them.

Sierra suppressed a sigh, and fought to push down her nerves once more. She had to trust Rasten to bring Cam and his men to Demon’s Spire, just as she had to trust Isidro to lead the Akharians there. That’s what Isidro always says: just focus on the matter at hand. We’ll get there. It’s so close. Just a little further, and all this will be over …

Rasten stretched carefully, but there was barely any need for such caution. His master periodically reached out across these hundreds of miles and forced him to demonstrate that he was still an obedient servant, but it had been months since Kell had bound him to a rack or forced him into some painful and unnatural position that sent his muscles into spasm, and the ever-present ache of abused muscles had receded. Of course, there would be a price to pay when he did return, but for now he could enjoy the peace.

He turned to the north, where the peak of Demon’s Spire lay hidden behind cloud. Sierra had pinned all her hopes on the books the tales told of, believing they would be enough to help her master her powers and defeat Kell. Rasten had his doubts, but for her sake — for both their sakes — he wished she could be right.

Rasten tramped down from his vantage-point overlooking a small hollow where a great scar of rubble and earth spread out across the pristine snow. Nearly a hundred years before, men had spent weeks filling in the entrance. Rasten had cleared it in a matter of moments after raising power from one of the soldiers he’d taken prisoner a few days earlier. The spent remains were now cooling in a rough grave scratched into the frozen ground.

Rasten was descending the last stretch when one of the sentries returned at a trot, reporting to the captain of Rasten’s men with a salute. ‘They’re here, sir, coming from the west.’

‘Finally,’ Rasten said, and both men turned to him with a bow. ‘Captain, ensure the men heed my orders. Anyone who raises a weapon to the prince will be next under my knife.’


The captain bowed deeply. ‘Yes, my lord.’

Snow had begun to fall, cutting visibility down to just a few hundred paces. It muffled all sounds, as well, so that Rasten first heard the horses only moments before they came into view, coats stained with sweat frozen to a glittering frost, foam dripping from their mouths.

The man at their head looked over Rasten’s assembled men before sweeping back his hood with one mittened hand, revealing an untidy shock of sandy-blond hair. Cammarian had a streak of blood on his cheek — there was a tiny cut across his cheekbone, beneath his left eye.

‘You’re late,’ Rasten said.

‘We ran across an Akharian patrol,’ the prince replied.

‘No mages?’

‘If there were, we wouldn’t be here.’ He glanced at his men and signalled to them to dismount. ‘Sirri swears blind to me that you’ve never told her a lie,’ Cammarian said. ‘Will you give me your word your men will give mine no trouble?’

‘I’ve ordered them to keep away,’ Rasten said. ‘They know better than to disobey.’

Cammarian was as tense as a bowstring, his jaw clamped like a horse fighting the bit, and his eyes blazing with anger and hatred. They both knew all too well what Rasten had done to earn it, all those months ago when Isidro Balorica had been brought bound and naked into Kell’s tent. He looked back on those hours with no pleasure, only the poisoned satisfaction he always felt when it was his turn to stand over the bound and pleading figure, instead of being the one begging for mercy. At the time, Rasten would never have believed that day would lead to this. The prince was thinking about it, too, as much as he willed himself not to — Rasten could see it in his face, in the barely contained rage written in every line of his body.

Evidently the prince’s companions could see it, too, as one of them wound through the crowd of men to his side. The hooded figure was wrapped in a heavy fur, but so small and slight that Rasten knew at once this was no warrior.

Cammarian saw his gaze shift, and turned to see what had drawn his attention.

‘You brought a woman on this mission?’ Rasten exclaimed as the figure swept back her hood, revealing honey-coloured skin and tawny curls. She coolly returned his gaze, with only a faint hint of fear in the tightening of her eyes. ‘I’m Akharian-born, and a physician,’ she said. ‘I will be of use here.’

‘You’d best keep her close,’ Rasten said. ‘I wouldn’t trust my men around her. Get your men on the move, Prince. We’re wasting time.’






Chapter 4

It was a cold and frozen world beneath the mountain, black as pitch: an alien, unwelcoming place. The lava-tubes through which they trudged were lined with black gobbets of glassy stone, as though the walls were built of molten wax. Strange gnarled clumps jutted from the rock in grotesque, congealed shapes, utterly unlike the pale and graceful columns of Milksprings. Brittle and crumbling ledges clung to the walls, the tide-marks of old lava-flows left for the ages once they cooled to a rocky skin.

There was no exploration today — the scouts had already chosen the route, following the marks left by the long-dead priestess who had cut her way into the mountain’s lifeless veins. Isidro merely trudged behind his masters, his long stride cut frustratingly short behind Delphine and her students, and Harwin as he puffed and wheezed in the cold.

They walked throughout the day and into the night, or as near as Isidro could tell when a mountain stood between himself and the sky, stopping only infrequently for rest and food, halting in the line where they were, for there was no room in the cramped passages to gather and no niches or chambers in which to secrete themselves or spread out.

It was well past midnight and Isidro was chilled to the bone when the narrow passage opened without warning into a vast cavern, so huge that the gleam of the lanterns barely reached the walls. The floor rose in a series of terraces towards the rear, where the highest level stood as a bastion to overlook the cavernous space. The encircling wall rippled with shadow, but here and there were patches of total darkness: other tunnels through the mountain. Somewhere in that frozen darkness, Cam and Rasten were waiting, probably every bit as cold and weary as he.

While the expedition gathered, awaiting orders to pitch camp, Isidro found himself staring at the high ledge, thinking what a commanding view it would have. Somewhere nearby he heard a waterfall feeding a stream that cut through the chamber, a dimly glinting ribbon of ice and water.

When orders finally came, they were brief — set up the tents, and get some rest. Exploration would begin in the morning.

Isidro helped as best he could as the poles were tied into frames and covered with hides, all the while willing himself to stay awake until the others were asleep so he could make contact with Rasten, or perhaps Sierra, but the resolution failed him — he was asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

A lance of pain through the sigil scored into his back woke Isidro with a choking gasp.

Ye Gods, you’re a sound sleeper, Rasten said.

Isidro pressed his face into the pillow to muffle his shuddering breath. He had no idea how long he’d slept. It felt like only a handful of minutes but must have been more. It’s been a long day, he said, fumbling for the warding-stone, hanging like a leaden weight around his neck. Delphine had replaced it once already, the first one turning grey and ashen after Rasten’s contact had overwhelmed the enchantment. At a touch Isidro sensed the new one was decaying, too, and allowed himself a flicker of hope — by the time it died, he might be free.

That’s true for every wretched soul in this Gods-forsaken mountain, Rasten said.

You’re in position?

Through the connection Isidro saw a shadowy vision of men bundled in furs, spread in a straggling line through a tunnel. He couldn’t pick Cam’s shape from among them. Close enough, Rasten said. What are we facing here?

He’d tried to take stock of the Akharian numbers when the expedition assembled in the courtyard of the fallen temple. Two hundred or so soldiers and forty mages, including the academics. A hundred slaves, or thereabouts.

How is the camp laid out?

Isidro squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. A few short hours of sleep had barely taken the edge off his weariness. I don’t know, I’ve had no chance to look it over. How are you and Sierra off for power?


I’ve been draining her excess all day. We have enough to begin, and the rest will come soon enough.

How many men do you have?

Cammarian has twenty besides himself, the lordling and his physician. Mine remained on the surface, except for two who will stay out of the fighting unless it gets desperate.

Isidro stifled a groan. Twenty men against the Akharians’ two hundred and forty. He couldn’t count the slaves — even if they were in a state to fight, unarmed and untrained they’d be more a liability than anything else. The odds would be pitiful if it weren’t for Sierra and Rasten. Sierra had faced Akharian mages before, but on a very different battleground. Still, he could trust Rasten to keep her alive. What’s the plan of attack?

Don’t know yet. I’ll tell the others what you’ve learnt. That was a good sign. Isidro had worried Rasten would lead the assault himself, and he doubted he’d ever fought this kind of scrap. Cam, on the other hand, had been outnumbered, overmatched and desperate more often than not.

On the far side of the curtain, Isidro heard a rustle of leather and fur as someone struggled out of their blankets. He held himself very still. Is it Sirri?

No, she’s sleeping like the dead, Rasten said as a figure ducked under the curtain, holding a lantern-stone in one hand with light streaming through her fingers. ‘Aleksar?’ Delphine hissed. ‘Are you awake?’

Isidro lifted his head, and raised his good hand to shield his eyes. ‘Is something wrong, madame?’

‘I thought I heard you stirring. I can’t sleep any longer, either. What do you say we go and look for this cache?’

‘I … Now, madame? But it’s the middle of the night —’

‘You don’t know that. It could be full daylight outside for all you know.’ Delphine crouched on her heels beside him with her dark curls spilling over her shoulders and her eyes bright with excitement. ‘Come on, you know you want to … If we wait until morning those wretched Battle-Mages will do all they can to beat us to the post. I think we should start on that ledge overlooking the cavern, what do you say?’

Isidro sat up, and reached for his coat. ‘Madame, is it wise for us to be seen alone together? There are bound to be sentries out there.’

‘Good point,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring Kora along as a chaperone.’ Kora was the name she’d chosen for Sierra.


Delphine ducked back through the curtain and Isidro felt Rasten abruptly withdraw. He held his breath, waiting for a shout of alarm — he’d known Sierra for only a few weeks before his capture, but in that time he had never seen her wake suddenly without loosing a storm of lightning through her skin.

From the other side of the curtain he heard Sierra gasp, and felt a surge of power from Rasten as he drew the flare away. ‘Get dressed, quietly, and follow me,’ Delphine told her. She ducked back through the curtain, and in the faint light Isidro saw Sierra in silhouette as she struggled into her coat.

‘Are you ready?’ Delphine asked him, breathless with excitement. ‘Let’s go.’

Sierra followed in meek silence as they left the tent. Isidro wanted nothing more than to wrap his arms around her, but he took his usual position at Delphine’s left shoulder while Sierra yawned and stumbled along behind.

Akharian camps were always laid out in a neat grid. Every other tent bore a mage-lantern on its ridge-pole, set to a dim glow. Delphine led them towards the stream and the sound of falling water. Near where the channel cut through the rocky floor, Isidro saw sacks and bushels of supplies heaped up in a pile.

Away from the glow of the lanterns, he saw more light streaming down from the highest ledge — someone had found a way up to the vantage-point.

It was not so much a waterfall as a cascade of tumbling water. A series of stepping-stones broke the surface, forming a zigzag path that climbed the slope like a staircase. A haze of mist hung over the water, but no ice clung to the rock. Steam, Isidro realised. ‘Madame, the water’s warm. There must be a hot spring nearby.’

‘Indeed. This channel isn’t natural — but it is very like the one at Milksprings, isn’t it? Take your time, Aleksar, I don’t want you to slip and jar that arm,’ she said, and leapt across to the nearest stone.

It struck him then that Delphine could be hurt or even killed when the attack came. As much as she infuriated him, the thought of her coming to harm made him turn cold. She had saved his life and spared him from torture, and he was grateful for that, if nothing else. He did not want to see her harmed.


Once at the top, Isidro went to look over the camp, reaching for Rasten so he too could see what they faced. There were sentries stationed around the perimeter, but none patrolling the distant tunnels. The supplies were placed beside the stream to his left — he had no idea of the direction by the poles — while on the far right was a collection of squat, low tents. Slave quarters, he guessed.

Two sentries were stationed at the top of the ledge, and they strolled over as Delphine reached the top. Delphine turned to them, squaring her shoulders and raising her chin. ‘Now listen here, my good men. My slaves and I have come to see if we can find this cache, and if you have a problem with that, you’ll have to send for the general.’

‘That won’t be necessary, madame,’ the sentry said. ‘General Boreas left orders that you were to be allowed to do as you wish.’

‘I … He did?’

‘Indeed, madame, though we’ve been ordered to provide an escort should you wish to leave the main cavern.’ He turned to his fellow. ‘You owe me five silver. I told you she’d be here before the sixth bell.’

Delphine sniffed and turned her back on them. ‘Go on, Aleksar,’ she said. ‘See what you can find.’

With the sentries looking on, Isidro felt like a performing dog ordered to do a trick, but he dismissed the thought and turned to the wall above the ledge.

The stone was identical to the rest of the cave, covered with grotesque warty growths of cooled lava. The terraced floor of the cavern must have been sculpted by mages, but the only man-made touch here seemed to be a culvert where the water flowed out to the cascade. Hesitantly, Isidro reached towards it, and a tingling touch of power curled around his fingertips.

Isidro closed his eyes, and was distracted by a very different vision — Cam’s face, somewhere in a dark and cramped tunnel. Rasten was still watching him, even while he passed news on to his unlikely allies.

Isidro pushed the image aside and focussed on the irregular stone. After a moment, Delphine joined him. ‘There’s something here, I’m sure of it,’ she muttered. ‘Aleksar, what do you feel?’

‘… It’s waiting, madame. Something has been waiting for a very long time …’ A prickle of sensation drew him towards the culvert. The stone itself tingled with power, throbbing like a heartbeat.


He found the trigger quite by accident. Isidro swept his hand over the stone, half expecting an illusion like the one in the valley. When he found the spot it seized him with a great thump of power that swept through him in a wave, rolling down through flesh and bone before sweeping back up again.

Then, the stone moved under his fingertips, the uneven surface melting away in a heatless flood, leaving behind a perfectly smooth, flat patch in the outline of a hand.

‘Uh … madame?’ Isidro said, not daring to break the contact.

Delphine came over in a rush, and even the sentries crowded close, swearing softly as she ran her fingertips over the smooth stone.

He closed his eyes, reaching for the enchantment. He found it at once, or perhaps it found him — Isidro felt questing strands of power reach into him, brushing across his own meagre store. Tendrils threaded through his skull, such a peculiar touch that he tossed his head like a fly-stung horse. His hand took his weight, pressing forward, and the stone swung away from him, weightless and smooth.

The only sound was a faint sigh. There was no grind of stone, no squeal of untended hinges. A breath of warm air played over his face.

No one made a sound, and Isidro opened his eyes to see a dark passage leading away into the mountainside. Light flickered deep within the gloom, and then lantern-stones set into the walls lit up one after the other, illuminating a passage lined with brightly polished stone, rising gently through the solid rock.

‘By the Good Goddess herself,’ Delphine breathed.

She stepped inside, but as she crossed the threshold, one of the sentries started forward. ‘Madame, perhaps you’d best let us go through first, to make sure it’s all quite safe.’

‘Stay back,’ Delphine told him. ‘I’ve seen one soldier killed by a mage-crafted trap, and I’ve no care to see another.’ She glanced back at her slaves, and only then noticed the other sentry watching Sierra with an appraising eye. ‘Come along, Kora,’ she said. ‘Stay close.’

Isidro followed at her heels, trailing one hand along the polished walls. It was nothing like the stone that made up the rest of the cave, or the rough basalt from which the temple and the bolthole had been built.

The warmth was puzzling, too, after the deathly chill of the tunnels. As they climbed the gentle rise of the passage, Isidro began to sweat beneath his coat, and he pushed back his hood and loosened the front wrap. ‘Madame?’ he said.

Delphine glanced back and reluctantly slowed her pace. ‘What is it?’

‘The lights — how can the enchantments have any charge? Our stones have to be refreshed at least once a day, and no one’s touched these in nearly a century.’

‘It’s a good question,’ Delphine said.

The passage covered perhaps two dozen lengths, but rose so steadily that the end couldn’t be seen from the entrance. It was a heat-trap, Isidro realised, preventing the warm air from leaking out into the cavern.

When the passage opened into a chamber, Delphine paused at the threshold and brought her power to the ready. Isidro expected something huge, majestic and overwhelming, but what greeted them was an almost empty space, a rectangular chamber perhaps fifty paces long and half that in width, little more than an empty box at the heart of the mountain. Light-stones were set into three of the four walls, with the fourth left bare of any feature, although the others were broken by doorways leading into adjoining chambers.

Delphine took a cautious step through the doorway. ‘Aleksar?’ she said softly, her voice echoing off the polished stone. ‘Do you sense anything of concern?’

‘No, madame.’ He stole a glance at Sierra, and she shrugged with a small shake of her head.

Delphine paced to the end of the chamber and back again. ‘This is … odd,’ she said. ‘Not what I expected.’ She ducked through a doorway in the long wall, and the lights within that space awoke as she entered.

Isidro made his own cautious way into the chamber, and felt the hairs on his arms begin to rise. He felt the distinct sensation of being watched. Sweat prickled the edges of his healed scars and, irritated, he shrugged the fur off, casting around for a place to put it.

There was a row of hooks on the wall near the entrance; as Isidro hung his fur, a streak of light at the edge of his vision made him freeze. It had come from the dark wall. Isidro held himself perfectly still, but after a moment he dismissed it as his weary eyes playing tricks.

‘Aleksar! Come here!’ Delphine called. ‘There are books, dozens of them!’


‘Coming, madame,’ he replied and strode over to find her in a chamber lined with bookshelves, the largest library he’d seen since he’d last visited Ruhavera. Delphine was leafing through one with great interest, although Isidro knew she couldn’t read more than a few words of it. ‘This is a treasure worth finding,’ she said, ‘but I confess I was hoping for a wonder like Milksprings. Oh, I see you’ve lost your coat. It is rather warm in here, isn’t it? Call Kora over, and I’ll give her mine to hang up as well.’

Isidro went to the doorway to signal Sierra, and found her staring at the blank wall. At his call she turned away from it reluctantly, glancing back as she came to him.

When he returned, Delphine had crouched to press her palm to the flagstones. ‘The heat is coming from the floor. Have you ever seen a hypocaust, Aleksar?’

‘Only in books, madame, although our stoves are similar.’

‘I think it must be the water … they’re using it to circulate heat.’

‘With heat and light supplied by mage-craft, they’d only need fuel for cooking,’ Isidro said. ‘They’d have a water supply, too — no need to melt ice.’

‘Just so,’ Delphine said. ‘It’d be much easier to live down here without hauling charcoal down from the surface.’ A yelp from outside interrupted her, and she turned towards the door. ‘What is that wretched girl up to?’

Sierra was standing in the middle of the chamber, as still as a startled deer.

‘What’s the matter?’ Delphine demanded.

Sierra looked around, wide-eyed and pale. ‘I saw something, madame,’ she said in rough Akharian. ‘Something in the wall moved.’

Delphine sighed. ‘I keep forgetting your people have never seen mage-craft,’ she said to Isidro. ‘The poor child’s exhausted, and here we’ve dragged her into the Demon’s lair. Kora, your eyes are playing tricks on you, that’s all. I saw something myself when we came in, but it’s just a reflection —’

As she spoke there was another flash, and for the first time Isidro saw it clearly, a distinct point of light gliding through the wall, like a firefly trapped within the stone. A whisper of sound drifted through the air — a gentle sigh, like the voice of a woman stirring from sleep.

Delphine grabbed Sierra’s arm and pulled her away from the wall. ‘Get back,’ she said. ‘Aleksar, come stand by me. Something strange is going on here.’


A single fleck of light drifted aimlessly through the stone, but after a moment another appeared, then several more, and then dozens, until there were hundreds of lights gliding beneath the surface, melding together as they converged. The sigh came again, louder this time and more distinct.

‘Madame, the priestess said this place was haunted,’ Isidro said. ‘Her apprentice recorded it — she told him the spirits of Vasant’s folk lingered here.’

‘A load of rubbish,’ Delphine said, but her voice wavered with uncertainty.

The lights melted together into a precise outline — the shape of a woman sleeping beneath a blanket. Her form was nothing more than a line-drawing, but it moved before their eyes as she stirred and raised one delicate hand to sweep a lock of hair back from her face. With the effort of one waking from a long slumber, she lifted her head and blinked sleepily. Although they were nothing more than lights dancing within the polished stone, Isidro was certain that somehow she could see them. ‘Well,’ she said in Ricalani. ‘Hello there.’

The voice seemed to come from all around them. For a moment none of them moved. No one spoke, and Isidro felt as though he’d been turned to stone. Then Delphine prodded him in the ribs. ‘Talk to her!’

Isidro shook himself and took a step forward. ‘… Hello?’

The woman rested her chin on her folded arms, regarding him with wide-set eyes. There was something familiar about her face, with its Ricalani features, and the curling hair that betrayed foreign blood. She smiled. ‘Someone’s come at last. It’s been such a long time.’

Isidro steeled himself to move closer. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Nirveli. What’s yours?’

‘Isidro,’ he replied without thinking. As he drew near her smile broadened, and she lazily touched her fingertips to the surface between them. Isidro had an odd sense of vertigo — he saw clearly that she was nothing but lines of light traced onto the wall, but he couldn’t resist the feeling that she was a flesh and blood woman, as real as he was, separated by a leaf-thin sheet of ice. Hesitantly, he touched his fingertips to hers.

In an instant he was swept away, into a world full of pain and screaming. There was a broken arrow jutting from his chest, and Isidro felt it bite with every gasping, panicked breath. People crowded around him, only it was a woman’s body they carried stretchered in a blanket. Isidro recognised the faces from his vision at Milksprings, and at last he placed the woman — he’d seen her there, perched on the railing, her head thrown back in laughter. Another face stood out in his mind as well, a red-headed man with sunken cheeks, and he knew at once it was Vasant himself, the last great mage. Scraping hair back with shaking hands, he rattled off orders as Nirveli was carried into the same chamber that surrounded him now.

Then the vision broke, leaving him gasping on his knees. Nirveli rolled out of her blankets and crouched beside him, pressing her hands to the wall as though trying to reach through. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You’re a Sensitive. I’m sorry, I would have warned you if I’d known.’

‘What in the Fires Below was that?’ Isidro gasped.

‘That was when I died,’ Nirveli said. ‘Vasi couldn’t save me, so he put me in here.’ On the last words her voice trembled, and Isidro felt a chill pass right through him.

‘He put you in the stone?’ he asked, and she nodded, although the words made no sense. ‘And you’ve been here ever since? For a hundred years? Alone?’

‘It wasn’t his fault,’ she said in a small voice. ‘I begged him not to let me die …’ She bowed her head as glowing tears welled in her eyes, but she dashed them away with her hand and looked past him to his companions, her gaze falling first on Delphine, and then Sierra. ‘Who’s the Akharian? And what’s that Corrupted girl doing here? Is she with you? She stinks of Blood Magic. Can’t you smell it?’

‘Aleksar, what is she saying?’ Delphine asked. ‘I thought I caught a few words there …’

Nirveli’s light-drawn eyes flickered her way. ‘I said,’ she answered in Akharian, ‘who are you? And that girl behind you is a Corrupted Sympath. Didn’t you know?’

Delphine stiffened and began to turn, just as Sierra darted forward. Isidro felt her power surge, but Delphine’s rose as well. She cast a shield, a veil of violet light so thick it was practically opaque, but Isidro still saw the flare of blue lightning bursting from Sierra’s hands.

Delphine had her back to him. She was a powerful mage, but he didn’t doubt Sierra could take her down. He wasn’t so sure she could do it without killing the Akharian. He had one chance to end this without bloodshed.


Isidro grabbed his mistress by the shoulder and yanked her back, slamming her into Nirveli’s wall. Nirveli scrambled away, as though to avoid the collision.

Delphine had time to give him one bewildered, incredulous look before her head hit the stone with a crack that made him feel ill. Steeling himself, Isidro spun Delphine around and slammed her against the wall again. She crumpled against him in a heap, and he lowered her to the floor.

Sierra rushed to his side, reeling in her power as Isidro gingerly rubbed his thumb over the swelling knot on Delphine’s forehead. ‘Is she badly hurt? She’s been good to me, Sirri; I don’t want to see her harmed. Besides, you’re going to need a teacher, and she’s a good one.’

Sierra laid her fingertips on Delphine’s brow. ‘Nothing’s broken. You were holding back, Issey. She’s out cold, but I’m not sure for how long.’

Nirveli watched with a kind of fascinated curiosity. ‘We have a dampening room downstairs,’ she offered. ‘You could tie her up and put her in there.’

‘A dampening room?’ Isidro said. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’ll prevent her from using her power.’

‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘Where?’

‘Through that doorway, first level down,’ Nirveli said, pointing to the wall farthest from the entrance. ‘You’ll know which chamber it is when you step inside.’

First, Isidro felt for the failing warding-stone and snapped the cord with a yank. He threw it across the room, then scooped Delphine up and slung her over his shoulder. When he realised how slight she was, with her warm, soft body draped against his, he was even more ashamed of what he’d done. No time for that now, he told himself. To Sierra, he said, ‘Find something to tie her hands.’

She snatched up Delphine’s sash and followed him down the tightly spiralled stairs. More lights came on as they descended, and the passage opened into a long hall with chambers opening up off each side.

Sierra ran ahead, ducking into each of the rooms to find the chamber they sought. Isidro knew the moment she found it, because as she ducked through one doorway she backed out again immediately with a nervous flare of power.

Isidro brushed past her to get inside, and the moment he crossed the threshold he felt it, too. The air within felt stale and dead, heavy and lifeless. At once it seemed he couldn’t breathe; he felt such an overwhelming sense of dread it took all his will to force himself inside and lay Delphine on the bare floor.

Sierra slunk in after him, as reluctant as a cat going out into the rain. She tore the sash into strips and rolled Delphine onto her belly to tie her hands and feet.

Delphine’s scalp had split where her head struck the wall, and Isidro felt a fresh wave of guilt at the sight of the blood matting her hair. There was no other way.

Once she was secured, they bolted the door to seal her inside. Unlike the other chambers opening off the hall, the door to the dampening room was stoutly bound, with three bolts to secure it to the frame. So, Vasant needed a prison that could hold a mage, Isidro thought as Sierra threw the bolts. She glanced at Isidro. ‘I need to make contact with Rasten. He’ll know by now that something’s up —’

‘Bring me in on it, too,’ Isidro said, and Sierra turned to him with a frown.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Do it, Sirri, please.’

She made the contact with a sudden thrum of power that reverberated through his body, rippling along every fibre of his flesh. Rasten? She threw the thought out into the darkness. We’re on.

Rasten, Cam and the rest of the men were armed and waiting in the tunnels, only a few dozen paces back from the cavern. Before they could come any closer, the watchmen on the ledge must be dealt with.

Back in Nirveli’s chamber, Sierra pulled on her coat with shaking hands. ‘Let me see to the guards,’ she said to Isidro. ‘I can drop them without a sound.’

He hung back as she went on ahead, shivering a little from the sudden drop in temperature as she stepped into the cavern. The sentries turned to her at once.

‘Why, hello,’ one of them said, lazily pushing himself off the stone to stroll her way. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Madame sent me out,’ she said with a shrug.

The two men laughed. ‘I’d heard the rumours,’ one of them said to the other, ‘but I never thought that stuck-up bitch would take it from a slave.’ To Sierra, he said, ‘So she sent you out here for a little privacy, did she? It’s a shame we’ve got none to speak of.’

The other guard followed him over and slowly circled around behind her. ‘You know, there’s a sheltered spot behind the tents just down below. What do you say, pretty one? Do you want to take a little walk?’

‘Just one of you?’ she asked. ‘Or both together?’ Then she grabbed the men by one arm each and dropped them with a surge of raw power.

Isidro came to help her drag the sentries back into the mouth of the tunnel, and she reached for Rasten. Sentries on top are dealt with. Once I start the diversion you’ll be clear to come in.

We’re on our way, Rasten replied, and through his eyes she saw the men waiting, Cam among them, with weapons drawn and eyes grim.

‘What now?’ she asked Isidro.

‘The slaves will be vulnerable. Once the Akharians realise what they’re facing they’ll try to use them as hostages. If we can free them they might have a fighting chance.’

Sierra nodded. ‘The slave-masters use mage-crafted locks that won’t seize in the cold. They wear key-stones on cords around their wrists.’

‘Alright, I can manage that.’

‘But you don’t have a weapon … Issey are you sure?’

He nodded. ‘Trust me.’

She forced herself to go slowly down the cascade — it would be a disaster to rush now and slip on the wet stones.

At the foot they met a patrol, making a circuit of the cavern for warmth rather than in any real expectation of attack. Its leader barked at them to halt and sauntered over with a lantern. ‘Here,’ he said, peering up at Isidro’s face. ‘Aren’t you that academic’s slave? Does your mistress know where you are, boy?’

‘Yes, sir, she sent me to fetch something from her tent …’ Isidro gestured up to the top of the platform, where the doorway to the installation was faintly visible as a patch of absolute darkness in the gloom. As the man glanced up to follow his gesture, Sierra loosed her power.

It rose up from the stone in a forest of writhing tendrils that wrapped around the patrolling soldiers’ legs and trunks and sent tap-roots biting deep into their flesh. The first touch returned such a rush of power that Sierra gasped and shivered with the heat of it. The golden wave hit her so hard that she barely heard the screams, and for a moment she forgot about Isidro. By the time she remembered, he was off and running through the camp, before the screams brought the Akharians stumbling out of their furs.

Isidro skidded to a stop in front of Delphine’s tent and fumbled for the cord fastening the doors. After a moment a set of small cold fingers pushed his hand aside and loosed the tie; the doors parted, and Lucia peered out. Behind her, Harwin and the girls were stirring from their furs in shifting silhouettes. Harwin would not let the slaves come to harm if he could help it, but if ordered to hand them over, he would obey. ‘Get Mira and come to the slaves’ quarters,’ he told Lucia. ‘If anyone orders you to stop, ignore them. Get there as quickly as you can, alright?’

She nodded and vanished into the darkness of the tent.

Isidro strode quickly through to the slave-quarters, dodging past men pulling on coats and boots and fumbling for their swords as they stumbled from the tents. If he ran now it would only draw attention, so he kept his head down and checked his stride.

At the far end of the cavern, men screamed as Sierra tore through them. The roar of her power was an awful noise, echoing off the walls as though the mother of all storms had spawned beneath the mountain. Men shouted in confusion while officers bellowed orders, and Isidro felt power flaring all around him in controlled, measured bursts as the Battle-Mages prepared to fight. When a flare of red light danced along the walls and the roof, Isidro ducked instinctively and stumbled, glancing back to see a wall of flame spreading across the chamber. He took a deep breath and willed himself to calm, fighting the panic that rose at the sight of Rasten’s power. Everything is going according to plan.

Isidro sidled behind the slave tents, intending to stay clear of the one where the slave-masters slept, but as he rounded the guy-ropes he came face to face with a Slaver emerging from the women’s tent.

The slave-master took one look at Isidro’s Ricalani features and swung a fist at him. Isidro dodged to the side and then darted in to strike back at the Slaver’s face, but despite his improved strength he was simply not as fast or nimble as he used to be. The slave-master jerked away from his fist, turning the punch into a glancing blow. He was big for an Akharian, with broad shoulders and a brawler’s build, and he came after Isidro swinging a powerful right hook.

There was no time to think. Isidro blocked with his left arm, and then drove the point of his elbow into the crook of the Slaver’s arm. He stepped in close and reached over the man’s shoulder to take a grip on his belt, then twisted on the spot so that the fellow was at his back and pulled off balance. Isidro bunched his muscles and threw the Akharian over his hip, dropping to his knees as the man fell to slam his head into the stone floor. At once, the bulky body went limp, but the shock of the impact sent a ripple of pain through Isidro’s arm.

He shrugged the heavy body aside and got to his feet, staggering a little as he realised the wave of pain had affected him more than he’d thought.

Remembering the key-stone, Isidro fumbled for the leather cord and cut it loose with the Slaver’s belt-knife. Once the thong was dangling from his fingers, he peered around the edge of the tent to see the rest of the slave-masters stumbling out of their quarters. He ducked back out of sight with a muttered curse.

The hide of the tent beside him rippled and heaved as someone pressed against it from within. Isidro lifted the edge of the cloth, and pale and worried faces peered out at him, while beyond he heard the Slavers heading his way.

‘Here’s the key,’ Isidro said, and a cold and filthy hand snatched it from his fingers. A moment later he heard the rattle of chains coming loose.

One of the slave-masters spotted his fallen comrade around the side of the tent and raised a shout of alarm. Isidro glanced at the short-bladed knife and dismissed it at once, pulling the stout Slavers’ club from the man’s belt instead.

Three of them rushed to meet him, none as tall or as heavy as the last, but it made little difference when he was outnumbered and had only one good hand.

Issey! Sierra’s voice crackled in his head, and he caught a glimpse of vision through her eyes, distracting him further. The Battle-Mages had erected a shield-wall against Rasten’s attack, not realising that Sierra was behind their lines. While Rasten held their attention, Sierra cut a swathe through the defenders, funnelling power from them into Rasten’s attack. Dead and wounded littered the cavern floor, and Sierra’s power ran so high that some of it bled through into him.

He had no time to reply — in the time it took him to clear the vision, the Slavers had surrounded him, clubs already swinging down. The power within him surged in instinctive response and sprang up in a shield, a shifting veil of light that flickered with lightning.

The Slavers recoiled in confusion, except for one, who collapsed face-first with the back of his head caved in.

Isidro couldn’t hold the power for long, and as the shield faltered and died, light played over the face of the one who’d felled the Slaver — a dark-haired woman Isidro knew he’d seen before, although he couldn’t place her. In one hand she held a heavy black frying-pan, wet with blood from the slave-master’s crushed skull.

The nearest man turned to her, swinging his club, and she raised the pan as a shield as Mira darted behind him and drove a knife into the small of his back. He stiffened with a cry of pain, and the woman slammed her pan down on the crown of his head. He dropped like a stone. It was only then Isidro realised the woman was pregnant, her swollen belly big enough to disrupt the line of her clothes. He recalled her now — she was the slave-girl belonging to Delphine’s cousin, Torren.

There was one Slaver left standing, and as three armed slaves converged on him, he backed away, then turned tail and fled as the women, freed from their chains, began to spill from the tent.

‘The key!’ Isidro said. ‘Who’s got the key? Go and free the others, quickly!’ One of the women ran for the nearest tent, while the others fell upon the fallen Slavers, searching for the stones they carried.

‘All of you pick up any weapons you can find, but stay back here.’ Mira’s voice rang out as the first of the male slaves stumbled out of their quarters. ‘If you charge out there armed with nothing but clubs, you’ll be slaughtered!’ She turned to Isidro, scraping her hair back from her face. ‘What’s happening out there?’

‘I’ll try to find out,’ he replied.

The Akharian shield-wall bowed and shattered, and the rock beneath them trembled under the force of the discharged energy. As the wall collapsed in a roiling wave of power, all the mage-lights winked out; for a moment the only light was Rasten’s ruddy glow and Sierra, shining like a new star. Light clung to her like mist, and with every movement she trailed sparks and lightning that hissed and crackled in the air.

‘Form up!’ Cam shouted, his voice already hoarse from bellowing over the noise, and the men assigned to his squad closed in around them.

Sierra led them back into the Akharian camp. They had tempted the Akharians into committing to a defence and, having broken through, they had a moment of opportunity before the defenders formed a new plan. By separating from Rasten, they were forcing the Akharians to divide their attention in order to face both incursions.

The Akharian lanterns slowly blinked into life again, revealing confusion and disarray. A number of the academics had abandoned the camp and were milling on the open ground, the tunnels at their backs gaping like empty black maws.

‘Sirri, the exits!’ Cam called as Sierra cut down a knot of men. Their task now was to prevent the Akharians from escaping. General Boreas in particular would make a valuable bargaining chip, but in this chaos, the constant shifting of light and shadow and the terrified faces of men fighting for their lives, she wasn’t sure she could pick him out. Already the Akharians retreated towards the tunnel, preparing to escape.

Sierra reached for her power, and for once it did not fight her, swelling sweetly to her fingertips. She had never before felt this incredible state of flow — it was as if she was poised at the top of a cliff with gravity pulling her down as a great blast of wind bore her up from below, as though a thousand different forces had somehow come into balance. The closest she’d come to this was when she faced Rasten on the riverbank and set her power loose, but the fear and hate she’d held for him had poisoned that moment.

Sirri, the tunnels … Rasten said inside her head.

I’m on it, she told him, already reaching for the stone. She was enjoying working with another mage, feeling the steady play of power between them and the information that could be gathered from two — no, three — sets of eyes and ears. For the first time since her escape, her dread of Rasten eased and she found herself remembering the camaraderie they’d shared in Kell’s dungeons, before she’d glimpsed the full range of his cruelty. All his strength turned against her was terrifying, but being linked like this, fighting for a common goal, was electrifying.

Just admitting to the thought felt like the most hideous disloyalty, but she couldn’t deny it. It felt right, somehow, to share her power with another, and there was no denying that it turned the vicious beast within her tractable and tame. When she turned her attention to the tunnels, all she had to do was think the command, and her quicksilver power leapt to obey. She felt the rock dissolve as it dripped down through the tunnels, growing into spears of stone that steadily thickened until the passage was sealed.

As their escape route closed behind them, the Akharians began to panic. One man bellowed orders at the milling crowd, words Sierra couldn’t make out with her rough grasp of their tongue, but they steadied the men. The man fit the description Isidro had given — a stocky, balding fellow, built as solid as a blacksmith.

‘Cam!’ Sierra shouted, pointing him out. ‘The general —’ Her words choked off just as another voice crackled inside her head.

Sirri, where are you? We need help. Isidro was breathing hard. He had a club in his left hand, and when he felt her attention on him he made a slow sweep of the scene before him to show her what they faced. The freed slaves were crammed against the wall of the cavern, hemmed in by a squad of soldiers. The slaves outnumbered them, but with no armour and only the rough weapons they had salvaged from the Slavers’ tents, they were hopelessly outmatched.

Sierra turned on her heel, trying to work out just where he was. ‘Issey and Mira are in trouble! This way, Cam!’

With a word Cam ordered the men to fall in behind her; she blasted men and tents aside to clear a path to that corner of the cavern.

As she turned away from the general and the tunnels, Sierra felt Rasten’s attention on her. She braced herself for his anger, but he made no attempt to stop her. All he said was, I’ll try to hold them. Be quick.

The Akharians attacking the slaves were only ordinary soldiers — the mages must have been drawn out to face her and Rasten — and when she cut across the cavern she’d separated them from the rest of the Akharian forces. Taking the slaves hostage must have seemed their only hope for survival.

At the sight of Sierra heading their way, the Akharians charged the huddled slaves, but Cam and his men were already running, shouting Ricalani battle-cries to let the pinned slaves know they were there. With answering shouts, the cowed and frightened slaves rose to meet them, turning from a cowering mass to a baying mob.


Sierra cut down a few Slavers who broke and ran, but she didn’t dare unleash her power when their enemies were mingled so closely with the folk they were trying to save.

They hardly needed her help. Cam and his men shifted the balance of the battle, trapping the Akharians between hard steel on one side and the baying mob on the other. Within a few moments, the Akharian men were down and bleeding under the clubs and boots and even the bare hands of those they had enslaved.

Then Isidro was shoving his way through the crowd towards her. He met Cam’s eyes across the mass of blood and bodies, but before there was a chance to speak a blast from the tunnels reverberated around the cavern and made the lights dim and flicker once again.

Sirri, they’re breaking through! Rasten barked in her ear.

She turned and ran for the tunnels, only vaguely aware of the warriors following on her heels.

The Akharians had thrown the last of their strength into one desperate attempt to clear an escape route. The Battle-Mages had made a relay-shield against Rasten’s harrying attacks — he broke through one after another, but as each shield failed, the mages built yet another at the back of the stack. Rasten’s onslaught was slowly forcing them backwards, but at the rear, more mages attacked the wall, blasting the stone away.

Sierra reached to strengthen the barrier, but the Akharian mages reacted and adapted at once. Sierra could sense the power clearly, along with those who wielded it: the one at the heart of the attack was only a girl, the younger of Delphine’s students. As quickly as Sierra poured stone in to block their path, the girl deflected it, leaving the centre clear.

Sierra could have killed them easily — it would have been a small matter to collapse the tunnel or drown them in molten stone — but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. The men she would have crushed without a second thought, but she had too much in common with that girl to cause her death so lightly.

She felt a hand on her shoulder, and someone shouting in her ear. Isidro. ‘Let them go,’ he told her, over and over again. ‘There’s nothing to be gained by killing them, Sirri. Let them go.’

She broke off her attack, and felt the girl sob with relief as she and the other survivors broke through into the passage. Rasten, too, halted his attack, and the mages guarding the retreat fled as well. Only one lingered, casting a baleful glare over those who had defeated them. At first, Sierra thought his gaze had fallen on her, but she couldn’t recall seeing him before, not in the meat-market or in the work-teams. It took her a moment to realise that it wasn’t her drawing his fury — it was Isidro.

Isidro’s hand tightened on her shoulder as the man stepped back into the tunnel and sealed it with a wall of stone that oozed out of the rock like juice from a bruised fruit.

The warriors and freed slaves all broke into cheers, but Sierra could feel Rasten still channelling power. One last knot of Akharian fighters had been separated from the rest, and Rasten pinned them in the deepest and coldest section of the cavern. Without thinking Sierra ran to join him and, as she added her strength to his, she felt the trapped mages focus their remaining power into their shields.

With a sigh, Rasten broke off his assault. ‘Wind it back, Sirri,’ he said. ‘Battle-Mages will drain themselves dry to hold a shield, and dead hostages are worthless.’

Warily, she did as he said, keeping her power close at hand, coiled within her palms like a serpent. Abruptly, she realised that she was closer to Rasten than she was to Cam and Isidro — not that there was anything they could do if he turned on her. She simply felt safer with friends at her back. She didn’t dare look away from him, but she sensed Isidro’s wariness through the link, and saw Rasten’s gaze flicker to someone approaching behind her.

Her power was winding down from its peak, although there were still dozens of wounded and dying strewn across the cavern. She could drain them all for a rush of energy, but it wouldn’t be the great singing flood she’d ridden at the height of the battle. If Rasten tried to take it from her, it could turn messy.

Sierra took a step back, and then another, until she felt Isidro’s warmth and bulk beside her.

Rasten was studying his hands, seemingly too engrossed to notice her retreat. Sierra caught a stray thought drifting from his mind — his hands were clean for once, not tight and sticky with drying gore. This is the first time I’ve fought a battle without being up to my elbows in blood, he thought.

Then he turned to Sierra with a furious glare, and she knew he hadn’t meant her to overhear him.

Cam came over to join them and, though he kept his gaze on Rasten, he couldn’t keep from clapping his hand on Isidro’s shoulder and sending him a sidelong grin. Mira pushed through the crowd as well, and Cam seized her in a fierce embrace. Over his shoulder she spied Ardamon; with one arm curled around Cam’s neck, she stretched the other towards her cousin and called out his name.

A flicker of pain crossed Rasten’s face, and he backed away. There are no joyful reunions awaiting him at the end of this battle, Sierra thought. Or any battle. There was no reason for him to linger. The fight was over, but the Akharians had more troops and mages camped above. It would take nothing less than the threat of a Blood-Mage in the War-Leader’s company to keep them from storming Demon’s Spire again.

Still, she couldn’t dismiss the pain he tried to hide. He’d had a family once, before Kell had slaughtered them. Even if the two of them succeeded in destroying their master, he did not have this moment of homecoming to look forward to.

With a snap of his fingers, Rasten summoned his bodyguards, and turned, heading for the darkness of the tunnels once again. There was weariness in every line of his body, but she knew the determination in the set of his shoulders. The cramped and chill tunnels were preferable by far to the pain of watching what he could never have.

Sierra rubbed her eyes clear, and turned to see Cam seize Isidro in an embrace, pounding him on the back before he suddenly pulled away. ‘Oh, Fires Below, I forgot — your arm …’

‘Don’t worry about it. It’s mostly healed now.’

Cam’s eyes fell on Sierra, and with one swift stride he closed the gap between them and scooped her up. He held her so close she couldn’t breathe: all she could do was laugh, a giddy, breathless chuckle as all the fear and tension she’d been carrying for so long drained away.

They were free. They had the Spire.

They’d won.






Chapter 5

The battle had lasted for perhaps half an hour, but dealing with the injured and the dead and making sense of the wreckage of the camp seemed to take an age.

The last Akharians surrendered a short time later. They’d exhausted their power and were too weak to be any threat, but to be sure Cam had them trussed with warding-stones and stationed in the coldest part of the cavern, while sentries watched over them.

There were relatively few wounded to care for. Ardamon lost one man, with a handful injured, but it was the slaves who suffered the worst. Since Rhia had only the supplies she’d carried, Isidro enlisted Lucia to search for medicines and bandages. The wounded Akharians were delivered to the surrendered soldiers, who were allowed a tent, brazier and some supplies to care for them. There was some discontent among the freed slaves at that, until Mira reminded them living wounded would feed Sierra power when dead men would not.

Then there was the matter of the bodies. There was no way to bury them and no fuel to spare for a pyre, so Cam ordered the corpses to be carried into the passages to freeze. For now it was the best they could do.

By the time all this was done, Mira had recruited women from among the freed slaves to set up tents and stoves. The captured supplies stretched further with the reduced numbers, so the stoves were well fed and the tents were blissfully warm — almost too warm to Isidro’s mind, but when he found Sierra huddled by the fire in Delphine’s old tent he remembered how badly a body starved of food and warmth could feel the cold. It was easy to forget how privileged he’d been under Delphine and Harwin’s care.

Mira, too, was in better condition than the rest of them. She mustered the strongest and healthiest of the women and set about cooking pans of bannock with lashings of butter to pass around the camp.


By the time everyone was warm and fed and the perimeter was secure, the last adrenaline from the fight had burned away and Isidro couldn’t escape the fact that he’d had only a few hours’ rest in a very full day and night. When Sierra curled up beside him and yawned herself to sleep, Isidro could fight the urge no more and lay down as well. He was asleep the moment he closed his eyes.

When morning came — and it was easiest just to call it morning, for he had no idea how long they’d slept or where the sun hung in the sky — it came with all the comfortable sounds and sensations of domesticity, with the hiss of a kettle coming on to boil and the smell of fat heating in a pan. It felt so right that for a moment Isidro could forget all that had happened in the last few months. Nearby, Mira and Sierra talked in soft voices.

‘And that’s what he told you?’ Mira was saying with a hint of scepticism in her hushed tones. ‘Honestly, Sirri, I don’t know how you can bring yourself to trust a creature like Rasten … but I have to say it’s accurate as far as it goes. Valeria was the true ruler after Queen Leandra died, even if Severian was the one wearing the crown. He’s been slipping away from her these last few years, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she gets him back on the leash before all this is done. Some people just go mad when they have a chance at power — Valeria’s the sort who would rather rule a crippled kingdom than let a strong one slip out of her grasp.’

‘But suppose we do manage to pull this off,’ Sierra said. ‘Say we can beat the Slavers back, and destroy Kell. What then? Is Cam the true king? I’ve heard it said that Leandra named him her heir —’

Isidro opened his eyes. ‘Don’t let him hear you say that.’

As he sat up, Sierra gave him a wide-eyed look, and then dropped her gaze as a flush crept over her cheeks. ‘Why not? I mean, I’m sorry, I didn’t —’

‘Oh, you needn’t be sorry when you didn’t know,’ Mira said, and lowered her voice to little more than a whisper. ‘He doesn’t like to talk about it. So many men died when they tried to claim the throne, Isidro’s father among them, though he was Cam’s father too, in all but blood. And more still were tortured and killed after they helped Cam and Isidro escape. They stayed back, you see, to cover for them, and sacrificed themselves to let the boys get away.’


‘Cam swore he’d never ask men to die to put him on that cursed throne,’ Isidro said. ‘Most folk are wise enough not to suggest it to him, not more than once. If we get that far, Sirri, we’ll come up with something, but to be honest we’d do better to focus on the matter at hand. For now, we need to work on helping you master your powers and taking back the slaves. We’ll worry about the rest if we get that far.’

Sierra nodded, but she kept her gaze down, until he snared her hand in his and brought it to his lips with a kiss — only then did she look up again, and smile.

By the time the bannock was cooked and the tea brewed, Cam and Ardamon were beginning to stir, but Rhia slept, visible only as a puff of tawny hair peeking out from beneath her furs. Lucia had woken and clambered out of her furs, but sat upon them with her knees drawn to her chest and her shoulders hunched.

‘Lucia —’ Isidro began but then he broke off with a shake of his head. ‘No. What’s your real name?’

‘Amaya,’ she said softly, barely looking up. ‘My name is Amaya.’

‘Amaya,’ he said, praying to all the Gods that he wouldn’t slip and use the wrong one. ‘What’s wrong?’

Her breath hitched, and when she met his gaze there were tears in her eyes. ‘I … I thought that once we were free everything would be better. But my family are all long gone. I’ll never see them again.’

‘We’ll free the rest of the slaves as soon as we can,’ Sierra said. ‘I promise.’

‘But … they’re not even in Ricalan any more, some of them. What if they’ve all been sent to the empire?’

‘My dear child,’ Mira said. ‘I’ll do everything I can to help find your kin, I swear it by the Twin Suns.’

‘But will I have to go and stay with the other women? I don’t think they like me.’

Mira looked confused, but Sierra seemed to understand. ‘Have they been nasty to you?’

Amaya nodded.

‘Why?’ Mira asked, torn between confusion and anger.

‘They’re jealous because you had a good master and escaped the meat-market,’ Sierra told the girl. ‘If they had a chance to do the same they’d have jumped at it, believe me.’ She turned to Mira. ‘There’s no reason she couldn’t stay with us, is there?’

‘Oh, can I?’ Amaya pleaded. ‘I’ll work for my keep. You know I can cook and clean and tend a tent, my lady.’

‘Of course you can stay,’ Mira said. ‘But I can think of better work for you than washing clothes and sweeping up ash. Our Rhia could use an assistant to help tend the wounded. What do you think? If you like each other, you can learn her craft while we find your kin.’

Amaya slowly nodded. ‘That sounds good.’

‘You don’t mind the sight of blood?’ Sierra asked her.

‘Oh, no, and I like helping people. Thank you, my lady.’

The conversation seemed to cheer the girl, but it left Sierra frowning. By this time, Cam and Ardamon were up, and they came to join the others as Mira tore the breakfast bannock to share it around.

‘What’s wrong, Sirri?’ Isidro asked as she nibbled.

‘I’m thinking about the rest of the slaves,’ Sierra said. ‘I know we had to choose between taking the Spire and attacking the encampment at the mouth of the valley …’

‘If we’d fought them up above, then the Akharians would be ensconced down here, with Mira and Isidro,’ Cam said around his own piece of bannock.

‘What’s this?’ Mira said. ‘I’ve heard nothing but rumours for months, what’s the state of Uncle Dremman’s men?’

‘We couldn’t risk attacking the encampment at the mouth of Earthblood,’ Cam said. ‘Even with Sierra and Rasten — they have too many mages. Taking the Spire was a better bet, even if it did mean relying on Rasten’s help.’

‘Isidro told me you’d made a deal with Rasten,’ Mira said, shaking her head. ‘By the Twin Suns —’

‘It was the only way. Even if we could hit the Akharians hard enough to release the slaves, there’s no way we would have freed you and Isidro, and we wouldn’t have access to the Spire,’ Cam said. ‘We’d be facing the surviving Akharian forces and dealing with Dremman, both doing all they could to keep Sierra from reaching this place. Add Rasten, who still wants to drag her back to Kell. No, attacking the legion was never a good choice. But we will free the rest of the Ricalanis. It’s only a matter of time. The Akharians want what the Last Great Mage hid down here — they’re not going to pack up and go home when it’s almost within their grasp. They’ll be willing to negotiate, and they’ll hand over their prisoners if that’s what it takes.’

‘But if Sirri’s down here, what’s to stop their mages from attacking our men?’ Mira asked.

‘Rasten,’ Isidro replied.

‘Exactly,’ Cam said. ‘You three haven’t heard this yet, but the king is growing weary of making do without Sierra’s power. He’s sent Osebian north with a thousand men to join Rasten and add weight to our negotiations. Rasten should have reached them by now, and I daresay the Akharian survivors will reach the surface soon. None of them can strike at any other with any real chance of success. The rest of this will be settled at the parley table.’ He turned to Isidro. ‘What do you say, Issey?’

‘The Akharians will want to drag it out,’ Isidro said. ‘They know they’re keeping one of the Blood-Mages out of action; Kell and Rasten are more dangerous together than they are apart. But that’s good for us — we need all the time we can get.’

‘What does that mean for the slaves?’ Mira asked. ‘The Akharians need hostages … or perhaps not. It’s a lot of people to feed.’

‘They’d be wise to let the women and children go as a gesture of goodwill,’ Cam said. ‘To the Akharians they’re nothing but useless mouths; they might as well put the burden of feeding them onto the clan. But they’ll keep the men — they know if they release them today they’ll be fighting them tomorrow.’

‘It’ll put pressure on our people to settle the negotiations quickly,’ Ardamon said. ‘Between the matter of supplies and threats from Osebian and the king, Father can’t afford to let this drag on.’ He turned to Sierra as she licked the pan-grease from her fingertips.

‘I suppose I’d better get on with it, then,’ she said.

‘I’ve been thinking about this since we took the books from Milksprings,’ Isidro said to her. ‘I’ve got a fair idea of where to start. Delphine’s going to be livid when she finds out what’s happened, and it’ll take some time to convince her to cooperate. It would be best if you have a good grounding by then.’

‘Sirri mentioned you took Delphine prisoner,’ Mira said with a shake of her head. ‘I don’t envy you having to deal with her, Issey.’


‘Who?’ Cam asked, and so Isidro had to tell the whole tale. He tried to keep it brief, but that required explaining the installation, the chamber where the walls themselves were made of warding-stone, and the woman made of light trapped within the wall. The story seemed to confuse the others more than anything else.

Amaya was stricken by the news. ‘Madame Delphine is still here? By the Black Sun, she’s going to be furious.’

‘How are you going to keep her under control?’ Mira asked Isidro.

‘I haven’t worked that out yet,’ Isidro admitted. ‘Sirri, you can drain a mage’s power, right?’

She nodded. ‘In theory. It’s hard to do it without killing them, though.’

‘I brought Sierra’s old warding-stones with me,’ Cam said. ‘The ones she was carrying when we found her. Would they help?’

‘If they held me they should hold her,’ Sierra said.

‘Worth a try,’ Isidro said. ‘Otherwise, we’ll have to keep her in the dampening chamber.’ He turned to Sierra. ‘You can drop her again if the stones don’t work, can’t you?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Sierra said. ‘I’d best stay out of sight so we know for sure. She’s too clever to try anything in front of me.’

‘I’ll dig out those stones for you,’ Cam said.

Mira and Amaya, however, both looked sceptical. ‘She’s going to be so mad,’ Amaya said. ‘Um … Isidro? Do you know what happened to Master Harwin and the others?’

‘They escaped with the general,’ Isidro said.

‘Good,’ Amaya said. ‘He was nice to me. I didn’t want him to die.’

Cam returned a moment later with the restraints. Sierra had damaged them when she escaped, but the ornate gilded fittings had enough loops and flourishes that a cord could lace the broken edges together. Isidro tucked them into his sash, where he felt the cold, greasy touch of the enchantment even through his clothes.

Cam studied him all the while, and as Isidro straightened he felt his gaze linger on the thick, knotted scar on his neck. Isidro reflexively raised a hand to it.

‘That was a nasty cut,’ Cam said.

Isidro didn’t know what to say, but he could feel colour creeping into his cheeks. He hated to remember that time. Of course he was glad now that he hadn’t succeeded, but he could still recall how desperately he’d craved a release from the hopelessness and pain …

‘Only you could have pulled this off, Issey,’ Cam said. ‘I just wish our father was alive to hear of it.’ His voice thickened with emotion as he clapped his hand on Isidro’s shoulder. ‘It’s so good to have you back.’

Isidro and Sierra headed for the installation a short time later. All through the tent village the freed slaves were stirring from their furs to pick through the ruins, but they turned to watch Sierra as she passed. Some of them smiled and saluted her, but others looked away, and Isidro heard someone spit in disgust. He turned to search out the source of the sound, but Sierra laid a hand on his arm. ‘Never mind them,’ she said. ‘Some folk think I should have freed them all weeks ago. I don’t blame them for being angry.’

As they neared the cascade, Sierra shyly took his hand. She seemed quiet and subdued, not at all like the woman he remembered, full of fire and restless energy. But perhaps this was the real her? She’d been on a knife-edge of anxiety when they met, frantic with the thought that Rasten was days behind her. Isidro was acutely aware that he barely knew this woman he’d pinned all his hopes on — they’d spent only a few short weeks together before circumstances had forced them apart.

As their hands parted at the foot of the cascade, Isidro absently touched the scar on his neck. Sierra was the reason he was still alive — he’d focussed all his will on giving her what she needed to save herself, trusting she’d save the rest of them as well.

What must she be thinking of all this? He knew she never expected her freedom to last so long. The first time she’d pulled him into her furs, she’d thought she’d be back in Kell’s hands within a few days. Everything after that had been a desperate scramble to stay ahead of those hunting her, be it Rasten, Kell or the Wolf Clan. This was the first time they’d had a little breathing-space, but even now the pressure was mounting.

The two dead sentries still lay in the passage, and Isidro made a mental note to have them removed. As they stepped over the stiffened bodies, the lights awoke to a soft glow.

The best course was patience, Isidro decided. Only time would tell if they could regain what they’d once had.

Then Sierra caught his sleeve, pulling him to a stop. ‘Issey, I …’ she began, and then faltered.


He wanted to touch her. He wanted to stroke her hair, to press her body against his, to breathe in her scent and feel her warmth.

She glanced up, meeting his eyes for a moment before looking away. ‘Issey, I’m sorry I couldn’t get word to you when I was in the camp. And I feel absolutely wretched for making you work with Rasten. I swear, if there had been any other way —’

‘Sirri,’ he said, ‘don’t worry about that now. We’re all together again, and we have the Spire. That’s all that matters.’

She pressed her lips together, and her steel-blue eyes were still unhappy. Isidro sighed. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘do you blame me for cooperating with the Slavers?’

‘Of course not!’ she said. ‘We wouldn’t be here now otherwise.’

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘Given where it’s got us, having to deal with Rasten was a price worth paying.’

Her hand was still on his arm; he felt power humming beneath her skin and saw in her eyes the flash and flicker of a distant storm.

Then Isidro could resist no longer. He curled his hand around the back of her neck and kissed her, burying his fingers in her thick, dark hair. She slipped her hands beneath his coat, hesitant at first, but when she discovered strength and muscle beneath her palms, instead of staring ribs and healing scars her hunger grew more demanding. Her power rose, and where their bodies touched it flowed through him like a golden, singing breeze.

He’d imagined this moment a thousand times, and this wasn’t how he’d intended it to happen. But when he tried to pull away, to suggest they might be more comfortable elsewhere, she refused to release him from her encircling arms.

‘Sirri —’

‘No! I want you now!’

He laughed at that, because this was the Sirri he remembered.

With his right arm still in a sling, he shrugged himself free of his coat and let the fur fall to a puddle at his feet while Sierra cast off her clothes. Isidro lifted her up with one arm around her waist, and although it was not as smooth or controlled as he would have liked, she didn’t seem to care. When he pressed against the stone at her back it was warm and humming with power.

She wrapped her legs around him with a moan that sent a ripple of energy flowing over her skin. Encased in her power, in her warmth and her scent, Isidro let sensation sweep over him and carry the world away.

Once they were sated neither wanted anything but to rest for a moment, so with bundled furs to cushion the stone, they sprawled across the narrow passage with the wall at their backs. Sierra held Isidro’s hand between her delicate palms, measuring the spread of her fingers against his. ‘Issey? What if I can’t learn this stuff?’

‘You will,’ he said. ‘Besides, we have Delphine, and for all her faults, she’s truly brilliant.’

‘But she won’t help us willingly.’

‘Well … we both know it’s possible to make someone cooperate,’ Isidro said. ‘I won’t have her beaten and starved, but I know how Kell treated you … Isolation and deprivation may take a little longer, but we’ll wear her down in the end.’

She shivered and huddled closer to him. ‘There’s one thing we have to remember. You and I were made to cooperate, true, but we turned on our captors the first chance we had.’

‘So we did,’ he said. ‘And Delphine strikes me as the sort to hold a grudge. We’ll have to watch her like hawks …’ He’d done what he had to do, but still he felt torn. He admired and respected Delphine, and he was not looking forward to what it would take to break down her resistance.

‘I wish I could stay here all day,’ Sierra said. ‘But we have work to do.’ She reached for her clothes, and with a rueful shake of his head Isidro did the same.

As Sierra bent to recover her boots, she winced and pressed a hand to her belly. A moment later, she staggered, scrabbling for a grip on the smooth wall as she gasped and doubled over in pain.

‘Sirri?’ Isidro said as he hurried to steady her. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Ah, by the Black Sun …’ She glanced up at his face and shook her head. ‘It’s not me. I’m finally learning to tell when it’s just an echo of someone else’s pain. Give me a moment, it’ll pass …’

‘An echo?’ he said, feeling stupid.

‘From one of the freed slaves, I think,’ Sierra said. She sat and hugged her knees to her belly and grimaced.


From the entrance of the passage, Isidro heard someone splashing through water and scrambling over the stones. ‘Isidro?’ a light voice called. ‘Sierra? Are you there?’

He almost called her Lucia, but corrected himself at the last moment. ‘Amaya? In here.’

She peered around the doorway and then hurried towards them, wet boots skidding on the polished stone. After her duties for the mages, Amaya didn’t so much as blink at the unnatural surroundings. ‘Rhia sent me to ask you to come at once,’ she said to Sierra. ‘One of the women is ill. Rhia thinks she’s having a miscarriage, and she is afraid it will be very bad.’

‘I think she’s right,’ Sierra said. ‘I’d best go, even if all I can do is take the pain.’

‘Well, I want to talk to Delphine anyway,’ Isidro said. ‘I’ll get the warding-stones on her, but I’ll leave her in the dampening chamber until you’re free to attend. After that, I’ll set aside those books for you.’

She made a face at that, but nodded as he helped her to her feet. ‘Amaya, you might have to help her down the cascade.’

As Amaya led Sierra away, Isidro watched them go with a sigh. He’d dreamt of having her in his arms again for so long, and it was over in just a few moments … He would have to get used to it, he supposed. She was pivotal now, and there would be many demands on her time.

He went through to Nirveli’s chamber, and paused there for a moment to study the featureless wall. In the excitement of the battle he’d had no time to think about the puzzle of the woman trapped within the stone. It seemed so unreal that he’d have sworn he’d dreamt it if Sierra and Delphine hadn’t witnessed the wonder alongside him. It was yet another thing that demanded attention, but for the moment seeing to Delphine was more pressing. Isidro watched the wall as he crossed the chamber, but there wasn’t even a flicker of light to stay him.

He slowed as he descended the spiral stairs. He’d been in too much of a hurry before to take in the wonder that Vasant had built. Now, without the battle to distract him, he could consider the puzzle more thoroughly.

The level below was laid out much like a barracks, with a broad central corridor and a number of chambers opening off each side. The air seemed fresh, not stale, and combined with the warmth held by the peculiar structure, this gave the rooms the odd feeling of having been recently inhabited, as though those who’d built it had left only moments before. There was no concrete sign of its previous occupants, however. The place had been swept and polished so clean that there wasn’t so much as a fingerprint on the shining stone.

He ventured into the nearest chamber, and found the sleeping-platforms built into the walls padded with mattresses of quilted cloth and wool, with a few blankets neatly folded at the foot of each one. He edged one mattress away from the wall, but the gap had been swept perfectly clean. Those who had lived here had taken care to remove every last trace of themselves before they had gone to their deaths.

Curiosity drove him to explore a little further. The corridor down another level held still more wonders: a sunken chamber that was every bit as cold as the tunnels that had brought them here — cold storage, he guessed. There was a bathing chamber with a hot pool sunk into the floor, and a furnace that burned with a heat fiercer than any forge produced.

There were other chambers down there, presumably with functions of their own, but he could not identify them at a glance and decided he had spent enough time indulging himself. He made his way back up to the level above.

In the stairwell, Isidro paused. Some instinct insisted he was not alone, but after listening carefully he put it down to the eeriness of the Spire. There were no rats or mice down here, not even moths to burrow into the woollen mattresses. It was perfectly sterile and wholly unnatural — wasn’t that reason enough to make the hairs rise on one’s neck? And in any case, if he had heard a noise, it was probably Delphine stirring behind her barred door.

Isidro felt for the warding-stones tucked into his sash, unable to decide if he was looking forward to this moment or dreading it. Part of him relished the idea of turning the tables on the woman who had ruled his life for the last few months, but another part shuddered at the thought of forcing her to cooperate. Delphine no more deserved such treatment than he had, but there was no helping it. She had been in the right place at the right time and she would have to live with the consequences, just as he had.

Drawing one last breath to steady himself, Isidro unbarred the door and pushed it open.


He heard Delphine gasp, but he couldn’t see her in the pitch blackness of the chamber. Isidro set his lantern-stone glowing, then stepped inside, shutting the door firmly behind him. The stone did not so much as flicker as he stepped across the threshold, but that feeling of suffocation closed around him at once.

Delphine was huddled in a corner with her back to the wall. She flinched away from the light, squinting against the glow. After hours in utter darkness, it must have glared like the sun.

‘Who’s there?’ she said, trying to sound tough, but Isidro heard a tremor of fear in her voice. She was fighting to look at him, blinking fiercely through watering eyes in a way that reminded him of Sierra fighting snow-blindness when Cam brought her to their camp.

‘Who is it?’ she asked again. ‘Aleksar? Is that you?’

That last was said with a note of relief. She still trusted him, Isidro realised. If she had no memory of his attack the day before, he could use it to his advantage. If Delphine knew he’d betrayed her she would fight him tooth and nail, and while he was not the trembling wreck she had nursed back to health, he was no longer a warrior, either — and she knew all his weaknesses.

‘It’s me, madame,’ he said in Akharian, and Delphine sobbed with relief.

‘What’s happened? Are my girls alright?’

‘They’re fine, madame. I can get you out of here. Just let me get to your hands …’

She shuffled around at once to face the wall and Isidro pulled out one of the bracelets. Delphine had been working on the bonds — she had managed to untie the strips around her feet, but her hands were still bound.

Isidro pulled the bracelet over his fingers, took hold of Delphine’s small hand and slipped it around her wrist. Delphine went stiff against him, but before she had time to react he’d caught the ends of the cords and pulled them tight.

‘What are you doing?’ Delphine demanded. ‘What is going on here? Aleksar, tell me at once!’

‘Hold still,’ he told her. ‘This will only take a moment.’

He felt the very moment her trust shattered, but at that point there was little she could do. She tried to kick and squirm away from him, but he pressed a knee across her legs and leant his shoulder into her back to pin her against the wall. Once both bracelets were in place he checked they were pulled tight; they fit so closely one couldn’t even wedge a bit of cloth between the stones and her fine dark skin.

When it was done he stepped away, and Delphine furiously wrenched and jerked against the bonds, shuffling around to face him. ‘You beast! You ungrateful wretch! I should have left you with Torren! I should never …’ Tears of rage spilled over her cheeks.

Isidro crouched down so that they were eye to eye. ‘If you cooperate, I promise you won’t be harmed.’

Delphine drew herself up to reply, but before she could speak Isidro heard a noise in the hall outside — the scuff of boots on stone, and a low voice, quite unintelligible through the stout wooden door.

His immediate thought was Sierra, and he called out to her without thinking. ‘Sirri? We’re in here.’

Delphine narrowed her eyes.

There was no reply from the hall, and Isidro felt himself go still. Sierra would have called back in reply, but the people outside went quiet at once. He tried to reach for her, but of course that was impossible in the dampening chamber — all he found was a numb blank spot in that corner of his mind.

He went to the door and pressed his ear against the wood. He could make out male voices, but the words themselves were lost.

In the corner Delphine pushed herself up, using the wall for support. Isidro kept one eye on her as he listened. Were they arguing? Discussing? Whatever the topic of conversation, it appeared to be settled, because the voices fell silent.

Delphine drew a shaking breath. ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded. ‘Who’s out there?’

‘Hush,’ Isidro commanded her, and then realised at once that was a mistake.

Delphine threw her head back and screamed. ‘Help! I’m in here, help!’

Isidro crossed the room in one stride and grabbed her, shaking her into silence as he dragged her back to the door. He reached it just as someone outside tried to shove it open. He slammed it shut with his shoulder, hauling Delphine against him as he leant against it, adding her weight to his as the men outside pounded on the wood. ‘Open up, in the name of the general!’ someone shouted in rough Akharian.


Someone was playing a very dangerous game, Isidro realised.

He should have guessed how Delphine would react — it was a reasonable presumption that any enemy of his was a friend of hers. She couldn’t know how thoroughly the Akharians had been defeated.

Delphine looked up at him with dark brown eyes full of rage and fury, and drove her elbow into his injured right arm, aiming between the splints and stones and the leather straps that bound them all in place.

His arm exploded in agony, a pain so intense it made lights flash across his eyes. Isidro heard himself let out a low, guttural cry of pain and his grip went lax as he slumped to the floor.

Feeling the resistance fall away, the men shoved through. Delphine wrenched free of his hand and darted around the door, only to scream again when she realised they weren’t Akharians coming to help her. Isidro caught a brief glimpse of their faces before they dragged her out of sight. Filthy and unkempt, with sunken, hollow cheeks, they were some of the slaves freed the day before.

As the two men dragged Delphine away, a third peered owlishly down at Isidro and then tried to shut the door.

Some dry and unemotional part of Isidro’s mind considered the situation. Well, at least we’ll know if the restraints will hold.

If he was locked in, he would be as helpless as Delphine, unable to do a thing while they took their revenge on one of the few Akharians that was vulnerable and in their reach.

Isidro grabbed the edge of the door. While the other man had the advantage of two good hands, Isidro was heavier and stronger. He wedged himself between the door and the jamb, defending his head and his wounded arm with his good hand while the other fellow tried to kick him away. Once Isidro got his legs around, he swept the man’s feet out from underneath him and dropped him to the floor with a thud.

One of the other two men had Delphine pinned face down on the floor; he was sitting on her back while his companion tore at her clothes.

Without thinking Isidro turned on them with a roar. He seized the nearest man by the collar and hauled him off her, sending him skidding across the polished floor.

Then Sierra made contact, filling his vision with confusion. Another scene overlaid the hall: a tent full of bustling women, and Rhia issuing a rapid stream of orders. On the floor, Torren’s slave-girl contorted, shrieking as she clutched her swollen belly.

Issey! You’re hurt! What’s going on?

Some of the freed slaves found out we have Delphine. I think they want revenge.

Oh, by the Black Sun —

I need help, Sirri!

Sierra turned to the door, but she stumbled as the woman on the floor cried out with another contraction.

Mira turned to steady her, grabbing her by the arm. ‘Sirri, where —?’

‘Isidro needs help in the installation,’ Sierra said. ‘Some of the freed slaves are going after Delphine.’

Mira stared at her in shock. ‘They wouldn’t dare.’

‘Tigers take them, Mira, I can see it through his eyes. He’s hurt, too …’

‘Well, you’re in no shape to go — you’ll fall down that wretched waterfall and break your neck. Is Delphine contained?’

Sierra nodded.

‘Then he just needs some men to help.’ Mira went to the tent’s entrance with Sierra stumbling after her.

There weren’t many warriors around. Word had spread of what was happening in the tent and the clansmen had made themselves scarce, but Mira spotted one of Ardamon’s cohort slinking past. ‘You there,’ she said. ‘Floren, isn’t it?’

He bowed. ‘Yes, my lady.’

‘Isidro’s having trouble with freed slaves trying to rough up our prisoner. Get some men and go help him sort it out, will you? Go quickly: we can’t have her harmed.’

‘Yes, my lady,’ the soldier said, bowing again and turning away.

‘And send someone to ask Cam to come find me right away,’ Sierra called after him. Issey? Help is on the way.

It couldn’t come quickly enough. The men he was facing had produced clubs salvaged from the fallen Slavers. One of them dragged Delphine aside, while the others stalked him like hunters, manoeuvring him away step by step. As they forced him back, the man standing over Delphine drove a fist into her face, and Isidro clenched his teeth in helpless anger. He had made sure Delphine was defenceless. If she was raped down here it would be his fault.

Sierra hadn’t broken the contact — he could feel her watching, waiting for the men she’d sent to arrive … but moments were streaming past, and there was no sound of anyone rushing to help.

They’re not coming, Isidro thought. There was only one option left to him. Sirri, can you give me some power?

Her first reply was a sense of wordless surprise, but she didn’t waste time asking for explanations. She simply opened the connection further and power hit him in a rush, a great surging storm of energy. His heart began to pound, and as the power rippled along his bones and through his flesh Isidro felt as though his blood was boiling.

Power spilled from his hands in a shower of sparks, minute strands of lightning that dripped and trickled from his fingers with a brilliant blue glow streaked here and there with a sooty red.

The colour struck him as odd, but Isidro couldn’t spare it a thought. Power coursed through his veins, and as the men facing him recoiled from the sight Isidro summoned it to his fingertips, and then flung it at the nearest man.

It hit him full in the chest and hurled him back against the wall.

Since the most he’d ever managed was a shield, Isidro stared for a second at his hand in shock, barely able to believe it had actually worked. The other man advanced swiftly, club raised to swing. Isidro reached for Sierra’s power again, and this time it did form a shield — a glowing blue replica of a warrior’s buckler — perhaps, the dry and analytical part of him considered, because that was the foremost thought in his mind. The club glanced off and Isidro rammed the rim of the shield into the man’s face, a move he’d practised countless times back when he had two good hands. The man stumbled back, his mouth full of broken teeth and blood.

Isidro cast the shield aside, and it simply vanished as it left his fingers. He snatched up a fallen club and rushed the last man, who was still pinning Delphine to the polished black floor.

The man had a club of his own, which he was using to punish Delphine for her attempts to kick at him while she lay on her belly on the floor. He raised it, cowering, while Isidro swung; with one blow he knocked the club aside, and with a second he struck the man’s temple and knocked him out cold.

He shoved the club into his sash and helped Delphine up. Her face was sallow, as near to pale as her dark skin would allow, tears stained her cheeks and she was terrified and gasping for breath.

‘Come on,’ he said, leading her back along the hall, and this time she didn’t argue, but stumbled along at his side, glancing fearfully over her shoulder.

‘Is there another way out?’

‘No,’ he said, cocking his head to listen. There were voices drifting down the stairs, but at this point he would trust no one unless it was a face he knew. He thought he heard Nirveli shouting — her tone was high and worried — not a good sign. He tried to listen in on Sierra, and found her arguing furiously with someone telling her Cam couldn’t be disturbed.

Sirri, you’ll have to find him yourself, Isidro said. Your messages aren’t getting through.

Still pulling Delphine with him Isidro kicked open doors and peered into chambers, searching for something, anything he could use.

The last chamber was full of furniture, stacked into the small space in a chaotic jumble. It was not ideal, but it would do.

He hauled Delphine inside just as the men burst into the hall. ‘There they are!’ one shouted as he slammed the door.

Unbalanced with her hands still bound, Delphine stumbled and fell. Isidro winced for the new set of bruises it would give her, but he concentrated on shoving trunks and chests over to block the door. Delphine struggled to her feet to help him, pushing with her shoulder.

Once all the readily movable furniture was piled against the entrance, Isidro beckoned her over. Men began to pound on the door. It was a kind of madness, he supposed, but what was lust for blood and vengeance other than a form of insanity? As much as it revolted him, he could understand why they felt driven to this. If Sierra or Mira had been raped and abused as the other women had, could he honestly say he wouldn’t share their men’s thirst for revenge?

He checked on Sierra and found her striding up to Cam, so furious that she loosed a shower of sparks with every movement, and had to shout to make herself heard over the buzz and crackle of power in the air.


Delphine yelped with every thud of wood. ‘Come here,’ Isidro said. ‘I’ll try to free your hands.’

She came at once, but kept peering over her shoulder to check on his progress. ‘Hurry!’

‘I’m trying! The wretched knots have been pulled as tight as they’ll go.’

‘Then cut them, you fool!’

‘I don’t have a knife! Slaves don’t carry weapons, remember.’ Isidro cursed himself for failing to find one, but it hadn’t occurred to him that he’d need it.

In the end he used his teeth, and pulled the bonds loose just as the door was torn away in splinters and men began to scramble over the barricade.

Isidro pulled her to the back of the room. Here there was more furniture piled up — tables, benches and chairs, all heavy and ornate enough to grace a ruling clan’s hall. Dropping to the floor, the two of them wound their way between the legs and cross-pieces. It was wedged together too tightly to be easily dismantled, but that didn’t stop the crazed and rioting former slaves from trying, before those of them with some wits left tried to crawl in after them instead.

At first Isidro put Delphine behind him, but he soon realised that that was hopeless — they would drag him away and then do as they wished to her. Sirri!

We’re coming! Cam was following her up the cascade, but at the top they found a cluster of freed slaves, men and women both, blocking their path.

‘Black Sun take them all,’ Isidro said. ‘Give me your wrist!’ He started working on the knots that bound the cuff.

Once she realised what he was doing Delphine started on the other one, trying to loosen them with her teeth as well, but she was shaking so badly she could hardly find the knot.

The first bracelet came free and Isidro yanked it from her wrist. It snagged on her soft dark skin, raising beads of blood.

One of the men reaching through to them seized Delphine’s ankle, and she screamed and clutched at Isidro.

‘Hold on!’ Isidro braced his legs against a stout trunk and caught her under the arms with his good arm to steady her until she wrapped her unbound arm around his waist and clung to him, kicking at the grasping hands and sobbing with fear as he worked on freeing the other bracelet.

He worked the cords loose as a glimmer of blue light played over the nail-heads on the trunk, and a tiny spark jumped from one to the next.

In the hall, someone screamed as a sheet of lightning swept across the corridor. The tone of the shouting changed, and Isidro heard Cam bellowing his name.

The clutching hands withdrew as the attackers scrambled away from the crackling strands of light. Delphine collapsed against him, and a moment later Cam’s face appeared where the mad-eyed men had been. ‘Issey? How in the Black Sun’s name did you get yourself into this one?’

Isidro drew a deep breath, and shifted his grip on Delphine’s wrist. The cords were loose, the bracelet ready to slip free. He clamped his hand over it, pressing the cold, numbing stones against her skin.

Delphine went stiff and still in his arms. Then Cam reached through and took hold of her, taking the same grip to prevent her slipping free of the restraints.

Pushed beyond endurance, Delphine didn’t fight him as Isidro crawled out after her, bringing the other bracelet with him. With Sierra standing over them, glowing like a beacon, no one spoke. When Cam set Delphine on the floor and twisted her arm up to slip the bracelet on again, she slumped in a heap of shuddering, heaving sobs.

Back down in the cavern, it seemed a riot was taking place. Ardamon had summoned the men who had come with him and Cam, but only a handful were free to answer his call — the rest were guarding the surrendered Akharians, who knew something was going on and were growing restless.

Suddenly Isidro felt very vulnerable. Once they were down the cascade, he fell into step beside Mira, who was leading the still-weeping and near-hysterical Delphine away to have her injuries treated. ‘Mira, how are we for supplies? Can we store some emergency rations in the installation, in case we have to retreat and batten down for a while?’

She gave him a sharp glance. ‘It’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘I’ll see to it.’

The freed slaves crowded around, demanding to know what was going on, but Cam ignored their questions while making sure that they stayed well back from the prisoner.


Perhaps a quarter or a third of the slaves had been involved in the attack, not all of them male. As they’d left the installation the men had been cowed by Sierra’s display of power and her obvious anger, but a few of the women refused to back down, even though Sierra was still wreathed with dancing strands of energy. Instead they had hurled abuse and insults at her, until Ardamon shouted them down and some other women came forward to drag them away.

Sierra didn’t react, but only looked right through them with an icy gaze. When Isidro dropped back to speak with her, she dismissed the matter with a shrug. ‘They’re angry it took so long to free them,’ she said. ‘I can’t truly blame them. In the camps you live from day to day: it’s hard to see the greater picture. Honestly, Issey, it was worse than Kell’s dungeons sometimes. If you angered the Slavers you’d get a beating, but if you cooperated too readily the other women turned on you …’ She laid her hand on his wrist. ‘Are you sure you don’t need Rhia? I can feel that arm throbbing.’

‘It’s nowhere near as bad as it was,’ Isidro said, and then winced as another scream echoed through the cavern. ‘Besides, it sounds like she has her hands full.’ The women who might have put a stop to this mess had been thoroughly distracted — which had played a large part in what happened, Isidro suspected.

‘Yes,’ Sierra said. ‘I’d best go back. Not that there’s much I can do besides hold the poor girl’s hand. I know little enough of babies and even less of miscarriage.’

‘How did it happen?’ Isidro asked. Knowing how the child had been conceived, he couldn’t bring himself to be sorry for the loss. ‘I didn’t think she was hurt last night.’

‘She wasn’t,’ Sierra said. ‘Her old master had a medicine kit, and she found something in it to slip the babe.’

Isidro still felt guilt for what had happened to Torren’s slave — his refusal to eat had earnt her a beating that night, he was certain. ‘Will she live?’

‘Rhia says it looks hopeful, but it’s early yet. I know the others are going to discuss what’s to be done about this Delphine situation. Will you tell me what they decide? I won’t be easy until I know it can’t happen again.’

‘I’ll tell you everything, Sirri.’


She trailed her hand along his arm in farewell, and then hurried back to the tent where she had left Rhia and the labouring woman.

Since Rhia had more willing hands than she could use, Mira called some of them away and left Delphine under their guard in a separate tent while she joined Cam, Ardamon and Isidro to discuss the matter.

‘First of all,’ Mira said, ‘I want to know how in the Black Sun’s name this came to happen. None of them knew that Isidro had taken the woman prisoner, or that he was down there alone —’

Amaya had been hovering by the door with her face pale with worry, but now she pushed through and knelt on the floor with a stifled sob, keeping her eyes on the ground. ‘My lady, it was my doing. One of the women asked me where Isidro and Sierra were going, and I told her they’d taken madame prisoner. My lady, please forgive me, I never imagined they’d do something like that!’

‘This isn’t your fault, Amaya,’ Mira said. ‘I won’t let anyone suggest otherwise.’ She turned to Ardamon. ‘I suppose it must have been decided on the spur of the moment, when Sierra came back and they realised Isidro was there alone.’

‘At least it wasn’t planned,’ Ardamon said. ‘That’s marginally better.’

‘Ardamon, this cannot be tolerated,’ Mira said. ‘They must be flogged, at the very least.’

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ Cam said. Mira began to protest, but he went on. ‘Oh, they should be punished, I agree, but there were over a dozen men and women involved in that debacle. How’s Sierra going to manage so many being in that kind of pain? Rasten has been helping to control her power, but he has no reason to aid her now. If her power spills and she damages what Vasant built here, then all we’ve gone through will be for nothing.’

There was a moment of silence as everyone considered his point, and then Mira swore. ‘Oh, by the Bright Sun, Cam, you’re right, we can’t punish them here. We could send them to the surface to be tried by Uncle Dremman, but how will those up above judge this? They’ll say it’s understandable, the anger of men who saw their brothers slaughtered, their homes destroyed and their women raped. They’ll get nothing more than a token stroke of a cane, and then half the men in the army will want to pour them a drink and shake their hand.’


‘Even the ones who cursed that lot for attacking Isidro along with the Akharian will already be murmuring of forgiveness,’ Ardamon said, still scowling. ‘I hate to let this go unpunished, but if we act too harshly we risk rebellion.’

Cam was watching Isidro as he sat gingerly on the furs. Now that they were together again, Isidro regretted they didn’t have the comforts of Mira’s well-appointed tent, and particularly her leather-slung and fur-padded chairs. He was already stiffening up from the fight, and the throbbing of his arm was growing stronger.

‘Issey?’ Cam said. ‘Any thoughts?’

‘Only that you’re right about the risk to Sierra,’ Isidro said. ‘What does this leave us? Punishment duty? Cut rations?’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Cam said. ‘We’ll set them to guard the rest of the prisoners. It’s a cold, tedious duty, and it’ll keep them out of trouble if we assign a few trusted men to make sure they don’t start having fun with the Akharians.’

‘They won’t see that as a punishment,’ Mira said.

‘Not at first,’ Cam replied. ‘But after a few hours on their feet and on short rations they might feel differently.’

Isidro was not so sure of that — the former slaves were accustomed to scanty meals and other discomforts — but he said nothing. Their options were limited, and they all knew it.

Delphine wrapped shaking hands around the tea-bowl, and narrowed her eyes at the woman who had offered it to her. She was Akharian, with tawny hair and lightly bronzed skin, and not so much as a hint of Ricalani blood in the shape of her features. ‘Who are you?’ Delphine demanded in Akharian. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘My name is Rhia,’ the woman replied in the same tongue. ‘I’m a physician in Lady Mira’s service. Drink the tea, it will soothe your nerves and dull the aches. Where are you hurt?’

Delphine turned away. ‘It’s nothing but bumps and scratches.’

‘You’d best let me look them over,’ Rhia said, measuring more herbs into her mortar.

Delphine felt very strange as she looked around the unfamiliar tent, which smelled of a peculiar mix of male sweat and sharp herbs. She must be numb, she concluded. Never in her life had she been threatened with such violence or felt so much terror. And all after waking alone, confused and with an aching head, bound hand and foot and somehow with no more power than an ordinary person … the events of the morning were nightmarish and overwhelming, and she still couldn’t quite piece together what had happened.

Once the herbs were steeping the physician moved behind her and prodded at the sore spot on the back of Delphine’s head, and with a hiss of pain she pulled away. ‘Oh, just leave me alone.’

‘If you don’t let me examine you, I’ll call Cam in here and he’ll hold you down while I tend your wounds,’ Rhia said. ‘It would be best to let me do my job.’

Delphine glared at her, and then pointedly looked away. While Rhia cleaned the cuts and scrapes and applied a poultice to the lump on the back of her skull, Delphine ran through the morning’s events once again.

She could see what had happened now — there was only one explanation. She had been betrayed. She’d been lied to, misled and used, strung along like a foolish girl with a crush. Aleksar must have been planning this for months, spying on her all the while. Oh, how he must have laughed while she did all she could to protect him from discovery, at the risk of her career, her position and her life.

All for the sake of a barbarian slave, Delphine thought. By the Good Goddess herself, I must be the biggest fool in creation. This disaster was her own doing — it was she who’d brought Aleksar to Vasant’s last cache, and by all the hells, it was she who’d plucked the girl-mage out of the slave-masters’ hands! Not to mention missed her Corrupted talent. That wretched toad of a man had played her like a flute … She’d acted with compassion and mercy, taking pity on the poor enslaved barbarians, and how had they repaid her? After all she had done for him, Aleksar had coldly and deliberately used her.

When tears stung her eyes and tightened her throat, Delphine swallowed hard and furiously blinked them back. She would not cry. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. With teeth clenched, she clamped her hands into fists within her sleeves. Anger would serve her better now than tears. Why should she feel ashamed?

Delphine stiffened as she heard footsteps approaching outside. ‘Rhia?’ a dark and familiar voice called from beyond the tent flaps.

‘You can come in, Isidro,’ Rhia called back.


When he stooped to enter, Delphine looked away in a flush of fury. How could she have trusted this man? How could she ever have dreamt that they might one day make a life together in Akhara? Delphine felt utterly disgusted with herself, and with him.

‘Is she hurt?’ he asked.

‘Only cuts and bruises, although I will want to check that lump on her head for the next few days.’

‘Good,’ her former slave said. ‘Thank you, Rhia.’

As the woman slipped out of the tent Delphine forced herself to look at him. He was weary, with shadowy circles under his eyes and a bruise darkening on his jaw. His cheeks were flushed, just as they always were after they’d been working long hours on short sleep. In the morning he would be feverish.

‘Well, I hope you’re proud of yourself,’ she snapped. ‘You wretched piece of barbarian scum, you stinking weasel!’

She wanted to see him bristle, but instead he smiled faintly and crouched so they were once again eye to eye. ‘Proud of myself?’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I am. I’ve freed myself, I’ve freed Mira, who by the way is my brother’s woman, along with all the other prisoners down here. In the next few days I expect the general to make a peace-offering to our allies of the women and children held as slaves, as well as beginning negotiations of terms to free the men. Because of your work I’ve been able to bring the woman I love right to the heart of Demon’s Spire and give her access to everything the Last Great Mage set aside for our future. So yes, you could say I’m very well pleased with what you helped me bring about.’

‘Wipe that smug look off your face, you ass! Just how long have you been planning this?’

‘From the moment I found out what you were looking for.’

Delphine looked down her nose at him. ‘I don’t believe you pulled this off all on your own. You may have the wits, but not the power. So who was it? Not that gawky black-haired crow of a mage. You do know what she is, don’t you?’

He watched her steadily, his left hand resting open on his knee, his right arm still cradled in a sling across his chest. Delphine remembered his grunt of pain when she drove her elbow between the splints, and permitted herself a smile.


‘She’s a Sympath,’ he said.

‘No,’ Delphine said. ‘She’s a Corrupted Sympath. Oh, I recall all those questions you asked me, Aleksar, but nothing I told you then applies to her. That little chit is rotten to the core, ruined like meat left out in the sun. She’s halfway to being a Blood-Mage.’

He cocked his head as he watched her, as though studying some curious insect. Delphine wanted nothing so much as to slap that look off his face.

‘You’re wrong,’ he said, quite calmly.

‘You’d like to believe that, wouldn’t you? But you know it’s the truth, Aleksar. That ghost woman in the chamber said the same thing, and I know you heard it. Your sweetheart has power, I’ll grant you, but she doesn’t know the first thing about using it, does she? I could tell that much at a glance. So …’ Delphine narrowed her eyes. ‘Neither of you are accomplished enough to fuel a strike like this. Who does that leave, then? There are only two other mages of note in this Gods-forsaken land …’ Delphine peered more closely at his face, and laughed. ‘Oh by the Good Goddess, don’t tell me — you joined forces with one of the Blood-Mages? The ones who raped and tortured you?’

‘Delphine,’ he said, so sharply that she knew her barb had struck, and she smiled again.

He drew a breath, visibly steadying himself. ‘What exactly do you expect to accomplish by baiting me?’

‘Only the satisfaction of making you squirm like the worm you are,’ Delphine said.

He shrugged. ‘If that’s what it takes for you to accept your situation —’

‘Oh, I am well aware of my situation,’ Delphine said. ‘It’s you who are deluded. You poor fool, you’d have been better off staying my servant — at least then you had a chance of earning your freedom, not to mention growing old. If you insist on pinning all your hopes on that wretched girl, your future is destined to be painful and short. Now let me guess, you’re bedding her, aren’t you? Does she feed off the pain in your arm? Why do you think she chose a weak and crippled man instead of some strapping young warrior, hmm? Answer me that.’

Aleksar — he had another name, but she refused to acknowledge it — closed his eyes. ‘Delphine, hold your wretched tongue.’

‘You will address me as madame!’ she thundered.


‘No. You’re my prisoner, and I’ll call you what I like. You’re lucky I’m willing to pay you the courtesy of using your own name instead of assigning you another. Now, let me explain, Delphine, exactly what we’re facing here. Our foreign king cares far more for his mother’s people than the northern clans — he couldn’t care less if the Akharian legions rounded up every Ricalani and marched them off to Akhara — he’d quite happily let us rot. The only reason the crown is lending us any help at all is because Sierra is here, and Severian wants her back. She is quite possibly the most powerful mage born to Ricalan since Vasant walked the earth. The king’s pet Blood-Mage, Kell, uses her to generate power, and he’s sent his apprentice, Rasten, that’s the one who did this,’ he held up his splinted right arm, ‘to bring her back.

‘Sierra is our only hope of driving the invaders off our lands and defending our people from slavery. She’s untrained — Kell made sure she couldn’t use her power against him. This is where you come in, Delphine — you are to train her in mage-craft.’

Delphine folded her arms across her chest. ‘So that’s what you want from me, is it?’ She shrugged. ‘Why not? It means she’ll kill you all the faster, but I see no problem with that.’

His forehead twitched as he suppressed a frown. He’d expected more of a fight, and now she had him on the back foot. ‘She’s untrained,’ he said, ‘but she’s not foolish. If you think you can trick her into doing us harm …’

Delphine heaved a sigh. ‘You really have no idea what you’ve got yourself into, do you, you poor foolish boy? I don’t need to trick her: she’ll destroy you all by herself. Your Blood-Mage had a hold of her, did he, before she hid herself among the slaves? How long was she with him?’

‘Long enough to know she despises him and all his kind.’

Delphine waved the words away with a flick of her hand. ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve told you about Sympaths, you dolt. Have you forgotten it all? A Sympath taps into the life-force of the people they feed from. Feeding from pleasure is a safe path, because when the participants are sated, the connection fades. But pain can be unceasing — a Corrupted Sympath will never stop feeding until the subject is dead. The more you feed a Sympath the stronger they grow. If she is fed on pain and suffering, her power will be a glutton by now, always craving more, always driving her to feed it. It’s a wild thing, and it’ll burn through you all and leave nothing but ash. It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t mean to do it: she won’t be able to stop herself. Tell me, has she started killing people yet? Has she progressed to draining people of their life-force? The first sign it’s got away from her will be when she starts destroying enchantments, but once she moves on to people, she’ll never go back.’

‘If that’s the case, you’ll have to find a way to stop it,’ Isidro said. ‘You’re not leaving here until she’s trained.’

‘Or until she blows these wretched enchantments,’ Delphine said, holding up the ugly bracelets wired around her wrists. ‘The moment these bonds are broken, I’ll be gone and you can rot down here in the grave you’ve made for yourself. Now, since you’re vowed and determined to hasten your own end, I see no reason to delay. If it’s lessons you want, lessons you shall have. When do we begin?’

He was still watching her steadily through narrowed eyes. ‘Later,’ he said. ‘You’ve taken a blow to the head and it’s made you erratic. You’ll stay in here until I summon you, Delphine. Try to leave and I’ll have you chained, is that understood?’ He rose then, and turned to leave.

‘I should have let you kill yourself!’ Delphine hurled after him as he ducked back through the tent-flap. Then, when she was alone, the long-threatening tears began to spill. ‘Rot in hell, you son of a bitch,’ she said, and then, because she was feeling rather unwell, she lay down on the ground cloth were she sat, and closed her eyes. While she willed the world to stop spinning around her, Delphine began to plot her revenge.

‘Isidro!’

Cam hailed him almost the moment he left the tent. Isidro was feeling utterly wretched, but the sight of his brother jogging towards him through the gloom was enough to cheer him, at least for the moment.

Then he noticed just how dim and oppressive the gloom had become. Cam held one of the Akharian lanterns, glowing as faintly as the coal on the wick of a snuffed candle.

‘How’s your prisoner?’ Cam asked him.

Isidro shook his head. ‘Don’t ask. The lights are fading, then? I should have realised that would happen.’

‘Mira’s sent to Dremman to beg for supplies, but they won’t be here for a few days, at least. We didn’t expect to find anything like this down here,’ Cam said, studying the lantern. ‘But I hate to think how smoky this chamber is going to get if we rely on oil and wood. Sirri told me you’ve … well, that you’re gaining some powers. Can you get these things to work again?’

Isidro took it from him. ‘Might be better to ask her …’

‘I did. She killed the first one the moment she touched it, and then refused to go near the rest.’

Isidro pressed his lips together, swallowing a curse. Delphine’s just trying to play us, he told himself. Sympaths are rare enough in the empire, Corrupted ones even more so. This is conjecture, nothing more. Besides, Sierra had destroyed enchantments before — she’d blasted the stone she’d used to contact Cam; and Rasten, their only other authority on mage-craft, hadn’t seemed at all concerned by the fact.

But why would Rasten care? What would he do if he thought Sierra was endangering us all? Isidro couldn’t believe he would lift one finger to prevent it.

His head hurt. Blood was throbbing through his skull and behind his eyes, and with a sigh Isidro rubbed his face on his sleeve. He was too weary to deal with this now. Delphine had to be wrong. He would make her wrong. He had no other choice. Sierra was their only hope. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Isidro said, and Cam hooked his thumbs into his belt.

‘Now about this place the old mages built — I’ve been hearing some strange tales. Is it as good as you hoped?’

Isidro had forgotten that all Cam had seen of the installation was what he’d glimpsed on the way to help him and Delphine. ‘It’s … it’s incredible. Come on, I’ll show you. You have to see it for yourself,’ he said, turning towards the cascade.

Cam let him go ahead, and watched as he picked his way across the stones. ‘Sirri told me the Akharians were treating you well. Hearing it and seeing it are two different things, I suppose.’

It took Isidro a moment to remember that the last time Cam had seen him he’d been too weak to stand. ‘I was lucky enough to have something of value to them, that’s all.’

‘And clever enough to make yourself useful …’ Cam said.

A couple of freed slaves had been posted atop the platform to prevent people from wandering into the installation and its irreplaceable library, but they seemed to be watching the passage more closely than the open cavern. Isidro didn’t like the idea of restricting access to the wonders within, but after the abuse that had been shouted at Sierra, they couldn’t risk sabotage. Most of the former slaves were as frightened of mage-craft as ever, and so more likely to destroy than realise the benefit of Vasant’s legacy.

There were a few spots of blood on the floor, left behind by those who had been injured in the scuffle, but other than that the chamber was unchanged. Even Delphine’s coat was still on the wall where Sierra had hung it the day before.

In the main chamber, Cam paid no attention to the blank wall in which Nirveli had appeared. He cast a cursory glance around the room before peering into the library, giving a low whistle at the sheer number of books collected there. ‘Oh, this is perfect — this is exactly what we need …’

Isidro went straight to the wall and pressed his palm against the stone. ‘Nirveli? Are you there?’

Hearing him speak, Cam came back out of the chamber. ‘Um, Issey? Who are you talking to?’

‘Nirveli?’ Isidro said again, and then glanced over his shoulder.

Cam tried to mask a troubled expression, but Isidro knew him well enough to read that his brother was suddenly afraid he’d gone mad.

Isidro took his hand from the wall, and a glowing impression of it remained, made up of hundreds of points of light. After a moment the handprint broke up and the lights began to swirl through the stone before settling once again into the outline of a sleeping woman, wrapped in a mound of blankets.

‘Nirveli?’ Isidro tried once more. ‘Can you hear me?’

The woman stirred and yawned, and Cam recoiled with a curse. ‘What in the Fires Below —?’

Nirveli lifted her head with a scowl. ‘What? Why are you shouting at me? Who are you?’

With a flick of his hand Isidro signalled Cam to be quiet. ‘Nirveli, it’s Isidro. Do you remember me? We spoke yesterday.’

‘Oh …’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘Oh, I … I do remember you. How long have you been here?’

‘Just a day,’ Isidro said. ‘Do you sleep when there’s no one here to talk to you?’

‘I always sleep,’ Nirveli said. ‘I think I’d go mad if I didn’t. I dream a lot. Are you sure I’m not just dreaming you?’


Isidro glanced back at Cam. ‘She always seems a little confused.’

‘Isidro, she’s living inside a rock. That’s enough to confuse anyone — I know it confuses the daylights out of me.’

‘Who’s he?’ Nirveli asked, raising her eyes to Cam. ‘He looks Mesentreian.’

‘He does, but he’s Ricalani really,’ Isidro said. ‘He’s my foster-brother.’

‘Ah. What about the others, those two women — the snooty Akharian and the Sympath? Are they real too, or did I dream them?’

‘They’re real,’ Isidro said.

‘Issey, what in the Black Sun’s name is this?’ Cam asked.

‘She was one of Vasant’s people,’ Isidro said. ‘Something happened … there was an accident, I think —’

‘No accident,’ Nirveli said. ‘Leandra’s men tried to kill me!’ Hesitantly, she touched her chest between her breasts. ‘They did kill me …’

Cam took a step back, shaking his head. ‘Issey, can we get out of here? Just for a moment.’ Without waiting for a reply he started for the entrance.

Isidro took a step after him and then turned to Nirveli.

She flapped a hand, waving at him to go. ‘That happens a lot when people first meet me. Go and calm him down.’

‘I’ll be back,’ Isidro promised her.

In the entrance hall, Cam was leaning against the stone, his face a pallid white. ‘Issey … What in the Black Sun’s name did they do?’

‘She’s not dangerous, Cam.’

‘Hard to see how she could be, trapped inside a Gods-forsaken stone. Was she … was she truly a person once, like us?’

‘I think so.’

‘And when she died, they just … locked her in there? By all the Gods, who would do such a thing, keeping her enslaved down here alone for all eternity? Can you imagine it? It must be like being buried alive, only without the release of actually dying. What sort of man was this Last Great Mage, to do something like that?’

‘I … I don’t know,’ Isidro said. ‘But she was his lover, I think, and she was dying. I doubt he truly meant her any harm: he was hardly in a state to consider it clearly.’

Cam raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘So he thought it would be better to imprison her forever, just so he wouldn’t have to watch her die? Issey, I was beginning to think the evils of the old mages were just tales made up by the victors, but this …’ He shuddered. ‘I never imagined they could do something like this.’

‘Well,’ Isidro began, nonplussed. He hadn’t seen it that way, but Cam was right. It was a kind of living death, when everyone she had known and loved had died and left her alone for a century. ‘It’s a harsh fate, but it is what it is, and we need her, Cam. There’s so much she can teach us … I thought you should see her for yourself,’ Isidro said.

‘Oh, and I see why — I’d never have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,’ Cam said. ‘I imagine you and Sirri will be spending a fair bit of time here. Well, at least you won’t have to worry about people coming here to gawk and stare. Once word gets around of the ghost in there we probably won’t even need the guards on the door.’

When Isidro returned to Nirveli’s chamber her image had disappeared from the polished stone, and in its place there was a kind of mural growing across the wall, a swelling tracery of vines and flowers spreading over the stone.

‘Nirveli?’

She appeared in one corner, sitting down and leaning her back against the side wall with one knee up, her elbow propped on it and the vines growing from her extended hand. ‘Vasi was sorry for what he’d done in the end,’ she said, gazing off into the tangle of vines. ‘But he couldn’t bring himself to undo it, not when it meant killing me all over again, and anyway there was no other way to fulfil the task he’d set me.’

Trying to understand all she was set his mind reeling — she was one of the ancestors, a relic of a lost and forgotten world, part of a culture that had been eradicated in the Great Purge. It filled him with an overwhelming awe that was simply too great to wrap his mind around. If she were a flesh-and-blood survivor of the war, he would treat her with the greatest respect and deference, but after their fleeting contact the day before, he couldn’t quite see her that way. Since that brief touch, and the welter of her thoughts and feelings it sent flooding through him, he’d felt a kinship with this woman drawn of memory and light. She, like him, had lost everything, had lived as a fugitive with a tiny band of trusted friends, fighting a force so great that all odds of victory were against them. He felt that he knew her, that he understood the decisions that had brought her here, the bitter bargains made only because the other options were so much worse. ‘How is this even possible?’ Isidro asked, settling down beside her.

She turned to him with a laugh. ‘I have no idea. Not the faintest. Vasant was a genius, you see. None of us understood half of what he could do.’ She halted the growth of the vines and turned her full attention on him. ‘I think you’d best tell me just what brought you here, and what you need from me.’

It took some time, but Isidro explained all that had happened, telling her how Kell had come to power and how he’d taken Rasten and Sierra as his servants.

‘So,’ Nirveli said when he was done, ‘you need to learn mage-craft.’

‘Well, not me,’ Isidro said. ‘Sierra. But that’s the reason Vasant built this place, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, of course, but there’s a problem. That girl is a Corrupted Sympath. I can’t teach her.’

Isidro pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. ‘You have to,’ he said. ‘She’s our only hope.’

‘I understand, and I’m sorry, but I just can’t. It’s forbidden.’

‘Why?’ he demanded.

‘Because she’s halfway to being a Blood-Mage.’

‘Oh, by the Black Sun!’ he snapped. He had been stiff and sore even before the morning’s fight, his head was still pounding and he could feel the familiar heaviness in his chest that meant the fever was rising again. He didn’t want to fight for the help they desperately needed — he wanted to enjoy being back with his friends and his kin, and take a moment to breathe after the fear and uncertainty of the last few months. All he wanted was a few moments of calm, but the truth of the matter was that their predicament was every bit as desperate as it had been the day before. It doesn’t matter what we do or how hard we fight, Isidro thought, nothing ever changes, and we’ll always be living on a knife-edge.

But they had no time to waste on self-pity. ‘She’s not a Blood-Mage,’ Isidro said. ‘She loathes what they do — she’d rather die than stoop to their tactics.’

‘Oh, I don’t doubt it,’ Nirveli said. ‘But she’s a Sympath. She’s been corrupted just by being exposed to them. It’s dreadfully unfair, I know, but it’s just the way it is.’


He was simply too tired to argue. ‘Whether that’s true or not is irrelevant. She’s all we have, and if she can’t master her powers, we’re doomed. Can’t you at least try?’

‘No,’ Nirveli said. ‘As I said it’s forbidden. Vasant didn’t place many constraints upon me, but that was one of them. In any case, she’s not your only hope. You have power — I can teach you.’

‘But if Sierra is Corrupted, then surely I am, too,’ Isidro said. ‘I couldn’t do anything more than sense enchantments before Kell got hold of me. And I don’t really have power — every time I’ve managed to use it I’ve taken it from somewhere else.’

‘You’re not Corrupted because you’re not a Sympath. They’re not like other mages: surely you must see that.’

He had to admit it was true. The Akharian mages certainly didn’t seem to follow the same rules that applied to Sierra. As he considered the matter another idea arose in his tired mind. Nirveli had refused to teach Sierra, but if she could teach him, what was to stop him from passing on the lesson?

He started to ask this very question, but then stopped himself, afraid that it would somehow trigger the restraints that bound her.

Nirveli was still watching him. ‘Of course you can try to teach her what you learn,’ she said. ‘I have no doubt you will.’

‘It does seem a bit of a loophole,’ he said cautiously.

‘Not really,’ Nirveli said. ‘You’ll understand soon enough. I’ll give you a reading list to begin with, and you’ll need a training ground, too … I take it the rest of your people are staying out in the cavern?’

‘Yes. All they’ve seen of mage-craft is what our enemies have done, so they’re wary.’

Nirveli sighed. ‘I knew that would happen. Well, there is a shielded space upstairs —’

‘Upstairs?’ Isidro said.

Nirveli jerked her thumb towards the wall at their backs, and at once there was a soft hum as a doorway opened in the stone, revealing a second staircase leading up into the mountain. ‘It has shielding built in to protect the rest of the installation,’ Nirveli said, ‘but a Corrupted Sympath … just tell her to be careful, alright? This place was built to last, but if she wakes the volcano or anything like that, we’ll be buried in rock before you know it. Tell me, has she started killing enchantments yet?’


He went still for a moment, thinking as carefully as his sluggish mind would allow before he spoke. ‘Is that likely to happen?’

‘Yes,’ Nirveli said. ‘She’s Corrupted. She won’t be able to help it. I’m sorry, Isidro, but it’s the truth.’

‘But what difference would it make? She’s still our only weapon and our sole chance of survival.’

She shook her head with a sigh. ‘Never mind. Here’s a list of books for you to begin with,’ she said, and with a flick of her hand she cleared a patch of vines and in its place a dozen or so lines of text appeared. Isidro recognised them as the titles of some of the books they’d found in Milksprings. ‘They’re all there in the library. When you have questions, you know where to find me. Oh, and Isidro? Good luck. You’re going to need it.’






Chapter 6

At first light, Duke Osebian Angessovar, heir to the throne, commanded Lord Rasten to attend upon him in his quarters.

Rasten had slept badly, and woke with his bloodstained shirt stuck to the fresh wounds on his back. With the latest battle in the west over, Kell’s attention had turned back to him, and he had delivered another reminder that Rasten was his to do with as he wished, no matter the distance that lay between them. Since Rasten allowed no servants in his private quarters, he answered the messenger himself, and after one wide-eyed glance at the stains the terrified lad bowed deeply as he stammered the duke’s command.

Rasten wouldn’t present himself with Kell’s amusements written so plainly on his skin. Last night he’d been too exhausted to see to them properly, but once the boy left he took his time cleaning and bandaging the cuts, using threads of power to reach the ones his fingers could not.

He’d hidden these punishments from Sierra and Balorica. Clearly he couldn’t let Balorica see his weakness, and as for Sierra … she wouldn’t understand why he had to obey Kell’s commands. She would tell him to put down the knife and break the contact. She couldn’t understand why the suggestion was ridiculous. Kell had never shown her how much a person could suffer for defying his will — she’d never witnessed the old man’s punishments without a cushion of power to soften the blows, and had never reached the point where she would do anything for a few moments of respite. She couldn’t understand that submitting was far better than the price of defiance.

When at last he made his way to the duke’s accommodation, years of practice let him move freely despite the sting and tug of the stitches.

Inside his richly appointed tent, Osebian played a game of cards with a lovely blonde woman wrapped in velvet and fur. As Rasten entered, the duke threw down his cards, his fair southern skin flushed with irritation, and without a word his mistress scooped up the table and moved it aside.

Rasten assessed her out of habit. Her complexion and the sheen of her hair showed good health, but that did not predict how long someone could last on the rack. Some surrendered swiftly, recognising that every breath fed their tormentors more power. Others fought to the last of their strength, never giving up hope they would find some way to survive.

‘Cortana, leave us,’ Osebian said, and the woman withdrew with a curtsey. ‘Are you in the habit of sizing up other men’s women, Lord Rasten?’

‘Professional curiosity,’ Rasten said. ‘You may tell her she’s of no further interest. A woman without power lacks enticement. You wished to see me, your grace?’ If Osebian had been anything less than the heir to the throne Rasten would have ignored the summons. He had no intention of being another man’s lapdog; having one master who expected him to beg and fawn was bad enough.

‘I have heard some disturbing reports, Lord Rasten,’ the duke began. ‘I’m told you met with Cammarian and his wretched foster-brother, and the cursed sorceress. You had all three of the king’s most wanted fugitives within reach, and yet rather than bring them to justice, you helped them barricade themselves inside a fortress that just happens to be furnished with the means to undo everything my family has spent a century putting in place. Explain yourself.’

Rasten smiled and settled in the mistress’s vacated chair. ‘Is that all?’

‘Don’t play games with me, sorcerer —’

‘Cammarian is irrelevant,’ Rasten said. ‘He has no value to anyone but the queen. True, he’s being sheltered by the Wolf Clan, but once you’re married you can flush him out at your leisure. I’d get no reward for turning him in, so why should I take the trouble?’

‘And Balorica? Your master is the one clamouring for his head. The man’s a cripple, he’s no threat to the kingdom any more, but your master would reward you for him, surely.’

‘Balorica is … something of an experiment. One that is not likely to trouble us for much longer.’ Not the way Sierra’s going, he added silently.

‘And just what do you mean by that?’

‘Sierra will kill him, your grace. She won’t intend to, but she’ll drain him dry, sooner rather than later.’


‘What honour would that bring us? It’d be better for the crown to have his head. And the question remains, my lord, why didn’t you seize the girl when you had the chance? Your men outnumbered Cammarian’s warriors. If you had, I wouldn’t have a thousand men tied up in these wretched negotiations when I should be defending our lands in the south! I don’t want those slaves freed — if the Akharians carry off the natives at least it saves us the trouble of dealing with them!’

‘Do you like fighting a war on two fronts, your grace?’ Rasten asked.

‘If you’d taken the girl you’d be halfway back to the king by now,’ Osebian said. ‘With three mages I doubt it would be much trouble.’

‘Your grace, Sierra is wild and untrained. It will take time to make her a useful tool. If I took her now she’d fight every step of the way, and I assure you, she has great capacity for resistance.’

Osebian dismissed his words with a flick of his hand. ‘A woman can always be brought to heel.’

‘Indeed, but some methods are swifter than others. Sierra’s powers are growing stronger by the day. Soon they will be beyond her control completely, and she’ll be unable to fight me. I intend to take her then.’

‘Lord Rasten, all these fine words equate to doing nothing while our enemies cement an alliance against our king. It is not good enough.’

‘On the contrary, your grace, it is the only way forward.’

Osebian leant towards him. ‘Lord Rasten, it has been suggested that you’re letting the girl’s powers grow so that the pair of you can overthrow your master. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t send word of this to Severian.’

Rasten let a lazy smile creep across his face. ‘You hope to follow the king to the throne, do you not, your grace?’

The duke watched him with a narrow gaze. ‘I’ve never desired anything but a long and healthy life for Severian. It’s true, he’s been unlucky in the matter of sons, but as we speak the queen is arranging a new marriage for him —’

‘And having some trouble finding a suitable candidate, I hear,’ Rasten said. ‘All the world knows that the king produces sterile seed. He has syphilis, your grace; it’s only a matter of time before his cock rots off entirely.’

‘A matter on which you’re an expert, I’m sure,’ Osebian sneered.


Rasten let the jibe pass without comment. ‘So think on this, your grace. When you ascend the throne, will you be content to have an old man lusting after your pages and warriors as the sorcerer at your call?’

‘If the choice is between an old lecher and a young one I see little difference. We all know what you like to do with your spear, Lord Rasten.’

‘A soldier wields his weapon as his captain commands,’ Rasten said. ‘Do not confuse Lord Kell’s tastes with mine.’

Osebian’s lip curled with disgust. It was interesting to see how men reacted to the thought of using their prick on another man, whether they recoiled at the idea or found it enticing. The last ten years would have been easier, Rasten supposed, had he been one of the latter instead of the former.

Osebian scratched at his bristling chin. ‘How is it that your master is unaware of these … aspirations?’

‘Do you take me for a fool, your grace? If my master suspected disloyalty, I wouldn’t be sitting here.’

‘And the girl, does she factor into your plans? How long will it take? For her power to run amok, I mean?’

‘Impossible to say, but the way she’s progressing she won’t outlast the spring. Afterwards … it could take several years to train her to full effectiveness, but then she will be a great asset to any sorcerer who serves the king.’

‘In that case, I will contain my impatience. But be warned, sorcerer, I expect results.’ He sighed and looked away. ‘I suppose given our so-called truce with the Wolf rebels, when things go wrong under that blasted mountain we have a chance of hearing about it.’

‘Your grace, when things go wrong for Sierra I expect that no one within sight of Demon’s Spire will miss the fact.’

Rhia pressed her ear to Isidro’s bare chest while he shivered in the tent’s chill air.

‘Like a bag full of whistles,’ she said as she straightened. Isidro reached for the blankets, but she stopped him from pulling them up to his neck. ‘Issey, no, you’re far too hot.’

‘Let me be, Rhia. I’m chilled to the bone.’

‘You are feverish.’

‘I’ll be fine. I just need to sleep for a while.’


‘Miss Rhia, he’s right,’ Amaya said. ‘He gets sick like this all the time. Madame had him rest for a few days, and he soon got better.’

‘Well, it’s been a few days, hasn’t it?’ Rhia asked, prodding the scar on his neck. ‘This is a bad sign, Isidro. And I don’t like these scars. I’m glad scurvy is so rare among you northerners: if these wounds open up again they’ll likely kill you. Now, I want to see your arm. Can you take the splints off?’

The effort of propping himself up to loosen the straps left him so dizzy he laid back and closed his eyes while Rhia poked the lumpy bones beneath the skin. ‘Is Sierra near?’ she asked.

‘She’s taking a lesson with Delphine,’ Isidro said. ‘Why?’

‘I want to see if the bones are healing. It may hurt — perhaps you should call her.’

‘Just try it, and we’ll see.’ He’d come a long way since Rhia last saw him. Once it would have taken all his willpower to lie still, but now he just wanted it over with so he could sleep.

Rhia ran her fingertips over his forearm, feeling the ridges and lumps of healing bone. It was unpleasant, but bearable, until she reached a point below his wrist that made him grunt with pain.

At once Sierra was there in his head. Issey?

It’s just Rhia, he told her.

Do you need me?

No, he said gritting his teeth against the throb. It’s alright. He’d rather put up with the discomfort than pull her away from her lesson.

Sierra broke the contact, but Isidro felt another small distraction in the back of his mind. He reached for it and caught a glimpse of a small and sparsely appointed tent with brilliant daylight streaming around the door. It lasted only an instant before that connection was severed, too. Rasten had also sensed the spike of pain.

Rhia sat back on her heels, looking troubled. ‘Issey, I don’t like this at all. It hasn’t healed, and you keep getting sick. It’s worrying.’

‘But it is healing,’ Isidro said. ‘The breaks near the elbow have knitted, and with the device I don’t even need the sling all the time. It’s miles better.’

‘But it’s still swollen,’ Rhia said.

‘Well, of course — Delphine got me there in the scuffle, so it’s stirred it up again. It is getting better.’


She shook her head. ‘I would agree, if it weren’t for the fevers. Have you ever seen a wound heal over only to become an abscess later? I think there is foulness lingering within the bones. Isidro, you’d be better off if we took the hand.’

He caught her gaze and held it. ‘No.’

‘Issey —’

‘No! Rhia, it’s healing, and I have work to do! Sierra needs help, and Delphine’s still being difficult. I’d be laid up for weeks and we just don’t have time.’

Rhia sighed. ‘Very well, but promise me you will be wary. If there is poison lurking around the broken bones, it could rise up and kill you within a few days. If you see black or red streaks beneath the skin, you must find a physician as soon as possible, do you hear?’

‘I do,’ he said, and began to wrap the padding and splints around his arm again. She was only being cautious, he told himself. The enchantments had made such an improvement already; surely in a few months it would heal. He would never use the hand again, but at least it wouldn’t be such a wretched nuisance. All he needed was time. To distract them both, he asked about Rhia’s other patient. ‘The girl who was taken ill after the battle — how is she? Did she live?’

‘Her name is Anoa,’ Rhia said. ‘She is recovering. I would like to send her to the surface for fresh air and sun, but she does not want to leave. Mira has her watching over your sorceress when she is not attending the lessons.’

This was the first he’d heard of it, but of course, many decisions must have been made while he was ill.

‘Now, Issey, you should rest. We need you well again, swiftly.’

‘You’re holding your breath again! If you don’t breathe, you’re going to faint.’

With dark spots hovering in her vision, Sierra unclenched her jaw to snatch a breath. Her power pulsed beneath her skin, dragging thorns and barbs across her nerves as she wrestled to keep it contained.

Delphine folded her arms, the glinting golden bands of the bracelets peeking out from beneath her sleeves. ‘Just what did that master of yours teach you? Keeping one’s breathing steady is a novice lesson. How do you expect to fight if you pass out after five minutes?’


Even if she’d wanted to reply, Sierra couldn’t spare the air or the concentration. Keeping her power under control made her feel like she was trying to control a herd of stampeding yaka.

Besides, Delphine knew the answer. By keeping her ignorant, Kell had ensured she couldn’t resist him or Rasten for more than a few minutes. Rasten hadn’t corrected the flaw either, although he’d often reminded her to breathe during their lessons in the winter. Had he seen her weakness and deliberately left it in place? Or had he learnt the lesson subconsciously, and never thought to teach her otherwise?

Now, as she tried to divert part of her mind to remembering her lungs, her concentration wavered. As Sierra glanced up to check the buckets, bundles of cloth and other bits of salvage gently spinning through the air around her, a cord of power escaped her grasp. Energy boiled from her fingertips in a shower of sparks, and one of the bundles shot straight up into the air, slapping into the vaulted ceiling, while a bucket hurtled across the room like a stone from a slingshot, hit a wall and shattered.

Sierra snapped a shield overhead as a second bucket — this one holding icy water — tumbled down. It would have drenched her if she’d been slower, but that was one thing that Rasten and Kell had troubled to teach her.

Delphine retreated at the first sign of overflowing power, and watched her with a scowl. ‘If you weren’t so quick with that wretched shield you might grasp the lesson sooner.’

Still covered with writhing threads of energy, Sierra closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, and began reeling her power in again.

Isidro had said Delphine was a good teacher, but Sierra saw no evidence of it. She was short tempered, abrasive and impatient, delivering instructions in clipped and swift-spoken Akharian, which Sierra barely understood. Delphine made her feel foolish for asking questions or failing to grasp simple concepts, and every time she lost control and had to halt the exercise she delivered a look of such withering contempt that Sierra wondered how it would feel to slap the haughty expression off her face.

She firmly pushed the thought aside. She couldn’t let herself contemplate it, even in an idle fantasy, lest her power react to her subconscious thoughts.

With Isidro lying ill, there had been no choice but to begin training without him. In the last three days, her lessons with Delphine had become as much an exercise in self-control as in mage-craft. It would have been more bearable if she had anyone else to turn to, any other voice to temper the wretched woman’s sharp temper and biting criticism — but the only other mage was Nirveli, and thinking of her made Sierra press her lips together in a sudden flush of anger that threatened to set her power loose once again.

At first, as Isidro had, Sierra felt a certain kinship with the ghost. They’d both lost so much, struggling against those who insisted the power that came as naturally as breathing was something twisted and evil, worthy only of scorn and disdain. In extreme circumstances, they’d both found friends for whom they would risk life and limb. Both had fallen in love with brilliant men who gave all they had to their cause. All that the ghost might have provided — the knowledge of a lost world, the promise of a place where people like her had once been welcomed instead of reviled — had for a few moments seemed like everything Sierra needed to erase the pain of her lost family and her years in Kell’s clutches … only to be snatched away when Nirveli refused to teach her. Because she was Corrupted, defiled by something that was done to her, not because of any choices she’d made or actions she’d taken, but only because Kell had taken her prisoner and made her a part of his rituals.

Just recalling the conversation filled her with a crushing sense of shame; she felt as filthy and befouled as she had in the aftermath of the rituals, when Kell stripped all that golden, glowing power away and she remembered what he had done to raise it.

I’m sorry, Nirveli had said. It’s not fair and it’s not your fault, but there’s nothing I can do. The memory burned like fire, and the apology did little to soothe the sting — Nirveli was the last echo of a lost world, forgotten and alone, but still she rejected Sierra as too polluted to be of use.

‘When you are quite ready,’ Delphine said, ‘we shall try again.’

Sierra drew another deep breath. Her head was still spinning, but time was short and her progress slow — moments spent catching her breath was precious time wasted. She closed her eyes, shoved those thoughts aside, and prepared to begin the exercise once again.

When her power was firmly in hand, Sierra took hold of the assorted objects, this time minus the shattered remains of the bucket.

‘You’re too tense,’ Delphine said. ‘Clenching your muscles makes your power agitated — that’s why it keeps breaking your grip. Relax, girl. And breathe!’


As much as she wanted to curse the woman, Sierra swallowed the words. Better to let the barbs roll off her like rain on a smoked hide.

Then Sierra heard voices in the stairwell, where Delphine’s guards waited at a safe distance. She opened her eyes to see Isidro watching from the doorway. He was still pale, but the flush of fever was gone from his cheeks.

‘Issey!’ she called, and abandoned the exercise. Power pooled around her feet like water, making the metal fittings on the objects scattered around her flare with Black Sun’s Fire, but Sierra ignored it to run to the door and throw her arms around Isidro’s neck and hold him fiercely. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you.’

He wrapped his good arm around her, but looked past her towards Delphine. ‘How go the lessons?’

‘I’m making progress, but it’s slow,’ Sierra said.

‘I listened back there for a moment,’ he said, too quietly for the Akharian woman to hear. ‘Has she been like this all along?’

‘Short tempered and curt? Isn’t she always like that?’

He frowned. ‘No, she’s not. You shouldn’t have to deal with her on your own, I should have been here —’

‘You didn’t choose to be ill,’ Sierra said.

‘There’s no excuse to treat you this way. Sirri, why don’t you take a break? You’re out of breath, and the guards said you’ve been working all day without a rest.’

‘All day? It’s still morning.’

Isidro shook his head. ‘It’s well past noon. Haven’t you eaten yet?’

Sierra scrubbed a hand across her face. ‘I … no, I haven’t. In the slave-teams we only ate twice a day. I suppose I’m not back to normal yet.’

‘Then have a rest and eat something,’ Isidro said, and he looked past her, his dark eyes turning hard and cold. ‘I’ll have a word with our guest.’

When the pair embraced, Delphine turned away. You fool, she berated herself. You complete and utter dolt. That’s what you get for having feelings for a slave. If you hadn’t let your bleeding heart get in the way, the Battle-Mages would still have charge of him and none of this would have happened.

Of course, if the Battle-Mages had kept him, he’d be dead now.

As he and his lover talked in soft voices, Delphine clenched her teeth hard enough to make her head ache. You miserable two-faced dog, I saved your wretched life, I protected you from torture, I nursed you back to health and I promised you your freedom … and this is how you repay me? I’ll see you suffer for this. I’ll see you and your girlfriend in chains once again, or by the Good Goddess herself …

But the words rang hollow inside her head. It had become a kind of litany over the first few days of her imprisonment — on the first night, stiff and aching after the beating she’d taken in the basement, those words had soothed her to sleep. She’d clung to them for comfort as the realisation sank in that her career was over and her reputation destroyed. She would take the blame for the defeat — it was she who had broken the law and concealed Aleksar’s talent. It was she who had freed the wretched girl from her chains. Once this was over Delphine could never show her face in Akhara again. She would lose her position in the Collegium, and her students — no one of any sense would want their career tainted by her name.

At first, dreams of revenge had been her only comfort, but as time passed Delphine found it hard to keep the vitriol hot and seething. Every day, it seemed, she was confronted with a hundred little things that stole her fire. She saw the women who had been slaves gathered around a stove, talking and laughing in a way the slave-masters would never have tolerated, sorting through the wreckage of the camp or just washing clothes in the warm water below the cascade, reclaiming their old lives with small freedoms. After the attack in the installation, she was even more aware of what they’d endured night after night in the slave-camps, and how fortunate she’d been to escape the same fate.

And then there was Sierra. Delphine had tried to hate her, this black-haired creature who held the heart of the man Delphine had wanted for her own. How could a child like her snare a man like him? She was an uneducated waif, a common backwoods girl, and though she had power to burn she had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, with no skill, no nuance, and no understanding of what she was.

At first Delphine had been wary of her, but as time wore down her nerves she stopped thinking of the girl as a rabid dog, and began to understand the full extent of the tragedy unfolding in front of her.

She was a sweet girl, kind hearted and hard working if not especially bright; and in her years of teaching Delphine had come to value willingness to work above pure intelligence. She watched the girl struggle with her temper as her barbs hit their mark, fighting for a stoic calm even as she worked to tame her unruly power. Delphine tried to keep her hatred fresh and bright, and yet as she watched Sierra frown in concentration, she couldn’t help but wonder how this fresh-faced woman had fared in the slave camps. What terrors had she faced, what violations had she endured, all to free the man she loved? And what did it cost her now to bite her tongue and bow her head to a teacher who rewarded success and failure alike with sarcasm and biting contempt?

Delphine covered her face with her hands. She felt ashamed of herself … and yet the sight of them together triggered such a sting of loss and regret that she had to lash out to lessen her pain.

Then she heard him coming towards her. ‘Delphine,’ he said, his voice hard and angry.

Delphine gulped and turned to face him, lifting her chin high. ‘Had enough of lounging around in bed, have you?’ Why am I doing this?

She couldn’t think of him as Aleksar any more, it was too painful, but no more would she call him by the name the Sympath and Mira used.

‘I expected better of you than this,’ he said at last.

‘Better?’ she spat. ‘Better? I’ve been beaten and almost raped, kept in squalid quarters, chained like a dog and worked all hours of the day and night, and you expect me to be gracious about it?’

‘Chained like a dog?’ Isidro said. ‘That’s not true, although it could be arranged, and your quarters are no different from ours. I expect you to be civil, as we have been civil to you. You wouldn’t speak to your students the way you talk to Sierra. It will stop, now. I won’t tolerate it.’

‘If she has a complaint about my methods, why doesn’t she tell me herself?’ Delphine demanded. ‘A great defender of her people she’ll be, hiding behind a cripple rather than raise the matter with a mage stripped of her powers.’

‘Delphine.’ Isidro came closer, forcing her to tip her head back to hold his gaze. ‘Sierra has never wanted to hurt anyone in her life. I, on the other hand, have been trained to be the right-hand man of a king, and do whatever it takes to protect my people. Right now, that means getting her the training she needs, and I will do anything necessary to make it happen. Is that clear?’

‘Oh, what are you going to do, have me beaten again?’ Delphine said. ‘Are you going to say I made you do it? The justification used by woman-beaters everywhere.’


Something in his face changed then, and he gave her a look so chilled that Delphine suppressed a shiver. ‘You will treat Sierra with the same courtesy and respect you showed to your students, or —’

‘Or what?’ she sneered.

He tried to keep his expression neutral, but Delphine caught a glimpse of puzzlement in his guarded gaze. ‘Mira tells me you’ve written to tell General Boreas the Spire is valuable enough to make an alliance worthwhile. She said you asked to have a letter delivered to Harwin and your girls in return, isn’t that so? If you want to contact your friends, Delphine, you will be civil.’

Delphine caught her breath. The letter. No wonder he had looked puzzled. The missive to the general had been Mira’s idea, and Delphine had to admit it was a good one, but she’d flatly refused to cooperate unless permitted to write to Harwin. After days of searching for a way to have her revenge, this opportunity had fallen into her lap like a gift from the Gods.

Why, then, was she sabotaging herself? Withholding the letter was the obvious penalty to apply. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

Delphine went to turn away, but Isidro caught her shoulder. ‘Don’t turn away when I’m speaking to you!’ he said. ‘Do you understand me?’

‘Of course I understand, you oaf,’ she snapped. ‘Just … let me go. I feel ill, I need to sit down.’

Surprised, he released her, and Delphine tottered away before her legs folded beneath her, and sank her head into her hands.

She realised just what had changed in his gaze. With that outburst she’d lost something she hadn’t realised she still valued. She’d lost his respect.

There came footsteps behind her, swift and light. ‘What’s the matter?’ the girl said.

‘She claims she’s ill.’ His voice was hard and angry. ‘I’m not sure I believe her.’

‘She’s not hurt, but …’ There was uncertainty in the Sympath’s voice. ‘But there’s something wrong. I don’t think she’s faking, Issey.’

The girl was right. There was something wrong. She’d been behaving irrationally, unconsciously sabotaging herself, and now Delphine felt sick to her stomach. While she’d been burying herself in anger, thinking only of vengeance, she hadn’t considered the innocents who would be caught up in her retribution. All at once her head began to pound, a fierce ache that came out of nowhere.

‘Isidro, she truly does look ill. What on earth did you say to her?’

Back in her tiny, stinking tent, Delphine pressed a damp cloth to her forehead and tried to sleep, but all she could think of was the throbbing in her head and the nausea in her stomach.

Rhia, the physician, came to check on her after a few hours, and Delphine lifted a corner of the cool cloth to peer at her as she ducked through the tent’s low doorway. ‘How do you feel? It’s almost dinner time, are you hungry?’

‘Oh, by the Good Goddess, no,’ Delphine said. Just the thought made her feel like retching. ‘I don’t want anything but some tea. Mint and ginger, if you have it.’

‘Mint we have. Ginger is hard to come by in the north, but the Ricalanis have other herbs to soothe an upset stomach. Have you eaten something bad? No one else has come to me feeling ill.’

‘No, it’s not that, it’s …’ Delphine trailed off. I’ve done this to myself. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said at last. ‘I just need to sleep.’ She lay back, staring at the roof of the tent while Rhia measured and mixed the herbs.

‘Why are you here?’ Delphine asked her on impulse. ‘How does an educated woman from the empire come to be in a place like this?’

Rhia glanced up from the mixing bowl. ‘I was a slave. Mesentreian Raiders took me from a farm on the western coast, near a village called Pereshan.’

Delphine lifted her head. ‘Did you escape?’

‘No. My master, the one who taught me this trade, freed me in his will. His nephew bribed a magistrate to overturn the writ, so I found a ship and bought passage out of the country before he could come for me.’

‘But why don’t you go home?’ Delphine asked. ‘Your family must miss you. They’d welcome you back, I’m sure of it, no matter what you’ve endured.’

Rhia gave her a thoughtful gaze. ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps not. The night the Raiders came, Papa locked me in the woodshed because I wouldn’t marry the man he’d chosen. I was in love with a girl on the next farm over, you see. I wanted to run away with her, but she turned me down. My father found out about it, and then the Raiders came … Tell me, madame, does the law still demand that those who lie down with their own sex be sold into slavery?’

‘I’ve never heard it upheld for women,’ Delphine said. Harwin had only escaped the charge because a mage couldn’t be given such a sentence — he’d been sent on the expedition instead.

‘I thought as much,’ Rhia said. ‘Anyway, I like Ricalan. I don’t need a husband to practise my trade, and no one cares who I share my furs with. I wouldn’t find such freedom in the west.’ She poured water into the bowl and handed it to Delphine. ‘Besides, I would rather give my allegiance to those who free slaves than to those who make them.’ Rhia pointed to a packet of herbs she’d left on the stool beside the stove. ‘I have left enough to brew more tea, should you want it. I will check on you again in a few hours.’

The tea soothed her roiling belly, but Delphine slept badly. Her dreams took her to a Ricalani village in the aftermath of a raid, where houses burned and dark streaks of blood stained the snow. She searched frantically for something she couldn’t name, pawing through the scattered bodies with only the firelight to guide her. Within the burning buildings men and animals screamed, and in the darkness beyond the fires women pleaded and cried out in pain, while Akharian men laughed with raucous voices. It went on for an age, until she finally found what she was searching for. It was a tiny body, dark-skinned like herself, lying stiff and cold on the bloody snow.

She awoke choking on tears.

When morning came, she felt wrung out and exhausted, but her head had cleared and her nausea had settled. When Rhia came to speak to her, Delphine asked for porridge, a dish more comforting than the meat-filled pancakes with which the Ricalanis broke their fast. She prepared it herself, with water because there was no milk, and sought permission to eat outside her tent, in the fresher air of the cavern.

What in the hells was I thinking? she said to herself as she looked around the disarray of the salvaged camp, pushing soggy oats around the bowl. You have the right to be angry, but is revenge truly worth the suffering it will cause these folk who had every reason to overthrow us? And what did she truly want? As much as she longed to repay Isidro for his lies and betrayal, did she really want him to spend the rest of his life in chains? He would never have another chance to work such harm. He would be kept alive so long as he was useful, and then he would meet his end in an imperial triumph, a sacrifice to the Gods for the glory of the empire. Would that make you happy? Delphine demanded of herself. What would Papa say if he knew what you were doing?

‘Good morning,’ a soft voice said in Ricalani, and Delphine went stock-still. The voice was distant, the tone unfamiliar. It was only when a woman replied, ‘Good morning, my lord,’ that Delphine realised they weren’t talking to her at all. As if they would, she sneered at herself. No one here has anything to say to you.

‘Anoa — it is Anoa, yes? Mira asked me to give these to you — oh here, you needn’t get up.’ The voice came from the far side of her tent and, pricked by curiosity, Delphine set down her bowl and shuffled to the nearest corner, where she peeked around to see a man and woman standing beneath one of the lampposts. The man was Mira’s relative, the fellow who had come with Isidro’s brother to lead the attack. The other was Torren’s slave-girl, a beautiful young woman he’d picked out on the day of her capture. As Delphine watched, the girl sank slowly back to her seat on an overturned crate.

‘I thought all our stores were rationed, my lord,’ the girl said, looking down at a birch-bark box in her hands.

‘They are, but Mira tells me that red meat will help restore your strength, and since we haven’t any fresh, dried will have to do.’

‘Thank you, my lord,’ the girl mumbled.

‘I’d like to ask a favour of you. We — that is, Cam and I, are going to teach Sierra how to fight, so she can have a change from her lessons with that Akharian woman, but it would be good if she had someone her own size to spar with. Will you help us?’

For the first time, Anoa looked up and met his gaze. ‘Me?’

‘I heard what you did in the battle, so I know you have the spirit for it, but that’s not the whole of the matter. Sierra … well, sometimes her power spills over. Some people find it frightening, but you’ve been around mages. I thought you wouldn’t be bothered by a bit of light and noise.’

‘Will you teach me to use a sword?’ Anoa asked.

‘I … don’t see why not,’ Ardamon said. ‘We were going to teach Sierra to use staff and dagger, but there’s no reason I couldn’t give you some lessons on the side. Why a sword?’


‘So I can cut that bastard’s head off if I ever see him again,’ Anoa said, turning her lovely face away. ‘Oh, don’t say it. I know I couldn’t touch him. He’s a mage, and what am I?’

‘Well, ordinary folk have dealt with mages before. I’ll warn you, it takes ten years to master a weapon, but I’ll teach you if you like.’

The girl gave him a sharp look. ‘Why? Why would a man like you bother with a woman with no kin and nothing to her name?’

The girl knew what manner of face she wore, Delphine realised. And what men usually wanted from her.

‘Because a woman with your guts and spirit deserves to smile once in a while,’ Ardamon said.

‘If you want me to smile, my lord, I suspect you’ll be waiting a cursed long time,’ Anoa snapped.

‘If that’s what it takes,’ Ardamon said with a shrug. ‘You know, if Mira thought I only wanted you in my furs, she’d have my hide pegged out for the crows. I’ll send for you when it’s time for lessons, and by the by, you needn’t call me “my lord”. Sierra doesn’t bother, so you may as well save your breath.’ Ardamon gave her a nod and strolled away, leaving Anoa frowning after him.

Delphine retreated and picked up her bowl, but her appetite had vanished. If she got her wish, if the Akharians reclaimed the Spire and all those within it, Torren would take Anoa back. All the other men and women would be in chains again, too. Every blow from a fist, every lash of the whip, every rape and beating would be blood on her hands.

Delphine hugged her knees to her chest and buried her face in her arms. What have I done?

Mira shuffled the pages once again. ‘Are you sure about this, Issey?’

Isidro rubbed his eyes. ‘Mira, I just don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it, but something seems off.’

‘I had Rhia take a look — she’s the only one who reads Akharian besides you. She thinks names and places in the letter are from some famous play, but she says she can’t be sure. I’ve looked through it as closely as I can, and I can’t find any hidden code.’

‘I’m not even sure there is one … it’s just so unlike Delphine to waste time on idle chatter.’ Frowning, he read through the letter to Harwin once again. It began simply enough as she assured him she was well treated and asked him to tell her girls she was well, but then she rambled on to speak of people and places he’d never heard her mention during his time as a slave. ‘What sort of play?’

‘Issey, I’ve no idea. Rhia couldn’t remember the details. Delphine’s clearly taking this hard — she’s probably just thinking of happier times. I’m more worried about this other blasted letter she’s written. She’s done as we asked, right enough, and told the general that the Spire is too valuable to risk to battle, but it means there’ll be a lot of pressure on Uncle Dremman to settle this quickly. Really, we have no choice in the matter; we simply don’t have the supplies to let the negotiations drag on. But it does mean Sierra won’t have much time before the Slavers start breathing down our necks. If they discover she’s as untrained as she is …’

Isidro tossed the letter down on the table. At the movement a pulse of power rose through his skin, sending a skitter of blue light rippling across the back of his hand. Mira jumped, and Isidro bit back a curse, shrugging his sleeve down to cover his hand.

‘That’s very unnerving,’ Mira scolded, glancing at the doorway to see if anyone had noticed the flash.

‘You should see it from this side,’ Isidro muttered.

‘Does that mean Sierra’s doing well, or badly?’ Mira asked, gathering up the papers to tuck them into a leather case.

‘She’s working very hard,’ he said.

Mira narrowed her eyes. ‘You know, Issey, for someone who claims to despise politics, you’re very good at giving answers that completely evade the question.’

‘If anyone asks, tell them that. She’s working hard and making progress.’ He could feel Sierra pacing the training ground with her power running so high it couldn’t help but spill over into him. It was partially his fault; after a morning tumble in the furs she’d drawn enough energy from him that she’d had to retreat to the training grounds to burn it off safely. Isidro closed his eyes and found her in the middle of the chamber, focussing on an exercise with power wrapped in thick cords around her.

‘To be honest, the tales spreading about your wretched ghost worry me more. Have you heard what people are saying? Gossip has it the old mages could trap a person’s soul and keep him enslaved for all eternity. Folk are petrified that the Akharians will work out how to do it, and then there’ll be no escape for those they’ve taken prisoner.’ Mira shuddered. ‘Frankly, I’m inclined to agree with them.’

‘The knowledge is safer with Nirveli than it would be in any book. She wouldn’t tell the Slavers anything, and they can’t force her to reveal it.’

‘I suppose that’s a small measure of comfort, but you must be aware she could harm our cause more than help it. Those standing against us could use her to whip the common folk into a frenzy, and they may yet try to start another Great Purge, even if it would leave us helpless against the Slavers. We need to show Sirri off to counteract any whispers against her. Terundel bought her a lot of goodwill, even with the village destroyed, but I promise you our enemies are already working to erode it.’

Isidro nodded. ‘She needs time, Mira.’

‘Well then,’ Mira said, ‘we’ll have to find a way to buy her some.’

‘When are you leaving?’

‘As soon as possible. No doubt there’s a lot going on that hasn’t made it into Uncle’s messages. I’ll need as long as possible in the clan’s camp to learn as much as I can.’

‘Can you delay for a little while?’ Isidro asked. ‘Just an hour or two. There’s something wrong with this letter, Mira; I need to get to the bottom of it.’

Mira gave him a narrow look. ‘We don’t really have even that to spare … but Cam always says I should trust your hunches. Alright, do what you need to — just let me get on my way as soon as you can.’

Isidro nodded his thanks. ‘I’ll need those letters, though. Leave the case with me.’

Next, Isidro went in search of Cam. On the way, he passed Delphine’s tent and saw her hunched on the bare ground, frowning furiously at her feet. If Rhia hadn’t told him she seemed better this morning, he’d have thought her still unwell. By all reports, she had been all fire and fury while he lay ill, and he couldn’t understand what had brought about this change.

He’d expected her anger — how else could she react when she found herself betrayed and her fortunes so thoroughly overturned? But beneath her arrogance and the callousness she’d internalised as an elite, free-born woman in a slave-keeping society, he knew Delphine had a kind heart and a sense of right and wrong that was not so different from his own. He’d hoped she would react to capture as he had once the initial storm of pain and despair had passed; by taking stock of the situation and realising it was to her advantage to cooperate. He’d made it clear that she was a prisoner, not a slave, and once she did as he asked she would be free to go, but it seemed he’d failed to consider just how deeply her pride had been wounded. It was unsettling to realise he’d misjudged her so completely.

Passing by, he glanced back and saw Delphine lift her head, turning towards Mira’s tent as Mira emerged. Delphine shifted, seeming about to stand, but then one of Mira’s new serving-women ducked inside. Delphine settled again, although she continued to watch.

Thoughtful, Isidro went on to find Cam, and discovered him picking over the salvage. Anoa was with him, watching sceptically as Cam used a leather cord to bind a cross-piece and hand-grip to a piece of wood to turn it into a practice sword. ‘Issey,’ Cam said, setting his work aside. ‘I thought you’d be with Sierra.’

‘Something’s come up,’ Isidro said. ‘I need your help.’ He turned to Anoa. ‘Yours too, I think; if you don’t mind.’

‘Laundry, miss?’

Delphine glanced up to find Anoa standing over her with a basket propped on one hip. ‘I’ve got clean clothes for you. If you’ll give me your old ones I’ll take them out for washing.’

‘Oh,’ Delphine said, and glanced towards Mira’s tent again. There has to be a way to put this right. I won’t be responsible for bringing more harm to innocent people, no matter how I feel about those who brought me here. She couldn’t do a thing with this flinty-eyed young woman standing over her, however. ‘Thank you,’ Delphine said, and took the bundled clothing. ‘I’ll, er, I’ll just …’ She ducked inside the tent to change. She’d been given clothes from her own luggage, Delphine noted with a touch of bitterness.

Once dressed, she bundled her soiled garments into the basket, and Anoa carried them away.

Delphine had never been left in the camp in what were nominally daylight hours. By this time of morning she was usually immersed in Sierra’s lessons. Evidently Rhia had decided she was still unwell. How like them not to bother to inform me of that fact, Delphine thought with a sniff.

As she took up her position once again, she saw Mira’s servant emerge from the tent, take down the lantern on the post outside and carry it away. Light was too precious to be wasted, and with it gone, she supposed, there must be no one left in this part of the camp to need it.

There were voices in the distance, but this corner of the cavern was quiet. Delphine rose to her knees and carefully looked around, but there was no one watching her. It was unlike her captors to leave her unsupervised, but she didn’t dwell on the matter. This was the opportunity she’d hoped for.

Delphine picked her way around the neighbouring tents. The gloom around the mouth of Mira’s tent was deep enough that only someone watching closely could have seen her slip inside.

Within the tent it was even darker; only a faint glow seeped around the stove door. Delphine found herself reaching for her lantern-stone out of habit, but of course it had been taken away, and would have been useless to her in any case. She felt her way through the gloom until she reached a low table propped on two carved trestles. There, she crouched and groped across it until she found a leather document case with a bundle of papers stuffed inside it.

She couldn’t simply take the lot. It would arouse too much suspicion, and there was only one she needed to dispose of. Delphine took the case to the stove, and with her sleeve as a pad she opened the door for light and shuffled through the bundled papers.

After one pass she couldn’t find it, and with a mumbled curse, Delphine glanced towards the door. There was no sound from outside. She was safe, for now. Hunkering down, she tipped all the papers out onto the ground-sheet and then put them back into the case one by one. It was not there.

‘Looking for something?’ said a voice in the darkness.

Delphine dropped the papers with a yelp of fright. The glow spilling from the stove was just enough to make him out — now she was looking — sitting perfectly still at the back of the tent. With a rustle of clothing he pulled out a lantern-stone and set it glowing.

Delphine took a shaking breath, and then clamped her jaw shut and bunched her hands into fists.

‘Were you searching for this?’ He held up a single sheet of paper, folded into quarters, with Harwin’s name scrawled on it.

For once in her life Delphine found herself struck speechless. She could think of no defence to offer, nothing at all that would make this situation better, and no way to keep it from getting much, much worse. And so she did the only thing she could think of — she turned and bolted for the door.

No sooner had she barrelled through the flaps than she slammed into a warrior standing outside the tent. It was Isidro’s foster-brother, and running into him felt like running into an ox. Delphine bounced right off him and sprawled on the rocky floor of the cavern, but before she could react, he hauled her up by the collar of her shirt and marched her back into the tent. ‘Well, Issey, you were right. Do you want me to stick around for another pair of hands?’

‘Thanks, but no,’ Isidro said, still lounging in Mira’s commandeered campaign chair. ‘You might stay nearby, though.’

Cam gave him a mocking salute. ‘As my captain commands.’

As he left, Isidro held up her letter once again. ‘Explain yourself.’

Her heart was pounding so fiercely she thought it might tear free from her chest. ‘I …’ she began, but couldn’t find the words to go on. Her mind raced, but every path it found swiftly became a dead end.

Isidro kept his gaze steady, and let silence fill up the tent.

‘Oh, just burn it,’ Delphine said. ‘That’s all I wanted to do. Throw it in the fire and be done with it.’

‘Why?’

‘Must we go through this?’ Delphine demanded. ‘Haven’t you humiliated me enough?’

Isidro’s face darkened. ‘Enough? I don’t know, Delphine, why don’t you tell me? You haven’t been stripped naked and examined; you haven’t been tied up, tortured and interrogated for hours on end. You haven’t been made to watch and assist as your own people are enslaved and abused. How much humiliation would be enough to make up for that?’

‘That was none of my doing, and you know it. I did all I could to protect you!’

‘As did I you,’ he said. ‘The letter, Delphine. Why should I burn it? I want to hear it from your own lips.’

Delphine sagged, but after a moment she lifted her head and returned his gaze. ‘You don’t know, do you? You’re bluffing. You don’t know what it says.’

‘I know it would harm us if they were to see it,’ Isidro said. ‘You will tell me, Delphine.’


She shook her head. ‘You won’t hurt me. A helpless woman? You wouldn’t do it — you have too much honour for that.’

‘Really? When you’re endangering my people and threatening everything we’ve sacrificed so much to achieve? I’d take no pleasure in it, but I’ll make you talk if I have to.’

‘Look, I came in here to burn it!’ Delphine pleaded. ‘I’ve admitted that much, so please just destroy it!’

‘But it’s not as simple as that,’ Isidro said. ‘How do I know this is the real message? How do I know it isn’t a decoy, intended to arouse suspicion so the other would pass with lesser scrutiny?’

Delphine stared at him for a long moment. ‘I … I never thought of that,’ she muttered.

‘Why should I believe you? What proof can you offer me?’

‘Well, none, of course,’ she snapped. ‘It’s impossible to prove a negative, you should know that.’

‘Then why go to the trouble of convincing Mira to send the letter, only to turn around and destroy it?’

Delphine heaved a sigh. There was no way out. ‘I couldn’t go through with it. No matter what I think of you and all your lies and deceit, I won’t be responsible for making these other poor folk suffer. That girl Anoa, little Lucia, and all the others … they don’t deserve that fate.’

‘Oh, such a great sacrifice on your part,’ he drawled. ‘How magnanimous of you to let them get on with trying to rebuild their lives and reunite with their kin, those who haven’t been killed or marched off to the slave-markets already.’

‘Why must you keep throwing that back in my face? I never made a slave of anyone. I know it’s a wretched awful thing, and you don’t know how I lie awake at nights, feeling ill for the things that have been done. But there was nothing I could do about it!’

‘I know,’ Isidro said. ‘I count myself fortunate I could do something. So tell me, Delphine — what would you have done in my place?’

Once again she found herself speechless, then tongue-tied and stumbling over her words. ‘I would have done everything in my power to free you,’ she said. ‘I truly would.’

‘And I believe you, but Delphine, it wouldn’t have been enough. Do you understand that? Do you understand why I did as I did?’

‘But you lied to me! I trusted you, I saved your life —’


‘And I’m grateful.’ All the mockery was gone from his voice now. ‘I truly am. I couldn’t have done this without you. Yes, I deceived you, but I did what I had to do. There was no other way.’

Delphine clenched her fists. ‘That’s as may be. But do you have any idea what you’ve done to me? I took enormous risks for you, Aleksar, and now I’m ruined. I’ll be dismissed as a teacher, and as a scholar. In Akhara my name will never be spoken. I’ll be ridiculed and forgotten.’

‘I’m sorry for that,’ Isidro said. ‘But it’s not my doing, any more than my being a slave was yours.’

‘That’s scant comfort,’ Delphine snapped.

‘Indeed. You and I are two stones caught up in an avalanche, Delphine. It’s no one’s fault and it can’t be undone. We just have to hope that when the dust settles we’ll find ourselves thrown clear.’

His words hit her like a shock, as though she’d been dunked in cold water. She’d never considered all this from his point of view. It was simply too painful to put herself in the place of those her people had enslaved, and contemplate how it must feel to lose everything, to have home and family and one’s very identity stripped away, to be made into a beast used as one’s masters saw fit. She’d admired him for making the best of a bad situation — shouldn’t she admire him just as much for fighting to take back what he’d lost?

‘You know …’ Isidro folded the paper between his fingers. ‘There may be a way to make yourself valuable enough that those in Akhara can’t dismiss you.’

Delphine scowled. ‘How?’

‘Have you taken any notice of what we found in the cache? There are a hundred books, when we found only a dozen in Milksprings, and you’re the only Akharian who has seen them. There’s a woman’s ghost trapped in the wall, talking to us, and in all the history of mage-craft there’s never been a wonder like her. Your people came here to learn about Ricalani mage-craft, and you have sole access to the greatest treasure trove of them all. What’s more, you can study a Corrupted Sympath first hand — how many of your fellow academics have discovered a prize like that?’

Delphine bit her lip. ‘Oh, by the Good Goddess herself, I’m a complete and utter fool.’ Then, she narrowed her eyes. ‘This is what you did, isn’t it? When I told you what we were searching for, you realised you could turn it to your advantage. What’s to stop me from doing the same?’


‘You won’t leave here until we’re finished with you,’ Isidro said. ‘I could be persuaded to let you make notes, but you may not be able to take them when you leave. And first, you’ll tell me what’s in this letter. These people, these places … I’ve never heard you mention them.’

Delphine bowed her head. ‘It’s a play, a famous tragedy. It’s about two young lovers from warring families who try to bring about a truce, but their families find out, and kill them. If my people find out just how much your clans hate and fear sorcerers, they could make a truce with Mira’s kin to trap you in here and wipe you out. You must have considered that possibility.’

‘We have. But we also have Rasten up there, watching our backs.’ He glanced down at the letter. ‘So that was going to be your revenge?’

Delphine lifted her chin. ‘I won’t have the suffering of those innocent souls on my conscience. This doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you. I don’t take kindly to being used and deceived.’ Delphine forced anger into her voice as she spoke, but she had to dredge it up from the depths of her soul. Of course I’m still angry, she told herself. Of course I am. This doesn’t change anything. But in her mind’s eye all she could see was two pebbles tumbling down in a mass of falling rock.

In the end, Mira and her escort set out without much delay, and in the following hours a new kind of status quo emerged in the unearthly light of the installation.

Delphine apologised to Sierra for her short temper. Sierra received her words with apparent grace, but Isidro could read her wariness in the stiff way she held herself. He would have liked to keep watch over her next lesson, but now that he was well again, he had other duties. Since Nirveli could not teach Sierra, Isidro would study with her and compare notes with Sierra afterwards. Isidro knew his talent was weak, but after coaching him in some basic exercises, Nirveli declared he could learn to use it. She led him through meditations to build his store of power, and explained that with practice it would become second nature to keep it near to hand. This was the part that should have proved most difficult for him — Isidro had been able to sense power all his life, but could no more grasp it than he could grasp smoke. Until, that was, Kell had worked the ritual upon him.

‘The simplest way to think of it,’ Nirveli said as leaves sprouted and flowers bloomed within the stone around her, ‘is to imagine power as flowing water. A new mage has nothing but tiny cracks for the power to seep through, but as it does it wears away channels, like water cutting a stream-bed. Usually this happens slowly, so the channels form in step with a novice’s ability to raise and hold power, but the ritual blasted your channels open when you still have only the most basic ability to raise power. It means you’re a little like a sprung barrel — any power you do raise will simply flow right out of you.’

‘Ah,’ Isidro said, ‘I thought that might be the case. I’ve only ever used power when it’s been thick as tar around me — I must have drawn it in and used it right away. Well, it might still be of some use if I were to just learn the theory —’

‘No, wait a moment,’ Nirveli said, tucking a curl back behind her ear. ‘Just because you can’t hold power now doesn’t mean you’ll never be able to. It’s like a muscle: the more you use it the stronger it grows. I’ll have to teach you slightly differently from the way I would an ordinary novice, but you can still become a mage.’

‘I … really?’ Isidro said. ‘But surely I’m too old.’

‘Oh, hardly, though it takes years to become proficient. Given the circumstances, I’d best give you some useful skills, too. Now, you have a connection to Sierra, don’t you, forged by the Blood-Mage’s rituals? If you can draw power from her to practise with, you’ll learn the methods all the faster, though of course you will have to learn to raise power on your own — she won’t always be around to supply you.’

He left the lesson with more exercises to work on, and went upstairs to watch the last few minutes of Sierra’s combat training with Cam and Ardamon. At first he’d been dubious about giving her yet more to learn, but as he watched her and Anoa follow Cam’s movements as he led them through a routine for staff and spear, he saw there was value in a purely physical activity after hours focussed on the more cerebral matters of mage-craft.

After dinner, when he and Sierra tried to compare their studies, Isidro discovered the flaw in his plan. As he tried to explain what he’d learnt from Nirveli, Sierra’s frown of consternation grew deeper until at last she interrupted him with a shake of her head. ‘Issey, that just doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t work that way … or at least, my power doesn’t.’

He tried again, but when she began to grow upset that she simply couldn’t understand, he stopped and took her hand in his. ‘Well, never mind. I’m no more than a beginner at it myself, and if Nirveli’s right and your power truly is so different, it’s no wonder we can’t see it the same way.’

Sierra drew a deep breath. ‘It shouldn’t bother me. I’ve been different all my life — I ought to be used to it by now. It just stings a little, you know? I always wondered what it would have been like to be born in Vasant’s time, and it turns out I’d be as much a demon to them as I am to everyone else.’

‘That’s not true,’ he said. ‘If you weren’t Corrupted —’

‘And who’s to say I wouldn’t be? How much pain does it take to corrupt a Sympath? No one seems to know, and I can’t tell which parts of me are polluted and which parts pure. My power has always felt this way, prickly and thorny and hot. Maybe I’ve always been this way, and Kell only made it worse. Just think about it, Isidro — how could any child grow up in this world without being exposed to pain and suffering? I don’t think I was ever as perfect as the Sympaths Delphine and Nirveli tell me about. The only people with the talent who’ve ever accepted me for what I am are you and …’ She broke off suddenly, biting back the words.

‘Sirri?’

She looked away. ‘You and Rasten,’ she concluded in a mutter. ‘I … I’m glad you’re here, Issey. I think I’d go mad if he was the only one who understood what this is like.’

He squeezed her hand. ‘We’ll get there. I promise. Now are your lessons with Delphine any better?’

‘I … yes, a little,’ she said, still frowning. ‘She’s stopped trying to make me do everything her way, and says we should find what works for me, since I’m obviously not like any normal mage. We seem to be getting somewhere, at last.’

In the morning they went to their respective lessons again, and at noon Isidro took his leave of Nirveli and climbed the stairs to watch the last part of Sierra’s lesson.

What he found was a very strange sight. Sierra stood in the midst of a miniature hurricane. More than a dozen miscellaneous objects hurtled around her, pots and buckets, bundles of cloth, even a wicker chest with its lid flapping on leather hinges, all spinning through the air at head-height at dizzying speeds.


Delphine was standing to one side with one hand over her mouth, her brow creased with concern, while Ardamon stood back with his fists against his belt, looking on with his habitual scowl. Cam stood inside the perimeter of the hurtling missiles, quite calm as they sailed past his face, missing him by inches. Anoa stood just beyond the circling assortment and the pair tossed a ball back and forth between them. ‘Issey!’ Cam called as he stepped into the chamber. ‘Care to join me?’

‘You should try fencing like this,’ Anoa said, throwing the ball.

‘That’s not a good idea!’ Delphine said. ‘Sierra must learn to defend her allies while attacking those they fight. It would be best not to introduce enemies until we’re certain she can stay her hand.’

Cam tossed the ball back, but it stopped in mid-air and then shot to one side, joining the objects that swirled through the air around them.

‘Blast,’ Sierra said. ‘I didn’t mean to do that. Cam, I think I’d better stop: get out of the way.’

Cam stepped out of the storm of swirling air, ducking to avoid the wicker chest with its flailing lid. He beckoned Anoa to follow him and she obeyed with a scowl as Isidro felt Sierra’s power flex. The madly circling objects slowed and then stopped, and then fell to the ground with a thud.

Standing in the centre of them, Sierra swayed. Isidro started towards her at once, but Delphine had seen it, too. ‘Sit down, girl, quickly, before you fall. And you’d been doing so much better, too.’

Sierra sat heavily and sprawled on the floor, legs stretched out before her and palms pressed to the cool stone as she gulped for air.

Isidro crouched down in front of her. ‘Still having trouble with breath control?’

She shook her head. ‘Not like I was,’ she said between gasps. ‘If I let the power find its own flow it’s not so hard to hold. But … when it flows sweetly, it’s a little distracting. I don’t forget to breathe, exactly. I forget that I need to breathe.’

Cam came over, the exasperated shake of his head tempered with a smile. ‘Well, you’d best catch your breath properly before we start sparring. Ardamon, why don’t you run through the sword drill while we wait?’

Sierra nodded. ‘I think that would be best.’


She lay back and closed her eyes, filling her lungs with deep breaths as the chamber spun around her. It should have tasted sweet, but next to the shimmering song of power the physical realm felt flat and dead. As pleased as she was to finally see progress, the struggle to come down from the high of power, and her craving to return there, left her feeling a little uneasy.

Lying still, her mind blissfully empty, Sierra heard Isidro ask Delphine a question about his own lessons. She tried to follow the reply, but her mind, still taxed by want of air, simply couldn’t make sense of the words.

Cam and Isidro had told her of the confrontation and Delphine’s confession. Sierra had been sceptical, but the change was profound. There still came the occasional flash of anger, but for the most part Delphine was civil, even respectful, when before she had shown nothing but scorn.

Her mind drifted on, away from the installation and the cavern, and Sierra found herself looking over a table laid with embroidered cloth, surrounded by Ricalanis and foreigners wearing richly decorated robes, or looking cold in frosty armour. Mira was there, dressed in gorgeous new clothes that Sierra found herself faintly envying, making notes on a waxed tablet. She realised, then, she was watching the negotiations taking place between the Akharians and the Wolf Clan. There was only one person through whose eyes she could be watching the scene.

Well hello, Little Crow, Rasten said to her. I haven’t heard from you in a while. Anyone would think you were avoiding me.

Rasten could have broken the contact, but instead he slowly surveyed the pavilion, letting her see what lay before him. None of the Akharians were familiar, but she recognised a few of the clan’s representatives. The one she didn’t know was the stately round woman to Mira’s right, wearing clothes even finer than Mira’s, with her faded red hair bound up in ornate braids.

That’s Mirasada’s mother, Lady Tarya, Chieftain of the Wolf Clan, Rasten said. He continued to sweep across the tent as the gathering seemed to be breaking up for a recess. Sitting amid more clan members, Lady Tarya turned to her brother, War-Leader Dremman, who leant close to murmur something in her ear. Some of the Akharians were stepping outside, but there was a shield across their side of the pavilion, and Sierra couldn’t see past it.

Has anything been decided? she asked him.


Only that you are all that stands in the way of peace between the Slavers and the clan, Rasten said. The Akharians want the Spire, and the Wolf Clan wants to give it to them. Or at least, they don’t want you and me to have Vasant’s treasures. Given what you’ve found there, I can’t really blame them … He glanced down at a sheaf of papers, and Sierra recognised the letter Delphine had written to the Akharian command. Everyone wants you out of the Spire, Little Crow. Both your allies and your enemies will do whatever they can to shake you loose. Just how long do you think you’re going to be able to stay there?

She was trying to think of a reply when she felt Rasten twitch and straighten in his chair. Relieved to have an excuse to avoid the question, she asked, What was that?

Nothing important, Rasten replied, but he’d gone tense, and a fresh pulse of power rushed through his veins. Tell me, Sirri, are you making progress?

Some, she said. Rasten, what do you know of Corrupted Sympaths?

Ah, he said. Are you finding your lessons unsatisfactory, Little Crow?

Something stung the sole of Sierra’s foot and she shifted on the stone. The distraction weakened her connection with Rasten, but he fed power into the contact to compensate.

The sting came again, stronger and more insistent. Sierra wriggled her foot within her boot, but the sensation had spread to both her feet now. She sat up, shucking off her boots to rub her feet.

Power flared against her skin, hot and tight, as though the energy would burst through like a sausage splitting in the pan. Sierra went very still. Isidro and Delphine were quietly talking, but Isidro turned her way with one eyebrow raised. Power flared and spilled from his hand again, and with a muttered curse he pulled his sleeve down to hide it.

Sierra, what’s going on? Rasten asked inside her head. Confused, she didn’t reply. Her feet throbbed and burned, but the accompanying rush of power told her that it was an echo. Usually the initial sensation faded with the energy, but not this time, and the source of the echo seemed to be directly overhead.

Isidro’s full attention was on her now. ‘Sirri, what’s happening?’

Delphine was staring, too, her lips parted in sudden alarm.

‘I’m not sure …’ Sierra said. She had to let the power spill, or else she felt it would burst her open. It pooled around her feet in writhing, crackling strands, the pain so intense she felt as though she was standing on a bed of coals.

The others had broken off their lesson. Cam hurried over, and Anoa followed him cautiously, ignoring Ardamon’s barked command to stay back. ‘Sirri —’ Cam began.

‘Someone’s feeding me power,’ she said. ‘Lots of people, from the feel of it. They’re not far away …’ She looked up at the ceiling, and an unwelcome thought occurred to her. ‘Issey, how far underground are we?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he said, glancing at Delphine, who shrugged.

‘Geometry is not my strength, but I’d guess less than a mile.’

Sirri, I think that thing we felt was a message, Rasten said.

A message? To who?

‘The male slaves,’ Isidro said, and it took Sierra a moment to remember that he was speaking of something else altogether. ‘The Akharians know they can’t drive Sierra out in open combat — what if they’re trying something else? The women and children have been released, but they still have the men. Sirri, what do you feel?’

Before she could respond a sudden sharp pain at her fingertips stole her voice. It felt like a nail ripped to the quick.

Rasten was watching through her eyes, and she felt him reach for Isidro. I think you’re right, Rasten said. They’re torturing the slaves they have left. From what I feel through Sierra it’s nothing serious — just ripping out fingernails, whipping the soles of the feet, that sort of thing.

Isidro blanched and reeled back, shaking his head as though he could somehow drive Rasten out of it. Sierra was torn between wanting to comfort him and push Rasten away, and being afraid to move lest her power spill over more violently still.

Stammering, Isidro repeated what Rasten had said. It was Delphine who reacted first. ‘Get down to the chamber below — the one you put me in the night of the battle. Quickly!’

‘Why?’ Cam demanded. ‘What’s the problem? I don’t understand —’

‘They’re trying to overload her, you fool!’

‘But why?’ Cam persisted. ‘They’ve come halfway around the world to find Vasant’s cache. Why would they risk destroying it?’

‘It’s not the Gods-forsaken installation that’s in danger here: it’s us!’ Delphine said. ‘If she loses control badly enough we’ll all be dead. Get her downstairs! They don’t know about that chamber, and it’s the only thing that’ll keep us safe!’

There was one other way, but Sierra knew better than to ask, and Rasten hadn’t offered. He would not help her now. She started for the stairs, with Isidro and Delphine at her heels.

Even with her power clawing at her skin, it took all of Sierra’s will to step through the chamber door. She had to treat it as a plunge into icy water, holding her breath and jumping without allowing herself to consider the consequences.

The moment she crossed the threshold her senses felt muffled and numbed, the air felt viscous and thick, and her first instinct was to clamber back into the open air. Just being in the room made her feel as though she was suffocating.

Everyone followed her down, even Cam, Ardamon and Anoa. They all gathered at the door as Sierra prowled around the chamber, probing for any weakness in the shields before finally giving up and throwing her head back with a growl of frustration. She was trapped once again.

‘Is it safe now?’ Cam asked. ‘I really don’t like this business of not knowing when we’re being attacked.’

‘There’s no danger,’ Sierra said. ‘I’m completely cut off. And just when we were starting to make progress, too …’ She turned on her heel again. The chamber was too small to pace. She could lie on the floor with her heels against one wall and her fingertips on the other.

Then an unwelcome thought occurred to her. ‘Issey,’ she said, beckoning him over. ‘Come into the chamber.’

He reacted just as she had, and baulked at the doorway. ‘Why?’

‘Please, just do it. Trust me, Issey.’

Scowling, he did as she asked.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I was worried Rasten would hear us if you stayed outside.’

He started at that, and then nodded. ‘You’re right. He went quiet, and I’d forgotten about him.’

‘Well, I think he heard Delphine talk about this chamber.’

Isidro’s eyes widened. ‘Fires Below.’

‘Yes.’

Delphine looked suddenly frightened. ‘Could they make something like this?’


‘Not at the moment, or they’d have used it to keep Sirri contained,’ Isidro said. ‘But if they know it’s possible, they might work it out …’

That was true for the Akharians as well as Kell and Rasten. With a sigh Sierra sat down on the bench and hugged her knees to her chest.

‘Let me see if I understand what’s happening here,’ Ardamon said. ‘You think the Akharians are torturing the remaining slaves? For the sole purpose of flooding Sierra with power in the hope that she kills us all?’

‘That’s what Rasten thought,’ Isidro said, turning to Sierra. She cautiously rubbed her thumb over her fingernails. They were perfectly whole, but she could still clearly recall that stinging, tearing pain.

‘I think he’s right,’ she said. It wouldn’t stop any time soon, either. The Akharians would have no way of knowing that their target was beyond their reach.

‘Torturing helpless prisoners during negotiations for a truce?’ Ardamon said. ‘Tigers take them! I’ll dispatch a messenger at once.’

‘But what good will it do?’ Cam asked. ‘The only way to stop them is with Rasten and Sierra, and that will give them what they want — Sierra out of the Spire. No doubt the Wolf Clan would be happy with that, too.’ He turned to Sierra. ‘Would Rasten tell the chieftain what’s happening?’

‘I honestly don’t know. It depends on whether it would work in his favour or not.’

‘And we’re in no position to help the prisoners, either,’ Cam said. ‘What are they doing to them? Can you tell?’

‘Rasten mentioned pulling fingernails and whipping feet,’ Isidro said. ‘Sirri, does that fit with what you felt?’

She nodded.

‘Those aren’t crippling injuries, just painful. If challenged they’ll claim it’s discipline for unruly prisoners.’ He fell silent, looking thoughtful.

‘I know that look on your face, Issey,’ Cam said. ‘What are you thinking?’

Isidro frowned. ‘The Wolf Clan could use this against us. There are thousands of women and children in the Wolf Clan’s camp, missing their husbands and brothers. If word gets out that they’re being tortured because we refuse to leave the Spire …’

‘Fires Below,’ Cam said. ‘I’m beginning to hope Rasten doesn’t tell your kin,’ he said to Ardamon.


‘If he thinks it would put Sierra in danger, he won’t do it,’ Isidro said. ‘We can rely on that. I wonder if the Akharians know about the link between Sierra and Rasten, though, and if that’s why they chose to attack during the negotiations — to gauge Rasten’s response …?’ He directed this to Delphine.

‘We’ve never known of it, but after the attack here they could have surmised at least its existence.’

‘Very well,’ Cam said. ‘What do we do now?’

Sierra sighed and buried her face in her hands. ‘There’s nothing we can do. I’ll have to stay here until they realise it isn’t working and give up.’ That could take days. It cost very little to keep their slaves in considerable pain for days at a time, and even a handful of mages could keep the Wolf men from interfering.

‘Well,’ Delphine said, ‘there are exercises you can attend to in the meantime. And Isidro, you should work on your own store of power, without leeching off Sierra. There’s plenty to be getting on with.’

Sierra spent the day in that tiny, stifling chamber. In the evening she ventured out again, but power hit her like a storm, sending her stumbling back half-blinded by the brilliant spill of lightning.

Once it was clear she would have to spend the night in the shielded room, Cam had their bedding and the evening meal brought up from the cavern. Since Isidro couldn’t bear to be within the shields Cam joined her in the cramped space, utterly mystified by his brother’s revulsion, while the others remained in the corridor. Delphine was escorted back to her own quarters, but Ardamon stayed rather than return to Mira’s empty tent, and at his invitation Anoa joined them for the meal as well. A cautious kind of friendship was growing between her and Sierra, for their backgrounds were more similar than different. It helped that Anoa didn’t so much as blink at the light and noise while Sierra and Isidro were training.

They spent the evening telling stories and playing games until late. As Ardamon and Isidro debated laying the stones out again on Ardamon’s embroidered game-cloth, a servant brought a message from Mira, sent down from the camp above. It may have been late in the night within the cavern, but on the surface folk were apparently settling in to their evening meal.


Ardamon broke Mira’s seal with his thumb. ‘Dear cousin,’ he read. ‘I hope this finds you all well. I intend to return to the Spire tomorrow, you may expect me in the evening, should the Gods be willing.

‘The negotiations proceed poorly. The Slavers are intent on possessing the Spire and will accept nothing less. Our guest’s letter appears to have had the desired effect, and I see no indication that they are considering an attack by force. Not that they would give us any warning,’ he muttered. ‘I do have some unwelcome news — Mother proposes to allow a delegation of Akharians to inspect the cache. They are currently haggling over the price, as Mother has demanded half of the remaining slaves. I have impressed upon her the importance of giving us ample notice, and wondered if Isidro can recommend any particular Akharians we should admit or exclude.’

That news earnt a mutter of dismay from Sierra, while Anoa sat up and hugged her knees to her chest with a shiver. Ardamon reached out to her with a hesitant hand, but she warned him back with a glare before scowling at the floor.

‘I’ll see Torren excluded if possible,’ Isidro told her. ‘We’ll make sure you don’t have to see him.’

‘I’d rather have his cock and balls on a silver platter, but I suppose that’s the best I can ask for,’ Anoa said.

‘Mother is talking of a long-term alliance between the Akharians and the Wolf Clan and pledging peace within the clan’s territory, whatever happens between the empire and the king. It will cause trouble with Severian, of course, and Osebian near had an apoplexy at the thought, but I could all but see the wheels turning in his head — he thinks our lands will be his soon enough, and imagines he can turn the matter to his advantage. Given that it will be years before we have any more mages to stand beside Sierra, I feel this is the best we can hope for. Therefore I urge you to find a way to let this inspection take place, and we will discuss the matter further on my return.

‘The conditions in the camp are very bad. The prisoners have been released with the clothes on their back and nothing else — the Slavers have retained the tents, stoves and all the bedding. The tents and blankets we have are occupied in rota, and the newly released prisoners have yet to be settled. Supplies are strictly rationed and must be kept under constant guard, but I am told that fresh stores are on their way and what we have should hold out, barring further riots. The camp is in utter chaos, with packs of children running wild with no kin or clan to take them to task. The men are sore pushed to maintain order without treating the poor waifs as harshly as the Slavers did. Many of the women and elders are still in shock. Those I spoke to seem evenly divided between people praising our efforts to free them and those angry we could not act sooner. Opinion regarding Ricalani mages in general and Sierra in particular is also divided. Just as many believe she should be killed as a Child of the Black Sun as feel mages should return to Ricalan. At present I am utterly uncertain which way the common people will turn, and the guards hourly break up fights between those of opposing views.

‘The clan has been watching the duke and his men closely; there is no sign he intends to make a play for any of our outlaws. This suggests that he is relying on Rasten to draw Sierra out, but I worry our information is inaccurate. It is quite unlike Angessovar to play such a passive game, particularly with talk of an alliance against the king’s interests.

‘It’s signed with Mira’s signature.’ Ardamon handed the note to Cam. ‘There’s a message for you at the end.’

Cam held the paper up to the lamplight, and smiled. ‘I like this talk of an alliance. If it goes ahead, the Wolf Clan may well break Mira’s betrothal, and there’ll be nothing the king can do about it.’

Ardamon and Anoa returned to the cavern, but Cam and Isidro stayed with Sierra, for which she was grateful. The stone chamber reminded her strongly of Kell’s dungeons, but the distraction of company made it easier to bear.

She slept soundly until what they were calling early morning. It was an odd noise that roused her, a peculiar sobbing moan, a sound of deep distress.

There was no light in the chamber, but a faint glow drifted down from the stairwell, where Nirveli had left the mage-lights glowing. Sierra made out Cam’s silhouette beside her, still and unmoving apart from the steady rise and fall of his chest. The noise was coming from the corridor.

Sierra slipped from her furs and went to the doorway. Isidro twitched and moaned in his furs, gripped by some bad dream.

She hesitated at the threshold, wondering if the Slavers would continue the attack around the clock. If nothing else it would burn through their slaves too quickly. Sierra drew a cautious breath and stepped through.


The power hit her in a swollen stream, but it was manageable. Sierra knelt at Isidro’s side as he tossed and muttered beneath the blanket. ‘Issey, you’re having a bad dream. Wake up!’

He reacted with violence, striking out with a flailing hand, but Sierra deflected the blow with a shield. Then he seemed to come to his senses and sat up, wrestling with his blankets.

Sierra reached for him again, but he flinched away and she pulled back to give him space. After a moment he looked at her in confusion. ‘Sirri, what are you doing? Where are we?’ He was there with her, she realised, but at the same time still trapped within the dream.

‘Issey, we’re in the Spire. We —’ Then, she blinked and caught a glimpse of vision through another set of eyes. Endless stone halls flashed past as someone rushed through them in panic, chased by some terrible, inescapable enemy. It took a great deal of effort to pull herself back to the present.

‘I’m still dreaming,’ Isidro said. ‘But you’re here too. Sirri … I can’t —’

‘It’s alright,’ Sierra told him. ‘It’s Rasten. Isidro, you’re caught in Rasten’s dream. You need to block him out.’

Isidro shook his head, and Sierra realised that he probably didn’t have the strength. Rasten was desperate, and in his irrational state trying to climb into someone else’s head must seem as good an escape as any. She’d been trapped in his nightmares herself, and she knew this was only the first part. She had to find some way to cut him off before Kell caught Rasten and the next stage of the dream began.

‘Issey, you need to break the connection. If you come into the chamber he won’t be able to reach you.’ Standing, she took his hand to tug him to his feet, and led him to the shielded doorway.

Isidro baulked at the threshold. ‘No. I’m not going in there.’

‘Issey, please, you have to trust me …’ She tried to pull him forward, but he shifted his grip to her wrist and drew her to him instead. He was far stronger than her, and she would not use power on him if she had a choice. ‘No, Sirri, I mean it!’

Alright, she thought. This isn’t working. She could wake Cam to help her … but Isidro was absorbing power in that peculiar way he had. If he reacted badly, Cam could be hurt, and Isidro would be mortified.

There was another solution. Back in the dungeons it had been her only refuge when Rasten was summoned for an evening of his master’s pleasure. Her talent meant she felt every moment of it, until Rasten showed her how to escape within herself and block it out. She’d been sceptical at first, certain it was some sick trick intended to warp her responses and her mind. Perhaps it was, but one desperate night she’d tried it, and found that it worked. She hadn’t mentioned this to Isidro — he had never judged her for the things she’d done to survive, but this was one secret shame she didn’t have the courage to expose.

Sierra lifted her face and kissed him. She wound one arm around his neck to draw him down, and trailed the other hand down his chest and below his belly to stroke and caress. Isidro drew a deep breath and shivered, then dropped her wrist to twine his fingers into her hair.

The blast of sheer pleasure and sensation of climax should pull him clear. She pulled him down to his furs again and he shifted his hand to her breast. When she opened his trousers and took him in her mouth, he moaned again, and it was all pleasure this time, with no distress. It was working.

Rasten shoved at the connection inside her head, like a caged beast mindlessly throwing itself against the bars. She tried to push him from her mind, but his desperation wrung at her heart. It’s only a dream, she thought to him. It’s not really happening. You can wake up and make it stop.

It won’t ever stop, he replied. Not until Kell’s dead.

She felt utterly torn. Rasten was responsible for countless horrors, but he had not acted of his own free will — or at least, not until his appetite for the power his rituals brought him had woken. Kell had orchestrated everything. Part of her felt that the apprentice deserved to suffer for the things he’d done, but another wanted to weep for all he’d endured since Kell slaughtered his family and made him a slave.

She turned her mind away, focussing instead on the warm and responsive man beneath her.

Isidro caught her arm and pulled her up to face him. His tension had eased: he was beginning to break loose. ‘Sirri, you —’

He lost his voice as she settled onto him. She was ready, and swallowed the shame she felt — no normal girl should find her lust rising with the promise of torment and pain. She knew on some level though that this was what her body had learnt in the last two years. She was afraid what he’d think of her if he knew.


Sierra pushed that fear from her head and focussed all her attention on the doubled sensation — because of her power she felt his response as strongly as her own. As she rocked against him the fire drove all other thought from her mind, and she let her power flare to carry them both.

When the climax came, it left her head as clean and clear as a summer sky … all except for one tiny corner of her mind, where Rasten clung like a storm-tossed sailor clings to a rope.

Thank you, was all he said.

Isidro smiled as they lounged shoulder-deep in the hot pool. Sierra was cradled against his chest while the harness of splints and enchantments lay across the room, out of reach of splashes and steam.

She relaxed against him, closing her eyes. He felt extremely weary, too, which seemed odd given that he’d slept well up until Rasten’s nightmare. ‘I take it the Akharians haven’t renewed the attack?’

‘No, but it’s only a matter of time. I suppose I should find Delphine and train while I can … only I want to sit here a little longer …’

In the end hunger propelled her out of the water, but Isidro was too sleepy to muster energy to rise and follow her, so he stayed in the warmth and watched as she dried herself with a blast of power and dressed. He slouched down into the water, and then straightened with a wince as a sudden pain lanced through his chest. He pressed his fingers against the spot, lodged right back against his spine like a fish-hook snared beneath his heart. He took a few shallow breaths and the pain seemed to fade, but then he drew one deep one and it was back, sharp and fresh.

Sierra paused in pulling on her shirt. ‘What was that?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Pulled a muscle, maybe.’ Or perhaps it was an artefact of the fever that rose up whenever he let himself get overtired. ‘It’s nothing, Sirri.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Certain,’ he said, hiding his concern as well as he could.

She frowned but said only, ‘Well, if I don’t see you down in the cavern soon I’ll bring you some breakfast and tea.’

As she left, a kind of shifting weight inside his head betrayed Rasten’s awareness, and Isidro went very still.

I’m sorry about that, Rasten said. The, ah, dream, I mean.

Isidro couldn’t think what to say, and so he said nothing. Was Rasten baiting him? Distracting him? He would never take an apology from Rasten seriously — it only put him on guard.

For a long moment there was silence, and he began to wonder if Rasten was less waiting for a response than being more confused and awkward, as Isidro was.

You know, I thought I’d have to kill you, but I couldn’t find a way to do it without turning Sirri against me completely. When I realised that she’d end up doing it herself, I thought it meant one less problem, but now … well, I suppose I’ve grown used to having you around. Do you know, aside from Sierra you’ve survived the longest of anyone we’ve held under the rituals? If you died now, I think I’d miss you.

I don’t see any way around it, though. I know you’re never going to heed my warning. Can’t say I blame you, but I’m going to say it anyway. Sierra’s powers are growing, and she’ll be deadly unless she’s properly trained. You have to stop fucking her, or she’ll kill you.

What in the Black Sun’s name —? Isidro began, but before he could finish the thought Rasten reached through the connection into him, and somehow grasped that fish-hook lodged near his spine. For an instant Isidro glimpsed the thing, something like a cross between a barb and a sucker-vine entangled in his vitals, draining his energy like a parasite feeding on the vitality of its host.

The wrench as Rasten pulled it free hurt more than anything since his arm had been broken. Isidro felt himself convulse, coming with a hair’s breadth of striking his head against the stone lip of the pool. It left him breathing hard, with lights flashing before his eyes, but now he could draw breath without pain, and the strange weariness had lifted.

She can’t help it, Rasten said. But if you go on like this, she’ll destroy you. I know you care about her — how will she feel when she comes back to herself to find your corpse in her furs? You know what you have to do.

With that, Rasten was gone, leaving Isidro stunned and breathing hard. The chamber door swung open without warning, and he flinched violently.

‘Isidro?’ Cam leant his head around the door. ‘Is everything alright? I thought I heard … something …’

From the look on Cam’s face, Isidro realised he must have cried out. Since he was still wide-eyed and panting, there was no use denying it. ‘It’s Rasten, playing another of his games.’


Stepping into the chamber, Cam shook his head in disgust. ‘Well, to be honest I was surprised he slunk away so meekly after the battle. What’s he playing at?’

Isidro clambered out of the water and began to dry himself. ‘Some horseshit about Sirri’s power being dangerous.’ As he spoke, a thread of fear clenched around his heart and knotted in his belly. Delphine had warned him, and he’d dismissed it — back in the early days of her capture she would have said or done anything to make him falter. But Rasten and Nirveli had echoed the warning and while Rasten had every reason to lie to him, Nirveli had none.

It can’t be true, he thought. But even if it is, we’ll find a way around it, find a way to fix it. We have to. She’s our only hope, and we haven’t come this far to give up now.

‘No, really?’ Cam grinned. ‘Does Sirri know what he’s up to?’

‘No, and I don’t intend to tell her. He can’t drive us out, so he’s trying the only tactic he has left — divide and conquer. He’s only trying to distract Sierra, and I don’t intend to give him what he wants.’






Chapter 7

The day’s lessons began well. Sierra had been practising the breathing exercises, and once back on the training ground she felt the improvement at once.

Isidro lingered to watch. He still found it thrilling to see her in action, and at times he wondered that someone like her would choose a cripple like him to share her hearth and her furs.

He allowed himself a short time for this indulgence, and then went to his own lesson. Nirveli and Delphine seemed impressed with his progress, given the years he’d worn the warding-stone. Once, he’d come upon them discussing how Kell’s rituals could have undone the suppression. It gave him some small comfort to know the torture that had robbed him of his independence might have restored his withered talent, but mostly it seemed a poor trade.

In the main chamber, Anoa was talking to Nirveli. The ghost — and Isidro could think of no other term to describe her — could be roused from sleep easily enough, but upon waking she struggled to recall anything that had happened in the weeks since their arrival. When she did remember, it came in a confused jumble, and took some time before she was lucid enough to begin the lessons.

Anoa stood as Isidro came down the stairs. ‘She’s up and making sense. As much as she ever does, anyway,’ she said with a faint scowl. Since Anoa and Sierra had grown closer, her attitude towards Nirveli had turned decidedly chill. Isidro understood the girl’s point of view — Nirveli refused to teach Sierra entirely because of what had been done to her, not because of any choice she’d made — but Anoa didn’t seem to realise that Nirveli had no more choice than Sierra did. Whatever process Vasant had used to entomb her in the stone had stolen her free will and bound her completely to the rules he had laid down. Nirveli physically could not teach Sierra — she couldn’t even give Isidro lessons when Sierra was in the chamber. The implications of that still terrified him if he considered them too deeply.

‘Thank you, Anoa. I think you’re beginning to wake more easily,’ he said to Nirveli.

She shrugged. ‘Maybe. It feels like a long night of broken sleep, waking and drifting off again with dreams in between. Half the time I’m not sure if I’m awake or dreaming.’

‘Which is it now?’ Isidro asked.

Nirveli blinked at him, and then raised a hand. Lights swirled into the outline of a bird on her wrist, fussing and preening before spreading its wings and taking flight into the distance.

‘Have you ever done that in real life?’ Nirveli asked. ‘I’m never sure. Are you ready for your lesson?’

‘I am. Shall we begin?’ Isidro settled onto one of the cushions strewn in this corner of the chamber.

The lessons were taxing and thorough, despite his teacher’s nebulous grip on reality. Nirveli interspersed theory with practice, and since he could draw power from Sierra so quickly she made the most of it by teaching him about enchantments. Vasant’s people had left behind a considerable quantity of blank stones, some raw, some prepared and ready to use, and some bearing the decayed remains of ancient workings. By the end of the morning Nirveli had him making the simplest of enchantments: lantern-stones to replace the ones that Sierra had inadvertently destroyed.

As hours passed, Isidro found himself short of breath, and by mid-morning the stinging pain in his chest had returned.

He refused to give in to it, and forced himself back to the task until he was ravenous and his head swam with exhaustion. Taking his leave from Nirveli, he tried to stand, but his legs were shaky. Steadying himself against the wall, Isidro hesitated.

He couldn’t deny Rasten had eased the pain, and it returned once he’d used power. Therefore it seemed logical to relieve it by cutting himself off from power — and that meant the dampening chamber.

Isidro grimaced at the thought, but if he went down into the cavern and this sensation didn’t lift, he wouldn’t have the will to climb back up to test his theory. So with a sigh, he went down to the lower level.


He had to gather his nerve to enter the chamber, but relief came the instant he crossed the threshold. At once he could breathe deeply again and, though he would have thought it impossible to find the suffocating shields restful, after a few moments he fell into a doze.

Isidro felt he’d only closed his eyes for a moment when voices on the stairs roused him with a jolt.

He scrambled up and left the chamber. If Sierra saw him there she would want to know why, and he didn’t want to tell her about Rasten’s warning — she had enough to worry about, and he didn’t want to shake her burgeoning confidence.

He met her hurrying down the stairs with power surging around her and Delphine and Anoa in tow, but she said nothing as she rushed past him. The pain returned with a sharp needle-stab, but it vanished again as she crossed the shields.

The spilling light winked out, plunging the corridor into darkness until Isidro set his lantern-stone glowing and handed it to Anoa.

When the light returned Sierra was standing in the doorway, watching him with wide eyes. ‘Issey, what’s wrong? I felt that.’

‘Nothing,’ he told her. ‘I overstretched myself this morning, that’s all. Is it the Akharians again?’

‘Yes. I started down here as soon as I felt it.’ She retreated from the doorway and pushed her face into one of the chamber’s walls.

Delphine was studying his face closely. ‘You do look pale.’

‘Too long without sunlight,’ Isidro said. ‘Sirri, forgive me, but I’m famished. I’ll find something to eat, and have your meal sent up.’

‘Go,’ she told him with a flap of her hand. ‘Delphine’s right: you look like you need it.’

His instinct was correct — once down the cascade the idea of climbing it again seemed utterly daunting. He told Cam that Sierra was under attack again, and sent him to keep her company while he shared a meal with those still in the tents. Isidro ate in ravenous haste and then asked Rhia if he might borrow her furs, since his were still inside the cache. He spent the afternoon in a restful and utterly dreamless sleep.

When the commotion of Mira’s return woke him that evening, he felt normal once again, with no hint of pain, dizziness or exhaustion. Outside he met Cam and Rhia on their way to welcome Mira home.


‘Isidro, you do look better,’ Rhia said, looking him over. ‘Are you hungry? We saved you some dinner.’

‘Thanks, Rhia, but I’ll hear Mira’s news first.’ He glanced around. ‘Is Sirri here?’

‘She’s still in the chamber,’ Cam said. ‘She’s been asking after you. I promised I’d bring her word from Mira, but if you’re up you can tell her yourself.’

Mira brought an entourage of servants, guards and porters bearing fresh supplies. She looked harrowed and weary, her boots and coat caked with mud — the first sign of spring Isidro had seen that year. She delegated the task of stowing supplies to her servants and had Cam, Isidro and Ardamon follow her to her tent to hear the news.

‘It’s perfectly wretched up there,’ she said, flinging herself down into a fur-lined chair. ‘I thought I’d be pleased to see the women and children freed, but the clan is barely able to feed and shelter them. We don’t dare send them home until the treaty is finalised and the legions quit our lands, or else they’ll simply be enslaved again. The Akharians still hold Earthblood and all its supplies, so there’s no help there. Once it’s safe to send them to the hamlets and hill-towns to the south things will be easier, but there’s no telling if the spring weather will hold off long enough to let them get there. It’s madness, absolute madness. I hate to think what the women went through once the Akharians knew they’d soon be freed. Most of them are in shock, and we don’t even have the resources to let them wash away the stink of the slave camps. The ones who aren’t in a daze are frantically searching for their kin, but there’s so much chaos and confusion that it’s a hopeless cause. The children are still running in packs like wild beasts. It’s truly awful.’ She buried her face in her hands while Cam poured her a bowl of tea and Ardamon dished out the stew held back from their evening meal.

‘So you see,’ Mira went on, ‘the negotiations are simply vital. If the Akharians attacked now we’d be lost, even with Sierra and Rasten. They’re insisting on inspecting the cache, and we cannot refuse them, or even delay them for long.’

‘We can hardly expect them to agree to an alliance without seeing what they can gain by it,’ Isidro said.

‘And we can at least declare that only a certain number of mages will be admitted,’ Mira said. ‘Isidro, have you thought on who we should admit? I was thinking that Harwin should be one …’

‘Yes,’ Isidro said. ‘Unfortunately, the ones I’d like to exclude are of senior rank, and I’m afraid we won’t be able to.’

‘I know who you mean,’ Mira said. ‘But let’s discuss it tomorrow. I’m just so weary …’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I take it we have a few days, then.’

‘A few, but no more. We don’t dare stall them: if they lose patience and blockade our supply lines, the camp will be starving in a matter of days.’ She peered into her half-full bowl, and set it aside with a sigh. Isidro was nearly finished his, a rich and hearty dish of beans, pickled vegetables and meat, but he too had been in a state when even the finest food couldn’t tempt his appetite.

‘Cam, I need to speak to you. In private, if I may. Is there somewhere out of the way that we can go? In the cache, perhaps?’ Mira heaved herself to her feet once again.

‘Of course,’ Cam said, looking surprised. As they left, Isidro noted Ardamon glance after Cam with a look of sorrow, or perhaps even pity. Either way, it was enough to give Isidro a chill of unease.

‘The training ground is empty,’ Cam said. ‘We won’t be interrupted there.’

‘Empty?’ Mira said. ‘I assumed Sierra would be working, since I didn’t see her in the cavern.’

‘No, she’s downstairs. Fires Below, I’d forgotten you didn’t know — the Akharians have been flooding her with power.’ He told her of the attack that had begun the day before. ‘It’s inconvenient, but there’s no danger so long as she can retreat behind the shields. We thought it would disrupt her lessons, but she’s still making progress …’

‘Well, if we can somehow bluff through the inspection, they might give it up if they see it’s having no effect.’

The furniture Sierra had been using was still scattered around the chamber. One of the items was a carved, high-backed chair, and Mira slumped into it, hiding her eyes with her hand as Cam dragged a chest over for a seat. ‘Cam, I’ve got some bad news. I’ve been ordered to return to Ruhavera to prepare for the wedding. I must depart within a week.’


For a moment, Cam was struck speechless. ‘The wedding? They can’t seriously intend to go through with it. They’re negotiating with the king’s enemies!’

‘It has been suggested our interests would be better served by marriage to an Akharian noble instead,’ Mira said, tears in her eyes though she tried to speak dispassionately. ‘Mother has made it clear I’m to prepare for a wedding at midsummer, even if her choice of bridegroom is still pending. But, in any case, the Angessovar contract still stands: the clan isn’t actually in rebellion any more, and the king has sanctioned the negotiations with the Slavers, largely because he needs our warriors in the south as soon as possible. That’s why Osebian’s here! And lucky he is: if we break the contract, the king will be within his rights to withdraw the men Osebian brought. If they leave and take Rasten with them, we’ll be at the mercy of the Slavers.’

Cam gave her a long, steady look. ‘You mean your clan will make you marry Osebian even if they intend to revolt in the end? Severian will have your head for that, if he doesn’t give you to Kell to punish your kin.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ Mira said, still speaking calmly as she blotted her eyes with her sleeve. ‘Our alliance with the empire applies only to the Spire and the Wolf Lands, and if we don’t keep the king content it will all be lost to the Blood-Mages anyway.’

‘You don’t need to do this,’ Cam said. ‘Rasten won’t leave without Sierra. Mira, you can’t go. Stay here: we can protect you. With Sierra at your back they can’t force you to do anything —’

‘I have to —’

‘No! I won’t let you!’ All of a sudden he realised he was shouting and that his belly had tightened into a hard and painful knot. ‘Curse it, what do you think they’ll do to you? Your clan may not care what happens to you, but I do!’

Mira buried her face in her hands and sobbed. ‘I knew you’d say that,’ she said through her tears. ‘Cam, please stop, please don’t tempt me further. I can’t stay, you must see that.’

‘Of course you can! What are they going to do, send troops to drag you out?’

‘I wish it were as simple as that —’

‘It is! It’s exactly as simple as that. Tell them you won’t go. Sierra will back you up; she won’t let anything happen to you.’ Cam gripped the arms of her chair, clenching until his knuckles turned white, torn between the desire to wrap her up in his arms and keep her safe and the urge to storm at and attack those who would take her from him.

‘I can’t defy my clan. You don’t understand — you’ve never had a clan of your own, not properly. You don’t know what you’re asking.’

‘Don’t I?’ he said. ‘My blood kin may have turned their backs on me, but I did have a clan — the one that chose me.’

‘And you lost them!’ Mira said. ‘After your and Issey’s struggle without kin to support you, you ask me to lead that life? How could I, when I see what it cost you?’ She drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, trying to compose herself.

Cam knelt at her side. ‘Mira, we can protect you —’

‘How?’ she demanded. ‘You and Issey could barely keep yourselves fed and clothed without my help. Sierra has more power than I can comprehend, but how long would she last down here without allies? Alone, she’s as helpless as anyone else with no home and no family.’

‘Mira, you can’t marry Osebian. Mesentreian lords treat their women scarcely better than the Akharians treat their slaves —’

Mira shook her head. ‘You needn’t fear that. He can’t raise a hand to me without violating the terms of the betrothal.’

‘But behind closed doors —’

‘There will be no closed doors! It’s all written into the contract. I’ll have kin present at all times. He will not be permitted to mistreat me. It won’t be pleasant, but it’s far better than what the women endured in the slave camps.’

Cam turned away, raking his hands through his hair. ‘This is wrong. It sickens me that your own mother agreed to this. It’s never been the Ricalani way, to barter a woman to bind a treaty —’

‘Cam, I don’t like it either, but we must move with the times if we are to survive,’ Mira said. ‘Should we cling to our traditions at the expense of our future? We can’t hold ourselves aloof from the rest of the world. Perhaps we must bring mages of our own back if we want to be safe from Valeria and Kell — if we want our children to live in Ricalan and not a new province of the empire — but great achievements require great sacrifices, and this is my part to play.’

‘But with this Akharian alliance in the offing, Tarya must see the king will hold you hostage against them,’ Cam said. ‘They’re putting your head on the block!’


‘My clan would never put me in danger,’ she said.

‘Fires Below, Mira, it was their fault you were captured by the Akharians! Have you forgotten that?’

‘That was an accident! Uncle Dremman couldn’t have known we’d run into those scouts —’ She broke off to glare at him. ‘And what do you expect will happen if I don’t present myself as promised? We’ve already risked one rebellion —’

‘That’s right, so what’s one more?’ Cam said. ‘If the Wolf makes a bid to overthrow the king, every clan in Ricalan will raise their banner to the call —’

‘Kell would destroy them! At best we will exchange Mesentreian overlords for Akharian, and at worst half Ricalan will be dead and the rest enslaved! And what if I do refuse? The clan would have to send another in my place — one of my sisters or my cousins! You remember my little sister Bekara, don’t you? She’s just sixteen this year. Would you have her delivered into Osebian’s bedchamber in my place? Or into the bed of some Akharian noble?’

‘They wouldn’t do such a thing,’ Cam said.

‘They would if it would prevent the deaths of thousands. My clan raises no cowards: we all know the price the Gods demand for the privilege of our birth. There’s not one of us who wouldn’t sacrifice herself for the sake of her people. Cam, I know this pains you, but there is no other way. I believe Sierra will bring us through, but she needs time, far more than we can give her by stalling the negotiations. Marrying Osebian will get the king off our backs, for a few years if we’re lucky. Cam, please just let me do what I must. Please don’t make it harder.’

‘We can find another way —’

‘There is no other way!’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘When the agreement was signed the elders said I should break this off with you right away, that you’d only make trouble. Please don’t prove them right. Please, I’m begging you.’

Tears flooded down her cheeks, but Cam folded his arms and held himself rigid. He didn’t trust himself to offer comfort when he really wanted to shake some sense into her. ‘When?’ he asked.

‘I’ll stay until the wretched Akharians make their inspection. That should be time enough to see Sierra continues to get everything she needs. I can’t delay much longer than that.’


Isidro hesitated on the landing at the end of Nirveli’s chamber. The voices rang down clearly from the room above, and he felt as though his own heart was being torn in two. Even after all they’d been through, Cam was still his little brother. When he’d first arrived in the Owl’s lodge, the six-year-old prince spoke only Mesentreian and was afraid of everything. Shepherding the useless lump around had seemed a punishment, but the chieftain was implacable — it was Isidro’s duty to treat Cam like a brother. The lone fair-haired child among the dark-headed Ricalanis learnt the language and the way of life in the Owl Clan’s run-down halls, and grew fearless and bold. By the end of that year Isidro couldn’t imagine life without his new brother; and even after all these years, his father’s command rang loud in his ears. It was his duty to look after Cam.

And now Cam was getting his heart ripped out by the woman he loved, and every fibre of Isidro’s being wanted to run up there and defend him.

It was forbidden. Matters of the heart were strictly private. So long as no one raised a hand in anger he had no right to interfere, according to the same customs that prevented violence among people who lived several couples to a family and might be trapped together for weeks during a blizzard. All he could do was wait until it finished, and be nearby to help pick up the pieces.

He couldn’t just stand here listening, either, so he forced himself to start down the steps, heading for the dampening chamber.

He’d barely taken a step when blue light flared up from below, creeping around the spiralling staircase. Sierra’s power throbbed, rolling through him like a wave. It seemed to wash his legs out from beneath him, and his knees buckled. His breath caught in his chest, as though he had a broken rib that protested every time he breathed deeply. He felt her coming towards him, trailing power that snapped and hissed like rain on hot stone.

From above, Isidro heard Cam make one last plea, but the words were lost in the echoing crackle of Sierra’s flooding power. There was someone descending, and from the short, quick stride he guessed it was Mira.

She came around the curve to the landing and glared at him, and he realised he must look like an eavesdropper, flattened against the wall in guilty surprise, but when she looked at him more closely, she frowned. ‘Issey —’


Then Sierra appeared, blazing with light and power, eyes hard with anger. ‘Have I heard this right?’ Sierra demanded. ‘You’re leaving us?’

Mira flinched, and when she caught herself Isidro noticed she pressed the heel of her hand against her chest. ‘That’s right,’ she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. ‘I have a duty and I will not shirk it, however unpleasant it may be. I’m sure you understand that.’

Sierra narrowed her eyes. ‘So you’re going to leave your friends and allies and surrender yourself into the hands of your enemies? You’re a fool. A complete and utter fool.’

Mira recoiled as though she’d been slapped. ‘How dare you speak to me —?’

‘How dare you abandon us when we need you?!’

‘Hold your wretched tongue!’ Mira shouted. ‘You’ve done this same thing, not just once, but twice! You left your family when Kell came for you, and you left Cam and my clan to hide among the slaves! How dare you scorn me when you’ve done the very same thing? I’m doing this for you, you wretch, so you can flout the laws and learn your craft, and you curse me for it? Black Sun take you, you selfish cow! There are lives at stake here, and if you can’t see that you’re not half the woman I thought you were!’ With that, Mira turned on her heel and stalked away, leaving Sierra spluttering with rage.

Isidro pressed against the wall, struggling for breath. His legs buckled, and he sprawled across the cold granite steps.

‘Isidro!’

Cam had started down when he heard the argument, and as he saw Isidro slump he bounded down to catch him. ‘Sierra, get yourself under control!’ he barked at her.

Sierra had her back to them both, still staring after Mira with her power spilling in crackling strands, spinning around her in an ominous dance. It seemed to Isidro that the chamber lights had dimmed, but he couldn’t be sure if it was only his vision fading for want of air. Nirveli’s screen, which had been blank during the exchange, now bore a strange, speckled field of light playing across the stone, strongest near to Sierra and fading with distance.

Cam’s shout startled her, and her power flooded, spilling over like a bursting dam. That fresh wave hit Isidro and now he couldn’t breathe at all, as though he was crushed under a great weight of stone. The enchantments bound to his arm were growing hot, and as the power surged he felt them collapse, imploding one by one with a muffled pop.

Cam grabbed him by the shoulders and peered into his face. ‘Shit,’ he said and strode to Sierra.

She had turned towards them, but her eyes were wide and sightless. Cam reached through the storm of power and grabbed her by the shoulders. He shook her, hard, and with a gasp Sierra fell to her knees, spread her hands wide and called her lightning back. The pressure lessened at once and, right on the verge of blacking out, Isidro found he could breathe again.

Cam hurried back to Isidro’s side. ‘Should I send for Rhia?’

Isidro shook his head. ‘Just … need to breathe …’ he gasped.

Sierra crouched beside him, taking off her jacket. She passed it to Cam, who wadded it up and slipped it under Isidro’s head for a pillow.

‘Get down to the chamber before you spill again,’ Cam snapped.

‘I don’t need to, that wasn’t an attack, I just … oh, by the Black Sun, I just lost my temper … Issey, what’s wrong? Is there anything I can do?’

‘You’ve done enough,’ Cam growled, still furious.

She began to weep large silent tears, and Isidro reached for her with his good hand. She seized it with both of hers. ‘Fires Below, you’re so cold …’

There came that familiar sense of something shifting inside his head, and Rasten was there. She’s progressing more quickly than I expected. Do you believe me yet? He felt the apprentice gather power and feed it through the connection to replace what Sierra’s outburst had stripped away. It felt … wrong, tainted and sour. Well of course, it came from Blood Magic, but Isidro couldn’t repel it. I probably shouldn’t be doing this, Rasten told him. I’m only delaying the inevitable. But if you die now, Sierra will be heartbroken, and I don’t want her to go through that if I can help it.

As the power seeped into him Isidro felt his heart beating stronger. Sierra? he called hesitantly.

She can’t hear you; her power is running too high. As I said, she needs training, and if she doesn’t get it soon she’s going to kill people. Unless you want her to be responsible for the deaths of all her friends and allies, you’d better find a way to send her to me. Rasten pulled away, but the connection remained, feeding him a steady drip of power.

By the time he was able to sit up again, Cam had apologised to Sierra for speaking so harshly, but she waved his words aside. ‘Don’t apologise, Cam. I deserved every word of it. Issey, I’m so sorry —’


‘It was an accident,’ Isidro said.

‘That’s not the point!’

‘Isidro, does this have anything to do with what happened this morning?’ Cam asked. Sierra turned to him, open-mouthed. Isidro tipped his head back against the cool stone and closed his eyes.

‘The bad dream?’ Sierra said. ‘What does that —?’

‘I don’t know about any dream,’ Cam said. ‘I’m talking about what happened with Rasten.’

Speechless, she turned to Isidro.

‘Rasten’s playing some game,’ he told her. ‘He’s trying to unsettle us and disrupt your training.’ He half-expected Rasten to respond, but there was nothing there but the steady drip of power. It seemed Rasten had deliberately removed himself, but Isidro couldn’t imagine why.

‘He’s hardly said a word to me in ages,’ Sierra said.

‘Because he knows it would do no good,’ Isidro said. ‘Of the two of us, I’m the weakest, so he’s targeting me.’ Now that he had strength to move, sprawling across the steps was growing uncomfortable, and he gathered himself to scramble up to the landing.

The movement pulled his sleeve away from the harness of splints and enchantments. The stones had been glossy and nearly black, but after the storm of power they had turned the colour of filthy snow, and were riddled with cracks.

Sierra gasped and reached for his wrist. ‘Oh by all the Gods, what have I done?’

Isidro pulled the sleeve down to cover them. ‘Never mind: it’s mostly healed anyway, and the splints are still whole.’

Cam was still frowning. ‘Isidro, are you sure there’s nothing to this warning?’

‘I’m certain,’ Isidro said firmly. ‘It’s some game of Rasten’s, that’s all.’ It had to be. Anything more was unthinkable.

Once he was strong enough to stand, the three of them made a careful descent to the cavern, but the jolt of leaping from stone to stone set Isidro’s arm throbbing in a way he hadn’t felt in months. When they reached the bottom, Sierra quelled the pain, and he firmly pushed it from his mind.

In her tent, Mira had washed her tear-stained face and regained her composure. Sierra went to her at once. ‘Mira, I’m sorry for what I said, but I’ve never regretted anything as much as I regret surrendering to Kell. I thought it was the only thing I could do to save my family, but it was an awful mistake. They died that day, I’m sure of it.’

Mira’s haughty demeanour softened with her words. ‘Sirri, I can’t imagine how awful it must have been,’ she said, taking her hands. ‘But this isn’t the same at all. This marriage is a wretchedly awful bargain to strike, but if it saves our people from being slaughtered, isn’t it worth the price? You survived two years in Kell’s dungeon, and while you’d never have chosen that fate, if you hadn’t been there to escape when you did, who’s to know if our menfolk would still be alive now? Who would have forced the Akharians to release their slaves and sue for peace? Good things can come out of bad — I’ve learnt that from watching Isidro these last few months. I’m not a warrior or a mage; I’m a politician, and I’ve been trained since I was a girl to bend and manipulate even those who despise and distrust me. I may not like it, but the truth is I was made for this, and I’ll be thrice cursed if I’ll shirk my duty when those around me face theirs.’ They shared a tearful embrace, and Mira turned to Cam.

‘Cam, my love …’

With a sigh he scooped her up and buried his face in her red hair. ‘Mira, you’re braver than I am. Let me just say this — if you need to leave, send word and I’ll come for you at once.’

Mira laughed, the sound muffled against his jacket. ‘Oh, Cam, don’t be a fool. If you show your face within a hundred miles of the court you’ll be killed in a heartbeat. I forbid it! You must stay away so we can be together once all this is over.’

‘Here now,’ Cam said, ‘you’re talking like you’re about to ride away, when you simply can’t go just yet. You’re our only advocate with the Wolf Clan — and while Ardamon’s a good man, he can’t fill your shoes.’

‘Mira, he’s right,’ Isidro said. ‘You’ll have to find us a replacement, someone we can trust.’

‘Oh, I know, and I’ve been thinking on it,’ Mira said. ‘I’d never abandon you to the Wolves without someone to speak for you. I will find someone to take my place.’

‘Impossible,’ Cam said.

Later, Sierra curled up under her furs at Isidro’s side and worried in the darkness. How could she have failed to notice what her power was doing to Isidro? It was hard to focus on the outside world when the magic filled her head with its thrilling current, but the fact that he’d been unable to warn her was terrifying. She’d understand if he pulled away from her after that, out of wariness and self-preservation if nothing else, and yet he had forgiven her at once.

Sierra laid a hand on his chest, savouring the warmth of his skin and the steady rhythm of his heart. Everything they’d gained was because of him. Issey, I don’t know what I’d do without you.

In the morning she roused to muffled whispers and sighs, and the rustle of furs. Cam and Mira had put their argument behind them, it seemed, and were making the most of the time they had left.

When she felt Isidro stir, Sierra gave him a sleepy smile without opening her eyes, and let him kiss her awake. The sounds of pleasure were contagious, and Isidro kissed her more deeply, pulling her closer as Sierra ran her hands over the muscles of his belly and his chest, so different from his painfully thin frame of just a few months earlier. In the darkness, smelling of leather and smoke, she felt safe and loved and perfectly content. It reminded her of when her family was still whole and she shushed her siblings’ giggles when the sounds of lovemaking passed from couple to couple in her parents’ furs.

When Cam entered Mira Sierra felt the echo from both of them. It wrung a gasp from her lips, which Isidro stifled with a kiss. She wrapped her legs around him, aching with pleasure as an echo of his sensation joined the others. The power taken from pain might be vast and endless, but it lacked the intoxicating sweetness of power raised between willing lovers. Sierra felt as though she was drowning in the heady rush.

She fought to keep from being swept away — this was too fine to waste by losing herself to senselessness. Sierra focussed on Isidro’s face, reaching up to touch his cheek, but as she did, a flicker of pain crossed his features, and he went still with a shudder of breath.

In the furs nearby, Cam cried out with a gasp of pain. Sierra’s power spilled in a glowing nimbus of blue light, and by the glow she saw him hunch, pressing a hand to his chest. Mira whimpered, too, and writhed beneath him

Isidro went rigid and began to tremble and, as Sierra watched in horror, his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed on top of her. ‘Isidro!’ she gasped — he was so heavy she couldn’t breathe under his weight. He did not respond, and she knew he was past hearing.

Sierra drew her knees to her chest and pushed him off, rigid and convulsing, with his left arm twisted beneath him.

Cam and Mira had broken apart — Cam stumbled towards her while Mira propped herself up on one arm, pressing the other hand to her chest as she struggled to draw breath.

‘Sirri, what are you doing?’ Cam shouted over the roar of her power, and Sierra realised the tent was full of writhing strands. She gaped in horror until Cam grabbed her shoulder and shook her out of it once more.

‘The chamber!’ Sierra gasped, and Cam nodded. ‘Go!’

She snatched up a discarded shirt — whose it was she didn’t know — and pulled it on as she ran for the cascade on bare feet. Behind her, Cam shouted for Rhia, and by the time she reached the platform overlooking the cavern, the entire camp was in uproar.

Cam watched numbly as Rhia set a pillow under Isidro’s head and knelt out of reach of his flailing arms. ‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘Sierra did something to us,’ Cam said. ‘She didn’t mean to, but I can still feel it.’ It was horribly familiar. Before she allowed herself to be taken by the Akharians, he’d let her perform a Blood-Mage ritual on him, binding his life-force to fuel the enchantment that let them communicate. It had felt just like this: like a barbed hook entangled in his vitals.

A moment later, the pain faded, and he could breathe without feeling as though his chest would tear apart. At the same time, Isidro’s convulsions stopped, and he lay still, panting in ragged breaths.

Mira had pulled on a shirt, and dumped some clothes at Cam’s side. ‘Bright Sun be thanked, it’s stopped.’

‘Because Sierra made it to the chamber,’ Cam said, struggling into his clothes.

Amaya hovered nearby, wide-eyed and frightened, and Rhia beckoned her over to deliver instructions on how to care for someone in a seizure. She pried one of Isidro’s eyelids open, but his eyes were rolled back in his head.

‘What do we do?’ Cam asked.


‘Wait,’ Rhia told him. ‘Most wake after a few moments, but he will likely need to sleep for a while. Has he ever had a fit before? As a child, perhaps?’

‘No, never,’ Cam said.

‘Then it should not take long,’ Rhia said. She covered him with the blankets, and they waited. And waited. But Isidro did not stir.

Sierra hugged her knees to her chest, and shivered. The shirt was Isidro’s — she could smell his scent on the cloth, and she recognised the stitching where she’d sewn down a loose cuff for him. Now the sleeves were wet with tears, and she was chilled to the bone. The installation was warmer than the cavern, but that only meant it was above freezing. There were blankets in the nearby chambers, but she didn’t dare leave the shielded room.

An age seemed to pass before the silence was broken by someone coming down the stairs. When Cam appeared in the doorway he seemed utterly exhausted, so serious and so sombre that Sierra feared the worst. ‘Is he d-dead?’ she asked, her teeth chattering from the cold.

The words seemed to startle him out of a stupor. ‘Fires Below, you must be frozen,’ he said. ‘No, Sirri, he’s alive. Let me get you a blanket and I’ll tell you more.’

He brought her a pair of blankets from the next chamber, and sent for her clothes. By the time he returned she was tightly wrapped in layers of wool but still shivering violently.

Cam entered the chamber and leant against the opposite wall. ‘He hasn’t woken,’ Cam said. ‘And he’s had another fit. Sirri … Look, I know you didn’t mean any harm, but we have to know what you did to him.’

Sierra couldn’t help herself. She began to cry again. ‘Cam, I honestly don’t know. If I could talk to Nirveli, or even Rasten, I might be able to find out, but I don’t dare leave this room. Maybe you could talk to Nirveli, or find someone to run messages …’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose that’s our best option. We could ask Delphine, but I’m not sure it’s wise to let her know Issey’s out of action. He’s the only one with any influence over her …’ He broke off and turned to the stairwell as Sierra heard someone hurrying down.

Amaya appeared in the doorway, her eyes fearful. ‘My lord? Rhia asks you to come at once. He’s having another fit.’


‘He’s getting weaker,’ Rhia said. Isidro had fallen still again, and the healer pressed her ear to his bare chest with a frown. ‘We have to do something.’

‘But what?’ Cam demanded. ‘You’re the cursed physician, Rhia! Tell us what to do!’

‘This is no physical ailment! If Sierra did this then sorcery is the cause. We need a mage to cure him.’

Delphine touched the stone bound against her wrist and wiped her fingertip on the leg of her trousers, leaving a faint smear of chalky dust.

Something had gone horribly wrong. If the shouts hadn’t given it away, the disruption of the usual routine would have made it clear. The milky translucence of the stones turning a dead, chalky grey was just one more sign.

She bit her lip and swallowed hard against the lump forming in her throat. A few weeks earlier, she would have been ecstatic to find the restraints breaking down. Now that she had come to appreciate what was at stake here, she just felt ill.

When she heard footsteps approaching her tent, Delphine pulled her sleeves down as Cam ducked inside. He glanced around her little prison with flinty eyes, and then fixed his gaze on her. ‘On your feet,’ he told her. ‘Come with me.’

Isidro’s foster-brother still terrified her. She had never been the sort of woman to send lingering looks after soldiers; she preferred her men urbane and refined, not wrapped in leather and steel. Delphine started to rise, but not quickly enough to please him — he seized her wrist and hauled her to her feet, pulling her towards the door before she had a chance to reach for her boots.

‘Wait —’

Grudgingly, he allowed her to put on her shoes and snatch up her coat, but he dragged her from the tent before it was settled around her shoulders.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked him, forced into a trot to match his long stride. His grip pressed the wrist-band into her flesh, but he ignored Delphine’s yelp of pain just as he ignored her question.


Cam hurried her up the cascade and into the installation. People were everywhere — far more than she usually saw there, which the common folk usually avoided out of superstition.

The lower level was crowded, but the people scattered from Cam’s path. A moment later, Mira was there, prying Cam’s hand free of her wrist. ‘Cam, let her go, you’re scaring the poor woman.’ She turned to those crowding the corridor. ‘Anyone who doesn’t have a specific task, leave now. Give us some room.’

There was scarcely a mutter as three-quarters of those present filed out and up the spiral staircase. Left behind were Rhia and her assistant, Amaya, Anoa and some other folk who Delphine didn’t know, though they had the demeanour of servants. There was also the other nobleman, the one who was sweet on Anoa, and a handful of guards armed with bows and spears.

Lying on the floor in the midst of it all was Isidro, wrapped in blankets on a makeshift stretcher. His face was ashen and his lips tinged blue. She gaped at him and then turned for a moment to the door of the dampening chamber, where Sierra gazed down at him with red-rimmed eyes.

Delphine hurried to his side. ‘What happened?’

‘We’re not sure,’ Rhia said. ‘Perhaps you can help?’

She reached automatically for her power, as she still found herself doing a dozen times a day. The cursed restraints were an impervious wall, but did the barrier feel different this time? Or was it just wishful thinking? Delphine sat back and raised her hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘Not with these things around my wrists.’

Mira and Cam moved to flank her. ‘Roll up your sleeves,’ Cam commanded. ‘But be warned — give us any trouble, and Sierra will hit you like an avalanche. Do you understand?’

Delphine looked from his green eyes to Sierra’s stormy gaze, and nodded. Only Isidro would sense any change in those stones — Sierra was too powerful to notice the damage.

Mira produced a pair of shears, and within moments the hateful things were slipped from her wrists. It felt as though she was able to breathe again after weeks of suffocation, but the pallor of Isidro’s face had her too deeply worried to enjoy the sensation.

‘Let’s see what we have …’ Delphine said, and she slipped into a light trance to see the shifting currents of power welling up from his core. What she saw was shrunken and as ashen grey as his skin, except for one point on his chest where a small, ragged wound gushed energy like smoke streaming from a chimney. ‘Oh, by the Good Goddess … what in all the hells happened?’ Delphine exclaimed, looking up at the people looming over her, and with a shock she saw similar wounds inside Mira and Cam. Those injuries leaked a trickle of energy, not a flood, but they were unmistakeably the same.

When neither of them answered at once, she turned to Sierra. ‘You have to tell me what happened.’

‘I don’t know,’ Sierra said. ‘We were in our furs, and he blacked out and had a fit. I came down here right away …’

‘Can’t you see what’s happening?’ Delphine demanded. ‘He’s leaking life-force like a torn water-skin.’

‘I don’t care what caused it, I need you to fix it!’ Cam thundered. ‘Now!’

Delphine reflexively drew breath to argue, but she bit back the words. He was right, there was no time to waste. But she had never seen anything like this before, had never even heard of it. A mage could work to exhaustion, depleting his store of power until he lost consciousness, but only those as highly trained as the military mages could harm themselves that way. An ordinary mage would pass out before doing any great injury though it would be days before he could perform magecraft after so depleting his reserves. This was a different matter entirely, and there was only one way it could have happened. The Sympath had done it to him. No Akharian Sympath had ever drained one of their servitors in such a way. It had to be a result of the corruption.

She sat back on her heels. ‘There’s a device in my gear, a slab of green stone about so big —’ she held her hands about a forearm’s length apart ‘— with handles at each end.’ Her captors were looking at her blankly, and she desperately cast around for someone who knew what she was talking about. ‘Where’s Lucia?’

‘Her name is Amaya,’ Rhia said firmly, but at a snap of her fingers the girl appeared at her side. Delphine repeated her description, and Amaya nodded at once. ‘I know it, madame,’ she said, and hurried away.

‘Be careful with it,’ Delphine called after her. It was a prototype, and wretchedly fragile.


Delphine turned back to Isidro. There was one avenue she could explore on her own. The Blood-Mages had tapped into the same well of life-force now gushing out of him, and they’d left a mark to show their tracks. Knowing how much he hated it, Delphine had to steel herself to reach for the old scar. Just have some guts and go for it, you wretched woman, she told herself. ‘Help me roll him onto his side.’

Rhia was the first to assist her. ‘What’s happening to him?’

‘In a way, he’s bleeding to death.’

He was heavy and limp, but Rhia seemed accustomed to manipulating people in such a state. She steadied him while Delphine felt for the insubstantial scar.

Once she made contact with the sigil, she felt the energy pumping out of him with every pulse of his heart, but still there was nothing to tell her how to stop the flood.

Then something shifted beneath her hand — it was as though she’d gathered up a handful of sticks, only to discover one was a snake. Before she could react, it struck through her, and a presence that reeked of tainted power shoved itself into her mind to look out through her eyes.

Who are you? a male voice demanded in Ricalani. Delphine could only stammer in response, but that seemed enough to let him identify her. Oh, the Akharian mage, he said, speaking in her own tongue this time, but with a distinctly northern accent.

She realised then who it must be — who it could only be. Rasten, the Blood-Mage’s apprentice.

W-what do you want? she faltered, and realised she was trembling.

To save his wretched life, if possible, he replied. Don’t ask me why, I don’t truly know. As he spoke she felt him poking about in her mind, sniffing in corners and riffling through memories, even testing the depths of her power. Isidro had always been utterly helpless against these invasions, and she, too, had no means to fight them.

I want to save him too, but we’re wasting time, she told him. What did she do?

When she realised she was draining him, she panicked, he said. She doesn’t know how to safely disengage, so she simply tore away. It ripped him open.

So, we have to sew the wound closed, like any other gash. How?

I don’t know. You’re not a Blood-Mage or a Sympath. Your power is of a different order, and I don’t know how to make it translate.


At that point Amaya returned with the device, and Rasten released Delphine to take it. She and Rhia rolled Isidro onto his back, and Delphine laid the slab of mottled green stone on his chest while she activated the stones set in bronze fittings around the edge. The enchantment was slow to rouse, like most complex workings.

As she waited, her mind raced. She may not be either a Blood-Mage or a Sympath, but Isidro’s Blood-Mage’s mark gave her a way to reach his life-force. That was her way in, she just needed to find some way to manipulate the wound once she got there.

She turned to Sierra. ‘The Blood-Mage text: does it mention bleeding energy through wounds of the soul, or some such thing?’

Sierra frowned. ‘I … yes. Yes, I think so —’

‘Someone get that book,’ Delphine snapped. ‘Bring it here at once.’

There was a quick scatter of conversation, and someone left at a run. Delphine didn’t see who — Alameda’s device had finally woken up. It was still set to viewing bones, and the slab glowed with a green tracery, illuminating his spine and his curving ribs.

Rhia gasped and reached for it, but quickly pulled back rather than disturb Delphine’s work. Delphine turned her attention to the settings and adjusted them to view the subject’s latent energy. This particular function was not as well developed as the bone-viewer — Alameda had stumbled on the capability, but they had no practical use for it. They had left it there as a curiosity, fortunately. As the slab dimmed and brightened again, the ragged-edged wound was plainly obvious, exuding a great gout of energy with every beat of his heart. At the sight of it the Ricalanis around her murmured in wonder and awe, and Sierra stifled a sob.

A flurry of footsteps heralded Anoa returning with the book, and Delphine waved her to Sierra. ‘I can’t read it and hold this at the same time. Give it to Sierra.’

‘She can’t read Mesentreian that well,’ Cam said.

‘But Rhia can,’ Sierra said. ‘Rhia, will you help me?’ Anoa handed Sierra the book and she settled it in her lap to begin flicking through the pages. ‘I know I saw it …’ It seemed to take her an age to locate the passage.

‘It says … a mage-talented subject may tear himself free of the ritual tether. A reluctant Sympath may rebel to this end, too, if proper discipline has not been instilled. This causes a wound of the soul through which the subject may bleed out. The wound can be repaired if the subject is of particular value, but in most cases the operation is too delicate and time-consuming to bother with. Instead, hasten to the end-ritual to ensure what little value the subject retains is not wasted …’ Rhia read on silently for a moment, and then looked up. ‘That’s it,’ she said in Akharian. ‘It just goes on to talk about different sigils and how they’re used.’

‘Is there anything else?’ Delphine asked Sierra.

‘No, I don’t think so. Blood-Mages use people up and cast them aside; they never stir themselves to save a life.’

‘Well, at least we know it’s possible to repair the wound,’ Delphine said. Rasten, are you still there?

You know who I am, then?

It was no great deduction. Do you have any insight?

No. I’ve never had this happen to a subject of mine.

‘Right,’ Delphine said aloud. ‘Right then.’ She could see what she needed to do, and she could reach into him via the sigil. All she needed was a way to patch that hole. Isidro had no power to spare — the cloud of energy pumping from the wound with each heartbeat had grown noticeably smaller. Sierra had energy to burn, but she couldn’t venture beyond the shield. That left Delphine herself.

Only Sympaths could transfer energy from one person to another — that was a basic tenet of mage-craft. Only it wasn’t true, was it? Isidro had absorbed power from her, on several occasions.

She was running out of time. She had to try something.

Drawing a deep breath, she gathered up the finest thread of power she could muster. Once, on her annual service to the empire, she’d been assigned to repair a dam damaged by an earthquake. This task was little different, surely? She was just repairing the rift, shoring up the damaged wall, reinforcing the weak points. She didn’t let herself think too much about the actual substance she was repairing, which to her touch seemed something between the fine, soft skin of an infant and the delicate tissue of a new leaf. Delphine had never been one for fine needlework, but that was the closest analogy she could find to stitching the ragged hole closed, using her own life-force for thread. As she sewed the wound shut she couldn’t help but feel that she was stitching herself to him as well.

It took an age. Every time she thought the task done, the bone-viewer revealed another puff of energy escaping, but after more times than she could count, the wound stayed clear. Delphine lifted the viewer from his chest and shuffled back out of the way to let the healer take stock of her patient again.

‘Rhia, how is he?’ Cam asked softly while the physician pried open his eyes, counted his breaths and then pressed her ear against his chest to listen to his heart.

‘His heart is still too fast, but not as bad as it was. His breathing is slower, too,’ she replied in Ricalani. ‘And look, his lips are growing pink. He is better, Cam, I am sure of it.’

‘But he’s not waking up.’

‘It might take days,’ Delphine interjected, slumped against the wall. ‘You’d better come here,’ she said, levelling one finger at Cam. ‘You too, Mira. You’re both wounded as well. It’s not as bad as Isidro, but you’d better let me take a closer look.’ She tapped the viewer in her lap.

Cam gave her a suspicious look. ‘What are you talking about? Sirri never touched us.’

‘Really? Don’t you feel a little sick? A little shaky, perhaps?’

‘Fires Below, my brother was dying before our eyes! How do you think I felt?’

‘Cam, let her use the viewer,’ Rhia said. ‘From what I saw we’ll see if she speaks the truth.’

Cam said nothing, just continued to scowl, and Mira gently touched his arm. ‘I’ll go first, if you like.’

‘By the Black Sun, you won’t,’ he snapped. ‘If there’s any risk I’ll take it first. What do I have to do?’

Delphine beckoned him over. ‘Come here and sit down. I don’t think I should stand up with this thing right now. We’ll need it to check Isidro later …’

Cam and Mira both had similar wounds, clearly visible on the viewer although each was little more than a scratch compared to the gaping laceration Isidro’s had been. What Delphine hadn’t considered was that she had no way of repairing them, since neither bore the ritual sigil that gave access to Isidro’s store of power. There was little she could do but hope that they would recover on their own.

‘If all else fails I could use the Blood-Mage book to work a ritual and make a mark, but you’ll have to promise not to tell anyone in Akhara or I’ll be hanged,’ Delphine told Mira as she tried to slip the suppression bands over her shaking hands again. ‘Do you know, this is why I’d never make a Battle-Mage. Sometimes when my power gets low I go a little strange.’

‘Uh, my lady?’ Amaya said from Mira’s side. ‘I think she should have something to eat and drink. Her students would bring her food when she got like this. Should I fetch something?’

‘Yes, at once,’ Mira told the girl, and Amaya hurried away as Mira twisted the wires together and Delphine obligingly held out her other hand.

‘I never thought I’d forgive you for forcing him to betray his people,’ Mira said to her. ‘But Isidro’s right — you’re a decent woman, even if you are a Slaver.’

Sierra watched from the doorway as Isidro’s stretcher was carried into a nearby chamber. Delphine was led away, too, with a blanket around her shoulders and a chunk of bannock in her fist.

Once they were gone, Sierra heard no more of the discussion. She stayed by the door anyway, straining to catch a word here or there, but as time passed she found herself leaning closer and closer to the shield, then jerked back lest she cross it and do more damage. In the end she took herself away to the far side of the room.

Hours more passed before anyone came to speak with her. By that time, Sierra was wrung out with weeping, and she curled into the corner with her pounding head pillowed on her arms. When Cam rapped on the door and called her name, Sierra lifted her head with a wince. ‘How is he?’ she asked, blinking bleary eyes. ‘Is he awake?’

‘Not yet,’ Cam said. ‘But he hasn’t had another fit, and Rhia says his breathing is stronger.’ Cam stood outside the door and, as Sierra watched, he absently rubbed the heel of his hand over his heart.

‘Cam, I need food and drink,’ Sierra said. ‘And water for washing, please. And if Delphine’s still sleeping I’ll need an oil-lamp and books to study —’

‘In a moment,’ Cam said, cutting her off. ‘Sierra … what in the Black Sun’s name happened? What did you do?’

The accusation in his voice was enough to start her weeping again.

‘Fires Below, Sirri, you almost killed him!’


‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ She scrambled to her feet. ‘Do you imagine I did this on purpose?’

Anger and fear were written plainly on his face as he watched her with a narrow gaze.

‘Well?’ Sierra demanded. ‘Answer me, curse you!’

‘Of course not,’ Cam blurted.

‘Then why are you accusing me? And why are you standing in the cursed doorway like a gaoler questioning a prisoner?’

With a growl he stepped inside and slammed the door behind him. ‘Sirri, what happened?’

‘I told you, I don’t know!’

He was vibrating with anger. Had they been outside this chamber Sierra would have felt it pouring off him, although it wasn’t power she could use. It struck Sierra that in this chamber she was as helpless as anyone else. Cam wouldn’t hurt her, however angry he was, but it was rare that she felt truly vulnerable. Usually the only person who made her feel this way was Rasten.

Cam raked his fingers through his hair and began to pace. He would not look at her. ‘Delphine spoke with Rasten. He said you did this to Isidro — you ripped him open badly enough that he could have bled to death.’

Sierra gaped at him. Then she slowly slid down the wall to sit in a heap on the rumpled blankets.

‘And she said you did the same to us! Sirri, what in the Black Sun’s name …?’ He broke off with a shake of his head. ‘What gives you the right —?’

‘I can’t help it!’ she shouted. ‘I told you that, right from the start! Since that night the king’s men found us, I’ve never hidden what I am from you. Never!’

He turned to her, scowling, with his bunched fists propped on his hips.

‘If I could stop, don’t you think I’d have done it by now?’ Sierra snapped. ‘Or do you think I enjoyed sharing every moment Kell and Rasten spent torturing and raping their prisoners?’

‘Oh, hold your wretched tongue,’ Cam spat, pacing once more, but after a few steps he stopped and turned to her again. ‘Sirri, forgive me, I didn’t mean to curse you. It’s just … I’m all to pieces over this …’


‘So am I,’ Sierra said, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand. ‘But I can’t help what I am.’

‘Sirri, I’ve felt this before, you know,’ he said, touching his chest once again. ‘The device Rasten made felt just like this. Rasten said your power is … changing. Couldn’t you feel it?’

‘I thought I was learning to control it! Fires Below, Cam, do you think I’d hurt him willingly? I don’t know what happened, I don’t know how to fix it, and I don’t know how to keep it from happening again!’

He gave a short, sharp sigh, and tipped his head to one side to regard her. ‘My apologies, Sirri. Of course you don’t know — how could you, when no one seems to know the first thing about your power? What was it you needed? Food, drink and wash water?’

‘And a lamp and my books,’ Sierra said, her voice thick with tears. ‘That will give me enough to go on with.’ She glanced up at him. ‘Has Rhia said when she thinks he’ll wake?’

‘She doesn’t know. Could be today, could be tomorrow. She says it’s impossible to say.’

He turned for the door, but Sierra called him back. ‘Cam?’ Her breath hitched in her chest. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘I don’t know, Sirri. I just don’t know.’

Isidro didn’t stir all that day. In the evening, Sierra ventured out of the shielded chamber while Rhia and Delphine watched over him. The moment Sierra stepped out, his heart began to race and a fresh plume of life-force leaked from the wound in his chest. Sierra retreated, and spent that night behind shields as well.

In the morning he seemed a little stronger, and this time when she risked exposing herself his condition didn’t change. They tried placing Isidro in the shielded room so Sierra could train, but the moment he crossed the threshold his breathing became laboured, and Rhia ordered him carried out at once. Delphine concluded that the shields interfered in the generation of life-force.

Within an hour, the Akharians began their daily assault, and Sierra had to retreat again.

She and Delphine tried to continue her lessons in theory and meditation, but both of them were tense and distracted. By the second morning, the pressure had become intolerable. When their raised voices brought Rhia running to quiet them before they disturbed Isidro’s rest, Delphine departed in a huff, leaving Sierra alone in her cell once again.

The chamber had never felt like a refuge, but it truly was a prison now. After all she’d done, all she’d survived and achieved, she was trapped behind stone walls once again. All their mad, desperate plans had gone better than she’d ever expected, but where had it got her? If the Akharians tried to re-take the Spire, she couldn’t fight without killing Isidro. She couldn’t train, and the books were as good as useless to a Sympath like her.

With nothing to do and no more hopes or dreams to distract her, Sierra simply lay on her furs and stared at the ceiling in despair.

Some time in the afternoon, Mira came to call on her, tapping hesitantly on the chamber door. ‘Sirri? May I come in?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Sierra said, forcing herself to sit up. ‘How is he? Has there been any change?’

‘None, and I’m afraid his recovery may take some time,’ Mira said, settling on the bench at Sierra’s side. ‘I’ve been keeping Mother apprised of the situation, and she believes we can’t afford to put off the Akharian visit without raising their suspicions. We have to find a way to show them this place without revealing our vulnerabilities.’

Sierra rubbed a hand across her face, and nodded. ‘Very well. What do you have in mind?’

‘Mother has arranged for five hundred Akharian soldiers and fifty mages to surrender as hostages for the duration of the inspection, for surety against those who will venture down here —’

‘Mages?’ Sierra said. ‘I don’t like that idea.’

‘We’ve made a deal with Rasten to supply more of the stones that are restraining Delphine,’ Mira said. ‘They’ll be quite helpless until we choose to release them. The problem is, what do we do with you? Hiding Isidro is a simple matter; we’ll just disguise him and fill the chamber with wounded folk. But if they find out you’re trapped down here … if they see an opportunity, they’ll take it.’

‘Yes,’ Sierra said. ‘Your clan would exchange their hostages for you, I’m certain of it.’

‘Most likely,’ Mira said. ‘Now, it’s possible the Akharians will strike against you to coincide with the visit —’


‘Whether they do will be telling,’ Sierra said. ‘They won’t attack if they’ve gone and fed me a mess of power.’

‘Precisely. And if they don’t, we’ll know they’re up to something. Cam tells me that cold can help keep your power in check — what if you retreated down one of the other passages? Far enough that any spill of power won’t be detected, but close enough to call you if there’s trouble. Issey could be brought in here very quickly; it might weaken him a little, but it could save his life while you face them down. What do you think?’

‘It seems a fair plan,’ Sierra said.

‘Good. It will take us some time to work out the details — a few days, or perhaps a week.’

Sierra straightened. ‘A week?’ She buried her face in her hands. She’d not even spent three days down here and already felt she was going mad. ‘Will your kin let you stay that long?’

Mira paused. ‘They’re not happy about it, but I have no intention of leaving now. This situation is too delicate to rush into anything.’

‘And afterwards?’ Sierra asked. ‘What then?’

‘Well, Delphine is certain they’ll push for an alliance once they see what we’ve found. If so, I think we must take their offer, make the alliance and ask the empire’s help in training you in return for your aid in destroying Rasten and Kell. I’ve spoken to Delphine about how Akharians deal with Blood-Mages, and it seems they expect Kell to cost them dearly. It’s a deal that would benefit us both.’

The very idea filled Sierra with a sudden and visceral disgust. ‘Oh, by the Black Sun, no! After all they’ve done to us?’

‘I can’t say I like it, but it may be our only way to destroy Kell and Rasten.’

Sierra couldn’t bring herself to answer. When she said nothing, Mira patted her knee and stood once again. ‘Well, that’s all a ways off yet. I just wanted to see if you had any objections before we took this any further.’

Sierra shook her head. ‘I hate it, but only because I can’t stand the thought of allying ourselves with the Slavers.’

‘I understand, but we need practical solutions.’ Mira sighed. ‘I just wish I could ask Issey about this. Well, he might still wake in time to have a say. Sirri, I’ll talk to you again when I’ve had word from Lady Tarya.’

When she left, Sierra lay down on her bedding once again, and watched the lamplight flickering over the walls.


Wouldn’t it be worth an alliance with the Slavers to see Kell destroyed? Rasten had convinced her months ago that she wouldn’t see peace until Kell was gone. But still her heart and her mind rebelled from the idea of fighting at the side of those who had murdered, raped and looted across the north. Oh, the Akharians would take the alliance, she had no doubt of that, but once Kell was dead and they had the Spire, would they honour the deal? If they did break it, they’d make sure Sierra could not stand against them.

But what was the alternative?

Perhaps it would have been better if I’d never escaped, she thought. Isidro wouldn’t be in a coma right now, and he wouldn’t have been in Drysprings when the Akharians raided. Cam wouldn’t have been recognised if the king’s men hadn’t been searching the countryside for her, and his little band would have muddled along until Mira gave them refuge. They would be ensconced in Ruhavera now and out of danger. Of course, the slaves wouldn’t be free, but the men being tortured to harass her would be spared the torment. Which of those was worse?

Sierra knew this trail of thought served no purpose, but she couldn’t stop. What if her escape hadn’t succeeded? If Rasten had brought her back to Kell that night, she would have been raped and tortured from that moment. Rasten insisted that she was strong enough to withstand it, but Sierra wasn’t so sure. All she’d wanted then was freedom and, if she were faced with a lifetime of suffering and servitude, Kell might have broken her as he had so many others. These short months of freedom had taught her she could live and love again after years of horror as the Blood-Mage’s slave. If she’d never met Isidro and Cam, Mira, Rhia and Anoa, then she might have believed there was no other future for her, but now she knew otherwise — if only Kell was gone.

What if the Akharians failed to destroy him? He might retreat to Mesentreia rather than face them. If Kell cut his losses and fled, the Akharians wouldn’t bother to chase him — their only interest was in Ricalan. Of course, Kell would take Rasten with him. Rasten could no more deny his master than he could defeat him.

No one cared what happened to Rasten. All knew how Kell used him, but they said he deserved it, as punishment for the evils he’d done. No one cared if Rasten spent his life the plaything of a demented and sadistic old man.


She couldn’t deny that Rasten was a monster, and he probably deserved to die for his crimes … but if so, let it be a clean death. He’d suffered enough. Sierra knew that she could build herself a life after Kell, but what hope could Rasten have of a future in a world that despised him?

She shouldn’t care. It wasn’t her problem. And yet she couldn’t shake the image of him as a twelve-year-old boy, brought to Kell’s chamber after the slaughter of his family. What choice did he have but to become a monster to survive a monster? People said he should have died rather than turn on Kell’s other victims, but it was all but impossible to escape into death when a Blood-Mage wanted you alive. Sierra had seen the scars of his attempts, and knew Kell watched over him as closely as Delphine ever watched Isidro.

Rasten could not destroy Kell on his own, but with Sierra’s help? She trusted him to get the job done far more than she would ever trust the Akharians.

And that was the heart of the matter, wasn’t it? Despite the monster he was, despite all he’d done, on some level she trusted Rasten. He’d never lied to her, he’d always been there when she needed him, and he’d kept his word. If it came down to Rasten and the empire, she would trust Rasten at her back before she’d rely on any Akharian, no matter what they promised.

Shaking, Sierra got to her feet and began to pace. In trying to convince herself that an Akharian alliance was worthwhile, she’d talked herself out of it instead.

For argument’s sake, let’s say I do this, Sierra said to herself. Cam, Isidro and the others would never forgive the betrayal. It was exactly what they trusted Mira would never do — abandon them when they needed her.

But staying was impossible. Sierra could not bear to live like a jewel in a casket or a sword in a sheath, kept locked away until she was needed, and then returned to safety as soon as the moment passed. That was how Kell had intended to use her, and she would go mad like that. Sierra knew it right down in her bones.

Very well, if I do leave, clearly it has to be after the Akharians come to see the Spire.

But if the Akharians had even the slightest idea she was incapacitated, they would press their advantage. What if they blocked her escape? She couldn’t fight without risking Isidro. And what if they took him hostage, or Cam, or any of the others? She couldn’t put them in that position.


But what if she left before they came? Mira was a master at phrasing matters to her advantage. The Akharians could be told Sierra had finished with the Spire and left to infiltrate the king’s court, with the veiled threat that she would return if her allies were in danger. They might suspect it only a convenient story, but suspicion would keep them wary. Once she was entrenched in Kell’s dungeons, they would be happy to make use of her position. The more she thought about it, the more it seemed to Sierra that leaving would strengthen an alliance, while staying would only create a weakness.

Mira had left the door open, and Sierra’s eye fell on the bolts set into the frame. Just a single piece of metal could keep her imprisoned indefinitely — she would be as helpless as Delphine had been the night of the battle.

There were soft voices down the hall — Rhia and Amaya, watching over Isidro. With a sigh Sierra pulled herself away from the door to pace the cramped confines of her cell. Are you really going to do this?

Now that the thought had kindled, it burned like a fever. She needed to act before she lost her nerve, before anyone realised what she was thinking and trapped her here for her own good. But she couldn’t slip away with so many people around. She would have to wait for night.

As the hours dragged past, Sierra tried to convince herself there was another way. She stood by the open door and listened, waiting for any sign that Isidro had finally woken, but there was nothing but silence. When evening came and a servant brought her meal, Sierra pushed it around the bowl without appetite. Afterwards she lay down and tried to sleep, but only stared at the ceiling as the hours crawled by, until at last she could wait no longer.

She opened the chamber door, and leant against the faintly viscous barrier of the shields. What if Isidro began to fade when she stepped outside? Her ability to feed from people weakened with distance, but what if the link between them was deep enough to overcome that?

Unless she was willing to spend the rest of her life in this shielded chamber, she had to take a chance. Sierra bit her lip and pushed through the shield.

The rush of power that came to her on the other side was dizzying. It felt as though she’d flung off a set of chains. Sierra threw her head back and took a deep breath as energy surged through her. She felt as though she were standing at a crossroads. The road ahead was dark and uncertain, a path she would have to walk alone, but on this road she could be a warrior, not just a pawn for others to control and possess.

Sierra trembled as halting steps carried her along the hall. The door to Isidro’s chamber was ajar, and she peered through the crack to see him lying on a thick cushion of furs, with Amaya drowsing by his side.

The chamber above was silent and deserted. The lights came on as Sierra emerged, and she flinched, afraid someone would come to investigate. She needed a coat, and two were hanging on the rack near the entrance. Moving silently in her felt-soled boots, she lifted one from its hook.

‘Sierra?’

She froze, clamping down on her power as it threatened to spill over. Heart pounding, she turned, but the chamber was empty.

A flicker of light darted across Nirveli’s wall. Sierra stepped back as a faint scene appeared in the dark stone. Nirveli was watching her from the midst of a dark and rainswept garden, while a handful of fireflies danced around her face for light.

‘I heard about Isidro,’ Nirveli said. ‘I’m sorry. Will he live?’

‘Rhia thought so,’ Sierra said. ‘But it’s been days, and he hasn’t stirred.’ Her head ached, and she pressed her forehead against the cool stone.

‘You’re leaving, then?’

Sierra held her breath, waiting for Nirveli to shout and raise the alarm. It’s just my luck, she thought grimly, to be discovered by the one person I can’t silence with a touch.

‘Where will you go?’ Nirveli asked.

‘I … I’m not sure.’ Why did she lie? If this was truly her best choice, why shy away from saying it aloud?

Nirveli cocked her head to one side, sucking on her lower lip.

Spirit of storm, defend me, Sierra said to herself. ‘I’m going to Rasten.’

‘That’s probably your best chance,’ Nirveli said. ‘If anyone can teach you at this point, it will be another Blood-Mage.’

Sierra ground the heels of her hands against her eyes. ‘By the Black Sun herself, if there was any other way …’

Nirveli gave her a soft, sad smile. ‘You’ve done all you can here. When there are no good options left, you have to take the best of the bad ones. I know what it’s like. I watched Vasant make that choice …’ Glowing tears welled in her eyes and began to spill, but as they dripped from her face and fell, they transformed mid-air to pale, glowing moths that fluttered away on brilliant wings. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.’

She’d apologised before, but at that moment, Sierra felt that she’d never truly heard the words, as though they’d flowed right over her like water off a smoked hide. She closed her eyes, and for once, let herself accept them at face value. ‘Can you pass on a message for me? Will you tell them I’m sorry?’

‘I can do better than that,’ Nirveli said. Her image winked out, and in its place a picture of Sierra appeared, a reflection drawn in light. Sierra recoiled from the shock of it.

‘Just speak your piece, and I’ll show them in the morning,’ said Nirveli’s disembodied voice.

It was too close to facing them directly for comfort, but Sierra would not let herself turn away. What she planned was bad enough without denying them an explanation. And so she left her message, stammering through a justification that sounded pathetically weak. By the time she signalled Nirveli that she was finished, she was sobbing again.

Now that the decision was so firmly fixed in her mind, she felt at once both electrified and paralysed as she pulled the coat on with shaking hands and wrapped the belt around her waist.

The world felt unreal as she made her way through the passage. Sierra made herself look away from the motley collection of salvaged tents, and concentrated on the slippery stones as she descended the cascade.

She couldn’t take either of the two main tunnels — the Akharians guarded one and the Wolf Clan’s men the other. But the other passages all led to the surface, and the sealed exits were a small matter to deal with. She crossed the cavern hurriedly, shielding her lamp with her hand and praying the sentries wouldn’t see her. For once the Gods heard her prayers, for she reached the nearest passage with no cry of alarm ringing after her.

Her light was very small, and the tunnel was cold, dark and empty. All of a sudden Sierra realised that her heart was pounding and her breath ragged, but she kept walking, stretching her legs to put distance behind her. She had no way of knowing how long she had before someone noticed that she was gone.

She could only guess when she’d walked far enough for safety, but after an hour Sierra forced herself to stop. They would search for her and, when they found her trail, they’d follow. With a thin thread of power, she scored one last message into the reddish stone of the cave wall.

I’m sorry, it read, and under it she scrawled, Don’t follow me. Then she set the lamp down, and summoned a globe of blue-white light in its place.

And then, because she knew Cam wouldn’t obey any such command, she brought the roof of the passage down to block her trail.






Chapter 8

Somehow Rasten felt her coming. Sierra knew it by the creeping glow of daylight at the end of the tunnel. He’d cleared the entrance for her.

When she saw the silhouette of a man leaning against the wall, Sierra froze like a hunted deer. The shadow shifted, and she knew he’d turned his head her way.

Neither of them moved as long moments crawled past. In the end it was Sierra who stirred first. She forced herself to take another step and her foot hit a loose stone, sending it clattering across the floor of the cave.

Rasten pushed away from the wall and came towards her with his hands in plain sight, as though afraid she would spook.

Once he was a dozen paces away, Sierra lost control of her power, and it flared from her hands in thick, twisted strands that curled around her feet like a tame storm.

Rasten stopped. ‘Is he dead?’

‘He wasn’t when I left,’ Sierra said. ‘Why do you care? I thought you wanted to kill him.’

Rasten made a face. ‘I know. Isn’t it strange, how things change? I know what it’s like now, having someone to rely on. I’ve … got used to having him around. No one has ever stayed more than a few weeks or a month or two.’ He was struggling with the thought, but then his face cleared as though he suddenly understood. ‘While he lives, it means someone’s defied Kell without dying for it.’

He fell silent, waiting for her to make the next move. Sierra wrestled with her power, and slowly managed to draw it back inside her skin.

She knew what she had to do now. Fear and dread were weapons to Kell, but perhaps she could blunt their edges.

Sierra felt as though she was watching the scene happen to someone else. She caught Rasten’s gaze, and smiled. Taking a step forward, she licked her lips. He went utterly still, and in that moment she knew he’d never expected this.

Just one more step, she told herself. Just one more. Inside she was trembling like a leaf, but slowly she closed the gap between them, and pressed the palm of her hand against his chest.

He smelled like sunlight and rain and the first greenery of spring. His dark curls had grown longer, and his brown eyes were unreadable as he watched her, trembling and wary. She could feel his power pounding through him with every thud of his heart.

Sierra kissed him. She hated herself for it. By custom there could be no infidelity without marriage, and by the Black Sun, she and Isidro hadn’t even discussed such a bond — everything in their world was so uncertain and unstable that thinking so far ahead seemed laughable. But the heart followed its own laws, and in that court she was the worst kind of traitor.

As Rasten seized her by the shoulders and kissed her back, his power rose and brought hers rushing up with it. He pushed her up against the wall, firmly, not roughly. His kiss was fierce and demanding, but in return he fed her a flush of power, rich, heady and golden. It pressed in all around her, welling up within her and lifting her out of the morass of pain and remorse that had snared her. She felt herself fumbling with the buttons of his jacket, but her head was so full of humming golden power that it seemed little more than a dream. It was the shimmering song in her head that was real, not the encircling arms, warm flesh and demanding mouth that washed over her in a confused tangle of sensation.

When he plunged inside her it brought a double rush of pleasure upon pleasure and power upon power as the echo of his sensations joined her own. The rough stone digging into her back, the chill prickle of cold air against her bare skin — all of it was irrelevant as she drank him in. For once, she could release all the constraints and all the hunger she’d held back for fear of overwhelming a mage much weaker than herself.

The climax wiped her mind blank and left her floating in a sea of power. It seemed to take an age to find her way back through the golden fog, to discover herself sitting on the cave floor with her clothing all askew and her coat in a tangle beneath her.

Beside her, Rasten stirred as though waking from a haze of his own. His shirt and jacket hung open, revealing the scars marring his fine, pale skin. Sierra reached out to touch them, but Rasten caught her hand with an iron grip.

‘You know I’m going to need some of that back,’ he said.

She didn’t understand, too engorged and drunk on power to think clearly. Rasten touched his fingertips to his chest, and detached something she could only half-see, something like a sucker-vine latched beneath his heart. It came loose with a brief sting that she felt as clearly as he must have, and that bloated, sluggish feeling began to fade at once.

Rasten pressed his palm to her chest and drew the power out of her. To begin with, it was a relief, like leaving a stuffy, too-hot room for the crisp clean air outside. By the time it began to bite, Sierra recovered enough to squirm away from him and Rasten broke the contact with a shiver, as though he was climaxing all over again. ‘Oh ye Gods, that’s good. Little Crow, you have no idea …’ His power was running higher than before, and yet she had more power than she’d begun with as well.

He rolled away while she was still trying to make sense of it, and stood, straightening his clothing. ‘You’d best get on your feet, Little Crow, before your friends follow your trail and find us. We need to be gone before they get here.’

Cam looked around the chamber in utter bewilderment. Everything was just as it had been the day before. Sierra’s bedding was strewn in an untidy heap; her clothes were in a jumble spilling out of her kitbag. A skewed stack of books lay beside her bed, with an extinguished lamp on the top. Isidro would be annoyed by that — a casual knock could spill the oil over the precious texts — but Sierra hadn’t been raised to have the same reverence for books that their father had instilled. The lamp was cold — it had been out for some time. Shifting it to a shelf, Cam frowned at the book that lay uppermost on the pile. It was the Blood-Mage text, the one he’d found in Sierra’s gear back when she was lying unconscious from hypothermia.

Cam left the chamber to find Rhia and Amaya waiting for him in the hall along with some of Ardamon’s men. Amaya was still weeping, and Rhia had an arm wrapped around the girl’s shoulders.

‘You heard nothing?’ Cam asked her again. ‘Nothing at all?

Amaya looked down at her feet. ‘No, sir.’


‘Are you certain? Perhaps there was a man’s voice — someone Sirri sounded afraid of?’

Amaya shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she said in a whisper.

With a sigh, Cam turned to Rhia. ‘And there’s been no change in Issey at all?’

‘Not so much as a murmur,’ she replied.

‘Amaya, stay here and keep watch over him. Rhia, come with me,’ Cam said. He turned towards the stairs, and the men scattered to clear a path.

‘You think Rasten came for her?’ Rhia asked in Mesentreian, hurrying to keep up with him.

‘Why else would she leave like this?’ he muttered in reply. ‘If Rasten came, threatening Isidro … Why else would she walk away, Rhia? It makes no sense.’

On the next level, Mira was talking to Nirveli. As soon as Cam appeared from the stairwell, she turned to him, distraught and drained of colour.

‘Well?’ Cam asked her.

‘There was no one here but Sierra,’ Nirveli answered in her place. ‘No one forced her to leave.’

Cam rubbed a hand across his face. ‘Then why did she go? What in the Fires Below did you tell her, you wretched ghost?!’

Nirveli met his angry bewilderment with a calm gaze. ‘I told her what she needed to hear.’

‘Show him the rest of it,’ Mira said. ‘Go on, show him.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Cam demanded, as Nirveli’s image vanished. Mira gestured to the wall, and a drawing of Sierra appeared where the ghost had stood.

She looked awful, her eyes swollen and her face screwed up with pain. ‘Cam, I’m sorry, but it’s the only way,’ she said. ‘I can’t control my power, and if I don’t do something, the people I love are going to die. If I can’t keep from hurting the people around me, well, then I need to be around the people who need to be hurt. I’m going back to Kell. Either I’ll master my power and finish him, or I’ll die trying and take him with me …’ At last she looked up, and the glowing image of her eyes caught and held his gaze. ‘Cam, do not follow me. I’ll have met with Rasten by now, and there’s no way of stopping this. Just stay safe, and look after Isidro. And tell him …’ Her voice broke in a sob. ‘Tell him I’m sorry.’

Sierra’s image winked out, and Nirveli appeared again.

‘How could you let her do this?’ Cam snarled. ‘Have you lost all your wits? How could you let her walk away without raising the alarm?’

‘Because it’s all I could do to protect you all!’ Nirveli said. ‘She tried her best, but she’s too far gone. Sierra was a lost cause.’

Furious, Cam turned his back on her. ‘Any word from Ardamon?’

‘He’s back, but I sent him down to the camp to eat. She collapsed the cave to block her path, and he thinks it’s not safe to clear it.’

Cam said nothing, just stood and frowned at the stone at his feet.

Mira laid a hesitant hand on his arm. ‘Look, come and have some breakfast and hear Ardo’s report for yourself.’

Cam nodded dumbly, and let her lead him from the installation and down the cascade.

Once they were down in the camp he wolfed down half a bannock. Ardamon was every bit as furious as Cam as he related the tale of the dead-end passage. ‘There’s no cursed way through, she made sure of that,’ he said, scowling. ‘I suppose the next question is, what do we tell our kin?’

When Cam grew weary of listening to them talk in circles, he downed his tea and wandered off to the tent he shared with Mira, now over-large and lonely since Sierra and Isidro had vacated it so abruptly.

By the time Mira came to find him, Cam had his kitbag and his bedroll packed, and was checking over his armour and weapons.

He heard her pause in the doorway, and didn’t look up from examining the lacing that bound the metal scales to the leather jerkin.

‘Cam, what are you doing?’

‘I’m going after her,’ he said.

She drew a sharp breath. ‘You can’t! She said —’

‘I don’t care what she said! By all the Gods, that idiot girl … We should never have left her alone!’ He broke off with a shake of his head. ‘Well, there’s no time for that now. I’m going to bring her back.’

‘And how in the Fires Below do you expect to do that? Don’t you remember what happened the last time you faced Rasten? By all the Gods, Cam, have you forgotten the king still wants your head? Have you lost your wits completely?’


‘Sirri won’t let that happen. And if it brings her to her senses and gets her away from that animal, then my head is worth risking.’ He finished checking over his armour and slipped his sword from its sheath, holding it close to the lamplight to examine the blade for nicks.

‘And exactly what am I to do?’ Mira said. ‘Stay here and hold the fort?’

‘Just that,’ Cam said. ‘Mira, I know you won’t go off and leave Isidro undefended —’ As he spoke, he heard the sound of footsteps coming near, and then a rustle as someone ducked through the doorway.

‘Ardamon!’ Mira said with relief. ‘You have to help me, Cam’s going after Sierra —’

‘Good. I’ll go with him. He’ll need someone to smooth things over with the clan.’

‘We need to leave right away. She’s got a good lead on us, and Rasten will want to stretch that as far as he can —’

Mira covered her face with her hands. ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this to me. By the Bright Sun, you know I’ve been ordered to Ruhavera —’

‘But you won’t go as long as Isidro needs you here, will you?’ Cam said.

‘I — oh, you son of a bitch! Backed me right into a corner, haven’t you? And what about the cursed Akharians? We’ll have to put them off once again.’

‘Well, I was thinking about that,’ Ardamon said. ‘We’ve been worrying about hiding Sierra’s lack of control — maybe we should treat this as an opportunity.’

‘It’s a good point,’ Cam said. ‘It will give you something to do while we’re gone, Mira.’

‘Oh, thank you very much,’ Mira snapped. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to dump in my lap? Cam, what in the Fires Below am I to tell Isidro if he wakes up to find you and Sierra both gone?’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Cam said. ‘Rhia thinks he’ll be out for days yet. I’ll be back with her long before he wakes up.’

Sierra stood blinking in the sunshine, shifting her weight nervously from foot to foot. Every noise, every raised voice and every whinny from the horse-lines made her start.

Rasten couldn’t let her out of his sight, still hardly daring to believe patience had paid off and she’d finally come back. He hadn’t wanted to leave her side at all, but he had to trust her if they were ever to succeed.


‘Ye Gods, man, she’s as skittish as a colt new to harness,’ the duke said, drawn by curiosity to look her over. ‘Why haven’t you put her in chains? I know you must have some.’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Rasten said.

‘You’re a fool. By nightfall she’ll have lost her nerve and be running back to ground. If you won’t secure our liege’s property, I will.’ He turned to summon a guard when Rasten interrupted him with an icy tone.

‘No one touches her but me, your grace. Right now she’ll likely kill anyone who comes near her. Now, she’ll share my tent, but I’ll need a horse and gear for her, and an escort of men equipped to travel fast —’

Osebian barked a laugh. ‘You expect to ride out today? Impossible. An army of this size cannot break camp at a moment’s notice —’

‘It doesn’t need to. You’re staying here, your grace.’

Osebian’s eyes turned flinty. ‘Do not presume to give me orders, sorcerer.’

‘The command comes from my master. Returning Sierra to Lord Kell is the most important task in the kingdom. She has come of her own free will, but she will not stay if her allies are in danger. You must stay here and keep the peace, at least until she’s safely in Kell’s hands.’

‘While the enemies of the crown form an alliance against us? This is intolerable!’

‘Anything that happens between the Akharians and the Wolf Clan here is irrelevant, your grace,’ Rasten said. ‘If your pride is really so wounded, you may content yourself with the thought of making Mirasada repay the humiliation once you are wed. I promise you, any alliance between the Slavers and the Wolf will not harm your king one bit.’

‘The king’s honour is not a gambit to be sacrificed, sorcerer. If you’ve lied to me, I’ll see you pay the price for it,’ Osebian growled.

‘I expect nothing less, your grace.’

The sunlight hurt her eyes, but it was a relief to feel fresh air and daylight again. Spring seemed to have come upon the world overnight, and after weeks beneath the oppressive mass of the mountain, the open sky felt like freedom.

There was still snow on the ground, and this far north it would linger for some time yet, but the warming air smelled of water and earth. The pines were shedding their burden of ice, and the buds on the birches and maples were swelling with rising sap. It was the first spring Sierra had witnessed in three years, and she drank all of it in, grateful for the distraction from her fears and regrets.

They rode all day, and between her broken sleep and the sedentary nature of life within the Spire, Sierra was exhausted by evening. When Rasten called an early halt, Sierra was grateful, but when she ducked into the tent to warm her hands by the stove, she began to panic once again. Black Sun, what have I done? I must have lost my wits to end up here.

She heard someone approach, and knew it was him long seconds before he came to stand in the doorway of the tent. ‘Sirri?’

She went perfectly still, like a hunted beast.

Part of her — a large part of her — wanted to flee, to tear this flimsy tent apart and bolt into the night like a frightened horse. She could do it, if she wanted to. The two dozen men in Rasten’s escort would feed her more than enough to keep him from bringing her to heel.

No, she told herself. You’re doing this for Isidro. You need to do whatever it takes to leash this Gods-forsaken power — you cursed near killed him, don’t you dare forget that.

Rasten slipped inside to lay a hand on her shoulder, but despite the words she’d just repeated inside her head, Sierra felt her shoulder twitch in a deep and visceral response, an action with no conscious thought behind it. She tried to shrug his hand away.

She knew at once that it was a mistake, but she was too slow, already a step behind him. As the pit of her stomach was still sinking with the realisation, he snatched up a handful of her thick black hair. She moved — too slow — to slap his hand aside as Cam had taught her, but Rasten was ready for it and he seized her wrist, twisting it up behind her back.

‘You made a good start, down in the caves,’ he murmured in her ear, and as he spoke his power flowed out in a cord of energy that coiled around her neck. Sierra scrabbled at the strands with her free hand, trying to pull them away from her throat. She knew intellectually that she ought to surrender, to find some calm and put aside this urge to fight him — why was she here if not for this, to let him teach her as he’d promised all these long months? She knew full well what form those lessons would take — she’d seen enough of it before she’d slipped her chains and escaped into the blizzard. Wasn’t it a price worth paying if it meant the people she loved were safe? She forced herself to picture Isidro lying on the cold stone of the Spire, his face the colour of ashes and his lips tinged blue.

‘I suppose I could leave you alone if that’s truly what you want,’ Rasten said, pulling her firmly against him as more cords of power wrapped around her, flowing over her breasts and belly in a touch that made her heart pound. ‘But you had the right idea earlier — fear is one of Kell’s chief weapons, you’d be wise to blunt it while you can, rather than face it all fresh and new on the rack. I can help you, Sirri.’

As the pace of her heart increased, her power rose to meet it, surging up within her like a geyser. Oh no, she thought. No! There’s nothing to be gained by fighting him. I’m here to learn to control it, not to let it rule me. Willing herself to calm, searching for a small core of stillness amid the power surging up within her, Sierra drew a breath to steady herself.

But it seemed that Rasten could sense the war within her, and that he somehow knew the battle she was fighting. As her chest swelled, trying to inhale, the cord of power around her neck clamped down to cut off her air.

With a great spasm of rage, the beast within her broke loose and burst from her with a roar. Sierra felt as though she was watching herself in a dream as she seized his wrist in her free hand and sent a searing bolt of power striking through him. It hit him like a blow from a sledge-hammer, and as he grunted from the impact she felt his hands clench from the shock, tearing hair from her scalp and squeezing the bones of her forearm with bruising force. But she barely noticed those small annoyances as a fresh wave of power hit her, beginning with a burning rush from the echo of his straining muscles and scorched nerves, but swiftly overtaken by a surge of pure and brilliant power.

In the aftermath of her strike, Rasten’s grip went lax and he fell back, sprawling on the sharp needles of spruce laid over the ground. Sierra stood, clenching her hands into fists and turning to face him, and Rasten lifted his head, brown eyes glittering in the lamplight. Then, he threw back his head and laughed.

Sierra felt herself advancing on him, fists clenched and power flowing over her skin in rippling waves that cast a harsh blue light over the interior of the tent. With a tremendous effort, she forced herself to stop, but she felt as though she was neck-deep in a raging current, somehow managing to keep her feet.


Rasten gazed up at her, his laugh giving way to a cough, but he was still grinning like a madman. He’d taken off his coat when he entered the tent, and the sharp needles of the spruce floor stabbed through his clothes to score a hundred stinging pin-pricks into his skin. To Sierra it felt like the warmest summer sun, a voluptuous heat playing over her back and her thighs. Power purred inside her, like some great cat curling around her spine, and flexing its claws.

Still chuckling, Rasten sat up to grab for her wrists again, and pulled her down on top of him. Sierra was too wrapped up pulling against the throb of power to react — until he wrapped an arm around her neck and kissed her, and she found herself kissing him back with furious hunger as she pressed him into the sharp needles. She caught his lip between her teeth, toying with the idea of biting down until she tasted blood. The thought shocked her, and she tried once again to pull herself out of the sucking mire of power, but before she’d regained enough control to move, Rasten had pulled himself free.

‘You see?’ he said, while his hands roved over her thighs, her back, her breasts, slipping under her clothes. His touch felt red hot, throbbing with the power contained beneath his skin. ‘You see what happens when the power takes you over? You can’t fight it, Sirri, not the way you’re trying to. You’re only fighting yourself. It’s your greatest weapon against him — your power gives you a shield, a sanctuary that you carry within you. If you have even one other person around, you can always retreat into that fortress and no one can touch you, not Kell, not me, no one, you understand?’

She ran her hands across his bare chest, though she had no memory of opening his jacket and his shirt. Old, pale scars mottled his skin, and she found herself wishing for the nails she’d bitten down out of worry when Isidro lay so weak and ill. She wanted to scratch him open, to see the blood flow and feel the trickle of heat and power that would come with the stinging echo.

She froze stock-still, and then straightened, pushing herself away. She’d never allowed herself to think this way about anyone — she’d always taken power as it came to her, she’d never set out to raise it, to carve it from the flesh of another. She pulled back, trying to scramble up, but Rasten tightened his hands on her hips to stop her. ‘Do you hear me, Sirri?’


He was lying on his back as she straddled him, but Sierra didn’t imagine for a moment the position left him at a disadvantage. Her heart was still pounding, the power still rushing through her head like a waterfall, but she was fighting her way clear of it for the moment, coming up for air. ‘I have to fight it,’ she said. ‘Or else it takes me over.’

‘It’ll do that anyway. You can’t stop it, Sirri, you might as well try to stop the sunrise. You say you want to learn control? If you want to ride it, you need to let it carry you.’ Rasten pinched her, hard. She hissed and recoiled, but already he was grinding against her, pulling her hips down against his. His pleasure at the sensation, together with the pin-pricks of the spruce needles still jabbing into his skin, drowned out the stinging pain of the pinch, making it feel hollow and distant even though his hard, iron-strong fingers still dug into her flesh.

Her power rose up again, all teeth and claws and jagged, brilliant light. ‘Kell will try to take it from you,’ Rasten said, his power rising to meet hers, as hot and fierce as the heat from a forge. ‘He’ll try with all he’s got. But you can stand against him, Sirri, I know you can. I’ll show you how.’

Osebian propped his chin on his fist and scowled at the game-board while Cortana languidly brushed a fair curl away from her neck and trailed delicate fingers down her collarbone.

‘Are you trying to distract me, woman?’

‘Indeed, I am, my lord. I’m bored to tears with this wretched game, not to mention the gossip of soldiers and their whores. If the weather is fair tomorrow, my love, shall we ride out for a hunt?’

‘And what game would you seek? With three armies foraging these hills, there’s naught to be had but worms.’

His mistress sighed and tossed her lovely head. ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Back in civilisation, Cortana was always busy, ferreting out snippets of information, gathering word of alliance or argument, seductions and rejections. Out here, with only the wrangling of their various enemies for entertainment, she was as bored as he was.

‘I suppose we may as well try our luck,’ he said, as a page crept into the tent to interrupt him with a bow. ‘Yes, what is it, boy?’ Osebian snapped.

‘Your grace, please forgive the interruption. A messenger from the chief of the Wolf Clan has come, seeking an urgent audience.’


‘Tarya? What does that stinking bitch want?’

‘The messenger said he brings a gift, my lord, but he has been ordered to present it in person.’

‘Oh, very well, send the wretch in,’ Osebian said. As the page retreated, he turned to his mistress. ‘Cortana, get out of sight. I don’t trust these northerners around women.’

She rose with a curtsey and vanished behind the screen in a corner of the tent. When the messenger arrived, a few moments later, it appeared that the duke was attended only by his manservant, who retreated with a bow at Osebian’s signal.

Osebian recognised the messenger: he was a minor clan member, a man of middle-years. He held a carved wooden box in both hands and went down on one knee to present it to the duke. ‘Your grace, our lady chieftain presents you with this gift as a token of her regard.’ He opened the box with a flourish to reveal a set of ermine pelts.

It was an odd gift to be sent with such urgency at so late an hour. As he tried to work out what game Tarya was playing, Osebian picked up one of the skins. Once lifted from its place, the pelt revealed a sheet of paper underneath, folded and fastened with the Wolf Clan’s seal.

Osebian tossed the pelt back and took out the letter. Breaking the seal with his thumb, he held it up to the lamplight.

We are aware, your grace, of how badly our dealings with the Slavers have tried your patience and impugned the king’s honour. Rest assured our loyalty remains with the king, and as proof of our fidelity, we offer a small token of our regard — the location of the crown’s most wanted fugitive. Cammarian is at this moment travelling through Ricalan with a small escort of soldiers. All you need do, your grace, is sign the declaration included with this missive and return it with our messenger, and we will provide you with a map detailing the prince’s intended path. In return, all we desire is that our own men be returned to us unharmed, particularly our young clansman who is travelling with the fugitive.

With narrowed eyes Osebian glossed over the farewells and salutations that filled the rest of the page and turned instead to the second sheet of the sheaf.

This was a declaration written in both Ricalani and Mesentreian, acknowledging that the Wolf Clan’s dealings with the Akharian command were carried out with the full knowledge and sanction of Grand Duke Osebian Angessovar, and authorised in the service of the crown. Moreover, the duke swore in the king’s name that the chieftain and elders of the Wolf Clan would never be charged with treason for their negotiations with the Akharian legions to bring about peace in the north.

Osebian read through it carefully, twice.

Rasten had warned him that the clan might send someone after Sierra, but his spies had reported nothing out of the ordinary. The party must have been disguised as a foraging mission, or a dispatch for the Wolf Clan’s seat at Ruhavera. Either way it meant a very small force, no more than a score of men.

Why would Cammarian take such a risk? How could he hope to take the girl back from Rasten?

Osebian shrugged that matter aside — he didn’t know why the girl had given herself up, and he didn’t care. ‘How do I know this isn’t some wild goose chase intended to allow your clan to escape the king’s scrutiny?’

The messenger spread his hands. ‘Your grace, it will cost little to discover the truth. We have nothing to gain by deceiving you.’

Osebian frowned as he read through the letter once again.

Rasten had departed some time ago, but with the seasons turning, the thaw was already creeping north. The further Cammarian’s party travelled, the slower and more difficult the road would become. With the map, apprehending the prince would be child’s play.

‘Very well, I will sign, but I will add a condition of my own. This agreement is null and void unless I capture the prince as your chieftain promises.’

‘I’m sure Lady Tarya will have no objection to that, your grace,’ the messenger replied. ‘I must return the declaration to her. If you send a representative with me, he will return with the map and all other information we have.’

Osebian called for his servant and sent the man to summon a scribe. ‘I’ll require a copy for my own records, of course.’

‘Of course, your grace.’

Once the marriage was solemnised, he would present it to his new bride as her marriage gift. She ought to know, after all, just what her clan had done to see her securely wed.






Chapter 9

The first thing Isidro became aware of was the scratching of a pen and the rustle of turning pages.

For a long time he’d felt as though he was at the bottom of a deep, dark well. Occasionally something reached him from the surface — a flash of light, a fragment of speech — but it lasted only an instant before he was lost to the blackness once again. He waited for the tenuous thread of sound to drift away, but when it lingered, he levered his eyelids open. The only light came from a lamp resting at a low angle on the far side of the chamber.

Isidro shifted his head on the pillow and lifted his good hand to push the blankets away. The movement set his weak arm throbbing, and he lay back with a sigh that was definitely, he told himself, definitely not a groan.

The scratching of the pen stopped, and a chair scraped across the flagstones. A moment later, Delphine appeared, gazing down at him with eyebrows raised. ‘Awake again,’ she murmured. ‘But are you really here?’

‘Where else would I be?’ Isidro asked, and tried to sit up.

A faint smile crossed Delphine’s face as she moved to help him. Isidro would have warded her hands away if he hadn’t been so wretchedly clumsy, and if he hadn’t needed to lean against the wall until the room stopped spinning. ‘Is there any water?’

‘No water, but I have tea. I’ll bring you some, and I’d best send word you’re awake and making sense.’ She left the chamber briefly before returning to pour from a kettle resting on a pot of coals. She had to help him steady the bowl, and Isidro scowled down at his trembling hand, unable to work out how he’d grown so weak. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Rhia was going to have a bath and get some sleep, and Amaya has the afternoon to herself, for once. I believe Lady Mira is writing letters to her kin.’ As she turned her head in the weak light, Isidro saw a dark smear on her face, a bruise marring the burnished brown of her skin. As his eyes adjusted, he made out the swelling around her cheek and her eye.

‘What happened to you?’ Isidro demanded.

Delphine sighed and prodded the bruises. ‘My wretched cousin, that’s what.’

‘The mage-captain was here?’ He couldn’t think with any agility; everything she told him only confused him further.

‘Yes, but he’s gone now, the vicious sod. The delegation came yesterday to see the wonders of this place. Lady Mira didn’t want me to speak to them: she was afraid I’d tell them all your secrets. I had to swear every oath I could think of to stay, and look what I got for it!’

Isidro still felt bewildered — and as stupid as a sack full of rocks. ‘Your own kin raised a hand to you? Why?’

‘Because I’m a whore and I deserve it, or so the wretched beast says. Apparently I’ve brought shame on all our family by being taken prisoner and letting all this come about. I tried to tell him that I’ve been treated rather well, actually, and certainly not required to whore, but it only made him more angry. There’s simply no reasoning with the man!’ She threw up her hands. ‘Demons take the son of a bitch. By the Good Goddess herself, I want nothing more to do with him.’

So the Akharian delegation had been and gone. Just what had caused him to sleep through it still eluded his sluggish mind. He was too outraged that his prisoner had come to harm to untangle those particular threads just yet. ‘He’s gone now?’

‘Oh yes. Lady Mira’s men marched him off right away. He couldn’t stop them: the Wolf people have more of those wretched suppression stones, and the mages all wore them on pain of losing the hostages they left with the clan.’

‘I see,’ Isidro said, but he only barely understood. ‘Those bruises look painful. Have you seen Sirri about them?’

Delphine hesitated. ‘Do you remember what happened to you?’

‘I …’ he began, but the words escaped him and he broke off in confusion. ‘Mira. Mira was leaving.’

‘Yes, I heard about that. What else do you recall?’

Isidro tried to think, but his memory was full of holes and shadows. ‘Where’s Sirri?’

‘She … she left,’ Delphine said.


‘Left? Why? Where did she go? Delphine, what happened?’ he demanded.

Delphine sighed. ‘Sierra’s power grew unstable. You’re linked to her by the Blood-Mage rituals, and everything you were doing, training together, drawing power from each other, even sharing a bed, all strengthened the connection. She started draining your life-force, inadvertently, of course, but when she realised something was wrong, she panicked and tried to break the connection, but in doing that she tore a hole in the part of you that carries the Blood-Mage mark. You were bleeding to death, in a way, but bleeding life-force instead of blood. That’s why you’ve been asleep for so long — it’s taken some time for you to regain enough strength to wake up.’

For a long moment Isidro was speechless as all this sunk in. Oh, ye Gods, Sirri … She must have been terrified, thinking she’d almost killed him. ‘Is she alright?’

‘She’s fine. She wasn’t harmed, but the poor girl was inconsolable. You weren’t the only one affected, Cammarian and Lady Mira were struck, too, though nowhere near as badly. The connection you share with Sierra made quite a difference there.’

‘She … left?’ Isidro frowned. It was probably the wisest option, but he hated to think how she must have felt, leaving all her friends behind. ‘Where did she go? Up to the surface? I hope Mira sent trusted men to guard her, but why didn’t she take you with her? She can’t afford to interrupt her training.’ He closed his eyes and tried to make contact with Sirri, but he was far too weak — just reaching for the connection made his head swoop and spin violently. ‘I’d best write her a letter; Mira can send it with her messages. Where’s Cam?’

Looking faintly alarmed, Delphine glanced at the door. ‘Look, I don’t think I’d best tell you any more, not until Lady Mira or Rhia gets here.’

Even in his muddled state, Isidro knew those words could only mean bad news. He felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. His right hand twitched, wrenching another throb from the ravaged bones. Isidro seized her arm with his good hand. ‘Delphine. Tell me. Where is Cam?’

‘He … he went after her.’

Isidro misheard her at first. He thought she’d said that Cam went with her and started to relax. It was only once Delphine pulled free of his grasp that he understood her words.


A moment later, Mira was there, with Rhia on her heels. At once the chamber was full of light and noise, and everyone was talking at once. Mira was furious, berating Delphine while the Akharian stood her ground and argued back, stumbling over her explanation in the language she did not quite grasp. Meanwhile, Rhia urged Isidro to lie down, trying to distract him from the heated discussion behind her. In the end he simply couldn’t take it any more and shouted them to silence, and then had to sit with his head in his hands between his knees when the exertion brought him close to passing out.

When he could talk again, he said to Delphine. ‘He went after her? Where did she go?’

‘I told you not to tell him!’ Mira hissed at Delphine.

‘I was told to talk to him and keep him calm! And even I know the man won’t accept evasions as answers. Doesn’t he deserve to know the truth?’

‘Oh, hold your tongue; you’ve done enough damage,’ Mira snapped. ‘Issey … Sierra left us in the middle of the night. We didn’t find out until it was too late —’

Isidro didn’t lift his head from his hands. ‘Mira, just answer the cursed question. Where did she go?’

Mira drew a sharp breath. ‘She went to Rasten. Issey, I’m sorry.’

For a long moment he simply couldn’t speak. He couldn’t even breathe.

‘She left a message with Nirveli,’ Mira said, her voice thick with emotion. ‘She said she’d only end up killing the people around her, and so she needed to be around the people who deserved to die.’

He could see the thought behind her actions. Either Rasten would teach her to control her power and she would use it to kill their master; or she would die in the attempt and do her best to take them with her.

‘And Cam?’ he asked.

‘He and Ardamon went to bring her back. She blocked her trail, and by the time they reached the outside Rasten and Sierra had already ridden out. Ardamon talked Dremman into giving them an escort and went after them. Issey, he left a letter for you — he promises he’ll take every care, but he’s determined to bring Sierra back.’

‘She won’t come,’ Isidro said. ‘If she’s made up her mind, she’ll stick to it. How long ago was this?’

There was a pause as Rhia and Mira shared a glance over his head.

‘Cam and Ardamon left six days ago,’ Delphine said.


He’d been lying unconscious all that time. ‘Has anyone been in touch with Sirri?’

‘How?’ Delphine asked. ‘You’re the only one who can reach her.’

‘Isidro, we’ve told you everything we know,’ Rhia said. ‘Now you need to eat and rest. Are you hungry?’

He wasn’t, but he had to eat if he was to regain his strength, so Isidro nodded, and then hid his face in his hand once again. Sirri … oh ye Gods, Sirri.

Isidro turned to the wall and clenched his right hand, feeling the muscles and tendons bunch around the misshapen bones. She must have been desperate. Nothing but utter despair could have driven her to Rasten. And yet … how could she leave without talking to him? She hadn’t waited for him to wake up, hadn’t discussed her options and choices, hadn’t asked him for ideas. Betrayal and anger burned within his heart like he’d swallowed a hot coal.

If he’d known what she was contemplating, he would have done everything in his power to prevent it. She must have known that, and so she left while he couldn’t do anything about it. She had made him helpless to protect her, and that hurt the most.

And she’d drawn Cam into danger as well. So what if she told him not to follow — she knew Cam well enough to know he’d go after her anyway. And what would this do to Mira and Ardamon, and all the others who had sacrificed to keep the Wolf Clan and the Akharians off her back and give her time to learn her mage-craft?

His arm throbbed, a deep, fiery ache that distracted him from his warring emotions. As angry and wounded as he was, the thought of her in Rasten’s arms made him sick with worry. How could you do it, Sirri? How could you give yourself to him?

When Rhia returned with a bowl of plain broth, Isidro took one look and set it on the shelf beside him. ‘Out, all of you.’

Rhia and Mira exchanged a glance. ‘Issey,’ Mira began.

‘Get out! All of you, just go away and leave me alone.’

Delphine tapped her stylus against the page. As a servant passed the library door carrying a basket of dirty dishes, she fell still. Once the halls had been silent for several long moments she lay down the stylus and pulled back the sleeve of her jacket.


A handful of days had passed since Isidro awoke, but Delphine felt no more settled or certain than she had before.

The murky green stones gleamed dully in the lamplight, but a crevice of the gilded fittings still held a smear of chalky paste. With a muttered curse Delphine snatched up the stylus and tried to scrape it out with the tip. Once the stones disintegrated she’d cleaned the chalky residue away as best she could, but the fine dust had a way of clinging to the smallest spaces, no matter how hard she scrubbed. Now that Isidro had returned to his senses, Delphine wasn’t sure how much longer her deception would hold. To an ordinary mage, the decoys might pass as suppression stones, but he wouldn’t be fooled.

She would have to make a decision soon. Stay or go, what will it be? A month ago, it would have been clear, but now the thought of walking away left her with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Delphine thought her path would become clear when Isidro recovered or died — with the wrist-bands neutralised, she could leave any time she wished … only now she wasn’t sure that she wanted to go back.

At the same time, Delphine couldn’t say why she stayed. Isidro was improving, slowly but steadily, even if he was mired in a depression as deep as she’d ever seen. Delphine told herself a hundred times a day there was no reason to stay, and yet she couldn’t disengage from these folk who had fought so desperately, and were now on the point of losing everything.

With a sigh Delphine pulled her sleeve down again and turned her attention back to the books that had become her refuge. Studying Ricalani mage-craft was difficult given she was still learning the language, but Delphine welcomed the challenge. She immersed herself so thoroughly that she often failed to notice the people going back and forth beyond the library door. It was only when someone came into the room itself and stood inside the doorway for a long moment that Delphine pulled herself away from the text to look up.

Isidro leant against the doorframe, watching her with dark eyes. Days of lying unconscious had left his cheeks hollow, with dark circles under his eyes, and Delphine could see he was far from steady on his feet.

‘My apologies,’ he said at last, turning away. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Delphine said. Seeing him on his feet again made her feel unaccountably relieved, and to cover her confusion she beckoned him over. ‘Come and sit. You can help me understand this wretched text, if you like.’ The moment the words left her lips, Delphine realised she’d made a mistake. He was bound to sense the changes in the wrist-bands and what would she do then?

It was too late now. Isidro seemed surprised at the offer, but after only a moment of hesitation he came to sit beside her. ‘Rhia said you saved my life, again. From what I hear you received scant thanks for it.’

Delphine shrugged and fiddled with her stylus. ‘After all your people have suffered at the hands of mine, I don’t expect gratitude. Don’t trouble yourself over it.’

Isidro leant back and regarded her from beneath half-lidded eyes, his gaze cool and assessing. Delphine pressed her lips together, trying to imagine what he was thinking. Back when he and his people turned the tables on her so thoroughly, she’d thought she’d entirely misjudged this man, but as time passed she’d realised she hadn’t been so far from the mark after all. The flaw in her thinking had been her own fault — she’d misjudged how far he was willing to go for those he loved.

‘You’ve changed your tune since our first days here,’ he said.

Delphine looked down. ‘Please don’t throw it back in my face. I’m well aware I behaved atrociously … looking back, it feels as though I went mad. But,’ she lifted her chin, ‘it’s not the first time I’ve made a fool of myself, and I doubt it will be the last.’

‘You did take a few knocks to the head,’ Isidro said. ‘It takes people strangely sometimes.’

‘Does it?’ Delphine rolled the stylus between her fingers. ‘Actually, that makes me feel a little better. Now, of course, I understand why you did it all, but back then I didn’t care. I didn’t want to understand. I hate to think of the things I said to you and to that poor girl.’

‘But it was true enough, wasn’t it?’ Isidro replied, and abruptly, he stood. ‘Wait here.’

He left without another word, leaving Delphine scowling at his back. Well, she told herself with a shake of her head. I thought I understood him …

A good ten minutes passed before he returned, carrying a pair of shears. Isidro sat again, facing her this time instead of sitting at her side. ‘Delphine, I knew taking you prisoner would put you in an awkward position, but I needed the best teacher for Sierra. Now that she’s gone … well, there’s no reason to keep you here. Give me your hand.’


When Delphine realised what he meant to do, she froze. By touch he would certainly sense the decoys, but she could think of no excuse to refuse him, and so she held her breath and stuck out her right hand.

He turned her wrist over to expose the wires that bound the wrist-bands, and slipped the shears under it. With one snip, the cuff clattered to the floor.

Isidro stooped to pick it up, his head brushing near Delphine’s knee. The moment his fingers touched it, he went very still.

Delphine knew that pose. He always froze when some revelation unfolded in his mind. In the old days, when she was the master and he the servant, she had enjoyed watching out for it.

He straightened slowly, and set the bracelet on the table with a dull metallic thunk. ‘Was this Sierra’s doing?’ he asked.

There was no reason to prevaricate. ‘Yes,’ Delphine said, rubbing her wrist. ‘She blew them out when she wounded you.’

With a sigh Isidro reached for her other cuff and cut it free as well. ‘You could have walked out of here whenever you wished …’ he said, setting shears and stones on the table beside her books. ‘Why didn’t you?’

‘I don’t really know. I suppose I don’t have anywhere else to go.’

He glanced down at the books. ‘Even with all you’ve learnt? We couldn’t stop you from taking these with you.’

‘Well, it’s not like they’d drive me away with sticks and stones, and since I’m female and a civilian I won’t be subjected to a court-martial, but ultimately it’s my fault they lost the Spire. It was me who took Sierra out of the slave camp —’

‘It wouldn’t have made any difference if you hadn’t,’ Isidro said. ‘We were prepared to act either way.’

‘But I did what I did, and there will be a price to pay.’

‘What kind of price?’

Delphine sighed. ‘They’ll probably assign me to decades of public service. A mage of my class is too valuable to waste to execution or imprisonment. Most likely I’ll be sent to the arse-end of the empire, building aqueducts or excavating harbours or some other tedious task.’ The work she was doing, deciphering the theories of Ricalani mage-craft and unravelling the mystery of Nirveli’s entombment, would be far too important for someone of her standing. ‘I know no one wants me here, and one day I will have to go home and face the consequences of what I’ve done … You must think me a wretched coward for putting it off.’

‘Madame Delphine,’ he said with a wry quirk to his lips. ‘In all the time I’ve known you, courage is not something I’ve ever seen you lack.’ He sighed then, turning away as a flicker of pain crossed his face.

Now, with the detachment of distance and time, Delphine could look back on her early infatuation with a kind of rueful humour. She had been a fool to imagine a man like him could leave his kin behind and be happy with her in the land of his enslavement.

‘It’s my fault you’re in such a wretched position,’ Isidro said. ‘And it’s all been for nothing.’

‘Oh, don’t talk like that!’ she snapped. ‘What you’ve achieved here is hardly nothing.’

‘And what, exactly, have I achieved? The woman I love has delivered herself into the hands of a monster —’

‘That wasn’t your fault! You did all you could, and Sierra … well, mages like her are a phenomenon, a freak occurrence. If you hadn’t done all this, do you think those poor folk up above would be free right now?’

Isidro raked a hand through his overgrown hair and fixed his gaze on his feet with pain written on his face.

He was the reason she was still here. Finally, she could admit it to herself, even if she’d furiously deny it to anyone else. Months ago in a dingy storage-tent smelling of wet laundry and wood-smoke, she had looked down on a beaten and bound man who was determined to die and promised herself she would do all she could to save his life. The same despair that overwhelmed him then was again riding on his shoulders like a shroud. This was why she would not leave. He was standing on that precipice once more, faltering and unsteady, and one strong gust would push him over.

And that was only part of it. Her own people were responsible for the desolation that hung over this place. Nothing had compelled the empire to march into these lands and enslave those who lived here. The Raiders who targeted the Akharian coast launched from the south — taking slaves this far from the front was nothing but opportunism, a way for the empire to recoup the cost of the invasion. These folk had their lives torn apart for the sake of keeping taxes low in a nation they’d hardly heard of.

‘Look,’ Delphine said. ‘I know I’ll have to go back one day. When I do, I’d like to have one memory of this time on which I can look back with pride and say “I did a good thing”. If I can help your people reclaim their mage-craft so they can defend their lands once more … that will be enough for me.’

‘It’s a noble thought, Delphi, but with Sierra gone, who are you going to teach? We have no other mages.’

‘Well, what about you, you great fool?’

Isidro began to reply, but a peculiar expression crossed his face, and he flinched. She leant closer, peering at him. ‘What was that?’

Isidro turned away. ‘Sierra,’ he muttered. ‘Her control slipped, just for a moment. She …’ He flinched again and broke off, pulling away from her to grind the heels of his hands against his eyes. He began to rise, but Delphine grabbed for his arm. ‘No, stay here! I can help you block it out, if that’s what you want.’

The look he gave her was one of desperation, and Delphine wondered just what he was seeing through the girl’s gaze. ‘Sit down,’ she said, taking his hands in hers, both his good one and the wasted, useless claw that was his right hand. She quickly built a shield around them both, not the normal sort against physical attack, but a shield against energy. It was something Delphine had been thinking over since her encounter with Rasten the week before. ‘Is that better?’

Isidro’s frown eased and he nodded. ‘I can’t hear her now. How did you do that? I thought it wasn’t possible to shield against that sort of thing.’

‘It’s a matter of cancelling out one stream of energy with another — remember the interference patterns I told you about, back in Earthblood? Sierra could push through it if she wanted to, but if it’s an inadvertent spill I can keep it out. I …’ Delphine hesitated, unsure if this was a wise thing to say. ‘I suppose you must be very angry with her.’

‘Of course I am,’ Isidro said. ‘But I know she couldn’t have made that decision with a clear head. She must have been desperate, and overwhelmed …’

‘She was,’ Delphine said softly. ‘I could see it in her eyes. That poor child.’

He gave her a sidelong glance. ‘She’s not a child.’

‘Oh, of course she is — she’s what, eighteen years old? She’s barely more than a babe in arms.’

Isidro leant back in his chair. ‘Men fight and die in battle at that age.’


‘And women die in childbed, but what difference does that make? She’s so young, and so very frightened, and all she learnt was telling her she could only be a danger to those around her.’ Delphine could see that talking of her was only making his pain worse, so she changed the subject with a toss of her head. ‘Look,’ she told him, ‘I don’t know if Lady Mira will let me stay now that you’ve set me free, but as long as I am here, we may as well continue your lessons. It would be a shame if you never learnt to use your talent to its full potential.’

‘I … I think I’d like that,’ Isidro said. ‘But I’ll make sure that Mira doesn’t send you back until you’re ready to go.’

Delphine nodded, though she wondered just how much influence Isidro would have now that Sierra was gone. ‘It’ll be days before you’re able to raise power again — you must eat well and rest often to regain your strength. But we can work on theory in the meantime.’

Isidro nodded. ‘Can you explain how you built that shield?’

‘If you wish,’ Delphine said, reaching for a clean tablet. It was a little more advanced than she’d had in mind, but why not see just how much his mind was able to cover in a standing leap? She opened the tablet and began to draw, while he leant in close. ‘It works like this, you see …’

Cam poked half-heartedly at the bowl of meat and beans, and set it aside with a sigh. ‘Ardamon, we’re getting nowhere. I think it’s time we turned back.’

Ardamon said nothing. Cam knew he’d been thinking the same thing for days, but he’d held his tongue rather than start an argument when the men were looking to them for leadership.

They’d never really had a plan. They’d left in too much of a hurry for that. Rasten had a head start, and any time they spent devising a strategy only increased his lead. Cam had insisted they go at once, hoping that once they were riding some means of reaching Sierra would come to him.

I’m a fool, Cam thought to himself.

Ardamon may have had the same thought. He was scowling into his half-empty bowl as he struggled to find the words. ‘Look, at least we tried,’ he said at last. ‘And who’s to say there was any way to get to her? I’ve only faced Rasten the once, but I’d rather wrestle a rabid bear than meet him on a battlefield. I’m not sure even Mira or Isidro could have come up with a plan that had any chance of working.’


From Ardamon, that was a heroic attempt at tact, and Cam nodded. ‘Fires Below … should we have waited for Isidro to wake? Should we have stayed in the Spire so Mira could help us plan?’

‘There’s no sense going over should-haves now,’ Ardamon said. ‘We have to deal with the matter at hand, as your brother is so fond of saying.’

‘I suppose so.’ The taste of defeat was bitter in his mouth. There was no way out. He would return to the Spire and tell Isidro he’d failed. That was, if Isidro had woken yet. If he was still alive.

When he thought of Sierra his first reaction was anger. How could you do this to him — to us? Don’t you know how much this will hurt him? Hasn’t he suffered enough? And after all we’ve done for you …

Even after a week and more, the sense of abandonment and betrayal hadn’t faded. When he thought of her skulking out of the cavern like a thief, he couldn’t help but clench his fists in anger. With an effort, Cam forced them open again, and stood. ‘I’m turning in. We may as well let the men have an extra hour of sleep in the morning — when they wake, we can tell them we’re heading back.’

The springtime snow softened during the day, but at night it froze to a hard, icy crust. It was not quite thick enough to walk on, but a man crawling on his belly could cross it without breaking through, as Osebian discovered when he and his captain crawled to the top of the ridge where the sentry was keeping watch.

Although the season was turning, it was still cold enough for sound to carry easily, so he and the captain looked over the small camp in silence, and retreated to the bottom of the slope before speaking. ‘So,’ Osebian said. ‘Three tents and sixteen horses. What do you say?’

‘I’d guess a dozen men, sir. With so few, they must be rotating their sentries often, with no more than an hour or two on duty per man.’

The camp site had been chosen because there was no cover to mask an enemy approach, but Osebian was not concerned with that. After a week of quiet nights the sentries would be more interested in staying warm than watching the empty hillsides, and there was enough snow on the ground to camouflage their white war-coats.

‘Would you have us rush them, sir, or approach by stealth?’

Osebian shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose it matters. Strike quickly, before they can arm and fight back. The prince must be taken alive.’






Chapter 10

After a while, Sierra stopped caring where each day’s journey took them, and she grew practised at avoiding thoughts of those she’d left behind. She allowed Rasten to take her to his furs whenever he wished, and when he did she released all the limits she’d placed on herself in the past, letting herself be greedy and demanding, drawing power and sensation from him in a way she’d never dared before. For the first time in her life she truly tested her strength, giving her power free rein to devour and consume him, and it forced him to react, to stand against her and pull back the life-force she drew from him. The furs became a kind of battleground, each evening a training session every bit as strenuous as those she’d had in the Spire. Sometimes she won, but as often as not it was Rasten who bested her and left her breathless and gasping as he pressed her down into the furs, but however the tides of battle went, each night Sierra felt herself growing stronger.

But in the morning, when the golden song had died down to let her think once again, she was utterly ashamed of the things she’d done, the things he’d done to her, and the fierce, burning pleasure that swept over them both as her ravenous power rose to his bait. Blood, sweat or the slick wetness of lust were all the same to that wild beast within her, and at times she felt as though it was taking her over. During the day she loathed herself for it, but by evening she welcomed the lure of the furs, and the respite they brought from the self-loathing that dogged her mind.

She avoided thinking about their destination until the king’s fort came into view and she could deny it no longer. The Gods had granted them an unusually clear day for that time of year, but whether it was a blessing or a punishment Sierra couldn’t decide. She wanted nothing more than to wheel her horse to flee, but as she focussed on keeping her hands steady on the reins, she thought of Isidro clinging to life in the caverns beneath the Spire, while she’d cowered within the shielded rooms, helpless and trapped. It’s the only way, she told herself. The only way you’ll ever be free, and the one thing you can do to help the friends you betrayed and left behind.

This was not the camp she’d escaped from all those months ago. The king and his court had since appropriated a fortress that once belonged to the Bear Clan, and the rest of the army was encamped around its walls in a sprawling expanse of grey tents that marched across the hillsides bordering the river valley.

The valley floor was a ruin of vast proportions. The earth had been torn open in dark wounds, as though rooted up by giant hogs, while amid it all the Greenstone River meandered like a shining ribbon. It took her some time to realise the upheaval was the result of the magical battles that had kept Kell pinned in the west. Far across the valley, beyond the torn and ravaged ground, a smear of smoke marked the Akharian camp, a different branch of the invasion from the one that had taken her to the Spire, comprising legions unaffected by the negotiations to the north. The invaders had been fought to a standstill, held back by the power Kell raised from his human fuel.

When the rains and floods came, all this would be gone, Sierra told herself. The denuded hillsides would melt away under the rain, and the swollen river would cleanse the ruin of the valley floor. It will all be over by then, Sierra told herself. It has to be. If, when all this was done, all that remained was the same blasted wasteland that had marked the battle of Terundel, she reckoned the whole of Ricalan would consider it a fair price to pay for destroying Kell.

It was late afternoon when the camp came into sight, still several hours’ ride distant. ‘Do we push on and reach it tonight, or make camp and arrive fresh in the morning?’ she asked Rasten.

He gave her a disbelieving look, as though he couldn’t imagine how she could be so stupid. ‘No sense putting it off,’ he said, and twisted around in the saddle to summon the captain. ‘Has there been much fighting lately?’

The soldier nudged his horse closer and gave Rasten a crisp salute. ‘No, sir, there’s been naught but a few skirmishes for the last month. Word from the interrogations has it the Akharians think to wait out the winter and fight in summer. It seems they don’t realise what the warm season is like in the north, my lord.’

‘Or perhaps they hope their alliance with the Wolf Clan will give them another route south,’ Rasten said.

‘I suspect they’re waiting for our supplies to run low, my lord, or else hoping the treasure they seek will give them some weapon to use against Lord Kell.’

‘Either way I doubt they’ll stay their hand much longer,’ Rasten said. He dismissed the captain with a nod, and waited until he’d dropped back out of earshot before speaking to Sierra again. ‘Once the Slavers know they’re facing three mages instead of one, they’ll have to act. Kell will be under pressure to present you for battle sooner rather than later. He’ll likely take only a few weeks to teach you your place, not months, and he won’t take the risk of maiming you unless you try to run again. You must make every effort to appear submissive and contrite, Little Crow. He’ll make you pay for what you’ve done, but you can get through it. Just stay focussed on our goals.’

She ought to be nervous, Sierra thought. She ought to be shivering with fear, but instead she felt quite calm, as still and cold as a frozen lake. Stay focussed on their goals? It was all she thought about. Just learn the skills you need. After that, we can kill him and put an end to these horrors.

Rasten seemed to expect her to lose her nerve, for as they made the final approach, climbing the steep, switchback path to the fortress and Kell’s domain, he shadowed her through every step of the ascent. It was after dark when they reached the pinnacle, but the gates swung open at once to let them through.

Her strange, unnatural calm persisted as she guided her horse through the archway, and soldiers came forward to take hold of the beast’s bridle. Sierra paid them no mind as she looked around the gate-yard, the corners choked with filthy snow and the flagstones slick with moisture, beginning to freeze now that the sun had gone down. The men around her were all bundled up in furs against the night-time chill, but she still wore her salmon-skin coat, and rode bare-headed and bare-handed. The cold of a spring night was nothing compared to the ice wrapped around her bones.

Rasten reined in beside her, and reached across to grab her forearm. ‘Steady, now,’ he growled softly, and kept his grip as he swung a leg over his horse’s withers to slip down to the ground. Sierra copied his movement without bothering to try and break his grip. She had no intention of trying to flee, but she could imagine how her cold detachment must look to him. He must have taken her stillness for terror, like a spotted fawn hoping to escape all notice when hunters stumble across its nest.

The thought spurred her to anger. Why should she be afraid? What did she have to fear? Hadn’t she already seen the worst he could do in the years she’d spent as his servant and slave? She’d already felt its echo as her power drew strength through her nerves and senses. What could he do to her that she couldn’t survive?

And Rasten — how could he think that her resolve would break now, after coming so far? The men in the courtyard, too, all of them watching her, and the king as well — how many folk had they seen dragged through this courtyard to end their lives underground after aeons of torment? Did they expect her to scream and beg, to collapse, weeping and be dragged away? She’d sooner spit in their faces.

As her anger rose it brought a comforting heat, a miniature sun of rage and fury burning within her ribs in a counterpoint to the ice that sheathed her bones. But as she let herself indulge in the voluptuous heat it brought, Sierra felt her power awaken and begin to rise up within her.

No, she thought, pushing it down again. The fact that she could do so showed her just how far she’d come in these last few weeks, even though she had a seemingly impossible distance still to go. Not yet. It’s too soon. Don’t let them see what you truly are. Let Kell think of me as weak and fearful; it suits my purpose.

Once the horses were led away Rasten marched her towards a flight of icy steps leading up to a massive doorway, flanked with pillars carved with the symbol of the bear, revered as the Bright Sun’s consort in the realm beyond. Most of the carvings had been covered over with banners depicting the king’s crest: a hand bearing a flaming torch.

Rasten started up the steps, pulling her after him. As they neared the top, a group of men emerged from within — liveried soldiers and servants bearing lanterns spread out to reveal two men at the centre of the group. One was tall and dark-haired, draped in a heavy bearskin robe. The other, somewhat shorter but broad across the shoulders, had lank grey hair and walked with a pronounced limp, leaning heavily with each step on a sturdy wooden cane.


At the top of the step Rasten twisted Sierra’s arm behind her back. ‘On your knees,’ he growled in her ear, and pushed her down onto the icy stone.

‘Our fugitive returns, at long last,’ the king said, and the sound of his voice cut through her calm to make her grit her teeth. He looked nothing like Cam, so different in appearance that many doubted Queen Leandra’s brother had fathered his wife’s younger son at all; but their voices were similar, and it grated to hear Cam’s tones coming from a stranger’s mouth. ‘Lord Rasten, you may have taken your time, but at least you have delivered when it counts.’

‘Thank you, your majesty, and I beg your forgiveness for the delay,’ Rasten said. ‘But if she were weak enough to be brought in easily she would hardly be of value to you.’

‘So Lord Kell informs me.’

Did they know what had brought her back, what had led her to surrender into captivity again? Did they care that Rasten had won her with persuasion rather than power and strength, and that the only reason she was here was because an innocent man had come so close to dying by her hand? They didn’t, Sierra decided. Neither Kell nor Severian gave her any thought beyond the ways she could be of use to them. Good, she thought. What they don’t know they can’t anticipate and counter.

Severian turned to the sorcerer at his side. ‘When will she be of use?’

The torchlight cast dark shadows across the men’s faces, and to Sierra it seemed that their eyes and mouths were nothing but black pits, and only empty skulls gazed down at her, stripped bare of skin and flesh. You’ll be nothing more than that once I’ve taken what I need, Sierra thought. No matter what it costs me, I swear it by the Black Sun.

‘For the raising of power, my liege, she’ll be available immediately.’ Kell’s voice was mild, but the memory of it cut through her detachment to make Sierra tremble. ‘To be trusted in battle will take much longer, but I intend to begin at once. By your leave, sire?’ Without waiting for an answer, Kell started down the stairs, moving in a crabbed and awkward gait as he leant heavily on his cane. He summoned Rasten with a flick of his fingers as he passed. ‘Bring her, boy.’

Rasten hauled Sierra up with her arm still twisted behind her back. He glanced at her briefly, frowning, before pushing her before him to march after Kell. He was still waiting for her to panic, to try to fight her way free. Didn’t he understand? She’d made her choice weeks ago. She knew what awaited her. It was a sacrifice she was prepared to make. I’ll do anything to keep them safe. I’ll master the beast within me, or die trying. And by the Black Sun herself, I swear I won’t walk out of here until I can be sure Kell will never work harm on anyone else.

Kell led them away from the entrance to the great hall, around a buttress supporting the walls and into a small space well sheltered from the yard beyond. A single torch hung above the doorway, next to an ice-covered rope which Kell hauled upon to wake a distant bell. The torch seemed to cast very little light under the close, black sky. Heavy shadows gathered at their feet, and it seemed to her that they were pools of blood, lapping at her boots.

Rasten wrapped his hand around her upper arm as the door opened with a groan of rust. His hands felt very warm, his power throbbing within him like a pulse. There was a faint tremor in his fingers, and there was a kind of brittleness to the force with which he held her. He was afraid.

But I’m not, Sierra thought. I should be, but I’m not. I know what’s going to happen, and I know I can survive it. For Issey, for Cam, and all the others. This is something I have to do.

When the door swung open, there was only darkness inside. Kell went first, vanishing into the gloom. Sierra started after him without waiting for Rasten’s push.

As the darkness washed over her, Sierra imagined it as a tide of blood, rising up to drown them all. Spirit of storm defend me, and Black Sun light my way. This place will be sodden with it before I’ve taken what I need, but by all the Gods, I swear it won’t only be mine.

The endless trek back through the caverns of the Spire felt like the longest journey of Ardamon’s life. Weighed down with dread, his heart grew more leaden with each step.

The duke and his men had taken them in the middle of the night. A sentry had given one cry of alarm before he was cut down, and then the camp was overrun without he or Cam even managing to arm themselves. Ardamon’s last sight of his friend had come as Cam was overwhelmed by the duke’s men.

That was two weeks earlier — their captors had set a leisurely pace as Ardamon and the rest of the men made the humiliating journey back to the Spire as prisoners of the duke’s men, while Osebian continued south to deliver his prize to the king. It had taken all morning for Ardamon to convince his father and the chieftain to let him break the news to Mira and Isidro in person, rather than send word by messenger. Ardamon found himself hoping that Isidro was still unconscious, so he wouldn’t have to be told, at least not yet.

As he trudged onwards, he cursed Sierra with each weary step. The wretched girl might as well have let Rasten take her months ago. Perhaps the priests are right, and sorcerers really do ruin and corrupt everything they touch.

When he and his travel-stained escort finally reached the vast, dim chamber with its tiny, ragged camp, the sentries had already reported their arrival. A crowd gathered to receive them, but the cries of welcome quickly died away when the folk realised who was missing from the party; and immediately the questions began.

‘Where is my cousin?’ Ardamon asked, cutting through the worried voices. ‘Where’s Mira?’

Before anyone could reply Ardamon spotted her, hurrying through the crowd. She pushed her way to Ardamon’s side and threw her arms around his neck. ‘Oh by all the Gods, Ardamon, you look awful.’ She wrinkled her nose at the stench of his unwashed clothes even as she looked around for Cam. ‘Where —?’

Ardamon pulled her close to murmur in her ear. ‘Mira, it’s bad news. I’ll tell you everything, but it’s best done in private.’

All colour drained from her face, and she swayed so violently that Ardamon tightened his arms to steady her as he guided her towards the tents. ‘Make way, there,’ he snapped at the folk crowding their path. ‘Let us through! Floren,’ he said to one of his men, ‘send for Rhia; have her attend upon Lady Mira in our tent. Make sure we’re not disturbed.’

‘Yessir,’ Floren said with a salute.

‘And is Isidro —?’ Ardamon broke off as he saw Isidro heading over from the base of the cascade, with the Akharian sorcerer at his heels. ‘Never mind, here he is. Go and fetch Rhia.’

By now Isidro was close enough to hear the command. ‘She’s in the cache, on the lower level,’ he said to Ardamon’s man.

Floren bowed. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said, and hurried off.

Ardamon saw Isidro cast a glance over him and then survey the rest of the crowd. When he didn’t find the faces he sought, a muscle clenched in his jaw.

The Akharian noted the absence as well. She drew a sharp breath and cupped her hands across her face. The movement exposed her wrists, enough to let Ardamon see that the wrist-bands had been removed. He stopped in his tracks. ‘The mage is loose!’

Isidro stepped forward, shielding her with his body. ‘It’s alright, Ardamon, she’s not a threat.’

Not quite believing what he saw, Ardamon glanced at Mira. She was still deathly white, her hands cold and bloodless, but she shook her head. ‘Isidro decided there was no point keeping her prisoner,’ Mira said, with an edge to her voice that made it clear she did not entirely agree, ‘but Madame Delphine has declined to leave us.’

‘Ardamon?’ Isidro said, his voice tightly controlled. ‘Where’s Cam?’

‘It’s bad news, isn’t it?’ Delphine said.

Ardamon very nearly cursed her to her face. She had no place demanding answers from him, and he was tempted to insist that Isidro explain exactly what he thought he was doing setting that creature loose — but the matter at hand was more important. ‘I’m afraid so, but it’s best delivered in private. If you will excuse us, madame?’ he said, pointedly turning away from her. Behind him, Ardamon heard Isidro murmur a few words, and the woman retreated to the Gods knew where — Ardamon didn’t know and cared even less.

Once they were inside the tent, Mira wrenched herself free and turned to him. ‘Oh ye Gods, Ardamon, tell me the truth? Is he dead?’

‘No, he’s alive,’ Ardamon said. Mira’s face flooded with relief, but then she took in the weight of his words and the sadness of his voice. ‘Cam’s been taken prisoner. We were taken by surprise, in the middle of the night. Mira, Isidro … I’m sorry, there was nothing I could do. Osebian has him, and he’s taking him to the king.’

Delphine was at the top of the cascade when she heard Mira’s wail of grief and despair. The raw pain in that cry made her throat clench and her stomach sink.

But she had no place there, and truly she had no wish to intrude. Kin and close friends deserved privacy for their anguish.


She didn’t learn the full story until some hours later, when Amaya, tear-stained and exhausted, came back to the quarters she shared with Rhia. Mira had been utterly overcome, Isidro fared little better, and Rhia, too, was distraught.

‘It’s just so awful,’ Amaya said, in such a flat and hollow voice that Delphine suspected she’d been given a sedative brew. ‘But Lady Mira won’t stop weeping, and Miss Rhia said I could come back here to get some sleep …’

‘That poor man,’ Delphine said. ‘How wretchedly awful. Are you sure you’ll be alright on your own?’

Amaya nodded. ‘Miss Rhia said I should come back down if I can’t sleep, but I couldn’t bear to hear Lady Mira cry any longer.’

‘And Isidro? How does he fare?’

‘He just sits and stares, madame, and hardly says a word,’ Amaya said with a yawn.

‘Here, child, go lie down before you fall. If you have bad dreams, I’ll be right nearby. I can fetch Miss Rhia for you if you wish.’

‘Thank you, madame,’ Amaya said with an unsteady bow, and tottered away to her furs.

Delphine tried to sleep, but spent most of the night staring at the ceiling, remembering Isidro as a slave, willing himself to die. She had coldly and deliberately manipulated him into wanting to live, and looking back, she couldn’t help but wince at the things she’d said to sting him out of the mire. Could she bring herself to do it again? With his brother and his lover in the hands of his enemies and all he’d worked so hard to achieve lying in ruins, Delphine wasn’t certain he had any levers left.

Late that night, when everyone else was asleep, Isidro paced the camp. He trod the dusty paths between the tents and the piles of salvaged gear, remembering Cam cobbling together a wooden sword for Anoa.

He still couldn’t remember the event that had caused Sierra to leave. The last clear memory he had of either of them was when her unfettered power brought him to his knees, while Cam was still reeling from Mira’s news that she would soon depart.

His head ached fiercely, and there was a pain in his chest far worse than the barb Sierra had fixed beneath his heart. Everything he’d gone through in this last horrendous year, everything he’d strived for and suffered to achieve was gone. First Sierra, and then Cam … What was left for him now? Was this the reason he’d held on through all Kell’s torment? So Cam could survive a few months more before falling into Kell’s hands anyway?

Perhaps it would have been easier if he could blame Sierra, but she wouldn’t have done it if she’d known Cam would come to harm … On the other hand, though, shouldn’t she have guessed this might happen? She knew Cam wouldn’t stand idly by while someone under his protection put herself in such danger. Her surrender to the Akharians had been as much as he could bear — letting her hand herself over to Rasten and Kell was unthinkable.

And how could he ever leave this place now? Since he’d risen from that unfathomable well, Isidro had dreamt of open skies, of rain, wind and sun. But how could he leave when his last memories of his brother were here? It would be easier, far easier, to lay himself down amid those memories and never rise again. At least then he wouldn’t have to live with the pain of knowing just how Cam would suffer, and how helpless he was to do anything about it.

His wandering feet brought him to the edge of the stream, and Isidro crouched on the bank to scoop up a handful of water and drink. His mouth still tasted of Rhia’s brew, although he’d drunk only a little before tipping the rest away. Perhaps he shouldn’t have, but he still hated the feeling of drugs pressing upon his mind, muffling his senses and curtailing his thoughts.

Once the others were in their furs, Ardamon exhausted by the journey, Mira sedated against her pain and Rhia drowsing under a light dose of her own herbs, he’d been unable to sleep. On the bank of the stream, Isidro surveyed the cavern, looking over the black mouths of the passages leading away from the heart of the mountain. If he lost himself down one of those tunnels, how long would it take him to succumb to the cold? How long until his absence was noted and a search begun? Perhaps a knife would be better — that way they couldn’t bring him back half-frozen, like Sierra had been when Rasten pulled her from the water with ice in her hair.

Or perhaps he should go wake Rhia, confess these thoughts and put himself in her hands. Isidro considered it for a moment before dismissing the idea with a shake of his head. No, he wouldn’t make himself helpless, not even in the hands of those he trusted. The idea filled him with more dread than even the thought of living without his brother at his side.

‘Isidro?’

The voice was soft, and his true name still sounded odd in her foreign tones. He turned to find Delphine watching him with her hands tucked into the sleeves of her coat. ‘I couldn’t sleep either,’ she said.

Isidro turned away. ‘You should go back to your people,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing more for you here. I don’t suppose there’s any reason to deny them the Spire, either. If you lead them here it might redeem you in their eyes.’

Delphine regarded him with pursed lips. ‘It’s not like you to give up so easily. Surely Cam’s situation isn’t hopeless — I can’t believe Sierra would let him be harmed if she could prevent it.’

‘But Rasten knows that,’ Isidro said. ‘He’ll make sure she doesn’t find out until it’s too late. The best we can hope for is that he’s able to kill himself before Osebian can deliver him to Kell.’

Delphine flinched. ‘You mustn’t think like that —’

‘You don’t know what it’s like! I’d rather he died swiftly than go through what our father did.’

‘But you can’t just give up,’ Delphine said. ‘Not after all you’ve done —’

‘There’s nothing I can do,’ Isidro snapped. ‘He’s going to die, and there’s nothing any of us can do about it.’

‘You don’t know that!’ Delphine said. ‘There’s one thing I’ve learnt about you and your people — you’re survivors, and if there’s any way at all to turn a situation to your favour, you’ll find it.’ She took his good hand in both of hers and squeezed it tight. ‘You cannot give up. You just can’t. I’m certain Sierra will do all she can to help him. Can you contact her, tell her he’s in danger?’

Isidro shook his head. ‘She’s been blocking me out, except when her control slips. And how could I reach her without having Rasten overhear? If he knows she’s been warned he’ll make sure she can’t interfere. It would do more harm than good.’

‘Cam wouldn’t want you to give up,’ Delphine said. ‘If the worst happens and he doesn’t survive, think of what he’d want for you. A man of your strength and intelligence can achieve a lot in the world, and all the Gods know there is a great deal to be done.’


He just turned his head away. ‘There’s no way forward, Delphi. When I was Kell’s prisoner … the Blood-Mages make you wait for the next blow, dragging it out, making you think about how much it’s going to hurt. That’s what this is like.’

She wrapped an arm around his shoulders, as far as she could reach. ‘Hush,’ she murmured. ‘Dwelling on it will drive you mad. Isidro, you’re icy cold. Come back into the installation. I’ve got a kettle on the brazier; come have a nice cup of tea and get warm.’

If he didn’t, Isidro supposed, she would wake Mira or Rhia and set them fussing over him as well. Delphine had ample experience with his black moods, and she was quite willing to put him in chains to keep him from harm. His best course was to humour her, and so he bowed his head with a sigh. ‘If you wish.’

In the end he slept there, wrapped in his coat. He would have lain down on the bare floor, but Delphine brought him a mattress pad from one of the nearby rooms.

It was impossible to keep track of time in the Spire, and when he finally awoke Isidro had no idea what the hour was, or even if it was morning or afternoon. He decided he didn’t care either way, and simply lay there unmoving, gaze fixed on the stone wall. Delphine offered to fetch breakfast from the cavern below, but Isidro merely shook his head, and pretended to sleep until she left him alone.

A few hours later, he was still lying there when someone knocked at the chamber door and slipped inside. It was Mira, looking haggard and ill. ‘Issey, I need to talk to you.’

He forced himself to sit up, his stiffened muscles aching in protest, while Mira settled on a cushion. ‘Delphine left a note on your bed to say where you were. Did you know that?’

He didn’t. He should probably apologise for leaving them to worry, but he couldn’t muster the energy to speak. He’d missed his chance to lose himself to the cold — Delphine had spread word of the state he was in, and they would all be watching out for him.

Mira wound her hands into a knot, watching him with a slow blink. She was still fuzzy-headed from Rhia’s sedative brew, he realised, and he envied her for it.

‘Isidro …’ Mira said. ‘I think I’m pregnant.’


It was, he reflected, the last thing in the world he’d expected her to say.

She looked down at her intertwined fingers. ‘My courses were due a few days ago, so it’s very early. Too early to be sure, Rhia says, and it could just be shock over all that’s happened. I wasn’t going to tell anyone until I knew for sure, but now … I can’t do this on my own, Issey. I need you.’

Isidro rubbed the back of his aching head. ‘Why? You have your whole clan to help you, and all the Gods know I don’t have anything to offer.’

Mira gave him a considered gaze, her lips pressed close together. ‘If I am with child, it’s definitely Cam’s. I haven’t had another man since the start of winter.’

‘I’m not suggesting —’

‘I know. But think about it, Isidro: a child of the Angessovar line, the next ruler of Ricalan born to the Wolf Clan. My kin have prayed for this for years. Every faction in the clan will be trying to control the babe — Fires Below, every clan in Ricalan will make a play for the next heir to the throne. Queen Valeria will lose her mind; she’ll set every soldier in the kingdom to hunt us out and kill the child. She’d set Kell and Rasten after us if she could. I’ve hoped for a child from Cam, but I thought he’d be at my side to help watch over the babe. If he’s gone, who else can I trust to look after this baby out of love, and not ambition? Who else will train him, her, to be strong, and not dependent on another’s counsel? You must see it, Issey … My child and I are your kin, and we need your help. We can’t do this alone.’ She took his good hand in hers and held it tight, her soft, delicate fingers cold and shaking.

Isidro tried to speak, but he couldn’t find the words. ‘I … Mira, I can’t —’

She turned to him with a spark of anger in her hazel eyes. ‘Do you think I’m lying to you?’

‘No! You wouldn’t, not about something like this. Mira, it’s just … I don’t know how I can do it.’

‘It’s going to be hard,’ Mira said. ‘It’s going to be awful and the pain will never go away. But if Cam dies, who’s going to tell this child about his father if not you? Who’s going to teach him how to think and fight and how to lead a kingdom? Who’s going to keep the babe safe? There’s no one I’d trust more than you. I need to know you’ll be there if something happens to me, Issey.’


He couldn’t speak, could hardly breathe through the forces warring within him. There might be no shared blood between him and Cam, but Cam’s child would be as much Isidro’s kin as his own.

Mira gripped his hand so tightly his knuckles ached. ‘Issey, you must promise me you won’t do yourself harm. If … if it turns out I’m not pregnant, or if the babe dies, I’ll release you from your vow, but if not, I’ll need someone I trust at my back. Isidro, please swear to me you’ll live.’

‘I …’ He gulped hard, and sent out a silent prayer: Twin Suns, give me strength. How could he do it? It seemed an impossible task when he was standing on an overhang that could crumble at any moment. But how could he refuse her? ‘… I promise.’

Mira began to weep, and then there was nothing he could do but hold her close as they both gave in to their grief.

Delphine brought him some food after Mira left, a generous chunk of bannock and a bowl of tea. When she came in he was pacing the small chamber, exhausted but unable to be still.

Delphine gave him a wide-eyed look, and he had to acknowledge that it must seem strange, to have left him catatonic and return to find him full of restless energy.

‘How does Mira fare?’ she asked as she set the tray down

His stride faltered, and Isidro paused to consider her and the question both. Mira had sworn him to secrecy. The Angessovars had spies in the Wolf Clan, and if Valeria learnt of the pregnancy she would do anything she could to end it. He still couldn’t contemplate living without Cam and knowing for the rest of his life that his brother had died for his sake, in a hopeless attempt to bring back the woman he loved. But Mira had a fair point, too — she and the babe would need someone they could trust, with no ambitions beyond keeping them both safe and well. That possibility gave him a way forward, the possibility of a future even as the last of his kin was snatched away. One tiny light flickering amid a storm of grief and loss … He wasn’t sure it would be enough. He needed help.

‘Delphi, will you keep a secret?’

She bit her lip. ‘I … Would you trust me? After what I tried to do to all of you?’

‘Why wouldn’t I? You put it right, with no harm done. Swear to me, Delphine, you can’t mention this to anyone.’


‘Very well then. By the Good Goddess and on my mother’s grave, I won’t speak of it without your leave. What’s wrong, Isidro, what did Mira say to put you in such a state?’

‘She’s pregnant with Cam’s child.’

Delphine drew a sharp breath. ‘But … surely this is good news? If he lives, just think of the joy he’ll have on finding out. And if it comes to the worst, a part of him will live on.’

Isidro shook his head and began to pace again.

‘Isidro, you of all people should know better than to give up when hope still remains.’

‘I can’t do it, Delphi. Do you remember what I was like when you took me in?’

She put her hands on her hips. ‘How could I forget, especially now, seeing you in this state?’

‘I gave up. I wanted to die, just to get it over with. Now I’m in that same place, and I don’t know if I can find my way out again.’

She stepped into his path and pressed her hands to his chest to stop his restless pacing. They were small, delicate hands, her fingertips stained with ink. ‘Would you please hold still? I can’t talk to you when you’re galloping around like some great gazelle. I’ll do anything I can to help you, Isidro, I promise. But you need to tell Sierra what’s happened. You need to give her a chance to help.’

‘I can’t reach her! I’ve tried. She’s still blocking me out.’

‘You have to keep trying. You’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t do everything you can.’

He had to trust her. He couldn’t trust his own mind right now, while despair was the loudest voice in his head. Delphine had found a way once to make him go on when he wanted to give up — he had to have faith that she could do it again.

She was so close that he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin, and sense the power coursing through her. Her eyes were bright and full of fire, more than he’d seen in her since she roused him from his furs to explore the cavern. She relished a challenge — having something to work and strive for.

He was jealous of that spark, the light burning within her. If he could capture a little of that energy, perhaps the task ahead of him wouldn’t seem so insurmountable. He craved what she had, the force and the heat.


Isidro cupped a hand around the back of her head, burying his fingers in her stiff, dense curls. Delphine’s eyes widened, her lips parting at his touch.

He wasn’t sure what he was doing … No, that was wrong, he knew exactly what he was doing, he just wasn’t sure if he should. Her warmth, her power, and the scent of her dark skin were a refuge from the pain and grief, a touch of light that warded off the chill of death.

Delphine took his face in her hands and pulled him down to meet her lips.

He bore her over to the bed, shaking with desperation and need. His hand was so clumsy on her shirt-ties that she grabbed the hem of the garment and pulled it over her head, and then did the same with his. When her hands roved over his back with demanding caresses, it seemed she didn’t even notice the scars that rippled across his skin. She covered his face with kisses, and he could bear it no longer. He buried himself within her and let her warmth consume him.

For some time afterwards, they lay entwined on the rumpled furs while sweat dried on their bare skin. Isidro closed his eyes and dozed, his mind quiet for the time being. Was this the same force that had driven Sierra into his arms all those months ago? An overwhelming need to escape the anxiety and dread of a future that held only pain? It was strange to think he’d come to understand her better now that she was gone.

Delphine stirred beside him, pointing her toes as she stretched out her long brown-skinned legs. ‘We never did have that tea,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring it over.’

She pulled on a shirt before fetching the tray, the undyed wool creamy and soft against her dark skin. The kettle had cooled, and she warmed it with a touch before pouring steaming water into the bowls. When she handed him one he ducked his head in a nod of thanks. ‘Delphine, I —’

She caught his gaze and held it. ‘Hush. You needn’t say a thing. I’m not some green girl who doesn’t know how these things work. I know, now, that your ties here cannot be broken, and I know your heart still belongs to that poor girl. I’ll stay here and help you for as long as I can, and if this is part of the help you need, well, that suits me just fine.’

‘I don’t want to use you, Delphine.’

‘Then don’t. But we both know this is a temporary matter. You must have known I’ve wanted you for months — why else would you have looked at me that way? And why shouldn’t I have a little of what I want, as long as it suits us both?’ She reached over to brush a strand of too-long hair back from his forehead, and Isidro closed his eyes at the cool touch of her hand.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

They kept it secret to begin with, for no other reason than it being no one’s business but theirs. Rhia had been the first to realise what was going on, but she, too, kept the matter to herself.

Delphine became his care-taker. As the days crawled past, she distracted him with books, piling up problems and theories around him to build a mental wall against the anxiety and grief that came in crushing waves. She put food in front of him when he was well absorbed, knowing he couldn’t bear to eat otherwise, and she brought him sleeping-draughts when the nightmares would not let him rest. And when all other efforts failed, she took him to her bed, and helped him escape the agony of apprehension by losing himself in her dark, soft skin and her sweet-smelling hair. It was a brief respite, but he was grateful for it all the same. Without her, he could not have endured the fear and the dread that rose up to swallow him if he so much as thought his brother’s name.

And now, three days later, Mira stalked across the little chamber, hands on her hips and her cheeks flushed pink. One of her serving-women, coming to bring Isidro a message, had interrupted him and Delphine in their furs and run at once to tell of what she’d seen.

‘I don’t know why you’re angry, Mira,’ Isidro said, slumped on a bench.

‘I’m not angry!’ she snapped. ‘I’m … disappointed. Oh, by the Fires Below, I don’t know what I feel. Why her, of all people?’

Isidro rubbed a hand across his face. ‘I’m trying to do as you asked. Please don’t quibble over how I do it.’

Mira stopped her pacing to glare at him. ‘She could destroy us.’

‘She’s been free since Sierra left, and she’s done nothing to endanger us.’

‘And how do you know she’s not biding her time? She’s a cunning one.’

‘What would you have us do? Send her back? She’s been here unfettered for too long. They’ll call her a traitor, and the friends she has left don’t have the power to protect her. I won’t have her sent back to face a charge of treason.’


‘She nearly ruined us,’ Mira said. ‘Why do you trust her?’

‘She saved my life,’ Isidro said. ‘More than once. By the Black Sun, Mira, she’s keeping me sane. Why do you want her gone?’

‘Because she has no ties here! No anchors, nothing to fight for or defend. If something else goes wrong, she can just up and leave us, and I’ve had quite enough of that sort of thing.’ Mira sighed, her shoulders drooping, and with a shake of her head she changed the subject. ‘Have you been able to reach Sierra at all?’

‘No,’ Isidro said. ‘I still can’t get through. She’s walling me out.’

‘You have to keep trying!’

‘I am,’ he said. ‘I will.’

‘It’s our only hope, Issey.’

‘I know, Mira. I know.’

As raised voices echoed down the hallway, Rhia closed the door, reducing the noise to a murmur. ‘Do you intend to stay?’ she asked, taking the seat across from Delphine.

‘Here in Ricalan? I don’t see how I could, and I know I’m not welcome. I’ll have to go back, probably sooner than later.’

‘How do you think Isidro will fare without you?’

Delphine bit her lip. That was the real problem, wasn’t it? She couldn’t spend her life responsible for another person’s stability and sanity. ‘I wouldn’t go while you’re in the midst of this crisis, that would be cruel. He’s fighting to hold himself together. I believe he’ll pull through, so long as he has a reason to.’

Rhia steepled her fingers over the steaming bowl of tea. ‘It’s too early to tell if Mira is truly with child. The distress of all that’s happened could have delayed her courses. We agreed he should be told to give him hope, but if she isn’t pregnant, we can’t lie to him about it.’

‘Heavens, no,’ Delphine said. ‘Are you saying we need a back-up plan?’

‘I think it would be wise.’

Delphine sat back to think it over. ‘I think bringing mage-craft back is Ricalan’s best chance of surviving intact, instead of merely being a province of one nation after another. Perhaps that would give him a goal to focus on.’

‘It’s worth a try,’ Rhia said, but then she leant forward to catch Delphine’s eye. ‘But what are your plans, Delphine?’


Delphine laid her fingertips on the packet of herbs Rhia had prepared for her. ‘I’ve been thinking about that. You’re as close-knit as any family, all watching over each other down here. Well, that’s what I want. I’m tired of being alone. Even if I’m exiled to some distant province, I’d like to have a child, or maybe find some orphans in need of a home.’ She smiled to herself. ‘Perhaps Harwin will marry me and make us both respectable. He’d have less trouble as a married man with a piece on the side than he does at the moment.’ She tapped the herbs again. ‘That said, it would be a disaster to conceive now — I’d hate to think what the courts would do if I returned with a belly full of barbarian child — and the last thing Isidro needs is another defenceless soul to worry about.’

‘You must take them every day if you are not to fall pregnant.’

‘I understand,’ Delphine said. ‘Thank you, Rhia, I appreciate it.’






Chapter 11

As the water on the stove came to the boil, Rasten hauled himself up to tip the blood-streaked needles into the pot. When the muscles in his back spasmed with the movement, he clamped his jaw shut against a grunt of pain, but still he felt his master’s gaze pressing hard upon him.

The strained and twanging muscles were Sierra’s doing, together with the other, deeper pains that were only just beginning to ease. The day before, when Rasten had brought her to the work-room, Kell had ordered him into the stocks in her place and given Sierra a taste of how it felt to be the one standing over the helpless prisoner, to wield the pain and punishment instead of being the bearer of it.

He didn’t blame her for it. He couldn’t. He remembered all too well what it had felt like the first time he had a pale and trembling prisoner at his feet, and how desperately he’d grown to crave those rare moments of reprieve. Though it was a cursed lot longer than three weeks before I was granted that privilege.

As an excuse to keep from looking his master’s way, Rasten opened the stove door and threw more charcoal onto the fire. ‘We’re nearly out of fuel, sir.’

Kell turned his attention back to the milk-white stones, working on enchantments while still fully charged with power taken from Sierra. It would likely be some time before she saw a repeat of yesterday’s respite. Barely half an hour had passed since Rasten had taken her down from the rack and carried her back to the cell they shared. She hadn’t even flinched as he’d washed the wounds left by the needles. She was too exhausted and too numb after the long hours in the work-room; not just today, but every day in the weeks since they’d reached the fort.


‘You’ll have to fetch some more once we’re done for the evening,’ Kell said. ‘If you hadn’t killed the wretched servant, you wouldn’t have to take on his chores as well as your own.’

Rasten smiled to himself, remembering the sudden heat of the old man’s blood spraying over his hands. In his absence, Kell had taken a new servant to tend his quarters, and once Rasten had seen Sierra chained and secured on that first night, the stooped old man with no tongue and one yellowed eye had led Rasten to his master’s quarters and pursed his cracked, scabbed lips in imitation of a kiss as he ushered the apprentice inside. Rasten had made up his mind then and there to kill him. He’d cradled that thought close to his heart in the hours that followed, as Kell reminded him yet again just what it meant to serve. Down here, you learned to take comfort where you could find it. It was a lesson Sierra was beginning to grasp, Rasten thought.

He was about to sit down again when there came a ringing clatter from the bell-pull outside. Kell tossed his stone aside and snatched up his cane. ‘Well, finally. I was beginning to think we’d be waiting all night.’

‘Sir?’ Rasten said, suddenly apprehensive. He had learnt long ago to be wary of any surprise his master arranged.

‘The girl is secured?’

‘Yes, sir, of course.’

‘Good. Go and open the door.’

Scowling, Rasten took the heavy iron key from its hook. The lock on the entrance was entirely mundane — keeping enchantments intact around Sierra was difficult. Renewing the shields that prevented those living in the fortress from feeding her power was taking most of the power they raised each day.

Rasten grimaced as he shouldered open the door in a swirl of ice and biting air. Outside, a dozen soldiers stood around a chained prisoner with a sack pulled over his head. At the head of the rank stood Osebian Angessovar.

Rasten narrowed his eyes. After forcing Sierra to turn the implements on him, it was only a matter of time before Kell made her try her hand on an innocent stranger, but he hadn’t anticipated it quite so soon. ‘Your grace? What’s a man of your rank doing delivering a common prisoner?’

Osebian swept past him with his men at his heels, shoving the prisoner before them.


Rasten hauled the door closed again, blasting the doorway clear with a flicker of power, and the men scrambled aside as he stalked past them to the duke. Osebian had hesitated at the inner door, but as Kell emerged, his uncertain expression smoothed, and he stepped across the threshold. ‘Lord magister? Your prisoner is here.’

‘Excellent. Bring him through, your grace, but it would be best if most of your men remained behind the threshold.’ Kell waved a hand at the ceiling. ‘Shields, you understand. I’m sure my boy explained what manner of creature we have in here.’

‘As you wish, my lord.’ Osebian signalled to two of his men to follow him, bringing the prisoner. The rest clustered together in the chilly antechamber, and when Rasten closed the door in their faces they seemed relieved.

When he turned back, Kell was smiling. ‘Remove the hood, my boy. Let’s take a look at the prize our duke has brought us.’

Deeply suspicious now, Rasten grasped a corner of the sack and pulled it free.

It was Cammarian, bound, gagged and swaying on his feet. His face was bruised and, from the slump of his head and shoulders, he’d been thoroughly drugged as well as beaten. Rasten took a handful of the prince’s fair hair and pulled his head back to peer into the vacant eyes. There was no recognition there. ‘What did you dose him with?’

Osebian shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea: I had my man see to it.’

Rasten let Cam’s head fall and turned to his master. ‘Sir, are you certain this is a good idea? The girl will sense him —’

‘Through her aching back and yours? I doubt it.’ Kell raised his cane and prodded Cam in the chest. ‘Utterly insensible. I want him alert in the morning, but we’ve something in the cabinet to rouse him if it hasn’t worn off.’

Rasten drew a sharp breath and raked his hands through his hair. ‘Master, if she learns he’s here —’

‘She’ll find out soon enough,’ Kell said. ‘But for now, put him out of sight. You know the place, boy: see to it, and watch your cursed manners. I won’t stand for you to be so rude to our liege’s closest kin.’

Kell looked Cammarian up and down, and turned to the duke with a faint leer. ‘I’ve heard how closely you resemble your cousin, your grace, but in person it’s truly remarkable. If it weren’t for that hint around the eyes, I’d think him a full-blooded Mesentreian.’ He turned to Rasten with bright, lust-filled eyes. ‘Do you know what I intend to do with him, boy? Tomorrow, you will bring him to the chamber for our next session. The girl will choose who spends the first hour in the stocks, you or him. If she chooses you, then afterwards it’s the prince in the stocks and you’ll have free rein, but if she chooses him first, then after an hour of obedience she may take his place. Tell me, my boy, which will she choose?’

‘She’ll refuse, sir.’

‘You think so?’ Kell smiled. ‘Well, in that case, the pleasure will be mine. Here I was just lamenting that in all my years I’ve never had a prince; I’ll be pleased to remedy the situation. Now, as I recall, you had his foster-brother back in the winter, didn’t you? I’ll want to hear you compare them, once I’ve had my turn.’

Rasten kept his expression neutral, but he could see that Osebian was struggling to control himself. The duke’s face was mottled with anger, equal parts of disgust and outrage.

Kell read him perfectly, and chuckled. ‘See him settled, my boy, and then attend upon me in my chambers.’ With that, Kell turned and limped away, leaving Rasten silently cursing as he watched his master’s retreating back.

Once he was gone, Osebian spat on the ground where Kell had stood, while the soldiers stared fixedly ahead. Rasten imagined the tales they’d whisper to their comrades later, and growled under his breath. ‘Bring him this way,’ he snapped.

‘A moment,’ Osebian curtly replied. He was still gazing down the hall after Kell. Then, he seemed to shake himself and waved the guards back. ‘Go wait with the others. Lord Rasten and I can handle the prisoner.’ Once the men retreated, Osebian took hold of Cam’s shirt. ‘Lead on, sorcerer.’

Rasten couldn’t imagine what the man was playing at. His thoughts were too thoroughly occupied with the ordeal tomorrow would bring. Torturing Cammarian would only be the start. At the end of it he had no doubt Kell would make Sierra kill him — the only question was how long it would take, and how much of the prince remained when she dealt the final blow.

It would destroy her. It could only be worse if Balorica was on the rack instead. He knew Sierra too well to imagine she wouldn’t fight, and then Kell would tear her apart.


But what could he do about it? Kell might overlook his disposal of the servant, but he had laid Cam in as a knife against Sierra’s heart — Rasten could not openly interfere.

The best solution would be if he were simply found dead in his cell, but he saw no way to bring that about.

‘Sorcerer?’ Osebian snapped, and Rasten shook himself.

‘This way, your grace,’ he said, and led them into the service-room.

The chamber was strictly utilitarian. There was a stove in one corner, where the needles simmered in the pot, and a hatch in one wall to feed the furnace. A cabinet packed with medicines and herbs stood in the furthest corner from the stove, and the rest of the chamber was lined with shelves holding an array of implements, chains and manacles, all currently in disuse since the cells had been emptied in preparation for Sierra’s arrival.

One of the cabinets concealed a hidden cell, and Rasten did not bother to obscure the catch, which was disguised as a roughly repaired bracket supporting a shelf. The mechanism came loose with a distinct click, and swung away to reveal a small and lightless space.

Rasten summoned a ball of fire and cast it into the air. ‘In here,’ he said.

The chamber was divided by a stout bronze grating. Rasten took the key from a hook and unlocked the cell so Angessovar could shove the prisoner through. The prince was limp, his eyes glazed and unfocussed, his mouth slack. Rasten drew a knife to cut his wrists free, and then sliced his clothing away, methodically stripping him naked.

‘Is that really necessary?’ Osebian said with disgust.

‘Do you have any idea how easy it is to fashion a noose out of a shirt?’ Rasten asked. ‘I’ve seen men do it with their hands bound behind their backs.’

Osebian was silent for a long moment, but Rasten could sense his revulsion. He was used to it. Kell made no secret of his lusts, or that he expected his apprentice to serve him in any way he required. Rasten was used to men like Osebian looking at him with curled lip.

‘Sorcerer, this … this state of affairs is intolerable,’ Osebian said. ‘I cannot imagine why the king endures that creature when you clearly stand ready to succeed him.’

‘Lord Kell was Queen Valeria’s retainer first,’ Rasten said.


‘True, and while I owe her majesty a great debt of gratitude, our liege should have taken this matter in hand long ago. I have always known Lord Kell is a perverted creature, but this is truly revolting. I assure you, sorcerer, if that creature is still alive when I accede the throne, you will have my aid to remove him. I will not tolerate such perversion in my kingdom.’

Rasten didn’t look around. He’d heard it all before, usually in whispers when people thought he couldn’t hear them. For every man who sneered at Kell behind his back, Rasten knew as many mocked him for being young and strong and submitting to a crippled old man.

Beneath the shirt Cammarian’s back was a mass of bruises, and Rasten frowned. ‘How long since he was taken?’

‘A pair of weeks,’ Osebian said. ‘But a few nights ago he goaded some of the men into attacking him. I’ve kept him drugged ever since, but if I’d known about this I might have let them kill him. He’s a traitor and an enemy of the crown, but ye Gods … To permit a man of royal blood to be defiled as the sorcerer intends is a serious matter, sorcerer. It cannot help but stain the king’s honour!’

Not to mention your own, Rasten thought. But then he realised just what an opportunity was staring him in the face, while he’d been too wrapped up in his situation to see it.

Rasten locked a set of manacles around Cammarian’s wrists and tethered them to the wall. ‘Your grace, my master is proposing a dangerous game. Sierra is immensely powerful and, unless she’s handled exactly right, this ridge-top could become another Demon’s Spire. Even if Lord Kell has obtained the king’s permission, I doubt anyone but us understands the risk.’

Osebian frowned at him. ‘You think your master hasn’t told Severian what he intends to do? Or that he can’t control a wilful woman?’

‘Did you see the ruins of Terundel, your grace?’ Rasten asked. ‘As for the former, I couldn’t say. You know his majesty far better than I, your grace. Would he really allow royal blood to be shed so ignominiously?’

‘I spoke to our liege briefly,’ Osebian said. ‘But he was rather in his cups. Is it possible your master misled him?’

‘I couldn’t say, your grace,’ Rasten said again.

‘I can’t believe he’d agree to this. Here, sorcerer, surely there’s something you can do. Don’t you wish to see the old man thwarted?’


‘I’m more concerned with the girl,’ Rasten said. ‘But your grace, there’s nothing I can do. I can’t act against my master.’

‘You said yourself — a scrap of cloth can become a noose —’

‘And Lord Kell knows I’d never make such a foolish mistake.’

Osebian sighed. ‘I suppose so.’ He left the hidden cell, and Rasten returned the key to its hook and followed, closing the door behind him. Osebian stood in the chamber, examining the badly concealed catch. ‘Such a clumsy device. It would be simple enough for an intruder to discover it, don’t you think, Lord Rasten?’

Rasten shook his head. His wits were sluggish — it was taking him far too long to work out what the wretched southerner was talking about.

‘I understand that we have a number of enemy spies in the camp,’ Osebian went on. ‘And given that your master was foolish enough to unmask the prince in front of the men, they could find out we have him.’

‘That’s true,’ Rasten said. ‘Your grace, is it common knowledge these cells are mostly deserted? Our servant died yesterday, and only myself, Sierra and Lord Kell live here. Lord Kell’s chambers are well back beneath the kitchens, and I remain close at hand should he require me. Sierra stays with me, too. If someone crept in here I doubt we’d hear them.’

‘Interesting. Of course, there are guards in the courtyard. I must have a word with their commander, and make sure the entrance is never left unattended … I suppose the locks on those doors are quite new?’

‘Cheaply made and full of rust,’ Rasten said. ‘I’ve mentioned it to my master, but who would creep into a place such as this?’

Osebian nodded, his face thoughtful. ‘By the by, sorcerer, I think I shall ride out this evening to return to my men. Those dogs in the north cannot be left unguarded. I suggest, Lord Rasten, that you ignore any strange noises you may hear during the night.’

When Osebian led his men away, Rasten turned the key in the grinding lock. He didn’t dare feel relief, there was simply too much that could go wrong, but he did permit himself a trace of hope.

If Sierra did learn of Cam’s presence, if she challenged Kell for his sake, she would fail, Rasten was sure of it. It was safer, much safer, for the prince to simply disappear.


Cam held himself still until the muffled voices fell away. He counted silently to a thousand, then he did it again, and then one last time before he finally sat up and wiped the drool from his cheek.

It had taken all his will to remain limp while Rasten stripped and bound him. As the manacles were fastened, Cam had prayed his hands wouldn’t linger long enough to feel his racing pulse.

Sierra was here. That was the important thing. Sierra was here, and that meant he still had hope. He just had to find some way to reach her.

Calling for her was not an option — even if this tiny cell wasn’t insulated against sound, it was vital their captors didn’t know she was aware of his presence. But Cam had had some time to consider this problem and he’d determined the method, even if he lacked the means.

The cell was as black as the caverns beneath Demon’s Spire. The baffles that blocked out sound blocked all light as well, but they let him explore his tiny cell in safety. No one but he would hear the rattling of the chain.

His creeping explorations revealed that the cell had been swept absolutely clean. There was no water, which was a torment when it had been a full day and night since he’d last been given any food or drink, and not even a bucket for waste. The only fixture in the cell was the rough wooden bench that served as a bed, provided to keep the prisoner from being weakened by lying on the cold stone. How many people had occupied this cell and made the same desperate search for something, anything that would help them?

Cam pushed that thought from his mind, and ran his hands over the rough wood. He needed something sharp, something with a point.

There was nothing on the upper surface of the bench, but on the underside he found what he sought — a splinter hanging off a rough-hewn spar.

Cam tore through his fingernails trying to pry it loose, but when it finally came free he chortled with a kind of desperate glee. It was large: a jagged shard of wood as long as his finger. As he tested the tip against his thumb, Cam found himself thinking of Isidro and the fresh scar on his neck. If all else fails, there’s always that, Cam thought.


Sierra pressed her face into the pillow and tried to will herself back to sleep. She’d already dozed for a while — how long, she couldn’t be sure — before the throbbing needle-wounds on her back woke her again.

In some ways these were the hardest hours to deal with. The sessions on the rack or in the stocks were … unpleasant, to say the least, but Rasten’s promise had held true. Her power gave her a shield against even the worst Kell could contrive while still leaving her in one piece. It made little difference whether he chose the needles that punched through skin and muscle, or the Stinger or any of the other myriad tools and implements he had at his disposal; or how he commanded Rasten to use her — so long as anyone derived pleasure from her torment, the rush of power that arose was enough to drown out the howling of her own nerves. Kell did his best to drain her power as swiftly as it came, but he could not cut her off entirely from the beguiling song that streamed through her mind and seemed to make this world and all its concerns fall away.

Afterwards, however, once the deep, numbing exhaustion released her from its grip, the memory of what Rasten had done returned to haunt her, together with the aftermath of battered flesh and tender nerves.

Sierra shifted gingerly on the felt mattress-pad, and hissed in pain as her back began to throb again. It wasn’t only the needle-wounds that made it burn — her skin felt as though Rasten had scored it with a hot iron, instead of just tracing the sigil with her blood once again.

He did it every day once she was secured by the chains, drawing blood into a bowl and using it to trace the ritual mark on her back. At first it had seemed the sigil wouldn’t take — each day Rasten scored it upon her, and each day her power seemed to burn it away … but not completely. After a week, a shadow of the mark remained. After two weeks, it was defined enough that she could mentally trace its lines over her ribs, her shoulders and her spine. It gave Rasten and Kell a hand-hold carved into her very soul, and when they grasped it, it seemed to suspend her mind and her will, so she couldn’t think, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything at all but follow the instructions they gave her. A few days ago, at Kell’s order, she’d climbed onto the rack herself, her movements stiff and jerky, all while she’d fought hopelessly to take control of herself again.

They hadn’t tried that this morning, though. Yesterday, when Kell had ordered Rasten into the stocks in her place, that part of the ritual had been overlooked, and after just one day of its neglect Sierra had felt the mark fading. Afterwards, however, she’d felt far too ill for what she’d done to be able to gloat over it.

She shifted on the felt pad again, and punched her fist into the dense mat. Rasten had forgiven her. She’d found that hard to comprehend. In the last few weeks she’d loathed him, been disgusted by him, had dreamed longingly of ripping out his throat with her teeth. When she’d stood over him, bound, naked and helpless, relief and fear both warred within her against a sickening, buoyant glee, that here at last was the man who’d tormented and terrified her for so long, powerless and under her complete control.

Even so, she would never have dreamed of doing the things Kell had ordered of her. She’d tried to apologise to Rasten afterwards, but he’d growled her to silence, and the words he’d said still echoed in her head. Did you do it by choice? Then it was Kell’s doing, not yours. Don’t apologise.

Black Sun forgive me, I didn’t want to do it, she thought, squeezing her eyes closed as she pressed her face to the woollen pad. But Kell had promised that anything she refused to do would be done to her instead, up in the king’s hall. Sierra knew better than to call his bluff.

It was hard to believe she’d only been here a few weeks, as Rasten insisted. It felt like years, like aeons. Her days were broken into too many fragments to count, each one of them lasting a lifetime.

Her power was growing. That was her only other measure of time, next to the sigil that throbbed on her back. Her control was increasing, too, but not in the way she’d expected. Early on, Rasten had learned to read her, and learned to balance the forces of pain and power within her to keep her poised at the crest of the wave. On the journey to the Greenstone — it seemed a lifetime ago, as distant and unreal as a dream — he’d told her, if you want to ride it, you have to let it carry you. Now, at last, she was beginning to understand what he meant. She was learning to let the power carry her with it as it surged and roared within her, instead of overwhelming and drowning her beneath the surging torrent.

But the understanding had come too late, or so it seemed to her. While she was learning to ride it, struggling to keep her head above the deluge, Kell sought to knock her off balance, or hold her under the singing flood. If she resisted his jabs and his traps, then he goaded her with barbs and thorns, tempting her into lashing out at him while the thrumming power made her mind simplistic and heavy-witted, little more than a pain-maddened beast. He teased and taunted her until she lashed out at him, and then he struck her down, stripping her power away and striking her with lashes of energy that seemed to rip through her mind like strands of barbed wire. And then, while she sobbed and shook and choked in the chains, they would begin the whole ordeal again.

Sierra dug her fingers into the blanket and crushed them in her fist. She knew she was playing into Kell’s hands, giving him what he wanted when her power broke loose in a futile attempt to savage him. But how could she control a beast driven to utter madness? She knew what he wanted — he wanted her to give up, surrender, offer up what he demanded with no reservation. He meant to break her in like a wild horse, and he wouldn’t stop until she grovelled at his feet.

Understanding that was the simple part — countering it was another matter. She’d been trying for days to keep the beast contained, to keep it from launching at him with teeth and claws, but to no effect. At this point Kell could control it better than she could — it leapt to his bait every time, while she fought a perpetually losing battle to keep her power in hand.

I’m getting weaker, Sierra thought, digging her fingers into the blankets and crushing them in her fist. The effort made her tremble — the weeks of strain and exhaustion were taking a toll. Twice that day she’d fainted in the chains, and woke to Rasten rousing her with smelling-salts and cold water. In the last week he’d had to force her to eat, and she’d thrown up the watery gruel again as often as not. I’ve been holding on so far … but for how much longer? Just how much more of this can I take? The way things are going, I’m afraid my mind will be the first to break.

No. She clasped her hands to her head, as though she could squeeze the thought from her mind. No, don’t think like that. I can do this. I have to do this. I don’t have a choice. Black Sun, give me strength. I know I’ve been given this power for a reason … please just give me the will I need to see this through … Sierra squeezed her eyes closed and pressed her face into the mattress, but the effort of it set her back throbbing again. With a shuddering breath, she forced herself to relax, trying to empty her mind. She just needed to sleep. Things … no, things wouldn’t look any better in the morning, but with some rest she would be better able to face it.

As she willed her limbs to feel heavy and limp, the fingers of her right hand began to sting.


For a moment Sierra didn’t move. Just ignore it, she told herself. She’d grown used to random pains and cramps, but the location was odd. Her knuckles sometimes ached from digging her nails into her palms, but this felt different.

When the sting lingered, Sierra lifted her head with a grunt of effort to squint at her fingers. Her nails were whole, untorn and perfectly clean, as both Kell and Rasten insisted she pay strict attention to cleanliness even when it was the last concern in her mind. The nails felt for all the world as though she had torn them down to the quick.

Then she felt the tingling heat behind the echo of sensation.

Sierra sat up swiftly as her stomach twisted into a knot. Her back protested, but the sudden fear that gripped her drove it from her mind. With the servant gone, the three sorcerers were the only souls living in the basement, and neither Kell nor Rasten had any reason to shred their fingernails until they bled. The sensation must be coming from someone else in the cells. Kell had already made her turn on Rasten — did he intend to make her torture an innocent next? By all the Gods, no, please … I can’t do it. Please don’t make me do it.

A sharp pain on her thigh cut through her panicked thought. It stung like a horse-fly bite, but when she looked there was nothing there. The pain remained, moving over her skin in a stinging path, as though someone was dragging something sharp across her thigh …

Only it wasn’t her thigh, was it? This was happening somewhere else, somewhere nearby.

How many people knew how the echo of sensation fed her power? Her stomach clenched with a sudden, icy dread. Not many. Not even her own family had understood how closely she sensed what those around her felt. What if it wasn’t some random injury, but a message that only she could read?

Her eye fell on the pail of charcoal Rasten had brought for the stove. Sierra snatched up a piece and retreated to the farthest corner of the cell. There, she emptied her mind and concentrated solely on the sensation, tracing the stinging path with the crumbling lump of charcoal. When she was done, she had drawn three letters on the pale skin of her thigh.

CAM

Shaking, she dropped the coal, sending it skittering across the floor.


Isidro had been trying to reach her, questing towards her mind when her defences were low with exhaustion. Each time she’d walled him out, willing him to forget her, afraid of what would happen if Kell felt his attempts to make contact. She’d thought it was his stubbornness and determination, demanding she explain herself or hoping there might be some way to free her. But what if she’d been wrong? What if he’d been trying to warn her? Oh, ye Gods, Cam … How in the Fires Below did they get to you? Then she thought of the passages she’d collapsed to block the trail, and scowled. ‘Tigers take you, you son of a bitch,’ she muttered. ‘I told you not to follow me!’

It could be a trap. What if Kell had sensed Isidro’s attempts at contact, and was trying to tempt her into rebellion? She had no way of knowing whose skin that name had been scratched into.

Or it could have been Cam’s last, desperate attempt to warn her before they put him on the rack.

Hurriedly, she wiped the word away. If Cam was here, she had to find him and get him out. Sierra knew all too well what use Kell would make of him. But how? Rasten could return at any moment. He rarely left her alone for long.

She drew a deep breath. One thing at a time. She could not risk Rasten finding her gone. If Cam was here, Rasten had to know of it. He would try to hide his presence from her, but if he suspected she already knew … Sierra shivered at the thought. Rasten would never allow her to interfere.

Sierra went to the door to listen, pressing her forehead against the chill metal of the bars. If it was a trap, Rasten would know she would want to act urgently — he and Kell could be lying in wait.

Sierra shoved herself away from the door with a growl of frustration. It would be foolish to swing into action without gathering all the information she could. Whatever Rasten was doing now could hint at what his master was planning — but if he sensed her looking in it might give her game away.

Sierra paced two swift laps of the cell, and then lay down on the bed once more. It smelled of sweat and sex, and the linens were spotted with dried blood. Sierra’s back was such a painful ruin of wounds and bruises that she could only lie face down, but that made it easier to block out the doubled vision that would alert him to her presence.


She found him kneeling on a stone floor, his wrists tied behind his back and the end of the rope thrown over a beam overhead. Another rope around his neck forced his face down towards the floor, so all Sierra could see through his eyes was a blurred and shifting view of the flagstones.

She broke the contact hurriedly, trying to pull away before the welling sensations could make an impression on her mind, but Kell’s hard, panting breath told her enough. So, it’s just a brief amusement tonight, something to whet his appetite for tomorrow’s sport … If she was right, it gave her the whole night to find Cam and release him — but she had to deal with Rasten first. That was only the first of her problems: they were in the middle of the king’s wretched encampment. Sierra had escaped before, but only thanks to her power and the snowstorm that had concealed her. Isidro had been rescued, but while being transported through controlled territory with only a handful of guards, in such a state as to be no threat to anyone. Cam had neither of those advantages.

By the time Rasten returned, perhaps ten minutes later, Sierra had come no closer to finding a solution, but she had at least decided how to deal with him.

He avoided looking at her as he fumbled for the key, but once the door was open and he slunk inside, he slammed it shut behind him with a clang and clatter of metal.

Still ignoring her, Rasten hung the key on the hook and stripped off his clothes on his way to the stove. He poured hot water into a basin and began to bathe, while Sierra sat cross-legged on the bed and gnawed on one thumbnail, turning her face away to give him privacy in the Ricalani manner. She knew what must be done, but in his condition she had her work cut out for her.

Sierra didn’t look up until he was dressed again, and standing at the foot of the bed with a frown. Had he been alone Sierra guessed he would have thrown himself on the pallet and tried to sleep, but the arrangement Kell had imposed upon them meant they could no more escape each other than they could him.

Sierra patted the mattress beside her. ‘Come and sit.’

She could tell he didn’t want to, but there was nowhere else but the stone floor. Stiff and unwilling, as though every movement pained him, he settled beside her. Sierra reached for his shoulder, but swiftly — far more swiftly than she anticipated, given his ginger movements, Rasten seized her wrist. ‘Don’t touch me,’ he growled.

Sierra twisted in his grasp to wrap her fingers around his hand. ‘You ought to make use of the tools you have, you fool,’ she told him, and took his pain. All of it drained away — the ache of strained muscles in his shoulders, the raw skin where the rope had rubbed, along with everything else.

Rasten went immediately tense, fighting against it as Isidro often did, but he restrained himself as an icy touch of numbness spread along his nerves.

Once she was finished she had a good store of power, but she didn’t hold it for long. Rasten pulled her forward and pressed his free hand over her heart to drain the power from her. When it was done he let her go and slumped back onto the narrow bed.

Sierra drew a deep breath. This could go very badly, but either way, she would get what she wanted. ‘Is that all?’ she asked. ‘You take what you want and then roll over and go to sleep? You’ve spent too long among southerners, Rasten.’

He opened his eyes to scowl at her. ‘What in the hells are you talking about?’

‘Sex isn’t all about power and pain, Rasten. I can understand why you’d think it is, but it has other uses. How soundly will you sleep with that fresh in your memory?’

Still scowling, Rasten sat up. ‘You want to fuck? You haven’t had enough of the sport over the last few weeks? I’m surprised you can stand to be near me.’

‘I chose to be here, Rasten. I knew what I was letting myself in for,’ Sierra said. ‘All that business in the stocks doesn’t really compare to what I’m thinking of. Isidro was kind enough to oblige me, but I suppose he had more reason than you do to understand that comfort can be found in another’s arms, even if everything else in your life is awful and uncertain …’

He was suspicious, but something of what she said had intrigued him. ‘Well, if that’s what you want …’ he said with narrowed eyes, and he grabbed her hips and dragged her to the centre of the bed, shoving her down onto the rumpled covers.

‘Stop!’ Sierra said, and she placed both palms against his chest and gave him a shock of power. Rasten pulled back with a muttered curse. ‘Sneaky as a crow, aren’t you?’ he hissed. ‘Where did that come from? I drained you dry not two moments ago.’

‘The touch only works on pain already present,’ Sierra told him. ‘Not if you give those injured muscles another reason to ache. Now …’ She stroked her hands down his chest. He was as tense as a colt fresh to harness, with no way to tell if he would remain gentle or erupt into rage. ‘Kiss me.’

It was a rather strange experience. Rasten didn’t know how to be gentle and, even as she guided his hands, she could feel the urge for violence lurking beneath his skin. As power and sensation climbed within her, she realised that she was testing him in a way that had nothing to do with her plans for the rest of the night. Entirely without intention, she had found a way to discover whether he was drawn into Kell’s shadow so far that he could not experience pleasure without causing pain to another. But as he pressed her down onto the woollen mattress, as she took his hands and showed him how to stroke and caress, he showed her part of him could find joy without breaking others down to reach it.

All the while she let her power rise, scaling higher and higher until Rasten reached his climax — and then she pressed her hands to the sigil carved into his back. She sent a bolt of power tearing through him, knocking him unconscious and stripping away his power with one blow.

Rasten collapsed on top of her, utterly limp and so heavy that she couldn’t breathe, and the memory of that awful moment with Isidro struck her like a knife to the gut. Gasping, Sierra scrambled out from under him, terrified that she had not hit hard enough, and that at any moment he would come to and realise what she had done.

But Rasten never stirred. She pulled the blanket over him, and donned his discarded shirt. It left her legs bare, but covered enough for warmth. Barefoot, Sierra opened the door, and the click of the turning lock seemed very loud in the sudden silence of the cells. Outside, she closed her eyes, searching for any sign that Kell had felt her use of power, but her faint connection to him was quiet and still. He was asleep, sated from his session with Rasten.

She locked Rasten inside and took the key with her. With no pockets and no sash, she had nowhere to tuck it away, and so she created a tiny mage-light and fixed it to the tip to make a kind of lantern. If she had to carry the wretched thing, it may as well be useful.


Sierra tried to sense Cam, but nothing came to her — even the echo of the scratches had faded. It could mean he was already in bad shape, growing so weak that the pain had ceased to bother him, but it seemed more likely her dalliance with Rasten had drowned it out.

Sierra began by tracing the familiar route to the torture-chamber. The rooms around it were used for storage, and Sierra peered into each one briefly before moving on. All seemed disused, and were icy cold except for the chamber from which the furnaces were fed.

With no sign of life in any of those, Sierra began to hunt through the cells instead, but already she felt a sinking sense of failure in the pit of her belly. She couldn’t imagine Rasten or Kell leaving a prisoner like Cam out on display. It was an unnecessary risk. But what did that leave? A hidden chamber? If that was the case, what hope did she have of finding him?

Her heart was pounding in her throat, but Sierra forced herself to stop and think. What would Isidro do? He’d make a methodical search, going over every inch from one end to the other, and he wouldn’t give up until he found what he sought.

First of all, he must be near a furnace. Cold would weaken him, and he couldn’t be allowed blankets for warmth. The furnace that heated Rasten’s cell was the same one that served Kell’s apartment, but that would put him close to Sierra, a risky option.

The only other furnace burning in the dungeons was the one near the torture-chambers. Sierra had already been through that section and found nothing, but it seemed the best bet and she headed back there once again.

She began this time with the chamber nearest the door. The storerooms were a hopeless jumble of weapons, chains and ruined clothing, which the old servant had saved for some inexplicable reason. Sierra had to fight through it to thump against the rear of the cupboards and cabinets in search of any hidden doors. She searched and searched, peering into every crevice, but all her instincts told her that she was alone.

Sierra was considering the risk of calling Cam’s name when a peculiar sound from the hall caught her attention.

Her first thought was of Rasten, awake and coming in search of her. Hastily, she snuffed her light and crept to the chamber door.


The hall was still and silent and she listened, not daring to breathe, as a groan of rusting metal came from the main door.

The thought that anyone would creep into this place confused her so thoroughly that Sierra just stared dumbly at the entrance. It was only when the lock opened with a muffled click that she remembered her situation, and by then there was no time to consider her options — all she could do was close the door and hide behind it.

Someone thrust the doors open and the gleam of a lantern spilled over the passage, creeping through the gap beneath the door. Sierra laid herself flat on the grimy stone and peered out under it.

All she saw were two pairs of winter boots, smeared with mud and melting snow.

The two intruders each seemed to be carrying a burden of some sort, although Sierra couldn’t see enough to tell what they might be. They moved with a ponderous slowness, making no noise other than the sound of laboured breathing and the scuff of leather on stone. Once inside, they closed the door and stood still for a moment, then went into another of the side-chambers, taking their light with them.

Sierra remained frozen, utterly baffled. For a brief moment, she entertained the hope that they’d come to rescue Cam — but then she remembered what had happened to Delphine on the morning after the battle of Demon’s Spire. If she also underestimated the danger, there would be no one to come to her aid but Kell and Rasten. Shaking her head, Sierra got to her feet and opened the door.

The hallway was empty. The door opposite stood closed — that was the furnace-room, one she had already searched. Now a thin ribbon of light gleamed from beneath its closed door.

Sierra crept towards it. The glowing strip was oddly truncated — it was perhaps two-thirds of the width of the doorway, as though something had been set down inside to prop the door closed. She pressed her palms against the wood and closed her eyes to listen. Voices murmured within, but she couldn’t understand what they said, or even what language they were speaking.

Then she heard another noise — a mechanical click, much muffled, and then distinctive male voices.

Muttering a curse, Sierra pushed at the door and felt a definite resistance on the other side: the obstruction was a dead weight that moved only grudgingly. The door opened a crack, enough to let her see a narrow slice of what held it shut. She saw a bit of uniform, sewn from grey woollen cloth, and mouse-brown hair, cropped short.

Sierra shoved with all her strength, but the door fouled on the body even as it slumped to the side. She squeezed an arm through the gap, heedless of the threads and skin that snagged on the rough wood. The corpse — or so Sierra assumed — weighed far more than her, literally a dead weight. But now that the door was partially open she could hear the voices more clearly, and a strangled kind of grunt in a frantic tone.

She pulled her arm free, leaving more skin behind, and drew a deep breath. What was it Delphine had always told her? Think only of the task at hand, push all other thoughts from your mind and concentrate solely on your goal.

Sierra closed her eyes and summoned her power. She thought of her muscles, and channelling all her power into blood and flesh and bone, she took her stance, placed her hands on the door, and pushed.

The corpse rolled away, leaving a smear of blood and skin across the floor where the door caught and dragged the soft flesh. Sierra stepped over it, and closed the door behind her.

There was a second body, set down like the first near the table in the centre of the room. One of the cabinets hung open, just like a door, and yellow lamplight gleamed out from the chamber behind. From within came the sounds of a hushed struggle, men scuffling and breathing hard.

Sierra ran for the doorway. Inside was a single cell, its door hanging open. Three men struggled on the far side of the iron bars, two clothed, one naked, but two of them had Cam’s foreign sandy hair. Together, the clothed men had Cam pinned on the narrow bench, one of them holding his arms while the other had his hands wrapped around Cam’s throat.

One of them, a burly Mesentreian fellow in nondescript clothing, glanced up, calling a low warning to his comrade, and lunged at her.

Sierra dropped him with a bolt of power that filled the tiny chamber with crackling light and the stench of burning hair. Black Sun’s Fire danced across the grille, and tiny bolts of lightning crawled over the metal.

The two men remaining turned to face her. They were alike enough to use each other for shaving mirrors.


In that moment of distraction Cam swung his fists at his cousin, but he was hampered by his prone position on the bench. Osebian twisted where he crouched, hunching his shoulders and ducking his head to dodge the weight of the strike. He grabbed Cam’s hair with one hand, snatching a knife from his belt with the other. The blade flared with blue light as he brought it to Cam’s throat.

Without thinking, Sierra reached out as she had seen Rasten do countless times and wrapped cords of power around his arms, holding him as firm as the strongest chains.

Osebian’s eyes were dark with fury. ‘You —’ he spat, but he never said anything more, as Sierra struck him with a bolt of power that set him twitching and convulsing within her glowing restraints. When she released him, he fell to the floor and lay still.

Breathing hard, Cam hauled himself up. He was filthy, bruised and naked, and for the first time Sierra noticed the manacles and heavy chains that bound his wrists.

‘Cam!’ she said, and flung herself down to wrap her arms around him.

‘Sirri,’ he gasped, trembling beneath her hands. ‘By the Black Sun herself, you certainly know how to make an entrance.’

She didn’t realise how bad his condition was until she took the manacles off and he tried to stand. Sierra had to help him into the other room, where he sat heavily beside the table and rested his head on his folded arms, his breath still hard and ragged.

The beatings had left him with a few cracked ribs, but she felt no deeper injuries. Sierra scrounged through the cabinets until she found some bowls, a packet of tea and a half-full sack of roasted barley flour. She poured a bowl of tea, and then slopped some liquid into a second bowl with a handful of the coarse flour, and took both to him. ‘I don’t dare give you anything to stir it with,’ she said, glancing at the implements drying on the racks above the stove. ‘You don’t want to know where they’ve been.’

Cam took the bowl in silence, and when she saw how filthy his hands were she went back for a damp rag. He stared at her hollow-eyed as she wiped the grime from his fingers, and his passive trust reminded Sierra of her younger siblings submitting to her ministrations, back when she’d still had a family.


‘Sirri …’ he said, his voice hoarse. Bruises were already darkening around his throat. ‘We should be running …’

She shook her head. ‘We have a little time, and you won’t get far in your condition. Eat.’

‘But Rasten must have felt you kill those men …’

‘Cam, it’s alright. He won’t bother us.’ Just to be sure, she checked on him in her mind, and found nothing but emptiness. He was still unconscious.

‘But how can you be sure?’

‘Because I screwed his brains out and shocked him unconscious. He’s back there sleeping it off. We’re safe for the moment. Please eat something: you’ll need your strength.’

He didn’t argue further. Sierra saw that he was in shock: his hands shook as he picked up the bowl of flour and began to stir with his fingers to knead the mixture into dough.

Sierra couldn’t sit still while he ate and drank. Time was precious, and they needed a plan; but as she looked over the bodies, she didn’t know where to begin. All she’d endured in the last few weeks had taken its toll on her mind and faculties, just as Cam’s captivity had worn down his.

Cam followed her gaze. ‘Did you kill all of them?’

‘No,’ she said, frowning. ‘They were like that when I got here …’ She went to the dead man nearest the door.

The bodies wore the clothes and gear of guardsmen. The first carried nothing of interest, only his weapons and a small packet of pemmican and fruitcake, the sort of thing a man on night-duty would carry to munch on in the coldest hours.

The second corpse yielded something more interesting. In a pouch under his shirt, Sierra found a letter in Ricalani, bearing the Wolf Clan’s seal and signed by War-Leader Dremman. She read it three times with a frown before she placed it on the table and went to check over the last two men.

The duke’s manservant was carrying very little, but Osebian had a document case with a carefully drawn map and an order written in a hasty Mesentreian scrawl, ordering two men to leave the camp to join another party. It too was signed and sealed, but Sierra didn’t recognise the name or the symbol.


When she brought her find back to the other room, Cam was reading the letter she’d found. ‘This has been tampered with,’ he said, waving it at her. ‘There’s a solution that washes out ink, but you can feel the difference in the paper. Drosavec taught Issey and me about it when we were boys.’

‘I did wonder,’ Sierra said. ‘I couldn’t imagine Dremman being fool enough to name a spy in writing and send the message off for anyone to get their hands on.’

‘Exactly,’ Cam said. ‘What do you have there?’

She showed him the other papers and refilled his bowls while he looked them over.

‘Osebian wouldn’t need orders to get past the gate guards,’ Sierra said. ‘Why wouldn’t he just show his face?’ The reason occurred to her just as she said the words. ‘Because he didn’t want to be recognised.’ She bit her lip as she considered the situation — they’d crept in to kill Cam, leaving behind the bodies of two guardsmen, one bearing evidence incriminating him as a spy.

Sierra poured herself a bowl of tea. ‘So what was their plan? A Wolf Clan spy learnt you were here? He crept in to free you, or perhaps kill you if he couldn’t …’

‘A guardsman followed him in and killed him, but was killed himself before he could raise the alarm,’ Cam said. ‘It’s a thin story, but not bad for one dreamt up in the space of a few hours.’

Sierra winced. ‘I wanted to come to you sooner, Cam, but I had to wait until Rasten came back from Kell. If he’d found me gone …’

He reached across the table to take her hand. ‘If you’d come sooner you’d have been surprised by my wretched cousin, instead of surprising him. I’m cursed glad you didn’t come any later, of course, although I suppose it would have been preferable to anything Kell had in mind for us.’

Sierra didn’t have to ask — she knew he hadn’t suffered any of Kell’s favourite abuses. There was no way he could hide the after-effects from her.

Cam still held her hand. ‘You were right, Sirri. I shouldn’t have followed you.’

His words seemed to cut right through her. And at once her eyes flooded with tears. ‘Oh Cam, I’m so sorry! I … I wish …’


‘Hush,’ he said in a rough voice. ‘There’s no need for that now.’

She sniffed and gulped, and wiped her cheeks on the cuff of her sleeve. ‘How did they even find you?’ she asked. ‘You must have known they’d watch for anyone coming after me.’

‘We did,’ Cam said. ‘We took every care … but they found us anyway. I’ve had lots of time to think about it, Sirri. I was with Ardamon and his men, but they weren’t killed, and I heard one of Osebian’s men say they were sent back to the Spire. I think we were betrayed.’

‘I can well believe it,’ she said, but then she turned back to the letters. ‘Osebian must know the story was thin —’

‘It wouldn’t matter,’ Cam said. ‘Making noise about it would only embarrass the king and Kell. This,’ he waved the marching orders at her, ‘makes me wonder if Osebian pretended to leave the camp hours ago, so everyone would think him long gone once anything was discovered amiss.’

‘And the map?’

‘These are Mesentreian military symbols,’ he said, indicating various markings on the map. ‘I’d guess he intended to meet up with his men in a few days’ time.’ Cam laid down the map. ‘Do you know what this means? We can slip out of the camp. Osebian knows he’d be recognised on sight — he’s marked the locations of the camps and patrols, so he could avoid them. Sirri, we have a map that will get us through enemy territory without being seen.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘Do you have any proper clothes? Oh, it doesn’t matter; one of those uniforms will fit you well enough. They must have horses nearby and rations enough to last for a few days.’

Two horses, Sierra thought, will allow one man to switch his weight between them and make better time. And rations for two will last longer with one mouth to feed.

‘Cam,’ she said.

‘You look like you’re in good enough shape to ride, and there’s a lot of fuel around here. If we set a fire as we leave —’

‘Cam! I’m not leaving! I can’t. Not yet.’

He broke off, watching her with an unreadable gaze. ‘I don’t understand why you did what you did,’ he said at last. ‘But I don’t care. Sirri, you can’t stay here. They’re destroying you: I can see it in your face; I can read it in your eyes. If you help me escape, they’ll know it. Whatever you’ve had to endure will be nothing compared to what they’ll do then. I can’t let you stay and face that, Sirri. I just can’t.’

Sierra couldn’t speak. She just turned away, shaking her head.

‘Are you worried about Isidro? Fires Below, he loves you, Sirri. Knowing what you’re going through down here must be killing him —’ Cam broke off with a quick breath, and when he spoke again there was a fearful note in his voice. ‘Have you heard from him? Did he wake up? He was still unconscious when I left.’

‘He woke,’ Sierra said. ‘He’s been trying to reach me, but … I wouldn’t talk to him. If you hadn’t sent me that message I’d never have known you were in danger.’ She rubbed her thigh, where the letters scratched into his skin had begun to sting again. To her shame, she recalled how she’d pushed Isidro away. She couldn’t bear to let him see what she was going through. All this time he’d been trying to ask her for help, and she’d walled him out, refusing every attempt at contact.

Well, she could change that now. ‘I’ll tell him you’re safe.’

‘You can stay in touch with him as we ride,’ Cam said. ‘I’m not leaving you behind, Sirri.’

She lacked the will to argue with him, and so in silence she pushed herself up from the table and went to the other room where Osebian lay. His servant was dead, but she’d stayed her hand when she felled the duke. She’d secured the manacles around his wrists in case he awoke, but now she took them off again and began to strip him. There was no question that his clothing would fit Cam. There was less than a fingertip’s difference in their height, and they both had a warrior’s build, lean and hard-muscled. By the time she was done, and Osebian lay face down and naked on the floor of the cell, Sierra was struck by how similar they were, right down to the tone of their skin, starved of sunlight here at the end of winter, and the downy covering of fair hair on his forearms and lower legs.

With an idea still forming, Sierra gathered the clothes and turned to find Cam in the doorway, watching her.

Sierra handed him the bundled clothes, then brushed past him into the other chamber, looking over the instruments on the walls. Cam’s back was a mass of bruises, and he bore a clan tattoo on his chest — a lion, or so it was said. No Ricalani artist had ever seen such a beast; they only knew it was like a tiger without the stripes, and with a great ruff of fur around its neck. She had been surprised to find Osebian bearing the same mark. Perhaps it had been necessary to validate his adoption into the royal line and legitimise his claim to the throne.

‘Were you dressed when they brought you in?’ Sierra asked him.

‘Yes, or I would have frozen.’

‘Did Kell see you naked?’

‘No,’ Cam said, puzzled. ‘Rasten took care of that once the old man was gone.’

So Rasten would know what to look for. Could she trust him not to speak of it? Sierra grimaced to herself. She didn’t have any choice.

A poker hung on a hook by the stove, and Sierra hefted it thoughtfully. She couldn’t replicate days-old bruises, but Osebian’s hide could not be left unmarked.

Moving stiffly, Cam was still struggling into the clothing when Sierra went past him with the poker. He turned to watch her go. ‘Sirri, what are you doing?’

She hesitated. Osebian was still Cam’s kin, and she wasn’t sure how much that meant to him. ‘Why would Osebian try to kill you like this? Surely he knew Kell would never let you live.’

‘It’s the dishonour, I suppose,’ Cam said. ‘In Mesentreia, men who lie with men are reviled: it brings a shame upon the bloodline that cannot be expunged. Osebian might not give a pig’s fart for me, but he wouldn’t want his own name dishonoured.’

‘I suppose that makes a kind of sense,’ Sierra said. As much as the mad ways of foreigners ever did. She shifted her grip on the poker. ‘You know, Cam, the first time I saw you I thought you were him, you look so alike. It wasn’t until I was close enough to see your eyes that I could tell the difference.’

Cam grimaced. ‘Isidro once said the same thing when he told me about that day when he was taken.’

‘They won’t look for you so hard,’ she said, ‘if they think you’re already dead.’

Lying on the floor, Osebian groaned.

Cam blanched.

Sierra set the poker down and took him by the arm. ‘Come and sit down. You need to rest. Have another bowl of tea, and … stop up your ears, or something. I have to do it, Cam. I’m sorry … your own kin.’


‘He’s no kin of mine,’ Cam said. ‘When Queen Leandra handed me over to the Owl Clan I got the better part of the deal. Do what you have to do, Sirri.’

It was hard and filthy work, and it took longer than Sierra imagined. After the first splatter of blood she had to take Rasten’s shirt off to spare it from further stains. A few drops might pass unnoticed, but not the rest of it. By the time she was done she had to find another rag and wipe down the walls.

Osebian roused once or twice, but each time she knocked him unconscious once again with a measured bolt of power. She had to be careful not to kill him — the disguise she had in mind would only work if his heart was still beating at the end.

It took all her strength to drag him to the bars. Then she arranged the servant’s body so one arm lay flung towards the cell. The servant was a portly fellow, heavy enough that a man of Cam’s size, weakened by beatings, would struggle to move him at all.

Sierra tore the sleeve from his jacket. Time was running short, and hastily she tore the cloth into strips and fashioned a noose that she tied to the bars.

She needed Cam’s help for the next part. She wasn’t strong enough to hold Osebian up and slip the loop around his neck. As soon as the noose was in place and Cam let his weight sag, Osebian began to make the most awful noises, choking, wheezing gasps that sent Sierra into a panic, thinking they’d be heard. She ran to the other room for a rag to press to his mouth, while Cam used another strip of cloth to bind his hands to his feet.

Osebian opened his eyes once, towards the end, and there was so much panic and fear in his gaze that Sierra began to sob, even as she cursed herself for her weakness. She didn’t believe Osebian would have felt a moment’s regret while Cam was gasping beneath his hands. This was hardly the first time she’d killed, but the other times had been in the midst of a battle of one sort or another. This was her first calculated murder.

Since they couldn’t risk having Osebian cry out, they stayed with him until he fell still, his face black and swollen as it pressed against the bars. Then, with shaking hands, Sierra locked the cell door behind them and returned the key to its hook. With the servant’s body propping the concealed door open and letting light in from the chamber beyond, the sight of it would have taunted anyone locked within the cell.

With the decoy in place, Cam set about helping her arrange the scene. The bodies were still fresh. With the servant’s dagger Sierra set about making it look like they’d been killed in close fighting.

When it was done she found Cam kneeling beside one of the guards, trying to strip the corpse of its clothing. She could see his strength flagging, and she hurried to stop him. ‘Cam, leave him, come away …’

‘By the Black Sun, Sirri, you’ll need his clothes — you can’t go out like that. You’ll freeze to death and draw too much attention into the bargain …’ She was still naked. ‘Although how we’re going to hide the corpse I don’t know.’

‘Cam, leave him. I meant what I said before. I can’t leave.’

He turned on her then with real anger — anger that must have been pent up since the moment he found her missing. ‘Curse you! After all I’ve been through I’m not leaving without you! Why are you arguing with me? Do you want to stay locked up in this filthy cage, being used as a sorcerer’s whore?’

The words hit her like a slap to the face, but Sierra was detached enough to see he meant to shock her and break through the wall she’d built to survive here. ‘I’m still a danger,’ she said, ‘to you and Isidro and everyone else. He survived what I did to him last time, but who’s to say we’ll be so lucky again? That’s why I left. In this state I can’t help but harm the people around me, and if that’s the case, I need to be around the people who deserve to be harmed.’

‘No,’ Cam said, shaking his head. ‘No, I don’t believe it. There has to be another way.’

Sierra covered her face with her hands. This was why she’d crept away in the middle of the night, and done her best to keep him from following. ‘There isn’t, Cam. This is my only option. If I leave now, nothing will change — I’ll never have a chance to destroy Kell, and I’ll never be able to master my powers. By the Black Sun, please stop tempting me! If I don’t see this through, then everything I’ve endured here will have been for nothing, and I don’t think I can take that. As long as I have a purpose for being here I can stay sane, but if I give up now …’ She realised then that she was weeping, tears were streaming down her face.


Cam seized her around the shoulders and pulled her close, cradling her against his chest as she sobbed. ‘Sirri —’ he began.

‘Don’t say it! Don’t tempt me further, I’m begging you! Please, just go. Go and stay alive, and you’ll give me what I need to go on. But after what I’ve done to Issey and you, and to Mira and the others … I can’t face them until I’ve finished this.’

He held her for a long time; when he finally pulled away all the anger was gone from his gaze, and what remained was only sadness. ‘Then I’d best be off,’ he said, bowing his head.

‘Wait,’ Sierra said, ‘just a moment longer. There are some things here you can use …’

Osebian’s servant had a satchel, into which she stuffed any gear he might find useful — a tinderbox, some tea, a good supply of roasted barley flour and a couple of bowls. Then, in the medicine cabinet she found a box of glass vials, each sealed with a waxed cork. She opened one to sniff it cautiously and be certain she had the right stuff. Satisfied, she wrapped it in a clean rag and handed it to Cam. ‘Keep this close by at all times. It’s a very powerful drug; Kell uses it to revive prisoners who faint under torture. If you feel you’re about to collapse, take a drop of it under your tongue — the smallest you can manage, and only when you absolutely have to. It will give you strength, but too much will make your heart burst. Cam, if it seems you’ll be captured again … drink the whole vial. It’ll kill you in the space of a few heartbeats. It’s not an easy death, but better than being brought back here. Don’t let them take you alive again, please.’

He took it carefully from her fingers, and tucked it away in a pouch he’d hung around his neck. ‘I won’t, Sirri, I promise.’

‘Now let me see that map. I’ll make contact with Issey, and you can go on your way.’

Isidro?

He came awake at once, electrified by her voice and the power spilling through the connection. With Delphine’s warm body pressed against his and her hair tickling his nose, he went perfectly still.

I’ve found Cam, I’m setting him free, but you’ll have to come and meet him.

She opened the connection fully, and Isidro saw him through her eyes. Cam was beaten and bloody, his face strained with exhaustion, but alive. How?


There’s no time to explain, but he has horses and a way out of the camp. We’re at the old Bear fort on the Greenstone River. She looked down, focussing on a map spread out on the table as Cam traced a path along it. It was not far from where he had first found Sierra, and near to the region Charzic’s outlaws roamed. He says he’ll head for the White Tiger Ranges, and aim for the valley where you killed that big black boar last spring — do you know the one?

I — yes, yes, I know it. Show me that map again … He rolled out of bed and stumbled through the darkness, fumbling for a waxed tablet and stylus. When he found one he sat on the bare floor and copied the map as best he could. Are you going with him?

He felt her draw a sharp breath. I can’t. I just can’t. Get to him as quickly as you can. I hope I’ve bought him a few days’ grace, but after that they’ll hunt him with every man they can spare.

Sierra’s heart was in her throat as she heaved the door open to let Cam into the snowy courtyard. On the night Rasten had brought her here the yard had been full of men, but now it was deserted. How Osebian had managed such a thing, she couldn’t imagine.

Two horses were tethered nearby, huddled together against the night chill. Sierra wore a scavenged coat against the cold and nothing else, trusting her power to keep her bare feet from freezing. She was already shivering, but she could hardly keep her eyes from the starry sky and the vast emptiness overhead. Instinct urged her to mount up behind him and let him take her away, and Sierra shook with the effort of resisting it. Was this how Rasten had felt, when her escape had presented him with the opportunity to leave Kell’s side?

‘I’d best not keep you out for long,’ Cam murmured, and she nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Contacting Isidro had been the most painful ordeal she’d endured in this place, and the whole time she’d been terrified the hope she was giving him was false, and they’d find the courtyard full of armed men. She would have waited until Cam was safely away, but Isidro needed to see the map so he would know where to search. Just let him live, she prayed to the Black Sun. If I’m truly your child then grant me this one wish. Let him live, and keep him safe.

Cam turned to her with a troubled gaze, then took her face between his mittened hands and kissed her. ‘Sirri …’ he said, but then he fell silent with a shake of his head. There was nothing more to say.


It took him two attempts to swing into the saddle. Once he’d gathered up the reins, she held out her hands, and he nudged his mount closer to make contact with her cold skin. She drew the pain out of him like poison from a wound, and when it was done, he gave her a warrior’s salute before turning the horses towards the gates.

She watched until he was out of sight, and only then did she close and bolt the doors behind him. Inside, she warmed herself in front of the stove and washed, removing every hint of his scent from her skin. She hated to imagine what Rasten would do if he smelled another man upon her. With one last look over the chamber, checking for any sign of her presence, she pulled on Rasten’s shirt and padded back through the dark, chill halls to crawl into bed with him once again.






Chapter 12

Isidro was pacing Nirveli’s chamber in bare feet when Delphine returned with Ardamon scowling at her heels and Mira rubbing sleep from her eyes. ‘Isidro, what is this?’ Ardamon demanded. ‘This mad woman says that Cam’s been freed —’

‘It’s true,’ Isidro said. ‘He’s on the run as we speak.’

‘But how can you be sure?’ Mira’s red hair was dull and unkempt, and she had dark circles under her eyes. ‘How do you know it wasn’t just a dream?’

Isidro raised his hand and let Sierra’s power spill, shedding brilliant blue sparks in a glowing rain. ‘A dream wouldn’t give me this power.’

Mira narrowed her eyes. ‘How can we trust her after all she’s done?’

‘She wouldn’t lie to me. Mira, I saw him through her eyes. He’s been knocked around a bit, but he’s in one piece and he needs our help.’

Ardamon stepped forward, gazing up at Nirveli’s wall. A map of the ranges to the southwest glowed upon the stone. Ardamon glanced from it to the tablet in Isidro’s hand. ‘What’s this map?’

‘Sierra took it from some men sent to kill him. I don’t truly know what happened, but she thought they were going to use it to evade the troops around the fort. This happened moments ago — he’s not even out of the camp yet.’

‘Can he make it past the gate guard?’ Mira asked.

‘He can pass as Mesentreian,’ Isidro said. ‘Sierra wouldn’t have sent him out if she thought he’d be caught again …’ He gestured to the map. ‘He’s right at the edge of the ranges. We spent two years in that country. If he can make it past the camps without being seen, he can lose himself in the hills.’

‘Supplies?’ Ardamon asked.

‘A week’s worth, at most. But I haven’t seen the sun in months — surely it’s nearly spring? He knows how to live off the land.’


‘It’s early for there to be much to find, but he might scrounge enough to keep himself alive if he’s not injured too badly,’ Ardamon said. ‘And if he stays out of sight.’

‘We have to go find him,’ Isidro said. ‘Now!’

‘If we leave, the Akharians will take the Spire,’ Mira said. ‘But I suppose that’s inevitable now, with the treaty all but signed. Ardamon, what hour is it, do you know?’

‘A few hours from dawn, I’d say,’ Ardamon said. ‘It’ll take us that long to pack and get moving. But my father and Lady Tarya won’t let us go willingly.’

‘Then we’ll just have to refrain from making our farewells,’ Mira said with ice in her voice. ‘We’ll need a copy of this map.’

‘I can do that,’ Delphine said, stepping forward.

‘We’ll also need horses,’ Ardamon said. ‘I’ll send Floren and Grasic to arrange it. What about supplies?’

‘I started putting a little of everything aside a few weeks ago,’ Mira said. ‘If we forage on the way it might see us through.’ She glanced from Ardamon to Isidro and back. ‘Shall we get to work?’

Delphine worked slowly and meticulously as she transcribed the glowing lines on the wall, and Isidro returned just as she finished. ‘Delphi …’ he said, and hesitated, steeling himself. ‘Are you coming with us? Or Mira can give you an escort back to your people if you prefer.’

Delphine pushed her hair back from her face with ink-stained fingers. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’

‘Yes,’ he said at once. ‘Cam’s a long way away, and the odds are against him. Delphi, you’ve been my rock these last few weeks. If you’re willing to come, I’ll be grateful, but Mira and Ardamon want me to send you back to the legions.’

Delphine clenched her jaw. ‘Rubbish to that. I’m coming with you.’

The relief in his face was plain. ‘Thank you.’

Once the ink had dried, Delphine packed up her writing kit and set about packing her gear. Back when she had slaves and porters to carry her belongings, she’d accumulated several trunks of equipment, but most of it had been left in Earthblood. After the Akharian retreat what she’d brought into the cavern had been ransacked by the freed captives, and now Delphine had so little that all her belongings fitted into the kitbag Isidro found for her. She packed Isidro’s things as well to spare him the trouble, and found the harness she’d made for his arm all those months ago, still containing the crumbling remains of the stones. When everything was packed, Delphine gathered the straps and buckles and went into the hallway, where she contemplated the dampening room in which she had been imprisoned all those weeks ago.

In the weeks since they’d taken control of the Spire, Mira had gauged the loyalties of those who sheltered in the depths and surrounded herself with folk who were willing to serve her cause. When Ardamon called for volunteers to ride out in search of Cam, few hands had gone unraised, and now the camp was in chaos as servants and soldiers alike worked to dismantle tents and stoves. This late in the year sleds were useless, and everything must be carried on horseback.

Ardamon had not taken Isidro’s news well. ‘Can’t you speak to the wretched woman? Surely it’s in her best interests to go back now; there’s nothing to gain by putting it off.’

‘She’s coming with us, Ardamon, and that’s all there is to it.’

He gave a heavy sigh. ‘Very well, but I won’t have her get in the way or slow us down. She’s your responsibility, Balorica, is that clear?’

‘Perfectly,’ Isidro said.

As he spoke, a great percussive boom reverberated through the cavern, and the rock beneath their feet trembled. A blast of power washed over Isidro, making the hairs on his arms stand on end. The lanterns dimmed as shouts of alarm rang through the cavern.

‘Fires Below!’ Ardamon said. ‘What in the Twin Sun’s name was that?’

‘I’d best find out,’ Isidro said, turning towards the doorway.

‘Your problem, Balorica!’ Ardamon called after him as he ducked out of the tent.

Isidro tried to hurry, but he only made it to the cascade before the throbbing in his arm forced him to slow. At the edge of the stream he met Rhia and Amaya hurrying to the site of the blast, and stepped back to let them go first.

He met them again at the base of the stairs, standing over Delphine as she sat on the lowest step, gasping for breath. The only sign of disturbance was the energy crackling in the air and the tingling scent of thunder. ‘What happened?’ he asked.


‘She ought to be deaf if she was down here with all that noise,’ Rhia said.

‘I’m fine,’ Delphine said. ‘I had a shield. I just didn’t expect it to be quite so dramatic.’ She was winded and struggling to talk, but seemed unhurt.

Leaving Delphine to catch her breath, Isidro went to explore the prickling cloud of energy. It was thickest in front of the dampening chamber, but there was no damage, even though the blast should have torn the door from its hinges. Isidro couldn’t bring himself to go inside, but he rested his hand on the doorframe and leant towards the threshold, thinking of all the times he’d stood there talking to Sierra as she sheltered behind those shields.

It took him a long moment to register the difference in the stone. The enchantment was gone. The dampening shields that made him feel like he was suffocating simply did not exist.

‘I thought it would be best,’ Delphine said from the base of the steps. ‘Can you imagine what my people would do with those shields? Or yours, for that matter …’

He stepped through the doorway, turning to the corner where he had seen Sierra huddled so many times, with her arms wrapped around her knees and her head resting upon them.

Shaking his head, Isidro went back to Delphine. ‘I didn’t think it would be possible to destroy them.’

She gave him a faint smile. ‘Few things are truly impossible. It is a shame — those enchantments lasted a hundred years without decay — but I’d hate to see them used against you or me, or Sierra, for that matter.’

Since she was not hurt, Rhia and Amaya returned to their tasks. ‘There’s one thing still bothering me,’ Delphine said once they were alone. ‘The books. My people will take them to Akhara.’

‘I was worrying about that,’ Isidro said. ‘But we can’t take them with us; we’d need a whole train of packhorses to carry them. The clan will either burn them or give them to the Slavers. I thought maybe we should burn them ourselves — Nirveli has them all memorised, anyway — but the idea doesn’t sit well.’

‘No,’ Delphine said. ‘If something were to happen to the installation, Nirveli could be lost as well. And that’s assuming you’ll ever get this place from the Akharians.’


‘There’s Milksprings …’ Isidro said.

‘But Milksprings doesn’t have half the texts the Spire does; and honestly, that enchantment is child’s play compared to what Vasant did here.’ Delphine frowned to herself. ‘Could we take some of them with us?’

‘I’m sure we can manage a few,’ he said. ‘But what about the rest?’

‘Perhaps we could hide them,’ Delphine replied. ‘But where? I don’t have the skill to conceal a cache out in the cavern. And how is anyone to find them when it’s safe to come back? We may not see this place again for years — I wouldn’t be surprised if you have to send your descendants to find them.’

‘And we can’t write down the location,’ Isidro said. ‘Too easy for it to fall into the wrong hands.’

‘Exactly,’ Delphine said. ‘They might be discovered anyway — my people could take this place apart stone by stone. But it’s our best chance.’

‘Alright,’ Isidro said. ‘Your people toured the Spire: they’d notice if we sealed off one of the chambers.’

Delphine pursed her lips and gazed along the hall. ‘How about right here? I could lift the floor and excavate a pit underneath. With the stones laid back down over the top you’d never know the difference.’

Isidro frowned at the passage. ‘Do it,’ he said. ‘Is there any way I can help?’

‘Well, the hardest part will be carrying the books down — they’re blasted heavy. Mira’s servants could help, but can we trust them not to tell her clan? My people will try to plant spies among the Wolf’s men, and if there’s gossip, they’ll hear it.’

‘There are a couple of people I’d trust to keep quiet — Amaya and Anoa. Do you know which books you want to take?’

Delphine nodded. ‘We should take the blank stones, too, and the mage-lanterns.’

‘Come and pick the books out,’ Isidro said. ‘I’ll see if the girls can come and help.’

Delphine nodded and stood. ‘Oh, and here.’ She fumbled inside her jacket and pulled out the harness, fresh stones gleaming in the fittings. ‘I fixed it. I figured you’d need it.’

Delphine and Isidro were setting the last stone in place when one of Ardamon’s men came to tell them that the party was ready to depart. As Anoa helped Delphine carry her packs out to the cavern, grimacing at the weight of the books hidden within blankets and clothing, Isidro made one last pass to check that nothing important had been left.

As he stepped into the stairwell, the lights in the hall dimmed behind him, and Isidro couldn’t help but remember how he and Sierra had rushed down here on that first night. Everything had all seemed so full of promise then; he’d been so certain that the wonders of this place would save them. Now, he tasted only bitterness and disappointment that it all had come to nothing.

Or perhaps that was unfair. True, the last month or so had slammed them with one disaster after another, but they’d freed the slaves, discovered wonders beyond imagining, and he’d found a greater ally in Delphine than he’d ever expected. It was a bitter departure, but there were some points of sweetness to be had, and for those he was grateful.

As Isidro stepped into the main hall for the last time, a strange sound caught his attention. It was so soft that for a moment he doubted he’d heard it at all — but then it came again, the muffled sob of someone trying not to weep.

Isidro stopped in his tracks and cursed himself for a fool. ‘Nirveli?’

The wall remained blank. There was no sound other than the distant rush of water over the cascade.

‘Nirveli, I know you’re there. I’m sorry we have to leave you like this, but please come out and talk to me.’

For a moment nothing happened, but then a few very faint points of light appeared at the base of the wall. Slowly, they rose in a foggy haze and resolved into a picture of a stormy sea, choppy, broken waves that swelled and crashed in an endless fury. In the centre a narrow pier of rock rose above the water, just big enough for the woman who sat there with her knees drawn to her chest, wet hair plastered to her face as the waves churned and rain lashed down.

‘Nirveli,’ Isidro began, but words escaped him. He knew how it felt to be alone and helpless, abandoned by people one desperately wanted to keep close.

‘It’s alright, Isidro,’ Nirveli said. ‘I understand. I’m just a ghost, after all. The needs of the living are more important.’

‘I wish there was something we could do — so you wouldn’t be alone,’ Isidro said.


‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll just go to sleep again. I won’t even know you’re gone. And I suppose the Akharians will be here soon enough. I won’t talk to them, mind — I’ll just sit here and curse them from sun-up to sundown. What are they going to do about it? Kill me again?’

‘I promise someone will come back for you,’ Isidro said. ‘I’ll make sure you’re not left alone for another hundred years. Vasant should never have done this to you. If it’s what you want, when all this is over I’ll find a way to release you, I swear.’

‘I … you will?’ Nirveli looked up with hope in her eyes. ‘I was so afraid to die. I could feel myself sinking and I begged Vasi to help me. I never thought it would be like this.’

‘Nirveli, I swear it on my father’s name. I’ll set you free, however long it takes.’ Isidro heard someone in the passageway, and glanced around to see Mira coming towards him.

‘Isidro, we have to leave,’ she said, but her voice died at the sight of Nirveli. ‘Oh …’

The ghost wiped her face while rain still hammered the waves around her. ‘Go!’ she said. ‘Just go, your brother needs you. But I do hope you can keep your word, Isidro Balorica, however long it takes you. It’s not like I could go anywhere, after all. Go!’

Rasten woke when Kell did, attuned by habit and experience to the stirring of his master’s thoughts. He’d learnt long ago not to let Kell come upon him unawares, and the conditioning was enough to cut through the pounding headache he’d woken with.

He left Sierra sleeping, sprawled and limp across the narrow pallet. He frowned at the bruises and needle-marks that covered her back and upper arms, and then wondered why the sight made him angry. Pain was a fundamental part of the training, and of course it would leave its mark. It was expected — so why should it anger him? It was confusing, and on top of the pain in his head it was an unwelcome distraction on what was bound to be a long day.

Rasten padded through the halls to Kell’s chamber, where he poured his master’s wash-water and laid out his clothes. He admitted one of the king’s food-tasters and the terrified servant who brought the morning meal, and while Kell bathed and dressed Rasten had them both sample the food before dismissing them with a curt word.


The duties were familiar, but Rasten was on edge. He couldn’t be certain Angessovar had done as he intended. He might have decided the risk was too great, or been stymied by any number of incidental barriers — the wrong man on duty, the presence of an officer who would ask unwelcome questions. Rasten went through the morning tasks braced to find everything just as he left it, preparing himself to weather the storm when Sierra discovered Cammarian offered up like a beast on a butcher’s hook.

He followed his master to the corridor outside the workroom, where everything was as he had left it: the doors closed, the hall quiet, still and cold. The fire in the furnace had died down overnight.

When Kell opened the workroom door and paused, Rasten felt a flutter of relief in his chest.

There was a body propped against the wall with a knife in its ribs and one bloodied hand resting in its lap, as though the man had tried to pluck the blade free before his strength failed.

Kell looked him over and then strode to the hidden cell. The concealed door hung open, with a third corpse sprawled across the threshold. All were clothed, and none of them had Cammarian’s fair hair.

Too many bodies, Rasten thought. The more men who went missing to account for this scene, the more likely the tale would fall apart under examination.

Kell stopped in the doorway, and from the set of his master’s shoulders Rasten knew he didn’t like what he saw. ‘It would appear,’ Kell said, phrasing the words with great precision, ‘we have suffered an incursion. The door was left unbarred?’

‘The staples are rusted, sir,’ Rasten said. ‘They wouldn’t hold the weight of the bar, let alone a ram.’

‘Ah, yes, you did mention that.’ Kell turned, leaning on his cane, and behind him Rasten saw a fair-haired man hanging from a noose tied to the cell bars, his face swollen and black. ‘Search the bodies, boy.’

Rasten found the first of the clues on the note tucked inside one of the men’s shirts. He scanned it briefly, but his attention was caught by the small, sooty fingerprints smudged on the page. He smeared them further before handing the note to Kell. On closer inspection, he recognised one of the men from the slopes of Demon’s Spire. He could have sworn the fellow was one of Angessovar’s personal servants, and momentarily wondered what he’d done to displease his master.

The naked corpse made him purse his lips, but Rasten smoothed his expression before presenting the rest of his finds. Kell hadn’t seen the prince stripped the day before. He wouldn’t know that the marks and bruises on his back should have been days old, not raw and bloody still.

Kell gathered up the various clues and hints found on the bodies, and tucked them into his jacket. To Rasten’s mind, Osebian had laid the trail too well. Those planted hints told the whole story the duke meant to impart, but reality was never so neat. Kell would make the same supposition, but it appeared he wished to do so in private. He stood, leaning heavily on his stick.

‘Take those bodies into the outer chamber, boy — all except that one,’ he pointed to the cell with the tip of his cane. ‘Wrap it in a sheet and put it somewhere cold and out of sight. The king will want to see it, and the queen as well, when she arrives.’

‘The queen, sir?’ Rasten said. ‘She’s coming here?’

‘Oh, yes. Her majesty wishes to observe the girl’s training. I sent word when you set out to bring her here. She will be most displeased by this, but she will be even more so if she cannot view the body. I’ll inform the king, and you set this place to rights. Then, you may do as you wish with the girl. The program I had planned will not be possible, but you must not let her know we’ve had an upset. See that she is too occupied to realise anything is amiss.’

Rasten made a bow. ‘As you command, sir.’

Once Kell was gone, Rasten hurried through his tasks. He dealt with the unneeded bodies first, dumping them in the slush-strewn entrance chamber before cutting down the fair-haired corpse in the cell.

On closer inspection he couldn’t be certain it wasn’t the prince. The marks on his body were too fresh, but there was nothing to say Angessovar and his man hadn’t beaten him before sending him off, and the fresh wounds could mask older injuries. Rasten had never examined the prince closely enough to notice any identifying marks, but there was something about the scene that made him wonder …

By the time he returned to the cell, Sierra was awake and sitting on the edge of the pallet. She hid a yawn behind her hand as he shoved the key into the lock and swung the door open.


First, he seized her wrists and examined her fingers for traces of soot. There were none — her hands were perfectly clean. Even her fingernails had been scrubbed.

Sierra said nothing, showed nothing. She neither held his gaze nor avoided it, but only responded passively, as her treatment in these last weeks had conditioned her to do.

Rasten hauled her to her feet and shoved her through the doorway, driving her before him to the usual chamber. Once inside, he fought the urge to shake her senseless as he bound her to the crossbar and hooked the chain in place. The longer he watched her, the more certain he grew that she’d had some hand in whatever happened last night. The pounding in his head bothered him, too, and as he thought back he found it hard to remember what had taken place after he’d left Kell’s chambers.

She was too calm, too passive. Kell might not have noticed anything untoward — after all, this was what his training was intended to produce — but Rasten knew her too well to believe it. His Sierra would know by now that something was different. Kell was not here, for one thing, and Rasten’s power was throbbing beneath his skin, riled by anger and fear. If she truly had done what he was beginning to suspect …

He drew his knife and circled behind her to cut a nick in her skin and draw the sigil afresh. It let him tap into her power to draw the ritual circle around them and seal them both within this room. Kell would expect this, to prevent her from drawing power from the servants sent to remove the bodies, but it also meant that nothing that happened here would be heard or felt by anyone around them.

Sierra held power, of course. Even with all their precautions, she gathered it like a hearthstone absorbs heat from a fire. Even the throbbing of his head would feed her.

Once the circle and shields were in place, Rasten faced her once again. The crossbar was set high, and she had to stand on her toes to keep the chain from choking her.

‘Who is he?’ Rasten asked.

Sierra said nothing, but for a moment — only a fraction of a second — she narrowed her eyes.

Her breath was hot on his skin, and goose bumps prickled her neck around the indentations of the chain. ‘Kell isn’t here, Little Crow, and we are well shielded. No one else will hear this, but you will tell me what happened last night. Whose body is that in the hidden cell?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Sierra said.

Rasten slapped her across the face. Between the ritual and the permanent link between them, he felt the sting of tender skin splitting against her teeth, but she didn’t whimper — all she did was cough as the blow threw her against the links of the chain. He rarely resorted to such crude measures when he had more sophisticated tools available to him. But this was no ordinary day and no ordinary matter, and he needed her to recognise that fact.

Sierra shifted her feet, already feeling the strain of balancing on her toes.

‘Don’t think me a fool,’ Rasten said. ‘I know you had a hand in this. Did you think I wouldn’t remember I’ve had a headache like this before when you slipped past my guard? Tell me the truth!’

‘I am!’ Sierra said. ‘I don’t know —’

He didn’t let her finish — he dug his fingertips into the pressure-point in her shoulder and this time she did cry out; the words were lost in a shriek of pain.

‘We don’t have time for games,’ Rasten breathed in her ear. ‘You will tell me.’

She struggled and fought, blustered and wept, but in the end she surrendered. By then her skin was slick with sweat, and she was breathing hard and tossing her head against the chain that rubbed her skin raw, as though she forgot its presence from moment to moment and had to test the bonds over and over again.

‘If you … suspect …’ she said between panting breaths. ‘Why haven’t you … raised the alarm?’

‘Because, you little fool, it was me who manoeuvred the duke to come finish him off!’ Rasten hissed in her ear. ‘Do you think I don’t know what it would do to you to see him on the rack?’

Even as he said the words, Rasten wondered if he was lying. She would be devastated, torn apart, true, but in the end she would have put the blame where it belonged — at Kell’s feet, not her own. For a moment, he wondered if it would have been better to let Kell have his way with the prince. At the end of it, nothing would ever sway Sierra from her need to see the old man dead.


Sierra heard nothing of this, and yet her head swung up, and she fixed him with a glare of absolute fury. He hadn’t seen such fire in her eyes since the night she had faced him on a frozen riverbank, and done her best to kill them both.

‘They would have killed him,’ she whispered, and Rasten felt her power rising. Where it was coming from he couldn’t say — perhaps the shields were weakening again. He drew it away before it could become a danger. Sierra tried to fight him, but she didn’t have the skill, and he stripped it from her in a clean and brutal strike that left her coughing and choking within the chain.

This was why he’d done it. Sierra couldn’t be trusted to control herself, to know when to stay her hand or when to strike. With Cammarian on the slab she would have fought, and she would have failed, and Kell could have crippled her for it.

‘Yes, they would have killed him,’ he snarled, ‘and for your sake! You know what we can do to those who aren’t needed alive or in one piece, Sirri. Are you telling me you would rather have him in your place than dead?’

‘I’d rather have him alive and free,’ she rasped.

‘You little fool —’

‘If you tell Kell, he’ll know you played some part. If he puts me to question I’ll tell him what you said!’

‘Hold your tongue! You think I don’t know that?’ He slapped her again, punishment this time for stating the obvious. ‘You let him go? Alone, in the middle of the king’s army? Whose body was that in the cell?’

And once again, as he said the words, the realisation hit him. There was only one man close enough in colouring and appearance to take Cammarian’s place.

Sierra began to laugh, a low chuckle that reeked of madness until he slapped her into silence and dug his fingers into her nerves again. ‘The duke?’ he demanded, feeling incredulous and utterly foolish that the possibility hadn’t occurred to him sooner. ‘You killed the heir to the throne?’

She couldn’t reply until he released his grip, and then she reeled in her bonds as though drunk. ‘Cam couldn’t just disappear — the whole cursed camp would be roused to search for him —’


‘And when they realise Angessovar is missing? You don’t think they’ll search then?’

‘They’ll search for the duke, not Cam. It will give him time, and he’s good at staying out of sight.’ She slumped, breathing hard, but still watching him from beneath pain-furrowed brows. ‘What matters is he’s alive —’

‘What matters is seeing Kell dead!’ Rasten hissed. ‘That is the only thing that matters! And now you’ve risked everything …’ He turned away in a fury, fighting to keep himself under control. ‘There will be consequences. Osebian will be missed, and this foolish deception of yours will be uncovered.’ That was the real threat. Little would be said of the duke’s own incursion into Kell’s domain: making a fuss would only cause embarrassment. Even Osebian’s disappearance might be glossed over in public, explained away by an accident or a sudden fever — but in private, answers would be demanded, if not by the king, then by his mother … and heads would roll no matter the response.

‘Alright,’ Rasten muttered. What was it Balorica so often said? Deal with the matter at hand — that was it. Suspicion would eventually fall on Sierra, there was no way around that. They had to be prepared. He could only hope there was enough time. ‘The king won’t question Kell too closely; he’s afraid of the old man, so he’ll accept what he’s told. The real questions won’t be asked until the queen arrives. She’s left Lathayan, but if it’s already spring in the south it’ll take her a while to get here …’ The corpse would be kept in cold storage, but it would be best if it could be coaxed into decay before her arrival. Of course, there would be Kell’s disappointment and thwarted lust to deal with, but Rasten could weather that. He’d weather it ten times over if it would secure his plan. ‘But the truth will get out eventually, and we must be ready to face it. Alright, Little Crow, here’s what we’re going to do,’ Rasten said. ‘Every moment Kell’s not around, we’re going to work on building your strength and your capacity until you’re powerful enough to resist him.’

She drew a sharp breath, hope brightening in her eyes. ‘We can defeat him in a few weeks?’

‘Oh, you’re a long way from that point yet,’ Rasten told her. ‘I just want to make you strong enough that he can’t cripple you. Once this crisis is over we’ll work on the next step. But be warned, Little Crow, I’m going to run you until you drop. Your own foolishness has brought this upon us, and I won’t forget that. Don’t ever take this kind of chance again. I will not spend the rest of my life as Kell’s fuck-toy, and if you endanger my plans again I’ll cursed well kill your friends myself! Do you understand?’

When she didn’t reply at once, he found the pressure-point again and dug his fingers in hard enough to make her scream.

‘I hear you,’ she said when she could speak again. ‘But if you harm them, Rasten, I’ll kill you.’

He smiled as he reached for the pulley that raised and lowered the bar, and she shivered at the sight of it. ‘You can try,’ he said. ‘Now, let’s get to work.’






Chapter 13

From the mouth of the tunnel Delphine squinted at the hazy landscape, shrouded in freezing rain. Even that wet and miserable gloom was enough to sting her eyes. She huddled against the wall to let her watering vision adjust to the long-unseen light, while Ardamon’s men and Mira’s servants loaded their gear onto the horses.

She felt she ought to help. Hanging back like this with a pair of idle hands was embarrassing, as though she expected to be waited upon as she had in the past. Delphine had never thought herself particularly concerned with what others thought of her, but she couldn’t let these folk think she expected such treatment as her due. As she watched them lash bundles and baggage onto the packhorses, though, Delphine knew that she would only be in the way. ‘As useless as a spun-glass hammer,’ she muttered, hauling her saddlebags out of the way of a servant hurrying past, loaded down with kitbags and bedding.

‘Miss Delphine?’

Anoa was coming towards her, edging through the crowd of people and animals. ‘Floren has our horses ready; it’s time to mount up. And here, Isidro asked me to give you this.’ Anoa shook out a coat she’d been carrying over her arm, a garment the same dull grey hue as the drizzling sky. She was wearing a similar one, made of small patches of leather sewn together. Unlike the winter furs, which wrapped across the chest and could be folded back if the wearer grew too warm, this coat could only be pulled over the head like a shirt. Delphine took it with a murmur of thanks, scooped up her bags and followed Anoa through the scrum, biting her lip with apprehension every time the girl brushed past a horse’s rump. Wasn’t it dangerous to go so close when the beasts might kick?

Ardamon’s man was waiting for them — he took the bags and lashed them to the saddle, then showed Delphine how to adjust the stirrups. ‘You’ll want to put that on before you mount up, miss,’ he said, nodding to the strange and shimmery coat.

‘Oh, should I?’ Delphine asked. ‘Should I take the fur off first?’

‘No, no,’ Anoa said. ‘Leave it on. It’s a raincoat,’ she said, as though explaining to a simpleton. ‘It won’t keep your coat dry unless you wear it over the top.’

‘But won’t we be too warm?’ It was much warmer near the entrance than it had been in the chill depths of the mountain. As she waited for the party to get underway, Delphine had opened her coat to cool off from the effort of walking.

‘You’ll get cold soon enough sitting in a saddle, miss,’ the man said.

Anoa took the raincoat from her and bunched up its skirt. She tossed it over Delphine’s head and pushed the sleeves over her hands. ‘Now put your head through … there we are. Make sure it covers your collar and your hair. This is cursed miserable weather to get yourself wet.’

Once they’d finished dressing her as they would a clumsy child, the man turned her towards the horse. ‘Now put your foot in the stirrup and take a handful of mane …’

By the time they had her settled in the saddle, with her coat arranged so she was covered from head to knee in that strange grey leather, her cheeks had grown hot. See? she told herself as she made sure her bags were securely closed against the rain. Completely bloody useless. Being mounted gave her a better vantage-point and she searched the crowd for Isidro, finally picking him out deep in discussion with Mira and Ardamon. Delphine plucked and fidgeted with her horse’s mane as she wondered if she was making the right choice. Perhaps it would be better to give up and go home. She didn’t belong here — she never had — and if her true goal was to remake her life and build a family for herself in the empire, then she was wasting her time, and placing yet another burden on these folk who were already struggling to survive.

But before she completed the thought, Isidro looked up and turned, seemingly searching the cavern, and when he found her he rocked back on his heels and gave her a smile. It was weary and crooked, as though he didn’t dare let himself feel too much, but it was the first genuine smile she’d seen from him in weeks, and Delphine found herself smiling back. Why are you torturing yourself like this? a tiny voice asked inside her head. There’s no future for you there either. But the warmth the smile roused within her let her push the voice aside. Oh, why shouldn’t I pick the flowers while they bloom?

They set out a short time later, into weather that couldn’t decide if it was ice or rain. Delphine reached under the rainhood to pull her hat down to her eyebrows and her cowl up to her cheekbones. The soft fabric of the cowl began to collect ice at once, but the thread spun from the downy undercoat of the northern yaka held warmth even when wet.

They had been underway for a little while when Isidro rode back to fall in beside her. ‘How do you like our springtime, Delphi?’ he asked, his voice muffled by the ice-covered cowl.

‘It’s perfectly pleasant,’ she told him. ‘I hope it stays like this for weeks.’

He laughed at that, just a brief chuckle. ‘Unfortunately, it probably will.’

‘Oh, by the Good Goddess herself, please tell me you’re joking.’

‘I’m not. We wouldn’t normally ride in this weather, but time is against us. Well, at least it will help hide us from any scouts.’

The weather eased shortly after midday — the frozen rain falling in drizzling patches instead of a constant soaking misery. For some time Delphine had been hearing a strange grinding sound, a low and ominous growl, and since Isidro had returned to the head of the line she dropped back beside Anoa to ask what it could be.

The girl just shrugged. ‘Ice, probably,’ she said, leaving Delphine none the wiser. It was only when they descended into a river valley that Delphine understood what she meant. The river was full of jagged chunks of ice, jammed together in a heaving, grinding mass. Delphine’s heart sank at the sight of it. Of course she knew it was spring, and spring meant melting ice, but she had become so accustomed to using the northern rivers as roads that the sight was oddly dismaying.

When Mira ordered a halt and the riders dismounted, Delphine stomped around on the snow, trying to force blood back into her feet and hands. A couple of scouts rode off along the riverbank while some servants took axes towards the stand of trees above the valley, and Isidro and Ardamon walked down to the bank of the river, followed by men carrying buckets and an ice chisel. As they made their way down Isidro sought Delphine out and waved her down to join them.

By the time she reached them he and Ardamon were standing on the bank with arms folded, scowling at the groaning ice as the men chipped an opening with the chisel and dipped out buckets of water.


‘It doesn’t look good at all,’ Ardamon said.

‘What on earth caused this?’ Delphine asked as she came near.

Ardamon gave her that look, the same one Anoa and the warrior had given her when she fumbled with the raincoat, the look that said: How could anyone possibly be so dim? ‘It’s the Thaw,’ he said. ‘The ice begins to melt, and when it gets too weak, it breaks up.’

‘But why has it all jammed together like this?’ she asked, fixing her gaze on Isidro.

He shrugged. ‘There might be a log jam downstream, or a shallow patch where the ice has hung up on the bed. Or they might have choked together on a narrow bit of channel. There’s no way to know, and it could give way at any moment.’

‘Can we cross it?’

Ardamon laughed, and he put one foot on a chunk of ice and pushed. With a splash and gurgle of water, the ice bobbed and dipped in the flow. ‘You try to walk on that and it’ll capsize,’ he said. ‘If you go under that lot, I don’t like your chances of getting back to the surface again.’

‘I see,’ Delphine said. ‘What about elsewhere? If all the ice is here it must be clear upstream or down.’

‘This is too fresh,’ Isidro said. ‘It’s still cold enough to freeze again, but it’ll take days to get thick enough to cross — and that’s if the weather clears.’

‘How thick does it need to be?’

‘Two inches for a man, four for a horse, six for a team.’ Ardamon grunted. ‘If we break a channel through the glare ice the horses could swim, but we’d need to get the people and gear over without soaking us all …’

Delphine heard the crunch of boots approaching and turned to see Mira coming their way. ‘The kettle will go on as soon as the fire’s lit,’ she said, hearing the tail of the conversation. ‘But it’ll take a while with damp wood. Come and have a hot drink, and we’ll think of something.’

‘Delphi,’ Isidro said, ‘can’t you make damp wood burn?’

‘Of course I can,’ Delphine said. ‘And I can get that kettle hot a damn sight faster, too.’

In just a few moments Delphine had kindled a blaze on a platform of green wood, and then she boiled the kettle without bothering to wait for the fire to heat it. Wide-eyed, Mira’s servants dipped out the first bowl and offered it to their lady, but she passed it at once to Delphine, who took it with an embarrassed duck of her head. The way they all stared made her feel like a performing dog.

To cover her discomfort, Delphine turned back to the river as she cupped her hands around the bowl and breathed in the fragrance of the tea. ‘Can we go down to the bank?’ she asked Isidro. ‘I have an idea that I’d like to investigate.’

‘Of course.’

Delphine stood at the edge of the ice and considered until she’d drained her bowl. Then she absentmindedly handed it to Isidro and crouched down to peer at the opening the men had cut to dip out the water.

The water was warmer than the ice. The ice insulated it, helping retain the warmth even as it melted. Boiling water was a simple task, but making ice was a skill more in demand in Akhara. In summer, the wealthy enjoyed frozen confections, and street-sellers made a brisk trade with chilled refreshments.

Delphine gathered her power and froze the hole with a crust of ice. What did Ardamon say? Two for a man, four for a horse, six for a team. She doubted she had the power to make an ice-bridge thick enough to carry the whole party across open water, but could she freeze these blocks together and keep them stable long enough to cross?

Only one way to find out. She turned her attention to the nearest chunk, the one Ardamon had set bobbing in the flow. It was butted against the ice-strewn bank, and with a throb of power Delphine fused it in place, and then stepped onto the ice. It was tipped at a rakish angle, but as she stamped and then jumped up and down on it, it felt perfectly solid. Chewing thoughtfully on her lower lip, Delphine went to the edge and considered the next step.

‘Delphi, be careful,’ Isidro said. ‘If you go under we won’t have any way to find you. You’ll have to get yourself out again.’

‘I understand,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think that will be necessary.’ With another pulse of power, she anchored the neighbouring block, and cautiously stepped onto it. ‘You know, I think this is going to work.’

‘I thought you might find a way.’

Something in his voice made her turn and consider him. The elation that had enlivened him on hearing of Cam’s escape had faded to weariness, and in the steely light he looked worn down, aged beyond his years.

‘How are you coping, Issey?’

She had never used the intimate form of his name. She hadn’t intended to do it then, it just slipped from her lips unbidden.

He sighed, pulled off his hat, and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I … I don’t dare get my hopes up too much. It’s a long way, and a bad time of year to travel, and Cam …’

Delphine went back to the bank and took his hand in both of hers. ‘We’ll give him the best chance we possibly can. I’ll get you across this river, one way or another, and then I’ll get you across the one after that. I promise you, we will not give up.’

The crossing took well over an hour. It would have been less, but Mira strictly rationed their supplies, and Delphine began the task with only a chunk of bannock to warm her belly. Two-thirds of the way across, Isidro had to find some pemmican to shore up her waning reserves. It was very peculiar stuff to Delphine’s palate, made of dried meat and summer berries bound together with rendered fat. She had tried it before and found it frankly revolting, but with her hands shaking and her belly growling with hunger, the rich fat and the tart sweetness of the berries gave her the burst of energy she needed to get them across.

After another mug-up, the water boiled this time by natural means as Delphine rested, they headed south on the river’s western bank. By mid-afternoon the rain had turned the snow to a sticky, melting slush that clung to everything it touched. They pushed on through the dampness and the miserable cold until evening, when Ardamon finally called a halt. By then the fall was turning back into snow and the air had grown even colder.

It had been a long time since Delphine last spent a day in the saddle, and she was stiff and sore as well as chilled to the bone, with her clothes damp and her skin clammy. One of the men led her wet and smelly horse away, leaving Delphine clutching her saddlebags and once again feeling useless as she watched the folk around her go about their incomprehensible chores.

After a moment Anoa came to guide her to the largest of the tents. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ Delphine asked the girl as she stumbled along on numb feet, fighting to keep her teeth from chattering. ‘Even a foreigner like me must be good for something …’

Anoa glanced back with eyebrows raised in a quirk of amusement. ‘Oh, you’ve helped already, miss. We’d still be on the other side of that river, otherwise.’

The interior of the tent was brightly lit but damp, as the spruce boughs laid down for a floor were covered with melting ice. Amaya fed dry splinters and twigs into the newly kindled blaze in the stove, and the air was just beginning to warm. Other women bustled about, bringing in the last of the bags and bedding and setting up the camp kitchen on a low table behind the stove. A few of them began to strip off, exchanging wet and clammy clothing for dry garments pulled from their packs. Delphine hastily turned away, feeling a flush creep over her cheeks, and saw Isidro coming towards her.

He took the saddlebags from her arms. ‘Delphi, you look half frozen. You’ll feel better if you put on some dry clothes, and if you hang these up now they’ll dry by morning.’

She knew he was right, but as he spoke, Ardamon came into the tent and went to the stove, where Anoa was stirring a pot set on the hob to heat. He said a few words to her and crouched down, warming his hands at the oven door. She could perhaps bring herself to strip off in front of the women, but where Ardamon and the other men could see? She was cold, exhausted, hungry and sore, and altogether Delphine felt on the verge of bursting into tears.

Isidro read her expression and glanced over his shoulder to see what had caused it. ‘I’ll hold up a blanket for you,’ he said. ‘You’ll feel better once you’re warm and dry.’

He did just that, although with only one good hand he had to tuck one corner between a pole and the tent hide to make a screen. When she was dressed again, she sat on her oilcloth-wrapped bedroll and pulled on two pairs of fresh socks while Isidro changed his shirt and jacket. By then, a thicket of wet laundry had sprouted from lines strung between the tent-poles as damp clothes were hung to dry, but when Isidro gathered up his and Delphine’s gear to add to it, Mira came and took them from his arms. ‘I can take care of that, Issey. I know you’ve missed your usual lessons, but we have a little time before the meal is ready, so you can attend to them now if you wish.’


Isidro turned to Delphine with one eyebrow raised. ‘Are you too tired, Delphi?’

‘Not at all,’ she said, shaking herself. ‘And you’ve been making such good progress, it would be a shame to let it slip now. Just let me fetch the book …’

He made a good effort, but after the first quarter-hour, Delphine could see it was a waste of time. Isidro was too weary to concentrate, and the bustle and activity of the tent was an unaccustomed distraction after weeks in the quiet and stillness of the Spire. The people around them were no help either. Some, like Mira, Anoa and Amaya, had grown indifferent to mage-craft, but most reacted to the globes of power Isidro summoned with gasps and yelps of surprise and even shrieks of terror when they popped or fizzled as his control slipped.

After a while it became such an irritant that Delphine suggested he take a break, or perhaps simply read the text instead of trying and failing the last set of exercises she’d set him, but Isidro refused, even though his mood was growing darker with every attempt.

In the end Delphine took the book from him and firmly closed it. ‘You’re too tired. You’ve barely slept these last few weeks, and now you’ve been up since the middle of last night —’

‘But —’

‘I mean it! All mages find it difficult to work when their reserves run low, even the Battle-Mages, and they receive years of training to work in adverse conditions. Rest now, and we’ll try again tomorrow.’

He didn’t argue, but as the evening meal was served, Delphine could feel him retreating and the black despair settling over him again. Had they been alone Delphine would have tried to coax him to talk, or pulled him into her furs to find a refuge there, but she was too keenly aware of the other people pressed in around them, and the lack of privacy held her back. In his place, she wouldn’t be thankful to have all her most personal wounds and fears brought up for discussion where so many could hear. Instead, once the furs were laid out and the lamps snuffed as they all lay down to sleep, she simply sought his hand and held it as he gripped hers tight.

Delphine was weary enough to fall asleep swiftly, but before long a peculiar noise roused her, a low sob like someone in pain. It took her a few long moments to wake enough to become aware of the rapid, panting breaths and the gentle, rhythmic rustling of furs.


Even then, it took her sluggish mind a while to put the information together, and by then she’d already turned in the direction of the sound to try to make out what was going on. Then she cursed herself for a complete and utter fool as the glow seeping around the door of the stove let her see the outline of people coupling beneath the heaving furs. Delphine hastily squeezed her eyes shut, but it was too late, she’d already recognised the voices beneath the murmurs and panting breaths — it was Anoa and Ardamon, wrapped in each other’s arms. She could do nothing but hold herself perfectly still and listen to every excruciating moment as she willed herself to slumber once again.

The next morning, Mira asked Delphine to walk with her as she climbed a nearby hillside to survey the day’s coming weather. Somewhat mystified, Delphine was reluctant to leave the warmth of the tent, but she was afraid a refusal would be unforgivably rude, and so pulled on boots, coat and hat and trudged alongside Mira over the crisp and crackling crust of ice that had formed overnight.

‘It occurred to me that you must be very unfamiliar with our ways,’ Mira said. ‘Things that are completely unremarkable to us must seem very strange to a foreigner.’

‘Indeed, they do,’ Delphine said. ‘But I don’t expect your folk to change their ways for my sake.’

‘Perhaps you would be more comfortable in your own tent?’ Mira asked. ‘I think it would help Isidro’s lessons — I could see how he was distracted last night, and I know it’s important for him to have something to focus on right now.’ She gave Delphine a sidelong glance from beneath her auburn lashes. ‘Has he told you of my condition?’

‘He did,’ Delphine said. ‘I know you asked him not to speak of it, but —’

‘I understand,’ Mira said. ‘But I can’t be certain yet whether I truly am with child. If not, and we don’t find Cam in time …’ Mira’s breath caught in her throat and she hastily covered her face with her hands.

‘I promised Isidro,’ Delphine said, ‘and I’ll swear the same to you — I’ll do everything I can to get you there swiftly —’

‘After seeing what you did on the river, I believe we have a chance,’ Mira said. ‘But while I hope for the best, I must plan for the worst. If we don’t find Cam, and if there’s nothing else to tie him here, I’m afraid we’ll lose Isidro. Right now he’s taking strength from you, and if there’s anything I can do to help you shore him up, I’ll do it. Do you think the mage-craft will be enough?’

Delphine drew a deep breath. ‘Alone? I doubt it. But if we give him a cause to fight for, something bigger than himself, a way to make sure all that’s happened here can’t happen again — I think that will be the only way.’

‘Returning mage-craft to Ricalan, you mean?’ Mira asked. ‘Perhaps.’

‘But it can’t happen, can it?’ Delphine asked. ‘Your clans are against it, and they have all the power.’

‘It will be difficult,’ Mira said. ‘I’ve come to believe that bringing magecraft back to Ricalan is the only way we’ll survive. But it will take years, at least …’

Years. Delphine bit her lip and thought back on her musings of the day before. She wanted a home and a family, and she couldn’t have that here, where she would always be a foreigner. Of course Isidro would never expect her to stay if she wanted to leave, and they both knew this arrangement was temporary … but what if she did stay? It would mean turning her back on the career she’d made for herself. But that’s likely gone already, Delphine thought. It was too hard, too confusing, and she pushed the thought from her mind as Mira went on.

‘But if Cam survives, if Sierra lives and destroys Kell and Rasten, then we’ll be on that same path anyway. If having your own tent will help Isidro study in peace and give you some privacy, then I’ll make it happen.’

‘My only concern is that it will set us apart from your people,’ Delphine said, ‘when mages are already objects of fear and distrust. Also, I … I don’t want them to think that I expect to be waited upon. Your people have no reason to think well of mine, but I don’t want to make things worse.’

‘You’re quite right, I can’t assign you a servant,’ Mira said.

‘But I’ve no idea how to put up a tent or set up a stove —’

Mira raised a hand to silence her. ‘Oh, that will all be taken care of. If you continue to provide us with the same service you gave us yesterday, there will be no grumbling over that. But you’ll have to fetch your own water and tend your own fire, hang up your own laundry, and so on.’

‘I’m perfectly happy to do so.’ Delphine frowned down at the snow, glittering in the early morning light. The whole night had been a disconcerting experience. Although Delphine had never considered herself a prude she thought she’d be much more at ease with the privacy of her own tent.

They’d reached the top of the hill now, and Mira turned to face her. ‘So, it’s settled?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Good.’ Mira turned to survey the western sky, where the last few stars were winking out with the rising sun. ‘Looks like we should have a clear day. If the Gods are willing, we’ll make good time.’

The weather held, although scudding clouds swept across the sky for most of the day. Without the rain and with less wind, it was distinctly warmer than when Delphine had ridden with the legions in the winter, and when the sun came out she began to sweat under the heavy fur. The snow’s morning crust softened throughout the day until it became a wet mass that trapped snowshoes and hooves alike. Wet snow, Delphine was dismayed to learn, was colder than dry snow, and clung tenaciously to everything it touched.

That evening, when Mira showed Delphine to the small tent she’d had set up for her, Delphine felt as pleased as she had when she’d moved into her Collegium quarters after her divorce. It was small, true, and a little shabby about the edges, but it was warm and comfortable and offered a freedom she hadn’t realised she’d missed.

‘Of course you may take your evening meal with us,’ Mira said. ‘I’ll send for you when it’s ready. Isidro may not choose to stay here with you … but I think he will. He’s grown used to solitude these last few months, I think.’

The tent was wedge-shaped, and not quite high enough to stand up in, but once Delphine ducked inside and sat on her bedroll atop the fresh green spruce, she stretched her arms out and savoured the space. In the big tent, with so many people crammed in around her, she had been afraid to intrude upon the personal space of those jammed cheek and jowl beside her. How these folk could live in such a way, never having a moment of privacy, all their most personal and intimate happenings always on display, utterly confounded her.

Delphine hung her lantern from the ridge-pole, changed her clothes, and was hanging her socks and boot liners over the stove when Isidro came to her, ducking through the doorway with his bedding slung over his shoulder and his kitbag in his hand. Inside, he paused without setting them down, surveying the small space with an unreadable expression.

Delphine felt suddenly hesitant. In the face of her own discomfort at living so closely with strangers, she’d forgotten it was completely normal for him, and that staying in this small, isolated tent could seem something like a punishment. ‘Mira said you might prefer to stay in the big tent. I honestly don’t mind either way, but I just can’t live like that. I think I’d go out of my mind.’

He started to speak, hesitated, and then closed his mouth again. He looked everything over, taking in stove and woodpile, the lantern hanging from the tent-pole, Delphine’s bedding and her bags, pushed up against the wall of the tent.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked him.

Isidro shook his head. ‘It’s not important.’

‘Please tell me,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to make things more difficult for you.’

He hesitated again, and had to turn his face away before he could speak. ‘When we first started travelling with Sierra, she had her own little tent away from the rest of us. I used to go there in the evenings and help her with Kell’s book …’

‘Oh,’ Delphine said. Should she be jealous? She couldn’t seem to decide. Once she’d envied the girl so fiercely it hurt, but now she only pitied her. ‘Well, I don’t want you to be uncomfortable —’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I’d rather stay. If you’ll have me.’

‘Why wouldn’t I? I’ve put up with you this long, haven’t I?’ She meant it as a joke, but as soon as she said the words she worried he’d take them badly.

Isidro shrugged his bedroll free from his shoulder. ‘It’s not your responsibility to keep me from losing my mind, Delphi.’

‘No,’ she agreed. ‘It’s my choice. But in any case, you’re the one doing the heavy lifting, and once we find your brother you’ll be on steadier ground. I know I can’t stay forever, but I’ll see you that far, at least. Now, shall we have another try at that lesson from yesterday?’

‘In a little while,’ he said. ‘Right now I have a better idea.’ He wound his hand around the back of her neck, burying his fingers in the stiff curls of her hair, and pulled her close for a kiss.






Chapter 14

After a week passed, Rasten thought the worst of it was over. Kell spent a few nights taking his anger and frustration out on him, but then he found a new plaything, a boy who’d lied about his age to enlist, and had no rank or kin to protect him. To keep his pain from bolstering Sierra’s power the boy was kept elsewhere — Rasten had heard something about a tower room where no one would hear the goings-on — and that suited him perfectly.

The doors at the dungeon’s entrance were strengthened and refitted with locks and staples, and he heard that a handful of guards had been flogged, but after that little was said of the matter. Rasten began to relax.

It was a mistake, of course.

Kell happened to be in residence when a page arrived to summon them to an audience with the king. Since Sierra was sleeping off the last training session, Kell judged it safe to leave her alone for a short time, and had Rasten accompany him.

The page was visibly terrified to be escorting them to the king’s chamber. Everyone in the royal household knew of Kell’s predilections, but Rasten found the child’s trembling fear exasperating. Any page in the king’s service was noble-born, and Kell would obviously not be given a noble scion for his chamber unless he or his kin had done something to deserve it. Kell, as always, took a certain amount of pleasure in watching the boy squirm.

Rasten had assumed the summons was to deliver a report of Sierra’s progress, and in truth, he felt she would be ready to be used in battle within a week or so, provided she was drugged or otherwise cowed into obedience. Once he entered the chamber at his master’s heel, Rasten realised that the matter at hand was of another sort entirely.

Lady Cortana, Osebian’s noble-born mistress, stood before the king. She was as lovely as ever, dressed in a blue gown trimmed with white fur, but her face was drawn and sombre and she clutched a wrinkled lace handkerchief in one hand. A group of soldiers knelt in neat ranks behind her, and Rasten vaguely recognised them as the duke’s hand-picked men, with Angessovar’s captain at their head.

‘Lord Kell,’ the king said. ‘It seems that my cousin has misplaced himself. He hasn’t been seen in … how long was it, my dear?’

‘We expected him five days ago, your majesty,’ Cortana said.

‘Do you think I’m keeping him in the cells?’ Kell asked her. ‘What has this to do with me?’

Severian looked pained. ‘We are endeavouring to trace Osebian’s steps, my lord.’

The king bore little resemblance to the man Rasten had locked away in the hidden cell a week before. Severian had his father’s Ricalani colouring and features, diluted only slightly by his mother’s southern blood. Rasten knew there were two people in Ricalan that the king did not dare command. His mother was one of them, and Kell was the other.

‘Lord magister,’ Cortana said, with steel in her voice. ‘My lord delivered a prisoner to your domain the day he was last seen. Records indicate that he left the camp with his men a short time later, but I am certain this is not the case. The duke and his servant were both sighted in camp after the recorded hour, by several witnesses.’

‘Indeed, it is so,’ the king said hurriedly as Kell began to glower. ‘Osebian’s men have spent the last few days gathering information.’

‘A man matching my lord’s description was seen riding towards the eastern gate in the early hours of the following morning,’ Cortana said. ‘But he did not speak to anyone, nor was his departure recorded at any gate.’

‘It is cold when the sun goes down, my dear,’ the king said to her. ‘A man out after dark would wear a hood and cowl. The witness must have been mistaken, and I’m sure there is a perfectly reasonable explanation. No doubt my cousin found the road blocked by floods —’

‘Surely not, your majesty — I took those self-same roads to come here and found them perfectly passable —’

‘Or he stopped for a spot of hunting along the way. Really, my dear, I can’t imagine anything happening to Osebian. Any wretched natives or brigands who crossed his path would be dead before they had a chance to beg for mercy.’


Cortana squared her jaw. ‘Your majesty, I’ve heard rumours of a man killed in the lord magister’s dungeons — a fair-haired man with a tattoo and a warrior’s build. Sir, my beloved would never leave his men for so long without orders or command, not so close to the enemy. Something’s gone amiss, I’m certain of it. I beg you, sir, you have to find him. A man like Osebian Angessovar does not simply vanish!’

The king’s face darkened momentarily at the mention of the body in the cells. ‘My lady, half the men in this camp are blond-headed warriors. What possible reason could my cousin have for being in the condemned cells?’

Cortana bit her lip, and at once Rasten realised she knew exactly who Osebian had taken prisoner.

Rasten stepped forward and bowed. ‘Your majesty, may I speak?’

He could feel Kell’s glare hot on his back, angry that Rasten had acted without permission. The king, too, seemed taken aback. He, like the rest of the nobility, were unsure just how to deal with Kell’s apprentice and catamite.

The king shifted in his seat. ‘You may.’

‘Your majesty, this can be settled quite easily. The corpse has not yet been disposed of — with your permission, I’ll escort Lady Cortana to inspect the body. Surely that will settle the matter.’

‘Indeed, your majesty,’ Kell said, twisting his palm on the polished knob of his cane. ‘It seems a sensible solution. Once the lady has seen the truth, no doubt she’ll put these unfortunate and seditious rumours to rest.’

‘Capital,’ the king said, and Rasten watched as the colour drained from Cortana’s face.

‘My liege,’ Osebian’s captain half-rose from his kneel. ‘In my lord’s absence it is my duty to guard his lady’s honour. The duke would not let her be dragged through the fortress without a trusted escort —’

‘Are you insinuating that my apprentice is not to be trusted?’ Kell asked mildly. ‘In any case, it cannot be permitted. I understand that the criminal’s corpse is being stored quite near my other apprentice, and to have too many living bodies near her at once would be dangerous.’

The captain opened his mouth to speak again, but Rasten caught his gaze and held it. He already had power summoned and ready to quell the man’s voice if he suggested the obvious solution, that the body be brought out instead, but the threat of his unwavering attention was enough. The soldier dropped his gaze and stepped back.

Rasten offered his left arm to Osebian’s trembling mistress. ‘My lady?’

As he led Cortana away, Kell spoke into Rasten’s head. Quick thinking, boy, I’m well pleased. Ensure the whore knows what will happen if she doesn’t do as she’s told, but don’t leave any obvious marks while you’re about it.

Kell expected him to fuck her the moment they were alone. In his place, Kell would do it just because he could, but Rasten had no interest in the trembling creature. There was only one woman he wanted now, and he spared a thought to check on her. Sierra was still asleep.

He said nothing as he led Cortana to the cool-room, a chamber carved into the cold bedrock where meat and other perishables could be kept beside blocks of ice set aside for summer. When he created a globe of fire for a lantern and cast it into the air, he thought the woman would faint.

The room had been secured with a padlock. Rasten released it with a thread of power, but paused before opening the door. ‘Are you familiar with corpses, my lady?’

‘I prepared my mother and my brother for the funeral bier, Lord Rasten,’ Cortana said, lifting her chin.

‘So you understand, bodies change after death. The skin sags, the flesh settles. A face may not look as you expect, you may think you recognise a man when in fact you do not … do you take my meaning?’

‘I … my lord —’

Rasten seized her by the throat and slammed her against the door. Her pulse fluttered against his palm as he leant close, pressing himself against her. Her eyes grew wide and her hot, panicked breath caressed his skin. She was wearing some sweet perfume, now undercut with an acrid note of fear. ‘Do you take my meaning?’ he asked again, murmuring the words into her ear.

‘I do, my lord,’ she stammered. ‘I understand.’

Rasten stepped back, away from the reek of the sickly scent, but not so far that she could move away from the door. ‘You knew about the prisoner?’

Trembling violently, she nodded. ‘I worked it out on my own, my lord, from things I overheard.’


‘You never saw the prince? He took after his mother. He and the duke were very much alike.’

‘In appearance, perhaps, my lord, but my Osebian would never turn on his kin the way the cursed prince has done.’

‘The body in this chamber is that of Prince Cammarian,’ Rasten said. ‘If you were chasing rumours you must have heard tales that we held him in the cells.’

‘I d-did, my lord.’

‘A spy for the clans heard them, too. He broke in, attempting to free the prisoner. A guard heard the disturbance and came to investigate, and both men were killed in the struggle. Seeing his last chance of escape gone, the prince hanged himself in his cell.’

‘I … understand, my lord. But I would still like to see the body for myself. It would put my mind to rest. Please, Lord Rasten? I swear by all the Gods that I … that I will not give your master reason to be angry.’

Rasten reached past her to turn the handle of the door, and Cortana gasped and shrank back, then almost fell when it swung away behind her.

The room was utterly dark until Rasten followed her in, bringing his globe of flame.

The body lay beneath a sheet on a scarred and battered wooden table. It had been in full rigour when Rasten cut the noose, and the sandbags used to straighten the limbs lay discarded in a corner. The servants should be tortured to determine which of them allowed the rumours to spread, but with Sierra downstairs the risk was too great.

Cortana froze at the sight of the shrouded form. Rasten strode past her and pulled the sheet back, exposing the body to the shoulders.

If it weren’t for the other marks on the corpse, and the confession he’d wrung from Sierra, he wouldn’t have been certain himself.

Cortana sobbed at the sight, and hastily raised her hands to her mouth to suppress the sound. She took one step closer, and then she fainted dead away.

The downed horse struggled to stand, but each time it tried to heave itself out of the mud, its haunches collapsed beneath it again.

Cam could cut a switch, but he didn’t have the heart to flog the exhausted beast. Instead, he crouched in the mud beside the gelding and rubbed its neck as he fed it a bar of crumbled pemmican. Perhaps it was a waste of supplies, but the horse clearly could not go on for the moment.

Cam tied the reins around its neck and wrapped the leading-rope around his fist as he sat against a tree, with a seat of broken twigs to keep him above the mud. There was nothing for it: he had to let the horse rest. He could spare a half-hour or so.

He’d lost the first of his mounts four days earlier — as he rode it through a stream to hide his tracks, the horse had stumbled and wrenched its knee so badly that it couldn’t place the hoof on the ground. Cam had had little choice but to cut its throat. Wolves, tigers and bears all roamed the foothills, and if he’d left the beast alive it would have had no way to escape a predator. This way, by the time any pursuit found the carcass there would be little left but bones. The one good thing that came from the disaster was the meat he’d cut from the carcass and smoked when he made camp that night.

With the rope in one hand and the other on the hilt of his sword, Cam took the risk of closing his eyes. He meant to rest for just a few moments, but when he jerked them open again, the shadows around him had shifted, and the air had grown distinctly colder.

He forced himself up, so stiff and so chilled that it was hard to unclench his hands. The horse was dozing, but as Cam stood it roused with a nicker and a startled toss of its head. ‘Come on, lad, time to move,’ Cam said, but the horse didn’t even try to rise, and wouldn’t, Cam suspected, unless he kicked it to its feet. He had a better idea, but first he tucked his hands under his armpits until the meagre warmth of his body made his fingers dexterous again. He couldn’t afford to spill the precious drops within the vial. Once his hands were warm, he pulled it out and held it up to the light to measure the liquid within the dark glass. He’d used it once, and was in no hurry to repeat the experience. He only hoped the foul-tasting stuff would work as well on the horse as it had on him.

‘Sorry, old boy, but you’ve given me no choice,’ Cam said to the horse. He put a drop of the oily stuff onto his fingertip and re-corked the bottle, and then smeared the liquid on the beast’s tongue.

The horse snorted and tossed its head violently, forcing Cam to scramble back as he tucked the vial away. Twitching and chewing the bit, it struggled to its feet, stamping and lashing its tail as though tormented by a swarm of biting flies.

He’d intended to walk a while to spare its strength, but the horse was already pawing the ground and pulling on the rope. He had no chance of catching the beast if it got away from him, so Cam snatched for the reins and stirrup and hauled himself onto its back again. He turned the horse towards the northeast and let it have its head.

He was, remarkably, not too far from the area where his little party had been camped after Isidro’s rescue, and where he found Sierra freezing to death in her makeshift shelter. It was rough, broken country, belonging to the same region of hills and chasms as Horrock’s Pass, where Rasten had escaped their pursuit in the dead of winter. The range of hills formed a natural barrier between the mountainous north and the coastal plains, and it would be painfully slow to move a large number of men and horses through, even in high summer. The Akharians, heading south, would find it easier to cut east through the Wolf Lands than march the legions over hill and rope-bridge to the pass.

Cam was torn between letting the energy roused by the drug put more distance behind them and holding the gelding back to conserve its strength, but whenever he tried to rein it in the horse fought the bit, burning through the very strength Cam hoped to save. When its first surge of energy waned, Cam turned south, cutting deeper into the ranges until he reached a hillside dusted with a faint haze of green between the patches of snow that lingered in the hollows and the shady thickets.

Grass buried by snow last autumn and kept fresh through the winter was now covered with slime and mould, soaked with melt-water and fuzzy with fungus. But around and within the matted rotting carpets, new shoots were sprouting, insulated by the warmth of last year’s decaying crop. Cam left the horse to graze as he foraged for himself, searching for wood nettles and scapes, wild leek and parsnip, fiddlehead ferns, burdock and linden buds. There was danger in this — a good tracker would see what he was doing, and learn his habits to set a trap, but Cam had little choice. If he didn’t take this time, he and the horse would both starve within a few days.

As he searched Cam kept an eye out for ptarmigan, which he could fell with the sling he’d cut from the hem of the duke’s silvery-grey salmon-skin raincoat. He made sure never to stray too far from the horse, and kept watch on the gelding’s ears. The beast’s hearing was far more sensitive than a man’s, and it would warn him if danger came creeping close.

Cam had gathered a double handful of tiny, tender spring greens when he saw a brace of ptarmigan burst from a stand of bare trees to the east. Even if he hadn’t had his hands full, they were flying in the wrong direction — by the time he could have had his sling out and loaded with a stone, they were already beyond his reach, but he stared after them for a wistful moment anyway, imagining a mouthful of succulent roasted meat.

As he watched, a faint dark speck hurtled towards the birds, and one dropped in a puff of feathers. From the distance came a very human sound — a whoop of triumph, quickly cut short. Cam couldn’t be sure, but he thought he heard a barked command for silence.

Cam almost dropped his foraged greens as his hands began to shake, but caught himself before they spilled. From the corner of his eye, he saw the horse swing its head up, pricking its ears.

Cam dumped his foraged greens into the open saddlebag and gathered up the reins, leading the horse down the slope. He could just hear someone pushing through the tangled growth to retrieve his prize.

With his heart pounding in his throat, Cam assessed the surrounding cover. There were thick stands of trees on the slopes above, but they were too far away — the sounds were coming from a saddle slung between two higher hills to the east, and if he ventured up to the trees he could be spotted from that point. He could go back the way he’d come, but there was little cover there, and the valley was a rocky creek-bed — if the movement didn’t attract attention, hooves clattering over rocks surely would.

That left him with only one possible route. The slopes grew steeper towards the east, and in that direction the creek-bed became a rocky chasm, carved into the earth by countless seasons of flood and frost. From above it was dead ground, invisible unless one stood right on the lip and peered into the void below.

Of course, if someone did just that, anyone sheltering there would have only one route of escape and, until they cleared the far end of the valley, man and horse both would be vulnerable to arrows.

But it was the only refuge available. Cam led the horse into the water, praying silently that the beast would stay quiet. Once within the flow, he led the horse towards the east and the voices.


It was cold within the sheltering walls of the chasm. Little sunlight penetrated here, and thick, milky ice clung to the stone. A fine spray of mist hung in the air, thrown up by the tumbling water. The base of the ravine was wider than the top, and Cam led the horse beneath the overhang and held his breath, listening intently as he cursed the musical sound of the trickling water, which masked any small sounds that might come down from overhead.

They might not be soldiers. They could be Charzic’s men, hemmed in by the Wolf’s army on one side and the Akharian forces on the other. Or they could be simple Ricalani folk, fled into this rough country for the same reason. Cam smiled grimly to himself, wishing he could believe it. The horse tossed its head, and Cam grabbed its nose, digging his fingers into its nostrils to force its head still.

Then the voices came again, bearing accent and words that made his heart sink. ‘You thrice-cursed fool, Grallic, I ought to have you flogged for making that kind of noise, but instead I’m just going to take that wretched bird from you. Come on, hand it over.’

‘But captain, it’s mine! And it’s not as though any wretched prisoner could have come this far so quickly.’ The voice sounded young — no more than sixteen or seventeen winters, Cam thought.

‘If you don’t stop your whinging, boy, I’ll give you five stripes as well! You, Hendric, go check the next valley. Penthan, clean and gut that bird and bring it here.’

‘Yessir,’ a small chorus of voices replied.

Cam turned his eyes heavenwards and released a slow breath. He took his hand from the horse’s nose, and reached for the vial.

At first he heard little over the gurgling water, but as the soldier drew closer Cam could pick his footsteps out from the other sounds.

Cam pulled the cork from the vial, and wondered if he was a coward. What would happen to Sierra if they brought his body back to the fort? At least she would be able to tell Isidro to stop worrying.

The footsteps stopped somewhere nearby, and Cam pictured the man squinting over the hillside, peering at the shadowy thickets. Or was he just rocking on his heels as he thought of the meal awaiting him back at camp, doing nothing other than taking enough time to convince his commander that he’d carried out the task?


After a moment there came another sound, the scuff of boots on stone.

Cam glanced at the vial, then turned his face up just as a few loose stones and a shower of grit tumbled down from the overhang. His heart was pounding so fiercely that he thought it would burst.

From above came the sound of retreating feet. ‘Nothing here, captain,’ the soldier called in Mesentreian. ‘Place is quiet as a tomb.’

‘See, sir? I told you, no way the prisoner could have come this far.’

‘And that’s five stripes for you, Grallic. One of these days, lad, you’ll cursed well learn to follow orders.’

Cam didn’t move as the men mounted and rode away. He waited until he couldn’t hear anything but the laughing gurgle of the water, and only then did he try to fumble the cork back into the mouth of the vial. He sagged against the horse’s shoulder, gulping the air as though it were life itself.






Chapter 15

It took three weeks to reach the ranges. Everyone said they were making good time and, remembering how slowly the legions crawled north across the frozen hills and plains, Delphine tried to believe it. When they reached a primitive, open shrine at the northeastern edge of the ranges, Mira stopped to pour a libation at the altar-stone under the gaze of the statues of the Twin Suns, so eroded by wind and weather that their faces had worn smooth. While all the party bowed their heads in prayer, Delphine closed her eyes and offered silent thanks to the only deity she had ever thought worthwhile, the nameless Good Goddess of mercy, who offered comfort to those who suffered.

The landscape had changed as their travels took them south. The very air was different, smelling of earth and greenery and dampness. Great swathes of snow had melted, leaving bare and muddy earth mottled with the green threads of newly sprouted grass. Ice lingered in the hollows and on the north-facing slopes, but it melted in the trees to form long, glistening icicles. During the day it often grew warm enough that Delphine discarded her heavy fur and instead wore an extra jacket under her salmon-skin raincoat.

The rivers were still chocked with ice, but it was rotten, sodden stuff, too weak and brittle to be trusted. The creeks were no better, filled with a choking slurry of water and ice that from a distance looked like snow lingering on low ground. Flowing water carried the ice until it all jammed together, appearing just like solid ground, until the water rose again and the snowy channel became a stream-bed full of swirling, frigid slush.

The shallow streams could be crossed on horseback, following a soldier who tested the depth of the slurry, but the bigger flows were a different matter. At first Delphine tried to freeze more bridges of ice, but the rivers were so swollen that even with Isidro’s help, she didn’t trust the constructions to hold. Instead, the northerners broke out bundles of rope brought from the Spire and constructed a rope-bridge that hung low into the chasms and swayed alarmingly in the breeze. Delphine watched with her heart in her throat as Ardamon’s men coaxed blindfolded horses across the matted branches laid over the ropes. Delphine could only bring herself to cross because she had power enough to cushion the fall should the ropes snap or the wind hurl her off. Rather than dismantle the bridge once they were across, Isidro and Delphine detached it with threads of power and bundled it up in one piece, to be unfurled again at the next crossing.

After a few days they met a family of trappers, who traded some supplies and loaned them a pair of canoes to help in their search. At around noon on the fifth day, Ardamon called a halt and came over to peer at the map Isidro spread out against his horse’s rump.

‘I think we’re here,’ he said, pointing to the parchment as Delphine carefully dismounted and stretched her legs. ‘Here’s the last river we crossed, and here’s that ridge to the north. Cam was heading for this area, as near as I could tell from the map Sirri showed me.’

‘I think you’re right,’ Ardamon said. ‘Mira, what do you say? Is this a fair spot to set up camp?’

‘Seems fine to me,’ Mira said as she surveyed the surrounding slopes and the patch of level ground on which they’d halted. ‘You can start searching right away; my women and I will see to the camp. It’d be a shame to waste the daylight.’

‘Isidro?’ Ardamon said.

He let the crackling parchment roll shut with a snap. ‘Let’s do it.’

The party divided into two groups, with a few men detailed to stay and guard the camp while some women joined the away party, Anoa among them. Mira insisted they eat first, and when the meal was served Delphine took her bowl and sought out Isidro, who was standing at the edge of the gathering, gazing out at the hills. The south-facing slopes were lush and green with spring growth, and the air was full of the roar of tumbling water. The sky was a featureless grey, with cloud obscuring the peaks of the hills. Isidro glanced Delphine’s way when she came to his side, but he said nothing.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Delphine asked. ‘I will if you like.’


‘Might be best if you stay,’ he said. ‘We’ll be moving quickly, searching for tracks and other signs —’

‘And I’m slow and have no idea what to look for,’ Delphine said.

Isidro turned to her. ‘I didn’t mean it like that —’

She laid a hand on his forearm. ‘I know you didn’t, and it’d be nice to have a rest. But if you want me to join you, just send word.’ She could feel his anxiety through that simple contact, his muscles bunched so tight they were trembling with the strain. By the Good Goddess, let him still be alive. I’m not sure either of us can last much longer.

Delphine set up her tent with only a little help from Amaya, and then set about heating many kettles of water to wash clothes that had long gone unlaundered. Delphine washed her hair as well; afterwards, sitting on a log beside the fire as she combed the knots from her hair felt like an indulgent decadence.

The fine mood didn’t last for long. The searchers returned with the very last of the light, cold, hungry and dispirited. They brought a fine harvest of tender spring greens, the first fresh food Delphine had seen since leaving the empire. Those around her greeted the baskets with dismay, and Delphine glimpsed Mira dabbing at tear-filled eyes as she oversaw their preparation for the evening meal. It was Rhia who explained the matter in quiet and sombre tones. ‘Cam only had supplies to last a week. If he were living in these hills we should see soil dug and sprouts picked, and snares set as well.’

‘But if our men could find those signs, then surely the people hunting him could, too,’ Delphine said. ‘Wouldn’t he try to stay out of sight?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Rhia said. ‘But it is impossible to leave no sign at all. And he cannot hide from the king’s men while leaving a trail for us.’ She sighed and knotted her fingers together, her hands red from the creeping chill. ‘Perhaps he never came this far? The king’s men cannot have taken him back, or Sierra would tell us … unless they kept it from her somehow. I just wish there was some way we could know.’

That night, Isidro came to her furs with so much hunger and desperation that it took Delphine’s breath away. He made love to her until they were panting and damp with sweat, and afterwards Delphine fell into a deep and dreamless sleep, sated and warm beneath her blankets. When she awoke in the morning he’d already left, having departed with the other searchers at first light.


There was only so much idleness that Delphine could take, so after her breakfast and her morning cup of tea, she pulled out the books and her notes and went back to work. Concentrating proved difficult, however. What if all they found of Cam was a heap of scavenged bones, or if their search turned up nothing at all? She was beginning to believe Isidro would never leave this place without his brother, but whether that meant he’d spend the rest of his life searching the slopes and valleys, or if the summer would see his bones mouldering in some lonely grave, she couldn’t say. Either way, it seemed wise to begin mentally preparing herself to leave these folk to rebuild their shattered lives, and think of returning to her own people.

The second day turned up nothing, and the third dawned gloomy and overcast as a thick, choking mist descended over the hills. Delphine couldn’t concentrate on her books and, as she took a walk around the camp to stretch her legs, she heard a woman weeping within the big tent, and recognised Mira’s voice.

A little after noon, Delphine lay on her furs looking through the open doorway of her tent when she heard the splash of paddles drift up from the river. She crawled out into the open to see a canoe pulled up on the shore, and Anoa striding up towards the camp with the hood of her raincoat thrown back and her long black hair working loose from its braid.

‘Miss Delphine, Ardamon has asked that you join us,’ Anoa said. Delphine searched her face, but there was no sign of good news — the girl’s brow was faintly creased, her lips pressed together in a thin line.

‘What have they found?’ Delphine asked.

‘A horse. Well, the remains of one, anyway. There’s not much left, but Ardamon asks if you’ll come, just in case we do find the worst.’ Anoa’s voice trembled. Delphine knew she’d grown to like Cam in the weeks she’d known him. Everyone seemed to think well of him — it was only Delphine who found him intimidating, having been treated as an enemy and a distrusted prisoner. ‘I’m to ask Rhia to come as well,’ Anoa said.

Rhia was in the big tent with Mira, who emerged with red and swollen eyes at Anoa’s call. Rhia hesitated, but Mira told her to go with a dispirited flick of her hand.

‘Will she be alright on her own?’ Delphine murmured to Rhia once Mira had returned to the tent.


‘I think so. The other women will be here, and they can send someone to fetch me if needed.’

Rhia hastily packed a few things into a satchel while Delphine donned her salmon-skin raincoat, and the three of them piled into the canoe.

It should have been a fine experience, gliding through calm waters between the mist-wreathed hills, but Delphine was too worried to enjoy it. The men paddled for half an hour or more, and all the while the knot in her belly grew steadily tighter.

When they reached their destination Anoa hopped out at once into knee-deep water, but Delphine couldn’t bring herself to move until the men pulled the craft up onto the gravel bank, afraid that any shift of weight would overturn them. On the shore, she scrambled up the bank where the searchers waited, gathered around a small fire. Isidro was sitting alone a little way apart from them, with an array of bones spread out at his feet.

They were, as Anoa had said, parts of a horse. There was one long foreleg, with scraps of hide and sinew and a cracked hoof still clinging to the mouldering bone, while nearby was a section of spine and half of the lower jaw. A few other long bones had been recovered, along with a scattering of ribs. Beside the sad display was the remains of a saddle with the girth still buckled to one side, and a few sodden straps that had once been a bridle, although the leather had been thoroughly chewed by mice or rats.

Delphine hunkered down by Isidro’s side. ‘Any sign of what killed it?’

‘None,’ he said without looking up. ‘But most of it’s missing. Scavengers must have torn it apart.’

‘I take it you’ve searched the area thoroughly?’

He looked up then, and gestured vaguely to the slope above them. ‘Yes, we lined up and walked the length of the slope. There’s nothing else there, and the only bones belong to the horse. There’s no sign of people.’

‘Is there any way to know if the horse was Cam’s?’

‘No. The gear was Mesentreian, but that doesn’t mean much.’

Delphine heard footsteps and glanced around to see Ardamon coming their way. ‘I doubt the king’s men would leave good gear behind.’

‘Cam’s worth a cursed lot more than a bit of harness,’ Isidro said. ‘They’d leave it if they didn’t have an easy way to carry it. Time would be more important, especially if he were ill or injured.’


Delphine frowned at the scraps laid out on the gravel. Something about the assortment was bothering her. ‘Can you show me where these were found?’ she asked.

Ardamon turned to wave Anoa over. ‘Ani, will you show her?’

Anoa nodded and beckoned Delphine to follow. ‘The leg was found down here on the gravel. The rest was up on the slope — we marked the places with stones. There’s also some hair from the mane and tail — the beast died here, there’s no doubt about it.’

‘No tracks, I take it?’ Delphine asked.

‘Oh, plenty. Wolf and wolverine, fox and bear, and weasels as well. No man-prints, though, and no other horses. That much is a good sign.’

‘What does that leave us, then?’ Delphine asked. ‘Could the horse have come here alone?’

‘If the rider fell and it ran away?’ Anoa shrugged. ‘It’s possible.’ She showed Delphine a few strands of coarse hair tangled around a low bush. They were a reddish colour mixed with brown, much like the mane of Delphine’s stolid gelding, which she sometimes plaited to amuse herself while on the trail.

Something was missing. Delphine could sense it right at the edge of her thoughts. Something ought to be here that was not.

She crouched down on her heels and touched the coarse strands …

‘Issey!’ Delphine called as she slipped and skidded over the mud and wet grass. ‘Where’s the wretched blanket? All the rest of the kit is here, the saddle and bridle, even the girth. The blanket’s gone, but that would be useful, wouldn’t it?’

Isidro stood. For a moment he was speechless, but after a moment he shook himself and roused enough to talk. ‘By all the Gods, Delphi, you’re right.’ He laughed, crossed the ground between them in two long strides and picked her up, hoisting her into the air with one arm wrapped around her waist. ‘Delphi, you’re brilliant! The reins are gone, too, do you see? And we found the stirrups but not the leathers. They could be handy for tying things down …’

‘And didn’t Sierra tell you he had enough gear to survive, a little tent and a stove? There’s no sign of them, either. If the king’s men found him but left the horse gear, surely they’d leave all the rest as well.’


‘That’s true.’ Isidro set her down and stepped back, rubbing his eyes. ‘I must be losing my wits; I just can’t think today.’

‘But what happened to the horse?’ Delphine asked. ‘Why would he just abandon it?’

‘If it fell lame it’d be easy prey for a tiger, or a bear just out of hibernation,’ Ardamon said. ‘Better to cut the beast’s throat and be done with it.’

‘Alright,’ Isidro said, pressing the heel of his hand to his forehead. ‘What do we know? He has some gear, but not much food, so he’ll need to forage.’

‘He’d be weary, and he might be injured if the horse went down hard,’ Ardamon said. The two of them turned to survey the landscape, the steep scree-covered slope to the north with its peak hidden by mist, and the lower hill to the south, with a broad creek leading deeper into the ranges with an easy track of grass and gravel running alongside it. ‘There’d be good fishing in that creek,’ Ardamon said, ‘and it’s an easy way for a weary man to walk.’

‘Hmm,’ Isidro said. ‘I suppose so.’ He turned around once more, and shrugged. ‘Let’s see what we can find.’

They searched until it was too dark to see, but found no sign of Cam. They did find more wild greens, and young rabbits that one of the warriors felled with a sling, and silver trout in the stream, but there was no sign that any person had come that way since the start of spring. There were no tracks, no fresh-cut wood, no smoke to stain the sky — no sign of human life at all.

That night, as she tried to savour the fresh food, Delphine focussed on the good news. There was nothing to prove that horse had been Cam’s, true, but it was the right place, and the right time. He was here, somewhere. All they needed to do was find him.

In the middle of the night, Isidro shook her awake. ‘Delphi, Delphi, you have to wake up. We went the wrong way! I’m an idiot, Delphi, I swear, I must be the biggest fool alive.’

She blinked groggily, and sat up, wincing. He was making no effort to be quiet, and the tents were not so far apart that his voice would not carry. ‘Issey, hush, you’ll wake the others.’

‘We need to go out, right now! He’s been here for weeks, always careful to hide his tracks. He can’t even cut wood, or the sound would give him away …’ He set the lantern glowing, and then fumbled for his clothes while it swung madly on the cord, sending shadows swooping dizzily around the tent.

‘I know where we should have gone,’ Isidro said. ‘By the Black Sun, I must be a drivelling fool not to have realised it sooner.’

He stumbled out, leaving Delphine shivering in a swirl of cold air. Hastily she pulled on her coat and boots and scrambled after him as he crawled into the big tent and shook awake first Mira, and then Ardamon.

‘We went the wrong way,’ he said again. ‘Cam couldn’t hide the horse, and he knew that anyone coming to look for him would find it. He had to hide himself instead.’

He made no effort to keep his voice down, and the other folk in the tent stirred and muttered at the disturbance.

‘Issey,’ Mira sat up and raked her tangled hair back from her face. ‘What are you saying? Where did he go?’

‘That hill to the north,’ Isidro said. ‘The scree slope. It’s too steep to climb easily: you’d never choose to go that way if you had another choice. Not if you’re tired and cold and starving. He wouldn’t take the easy route, not with the king’s men searching for him — they’d think as we did, and follow the path an exhausted man would take. The only place he’s safe is where they wouldn’t think to look for him!’

Mira sat up, yawning, and turned to Ardamon. ‘What do you think?’

He was already reaching for his boots. ‘It’s worth a try.’

This time Mira went with the party as they clambered into the canoes and paddled through the dark. The weather had cleared, making the night bright but cold, and Ardamon ordered all lights extinguished to let their eyes adjust.

As soon as the canoes were pulled onto the gravel shore, Isidro started up the bank, heading for the steep slope to the north. Perhaps he should have waited for the others, but he was full of restless energy that wouldn’t let him be still. Cam was out here somewhere; he could feel it in his bones. He could only hope he hadn’t wasted too much time.

The others caught up with him at the top of the ridge, where he picked through the stunted trees on the hilltop, searching for any sign of where to go next.


‘Isidro, he can’t be up here,’ Mira said, puffing a little as she came to his side. ‘There’s no shelter to speak of, and no fuel or water.’

Isidro shook his head. ‘This is the way he came, I’m sure of it. Spread out and try to find a game trail.’

The men did as he said and, after just a few minutes, one of them called out from the northwest. ‘Sir, there’s a goat track here, leading eastwards.’

Soon they were tramping through stubby undergrowth, twisted and snarled under the winds that raked the exposed hilltop. Isidro glanced back, seeking Delphine’s face among the crowd. She must have been watching for it, for she caught his eye at once and offered a hopeful smile. Isidro tried to return it, but he couldn’t make his lips obey. They’d taken so long to get here, and he’d wasted so much time … Black Sun, let me be right about this. I can’t fail him now, not after all we’ve been through.

The goat track wound around the side of the hill and across a gully before it petered out on another pile of scree, but on the far side they found another trail, and followed as it slowly descended into a rock-filled gulch. On the far side a low rise bore a patch of forest shaded by its larger neighbour to the south, with snow lingering in the gullies and hollows. It was dark beneath the trees — the branches blocked out the moonlight, casting night-time shadows over the earth.

Ardamon sent his trackers ahead, ordering the greater part of the party to hang back. But Isidro couldn’t stop now: he couldn’t even consider it. He craned his head back to peer at a higher point on the slope, where a tree had fallen recently enough that the needles clinging to its branches were still green, preserved by the cold. ‘Up there,’ Isidro said, pointing. ‘I’m going to scout it out.’

Ardamon nodded, and with a wave of his hand sent a couple of men along with him. As he set out, Isidro heard Delphine say something to the clansmen as she followed them. Isidro knew he should let her catch up, but he couldn’t check his stride — it was as though some other force had taken control of his body, driving him on like a desperate rider flogging a faltering horse.

Then a low sound rang through the trees. It was so enclosed beneath the spreading boughs that Isidro could see nothing but mottled darkness. Was it some wild creature scrambling for cover? Had he even heard anything at all, or was it only a figment of a desperate and weary imagination?

A flurry of murmurs from the men at his heels confirmed that they had heard something, too, though. Isidro glanced back to Delphine, eyebrows raised in question.

She pointed through the darkness in the same direction as the sound he’d heard.

Isidro nodded once, and stepped off the path. ‘Cam!’ he shouted into the night. ‘Cam, can you hear me?’

Everyone fell silent and still, raising their heads to listen.

After a moment another sound came, the damp rustle of wood and vegetation, and then a distinctly human noise — a wretched, hacking cough.

He broke into a run, heedless of the darkness and the wet, slippery needles that carpeted the ground. Something was moving in the gloom, wheezing with hoarse and ragged breath. It came from the far side of the fallen tree and, as Isidro rounded the edge of it, he saw Cam stooped and staggering as he clambered out of a shelter dug beneath the broken branches.

Isidro reached him just as Cam stumbled and fell and another choking rasp tore at his throat. He caught him around the shoulders and lowered him to the ground, ignoring the jolt it sent down his arm through the stabilising enchantments. ‘… knew you’d find me,’ Cam said with a flush of fever in his cheeks. ‘Just didn’t think it would take you so cursed long!’

By the time the others reached them Cam was wrapped in Isidro’s coat and wheezing in the cold air. That rattling breath was a familiar sound to Isidro, though he had only heard it in his own lungs, during the pneumonia brought on by his near-drowning back in midwinter.

Within moments there was light and people all around them. Mira, weeping, threw herself down at Cam’s side while Rhia crouched over him, checking for injuries.

Isidro felt frozen to the spot, unable to move, unable to think. He couldn’t bring himself to look away from Cam, even for a moment, in case all this turned out to be a dream.

As Delphine pulled lanterns from her satchel, set them glowing and handed them to the men around her, the harsh brightness showed Cam’s true state — he was filthy and deathly pale except for his fever-flushed cheeks.

‘He’s too cold,’ Rhia said. ‘We need hot stones. Isidro, Delphine, can you make them without a fire?’

Isidro realised his heart was racing like a galloping horse, and his hands shook as though palsied. ‘Of course,’ Delphine said. ‘That creek we crossed —’

Isidro shook himself. ‘We may not need to go that far,’ he said, and crawled into the little shelter. It stank of sweat and sickness, but insulated by interwoven branches, it was warmer than the outside air. Scattered all over the bed of spruce, beneath the old horse blanket, were several dozen round river stones, still faintly warm from Cam’s tiny fire. Isidro snatched off his hat and piled the stones into it, handing it through the doorway to Delphine when it was full. She passed her own cap for the second load, and began heating the stones. ‘How did you know these would be here?’

‘It’s the next best thing if you don’t have a stove,’ Isidro said, ‘though it takes a long time to heat them in a fire.’ Outside, Ardamon was ordering his men to cut poles for a litter, and Cam called for Isidro in a low, ragged voice.

Delphine shuffled back from the entrance to let him through, and Cam turned his way with hazy green eyes. ‘Have you heard from Sierra? Is she alright? I didn’t want to leave her but I couldn’t make her come —’

‘She hasn’t been harmed,’ Isidro said. ‘No more than usual, in any case.’

Cam found his hand and gripped it, his fingers covered with ingrained grime and his nails split and splintered. ‘We have to get her out of there. I know what she did, but she doesn’t deserve this. They’re destroying her, Issey. We have to get her out.’

‘Cam, be still,’ Rhia said, catching his wrist and prying his fingers loose. ‘There will be time for that later. You are very ill: you must rest and be warm.’

Cam let Rhia tuck his hand away beneath the coat, but he didn’t shift his fevered gaze from Isidro’s face. ‘Promise me, Isidro, you have to promise.’

‘I promise,’ Isidro said. What else could he say?


It was morning by the time they made it back to camp, carrying Cam on a litter made from a pair of salmon-skin coats and two saplings. With furs and hot stones packed around him, he slept soundly. Rhia rarely looked away from him, but she assured Isidro he was not in grave danger. ‘He is ill, but not deathly so,’ she told him. ‘He knows he is safe now, and he can rest. You did the same, when we pulled you from the water.’

Since Isidro had given up his coat, he was thoroughly chilled by the time they returned to camp. He crawled into the blankets he shared with Delphine, saying he would only stay until he warmed up, but when she checked on him an hour later, he was sound asleep beneath a pile of furs.

Cam lay in a fever for the first day, but by evening he was able to drink a little broth and he then slept peacefully for the rest of the night.

By the following afternoon Cam was well enough to talk in brief snatches, and asked to see Isidro along with Mira and Ardamon. Rhia was already there when Isidro came in, frowning suspiciously at a vial of oily brown fluid. ‘This is a very noxious drug,’ she said to Cam. ‘Where on earth did you get it?’

‘Sirri gave it to me,’ Cam said, his voice still rough and his throat raw. ‘She got it from Kell’s medicine cabinet, that’s all I can tell you. Issey!’ Cam struggled to sit up when Isidro knelt beside the bed, grabbing him around the shoulders for a rough embrace. Once he lay down again, Isidro leant over to examine the vial in Rhia’s hand. ‘What is it?’

‘Kell used it to revive his victims when they passed out on the rack, but it’s poisonous if you take too much. Sirri gave it to me in case I was captured again. If it weren’t for that, Rhia, I’d’ve buried the wretched stuff when I realised it was making me sick.’

‘It poisons in small amounts, too,’ Rhia said with a scowl. ‘When did you last use it?’

‘A week ago. But if you hadn’t found me when you did I was going to have to take more just to stand up. I’m cursed glad I didn’t need to.’

Isidro looked down at the trampled spruce. ‘We’d have found you sooner if I’d been able to think clearly.’

‘Oh, what difference does a day make?’

At that point, Mira and Ardamon came in, and Cam fought his way upright again to wrap his arms around Mira, but after a moment he turned so pale that she and Rhia insisted he lie down again. ‘Mira, have you had any news of your intended? Osebian is dead — Sirri killed him and left him in the cell in my place.’

‘Fires Below!’ Ardamon said, and Mira clapped her hands over her mouth, making a sound that was half-laughter and half-sob.

‘Oh, by the Bright Sun herself,’ she said. ‘A month ago I’d have been delighted to hear it. But Cam, the clan broke the betrothal just before we left the Spire. Once Sierra and Rasten left they made a new alliance with the Akharians, granting them guides and safe passage through the Wolf Lands in return for peace with our people. The last time I heard from Mother she was speaking of arranging a marriage with one of their wretched generals or princes or something …’

‘Oh, by all the Gods,’ Cam snapped. ‘And here I thought I had such a fine gift to make up for all I put you through.’

‘So the king’s lost his heir and his right-hand man in one stroke,’ Ardamon said with a shake of his head. ‘How in the Black Sun’s name did she manage it?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Cam said. ‘And I don’t know the whole of it, but I’ll tell you what I can …’

When his second mount had died, weakened by hard riding and poisoned by the drug Sierra had given him, Cam had been too weak to go any further. He’d spent the last week foraging in between bouts of fever. By the time he finished recounting the tale, he’d talked himself hoarse and could only lie back and listen while Mira told him of all that had gone on in the Spire in his absence.

‘And what about Sierra?’ Ardamon asked at the end of it. ‘She just let you ride out on your own?’

‘She wouldn’t come,’ Cam said. ‘Issey, I’m sorry. I tried to take her away —’

Isidro shook his head. ‘She wouldn’t leave. Not until she’s seen it through to the end.’

‘Oh, now she’ll see something to the finish,’ Ardamon grumbled. ‘A pity she didn’t have such loyalty when she was still among friends.’

‘Ardamon,’ Mira said, warning him to silence with a shake of her head.

Cam closed his eyes with a sigh. ‘He should rest now,’ Rhia said. Mira and Ardamon both got up to leave, but as Isidro began to rise, Cam roused once more and waved him back. ‘Mira, will you come back in a little while? I need to talk to Isidro, and Rhia, you needn’t stay and hover. This won’t take long, I promise.’

Rhia frowned, but she couldn’t very well argue with such a clear request for privacy, and she filed out with the others.

Cam tried to sit up once more, but the effort made him so pale that he had to give up and lie still. ‘Ye Gods, I think I understand why you hated being told to rest all the time.’

‘It wasn’t the resting I hated,’ Isidro said, ‘but the need for it. You’ll be right again soon enough.’

‘I cursed well hope so,’ Cam said. ‘You’ve recovered, then, from what happened with Sirri?’

That depended, Isidro considered, on exactly what one meant by recovered, but he doubted that’s what Cam referred to. Instead, he said, ‘I slept for nearly a week, I’m told, but I’m fine now. Better, even. I’ve been studying mage-craft with Delphine — she’s been a great help to us in finding you.’

‘Rhia mentioned that,’ Cam said. ‘She said the pair of you had grown … close.’ He was hedging around something, and Isidro wondered if he were trying to find a way to say he disapproved.

Cam glanced away. ‘Have you had any word from Sierra?’

‘Not since the night you escaped. I get a few flashes now and then, but Rasten is watching her closely, and he punishes her if she slips.’ It took a great deal of effort to keep his voice steady.

Cam caught his gaze. ‘Issey, tell me … do you still care for her? After all she’s done, you’ve every right to curse her name. When I realised she was gone I was furious — I wanted to wring her blasted neck — but I shouldn’t have gone after her. She’s in a bad way, and I’m afraid I’ve only made things worse.’

‘I’m not sure they know she helped you escape,’ Isidro said. ‘Well, Rasten does, from what I’ve seen, but Kell and the king? Nothing …’ He broke off, searching for the right words. ‘Nothing they’ve done to her has been public enough, spectacular enough to be payback for freeing you.’

‘What does that mean?’ Cam asked. ‘Does it mean she’s safe? Or are we waiting for the other shoe to drop?’

‘I couldn’t say,’ Isidro said. ‘But I’m not sure it makes any difference either way. There’s nothing we can do to help her, Cam. She’s on her own now.’


Those words haunted Isidro while Cam spent the next few days wrapped in furs and fighting off illness.

The last days in the Spire now felt like a bad dream — he remembered the terror clearly, but everything else from that time seemed distant and unreal. The urge for escape that had tormented him and the driving lust for release from the pain of losing Cam were finally gone. It felt as though he’d emerged from a valley smothered with fog, climbed to a ridge above the clouds to stand in the sunlight once again. Looking back, he was torn between shame for how he’d been overcome, and gratitude to those who had rallied around to pull him through.

For the moment all he wanted to do was breathe — to sit back and enjoy the sunlight and the sense that disaster had been turned aside.

But the lifting of one burden only made space for another. In all this time, during the long anxious hours in the Spire and then the desperate journey south, he’d been too busy holding himself together to address the fact that even if Cam were found alive, their situation would still be the same. They were still without allies or influence in the storm of politics and war brewing around them.

Since he’d woken to hear Cam’s fever had broken, and that with time and rest he would be fine, one thought rose again and again to the surface of his mind. What now?

No matter how he tried, he could not find an answer.

He had to leave the camp. He couldn’t concentrate with people talking and chattering all around him and the books offering a promise of distraction that nonetheless failed to keep the intruding thoughts at bay. So Isidro left the circle of tents, and climbed the steep hillside above them to burn off some of his pent-up, roiling energy.

At the crest of the hill was a jumble of rocks, blasted by the elements, with a few small plants clinging in crevices between the boulders. A chill wind was blowing, sharp enough to make his eyes water, but Isidro turned his back and looked to the west, trying to work out just where on the misty horizon the Greenstone fort lay, where the king’s men faced the Akharian legions across a flooded river.

It would be easier if he could somehow disconnect himself from Sierra, if he could cut her free like a fishing line hopelessly tangled beneath black water. It was not that he wanted to forget her and all they had shared in the brief months since midwinter … but she’d left him in an impossible situation. She chose him that night when she kissed him fresh from her bath in her tiny, warm tent. It had been her choice to leave, while he lay unconscious from the damage she had done. He owed her nothing. Any debts that might have accrued between them had been paid in full. Cam was safe, and Isidro had found a woman he admired and respected, and whom he could come to love. Sierra had blown into his life like a storm, a natural phenomenon that could no more be contained than a hurricane. Looking upon the situation objectively, it seemed that the wisest thing would be to watch her blow out again, to love her and let her go, since there was no way he could help her escape the nightmare that had overtaken her.

But he could not forget her. It seemed she was always in his mind, even when a dark and empty silence echoed through the connection Kell’s rituals had forged between them. He woke in the middle of the night with her name on his lips, his heart beating hard and his muscles clenched, ready for a fight. Just what he had dreamt about, he could never quite recall. He could not even tell if they were just dreams, or memories and sensations that had slipped through when her shields were weakened by exhaustion and pain.

What now? The question echoed again through his mind, and with a sigh Isidro tried to turn it into a problem that might have a solution. What did he want? His brother was safe, and the debilitating fear that had preyed on his mind for weeks was finally put to rest — he no longer had to think of how he would go on in a world without Cam, but what now? What did he want?

He wanted Sierra safe.

It was such a simple thought Isidro wondered that it had taken him so long to admit it. He wanted her safe and whole, healed of the damage Rasten and Kell had done. He was also, in some dark secret part of him that he could barely bring himself to acknowledge, afraid that he would no longer be able to touch her without bringing back the memories of what had happened to him: the torture and the rape and all the other degradations — not now that she had undergone the same treatment first hand. He was afraid they would both come away from this too badly damaged to go back to what they had had before, even if Sierra could be pulled out of this trap alive and sane.


And if it was possible, she could not thank him unless Kell and Rasten both lay dead. How could he possibly help bring that about? Even if he weren’t crippled, even if he were a warrior still, what use would he be? His talent was growing, but he would never have the strength to challenge Kell. Delphine had told him how the Akharian legions had brought down Blood-Mages in the past, and in every case it had taken dozens, even hundreds of mages, and often thousands of lives. Isidro wanted to help Sierra — and now that he admitted it to himself, he realised he wanted it as badly as he’d needed Cam to survive — but he was just one man. What could he hope to achieve in the face of the kind of power Sierra, Rasten and Kell could wield?

What now?

Isidro sat on the bare rock and scrubbed a hand across his eyes. I don’t know. It felt like a defeat.

‘Madame?’

Delphine looked up. She had been bent over her books for so long it took a real effort to focus on Rhia’s face.

They had begun using the honorific again at some point on the journey here. Delphine couldn’t recall exactly when the transition occurred, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. She’d hoped, at first, that helping these folk would help her be accepted, but instead the demonstration of her powers had only cemented her distance from them.

Perhaps it isn’t just the title causing that, Delphine thought glumly. She’d barely seen Isidro these last few days, and they’d exchanged only a handful of words. She couldn’t deny it any longer — he was pulling away from her.

She pushed the thought aside. ‘Madame Rhia?’ Delphine said. If they were going to pay such close attention to etiquette, then by the Good Goddess, so would she.

‘Cam wishes to speak with you,’ Rhia said.

A flutter of panic rippled through her chest. ‘Cam?’ Delphine said. ‘Why?’

‘I couldn’t say,’ Rhia said, but Delphine knew it was only a half-truth. Manners might well have prohibited Rhia from speaking of it, but Delphine was certain she knew perfectly well what was on Cam’s mind. ‘If your work cannot be interrupted, I can tell him you will call upon him at another time, but he is still sleeping a great deal, and he may not be able to receive visitors later.’

‘I wouldn’t keep a sick man waiting on my convenience,’ Delphine said. ‘Just let me pack these books away, and I’ll come at once.’

She had been working outside in the sunlight. It was bad for the paper and ink, but after the cold of winter and weeks of unrelenting darkness in the Spire, Delphine could not get enough of the sun’s warm rays on her face and hands.

Cam slept in an alcove attached to Mira’s tent; when Delphine entered he was sitting cross-legged on his pallet, dressed and freshly shaved. His green eyes were serious, and Delphine belatedly remembered that the man before her had been born a prince. If history had been kinder, he would right now be king of the northern lands.

‘Madame,’ he said, and with a wave of his hand he indicated a cushion set out for her. ‘Please, sit.’

Delphine did as he asked, surveying the tiny space. There was a small stove in one corner, and a pot of water simmered over the coals with a comforting hiss. Between the stove and the head of the bed one of the lantern-stones brought from the Spire had been hung from a tent-pole. Delphine had charged it and set it glowing that morning. Usually Isidro saw to that task, but he had left the camp early for one of his solitary walks. ‘I hope you’re feeling better,’ Delphine said once she had settled herself.

A flicker of annoyance crossed his face. Like Isidro, she supposed, he hated to have the weakness of the flesh pointed out to him.

‘Tolerable,’ he replied.

Delphine suppressed a sigh. She had been concerned for Cam, but truly, it was for Isidro’s sake. The brother Isidro spoke of did not quite match her impressions of the prince. To Cam, she had never been anything more than a captured enemy, and a dangerous one at that. He didn’t trust her: she could read it in his face.

‘I’m told you were instrumental in helping my friends reach the ranges so quickly,’ Cam said. ‘It seems I am indebted to you, and I’m grateful for your help. I wish I had some means to reward you.’

Delphine felt her cheeks grow hot and tight. ‘I have no desire for any reward,’ she said.

‘That’s probably just as well,’ Cam said. ‘As there’s precious little I can offer you. But madame, would you explain to me just why you are here?’


She’d been expecting this. ‘I wanted to help. After all the damage my people have done, I wanted to do what I could to make things better.’

‘Your people, yes, but not you. You personally have done me and mine more good than ill. You saved Isidro’s life, and you protected Mira in the slave camps. You’ve done more than enough.’

Delphine leant forward and held his gaze. ‘Your brother woke to find the two people he loves most in the world gone, having abandoned him while he lay unconscious. I did all I could to keep him from harm when he was in my charge, and all that effort would be wasted if I didn’t act when he was in danger again.’

‘And so you took him to your bed?’ Cam snapped. ‘This man who’d lost all he loved?’

‘You judge me for that?’ Delphine replied. ‘When you charged off to face a Blood-Mage without leaving so much as a word for him when he awoke? What in the hells did you think would happen?’

‘That matter is between me and my kin,’ Cam said, his voice beginning to rasp again. ‘It’s your actions that concern me now. I’m trying to understand just what an Akharian is doing here, helping those who want nothing more than to see her people defeated and driven out of Ricalan. Just what, madame, did you intend to achieve by seducing Isidro?’

Delphine opened her mouth to reply, but then stopped and took a mental step back from the situation. ‘Are you asking me,’ she said, ‘if my intentions towards your brother are honourable? I should think he’s capable of determining that for himself.’

Cam narrowed his eyes.

‘After the aid I’ve given your folk, my people will hardly welcome me back with open arms, so I may as well stay and do some good. I have learnt that no one deserves to be enslaved, but I’ve never had the opportunity to oppose it in any meaningful way — now, I do. Your people once had the means to repel invaders and defend your own, before that national fit of madness caused your ancestors to destroy their mages. Thanks to Isidro we have found the treasures Vasant and his followers died to preserve, and I believe they are your only hope of preserving your nation and your people. I am not doing this out of any hope of reward or personal gain, I’m doing it because it is the right thing to do, and because the people of your country deserve to live in peace!’


‘It strikes me as strange, madame, that this should bother you now, but not when your countrymen were raiding and pillaging villages this winter past —’

‘And what would you have had me do about it?’ Delphine demanded. ‘One scholar against a legion of soldiers and mages? If there was something I could have done to prevent those horrors, please do explain it to me. If you think bearing witness to all that didn’t cause me grief, then you’re very much mistaken. And if you have a problem with whom your brother chooses to share his bed, then I suggest you take it up with him!’

‘Isidro would feel honour-bound to defend you, and you know it,’ Cam replied. ‘It’s your motives that concern me, not his. Why would an Akharian woman of your standing take up with a penniless outlaw still recovering from his wounds and grieving the woman he loved? Surely, madame, you can understand my suspicion. Why should I believe that you did anything other than wait for a moment of weakness and use it to manipulate him?’

‘To what end?’ Delphine demanded.

‘To deliver a prize back into the hands of your countrymen and atone for the actions that brought about their defeat in Demon’s Spire. Do you expect me to believe they wouldn’t snatch at any chance to even the score?’

Delphine opened her mouth to retort, but at once her mind went blank, and all she could do was gape at him foolishly. It took a few spluttering moments for her to get control of herself again. ‘Just what kind of woman do you think I am?’ she asked. ‘Do you have any idea what the empire would do to him in revenge, not just for the defeat, but also for the cost of losing all those slaves? If I were to hand him over to that fate, I’d have to despise him! What sort of woman sleeps with a man she despises for the sake of revenge?’

Cam straightened and tilted his head back, watching her with narrowed eyes. Delphine suddenly had the sense that she’d surprised him greatly, but then his face tightened with anger. ‘Are you talking about Sierra? She saved my life,’ Cam said, speaking softly but with deadly intensity.

‘I wasn’t thinking of her at all,’ Delphine said. ‘Sierra seeks to destroy Kell to prevent him from harming others — that’s a matter of mercy, not revenge. And as for Isidro — not that it’s any of your business — I wouldn’t say I seduced him. I have fallen in love with him. With Sierra gone and you captured, I couldn’t bear to see him in such pain. I did what I could to keep him from despair, and I won’t be made to feel ashamed of that.’ Delphine took a deep breath. ‘But you’ve made it perfectly clear that my welcome here is over, and I will not stay where I’m not wanted. Do not fear that my presence will trouble you for much longer.’

She stood up and stormed out of the tent, dashing tears from her eyes with the scratchy sleeve of her jacket.

An uncomfortable silence hung over the camp site. People were gathered around the central fire-pit — men mending clothing or tending to weapons or armour, Rhia and Amaya leaning over a book while one of Mira’s women sewed nearby. None of them looked up as Delphine emerged; they all politely averted their gaze, pretending that they hadn’t heard a word of the heated discussion just a few feet away. Delphine had completely forgotten that the walls around her were only hide and fur, not wood and stone.

That heavy, pregnant silence was unbearable. Delphine turned on her heel and walked blindly out of the camp, heedless of the direction she took.

Cam had every reason to suspect her and none to trust her. Intellectually, she knew that, but it did not lessen her fury or humiliation. It stung deeply to have this man who Isidro respected so highly look upon her with something like disgust, and Delphine was furious that it hurt. Why should she care what he thought of her? And after all the setbacks and betrayals he and Isidro had suffered, wasn’t he justified in scrutinising such an unexpected source of help? Such logic did nothing to ease her anger or her sorrow. Delphine was torn between the desire to scream down the hills around her and her urge to curl into a ball and cry. But instead, she gritted her teeth and kept walking. The camp was still too close, and anything she did would be remarked upon. She would not give them the satisfaction.

It was only once she was well away from the camp on the chill northern slope of the hill that she sat down on a boulder and wept. It wasn’t just Cam who had upset her, she realised. That interview had merely been the final straw. This sorrow had been building for days, ever since the night Cam had been found and she’d felt Isidro pull away from her.


You wretched little fool, Delphine told herself. What did you think would happen? He was lost, utterly lost. Didn’t he say that he desperately needed something to cling to? Now Cam is found and the crisis is over … It was foolish to think things could just go on as they were. We both knew this was temporary, and it’s your own cursed fault for forgetting that.

She wept herself to hiccoughs, and when she could weep no more, Delphine rose on shaking legs and picked her way to the stream to wash her face in the icy water.

Perhaps it was finally, really time that she returned to her own people. She should leave now, of her own volition, rather than face the indignity of having the man she loved tell her she was no longer wanted. Pull yourself together, woman, she told herself. Are you some green girl to make yourself sick over a man who loves another? You knew this was coming — you knew what you were getting yourself in for, and he never pretended otherwise. You’ve done what you came to do; now it’s time to go.

There came a sound behind her, the clatter of falling stones, and boots sliding over scree, and then a familiar voice ringing down the tiny valley. ‘Delphi?’

She stiffened and bit back a curse. This was the last thing she wanted right now, but he was coming towards her. Delphine knew she must look a wreck. She had to steel herself to turn and meet his gaze.

At the sight of her swollen and bloodshot eyes, Isidro frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’

She couldn’t speak — the words wouldn’t come, and she was afraid she would begin to cry again.

Isidro wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close against his chest. ‘Delphi, you’re freezing. We should get you back to the camp —’

‘No!’ Delphine said, the word muffled against his windproof coat. ‘I won’t go back there looking like this!’

He paused, and Delphine half-expected him to tell her not to be so foolish, no one cared how she looked, but instead he said, ‘I’ve a fire going up above. Let’s go up there instead, and you can warm up while you tell me what’s wrong.’

He’d found a little crevice between the boulders, sheltered from the wind but still open to the last few rays of the day’s weak spring sun. He had refilled his water-skin from the icy stream, and Delphine drank thirstily even though the chill made her colder. As she gathered her thoughts, willing herself not to begin weeping again, Isidro just sat with his arm hooked around his knees, studying her with an unreadable gaze.

She didn’t want to tell him what had sent her from the camp. It would serve no purpose to drive a wedge between him and his brother, not if she was going to leave anyway. Instead, Delphine surveyed this tiny niche. ‘So this is where you’ve been hiding out these last few days …’

Isidro flushed and looked away. ‘I … I needed some space to think. Delphi, there’s something I need to talk to you about —’

Delphine hurriedly tried to wave him to silence. ‘There’s no need, I know what you’re going to say —’

‘Let me speak,’ Isidro said. ‘I’ve come to care for you deeply, but … I have to be honest. I still love Sierra, but I …’ He rubbed a hand over his face and looked away.

‘Look, just spare us both the awkwardness,’ Delphine pleaded. ‘It’s time for me to leave, I can see that —’

‘No, Delphi, I want you to stay!’ Isidro said. ‘I just … I know it’s unfair to ask it of you. You don’t share our ways; you’ve never expected to have a man who wishes to bed other women as well. Perhaps you don’t want this thing between us to go on — you always said it was only for the moment — but … I want you to stay. You deserve better than what your people will give you. You’re worth more than their slights and their scorn. But if you’d rather go back than stay with a man who can’t be faithful just to you, I’d understand.’ He looked down at the fire, his dark eyes shining in the flickering light.

Delphine sighed. ‘I can’t stay. I just can’t. I don’t belong here, I don’t know your ways. By the Good Goddess, I’ve spent my whole life in a city that never sees snow! I’ve seen how your people live, Isidro, and I can’t do it. I don’t know how to survive in a forest, or how to find shelter in a snowstorm —’

‘You can learn those things, though it doesn’t matter if you don’t. You have a great deal to offer, just as you are.’

‘Look,’ she said gently, ‘I’ve seen how much you worry about being a burden on the people around you, and I’d be a far greater weight on their backs than you ever would. I’d always be an outsider, Isidro, and I can’t live like that. I want to belong somewhere, I want to have a family I love as dearly as you love your brother, but I can never have that here, where the colour of my skin and the way I speak will always set me apart.’

‘But your people will punish you when you’ve done nothing wrong,’ Isidro said. ‘You’ll lose all you have and be alone anyway. If you stay here at least you’ll have friends, people who respect you and value you, not treat you like a criminal and a traitor.’

Delphine closed her eyes. ‘The empire is a big place, and there’s always work for a mage of my power. I’ll find somewhere where the people won’t care about my past.’

‘But your work, your studies — I know you, Delphi, you won’t be happy without those —’

‘I’ll find a way to continue them. Issey, please don’t argue with me, please don’t make what we have turn sour —’

‘I wouldn’t, if I thought you truly believed what you’re saying,’ Isidro said. ‘But you’re basing the decision on fear, not hope. Believe me, I know the difference; I’ve walked that trail.’ He sighed and rubbed a hand across his eyes. ‘But I know it’s pointless to argue with you. Will you at least think about it? You wouldn’t always be an outsider. Rhia is one of us now. There’s no reason you couldn’t be the same. Just answer me this, Delphine — what do you want? What do you truly want your life to be?’

‘I want what you have,’ she repeated. ‘I might be banished from Akhara, but I think I could work my way back there eventually, with all the knowledge I’ve gleaned from you and these books, but if I play things right it may not even come to that.’

‘But you could have that here,’ Isidro said.

Delphine cocked her head. ‘What would you want from me, anyway? To share you with Sierra, if she ever comes back? Is that how it works when you Ricalani men have two wives? I still don’t really understand your rules of marriage. Don’t women have to be sisters to marry into a household? Or is it enough to marry a set of brothers? And what if Sierra comes back, and you have her as well as me — could I have another man besides you, if I wished?’

He blinked, as though he found her question surprising. ‘Of course. And women become sisters when they marry, if they weren’t before; just as men become brothers.’

‘And what about folk like Harwin, or Rhia, those who bed their own kind?’


Isidro shrugged. ‘What folk do in their furs is their own concern. Being able to live and work together matters more in making a household. But I doubt this would ever be a matter of marriage.’ Isidro tweaked the brace around his arm. ‘For one thing, I can’t contribute much to supporting a family. And then there’s Cam to consider … Our tastes in women are so different, it would be difficult to make it work.’

‘Is that how it happens?’ Delphine asked. ‘The women can have whichever of the husbands they want, and vice versa?’ She pursed her lips with a frown. ‘Interesting. I’m not sure I’d like it, it’s so different from everything I know. But even if it weren’t, you’re quite right, it would never work. I wouldn’t want your brother in my bed any more than he would want me in his. He’s made it quite clear he doesn’t even want me in yours. We … had words.’

Isidro broke in with a curse. ‘Tigers take him, did he upset you like this?’

Delphine shook her hair back from her face. ‘He thought I’d taken advantage of your grief to seduce you.’

‘I’ll set him straight,’ Isidro said. ‘And he’ll apologise, too.’

‘Oh, don’t bother,’ Delphine said. ‘In his place I’d have been suspicious. Issey, do you mean it? You really want me to stay?’

He nodded. ‘I do. I’ve been on the verge of losing my mind these last few weeks, and even with Cam safe I hardly know what I’m thinking. What I do know is that I care about you a great deal. You’re too good to lose to whatever pit of obscurity they’ll send you to for what happened at the Spire. I want you to stay and help us recover our lost mage-craft. I want your help to train the next generation of mages and make sure Kell’s like can never take hold here again.’

Delphine watched him steadily across the flames. ‘Have you forgotten that mage-craft is still outlawed in Ricalan? If this alliance between my people and the Wolf Clan holds, that’s not likely to change. I expect the treaty demands all talented Ricalani children be handed over to serve the empire.’

Isidro covered his eyes with his hand. ‘I know. I said this is what I want, Delphi, not that I can see any way to make it happen. If you’d rather go back to your people than stay and listen to a madman prattle on about hopeless plans, I couldn’t blame you.’

Delphine raised one eyebrow. ‘You’ve had mad plans before and managed to pull them off. And with a good rate of success, I might add.’


He lowered his hand to meet her gaze again. ‘What are you saying?’

She fidgeted with her damp and clammy sleeve. ‘I … oh, very well, I’ll think about it. But I’m not making any promises. I’ll stay a little longer, but … if I think you’re throwing your life away on a hopeless cause, I won’t stand back and watch you die, Isidro, I just can’t. But for now, I’ll stay.’

He gave her a smile that warmed her far more than the fire did, but Delphine deliberately pushed that sentiment aside. ‘But Issey, you must tell me, why have you been hiding yourself away up here? I can’t believe you’ve been brooding so long over this.’

His smile vanished, and his eyes grew troubled once again. ‘I’ve been trying to decide what to do about Sierra.’

Delphine nodded, though inside she sighed. ‘I know you’ll never be content when someone you love is in danger. But how can we possibly help her?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve spent the last two days trying to think of something — anything — we can do, but Delphi, I’ve got nothing. Nothing at all.’

‘You’ll think of something,’ Delphine said. ‘You always do.’

Valeria gently touched the cold, stiff cheek, feeling the prickling stubble that had grown since the last time this man would ever shave. ‘My poor dear boy,’ she murmured, her breath misting in the cold air of the chamber. She’d insisted on seeing him as soon as she’d arrived, not even pausing to change out of her travelling clothes. The rain, beaded on the oiled wool of her cloak, was slowly turning to frost.

Her son, standing behind her by the doorway, shuffled his feet. ‘Mother, please let me explain —’

‘Shut the door, Severian.’ As the hinges creaked, Valeria bit her cheek to force back the threatening tears. Osebian was a warrior, and warriors were born to die. But on a battlefield, not strangled like a common criminal in some dank cell. She smoothed his fair hair back from his forehead, with her riding crop still dangling from her wrist on a gilded strap, and then pulled the sheet up to cover him. ‘You will be avenged, my sweet, I promise you that.’

‘Mother! How can you even be sure it’s him? None of us have seen Cammarian in ten years.’


Valeria turned on her heel, snatched up the handle of the crop and struck him across the face. ‘Hold your tongue, you wretched mongrel! Of course it’s Osebian, or have your eyes rotted away along with your balls? How could you let this happen?’ She struck him again and again, while the king cowered under the blows.

‘Mother, please, I swear I didn’t know! He never told me what he meant to do, never!’

‘Stop your wretched whining! How did this happen? Surely you’ve had the matter investigated?’

‘I asked Lord Kell to determine what went wrong, but he turns my messengers away empty-handed.’

Valeria hesitated, and then lowered her upraised arm. ‘Kell has given you no answers? No explanation at all?’

‘No, Mother, but now you’re here I’m sure he’ll answer to you. You’re the only one he listens to, you know that. I’ll send for him at once.’

‘No, don’t,’ Valeria said. The wretched mage had always been a slave to lust. He had no concept of how to govern himself. Without her to set guards over his door, he would have been poisoned years ago. ‘Where is he now?’

‘I couldn’t say, Mother. Either downstairs with the girl or up in the tower with his new plaything.’

Valeria gritted her teeth in a rush of anger. Amusing yourself while my dear boy lies down here like a beast on a butcher’s slab? You have forgotten your place, old man. You’re still my servant, and I’ll cursed well remind you of the fact.

‘Let him stay where he is, for now,’ Valeria said. ‘Osebian was killed in his domain: the blame must ultimately fall upon him. He knows as much; no wonder he avoided your demand for an explanation. I’ll set my own people to uncover the truth of this matter. Soldiers gossip like old women — surely someone saw something of what happened that night, and it must be all over camp by now.’

‘But Mother, are you sure that’s wise? If someone did kill Osebian then exposing it can only embarrass us.’

‘Would you have us deny what is obvious even to a halfwit? Do you think it won’t be remarked upon that the heir to the throne has vanished? We’re laughing stocks already, you dolt. Our only possible course is to find out who is responsible and make a spectacle of them. We must deliver upon them a punishment that will be spoken of for generations. I will have blood for this insult, and by all the Gods, I will have vengeance.’

By late morning of the following day, Cam decided he’d slept enough. The fever had receded, his raw and ravaged throat was healing and, while he was not yet well, he was very much on the mend.

The final straw, in any case, were the noises he could hear from the hillside — sharp, staccato blasts that echoed over the neighbouring slopes. It sounded much like trees exploding in the depths of winter, when the pressure of the freezing sap tore the trunks apart with a sudden retort, but it was the wrong season for that. Cam told himself it was merely rockfalls, as the ice that welded fractured rocks together weakened and gave way, but that didn’t seem right either.

When the third such outburst startled him from a doze, he decided enough was enough, pulled on his boots and another layer of clothes, and ventured out into the daylight.

The camp was quiet and mostly empty. A large party had set out at first light to fish and forage. Mira had gone with them for the sake of fresh air and a change of scenery, and only a handful of people remained behind — Rhia and Amaya, a few warriors standing guard, and Delphine, who was bent over her books once again. She looked up as Cam emerged, her lips pressed together in such a way that Cam couldn’t tell if she were hiding a scowl or a quirk of amusement.

‘Madame,’ Cam said with a slight bow of his head. After their exchange the day before, he wasn’t certain just how to treat her. He’d been so sure, at first, that she was only using Isidro. Her reaction had surprised him completely, and he wasn’t quite sure he dared believe her explanations. She was in a position to do them too much harm.

‘If you’re wondering about that noise, ask your brother,’ Delphine said. ‘You’ll find him over that way.’ She pointed to the east.

He found Isidro a few hundred measures from the camp, sitting at the edge of a clearing with his back against a sturdy birch. Perhaps a dozen paces ahead of him, a finger of rock jutted from the ground with the earth around it torn up, as though some mad creature had been digging at it in fits and starts.

As Cam came close, Isidro glanced up at him with a half-smile that swiftly faded.


‘What are you doing out here?’ Cam asked. ‘Your woman sent me this way, saying you’re the cause of all this noise.’

There was a small pile of stones at his side, arranged in a pyramid. With a sigh Isidro held one out to him. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Throw it against that boulder. Just … make sure you don’t fall short. And by all the Gods, don’t throw it at anything living.’

Cam gave him a sharp look, but Isidro said nothing else. He simply leant back against the tree-trunk to watch.

The stone was a good size for a slingshot missile. With a shrug, Cam rolled it around his palm, and then hurled it at the stubby finger of stone.

It struck the boulder and detonated with a flash of light and a ringing crack that echoed around the hills. The missile burst with a puff of dust, leaving the boulder cracked nearly in two, and a freshly chipped crater where the stone had struck.

‘Fires Below!’ Cam said. ‘What in the Black Sun’s name was that?’

‘It was meant to be a firelighter,’ Isidro said. ‘Something went wrong when I was making it. I still haven’t figured out just what, and I’m too cursed clumsy to hit a target.’

‘Wrong? These aren’t wrong, Issey, they’re brilliant!’ Cam glanced down again at the little stack of stones by Isidro’s side. There were at least a dozen of them. ‘If it was a firelighter, why are there so many? I didn’t think enchantments were something that were destroyed by use.’

‘Well, the first one I made kind of … melted,’ Isidro said. ‘I suppose that was a clue something was wrong, but I just thought I needed to spread the power over more stones.’

‘It may have been a mistake, but Fires Below, it could be a useful one’ Cam said. ‘Can you imagine using these in battle?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Isidro said. ‘It’d work brilliantly, until the Akharians got hold of one and worked out how to make them.’

‘Ah. Yes. I should have thought of that.’ Cam heard someone approaching, and turned to see Delphine picking her way towards them.

‘Issey? I think I know what went wrong,’ she said. Her eyes flickered to Cam as she came near, but otherwise she ignored him. ‘One of your factors was far too strong: it ought to be reduced by a power of ten. I’ll go through it with you when you come back to camp.’


Cam had stooped to pick up another of the stones, and he rolled it between his fingers as he studied the pebble in the sunlight. ‘He’s getting quite good at mage-craft, then, is he?’ he asked Delphine.

‘He’s made rather impressive progress,’ Delphine replied. ‘Between the Blood-Mages blasting open his channels and Sierra feeding him power on tap, he’s skipped right over those tedious years of expanding his store of energy, and he has an instinctive understanding of the principles of the craft.’

Isidro shoved his hand into the pocket of his sash and scowled at them both. He looked about to speak, but Cam turned his attention back to the stone. ‘I wonder what would happen if you set one off under water? Or under a pile of rubble? You’re right, Issey, it’d be a mistake to use them in battle unless we can keep others from copying them, but that doesn’t mean they’re not useful.’

Isidro’s eyes brightened, but after a moment he looked down with a shake of his head. ‘But those stones … it would be a waste. And I ought to get you to show me where the error was, Delphi —’

Delphine stepped forward and took his face in her hands. ‘Isidro. You’ve been working every hour the Good Goddess has given you. Don’t worry about the stones; they’re a penny a bushel, and I can soon show you how to make more. Go have fun with your brother! It’ll blow the cobwebs out of your head. In fact, as your teacher, I command it.’

They spent the afternoon scrambling over the hillside like boys. A pond, they discovered, would erupt like a geyser and, when the frothing water settled, the fish stunned by the blast could be collected by hand as they floated to the surface. A rotten tree-stump was even better — the brittle and decaying wood caught fire as the blast tore it apart in a hail of burning fragments. It took them the better part of an hour to find all the smouldering coals and stamp them out, but both agreed it was worth every minute.

Best of all, though, were rocky crevices with a device placed at the bottom and pebbles and stones carefully packed in around it. They would retreat to some vantage-point and watch as Isidro set the device off with a touch of power. When the stone blew the crevice spat the stones out like a slingshot with enough force to send even a head-sized stone sailing through the air in a slow and ponderous arc.


They saved the last of the stones for one such demonstration when Ardamon, Mira and the others returned, and then repaired to the camp for a veritable feast, for between the foraging expedition and the fish Cam and Isidro had collected, for once they had an abundance of food.

That night, as Delphine was drifting off to sleep with Isidro’s warm body pressed against her back, a distant rumble of thunder brought her awake again.

Only it lasted too long for any mere thunder. For a while she tried to convince herself it was only a far-off storm, but as the sound grew stronger, she knew it was nothing so simple. Something just didn’t seem right.

Delphine laid her hand on Isidro’s arm, and knew from the tension in his muscles that he was awake and listening, too. ‘Does that sound like an ordinary storm to you?’ she murmured.

‘It doesn’t,’ Isidro said in a low voice. ‘Let’s take a look.’

By the time they dressed and crawled out from under the blankets, it was clear they weren’t the only ones woken by the noise. Ardamon and his second, Floren, were wrapping coats around themselves as they stumbled out of the tent, and the thunder was growing still louder, an incessant growl like some great wounded beast. Within a few minutes the whole camp was stirring, and so uneasy that Ardamon assigned some of his men to stand guard while the rest of them set off to climb the ridge.

Delphine breathed in deeply of the night air, but there was no scent of rain or thunder on the wind. The moon was nearing full and a few scudding clouds caught the moonlight as they raced overhead, but the pale orb lacked the halo that she had learnt was the herald of bad weather. Beside her, Cam began to cough, hard enough to break his stride. The afternoon of scrambling around the hillside had left him exhausted, and now the cold air was feeding the dregs of illness that still lurked within his chest.

Delphine slowed as the party reached the crest of the hill, afraid of slipping on the treacherous rocks. Those who reached the peak ahead of her stopped in their tracks and gasped or murmured in wonder and alarm, although that distant, rumbling roar, now ever-present and still growing stronger, drowned out their words. Since these wretched northerners tended to be so tall, Delphine couldn’t see past them — all she could make out was a shifting, flickering light that stained the sky.


‘Is that the northern lights?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t seen them that colour before. And they didn’t make that sort of noise, either.’

‘Too near to the ground to be northern lights, miss,’ one of the warriors said. ‘And that ain’t north. It’s almost due west.’

From somewhere up ahead, Isidro called her name, and the gathered folk opened a path for her. It was only then that Delphine saw what the clustered bodies had blocked from her view.

Far in the distance, right on the horizon, colour flickered against the sky as lightning flashed and struck, again and again, in a mesmerising display of power and fury. Between and around that darting blue light was a deep red gleam, like the glow of lava against the mist in Earthblood. The stars near the horizon had all vanished, extinguished like coals cast into a stream. There was only a pall of blackness in their place, and through that darkness, between the blue spears of light and the sullen, ruddy glow there were sweeping, shimmering sheets of burnished gold.

For a long moment they all watched in silence. It was Ardamon who broke the quiet first. ‘Cam, is that the Greenstone fort?’

‘It has to be,’ Cam said. ‘It’s the only cursed thing out that way until you hit the river-plain. Issey? Any idea what’s going on?’

Isidro shook his head. ‘No. But I think I’d better try to find out.’






Chapter 16

‘This is intolerable!’ The queen’s crimson skirts swept the ground as she paced. Kell stood in the centre of the room, his palms crossed over the handle of his cane. For once he was showing his age, his back stooped, his shoulders hunched. Rasten couldn’t gloat to see his master discomfited, though. Later, he would pay the price for this humiliation.

‘How could you allow this to happen?’ the queen demanded. ‘My dear boy, strangled like some wretched thief! I will have blood for this, Kell, and you’re cursed lucky I’m not demanding yours!’

‘My dear majesty,’ Kell said. ‘There is no proof —’

‘I have all the proof I need! That’s not my worthless son on the slab! Rumours are spreading through the camp like the pox through a whorehouse — are you completely unaware of that, you dolt?’

‘Rumours? What rumours? Has that bitch Cortana been speaking of things she shouldn’t?’

Valeria narrowed her eyes. ‘Had the Gods been kinder, Lady Cortana would have been mother to a future king. In fact, it may yet come to pass, so have a care for how you speak of her, sorcerer.’

‘I have more important things to concern myself with than the bleating of a milksop slut,’ Kell said.

‘Indeed you do!’ Valeria thundered. ‘Like finding out who killed my dear Osebian! Do you have any idea what this will do to us, you wretched conjurer? Severian is tolerated by the men, but they loved Osebian — naming him heir was all that ended the unrest five years ago! Now look what you’ve done! Not only are we outnumbered by the Akharians, but with the cursed Wolf Clan making an alliance with them, how long do you imagine it will be before the rest of the clans revolt as well? The men would have given their lives for Osebian, but do you imagine they’ll risk an inch of skin for a mongrel like Severian? The desertions are already beginning!’


‘Your majesty,’ Kell said through gritted teeth, ‘I understand you are distressed, but this is hardly my fault.’

‘If you had kept your cursed appetite in check Osebian would still be alive!’ Valeria snarled. ‘I put my own men to work the moment I arrived, lord magister. Do you know what I discovered? The captain of the fort guard confessed that he was ordered to withdraw his men. Do you know who gave that order?’

It was very rare to see Kell struck speechless, but Rasten was too much on edge to enjoy the sight. ‘You … had a man put to question without me, your majesty?’

Valeria gave him a hard, tight smile through painted lips. ‘Indeed, I did. The order was given by Osebian, Kell.’

‘He … he was a traitor?’

‘There is more to the story than that. I also heard about the little display you put on for the benefit of my nephew and his men —’

‘Your majesty, you gave permission months ago that I might use Cammarian as I wished, so long as he remained intact enough to have a public execution —’

‘Use him, yes, but in private, you foolish old man! I did not give you permission to parade him around the camp as your latest whore. Have you lost all your sense? You couldn’t be content with having a prince for a plaything, but you had to watch Osebian and his men shudder and squirm as well. You greedy fool, you’ve ruined everything for the sake of a moment of gloating! If you were anything less than what you are, I’d have your head for this!’

‘Madame, you forget to whom you are speaking,’ Kell said. ‘You’d never have touched the crown if it weren’t for my aid.’

‘And you’d still be stalking flea-bitten boys in the marketplace if I hadn’t given you the means to grow that pestilent power!’ Valeria spat. ‘I can only hope the situation is not wholly lost. Cortana may be with child — in fact, I’ve half a mind to make certain it is so. She will marry my son on the next holy day, and in due course she will be delivered of a son, whom Severian shall claim as his own out of respect for his cousin. Our men and the cursed clans both will know that in time they’ll have a real king, not some mongrel northerner.

‘This leaves us with one remaining problem,’ Valeria said. ‘Osebian’s death must be avenged.’


Rasten held himself perfectly still, and kept his breathing steady with an effort of will.

‘Surely, your majesty, admitting to such a lapse can only do more harm than good,’ Kell said.

‘Do you think the men aren’t aware Osebian has vanished?’ Valeria snapped. ‘Do you imagine it will go unremarked upon when his mistress marries the king? Denying the obvious only makes us appear weak and foolish. We must demonstrate our total control of the situation, and show the men justice has been done.’

‘Very well, your majesty,’ Kell said through gritted teeth. ‘What did you have in mind? Just what explanation did your amateur questioners dig out of the fort guard captain?’

‘My dear nephew has always honoured his royal bloodline above all else,’ Valeria said. ‘Cammarian is a traitor, but his veins still carry royal blood. It seems Osebian was incensed at the dishonour it would bring to the royal line to see a prince turned into a whore.’ She glared at Kell. ‘I would have thought that even a degenerate like you might have learnt some notion of honour after all these years, but clearly I was mistaken. You should have known that Osebian would not abide such a disgrace! But I shall settle my displeasure with you later; first we must extinguish this fire before it burns the whole garrison down.’

‘What do you propose, your majesty? The spies who freed Cammarian and left the duke in his place are either dead or long gone. It would be a simple enough matter to sacrifice a few pawns in their place, I suppose —’

‘And what would that do to silence the rumours that plague us?’ Valeria asked. ‘How would it erase the shame we bear for letting our walls be breached by agents of the Wolf Clan? No, I have a better idea.’

Kell sighed and shuffled his feet. Rasten knew the old man was growing impatient, and tried to ignore the sweat beginning to bead on his own back. Every moment Valeria kept his master pinned under her gaze meant an hour he would have to endure to soothe the sorcerer’s pride. ‘Please do enlighten me, your majesty,’ Kell growled.

But Valeria was well aware of his impatience. Rasten could see she was drawing it out, forcing him to wait upon her pleasure. ‘You are utterly unaware of the mood of the camp and the men, aren’t you?’

‘I have more important things to do with my time than listen to idle gossip, your majesty.’


‘So you have not heard the mutterings about that girl you have locked away in the cellars?’ Valeria asked.

‘The girl? What on earth could they have to say about her? Aren’t there enough whores in the camp to satisfy them?’

‘Kell, you spend far too much time shut away in your own domain,’ Valeria said. ‘You wouldn’t survive a year without me guarding your door. Do you think the men are unaware it was the wretched girl’s escape that saw them pitted against Akharian mages all winter? Do you think them ignorant of the fact it was her presence with the Wolf Clan’s army that kept the curs from being put back in their place? It is only because of her that the Wolf and the cursed Akharians were in a position to form their wretched alliance. The men know that all the troubles that have plagued us lately can be laid squarely at her feet. It will not take much to convince them that this matter is her doing as well. And I, in any case, am by no means convinced that she did not play a part.’

‘Your majesty, you must be joking,’ Kell said. ‘After all we have gone through to get the wretched girl, you can’t suggest we kill her now —’

‘I am suggesting no such thing,’ Valeria said. ‘I speak of revenge, not execution. A nice public display ought to do the trick, and perhaps a lottery so the men can take their own part in her punishment.’

Kell cocked his head, puzzled, but Rasten felt he had an inkling of what the queen had in mind. Some small movement must have given him away, for the queen turned to him with a tight little smile. ‘Your apprentice understands me, I think.’

Kell swung around with a vicious glint in his eye. ‘Boy?’

‘No one likes a witch, lord magister,’ Valeria said. ‘It is public knowledge that Rasten was unable to bring her back against her will, just as they know that you are treating her with caution now. Lord magister, the men do not believe that you have absolute control of her, this creature you intend to use to drive back the Akharian legions. Therefore, you must demonstrate that you do own her, every inch of her, and that she will submit to any use you wish to make of her. Anything less, and the men will be watching her in a battle, instead of keeping their minds on the enemy.’

Kell rubbed his chin. ‘My queen, you wish to turn her into the camp whore? I’m not so sure anyone would be interested, black-haired little scrap that she is.’


‘If the men don’t have good reason to hate her already, sorcerer, they will once it is made known she had a hand in Osebian’s death. I assure you, they will come flocking after that announcement, and will be clamouring for a chance to teach the wench her place.’ The queen lifted her head and fixed her gaze on Rasten. ‘What is it, boy? You look as though you have something to say.’

‘Your majesty,’ Rasten said with a bow. ‘What you suggest is very dangerous. She draws power from those around her —’

‘Hold your tongue, boy, the queen knows the wench’s nature. It’s time we brought her out in public, anyway, and I’ve been crafting a new set of restraints so we may take her safely to and from a place of battle. This sounds like a suitable test, with you and me on hand to keep her contained and without the presence of enemies to distract us. And, as I think on it, it would be good to give her an example of what to expect should she be disobedient on a battlefield.’

‘He doesn’t look happy about it,’ Valeria said, still watching Rasten. ‘Has he had the girl all to himself? The young are so sentimental about such things.’

‘He won’t make a fuss,’ Kell said. ‘Will you, boy?’

‘No, sir, but —’

‘Haven’t you been telling me that the girl is a model of obedience? Haven’t you said her spirit is all but gone? Have you been lying to me, boy?’

‘No, sir, of course not —’

‘I’ve ordered a rack constructed on the ground before the fortress gates,’ Valeria said. ‘It could fit him as easily as her, should you wish to make a more pointed demonstration of the value of obedience.’

‘Perhaps I will,’ Kell said, ‘if he continues to question my authority. Well, boy, which is it to be?’

There was no way out. Rasten lowered his gaze and sank to his knees. ‘I will do as you command, master.’

He was trapped. They both were.

Rasten’s mind raced as he collected the new restraints, and then padded through the chill corridors to the chamber where he’d left Sierra. What else could he have done? Telling Kell that Sierra was bound to fight was futile. As Kell saw it, this was as much a test of his apprentice as it was of the girl. If she fought — and he was sure she would — Rasten would have to use all his strength to keep her under control.

And what if she didn’t fight? What if she restrained herself and submitted to the very public degradation Valeria had planned? Rasten was not sure she was capable of it, but she did have a habit of surprising him. What would that do to her?

With the harness of wire and stones rattling in his hand, Rasten slipped into the chamber.

She hadn’t moved since he closed the door and left her in the dark. There were no chains and manacles this time — she was bound by nothing more than thread tied to the needles that pierced her skin.

She lifted her head as he entered and twisted around to look at him. Her eyes were dark and empty. ‘I didn’t expect you back so soon.’

Rasten didn’t rely. He hung the harness over his shoulder and drew his knife.

She would fight. He couldn’t imagine his Sirri willingly submitting to what Valeria had in mind. But what then? Kell would beat her down, and most likely cripple her in the process. She’d grown in strength and skill since they began their private lessons, but she still wasn’t ready to face him. Not yet.

He drew blood with the tip of his knife and drew a fresh sigil on her back. He pushed his way into her mind, shoved her down and then locked a shield around her. Through the connection they shared he could measure the effect — her vision seemed to be shrouded in mist, her ears stopped up with wool. He felt her squirming within the shield, but the sigil and the ritual bond meant that her power was his for the time being, and she could not break free.

With the sigil drawn he buckled the harness in place. The white stones were quite familiar — they’d been cut from the same sort that Sierra had created in the battle of Terundel.

Sierra couldn’t so much as flinch as he pulled the straps tight. The stones were held firmly against her skin and clustered over the centres of energy spaced along her spine. Between them and the sigil of obedience scored onto her back, she was little more than a puppet.

His stomach clenched, forming a hard and painful knot. She would never forgive him for this, but what else could he do? He pushed the pain aside and focussed on the anger instead, taking refuge in fury as he so often had. ‘You brought this on yourself,’ he growled in her ear as he began to cut the threads and withdraw the needles. ‘You chose this path the moment you tied the noose around Osebian’s neck. Just remember, it will end, and you will survive it. I’ve locked you down for your own good — this is not the time to challenge Kell, Little Crow, no matter how much you might want to. I cursed well hope freeing the prince was worth it.’ With the last of the needles withdrawn, Rasten took her by the arm and steered her towards the door. At that touch he could feel her rage and fear as she struggled against the shield, but it held her as firmly as a beast in a cage.

A pair of the queen’s servants waited at the entrance to the dungeons. They stepped forward at once to take her from him and dress her in a plain shift. It was all Rasten could do to keep from tearing them apart for daring to touch her. She was his, by all the Gods! She’d been his from the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

He forced himself to step back and let the servants carry out their orders. If he showed his fury, it would be reported to Kell. There was nothing he could do to prevent this from happening, and if he showed it distressed him, Kell would gain far more pleasure from that than he would from seeing Sierra’s public humiliation. If he showed the smallest flicker of emotion, Kell would store this away as another punishment to inflict upon him. Watching Sierra go through it once would be bad enough; he would not be the cause of her enduring it again.

Once Sierra was dressed the servants swung open the doors and a detachment of the king’s guards formed up around them. With Sierra and Rasten surrounded, they marched through the fortress gates and out into the camp.

Word had spread through the men just as quickly as the queen had prophesied. Soldiers lined the roadway, crowded and jostling for a look at the woman who had caused them so much trouble. At the first sight of her, a raucous and jeering cheer rang out in an assault of noise.

When the first rock was thrown Rasten was ready for it. He spun a shield to cover them both, sending the muddy stone bouncing off his flame-coloured veil. He checked his shields again — Sierra was still locked down, but she had stopped struggling and seemed huddled within herself, watching and listening.

You’ll get through this, Rasten told her. When it starts, put your mind elsewhere, think of something else. It can’t last forever. The men might jeer and laugh now, but there will come a time when they look back on this day and tremble when your gaze falls on them. Trust me, Little Crow: I’ve been here before.

She made no reply, and Rasten knew she was thinking there must be some way out of this. There must be something she could do to turn it around. Well, she had to learn sooner or later just what it meant to have this kind of power. She would have to learn the body was only a vehicle for the mind, and treating it as anything more led to pain and heartache.

Looming ahead was the apparatus Valeria had commissioned — a kind of stage, tall enough that those upon it could be easily seen by the gathered crowd. Valeria was there already, wearing a robe of leopard furs over her crimson skirts. She was making some sort of speech, which the assembled men cheered at every pause, but Rasten paid no attention to the words. He could feel the power flowing from the crowd and drawn into Sierra. There was nothing they could do to stop that influx of energy. Once, they might have been able to keep her too weak and too weary to control it, but Rasten had spent the past few weeks drilling her on just that. He checked his shields again.

Kell was on the platform, too, standing back and looking bored as the queen roused the crowd to a frenzy. At his signal, the guards pulled Sierra from Rasten’s grasp and hauled her to the stage. Rasten hurried after them, but the moment Sierra appeared on the dais, the gathered men broke out into a roar that drowned out the queen’s voice, such a vast noise that it seemed to Rasten that the earth itself trembled beneath them.

Come to me, boy, Kell’s voice sounded in his head. Let them deal with her.

He had no choice. Rasten obeyed, and as he did, he rubbed his palm against his thigh. A few moments earlier his hands had been damp with tension, but now it felt slick and strangely dry; slippery rather than sticky with sweat. He glanced down and saw a chalky mark on his trousers. Then he looked at his palm; it was coated with a layer of white powder that had settled into the creases of his skin.

Rasten had felt utter disbelief a few times in his life; the conviction that what he saw simply wasn’t possible. He supposed he must have felt it on the day his family died and Kell took him prisoner, but he’d blocked that memory out a long time before. Most recently he had felt it back near midwinter, when he entered Kell’s tent to find Sierra gone, with only a broken chain to mark her place.

Two men held Sierra with her arms outstretched, while another took hold of the snowy linen shift and ripped it open from neck to hem. It was growing dark now, but the dais was brightly lit with torches so that all present could see the display. As the sheer cloth tore and fluttered in the evening breeze, a fine, chalky powder rose from the fabric like smoke from a fire.

The crowd cheered and howled at the sight of her naked form, but all Rasten could see was that the glossy milk-white stones had turned dull and lifeless, crumbling to a dull-white powder.

Rasten felt frozen to the spot. He felt like a child again, knowing that the events around him were utterly out of his control. He felt his master motionless beside him, staring in shock at the crumbling stones, and remembered the dagger on his belt. One strike to the old man’s unprotected back, that’s all it would take, and Kell would die as surely as the old servant had. He steeled himself, summoning all his courage to snatch at the hilt and strike, but his muscles wouldn’t obey. He was paralysed, utterly frozen with fear, just as he had been all those years ago when the soldiers had broken down the door …

Through all the confusion and paralysis, the disbelief and the memories, Rasten felt Sierra flex within the shield. She wound her fingers around the bars of the mental cage and pulled them towards her, breaking it down from the inside as she tore his walls apart.

It felt as though she was tearing him limb from limb — there was nothing quite like the pain of having a working ripped apart. Rasten fell to his knees, gasping for breath with lungs that felt as though she was wringing them out like a sodden cloth. He’d been so determined to keep her from fighting that he’d tied the shield to his own life-force. By turning the tables and taking control of that power, she had sunk her claws deep into his flesh and blood.

The two men who held Sierra by the arms had no idea that the enchantments were failing. As they began to pull her towards the rack, Sierra dug in her heels and pulled back. It should have been a futile resistance — together, armed, armoured and dressed for a cold spring night, they were several times her weight — but it was as though she was rooted to the floor. While they held her wrists, she twisted in their grip and touched her fingertips to their skin.

Both men went rigid, standing so unnaturally still it seemed they’d been turned to stone.

Then they began to bleed.

The men nearest the dais fell silent first, while those behind continued their shouts and cheers until the blood flowing from Sierra’s guards’ ears and eyes, dripping from mouth and nose and even weeping from the pores of their skin grew dark enough that even those at the back could see that something had gone horribly wrong.

The men holding Sierra then burst into a dazzling, writhing display of light, screaming as they clawed at the lightning dancing across their skin. It flowed out of them like quicksilver, like some vicious living thing questing for fresh blood.

The grip around Rasten’s lungs eased as Sierra’s power found a new source of strength. Lightning leapt to the guards around the stage, sweeping over them in a wave as blood spouted and bones cracked, their screams lost in the howling crackle of power.

The men who had pressed close tried to retreat; but those at the back stood their ground, either stupid with drink or unable to believe what they saw. Brawls erupted all around as men fought to get away. Some fell and were trampled as others scrambled over the fallen bodies in panic, fleeing the spreading storm.

Sierra threw her head back and let the power surge through her. The harness fell away in pieces, the leather charred to ash and the stones crumbled to powder, but she was not naked — to Rasten it seemed that she was clothed in fire and rage. Light covered her skin, trailed behind her in a crackling wake and shed from her in every movement.

Valeria was gone. Rasten glimpsed her fleeing towards the fort with a handful of guards, and wondered if she truly thought walls and gates would protect her.

Kell still stood by Rasten’s side; with a contemptuous glance at his gasping apprentice, the old Blood-Mage raised his knobbed cane and swept the dais clean, hurling aside the rack and the smoking remains of the guards.

Sierra turned and focussed on him with eyes that held all the power of a storm.


Rasten found himself struggling to his feet as he reached for his knife. This wasn’t right; none of this was right. It was impossible to destroy Kell in an impulsive attack, a mere glimmer of opportunity seized out of fear and desperation. Other apprentices had tried and failed, but it was happening now all the same, and the situation was out of his control. The wise thing to do would be to aid his master, to show that this revolt was none of his doing, to wait until the time was right … but he couldn’t bring himself to stand beside this man he hated and fight to defend him.

Rasten drew the knife.

Kell struck at Sierra, a great crushing blow of power. It cut right through her defences — a trick that Rasten had never understood, the way he could slip through a shield like a needle through cloth. But Sierra absorbed the blow with only a flinch, and then struck back with enough force to send Kell reeling. For a moment, the old man faltered.

Keeping his eyes fixed on Kell’s back, Rasten started towards him.

Kell stiffened and wrenched around, eyes full of such anger that Rasten swayed to a stop, his innards turned to water in the face of the old man’s fury.

With one sweeping blow of power Kell cut the dais in two, and then set the wood beneath Sierra alight. With a blast he crushed the platform beneath her, and she cried out, scrambling to shield herself against the flames, burning all the more fiercely from the power spilling from her.

With Sierra distracted, Kell turned his attention to Rasten. He reached into Rasten’s core with a swift-striking snake of power, using gates and channels he had spent the last decade forging. Once again, Rasten felt as though a hand was wrapped around his vitals, crushing him from within.

‘Boy?’ Kell said incredulously. ‘You ungrateful wretch, you worthless, cunt-grubbing whore! You’ll pay for this.’

Sierra flung the burning wood aside. Men were dying all around, and still more were injured and in pain as they scrambled for safety. Power flooded into her like melt-water swelling a river. It was very hard to focus on the two men struggling on the platform above.

Rasten was losing the battle. He’d frozen up, choked at the crucial moment — Kell had conditioned him too well. Kell pinned him to the decking and wrenched the knife from his hand as he drained Rasten’s life-force. When he was neutralised, Kell would turn and come after her.

She could have run then, could have turned and fled, but the idea scarcely tempted her. She had tried that once and it had got her nowhere.

With a sweep of power Sierra crushed the remaining supports and brought the dais down in a shower of blue sparks and flickering flames. As the stage fell, she opened the channel that tied her to Rasten and let power flood through, shoring up the strength that Kell was draining from him. Perhaps it was a mistake — by feeding Rasten she was feeding Kell — but Rasten was the nearest thing to an ally she had, and she didn’t want to face Kell alone.

As the stage crashed down at her feet, Kell’s grip on his apprentice didn’t waver. Fight, curse you, fight! she screamed at Rasten through the connection. With a dozen writhing threads of power she gathered up the splintered and charred wreckage of the stage and hurled it at Kell’s back. He deflected it with a shield, but did not glance around.

Sierra felt Rasten’s bewilderment and despaired. Surely he hadn’t truly expected her to submit? But she could tell from a touch upon his mind that he was utterly unready and unprepared. Here he was, the terror of the north, the one who had made her wake in a trembling sweat countless times, cowering before his master like a whipped dog.

She had to break Kell’s hold on him, and since she couldn’t distract Kell, she could only go through Rasten.

Sierra drew a deep breath, gathering her power and cramming it down within her. Rasten had drawn power from her so many times that the tracks of it were worn deep between them. She choked back the flow shoring him up, and felt him begin to suffocate through the link. Clamping down, she let the power build, filling her limbs with molten, crackling energy and waiting for that moment when she could barely contain it … It seemed to take an age, and she realised then just how much more she could contain than even a month before. If she held out to her limits, Rasten would be dead. At this moment, she didn’t much care for his life, but she still needed his help.

Sierra dropped all the barriers between them and shoved every bit of that energy into Rasten. It thundered through him, scorching his nerves, and struck with a thump that flung him off the ground. It burned like molten iron in his veins, sending another hot burst of power back to Sierra.


The pain stung him into life. Rasten had been trained to endure — when worn down by pain and exhaustion he had learnt to submit and survive — but this searing spike of energy triggered a different response. As the great wave crashed and broke, he roused from the stranglehold of fear with a roar. With one instinctive blast of fury, of power that mingled lightning and flame, he broke Kell’s hold and flung the old man back.

All at once, the world erupted into chaos. The earth trembled and heaved as a sound like all the thunder that had ever rolled echoed all around her. She couldn’t see a thing — the air was streaked with glowing golden mist and smoke as black as pitch. A wave of heat swept over her, more fierce than any blacksmith’s forge, driving her back.

Rasten!

Sierra, where are you?

She couldn’t say: she didn’t know. Nearby, something was roaring so loudly that the noise reverberated right down to the pit of her stomach, and the air was full of acrid fumes. Clamping her hands over her ears made little difference — in the midst of that incredible noise it seemed that her head would split in two.

Overwhelmed by the roar of earth and power, the choking smoke and ash, and the shimmering energy that filled her head, Sierra retreated. Objects on the ground entangled her scorched feet, and it was only when she fell sprawling over them that Sierra realised they were bodies — bodies of the men she had killed, the men who had assembled to watch her raped on a stage in front of the whole camp. She felt sick. Rasten would have let it happen, and yet she’d given him the power to break away from Kell. Sierra ground her teeth. She had only done it because she still needed him. Rasten! she called once again.

Sierra, here!

She could feel him off to her right. For want of any better plan, Sierra veered his way just as the ground shook once more, flinging her to the ground amid the trampled and broken bodies. The man she fell onto struggled and heaved beneath her, groping with bloody hands and Sierra hastily scrambled away. There was so much power flooding into her that she couldn’t tell which of the bodies were alive or dead. All of them were shouting at her at once like the bellow of an army advancing.


She found her feet again as a volley of glowing missiles hurtled over her head, making her duck instinctively even though they were twice a man’s height above her.

‘Sierra!’ she heard Rasten bellow, but it was a strangely muffled sound, just barely audible over the awful ringing in her ears.

She tried to follow his voice, but found her path blocked by a molten stream radiating intense heat. Thinking of her bare feet, Sierra backed away. It was full night now — when had that happened? — and the moonlight had vanished. Overhead was nothing but a black void, punctuated now and then by a flash of lightning with accompanying thunder she could barely hear. The only other light came from the glowing lava and the occasional spar of burning wood, and the glow of Black Sun’s Fire that played over the weapons still carried on the belts of dead and dying men.

A shadow loomed out of the darkness ahead of her. It was Rasten, his face bloodied and his clothing scorched and torn. He leapt across the stream of lava to join her.

When he went to take her by the arm, Sierra recoiled and slapped his hand away with a snarl.

‘What in the hells were you thinking?’ he demanded.

‘That I wasn’t about to let myself be raped by a camp full of soldiers,’ she spat.

‘You’ve ruined everything —’

‘No thanks to you!’

Rasten seemed about to speak, but then he tossed his head and looked away. ‘He’s got to be nearby. He can’t walk quickly with that bad leg. There’s still a chance we can finish this. Come on.’

Once they left the ridge-top and retreated to the camp, most of the night was spent in arguing.

Every now and then, Isidro tried to make contact with Sierra. If he concentrated hard enough, he could reach her despite the heated voices around him, but he couldn’t draw her attention — or perhaps she was simply ignoring him. Either way, he could see she was alive and whole.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Cam was saying as Isidro returned to the interminable discussion. ‘She’s in danger, Mira, and you’re refusing to help her!’

‘I’m doing no such thing!’ Mira said.


No one, Isidro had noticed, was willing to say that Sierra had brought all this on herself when she chose to defect, but neither did anyone join Cam in arguing that they should ride to her aid.

‘We’re simply not equipped to help her,’ Mira insisted. ‘If even a few hundred of the king’s men survive that inferno, we’ll be hopelessly outnumbered, and might I remind you nearly half our people are civilians? My women, Anoa, Amaya, and also Rhia and Delphine — I won’t lead them into that chaos when we can’t ensure their safety.’

‘I’m not saying we should take defenceless women with us,’ Cam snapped. ‘I just can’t bear to leave Sirri there alone and friendless. I won’t abandon her, not after all she’s done for me.’

‘And what did she do for you again?’ Ardamon asked sourly. ‘Turned you out among enemy forces with little more than the clothes on your back and a vial of poison? In any case, Cammarian, there are others here more deserving of our protection.’

‘He has a point,’ Mira said. ‘We need to return those canoes and warn the folk who loaned them to us. They’ll be in danger if the survivors head our way.’

‘They will,’ Ardamon said. ‘I’m certain of it. They can’t go west, the Akharian legions are blocking their way, and if they head south those same forces will dog their trail. Their best chance is to come east around the ranges to get back to Mesentreian-held lands, and that means they’ll come our way. We have to move quickly and spread the news to anyone living in these hills.’

‘So we just leave Sirri to fend for herself?’ Cam said. He turned to Isidro. ‘You can’t agree to this, Issey.’

Isidro began to speak, and hesitated. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘Ardamon’s right. The king’s men will be overrun if they stay where they are. And … I’m not sure we could be any help to Sierra even if we did find her.’

‘That’s right.’ Mira pounced. ‘And I’m not saying we should abandon her, Cam. We should fall back to a safe place, warn our folk to the east and then work out what to do next in a rational manner.’

Scowling, Cam began to curse. ‘By the Black Sun herself —’

The rest of his words were lost as the ground began to shake again. This time, the rolling and heaving of the earth went on and on in a sickening lurch. The hide above them swayed violently, and then began to list. Ardamon started up with a yell. ‘The tent’s collapsing!’


In the distance Isidro heard wood cracking, and the low earthen rattle of rocks grinding together. Then, the ground beneath the tent rippled, and with a low, rumbling roar, the hillside began to slip.

Delphine’s power flared, spreading beneath and around them in a shield. Those sitting nearest the tent-poles tried to brace them, but as the earth gave way, the chimney wrenched loose from the stove and collapsed in a gust of smoke. Mira and some of the other women were sitting in the path of the falling metal and, as they scrambled away, Isidro attempted a hasty shield to catch the hot pipes. The lanterns swung wildly, becoming deadly tethered missiles until the poles finally fell, burying them all in the thick, heavy hide of the tent.

When the stomach-churning movement of the earth ended, Ardamon called out, muffled by the hide, ‘Is anyone hurt?’

Nearby, a woman yelped and cursed, fighting her way through the layers. ‘Watch out for the pieces of the chimney: they’re cursed hot,’ Anoa said.

‘What about the people outside?’ Mira called. In the near distance clansmen cursed and horses nickered in panic, while the roar of water sounded much closer than it had been before.

Isidro had been sitting with his back to the tent wall, and had flung himself face down to avoid the collapsing poles. He shuffled back awkwardly until his feet found the edge of the hide and the place where the bed of spruce met the bare ground outside.

Once free, he flung the edge of the tent back as those nearest to him followed him out into the fresh air. Delphine was one of the first, and Mira came scrambling after her, pulling Cam with her as he began to cough again from the smoke billowing from the still-burning stove, the air reeking of scorched hair. ‘Quick, get the tent off before it burns,’ Mira said, and the others still struggling to emerge joined her to haul it free.

Isidro turned to Delphine. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘No, no,’ she said, ‘just shaken. How’s your arm?’

He hadn’t noticed it throbbing until she mentioned it. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. With the tent cover clear, the lanterns lay in the jumbled remains of the frame, and he stooped to snatch one up.

Delphine’s tent had collapsed as well; a gutter of sparks and smoke came from the chimney where the pipe-thimble still anchored it to the tent wall. ‘Oh blast, the books,’ she said, and hurried over to pull the hide clear.


Isidro took stock of the remains of the camp as he helped her. All the tents were down, and the horses were still plunging and panicking at their tethers while Ardamon’s men tried to soothe them. This patch of ground now sloped steeply in the opposite direction of the cant of the hillside, and had slipped dozens of paces below their previous position. The worst of the landslide must have happened below them and the land they were on had slumped down to fill the void.

Ardamon made a head-count and found every soul accounted for, and no injuries beyond a few bruises and the burn to Anoa’s arm where she had brushed against a piece of chimney. Once assured there was no immediate danger, Mira mustered them all to collect the gear and pass it hand-to-hand out of the ruin of the camp.

By the time it was all done and men, gear and horses were all assembled once again on what they could only hope was solid ground, it was no longer truly night at all, but early morning. Mira had her women light a fire and boil a kettle, and cook a hasty meal of bannock to fortify the troops. ‘Alright,’ she said when everyone had a bowl in one hand and a chunk of fried bannock in the other, ‘let’s take stock. Have we lost anything vital?’

‘One of the horses is dead,’ Ardamon said. ‘It broke a leg in the slip. One other is badly lame, and another seems likely to follow.’

‘So what now, Ardamon? We were talking of packing up and heading back east to the folk who loaned us those canoes …’

‘I still think we ought to, but with three horses down we’ll have to carry some of the gear on our own backs.’

‘I still don’t like leaving Sierra to fend for herself,’ Cam said, his voice rasping again. ‘If there’s too much gear to carry, why not leave some of it here? A few of us can stay behind and give Sirri a place to come if she needs help. If you leave the injured horses, too, they might be sound by the time you come back for us.’

‘Lady Mira, I think it would be best for Cam to rest a little longer before he is called upon to travel,’ Rhia said. ‘He’s improving, but he is still not well. Too much exertion could make him ill again.’

Ardamon shook his head. ‘I don’t like splitting the party,’ he said. ‘If Cam’s too weak to travel then he’s too weak to fight, and with soldiers heading our way …’

Delphine hesitantly raised a hand. ‘Let’s think for a moment. If we all go east together we’ll be moving slowly, but if a few of us stay behind, it will free up horses to carry packs, and you’ll move faster without us. If I stay back, I can keep a small camp hidden from any soldiers who come by. I can even mount a defence if it’s needed.’

‘Ardamon, I think she’s right,’ Mira said. ‘Those folk to the east need to hear the warning quickly. If Cam stays, I’ll stay, and if Delphine’s hanging back, Isidro probably should, as well.’ She turned to catch his gaze. ‘I doubt you’d be willing to ride away from Cam again so soon in any case.’

Ardamon scowled at her, but Isidro could see him pressing fingers into his thigh as he tallied up men, horses and gear. At last, he turned to Delphine. ‘You’re certain you can keep them safe?’

‘From soldiers without even a touch of mage-craft? Absolutely,’ she said.

Ardamon sighed and scraped his hands through his unruly hair. ‘Alright then. The rest of us will head east at all possible speed, dump our gear and head back for you. It shouldn’t take more than five or six days. We’ll need to find you a good spot to camp … Isidro, you and I should see to that now, while the rest of you pack.’

Severian was dead, his body crushed and broken by falling stones when the fortress walls collapsed. When weeping servants laid the corpse at her feet, Valeria squeezed out a few tears for the sake of the men, but inside she felt more rage than sorrow. Always a disappointment, she thought, looking down at her eldest son. And no less now than you ever were.

Survivors of the conflagration were creeping in through the dim light of dawn to cluster around the bonfires, shivering and hungry from a night spent without shelter, some wounded in their flight over rough ground in the dark, or trampled by their comrades in the confusion.

The remains of the king’s army had regrouped upwind of the volcano, in sight of the ruined camp. The shocked and sombre silence of the men hardly changed when Valeria’s guards brought the king’s body into the camp.

‘Your majesty.’ A cluster of men awaited her attention, kneeling in neat ranks upon the gritty ash. Lords and captains, they were veterans to a man. It was Lord Endrian who addressed her, a man she had known for twenty years, and who had stood at her side when the savages tried to put her worthless younger son on the throne ten years back. ‘Your majesty, we share your great sorrow. My queen, what would you have us do now?’


Valeria ran her eyes across the ragged survivors, and then turned to the hill to the northeast, where the remains of the fortress clung to the ridge. One tower still stood, but it listed heavily with the supporting walls torn away. Glowing ribbons of lava wove around the base of the walls, and as Valeria watched another portion of ruins collapsed, raising a cloud of ash. ‘We must find Lady Cortana,’ Valeria said. ‘The babe she carries is the son of Osebian Angessovar and heir to the kingdom.’

At the rear of the assembly, a man lifted his head. ‘Your majesty, I saw Lady Cortana fleeing with some of your guards before the fortress began to fall. Forgive me, my liege, but I did not see where they went.’

Valeria favoured him with a smile. Her own guards were trustworthy: they would keep the girl safe. ‘Endrian, set men to searching for loose horses and survivors, and for Lady Cortana. She is carrying your next king, gentlemen, and you will treat her with all respect. Every man who can stand is to be called to duty — we must salvage what we can from the old camp. The men need tents, stoves and supplies, and we must have fortifications in place before the cursed Akharians find the courage to investigate. What do you make of our numbers, Endrian?’

‘It’s too soon to be certain, your majesty, but from what I’ve seen we may have lost three men out of every ten.’

With water and supplies buried or contaminated by ash, that number could rise sharply — and that was before the Akharians learnt of their misfortune and pressed their advantage. Valeria kept her face serene, but inside she felt as chill as ice. ‘What of Kell? Has the lord magister been sighted?’

‘Your majesty, some men reported crossing his path a few hours ago. They hailed him and offered to escort him here, but he refused and sent them on their way. He was said to be heading east, your majesty.’

East? Why in all the hells would the old lecher go east? ‘And the apprentice and the barbarian wench? Have they been seen?’

‘Not to my knowledge, your majesty.’

Gods rot your balls, you old fool, Valeria thought. What cursed game are you playing? He’d assured her Rasten was bound to his will, as obedient as a performing dog and, foolishly, she’d taken him at his word. Those two would have to be dealt with — for this, she’d give them deaths to be remembered for generations — but right now the invaders were a greater threat. Without a mage to defend them, the Akharians would cut through her men like a hot knife through fat.

Kell knew that. He might be an old fool, but he had some wits left. If he had left his home ground undefended to chase down his rebellious underlings, he would know he might well be dooming the last of Mesentreia’s might in Ricalan. Valeria’s belly clenched with sudden anxiety, and for a moment she swayed so violently that Endrian leapt forward to catch her. ‘Your majesty!’

He couldn’t. He couldn’t have abandoned her, not after all this time, after all she’d done for him. It wasn’t her fault the wretched girl had run amok and killed nearly a third of her men — Kell said he could keep her leashed! If he’d had proper control of the wench in the first place, none of this would have happened; Osebian would be alive still, and it would be Cammarian in cinders in his abandoned cold-room. ‘Find Kell,’ she snapped at Lord Endrian. ‘Find him and bring him here, I don’t care how you do it or what you promise him. We have no time to lose, gentlemen, the fate of the kingdom is riding on you all.’

‘Yes, my queen.’

As he turned to the men, rattling off orders, Valeria willed her spinning head to be still. Even if Kell refused to return, all was not lost. She may have to give ground and retreat to the south, but she could send to Mesentreia for another Blood-Mage, and woo more land-starved Mesentreian lords to bring their men north. This was her kingdom, by all the Gods, and she would fight for it to her last breath.

Sierra kicked at the ash and rubble, searching for a fallen tent. She’d found a pair of boots that didn’t fit her too badly, taken from the body of a stable-boy who’d been trampled when the horses broke loose. The rest of her clothing came from similar sources, and it felt a peculiar luxury to be decently dressed once again, after all this time.

The dawn sky was streaked with flame-coloured clouds behind the black plume rising from the volcano. When she found scorched canvas beneath the ash, Sierra glanced around to make sure no one was sneaking up on her, then scrabbled through the contents of the tent.

This time she found what she sought: a little cache of emergency rations tucked away in a birch-bark box. The heat of the ash had melted the pemmican, and the fat had soaked into the hard tack that the Mesentreians often used for rations. The flavours were not a happy combination, but the fat softened the biscuit, and she was so hungry that she didn’t care how it tasted. Sierra sat with the box in her lap and made herself eat slowly instead of bolting it down like a starving dog.

While she ate she scanned the landscape around her, watching for Rasten. Visibility was poor through the ash and steam belching from the lava-pit Kell had created to cover his retreat. Rasten refused to accept the old man was gone — she had left him still searching.

The food satisfied her hunger, but it only worsened her thirst. She was utterly parched, and all her searching had failed to turn up a flask or skin of water. The ash seemed to soak up what little moisture there was, and even the volcanic steam failed to wet the air. When she licked her lips, all she tasted was ash.

A movement through the haze caught her eye, and Sierra watched as the figure resolved into the silhouette of a man striding towards her. She knew who it was long before the figure drew near. Everyone who was able had fled this place hours ago. She and Rasten were the only living things remaining in this blasted landscape.

Rasten crunched over the cinders and stopped to glare down at her. ‘Give me that,’ he said.

Sierra scooped up one last handful of the disintegrated pemmican and soggy tack, and handed the box over.

Rasten scowled as though he’d expected more of an argument. With the box in his hand, he glanced around at the ruin before shuffling a short distance away and hunkering down on his heels to eat.

Sierra watched him as closely as he watched her.

A day ago she had trusted him, to a degree. Now, she would not let him touch her, not if she had any choice in the matter. ‘What next?’ she asked.

Rasten said nothing. He only continued to eat in silence until he scraped the box clean and cast it aside.

‘He’s not dead,’ Sierra said.

‘Of course not! You’d be a fool if you thought otherwise.’

‘Then he must still be out there,’ Sierra said. ‘It’s not over yet. We can still finish him.’

Rasten cast her a dark look from beneath lowered brows. ‘Then go and do it. You don’t need me. You won’t listen to me. Go and do it yourself.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Sierra said.

Rasten turned his face towards the crimson sky and raked his fingers through his filthy hair. ‘All you had to do was hold on. Just a little longer. By the time the first battle came about, we could have been ready — just another few weeks might have been enough!’

Sierra fixed him with a narrow gaze. ‘If you hadn’t tried to lock me down we could have done it last night. If you had even struck when you had the chance! I can’t believe you’d think I’d let myself be used that way. I thought you knew me better than that.’

‘Would you have done it for Isidro?’ Rasten asked.

Sierra was struck speechless. ‘He has nothing to do with this!’ she spluttered at last.

‘Answer the question! You let yourself be captured by the Akharians and what happened there was no different! You stood back and did nothing while those other women were used the same way —’

‘There was nothing I could do! Not without killing the slaves as well! Tigers take you, Rasten, you know that! And not on a stage in front of —’

‘But what if they’d picked you, and you hadn’t been able to weasel your way out of it? What then?’

Sierra turned away with a toss of her head. ‘This discussion is pointless.’

‘Just one night, Sierra, and we would have had him!’

‘How can you say that? How could you expect me to submit? You have no idea —’

‘Don’t I?’ Rasten replied. ‘What makes you so cursed certain?’ As his eyes burned into her, Sierra fell silent, and at last she turned away.

‘If you hadn’t freed the prince, none of this would have happened,’ Rasten said.

‘I’d rather be raped by every king’s man there was than let Kell put my friend in your hands,’ Sierra snapped. ‘I’d do it again in a heartbeat.’

‘But now what do we do?’ Rasten demanded. ‘We’ve shown our hand; he knows we’ve turned against him.’

‘What do we do? We find him and kill him,’ Sierra said.

‘He’ll know we’re coming! Do you think we’re the first apprentices to turn on him? He can do things you’ve never even dreamt of, Sirri, and he’ll be ready for us. You don’t want to know what will happen if we fail. By the time he’s done with us you’ll beg to be allowed to spread your legs for a camp full of soldiers.’


Sierra took a deep breath. ‘Look, he won’t have time for anything like that. The king’s army is in shambles, and the Akharians probably already know that. They can deal with Blood-Mages. With them on one side and us on the other, he won’t have many options. His best chance is to find the Mesentreian survivors and rally them to fight.’

Rasten shook his head. ‘You’re wrong. He won’t stay with the king’s men; they’re no use to him now. You’re missing the point completely, you stupid girl. He doesn’t care about the king, or the Akharians or even the cursed Wolf Clan. All he cares about now is you and me. He’ll do whatever it takes to punish us.’

‘But away from the king he has no allies, no resources, he’s surrounded by enemies —’

‘None of that matters,’ Rasten said. ‘None of it.’ He looked down at his hands. After a moment, he began to pull at the cuffs of his shirt. He tugged the sleeves back to his elbows, studying the skin of his wrists. Then he pulled a knife from his belt.

‘Rasten, stop!’ She struggled to her feet.

He glanced up, and with a flick of his hand a thread of flame-coloured power sprang up between them. It caught her full in the chest and flung her back, hurling her down on the clinking rubble. Sierra ignored the impact, the sharp fragments that dug into her back. She wrapped threads of her own power around Rasten’s forearm, shielding his flesh as he brought the blade against his skin. With a bellow of sheer animal frustration and rage, Rasten leapt to his feet and strode towards her as she lay sprawled on the rubble. ‘Tigers take you, Sierra, I can’t do this any more! I need it to be over! And by all the Gods, if you stand in my way I’ll take you with me!’

She tried to scramble up, but he reached her too soon and threw her down onto the rubble again. He rolled her onto her belly, buried a hand in her tangled hair and dug a knee into her back.

‘Rasten, stop!’ Sierra commanded. Power crackled through her, but she held it in check. ‘Just listen! You’re not thinking clearly. It is over, don’t you see? No matter what happens now, you’ll never be his slave again. Whatever happens, Rasten, you’re free of him now.’

‘It won’t last,’ Rasten growled in her ear. ‘Nothing good ever does.’

‘But we can finish him,’ Sierra said. ‘Don’t you want to live to see that? Don’t you want to see him dead at your feet? Rasten, you’ve waited so long, you can’t give up now. I … I don’t think I can do it without you. I have the power, but only you have the skill. I can’t finish him on my own.’ It was hard to speak with Rasten’s weight on top of her. It was hard even to breathe. Sierra concentrated on the knife in his hand, sensing it even though she couldn’t see it — the blade was glowing with Black Sun’s Fire, and she could feel the energy playing over the metal.

Rasten went very still, pressing all his weight into her back. ‘But …’ he said. ‘How? I don’t see how we can do this, Sierra.’

‘We’ll find a way,’ Sierra said. ‘You know him better than anyone, Rasten. What will he do next? Think! He knows we can’t give up now, so what will he do?’

Rasten stayed silent for a moment, then he released her hair and lifted his weight from her back. When she rolled over to face him, he was sitting on his heels again with the knife still in his hand.

‘He’ll leave Ricalan,’ Rasten said. ‘There’s nothing for him here. I don’t have any allies, but you do. He’ll go somewhere where your friends can’t help. But we have to follow if we’re to have any hope of destroying him — if we wait, he’ll come after us again.’

‘Alright,’ Sierra said. ‘So where will he go? Mesentreia? Akhara?’

Frowning, Rasten shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ He rubbed one hand through his filthy hair. ‘I need some water. I need to think.’

‘Then let’s go find some,’ Sierra said. She stood, and offered him her hand.

Rasten stared at it, and then at her. ‘I know you hate me,’ he said.

‘That’s neither here nor there,’ Sierra said. ‘I haven’t come this far to give up now. We’re in this together, right? We don’t have any other choice.’

Dawn came as Isidro and Mira were leading the injured horses on the slow walk to the new camp. Cam and Delphine had gone ahead with the gear, and the riders who had taken them there would have rejoined Ardamon’s party and be heading east by now.

Since it was impossible to have any privacy in a camp, Isidro was waiting until they were alone to ask something he had wondered about since they’d found Cam. Before he could bring it up, Mira called him over and pushed the lead rope into his hand ‘Here, Issey, can you hold him for me? I have to … I mean, just give me a moment, will you?’


She hurried away, ducking behind a thick clump of bushes while he juggled the two ropes with one good hand. If the horses acted up he would struggle to hold them, but the beasts stood quietly with their heads by their knees, too weary and in too much pain to cause any trouble.

Isidro turned to the west, studying the black plume of smoke and ash. Was Cam right? Would Sierra really ride their way to ask for help and forgiveness? He wasn’t sure what he’d say to her if she did.

When one of the horses hobbled to the edge of the path to graze, Isidro realised he’d been lost in that unpleasant reverie for some time, and Mira had been gone for longer than it usually took to duck behind a bush. He turned back in the direction she had taken, listening for her, but there was only the distant moan of wind and a gurgle of water from the stream at the foot of the hill. Or was there some other small sound, right at the edge of his hearing? He couldn’t be sure.

‘Mira?’ he called down the hillside. There was no response.

Isidro tethered the horses to a wizened tree beside the path and struck out after her, calling her name. After a few moments she answered, but he knew from her voice that something was wrong.

He found her by the streambed, sitting on a flat rock with her face in her hands. ‘Mira, what’s the matter?’

She glanced up, cheeks red and tear-stained. ‘I didn’t mean to make you worry …’

‘Never mind that,’ he said. ‘Are you hurt?’

She shook her head. ‘No, no … Issey, my bleeding started.’

‘I … oh.’ He felt himself flush even before the words sunk in. ‘Oh Mira …’

He sat down beside her, and when she leant towards him he wrapped his good arm around her shoulders as she began to sob.

‘I always knew this might happen,’ she choked. ‘Right from the start I was afraid I only missed my courses out of worry for Cam. I was so scared of having a baby without him, of doing it all on my own with my clan hovering like vultures, especially if you … if you …’

Isidro just held her tighter.

‘And then, we found him, and I thought everything was going to be alright. But I didn’t tell him because my courses were due, and I thought, I’ll just wait. It would be horrible to give him the news and then have to tell him I’d been mistaken …’


Isidro sighed as she buried her face in his shoulder and sobbed. ‘I was trying to find a way to ask if you’d told him.’

‘I wanted to be sure,’ she said with a gulp. ‘I’ll have to tell him anyway, but not yet. He already blames himself for putting us through all this. He’ll only beat himself up if he finds out now …’

The knowledge was like a leaden weight in his chest, but it wasn’t Isidro’s place to pass it on. The fact that they were brothers made no difference.

Mira pulled away, mopping her face on her sleeve. ‘I’ll be alright; I just need a few moments. Really, this would be a terrible time to have a babe. And I’m only three-and-twenty, there’re years and years ahead of me to bear children.’

‘Of course there are,’ Isidro said, searching for the right words to say.

Mira turned to him. ‘Issey, I’m sorry to put you through all this —’

‘Don’t be,’ he told her firmly. ‘Mira, if you hadn’t told me, if it weren’t for you and Delphine doing all you could to make me want to live, I don’t think I’d be here now. I’m grateful, and I wish there was some way I could make this better.’

‘I … well,’ she sniffed. ‘If it did help, then at least something good came from it all. That makes it easier to bear, in a way. But I truly thought I was with child, I was so sick all the time, and so weary …’ She clutched her hands to her belly. ‘But women don’t bleed if they’re pregnant, do they? So I can’t be.’

‘Mira,’ Isidro said with a shake of his head, ‘I don’t know the first thing about these women’s matters. Maybe I could go after the others and bring Rhia back —’

‘No!’ Mira shook her head. ‘No, there’s nothing to be done about it now, and I don’t want any fuss.’

Isidro nodded. The decision was hers to make. ‘Will you promise me you’ll let Cam know?’

‘Of course I will. Just … not yet, or I’ll only start weeping again and he’ll blame himself. I will tell him, Issey, I swear.’ She wormed her way free of his arm and went to the stream to wash her face. When she stood again, her eyes were still red and swollen, but her face was determined. ‘We should get moving again, before the others start to worry.’


‘He was here,’ Rasten said.

‘You don’t say,’ Sierra said, trying to soothe her horse as it stamped and twitched, made nervous by the power choking the air.

They stood at the edge of a blasted crater, the earth scorched to glass. The trees, too, seemed to have been turned to stone — each twig and leaf was a strange ashen shade, and so fragile that they broke at a touch, leaving edges that cut like a scalpel.

She’d barely noticed the corpse until Rasten went to examine it, and he was frowning as he returned to claim his stolen horse. Circling the ruins of the fortress, they’d run into a small party of soldiers. Rasten had commandeered their mounts; the soldiers had handed them over without question.

‘What’s the matter?’ Sierra asked him as he picked his way through the petrified trees.

‘There was no ritual worked on that body,’ Rasten said. ‘He didn’t kill him to raise power.’

‘Then why?’ Sierra asked.

Rasten looked at her as though he couldn’t believe she could be so lacking for wits. ‘To have control. He always does something like that when things don’t go as he planned. You should have seen what he did when you escaped in the winter.’

‘Does that mean he’s not thinking clearly?’

‘Not at first,’ Rasten said. ‘But that would have calmed him. He’s past it now and beginning to plan. He’s left a trail leading south, do you see?’

Mounted now, Rasten started to ride away, but Sierra reined in, and when he noticed he stopped and looked back with irritation. ‘What now?’

‘Cam and Isidro aren’t far from here,’ Sierra said. ‘They’re sheltering in the White Tiger Ranges.’

Rasten’s face darkened, and she hurried to explain. ‘Last night, I felt Isidro looking in on us. The fight must have been visible from a fair way away.’ They would have heard it too — her ears were still ringing from the blast. Sierra bit her lip. All morning she’d been trying to find a way to make a suggestion without having Rasten flare up like a fresh torch. This was by no means the best time, but since he was angry already it seemed there was little to lose. ‘We could ask Isidro for help. He knows this land well, and he’s good at this sort of hunting and planning.’


She glanced up to find Rasten watching her with a cool gaze. He shrugged. ‘Do you really want to take the chance of drawing Kell’s attention to him? He’ll be watching for us, you know. He knows you’re to blame for this rebellion — in one moment you ended the war and made sure he had no place here in Ricalan. I warned you it was dangerous to have friends who could be used to hurt you. What if he goes after them to punish you?’

Her belly constricted to a hard knot. ‘By the Black Sun herself …’

‘I suppose it depends on how badly you want Kell dealt with,’ Rasten said with narrowed eyes. ‘I don’t doubt Balorica could give us good advice, but what chance does he have of defending himself if Kell overhears and tracks him down?’

‘Could we shield against him? In the dungeons we spoke often enough without fear of Kell overhearing.’

‘Speaking mind to mind is a different matter,’ Rasten said. ‘And besides, he still thought me loyal then. Well, Sirri? What’s it to be?’

He was testing her, she was certain of it, testing to see whether she truly meant to see this through to the end or if merely driving Kell from power and from Ricalan would satisfy her. It was so very tempting — the brothers were only a few days’ ride away. For a moment she pictured flinging herself at Isidro’s feet and begging his forgiveness.

But then she had to turn away from that trail of thought, tossing her head like a fly-stung horse. She couldn’t go back while Kell was still free to work harm. The power she held was a dreadful thing, but surely the Black Sun had given it to her for a reason. If she had been made to rid the world of Kell, then she could have no peace until she had accomplished the task.

‘Isidro’s suffered enough,’ she said. ‘I won’t drag him back into this if it risks putting him in Kell’s path once again.’

Rasten watched her for a long moment with a cold and unreadable gaze before turning his horse to follow the trail south.

Staring at his back, Sierra couldn’t work out if he was angry with her for her decision or pleased by it.

Delphine bit her lip as she looked around the neat interior of the tent. The sight of four sets of bedding pushed back against the walls gave her some trepidation — she still wasn’t comfortable sleeping in such close quarters with others — but at least it wouldn’t be for longer than a few nights.

It was only once the work was done and the tent was in order that she remembered she hadn’t taken her daily dose of herbs. Rummaging through her kitbag for the birch-bark case, she discovered that some of her gear was damp. The landslip had knocked a pot of water from the stove, and it must have spilled over her bag. Her first thought was the books and her papers, but they had all been spared, so she hung her clothes out to dry, and then discovered that Rhia’s herbs were also wet.

Delphine measured out her usual dose, frowning to herself as she calculated what was left — there should be enough to last until Ardamon’s men returned, but would Rhia have any more to give her? She would just have to wait and see. While the contraceptive tea was brewing, Delphine wrapped the remainder of the damp herbs in a clean rag and set it near the stove to dry. She was just drinking the last of her tea when Cam called a welcome from the campfire outside, and she heard Isidro reply.

Cam and Mira led the lame and weary horses to a nearby stream to let the cold water soothe their legs. Alternating cold water and hot compresses would hasten the beasts’ healing, Isidro explained, but Delphine just nodded dubiously. She knew nothing of animal husbandry and had never had much desire to learn — but she would have to, she supposed, if she took up Isidro’s offer and stayed here in the far north. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘and I’d best tell you … Mira isn’t pregnant. She only found out this morning.’

‘Oh, the poor girl,’ Delphine said. ‘Is she alright? I thought it was terribly painful to lose a babe.’

‘She didn’t seem to be in pain,’ Isidro said, ‘and I’ve no idea if she lost it or if there ever was a child to begin with. She always said it was too soon to be sure either way.’

‘The poor girl,’ Delphine said again. ‘But at least, with Cam alive, it’s not as bad as it could be. Issey, tell me, are you alright with this news?’

‘I … I am,’ he said after a pause. ‘It’s wretchedly sad, of course, and Cam will grieve when he hears of it, but Mira always said she wasn’t certain. If it weren’t for that, I’d be more disappointed, I think. As it was I didn’t dare hope too much …’ he frowned then, gazing down at the bare ground and the tender spring grass.


‘She hadn’t told him, then?’

‘She was going to wait,’ he said. ‘But she promised she would. We should stay out of their way today.’

‘Well,’ Delphine said, ‘as a matter of fact I have a task for us. If those soldiers do come our way, it’d be wise to have some defences. I’ve found a few mentions of defensive enchantments in the books, and we should see if there’s anything we can use. I think you’re advanced enough to attempt some of them.’

‘It’s a good thought,’ Isidro said with a nod.

By mid-afternoon they’d made a handful of promising enchantments — a few shield-stones, some decoys that gave off a distracting buzz of energy to anyone sensitive enough to feel it, and something called a quietener, which masked a spill of energy that another mage might sense. Isidro made more of the blasting-stones as well, while Delphine focussed her attention on one of the rare milk-white stones they’d brought from the Spire.

‘I … I think I’ve done it,’ she said at last, lifting her head and carefully stretching her neck and shoulders. ‘It’s a wretchedly delicate thing, but I think it’s stable now. Here, what do you think?’ She tipped it into his hands and began working the stiffness from her fingers and her wrists.

‘It feels steady to me,’ he said. ‘But what does it do? I can feel the power in it, but I can’t seem to get a good look at it.’

‘It’s a camouflage device. The old texts call it Tiger in the Reeds. A few of those enchantments have close analogues in the Akharian school, but this is something I’ve never seen before.’

They packed the books away and took the stone to a patch of bare ground, where Delphine activated the enchantment and set it down as a test. Isidro felt the stone pulse with one flicker of energy, and then it disappeared.

Delphine blinked at the bare grass, then hunkered down with a curse and began feeling across the earth. ‘Ye Gods, that was stupid. It casts a kind of shield, you see, which reflects the ground around it like a mirror. It’s not a proper shield — you could put an arrow right through it. Apparently even the best mages couldn’t incorporate any kind of armour into it. Ah, there it is …’ She deactivated the stone and at once it appeared in her hand again, a warm white lump of rock. ‘Well then, the first rule is, don’t put the rotten thing down when it’s in use. Could you feel it at all, Issey?’


‘I could feel … something,’ he said. ‘But not enough to let me find it.’

‘Not entirely Sensitive-proof, then,’ Delphine said. ‘Here,’ she activated it again and pressed it into his hand. ‘You stand right there and let me see how it looks.’ No sooner had she taken a few steps away, however, than she began to laugh so hard that she couldn’t find the breath to explain why. Instead she came and took it from him, and when she stepped back, he saw it himself. It looked as though Delphine had picked up the grassy earth like a blanket and thrown it over her head.

With testing, they discovered that it worked very well on open ground if the user was lying down and perfectly still. When standing next to a tree or on the edge of a stream the disturbance was clearly visible, for the patterns taken on by the shield failed to match up with the features of the land around it. What’s more, the person wielding the device had no way to tell just how it looked. In the right situation Isidro saw it could save lives, but it would take nerves of iron to trust the thing if the enemy was right nearby.

‘Apparently they were used for ambushes quite a lot,’ Delphine said. ‘So much so that the old Ricalani mages crafted other devices to try to detect them. From what I read they worked much as your talent does — they would react to the presence but not allow the thing to be found with any precision.’

The day had grown late as they tested the device, and they were interrupted then by Cam and Mira, returning from the stream. The weather had shifted while Isidro was too engrossed to notice, and dark clouds were gathering overhead.

There was a small cave on the slope above the camp, a tunnel that cut right through the hill from one side to the other, which Isidro and Ardamon had checked over for signs of bears or tigers. The cave itself offered scant shelter as it seemed to catch and funnel the wind, but there was an overhang of rock that made a sheltered spot beside the entrance, and it was here that Cam tethered the horses just as it began to rain. While he checked the tether-lines, Mira gave Isidro and Delphine an odd look. ‘What have you two been up to? I heard you scrambling around up here.’

With that, Isidro was obliged to show her the device, and discovered that while it was completely useless in concealing him if he stood in the mouth of the cave, it worked very well if he held it while pressing himself against the rock wall.


Delphine cast a shield to keep them all dry on the way back to the tent, and then watched, frowning, as the men looked over the trench Cam had dug around it to direct any water away.

‘It should be enough to keep us dry, shouldn’t it?’ Delphine asked.

‘It should, unless the rain gets truly heavy,’ Cam replied.

By sunset, the floor was sodden, and they were all scrambling to get their bags and bedding off the ground before it was completely soaked.

‘We’ll have to go to the cave,’ Mira said, helping Delphine shove all her clothing back in her kitbag.

‘I’m not sure I like that idea,’ Cam said. ‘What’s to say the quakes didn’t weaken the roof?’

‘It seemed stable to me,’ Delphine said. ‘I can always reinforce it if it bothers you.’

‘I like the sound of that better than spending the night standing around with wet feet,’ Mira said.

The draught through the cave whistled around them as strong as ever, but there was one little side-passage just big enough for them all to lie down in. Once the stove was brought in the rock walls reflected the heat back upon them.

‘Well,’ Mira said when they were finally ensconced in the cramped space. ‘Isn’t this cosy? Back in a wretched cave again. I do hope we won’t be stuck in this one for the next month or more.’

Delphine cast a shield across the entrance, constructing a barrier that would keep wind out and warmth in while still letting people out to check the horses, and then looked around with a sigh. There was less room here than there had been in the tent, and she had worried then about being crowded too close for comfort. Still, it was warm and dry, and that was something to be grateful for. She wrapped herself in her blankets and tried to sleep, wondering if she was mad to seriously consider Isidro’s suggestion of making a new home in Ricalan.

After a few hours of fitful slumber, Isidro suddenly found himself wide awake with Delphine pressed against him on one side and the cave wall looming above him on the other. He lay perfectly still, wondering why his heart was pounding in his chest and his mouth felt as dry as a desert. The skin on his back, those healed burns just beginning to lose their fiery colour, prickled unpleasantly, as though his woollen shirt had grown inexplicably rough while he slept.

Perhaps he’d had a bad dream. The nightmares did not come as often these days, but they troubled him on occasion. And he usually knew if he’d had one, didn’t he? Waking always came as a relief — he couldn’t recall rousing like this, with a permeating and unaccountable sense of unease.

Isidro willed himself to forget it and go back to sleep, but as he lay there it seemed his heart was not slowing at all — if anything it was beating harder. In the end he decided the only thing to do was take a look around to settle his nerves.

He crawled out of his furs, found his coat and boots bundled by the door and took them out of their tiny shelter so his fumbling wouldn’t wake the others. Out in the draught he dressed hastily, and then trudged to the end of the passage to check the horses.

They were standing peacefully out of the wind. Neither had lain down, he noted. Horses only dozed on their feet and had to lie down to truly sleep, but they wouldn’t if they felt threatened. They flicked their ears as Isidro came over to rub their noses and check the heat of their swollen knees and fetlocks. Did they seem uneasy? They had both roused at his approach, and as he watched, each of them scented the air and flicked their ears back again to listen to the unquiet night. The rain had stopped, for now, but the wind still thrashed the tops of the trees, and low clouds scudded quickly overhead.

Isidro went back through the cave, past the alcove where the others slept, feeling his way along the narrow, twisted passage. The heavy clouds made the night as dark as coal, but it was darker still beneath the rock: the kind of utter blackness that only exists underground. He wore a lantern-stone around his neck — he touched it lightly with his fingertips — but using it would destroy his night-vision, and so he navigated the hundred or so paces by touch before emerging onto the other flank of the hillside.

He stood there for some time, searching for any movement in the night, but he heard only the crashing of branches. Perhaps he’d felt another aftershock? But surely that would have woken the others, and it would have left the horses spooked. His sense of unease was growing steadily stronger.


There was a soft noise behind him, the rustle of leather and fur. Isidro held himself motionless, but he thought he knew the source. When a silhouette emerged from the darkness, it was the one he expected — Cam, wrapped in his coat with his sword strapped to his side, his sandy hair still mussed and untidy from sleep.

Once they were close enough to see each other’s expressions, Cam raised one eyebrow.

Isidro shook his head and shrugged. Something in the night was still twanging across his nerves like a discordant note.

There seemed to be nothing out there that they would rouse by speaking, but Isidro stepped back into the mouth of the cave where the moaning of the wind would cover his voice. ‘Did something wake you?’ he murmured to Cam.

Cam shook his head. ‘I just knew you were gone. When you didn’t come back after a few minutes I came to look. What is it, Issey?’

Isidro shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I had this feeling. It was probably only a bad dream.’

Cam watched him steadily. ‘I know better than to ignore one of your hunches. Was it something from Sierra?’

Isidro frowned. ‘I didn’t think of that.’ Why hadn’t he? It seemed an obvious answer. ‘I’ll check.’ He crouched on the sodden ground with his back against a boulder, closed his eyes and thought of Sierra.

For once she wasn’t shielded against him — she was asleep, wrapped in a too-large coat and curled on a bed of cooling stones. There was another body behind her, and he guessed it was Rasten. Well, it was better than her being alone, which would leave her low on power and with no one to watch her back.

After a few moments he sensed Rasten, too. Their communication while Isidro was a slave had deepened the connection, but Isidro dared not stray too close. His skill in mage-craft may have grown, but he could not defend himself against so strong a mage.

Just then Rasten stirred, tossing and snorting in his sleep. Isidro held himself still, not daring to breathe until he settled. Then, as he was about to pull back, he noticed another branch on the trail that connected him to the two apprentices.

Every instinct Isidro had told him it was a bad idea, but he had to know.


It was peculiar, the way this mental connection worked. There was no sense of distance; the strength of connection was purely a function of the power of the mages and how deep the track between them had worn. His connection with Sierra was the deepest, with Rasten only a little way behind. This third path was wild and overgrown. There could only be one person at the other end of it. Isidro was under no illusions as to just what he would find.

Kell felt him coming. The old man had reined in his exhausted and stumbling horse, and waited as Isidro crept closer. Then, once he felt Isidro’s full attention on him, Kell summoned a globe of tawny golden light and tossed it into the air. Around him, Isidro saw the steep hills and gorges of the White Tiger Ranges.

The shock of it threatened to break his trance — Isidro only barely held on to it. He pulled back, so quickly that the movement left him dizzy. Somewhere at once impossibly near and yet incredibly far away he could feel his heart pounding in his chest and a sudden fearful sweat prickling on his back.

But Kell’s attention was still on him — Isidro could feel the glow of his power like sunlight on his face. If he went back to his body now and ran to warn the others, he would show Kell exactly where he was and who was with him. He had only one chance to protect his companions.

Isidro steeled himself — somewhere, he felt his lungs fill as he drew a deep breath — and reached for Sierra.

Sirri! I need your help!

She woke at once, spluttering and gasping from an exhausted sleep. Issey?

Kell’s here, Sierra, he’s come east to the ranges. Through her eyes he saw Rasten sit up, yawning as he raked a hand through his dark curls. There was no surprise in his face, although Isidro could feel Sierra’s heart racing to match his own.

Where are you?

Nearly two hundred miles away. He must have ridden all night and all day to get here. Panic was warring with the need to stay calm. Kell could have stayed hidden, but he’d felt Isidro approach and chose to let himself be seen. Isidro had only the barest glimpse of the hillside around him, but everything he saw indicated Kell was in this same piece of country. He could be within shouting distance, even. Sirri, I have to warn the others but I don’t want to lead him to them. Can you shield me, or give me power —

He didn’t have time to complete the thought before she opened her gates and power flooded through him. It came in a molten torrent, a pure crackling stream of force, sharper and more vicious than he’d known before. Isidro had the sense that it could turn on him in a heartbeat.

Call me again if you need more, Sierra said and pulled back without another word, cutting the contact and sending him rushing back to his body.

Power pulsed through his blood like strong drink. It burned in the palms of his hands and his fingertips, and it took Isidro a moment to make sure he had it under control. It was intoxicating — at once the cold air seemed irrelevant, and the night was brighter, as though the power sharpened his sight.

Isidro stood. ‘Back to the others,’ he murmured. ‘Quickly, we don’t have much time.’

Back in the tiny chamber, the women were already awake. ‘Kell’s here,’ Isidro said. ‘He must have ridden all night and all day, but he’s here now, possibly nearby.’

Mira gasped aloud, and pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth for silence.

‘Why?’ Delphine demanded, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. ‘What does he want?’

‘I got a glimpse into his mind,’ Isidro said. ‘He’s here for me, I think. To punish Sierra.’

‘If he made it here so quickly then so can she,’ Cam said. ‘Can’t we seal ourselves in and hide until she gets here?’

Isidro shook his head. ‘There’s no way to keep him off for long enough. In any case, it’s me he wants, not any of you. Sierra gave me power to shield against him, and so it’s possible he doesn’t even know you’re here. There’s only one thing we can do. The three of you stay here, where Delphine can keep you hidden. I’ll go out and lead him away.’

‘The hells you will,’ Cam snarled. ‘I’m going with you.’

‘Cam, don’t be a fool! You escaped from him once; you won’t get a chance to do it again. And besides, we can’t leave the women undefended. Mira’s never fought in a true battle and Delphine doesn’t know how to survive out here, and with soldiers heading our way, too … They’ll need you, Cam.’

Delphine drew herself up. ‘I agree, Cam would be useless against Kell, but he’s right that you shouldn’t go alone. I might be able to help —’

‘Delphine, no,’ Isidro said. ‘You’re powerful enough to be a threat, but that only means he’ll kill you at once. Cam and Mira will need you more. Cam can watch for danger, but he’s only one man and there could be hundreds of soldiers on Kell’s heels. They’ll need you to hide and protect them. I can promise you that Mesentreian soldiers won’t be any kinder to their captives than the Akharian men were.’

‘Isidro, this is suicide,’ Cam said.

‘I’m not so sure,’ Isidro replied. ‘Kell won’t kill me outright — there’s no satisfaction in that. He has to make Sierra watch, that’s the whole point.’ He felt preternaturally calm. Back in his father’s lodge, he’d heard a man speak of being attacked by a bear, and he’d described a feeling very like this. There came a time when struggle was only a waste of strength — all one could do was accept the situation as it was, and wait and hope for an opportunity to survive. ‘I can handle this, Cam. I have an idea. Delphi, those stones you made —’

She reached for her bag and spilled them out over her blanket. ‘I’ll keep a few back but you have the rest,’ she said. ‘Take the blasters. Be careful of the decoys, if you drop one into a pile of dry grass they can start fires, but I don’t suppose that’s much of a danger with all this rain. The quieteners will help if you need to make more enchantments, otherwise he’ll sense you working. Here, have the empty stones as well, they might be useful …’ She piled them all back into the pouch, although she kept some of the dampeners back for herself. Then, she picked up the last stone, the swollen double pyramid that housed the Tiger-in-the-Reeds enchantment.

When she held it out to him, Isidro pulled away. ‘Delphi, no — you’ll need it.’

‘Take it,’ she said, pressing it into his hand. ‘I’ve got time to make another, that’s why I’m keeping these.’ She waved at the dampeners. ‘We’ll be alright, Isidro. I can’t fight him, but I can keep us all hidden, I promise you that.’ Delphine held his head in her hands and kissed him. When she pulled away there were tears in her eyes.

‘Black Sun watch over you, Isidro,’ Mira said.


‘Mira, when you meet up with Ardamon again —’

‘I’ll make sure Delphine has a place with us,’ Mira said. ‘If that’s what she wants.’

‘Do you have everything you need?’ Cam asked Isidro as he arranged the stones in the folds of his sash.

‘Best give me a blanket and a raincoat and a bit of food if you can spare it,’ Isidro said. ‘A water-skin, too. Otherwise he might come looking for the place I’d made camp.’

Cam swiftly put together a bundle and tied it with a leather cord to hang across Isidro’s back. ‘Fires Below, you haven’t even got a sword …’

‘Couldn’t use it if I did,’ Isidro said.

‘Which way are you going?’ Cam asked. ‘I’ll see you out of the cave.’

There was no time for any further farewells. With the bundle secure across his back, Isidro slipped out past the shield with Cam at his heels. At the mouth of the cave, he paused.

‘Tell Sierra,’ Cam said, ‘if she doesn’t pull you out of this fire, I’ll never forgive her.’

‘I’d never tell her such a lie,’ Isidro said. ‘You know she’ll do all she can. Cam, promise me you’ll look after Delphine.’

‘Of course I will.’ Cam folded his arms across his chest. ‘Go on, then. Good luck. Give him hells.’

Isidro gave his brother a left-handed salute, and even managed a grin. Then he turned and strode off into the darkness.






Chapter 17

Sierra’s power left him feeling rested and full of energy. From the mouth of the cave Isidro turned south, stretching his stride to cover ground swiftly.

Kell had a bad leg. Sierra had told him the tale of it, but her information was third-hand at best — it was the apprentice before Rasten who had driven a knife into Kell’s knee. Everyone knew Kell walked with a cane, but now Isidro was beginning to wonder if his disability had been exaggerated. Kell had, after all, just spent a night and day riding through bad weather to reach Isidro while Sierra was too far away to interfere.

He would be exhausted after the ride, and Isidro was in no mind to make the chase an easy one. As he walked he went over everything he knew about this part of the ranges, trying to recall every snippet he’d heard from Ardamon’s scouts and Cam’s descriptions.

Then, between one instant and the next, Isidro found himself back in Kell’s tent, naked and kneeling on a bed of prickling spruce. His hands were bound behind his back, the tail of the rope thrown over a beam overhead and pulled so tight it threatened to wrench his shoulders from their sockets. Rasten stood over him, a glowing poker in his hand …

But Sierra’s power still burned and crackled in his veins. Isidro concentrated on his right hand, trying to flex his fingers. With a great effort, they moved — only a fraction of an inch, but the effort set his wrist and arm aching. The illusion spun from memory and nightmare shattered, leaving him on the dark and windswept hillside once again.

Isidro smiled grimly to himself and strode on.

When the next attack came he was braced for it. This time it wasn’t him in chains — it was Sierra. Chained in the stocks, her lithe form was contorted into such a strained position that he ached to think of it. Dozens of shining steel needles pierced her skin while blood oozed and dripped from the wounds onto the stone floor. Rasten stood behind her, naked, panting and glistening with sweat while she moaned and gasped beneath him.

She enjoyed it, Kell whispered inside his skull. Just as you did, slut.

Isidro ignored all that. It may well have been a true memory, or Kell could have picked it out of his nightmares. Either way, it was irrelevant, and instead of letting it trouble him Isidro concentrated on the thread of power that had slipped into his mind while he was unaware. Kell was following him, hobbling along a narrow deer-track. The tip of his cane stuck in the mud with each step, and Kell had created a tiny mage-light to let him see where he put his feet.

Isidro flexed his fingers again. The ache in his arm rose to a throb, but as before the pain gave him something to focus on and block out the unwelcome images.

Kell was following him. Somehow, the old man could use the connection to hone in on him like a hunting dog following a scent.

Isidro pressed a hand against the stones tucked into his jacket. Was it possible to injure Kell? Could he deal enough damage to weaken him so Sierra and Rasten could finish him off? He didn’t dare dream that he would be able to kill him, not with a handful of enchantments as his only weapon. If it were that easy the Akharians would have rid the world of him months ago. Wounding him, however, would be the next best thing, even if it meant Isidro himself might not survive the night.

It would never work if he doled out the stones one by one. Singly, they simply weren’t powerful enough to do that kind of damage. They would do more good used en masse, and as he mulled it over he thought he knew the perfect place to use them.

On the other side of this hill the track picked a precarious path across a rock-strewn slope, twisting between outcrops and boulders. It had taken him and Mira nearly an hour to coax the hobbling horses across that scrambling stretch.

Isidro spent precious time searching for the best place to lay his trap. He decided on a small gully where run-off from the evening’s rain still trickled and gurgled between boulders and some ice still lingered. One boulder jammed against an ancient tree-trunk created a dam of sorts, and there he buried nine of his twelve blasting-stones, and used a blank to set a simple trip-wire across the path. When all was ready he hurried on, and in his head he kept a silent count.

He was past two hundred when a roar like a thunderclap echoed over the hills. Isidro looked back as a flash of golden-brown light illuminated the night. The blast threw a haze of earth and moisture into the air, and the light set it glowing like fog around a lantern.

Isidro crouched down on the path, closing his eyes and emptying his mind as he searched for any sensation that might come from Kell.

The old man had been flung from the cliff face, but he’d shielded himself as he fell amid tumbling boulders, rubble and sodden earth. Isidro watched as Kell picked himself up with a curse, found his cane and summoned it to his hand with a thread of power. The cane was unbroken — it wasn’t even scratched — and as Kell laid his hand upon the knob Isidro felt power stirring within. It carried enchantments, then, perhaps from stones concealed within the wood.

Kell was bleeding from several places, and Isidro permitted himself a small, tight smile. So, the old man wasn’t invulnerable. It would take him more than a few minutes to find his way back to the path. Isidro had bought himself a little bit of time.

Isidro hurried on until he found a branch in the path, and took the more difficult of the two trails. Even with his useless right arm, he was faster and more nimble than Kell. A few hundred paces further, Isidro set another trap. He used two of his remaining stones, leaving himself one in reserve, and planted them in the soft earth just above the course of a stream. Then he pulled out one of Delphine’s decoys, set it going and then hid it in a dense knot of undergrowth big enough to hold a man of his size.

With the second trap laid Isidro crossed the stream, murmuring a quiet prayer of thanks to whoever had sewn the waterproof seams of his boots. He cut across country to the other, easier trail, but had been on it for only a short time when he saw Kell’s bobbing light heading through the bushes on the far side of the stream.

Isidro hunkered down against a rocky outcrop and pulled out the camouflage enchantment. He would wait until the blast was set off, and hurry out of sight while the noise and light hid any sign of his presence.

But as he crouched, waiting, Isidro wondered if there was truly any point in running further. He couldn’t deny that he was losing this chase. He was like a wounded deer running before the wolves.


Perhaps he should use one of Delphine’s dampeners and turn all the spare stones into blasters. He had enough blanks to bring the cliff down and crush him before Kell could ever reach him … but Kell had already proven he could survive that kind of trap. All it would do was remove Isidro from the fight and leave Kell free to do further harm.

Then, a peculiar thing happened beside the stream in the valley below. Isidro watched as the bobbing light that marked Kell’s position paused, and then he felt a rush of power as shields sprang up to encircle the clump of bushes holding the decoy. Branch by branch, Kell tore the greenery away. If anyone had been hiding in there, they would have been trapped with no escape as their concealment was torn away around them.

It took only a moment for Kell to discover he had been tricked. When he found the stone, Isidro heard him curse in frustration and then quash the enchantment like a bug in his fist. That release of power triggered the blasters, but this time Kell had his shields ready — the golden glow burst up at once.

This was his chance. Isidro ran, bent double, to the cover of a stand of young pines. Since his only asset now was speed, he hurried on, even while his mind set off in a different direction entirely.

Why had Kell taken such care picking through the undergrowth within the shield? He had been unaccountably gentle when one blast would have flattened the vegetation and stunned whoever was hiding within it. A few broken bones wouldn’t matter if all Kell intended was to torture his prize until Rasten and Sierra came near.

As he strode on and rain began to fall again, there seemed only one explanation. Kell wanted him alive, and not just alive but whole and unharmed, or at least as whole as he was now. Why?

The answer came to him at once. Bait.

Sierra had allowed herself to be taken back to the dungeons for the sole purpose of attempting to kill her old master — that must be clear to Kell now. Isidro knew she wouldn’t give up after all she’d sacrificed, but did Kell? Perhaps he thought the best way to draw her into battle again was if she knew the man she cared for was paying the price for what she’d done.

If so, Kell needed Isidro alive for as long as it took to lure Sierra into a trap. But she and Rasten were not far away — they could be on his heels in a day or so. Did Kell mean to engage her here?


It would be risky. Akharian legions, fresh from the parley with the Wolf Clan, were heading down from the north as well as from the west, the latter driving the survivors from the king’s army ahead of them. By the time Sierra and Rasten reached him, there would be enough men around to make facing her difficult. Kell was accustomed to having dozens of warm bodies available to raise power — would he really choose to face Sierra with just Isidro to feed from, when there might be hundreds around that she could draw upon?

He had misjudged Kell’s plans entirely. He wasn’t coming after Isidro to torture or kill him as punishment for Sierra’s rebellion — at least, not yet. He needed Isidro as a pawn in some longer-range plan. Kell needed to isolate her, but what could possibly induce her to follow him into a region so deserted she would be starved for power?

The answer was plain.

Isidro realised at that point that he’d been paying scant attention to the landscape around him. His blind feet had led him into a canyon where sheer, rain-washed walls rose above him and the stream below thundered with water draining off the surrounding hills.

It was as good a place as any. Isidro took out another decoy, activated it and threw it down. Since the last one had heralded a trap, it might give Kell pause, and buy Isidro a little more time to prepare. He walked on until he found an overhang that gave some shelter from the spitting rain. There, Isidro felt along his sash for his last remaining blasting-stone. The enchantment prickled against his fingertips, a peculiar sensation that mingled hot and cold. Then, he reached for Sierra.

She answered at once. Issey, where are you? What’s happening?

He told her briefly of the theory he’d devised. Sierra listened in silence, but he could feel her tension as she sat huddled on the floor of a makeshift tent. Do you need power? she asked.

I’m not sure it would do any good, Isidro told her. I just … I didn’t want you to worry.

She managed a laugh at that, but it was a sound without humour. Oh, Issey, I hope you’re right in this … but if not, I’ll be right here. Just say the word and I’ll give you all I have.

It’ll be alright, he told her, and in that moment he could almost believe it. I have an idea. He felt a wave of relief come from her at that, and wondered that she had such faith in him. He hardly felt as confident in the matter as she seemed to.

Then Kell came into view along the path, and there was no more time to talk.

Isidro went still as Kell paused beside the decoy. The old man was leaning heavily on his cane, but with one curt glance at Isidro he raised a hand and loosed a bolt of power to blast the pebbled bank where the buzzing stone lay. Its annoying hum winked out as the ground burst open in a spray of rock and earth.

Kell stomped forward, still limping heavily but heading straight for Isidro. ‘No point running any more, boy,’ Kell said, and despite the cold, the exertion and his weariness, his voice was strong and hard. His tone reminded Isidro somewhat of War-Leader Dremman’s.

‘No point at all,’ Isidro said as he reached for his lantern-stone. With a touch he set it glowing, and then held up the last blaster for Kell to see. The old man was close enough now that Isidro could read his expression — Kell’s eyes narrowed, but he did not slow his pace.

Not until Isidro popped the stone into his mouth and swallowed it.

With a lurch Kell flung a hand out and sent a cord of power to wrap around Isidro’s throat. It tightened like a garrotte, cutting off the flow of blood as well as air, but it was too late: the stone was gone. When Kell realised what had happened, he snarled a curse, and wrenched Isidro to his knees with the noose of energy.

Even as he fell to the sodden ground, Isidro felt the molten flood of power course through his limbs. Sierra said nothing, but he could feel her watching through his eyes.

‘You’d be wise not to make me angry, boy,’ Kell snarled as he hobbled closer. ‘It takes no great effort to make what has gone down come back up again.’

Isidro pressed a hand to his ribs. He could feel the stone prickling and tingling from within — a very strange and decidedly unpleasant sensation. ‘And what’s to say I won’t set the thing off if you try?’ he asked, gasping around the rope of power. ‘What use is a dead hostage in tempting Sierra to come to you?’

Kell stopped in his tracks. As his face contorted with rage, the choking cord around Isidro’s neck fell away, but he could feel the Blood-Mage’s power still building.


The sorcerer loosed all his fury into the rock that rose above them. With a deafening roar, the cliff overhead burst apart.

Isidro snapped up a shield. Sierra’s power leapt like quicksilver to his command, and the veil of light that sprang up around him was streaked with her vivid and brilliant blue, threaded through with lightning bolts.

Kell shielded himself almost as an afterthought as rubble rained down. The blast changed the course of the stream flowing through the canyon, and once the noise and the rubble settled, the waterfall some way behind Isidro’s back petered out, leaving silence as its thunder dwindled to a trickle and then a drip.

‘You’re bargaining with me, boy?’ Kell demanded. ‘You’re trapped like a rat. I could kill you with one blow!’

‘But what use am I dead?’ Isidro said. ‘I’m worth far more alive, and if you want to keep me that way, you’d best keep your hands and your knives to yourself.’

‘You think you’re clever, you wretch? You crippled and worthless coward. I made you beg for mercy once, and I can do it again!’

‘If you try,’ Isidro said, ‘you’ll lose your only chance of making Sierra come to you on your terms instead of hers.’

Kell curled his lip and spat on the rocks at his feet. ‘If you think you’re going to escape me to hide behind her skirts, you’re a fool. You should have been born a woman, boy, for the way you snivel and cajole. Get up! Get on your feet. We’ve a ways to go yet before dawn.’

Sierra stayed in the tiny, makeshift tent until she could be certain that Isidro was not in danger, at least for the moment.

Rasten had left in silence some time before. Once she had her frayed and exhausted nerves under control, Sierra went after him.

He stood a few hundred paces away, with his back to her, and as Sierra strode towards him she felt her hands bunch into fists of their own accord.

She struck him with all the force she could muster. He was ready for it, and tried to wrest her power from her, but Sierra was quicker now, and smarter. She whipped it away before he could get a grip, letting it melt and flow like water through his grasp. As Rasten turned to face her she struck again, blasting away the ground beneath his feet to open a crater that sent him reeling. With one more shove she laid him flat on his back on the broken earth.

‘You knew this would happen!’ she snarled, and hurled a bolt of lightning at him. Rasten scrambled to catch it on a shield. ‘You knew he laid a false trail! You made us waste hours doubling back and searching for his true path. Black Sun take you, Rasten, we could have stopped this!’

With one great effort Rasten summoned all his strength and shoved aside the tangled cords of power that held him against the ground. He sat up, scrubbing the loose earth from his hair. ‘And what if we had?’ he asked. ‘What if we’d ridden day and night, until we were close enough that Kell couldn’t pause without us catching up? What then? We’d be exhausted — and we’d have killed our horses as he has done his. Perhaps we could have run him to ground … but he knew your friends were there. What would have stopped him from taking them hostage, or simply killing them all and riding on?’

‘I could have warned them!’ Sierra snarled. ‘They have the Akharian mage with them, she could keep them hidden, and if we were that close he wouldn’t dare stop to hunt them down.’

‘Are you sure of that?’ Rasten demanded. ‘And then what? Would you have ridden on without seeing them? Spurred your foundering horse past without even stopping to see how your friend Cammarian fared, without stopping to ask forgiveness from the lover you abandoned?’ He looked away from her; the last few words were more spat than spoken.

Sierra felt herself go very still. ‘So that’s what this is about.’

Rasten got to his feet. ‘Isn’t it? You were happy enough to make camp for the night while Kell flogged his dying horse to pull out of our reach, but Balorica’s in danger and you fly into a towering rage! What would have happened if we’d pressed on? Would those friends of yours have given us shelter?’

‘Of course they would!’ Sierra shouted.

‘And would you have raised a hand to stop them when they wanted to put a knife in my back when I slept?’ Rasten thundered. ‘I can imagine what they’d say! You’ve done enough by destroying the king’s household and driving Kell from cover. The Akharians can deal with the rest of it. A Blood-Mage on the run is a Blood-Mage half in the grave.’

‘I … that’s …’ Sierra frowned. ‘That’s not a bad plan.’


Rasten just snorted and turned away.

‘Don’t you walk away from me!’ Sierra snarled. ‘This isn’t over!’

‘Oh, but it is,’ Rasten said. ‘Balorica is Kell’s prisoner, and you won’t rest until he’s safe. That’s all there is to the matter. Now I know you won’t desert me. Now I know you’ll see this through to the end.’

He walked away, leaving Sierra standing amid torn earth while power coiled and crackled around her. He was right. Now she had no choice in the matter, not unless she intended to leave Isidro to Kell’s utter lack of mercy. Sierra felt sick, and she folded her arms across her belly. ‘By the Black Sun herself, Rasten, I was prepared to trust you!’ she called after him. ‘I was going to give you a chance to show what kind of man you could be without Kell forcing your hand.’

‘Neither of us are free of him,’ Rasten said. ‘We won’t be until he’s dead, and I don’t trust anyone else to see that job to the end. The Akharians won’t care if he vanishes so long as he ceases to trouble them, but now you’ll chase him to the ends of the earth if need be.’

Sierra stared at him, not quite believing what he’d just said. ‘That’s why you’ve done this? You honestly thought I’d back out and leave you to deal with Kell alone? After all I’ve been through?’

‘All you’ve been through is nothing!’ Rasten shouted. ‘Ten years, Sirri! You were on the rack for what, a month? For ten years I’ve been in your place, so don’t you dare talk to me about all you’ve endured! And at least you have somewhere to go — friends to fall back on once it’s all over — there’s not a soul in Ricalan who will take me in!’

Sierra drew a ragged breath and pressed a hand to her eyes. ‘Rasten, Kell killed my family just as he killed yours. Yes, I’ve made friends on the outside, but he tore their lives apart, too!’ She was struggling to hold on to this small shred of calm. ‘They give me more reason to want him dead! When I left them at the Spire I vowed I’d see this to the end. There was no need for you to go and pull another innocent life into this Gods-forsaken mess.’

‘Innocent?’ Rasten demanded. ‘What innocent?’

‘Isidro had no part in this!’

Now it was Rasten’s turn to scowl at her as though she’d started speaking gibberish. ‘He’s no innocent.’

‘How can you say that? He’s had no part in this filth —’

‘Are you mad? Of course he has!’


‘But it wasn’t his choice! He never wanted it.’

‘And we did?’ Rasten demanded.

Sierra found herself speechless. ‘It’s no excuse,’ she spluttered at last.

Rasten stared at her for a long moment before explaining, as though to a child. ‘He’s not an innocent. He knows what Kell can do: he knows he must be destroyed. The others with him? They are innocents — they’ve never been in his hands. I thought you understood this. I know Balorica does.’

Sierra dashed tears from her cheeks. ‘How can you know that?’

‘He protected them, didn’t he? I know what happened there as well as you do, Sirri. He led Kell away to protect them, and then he allowed himself to be taken. He made his choice —’

‘There was no choice —’

‘There was!’ Rasten roared. ‘He could have died! He chose to live and help us instead —’

‘What kind of choice is that?’

‘It’s more than we had! And it’s more than you gave him!’

Sierra tried to speak. The words died in her throat. She was weeping again, and she struggled to speak while choking back sobs. ‘I … Rasten, I don’t understand, I don’t know what you’re saying at all …’

He folded his arms and gazed down on her with his chin stubbornly raised. ‘You left while he was unconscious. You left without a word to your friends as to where you were going or why you’d made that decision. And yet you were surprised that Cammarian put himself in danger to come after you? Since you came into his life Balorica has lived and breathed for you, Little Crow, even I could see that — and you left him without a word. And yet you say I gave him no choice in the matter?’

‘That’s not the same thing at all!’ Sierra said. ‘I didn’t put his life in danger —’

‘Really? You took away the one thing that gave these folk you call friends any power to bargain with.’

‘You … you wanted me to leave!’

‘I don’t deny it, but you can’t deny that you left them all in the lurch.’

‘They would never have let me go!’

‘You don’t know that! Balorica’s a clever sod: the Gods only know what he might have come up with. He’s suffered at Kell’s hands, too — don’t you think he’s earnt the right to help bring him down?’ Rasten turned away, raking his hands through his ragged curls. ‘In any case, Sirri, I had no part in setting Kell on his trail. Balorica managed that himself by looking in on us after Greenstone. If you and I felt it, Kell certainly did, as well.’

‘You should have told me,’ Sierra said. ‘I could have warned him!’

‘If I had, your friends would be dead,’ Rasten said. ‘Kell would have killed them if he couldn’t take his prisoner, and then he’d strike at us while you were mired in grief. It’s better this way — the innocents are still alive and Balorica is in a position to help us.’

Sierra couldn’t think straight. She felt utterly torn. She crouched down on her heels, blinking away tears as she gazed up at the great cloud of volcanic ash still spread across the night sky, illuminated from within by the flicker of lightning. ‘They’ll be worried sick, not knowing what’s happened to him.’

‘They are innocents,’ Rasten growled. ‘They don’t know what they’re facing, what they stand to lose or gain, not like Isidro did.’

‘And so you’ll use him —’

‘Yes, just as I’m using you. But you knew all along what I wanted from you, Little Crow, and you came back to my hands anyway. Why shouldn’t we use him? Doesn’t he have a debt to settle as well?’

Sierra ground her hands into her eyes and gulped a breath of the green spring air. She couldn’t argue any more. She was sick of it, sick of the struggle and the fear, the worry and the guilt. ‘I won’t forget this,’ she told him. ‘If Isidro dies, the blame will be yours. Remember that, because by the Black Sun, I won’t forget it.’

Rasten hooked his thumbs into his belt and watched her from beneath lowered brows. ‘That’s neither here nor there. I’ve taken so many lives already; do you think one more will trouble me? I’ll do whatever it takes, Sirri, and you’d best remember that. Now go get some sleep. We’ll be riding on at first light.’

Kell made Isidro kill all but one of the horses. The first was the poor beast he’d ridden near to death — it was too weak to stand, and Isidro suspected it was foundered and would be in agony by sunrise. Cutting its throat was a mercy.

Kell knew about the other two horses, and the tent that had been abandoned at the onset of the heavy rain. Isidro’s heart sank as he made him march back to the camp, and it took all of his concentration and his will not to let his nerves show.

Once they reached the tent Kell hobbled straight up to it, poked his head inside and, after a moment’s inspection, pulled away with a grunt. ‘You’re out here alone?’

Isidro was tall enough to see over his shoulder, and inside the tent he made out a single bed on a dense bed of branches, and the ashes of a cold fire with river stones strewn all around for want of a stove. ‘We came to look for Cam,’ Isidro said, spilling the first tale his mind could dredge up. ‘We found his horse dead, but no sign of him. The others got spooked by the storm Sierra brewed up, and the earthquakes. They went back, but I stayed.’

‘Alone?’ Kell demanded. ‘A cripple like you?’

‘A cripple and a nuisance, with no kin to complain if I don’t return,’ Isidro said. ‘The horses were lamed and would only slow them down. They said I might catch up once they healed, or I could stay here and keep searching.’

‘The wretched prince must be dead, along with his worthless mongrel brother,’ Kell said. ‘But never fear, you’ll join him soon enough. Go trot those horses out. You’d best hope they’re sound, or you’ll be carrying a pack instead.’

One of the horses was mostly sound, thanks to Cam’s efforts. The gelding still limped badly, so Kell drew a long dagger and ordered Isidro to run it through. Isidro had no choice but to obey, aiming behind the gelding’s elbow with one swift, clean thrust. Then, he butchered the warm and bleeding carcass at Kell’s order, gutting the beast and pulling out the liver and the heart. As he cut some meat from the hindquarters, Kell sliced up the offal with his little eating-knife, and ate it a scrap at a time. When he’d had his fill he sliced off a chunk of liver and threw it to Isidro, who fumbled the catch with his clumsy and blood-slippery left hand.

‘You’d best eat that,’ Kell said as Isidro frowned at the bloody morsel. ‘For you’ll get nothing else until sunset, and then only if I’m pleased with you.’ With a gesture he cast a wall of light around Isidro, an enclosing shield, and then stomped away into the cave.

He stayed there for so long that Isidro’s heart began to pound once again. But he forced himself to eat, even though the raw and steaming flesh made his stomach turn. He would need the strength before the day was out, and Drosavec had taught him and Cam to eat fresh raw meat and keep it down — hunters and warriors both had need for energy derived quickly without the luxury of a fire.

After a time Kell hobbled back out of the cave, his expression dark, and Isidro relaxed a little. The others ought to be long gone — someone had arranged the tent as though he was surviving here alone, and then retreated — though perhaps they were lingering nearby to see what became of him, hiding beneath an enchantment and not daring to move.

‘Saddle the horse,’ Kell said, ‘and pack up all this gear. I want you with a pack on your shoulders in fifteen minutes, boy, or else you’ll feel my cane on your back. I can’t imagine you’re going to tear your own guts apart for the sake of avoiding a beating. Get to it, before I grow impatient.’

It is, Isidro thought, going to be a very long night.






Chapter 18

Cam jammed his fists against his belt, looking down at the butchered carcass of the horse. ‘Son of a bitch.’

The sight of the dead beast, legs limp and guts spread out across the ground, made Delphine’s stomach turn. Was Isidro lying like that somewhere in these hills, with crows swooping down to eat out his eyes? She’d been having such thoughts all night.

She turned away as Mira returned from her circuit of the cave and the old camp site. ‘He’s still alive, I’m sure of it. The only blood is from the dead horses, and the gear we left is gone. One old and crippled man couldn’t move it all, and wouldn’t bother to take it just for himself. He means to keep Issey alive, I think.’

‘Given what keeping him alive involved in the past I’m not sure that’s a comfort,’ Delphine snapped.

Cam gave her a dark look. ‘Sirri got me out of the king’s fort right under Kell and Rasten’s noses. She’ll pull Isidro out of this, too.’

That was luck, Delphine thought. And her luck is bound to run out eventually. This time, she bit back the words before they could spill. ‘I’ll see if I can find the gear we hid under that cursed enchantment,’ she said instead. ‘Or else we’ll have a wretchedly cold time of it until the others return.’

They’d spent a miserable night crammed into a crevice high on a neighbouring ridge. None of them had slept a moment, and Delphine was cold, exhausted and faint with hunger.

There had been no time to carry away their gear. It had all been piled in a hollow near the camp and hidden beneath the camouflage enchantment. It took her nearly an hour to find it.

Once their belongings were found they held a brief discussion; or at least Cam and Mira talked while Delphine listened in silence, having nothing of value to offer. The question was whether to move to another location, which would be difficult without horses to carry the equipment, or establish a new camp nearby. There was no suggestion that they would set up again on the site where Isidro had been captured.

In the end they decided to stay in the area. If Kell returned, Cam reasoned, he could find them wherever they went. Moving would only make Ardamon worry when they were not waiting where he expected.

The rest of the morning was spent constructing a tiny lean-to, huddled beneath an overhang sheltering them from the still-threatening sky. Once the frame was covered with lashed-down branches, Cam took his shovel and stalked away without a word. Delphine poked around inside the shelter for a bit, trying to convince herself that the glow of the lanterns would drive away spiders. However, even with the light and the stove warming the rock-face that glowered down on them, the interior was so lonely and grim that she soon joined Mira at the fire outside, even though it was trying to rain and a chill breeze had sprung up.

Delphine tried not to think about Isidro as she drank a bowl of scalding tea. ‘Where’s Cam?’ she asked Mira once she had shaken the dregs from the bowl.

‘Seeing to those horses,’ Mira said. ‘They’ll only draw predators if they rot where they lie.’

‘What’ll he do, bury them? That’s a cursed big job for one man. Why didn’t he ask for help?’

Mira shook herself. ‘Oh, of course, I should have told him. He hasn’t seen what you can do, Delphine. I’ll go and tell him now.’ She started to rise, but Delphine waved her down again.

‘No, no, I’ll go myself.’

The cave was only a few hundred paces away. By the time Delphine found Cam, he’d dug knee-deep, but had struck a rock at one side of the pit and was searching for the edges of it.

Delphine glanced at the horse and then quickly looked away from the gaping hollow of its belly and the fly-covered pit on its haunches. ‘I can help you with that, if you like,’ she said to Cam.

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Cam said, pushing hair back from his face with a filthy hand. ‘I think I’ll go mad if I don’t have something to do.’ He turned his attention back to the rock.


With a sigh, Delphine crouched down and touched her hand to the stone as she gathered her power. With one sharp crack, a chunk of rock broke away and toppled down into the hollow. Cam’s feet, as luck happened to have it, were safely out of the way.

He threw his shovel down and crouched to roll the stone out of the pit.

‘How much do those horses weigh? Four, five hundred-weight?’

‘Couldn’t say. I don’t know how you Akharians reckon weights.’

‘How do you intend to move it?’

He nodded to a nearby tree, a stout young sapling. ‘Tie a rope to the forelegs, then loop it around the tree for a pulley. I’ve moved dead horses before, Delphine. It’s easier when there’s not a wounded man pinned under the beast.’ He picked up the shovel again.

‘Well, if you change your mind …’ Delphine said. She knew she ought to leave him to whatever comfort he could find in hard work, but her feet refused to take her, and all she could do was grind the toe of one boot into the muddy ground.

Cam paused to look up at her with sweat-streaked hair falling into his eyes. ‘Spit it out, Delphi.’

She pressed her lips together, not entirely sure she liked him using the short form of her name. ‘Cam …’ She didn’t want to say it. She didn’t want to admit that she felt so utterly helpless. But what good could come from hiding it? ‘What do we do now?’

With a grunt of irritation he drove his shovel into the soil and sat heavily on the edge of the pit. ‘Delphine,’ he said, hiding his face in his hands. ‘I don’t know. There’s nothing we can do, is there? Even if it weren’t suicide to follow him, there’s no way we could without horses. We have no way to get in touch with Sierra, and no help to offer her if we could.’

‘She’ll do all she can to help him,’ Delphine said. ‘I mean, just look at the risk she took to help you.’

‘I know. And yet it was still a cursed close thing — a few more days or one more bout of bad weather and I’d’ve been dead when you got to me. And if I hadn’t gone chasing off after Sierra in the first place, Isidro would never have been here within Kell’s reach —’

‘And if wishes were horses we’d ride to the fair!’ Delphine snapped. ‘This is all a waste of breath.’


‘Sierra was able to help me only because Rasten and Kell didn’t know she knew I was there,’ Cam said. ‘This is a different matter. Rasten’s seen Isidro as a rival ever since he and Sierra took up together; and as for Kell … Weren’t you the one who said a Blood-Mage always kills his victims to ensure they can’t gain power?’

Delphine pressed her lips together.

‘So there we have it. Kell and Rasten both want him dead. Sirri will do her best, but …’ Cam shrugged. ‘She couldn’t defeat Kell when she had a whole army to feed her power. I just can’t see how this can end well.’

‘Isidro is resilient, clever and resourceful,’ Delphine said. ‘He’s been in bad spots before and pulled himself out.’

‘I hope you’re right, Delphine. I really do.’ Cam stood and pulled out the shovel once again. ‘You might ask Mira to show you how to tie a hook and cast a line. We’re low on supplies, but if you can catch a fish or two we’ll have food in our bellies tonight.’

For the next week she tried to keep herself busy, burying her head in the books as she deepened her understanding of the Ricalani philosophy of mage-craft and searching for any way of making contact with Sierra. Sometimes, to rest her eyes and give her mind a chance to go over what she had learnt, she joined Cam and Mira as they fished in the stream or roved over the hillsides in search of wild food. Ardamon and the others were due to have returned by now, but Cam and Mira showed no concern that they were overdue — the earthquake was likely to have blocked paths and changed the course of streams, and the party had no mages to help them clear the obstacles swiftly. In any case, a delay of a few days seemed unimportant in the face of the loss they’d suffered.

Late morning on the eighth day, a hunting-horn rang out across the hills, bringing Cam charging back to camp from the snares he was checking on the far hillside. ‘That came from our old camp near the landslide,’ he said.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Mira said, rubbing sleep from her eyes. She’d been dozing within the shelter, and came crawling out at the sound. ‘But … we didn’t have a hunting-horn in the gear we took from the Spire, I’m sure of it.’

‘Perhaps they brought one from the homestead,’ Cam said, but there was uncertainty in his voice. ‘Or perhaps Ardamon’s trying to warn us of something.’


Mira gave him a narrow glance.

Cam turned to Delphine. ‘Those books — I suppose everyone knew you brought them from the Spire.’

‘Yes, they must,’ Delphine said. ‘Everyone saw us working with them …’

‘What made you think of that?’ Mira asked Cam, and he shrugged.

‘They’re the only thing we have of any value. And didn’t you say your kin had made some kind of agreement with the Akharians? What happened to the rest of the books from the Spire?’

‘I hid them before we left,’ Delphine said. ‘I knew my people would only take them back to Akhara.’ She shook herself. ‘You’re quite right. We should hide them.’

‘How? There’s no time to bury them —’

‘I have a better way.’ Delphine hurried back to the shelter.

She swiftly excavated a chamber in the rock wall and shoved the books in, wincing as the century-old carved and inscribed leather covers were scraped against the rough stone. She shoved all her notes into the hole as well, rolling them up in sheafs and stuffing them into the gaps. All she kept out were her personal papers, her letters and other important things, which she shoved into the front of her jacket before sealing the cache closed.

The task was just finished when the riders came into sight. Mira started forward, but after a dozen paces she glanced back with a frown. ‘Cam, do you see who’s in the lead?’ Her voice had grown suddenly tight.

‘I do,’ Cam said, and his voice was heavy.

‘What’s wrong?’ Delphine asked. ‘Who is he?’

‘My cousin, Hespero,’ Mira said. ‘He’s Ardamon’s half-brother, one of Dremman’s elder sons.’

Ardamon was riding behind him with one hand on the reins and the other resting on the hunting-horn tied to his belt. Behind them came mounted men wearing Ricalani salmon-skin coats with red tunics peeking out from the collars.

‘Akharians,’ Mira hissed, retreating to stand beside Cam once again.

‘Cousin Mira!’ Hespero called out as the riders drew near. He was smiling, but the expression put Delphine in mind of Mage-Captain Presarius’s smirk, and she decided she didn’t like the man at all. ‘You look well, if a little ragged, and I expect you’ll have had your fill of roughing it after this.’


‘Cousin Hespero,’ Mira replied. ‘What brings you here? I’m surprised Uncle could spare his right-hand man.’

‘Father has entrusted me with a rather delicate mission,’ Hespero said, and then turned his attention to Cam. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again, your majesty.’

Delphine felt Cam go as still as stone beside her. ‘What did you say?’

‘You didn’t know? Your elder brother was killed in that conflagration to the west. You must have heard it from here, surely. The king is dead, long live the king!’

‘We heard it,’ Mira said, and she glanced at the Akharians. ‘Who are these men?’ There were more of them coming into view behind, roughly equal numbers with the Ricalani men. Delphine’s hands began to shake.

‘All in good time, cousin,’ Hespero said. ‘I see the Akharian mage is here, but Cam, tell me, is your foster-brother nearby?’

‘He’s not,’ Cam said.

‘Are you certain? Only these gentlemen,’ he nodded at the foreign soldiers, ‘will be obliged to search. It would be better if he gave himself up.’

Cam folded his arms across his chest. ‘They can search all they like, but they won’t find him. He’s not here.’

‘Where is he?’

Cam said nothing. Delphine opened her mouth, but at his warning glance she shut it again, and laced her fingers together to still their trembling.

Hespero turned to Ardamon. ‘Ardo, bring Mira’s horse forward.’

Ardamon signalled a man to the rear of the party, who led out a milk-white horse with a finely decorated harness, utterly incongruous next to Mira’s worn and filthy clothes.

‘Hespero,’ Mira said, and her voice took on a dangerous tone. ‘You will explain to me what’s going on here.’

‘Why, I’ve come to escort you home, cousin,’ Hespero said. ‘It was most considerate of you to come to the aid of an old lover, but you have a wedding to prepare for.’

‘Oh?’ Mira narrowed her eyes.

‘If you hadn’t ridden off so rashly, you might have had your say in the matter,’ Hespero said. ‘Now it’s too late: all’s been decided.’

Ardamon dismounted to take the horse’s red-dyed reins, and led it over.


‘Ardamon,’ Mira hissed as he came near. ‘What in the Fires Below is going on?’

He cast his brother a dark look. ‘I’m not entirely sure. I wasn’t told about this.’ He raised his eyes to meet Cam’s. ‘But I have a feeling it’s going to end badly. My apologies, Cam. There was no way to turn them around.’

Cam inclined his head, a fraction of an inch. ‘Some things can’t be helped.’

‘Isidro … he’s not here?’

‘He’s well out of this,’ Cam said.

Hespero started his horse forward when they began to talk, and he came close enough to hear just as Cam spoke. ‘It’s a nuisance, but no great matter,’ he said, and raised a hand. ‘We’ll find him eventually.’ At his signal, the Akharian soldiers also started forward. ‘Ardamon, get her out of here.’

Mira snatched the reins and advanced on her cousin, pulling the horse behind her. ‘I’m going nowhere until you tell me what’s going on, Hespero.’

‘Mirasada, haven’t you embarrassed yourself enough in front of our allies?’ Hespero hissed. ‘This is not the time for one of your scenes.’

One of the men coming towards her was a Battle-Mage. Delphine felt his power held poised and ready to strike, and with a sudden pulse of fear she reached for Cam’s arm just as Cam reached for the hilt of his sword. Muttering a curse, he tried to step in front of her, but Delphine seized his sleeve and fumbled in her sash for the stones, keeping her eyes on the advancing mage. ‘Get ready to run,’ she hissed in Mesentreian.

Delphine pulled out a blaster and hurled it to the ground at the man’s feet. It exploded with a dull crack and a flash of white light, tearing the earth apart and blasting clods of mud into the air. She retreated, pulling Cam with her — or perhaps it was Cam pulling her, afterwards she was never quite sure — and as they ran Delphine hurled another stone. They were tiny things, no bigger than the knuckle-bones children used as toys, but the men who saw them coming scrambled from their path as though she’d flung hot coals into a bathhouse. Horses reared and squealed in panic as the second stone hit, and with men shouting in confusion the party broke apart. Somewhere within it, a man was screaming, a raw and guttural howl of pain.


The stones gave them the blessing of confusion, but already men at the back of the party had pulled their frightened horses out of line and spurred them forward, circling around towards Cam and Delphine.

They would need something more to get out of this mess. Delphine shook her hand free from Cam’s and summoned her power. With a single breath — out to centre and ground herself, in to swell her chest as she steadied herself against the rush — Delphine raised her hands, channelling the power from her spine down her arms and to the focus-points on her palms. Then, with a sweeping gesture she sent it out in two violet-coloured jets, twisting and curling like vines that bit into the ground and vanished, branching and spreading out beneath the surface.

A heartbeat later, a twenty-foot stretch of ground between them and the soldiers burst apart into spurting jets of steam and spluttering earth, spitting a protective screen of mist and dirt into the air, a brownish haze as thick as fog.

Then Cam grabbed Delphine by the arm, and they ran.

The soldiers were only a few paces behind, so they didn’t get far. By the time they reached the wall of rock, Delphine had found the rounded white stone tucked into her sash. Cam pulled her up against the stone so that the damp moss and fine, feathery ferns tickled the back of her neck, and Delphine activated the enchantment, casting the camouflaging shield over them both.

A bare instant later, a handful of Akharian soldiers came charging out of the fog. They ran right past their hiding-place, close enough that Delphine could have reached out and touched them.

Other men, some mounted on snorting and sweat-streaked horses and some on foot, emerged slowly from the haze, while an Akharian voice directed the search. Within the steam and fog, the injured man was still screaming, and another fellow shouted for bandages and ordered some unseen person to hold the poor sod still.

It took five minutes for those jets of steam to stop erupting, or as near as Delphine could say as she counted in the deafening silence of her head. She and Cam were hidden in plain sight, and any noise could give them away. She tried to inhale silently, but her heart pounded so hard within her chest that the effort of keeping her breathing slow made her light-headed.


The haze began to clear as the men who had gone running past returned. Hespero had dismounted, and was holding the reins of his twitching, stamping horse with one hand propped on his hip as he consulted with the Akharian commander, their voices rising as their discussion grew heated.

‘Commander, I made it clear that my people have no means to deal with a sorcerer. She was your responsibility, not mine!’

The Akharian, his dark skin flushed even darker with anger, turned back to his assembled men. ‘That mage is a city rat born and bred, she should stand out in this forest like a pox-ridden prick in a temple. Get out there and find her, you useless pack of dogs! The cursed prince, too, I want them both in chains by midday, or I’ll have every fifth man flogged!’

‘Galloric,’ Hespero called to the milling Ricalani men. ‘Detail a dozen men to help search. They must have left some tracks.’

Cam drew a sharp breath at that, but after a moment he relaxed. The milling men and horses and the scattered earth hurled up by Delphine’s blast had covered any prints they’d left.

As the men moved off, Delphine could finally see the extent of the damage she’d wrought. An Akharian man lay limp amid the craters, each one nearly as deep as her waist and as wide as she was tall. The screaming had finally stopped, but a man kneeling at the wounded soldier’s feet was still hurriedly wrapping a bandage around a stump that ended where a shin should have begun.

‘Mira!’ Hespero bellowed, face red and eyes bulging in anger. ‘Mira, get over here! This is ridiculous, there’s nowhere in these wretched hills to hide, you must know where they are!’

Mira had been talking fiercely with Ardamon, but now she left him holding the reins of her horse and stalked over to Hespero. ‘Cam knows these hills well. He spent enough time in them in the service of our clan, or had you forgotten that?’

‘Curse you, Mira, this is no time to be sentimental! Have you forgotten he’s an Angessovar? A son of the same line that has stolen our lands, left us undefended before invaders? Son of the one who brought Kell to our lands?’

Mira put her hands on her hips. ‘You sound like a Mesentreian yourself, Hespero, with all this talk of bloodlines and sons. Cam is an Angessovar in name only — he is Queen Leandra’s heir, raised and trained by her most trusted advisor. He is the last of the royal line, and the throne is his by right!’

Hespero gave her a thin-lipped smile. ‘No, cousin, it’s ours. The Angessovars are finished, a noxious weed pulled up by the roots, with only a few scraps left awaiting the flames. Do you really think any true northerner will support the last scion of a despised line over the clans they have served and followed all their lives?’

‘How can you think our people would be content to serve alongside those who have raped and murdered their kin and countrymen? How much have you taxed the loyalty of honourable men by asking them to take food and drink with those who brutalised their sisters and daughters? They know full well that if it weren’t for all Cam has done, the folk we freed on the slopes of Demon’s Spire would be halfway to the Akharian slave-markets now. You would be wise not to forget that, Hespero, for I’ll make sure the folk of Ricalan don’t.’

Hespero’s face darkened with anger. ‘Enough of your wretched blather, Mira! Where are they?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ she said with a toss of her head. ‘If you want them, Hespero, you’ll have to find them yourself.’

The search went on all day, with neither of them daring to move a muscle. The Ricalani men withdrew after midday, taking Ardamon and Mira with them, but the Akharian troops remained, along with a second Battle-Mage. She could feel his power as he stalked past their hiding-place, but it seemed he was too drenched with his own power to sense the tiny field their device gave off.

It was well dark before Cam allowed them to leave their little niche. First he ventured out alone, leaving Delphine to flex legs stiff and aching after more than twelve hours of standing immobile. Her belly was cramping with hunger, her throat parched, and she was chilled to the bone and desperately needed to relieve herself. After a brief scouting trip Cam returned to hustle her across the open ground to the nearest patch of cover, and from there they made a slow and cautious journey from one patch of shadow to another. When they had gone only a little way, Cam pointed out a thin, silvery gleam of light in the gloom, which after a few moments of hard staring resolved into a streak of moonlight reflecting off the hand-guard of a soldier’s sword as he stood watch. At that point Delphine’s heart began to race again, and she hardly dared lift her eyes from Cam, watching for any signal to freeze and stretching her shorter legs to step only where he trod.

After a terror-filled hour of this creeping motion, Cam decided they could take a moment to rest. Delphine ducked behind a patch of scrub to attend to her most pressing needs, and when she returned Cam handed her a tangled puff of pale green threads. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘I could hear your belly growling as we walked.’ He had a handful himself, and took a bite.

Delphine stared at the lichen, the same stuff that festooned the upper branches of the trees. Old Man’s Beard, the native folk called it. She took a cautious mouthful. It was dry and bland, but not unpleasant, and she washed it down with icy water from the stream. ‘I don’t suppose we could have a fire,’ she said.

Cam shook his head. ‘Too dangerous. With food in your belly, you’ll warm up when we start moving again.’

Delphine nodded, although she wasn’t certain she believed him. They’d escaped the soldiers thanks to her, but it was Cam who would keep them free and alive, if that were possible. ‘What do we do now?’

He took another mouthful of the lichen and frowned down at her as he chewed. He was younger than Isidro, she remembered — eight years her junior to Isidro’s seven, but in the darkness and weary after a long day, he seemed older. ‘We’ll come up with something,’ he said.

Delphine pressed a fist to her still-aching stomach. ‘You should know, my power isn’t like Sierra’s. She can draw power whenever there’s someone to feed her, but I grow weaker if I’m hungry, cold or tired, and I need rest and food to recharge.’

Cam nodded, his eyes lost in shadows. ‘I understand.’

‘Cam, that man … the one who was hurt.’ She couldn’t bring herself to own the awful damage that was done to him. ‘Do you think he’s dead?’

He hesitated, and it seemed to her that he decided not to lie. ‘Yes.’

Delphine turned away, covering her face with her hands.

‘But if you hadn’t acted, we’d both be in chains right now. You did the right thing.’

Delphine shook herself, and tried to push the image of the bloody, truncated limb from her mind. ‘So,’ she said, ‘what’s our plan?’

‘We evade the soldiers looking for us, and then find some way out of these wretched hills. It’s not much of a plan, but at least it’s simple.’


And then what? Delphine thought, but she didn’t say it aloud. They were on foot, unarmed, with no shelter and no supplies — achieving just the first part would be difficult enough.

They set out again, following the edge of the stream, weaving through gullies and along game-trails. Cam sacrificed speed for caution, and after half an hour or so Delphine heard the snort of a horse in the darkness ahead. Stones clattered as it pawed the ground, and a man’s low voice soothed it with nonsense words.

Delphine froze even before Cam raised his hand in signal, and with his next gesture, they retreated. Until that moment Delphine had been growing sleepy, but she found herself wide awake and shaking again as Cam guided her around the hillside and away from the noise of the man and horse.

He paused in a rocky gully.

‘Why are we stopping?’ she demanded in a whisper.

Cam looked troubled. ‘I’m going to check out that noise.’ Delphine shook her head, but Cam settled his hands on her shoulders. ‘I swear I’ll be careful —’

‘But what if it’s a trap?’

‘That’s why I’ll be careful! Look, it doesn’t make sense for men to search on horseback at night. Horses don’t see well in the dark, and this ground is too rough to give chase. Mira may have sent them to help us.’

‘Or it could be a trap,’ Delphine said.

‘Yes, or that,’ Cam said. ‘I’m going to find out.’ He fumbled inside his jacket and pulled out the bundle of lichen he’d collected earlier. ‘Here. If I don’t come back —’

‘Don’t say that!’ Delphine hissed.

‘Hush,’ he told her. ‘If I don’t come back, this will keep you going for a few days, and you can hide yourself with the device. Go south and try to find some herders. They’ll be driving their flocks into the hills soon, but they’ll stay south to avoid the Mesentreians and the Akharians.’

‘But I’m an Akharian!’

‘It’s your only chance, Delphi. If they catch me I won’t lead them back here. If I’m not back in two hours, go on alone, and head south. Got it?’

She was furious, but she held her tongue and only gave him a sullen nod.


When he was a dozen paces away, Cam stopped to look back, but he couldn’t spot the shield. Shaking his head at the wonders the old mages had wrought, he took a moment to fix this location in his memory, and then retraced their steps.

Cam turned off the path early and started up the damp hillside, aiming for a spot that would let him look down on where he’d heard the horses. He stayed low, crawling on his belly over the wet ground.

As he climbed, he thought about Hespero. Cam had only met Dremman’s favoured son a handful of times — Hespero had commanded men for years, and was often out patrolling on the clan’s southeastern border, where settlers and outlaws were likely to make trouble. His men were old hands and loyal … but Mira was well respected, and Cam had gone out of his way to make friends with the Wolf men when he’d been travelling with Dremman’s army. Would Hespero’s troops put their loyalty to their commander above their distaste for the Akharian alliance? Or would they support Mira and the man who could have been their king above the demands of those who had so recently been enemies?

Keeping to the densest undergrowth, Cam crept to a position overlooking the rocky gully where he’d heard the man and horse.

There were two horses on the rocks below. They each carried a full kit, with saddles bearing bedrolls and other gear — an axe, a bow and quiver, and a few pots and pans lashed down on the load.

The man holding the reins had his back to Cam. It was only when an owl glided silently overhead and he looked up that Cam saw it was Ardamon. He was perched on a rock, huddled against the cold and wearing only indoor clothes, as though he’d crept out of a tent with no time to equip himself for a chilly spring night. His manner was far from watchful, however — he sat hunched, staring at his feet like a lad given sentry duty as a punishment.

The location was bad: a deep, rocky gully, much like the one he’d hidden in while fleeing Severian’s men. Once within, it would be easy to be trapped. Ardamon had his flaws, but stupidity wasn’t one of them — he would have known the site was a poor prospect. The only conclusion Cam could come to was that he was bait in a snare, and he wondered what had been done to make him go along with it.

Cam spent some long minutes searching for lookouts, and was about to retreat when a voice drifted down from above.


‘He ain’t gonna show,’ a man muttered in Akharian. ‘That Ricalani lord is no fool.’

Another voice made a tch of disgust. The men were lying on a ledge directly above him, a place Cam had decided not to aim for, because it would leave him too exposed to other watchers.

‘I could have told that dog Hespero it’s a waste of time. I was there in the north when all this began: I heard what this’un did down in the caves. That particular fox is too clever to take bait so neatly laid out for ’im. We’re out here freezing our bollocks off for nothing.’

‘I tell you what,’ the other said. ‘I’d rather risk my bollocks to freezing than chase after the Blood-Mage.’

‘Too bloody right. I spoke to some poor bastards who had to bury what was left of those as crossed his path. I hear he’s heading west now — with any luck the cocksucker will cross the fens and become some other legion’s problem.’

‘I heard some officers talking about it,’ the soldier said. ‘Seems the younger two mages are trailing the old one. At first the commanders thought they were still working together, but it looks like they’re hunting the old bastard.’

‘Well then. No sense getting involved in a war between Blood-Mages, is there? With any luck they’ll destroy each other. It won’t be our problem, in any case. With the Blood-Mages gone we’ll get back to clearing out this wretched forest.’

‘Even better,’ the voice whispered, ‘the general has agreed to leave the dogs’ lands alone, but you’ve seen how the villages in the north are scattered all over the place. In the south there are proper towns and farms, and we’ll take back the slaves we lost in the north. We’ll get our end-year bonuses still, you’ll see. It’ll be richer pickings than we’ve had so far. Cursed good thing, too; I was getting bored of those squint-eyed northern sluts.’

He’d heard enough, Cam decided. It was time to leave. He shuffled back an inch at a time, fighting the urge to hurry, but by the time he was safely on the path again, his heart was still beating hard and his knees felt weak.

Cam would have walked right past Delphine’s niche if she hadn’t taken down the shield to meet him. ‘Oh, by all the Gods, you were gone so long I was sure you’d been seen!’


‘No, but it was a close thing,’ he said. Her dark skin had turned sallow, and her eyes were wide with fright. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

‘I saw a tiger. It walked right past me, Cam — it knew I was here. It looked at me and snarled. Dear Gods, it was huge …’

Cam settled his hands on her shoulders and felt her tremble. ‘Did you drive it away?’

‘No, it watched me for a moment and kept walking.’

‘That’s a good omen, Delphi. Seeing a tiger is a sign the Gods are watching you.’

‘It is?’ She blinked at him with huge eyes, and drew a deep breath. ‘What did you see?’

‘That bastard Hespero has laid a trap with the Akharians so we can’t go that way … but at least we’ve had a bit of a rest, and we’ve got a good few hours until morning.’

Cam led her on, away from the trap. Hespero had blocked the best route out of this patch of country. Path-finding in these hills was not easy; away from the established routes one had the choice of following game-trails or cutting a new track across rough ground, and either was likely to lead to an impassably steep slope, or a gorge that could only be crossed by rope-bridge.

He tried to think, racking his memory, but after spending a full day and most of the night cold, hungry and exhausted, Cam knew that his mind was sluggish.

There were two priorities — stay out of sight, and find food and a warm place to sleep. They couldn’t go on much longer without a meal and warmth. How would they survive so early in spring with even less than he’d had when Sierra helped him escape? There were ways to stay warm without a stove and tent, but preparing a firebed and rain-shelter would take hours, especially with a belt-knife as his only tool. I’d give my eye teeth for a hatchet, he thought as he trudged on, not entirely sure of his direction when the pole star was hidden behind the steep hills.

They’d been walking for twenty minutes and were crossing a natural dam when Cam recognised a ledge and lip of stone. This small waterfall was where he’d come to fish and refill his water-skin while he’d been waiting for Isidro and the others to find him. They were not far from the hovel he’d made for himself, and he’d used the old tent-hide and some cord to construct the shelter. There was a chance it had been left behind, along with the horse blanket and some salvaged tack.

Once the abandoned shelter came into sight, Cam saw the dark shadows of horses tethered to the fallen tree, and his heart sank once more. Not again, he thought. What chance do we have if that wretched Hespero is always two steps ahead of me?

Cam pulled Delphine into a patch of spindly bushes. It was cursed poor cover, but there was little else on this hillside — it was the reason Cam had chosen it for a refuge, it was impossible for anyone to sneak up or lie in wait for him.

Delphine peered through the bushes, chewing on her lower lip. ‘How could they have known we’d come this way?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Cam said, ‘perhaps Ardamon told Hespero about this place before he knew what the son of a bitch had planned …’ But as he spoke, a niggling doubt crept into his mind. Ardamon was the black sheep among his father’s sons; that was why he’d been left to lead Mira’s personal guard instead of going to war with the Wolf Clan’s army. The exact location of Cam’s shelter seemed too unimportant a detail for Ardamon to volunteer.

While he thought, Delphine was still peering around the dark slope. ‘If there were people watching the last trap, they must be here too, yes? But where are they? I think we’re in the nearest patch of cover. I suppose they could be hiding up in the trees …’

‘They’d have to be,’ Cam said. ‘There’s nowhere else.’ After a moment’s thought, he sighed and bowed his head. He’d have to check it out. ‘Wait here.’

‘Cam —’

‘Just wait!’ Weariness and worry were making him short tempered. Delphine said nothing, but she fumbled inside her coat to give him a handful of lichen.

‘Thanks,’ he said quietly, and tore off a mouthful to chew as he started another slow circuit. Starting down-slope first, he found the tracks where the horses had been led in, as well as the prints the men had left as they’d retreated.

Cam felt horribly exposed as he made a cautious loop, moving from shadow to shadow and tree to tree, searching for any sign of men. There was nothing, no sound and no other tracks. The forest was perfectly still. The horses, hobbled, were dozing peacefully with hind-legs cocked until he went upwind and they caught his scent. When one snorted and lifted its head, Cam froze, and waited. Nothing happened. There was no sound, no movement from the trees around him.

One of the horses had something pale tied to its bridle. At first he took it for a hollow bone, the sort used for a needle-case. It took several moments for his weary mind to identify it as a slip of paper, tightly rolled.

With a deep breath, Cam crossed the carpet of fallen foliage. Once he drew close, the horses both reached for him with velvet noses, lipping his palm in search of bread or other treats.

Cam pulled the slip of paper from the bridle and unfurled it, but it was too dark beneath the canopy to make out anything more than the vague shape of letters scratched onto the page. ‘Delphine?’ he called softly across the clearing.

At once, she popped up out of the bushes and started over. When she saw the note in his hands, she pulled out her lantern-stone and crouched down against the side of his old shelter to hide the light.

Cam, it said.

If you’ve found this then you’ve evaded that wretched ruse of Hespero’s. Please don’t be angry at Ardamon — Hespero threatened to turn Anoa out with only the clothes on her back if Ardamon didn’t do as he was told.

The men are deeply discontented with their orders and the alliance both. They know Leandra named you heir, and neither Kell nor the Akharians would be in Ricalan if her will had been carried out. Now that they know Hespero always intended to deliver you to the Akharians, they feel dishonoured by the deed.

But it is clear to me, my dearest love, you must remain in hiding. My clan will not rest until they are rid of you. Delphine, too, is in danger — the Akharians have accused her of treason, and I hear she may have been tried in absentia. I fear for both your lives if the Slavers catch you, for you will be beyond my aid. You must at all costs stay safe. To that end I have had my men equip these horses and leave them where I hope you will find them.

Don’t worry about me, Cam — I have loyal men around me, men who know you and your deeds and who are stung by the dishonour of treating a good man so badly. I cannot ignore the rot that has spread through my clan any longer — I must take a stand and root it out, or else you and the others will never be safe. I’ve given you what money and supplies I could gather. It wounds me deeply to abandon you like this, but I suspect you see the truth of this matter as clearly as I. Please stay safe.

With all my love,

Mirasada of the Wolf It was marked with Mira’s seal, but at the bottom of the sheet there was another entry.

Madame Delphine,

I would have you know that I honour you greatly for protecting my beloved. When this matter with my clan is settled, you may request of me any boon that is within my power to grant.

M

Cam shoved the slip of paper into one of Delphine’s hands and went to look over the horses. They were fine beasts, and between them the packs contained the same kind of kit Ardamon’s bait mounts had carried — tent, stove, cooking pots and blankets, as well as a hatchet and a bow with a quiver of arrows.

Delphine read through the letter again, and then turned to Cam. ‘So we just … set out on our own?’

‘We don’t have much choice,’ Cam said as he began tightening the girths and unbuckling hobbles.

‘But … on our own? Isn’t it awfully hard to survive?’

‘We’ll do alright in the summer,’ Cam said, thinking, but if we’re still running loose in the winter we could be in trouble.

‘I can’t believe the Wolf Clan would just hand you over like that,’ Delphine muttered.

‘Oh, I can,’ Cam said. ‘The clan has their own plan for Mira, and it doesn’t involve me. With the last Angessovar gone, and the Wolf the most powerful clan in Ricalan, the throne is theirs, as Hespero said. No one else in the land will contest it.’

‘If my people get their hands on you they’ll probably take you for a Triumph,’ Delphine said. ‘Do you know what that is?’

‘I’ve heard of it,’ Cam said as he stuffed the hobbles into the saddlebags. ‘Mount up. We should get well away from here before dawn.’

‘But Cam, what are we going to do?’ Delphine asked as she scrambled into the saddle. ‘They’re not going to stop searching for us — can we really stay out of their net?’


He and Isidro could have done it, perhaps, if luck was on their side and Isidro still had two good hands, but Delphine had little experience living rough and even less at staying hidden. ‘It won’t be easy,’ he said, ‘but what choice do we have?’ In the past few weeks he’d run out of allies altogether. First Sierra had gone, then Isidro and now Mira.

Delphine seemed to be following the same trail of thought. ‘So here we are on our own, while Isidro’s holding out against Kell and Sierra’s going after him with Rasten … I just wish we knew where they were all going.’

Cam remembered then what he’d overheard from the Akharians. ‘West,’ he said. ‘Kell’s heading west, and Rasten and Sierra are going after him.’ He briefly told her of the muttered conversation that had been carried out above his vantage-point.

‘Well,’ Delphine said, ‘maybe we should follow them.’

‘Into Akhara? Where they want to execute me and do the Gods only know what to you?’

‘They’d have to find us first. We both stand out here, what with my skin and your hair, but no one would look twice at us in the empire, Akharians aren’t all dark-skinned like me, you know. No one would suspect we’ve gone there, and they can hunt through these hills to their heart’s content. If I can get to a bank I have a little money put aside … and Isidro and the others might well need our help, if they survive the battle with Kell.’

When Cam twisted around in the saddle to face her it seemed she could read the doubt in his eyes. ‘Well, would you rather spend the next few months skulking around these wretched hills?’ she asked. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to actually do something to help our friends, rather than sit back and let them fend for themselves?’

She did have a point. ‘You realise it’ll mean weeks of travelling like this,’ he said. ‘Riding at night, staying out of sight, probably running for our lives as often as not.’

‘Well, won’t we have to do that anyway?’

‘Can you make more of those blasting-stones?’

‘Oh, easily. Look, Cam, I just can’t bear to stay here and do nothing. I simply can’t.’

Cam scowled down at the ground, and then glared at the trees blocking his view of the sky. ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ he said. ‘Right now we need to ride.’






Chapter 19

Isidro kept his gaze on the seething flames, trying to ignore the ragged moans of pain from the other side of the camp. Kell had found another fleeing soldier, and Isidro knew he would spend half the night amusing himself with this new toy.

He turned over his left wrist to examine the stone pressed against his skin. Kell had bound the enchantment with wire, and even if his ruined right hand had had the dexterity to manipulate the metal, he couldn’t pry the knots loose — Kell had fused them with a touch of power. Now, a week later, the burns were healing, but it would take a pair of blacksmith’s shears to release the cuff. Any attempt to use power on the stone or the wires sent a lance of agony through his arm, feeding Kell a fresh flux of power into the bargain.

Isidro had spent all of the first day planning his escape. The horse fell lame again within a day, but Kell had stumbled across a handful of fleeing soldiers and slaughtered them, keeping their horses and one of the men. The old man would have to sleep sometime and as the first screams rang out in the evening air, Isidro was already planning where to go when he took the remaining horses and fled.

Of course, Kell had guessed his plans. He used the power raised by the ritual to create the enchantment and its partner, which he carried himself. It permitted Isidro to be only a short distance away from Kell before the enchantment woke and sent a searing pain through his nerves — the first touch of it was enough to bring him retching to his knees. The range varied according to Kell’s whim. He could, if he wished, make it unbearable for Isidro to be anywhere but right at Kell’s side, and he’d used it more than once to swiftly raise power. With the stone and wires in place, Isidro had been forced to put any thoughts of flight aside.


The strangled moans from Kell’s latest victim had stopped, but the Blood-Mage wasn’t cursing and raving, so it was likely the man had just fainted. If he had lost another victim to apoplexy before the ritual was complete, Isidro would have heard the explosion of rage by now. He stirred the fire in the trench again and thought about checking on the horses, but swiftly pushed that idea aside as well.

The torture of Kell’s first victims had left Isidro shaken, and to find comfort he made pets of the horses, as though tending them could somehow make up for his helplessness in the face of that horror. When they had crossed paths with a party of Akharian soldiers a few days later, Kell took fresh mounts and turned his knives on the beasts Isidro had taken such care of. He attacked the soft parts, the eyes, lips and ears and hacked through the flesh and bone of the tail, injuries that would not kill, but leave the beasts helpless to feed or drive off the biting flies drawn by oozing blood. Since Kell could not raise power from animals, Isidro knew it was done solely for his sake, because he’d made the error of letting Kell see him take refuge in the work. After that, Isidro made certain not to give the old man anything that could be used against him.

Once the fire had burned down, Isidro spread the coals out and shovelled earth into the pit, tramping it well so no air could reach the cinders. Then he wrapped himself in his blankets and lay down on the warm earth, pulled the ground-sheet over his head in case of rain, and tried to sleep.

When he woke the next morning as dawn flooded the sky, Kell was out of sight inside his tent, and the camp was still.

Isidro stretched carefully beneath his blanket, reluctant to leave his still-warm bed. There was no force on this earth that could have compelled him to go into a tent with Kell, and so he always slept under the open sky, even when the weather was bad. It was better not to make the old man rouse him, so at last Isidro rolled out from under the blankets and began to build up the fire. As he put a pot of water on to heat, he heard a low moan behind him and felt his stomach clench into a knot.

Kell’s victim was still staked out on the ground. He never bothered to clear the carrion away, but this was the first time Isidro had seen him leave a sacrifice alive. The morning was still too cold for flies, but once the air warmed they would scent the blood and come to feed. When the man moaned again Isidro began to turn towards him, hesitated, and then forced himself to look. He tried to avoid letting Kell’s entertainments fix themselves in his memory, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn his back on the suffering soul.

A discarded knife lay beside the ruin of flesh, its blade black and crusted with old blood. Gulping down his rising gorge, Isidro allowed himself to take in the sight piece by piece. There was no chance the man could recover from what Kell had done, but if he had survived this long then shock and blood-loss were unlikely to finish him off soon. It could take days of exposure to wear him down, unless scavengers found him first.

Isidro’s eyes kept tracking back to the knife. He’d performed his share of mercy-killings on a battlefield. One swift stroke was all it would take, otherwise Kell would ride away and leave the poor wretch blind, helpless and in agony, praying for release.

Isidro glanced towards the tent. Of course, Kell would be furious, but was Isidro truly so afraid of that anger? He had a code of honour that he had clung to despite all that had been taken from him. Betraying it now would be an act of surrender he was not prepared to make.

With a silent curse, Isidro circled around the spread-eagled body and snatched up the knife. Power was thick around him, tainting the very air he breathed, choking and cloying in his throat like foul smoke.

Isidro crouched beside the body, trying to avoid taking in the details of flayed muscle, yellow bone and the silvery coils of intestines. His hand trembled as he gripped the hilt — it still didn’t feel as strong or as sure as his right hand once had, and he said a silent prayer to the Black Sun to steady his aim. ‘May you find peace in the next world, you poor bastard,’ Isidro murmured in Akharian, and he sank the knife between the ribs, aiming for the heart.

The world around him convulsed — there was no other way to describe it. The cloud of raw power coalesced into interwoven lines of force, a net that covered him and the twitching, gasping corpse quivering beneath the knife. Too late, Isidro saw the trap. Even if he’d known how to escape Kell’s noose, it was too late — he sensed power stirring through the sigils and, as the victim shuddered and died, it hit him like a torrent. Power flooded through the blade, bit into his palm and then surged through to fill the channels he’d constructed under Delphine’s tutelage. The force of it hurled him back against the soft, moist earth as his muscles cramped and spasmed.

Isidro rolled to his knees and retched into the grass, as though the tainted power was a poison his body sought to expel. Over the blood thundering in his ears and the hum of power in his head, he heard the rustle of the tent-flap as Kell emerged and crossed the clearing to stand over him. ‘Boy, you are as predictable as the tides,’ Kell said. ‘And yet you’re lucky, too. Do you have any idea how long an apprentice ordinarily has to serve before they earn the right to be initiated? It took that whore Rasten four years, although I must say he took it in a more manly fashion than this. You’re marked as a Blood-Mage now. Keep that in mind, should you still be entertaining the thought of escaping your master. Now, I think it’s time for breakfast. I want steak, rare and juicy. See to it.’

The Akharian soldier gazed steadily at the ground as he knelt with his hands tied behind his back, trembling and pale with fear.

After seeing the remains of the soldiers Kell caught, Sierra thought, he was probably just relieved that he’d only been bound hand and foot, not stripped and staked out like a fresh hide.

She crouched on her heels in front of the soldier, and watched him shift his gaze to her feet.

‘Why are your comrades following us?’ she demanded in Akharian.

The soldier didn’t move, didn’t so much as clear his throat.

Sierra grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled his head up so he was forced to meet her eyes. ‘You know we can make you speak.’

The glance he gave her was utterly impassive, then he lowered his eyelids again.

With a hiss of annoyance Sierra raised her right hand and let her power flow.

Rasten unfolded his arms and caught her wrist, with a creak of his leather coat, ‘Leave him to me. You’re a novice at this craft, Little Crow, and we don’t have the time to let you hone your skills.’

Sierra wrenched her hand free and stood. When Rasten turned his dead eyes to their prisoner and drew his knife, she took a step back, and then as he kicked the prisoner onto his back and planted a knee on the man’s chest, she stalked away, heading back to their tent and the campfire.


They were camped on the barren valley floor west of the Greenstone River, on lands the Akharians had swept across at the start of winter. The ruins of the king’s fort and the volcano that had engulfed it had dropped out of sight below the eastern horizon.

The bare land made Sierra’s skin prickle with unease. She did not like camping out in the open, but with the Akharians tracking their movements it made little difference whether they spent the night here or in the deepest, thickest copse. Even though this way no one could creep up on them, nothing could make her like the situation. They were out there even now, watching. She felt like a leopard on the hunt, dogged at every step by a mocking crowd of jays.

As Sierra crouched by the fire to warm her fingers, she realised her hands were shaking. She hadn’t heard any cry from their prisoner, and glanced over to see that Rasten still held him down, but had the knife in a neutral position, its blade unbloodied. The prisoner was talking, though, and with a muttered curse Sierra turned away and clenched her hands into fists to quiet the tremors.

Could she really have tortured the man? For no purpose other than to gain information? The knowledge was hardly vital — it was clear from the way the Akharians were scattered that they did not intend to interfere. It was only when their scrutiny grew maddening that she and Rasten had run one to ground. After the first few patrols attacked unaware of what they faced, the rest scrambled to stay out of their way.

Sierra loosed her controls and let her power flow, bursting from her hands in a glowing nimbus of light. She could have shocked him without feeling a strain upon her conscience — she still did such things by accident all the time, even with the improvement Rasten’s training had wrought. How was that any different from wielding a knife? For that matter, how was it any different from stepping aside and leaving Rasten to handle the blade? There were times when failure to prevent an action was a close cousin to performing it herself.

Sierra wrapped her arms around herself and bit hard on her lower lip. The truth was that she just couldn’t decide if she cared if the soldier was tortured or not. She found it difficult to look on an Akharian without remembering what it had felt like to be a woman in the slave camps, trapped, powerless and terrified she would be chosen next. Somewhere near her heart she carried a little coal of hatred for these latest foreigners to invade her land and murder, rape and enslave her people. But when the coal flared and caused her fury to rise up, so did the image of Kell, gloating down as she and Rasten knelt beside the stocks, awaiting his command. The thought of being like him, even in the smallest part, filled her with revulsion. Sierra felt as though there was a war raging inside her, and with each day that passed the battle came a little closer to tearing her apart.

The snort of a horse and the sudden thud of hooves on sodden earth startled Sierra out of her daze. She stood and looked around to see their prisoner riding away as though all the demons of the underworld were snapping at his heels. Frowning, Sierra turned to Rasten, who was cleaning his knife on a scrap of rag as he strode back to the fire.

‘You let him go?’ Sierra asked.

Rasten hesitated, giving her a wary look. ‘I … I didn’t see the point of killing him.’ If Sierra was confused, Rasten seemed even more so as he glanced after the retreating soldier.

‘You told me never to leave a live enemy behind,’ Sierra said.

‘Little Crow, at this point the whole world would be glad to see us dead. They’re only staying their hands to give us a chance to destroy Kell. When all the nations of the world are our enemies, I don’t see much point in killing one man.’ He refused to meet her eyes as he spoke. Mercy? From Rasten? It wasn’t the first time he’d shown it, she reminded herself.

‘I’m hungry,’ Sierra said. ‘I’ll start cooking, and you can tell me what the Slaver told you.’

Rasten didn’t know how to cook — he’d never had occasion to learn. Sierra didn’t mind the work; the earthy, domestic chores seemed to ground her, letting her feel briefly normal again. As she punched down the bread-dough that had been rising since the morning, then coiled logs of it around green twigs and propped them over the coals to bake, Rasten told her what he’d learnt. ‘Kell and Balorica are heading for the fens. Now that the Akharians have stopped trying to engage with him, he’s riding west as the crow flies. We’re still a good four or five days behind him.’

‘And we lost another few hours chasing that wretched Slaver,’ Sierra said through gritted teeth as she sawed at a hunk of dried sausage taken from the soldier’s saddlebags.

‘That knife’s blunt,’ Rasten said. ‘Give it to me, I’ll sharpen it.’

‘I can manage,’ Sierra snapped.


‘You’ll cut yourself, hacking away like that. Give it here.’ When Sierra ignored him, Rasten came around the fire and seized her wrist, digging his fingers in to force her to let go. ‘Use this,’ he said, handing her one of his own knives as he retreated to examine the blade. ‘This is pathetic, Sirri. Don’t you know how to sharpen it?’

‘Of course I know. I don’t have a whetstone.’

‘I do. You should have mentioned it.’

The knife, like all the rest of their gear, had been scavenged from the leavings of the king’s army. The time it had taken to assemble the scanty equipment was part of the reason Kell had drawn so far ahead. ‘You might have told the wretched Slaver that if the Akharians want us to finish Kell for them they could help by dropping supplies for us.’

Rasten raised his eyes from the knife and sharpening-stone. ‘You know, I didn’t think of that. I’ll mention it next time.’

When she finished slicing the sausage Sierra turned the bread over the fire and sat on her heels, licking the grease from her fingertips. ‘So what are the lands like across the fens?’

‘Dry and barren,’ Rasten said. ‘Not many people live there, from what I know.’

‘So that’s Kell’s game. Lure us somewhere there aren’t enough people to feed me power.’

‘It makes sense,’ Rasten said.

‘And if we couldn’t finish him when I had a whole cursed army to feed from, what chance do we have in a desert?’

‘It was my fault we failed,’ Rasten said. ‘I wasn’t ready. I froze up.’

‘But still —’

‘We’ll find a way!’ Rasten snapped. ‘We don’t have a choice. We either kill him or we die, Sirri; there are no other options. And aren’t you forgetting about your friend Balorica?’

Sierra pressed her lips together. ‘If Kell’s games don’t drive him mad first.’

‘He deserves more credit than that,’ Rasten said. ‘He’s survived this long, after all.’

‘But Kell knows all his weaknesses,’ Sierra said. ‘Everything that bastard’s done has been designed to bring him down.’ They’d both felt the moment Isidro had been tricked into delivering the killing blow and so tainted himself forever with Blood Magic.


‘Isidro’s tough,’ Rasten said, still honing the blade. ‘If he was going to crack he’d have done it by now. He’s clever —’

‘And Kell knows he’s clever. He knows Isidro will give us all the information he can. He’ll see to it that Issey can only tell us what Kell wants us to know —’

‘And do you imagine Isidro will be ignorant of that?’ Rasten shook his head. ‘But that’s only a part of it, Sirri. There’s more we can do to prepare, more things I can teach you —’

Sierra was about to reply when a strange crackling sound came upon them. It sounded like flame in dry grass, but with an odd, tinny ring, a thin, stretched sound like echoes ringing along a dry gorge.

‘What in the Fires Below is that?’ Sierra snapped.

‘I don’t know,’ Rasten replied. ‘Hush, let me listen.’

She reached for her own power as she felt him reach for his, stirring within him like liquid flame.

Sierra? A familiar, feminine voice crackled inside her head, and it was only then that Sierra realised the sound she’d heard was not a real noise after all, but only an echo inside her skull. For a moment she was too stunned to reply — she had to shake herself before she could gather her thoughts to form a response. … Delphine?

Oh, by the Good Goddess, it finally worked!

Sierra closed her eyes, trying to get a sense of where the Akharian was and how she’d managed to reach her, but instead of the hazy image she’d see through contact with Rasten or Isidro, she saw nothing. ‘It’s Delphine,’ she said to Rasten.

‘I know who she is,’ he snapped. ‘I spoke to her once, remember?’ How are you doing this? he demanded.

I-is that Rasten? Delphine stammered. I could try to explain, but it’s a little complicated, and it’s taken me more than a week to get the Gods-forsaken enchantment to work. It’s still looking a bit unstable — I’m not sure how long it will hold …

She sounded rattled, a far cry from the cool and superior woman who had been her teacher in the caves. Have the Akharians had you contact us? Sierra said.

Them? Gods, no! They’re hunting us, but we’re safe for now, I think. Sierra, I’m with Cam, and we’ve been following you for the last two weeks. Mirasada’s kin have made an alliance with the empire, and they meant to hand us over to Akhara as tribute. Mira wasn’t able to protect us, so we struck out on our own. Cam says we’re a good week behind you, and he wants me to ask what you know of Isidro — does he still live?

He’s alive, and as well as can be expected, Sierra said. We’re four or five days behind them. It still seemed hard to believe that Kell, crippled as he was, could ride hard enough to stay so far ahead. Cam’s there with you now?

Yes, he’s right here. Do you have a message for him?

Sierra squeezed her eyes shut, wishing that she could see his face. In the weeks between sending him off from the fort and Isidro’s news that he’d been found safely, she’d been utterly consumed by fear her best efforts to save him wouldn’t be enough. Tell him … well, Kell hasn’t been able to lay a hand on Isidro, but that’s just made him dream up other ways to attack him. He tricked Isidro into completing a ritual, and now he’s been initiated and marked as a Blood-Mage. Kell’s been forcing him to develop those powers, or starve.

Delphine’s breath caught in a sob and she gasped a No. Is … is he alright? Have you been able to talk to him? How he must feel …

Something about her reaction, the tension and emotion in her voice, put Sierra on edge.

We don’t dare have too much contact when Kell is listening, Rasten said.

I — oh, of course, Delphine said. Yes, of course. Let me pass that on to Cam.

As Delphine withdrew, Sierra raised her eyes to Rasten. He was watching her closely, with unfamiliar warmth in his eyes — some emotion she couldn’t identify.

In the Spire, Delphine’s manner with Isidro had been anything but kindly. So why, then, did she seem so overcome at the news? There was only one explanation. Isidro had always respected Delphine, and Delphine had admired him before his betrayal turned her regard to disgust.

With a crackle of noise, the Akharian mage’s voice returned.

Cam says we’ll deal with that once this is over, Delphine said, and her voice was stronger now, once again steady and controlled. He says Issey will pull through. Anyway, we just wanted you to know you have friends at your back. I know Kell plans to lead you somewhere remote and deserted, and I had an idea about that. There is a possibility that I can make contact with the army and the Battle-Mages on your behalf, if you do decide that this task is too big to handle on your own. I know it can hardly be an appealing option at the moment —

Sierra and Rasten shared a glance. You can’t seriously expect us to trust them, Rasten said. The Akharians would turn on us the moment Kell breathes his last. You’d be signing our death-warrant, and Balorica’s, too.

That is a problem, Delphine said, and one I’ve yet to solve. But I wanted you both to think about it, as a last resort if all else seems lost. I … oh, by all the hells, the cursed stone’s melting. Mention it to Isidro if you talk to him — he may well have an idea to contribute. I’ll speak to you again later, right now I —

Delphine’s voice cut off dead, along with the crackle of power, and its absence left the silence of the night ringing obscenely loud in Sierra’s ears.

The bread had begun to burn, and Sierra pulled it away from the heat, sinking the twigs into the earth to let them cool. Then, she stood and walked numbly away from the fire.

‘Sirri,’ Rasten called after her.

Sierra paid him no mind. She kept walking, even when she heard him rise and come after her. ‘Sirri!’

She whirled to face him. ‘You heard it, too, didn’t you? I wasn’t just imagining it.’

He searched her eyes for a long moment, and Sierra suspected he was trying to find the right thing to say. ‘I did,’ he said at last.

‘I thought so.’ Her legs suddenly seemed too weak to hold her up, and she sat heavily with feet and ankles crumpled beneath her. ‘I don’t know why I’m surprised. I don’t have any right to feel this way. I mean, I’m the one who left. After what I did, I don’t have any claim on him at all. Why shouldn’t he fuck her if they’re both willing? I gave up any right I had to be upset when I lay down with you.’

Rasten looked at his hands, and then clasped them behind his back as he crouched on his heels.

‘I should be pleased he found solace,’ Sierra said.

‘Sirri,’ Rasten said. ‘I’m sorry.’

She locked her gaze with his. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t … I wish …’ He struggled to find the words. ‘I wish you weren’t feeling this pain.’


‘Why?’ she snapped. ‘You never concerned yourself with that before.’

‘It was necessary before,’ Rasten said. ‘There was a purpose then. There’s none here.’

Sierra covered her face with her hands. Tears stung in her eyes, but they refused to spill. ‘I don’t have any right to be hurt, or to be angry. I just … I wish he’d told me. When Cam was captured, he must have felt so alone … I know why he did this, I just wish I’d known.’ She gulped down a sob and lifted her head, looking towards the horizon with bleary eyes. ‘I suppose I never gave him the chance, did I? And it’s none of my business, now.’

‘If they weren’t so far behind, I’d say let them catch up and go on together,’ Rasten said. ‘Or could you not stand the sight of her?’

‘Oh, I don’t blame her any more than I blame Isidro,’ Sierra said. ‘He’s a good man; he deserves to be happy. But you’re right — they’re too far away, and Kell has too great a lead on us as it is.’

Rasten remained silent, just watching her. After a moment, he began to offer her a hand, but then hesitated and, looking down again, started to withdraw.

Sierra seized his fingers. The spring night was cold, but his hands were warm. ‘You did what you had to do,’ Rasten said. ‘He of all people ought to understand that.’

He doesn’t deserve me, Sierra thought. No one deserves to be lumped with a wreck like me.

Rasten’s power pulsed through him like fire in his veins. He’d barely touched her since the night of the volcano. The abrasions Kell’s chains had worn into her wrists had healed over with fresh pink skin.

Sierra closed her other hand around his forearm, and pulled him closer.

Rasten froze, still as a hunted beast, but beneath his skin his power throbbed and rose. ‘Sirri —’

‘Make me forget. I did what I had to do, but I can’t bear to think of what it cost. I know you can do it, Rasten: please make me forget.’ Before he could protest or react at all, Sierra pulled him towards her and kissed him hard and hungrily.

He moved towards the tent and the blankets, but she held him back. The evening air was cold, but she didn’t care. They had power enough between them to block out the chill as she fumbled out of her clothes and Rasten ran his hands over her smooth, clean limbs. She thought fleetingly that he was trying to be what he believed she wanted — his hands trembled with unaccustomed tenderness — but it was not enough. Sierra craved more, and so with hands and thighs, arms and lips she drove him on until at last he gave in and overwhelmed her with sensation then carried them both away on crashing waves of power.

Wrapped in a filthy and bloodstained fur, Isidro lay on a bed of warm earth and watched impassively as sensations drifted over him on currents of power. His own power — or rather the power he’d been forced to take in — coiled and oozed through his veins like poison, but he was growing used to it. Beneath the blankets, he ran his fingertips over the shards of metal he’d collected, pieces of sword-blades and arrowheads shattered when Kell attacked the men who’d wielded them. While Kell slept, Isidro harnessed the tainted power coursing through flesh and bone, using it to carve and reshape the fragments while in his head he ran over and over the memory of the afternoon he’d spent with Cam, scrambling over the hillsides to bury blasting-stones and then watching the rubble fly. There was one in particular that he could picture with perfect clarity — a narrow crevice filled with river stones, which at detonation had been hurled into the air with the force of arrows leaving bowstrings.

Kell could corrupt and torment him with power as much as he wished. He could mark Isidro as a Blood-Mage and let him be hounded by the Akharians and his own people for the rest of his life, but none of that changed the essential facts of the matter. Kell was going to die, no matter what it cost. There would be an end to this.






Chapter 20

Cam scratched at the fresh scar on his palm, smearing the grime beneath his nails. It was late spring, and the roads beyond the fens had carried them south as well as west. The air here in the northeastern corner of the empire was warm enough that they both rode in shirtsleeves.

‘When we reach the town we should have a physician look at that,’ Delphine said.

‘No need,’ Cam said. ‘It’s healed cleanly. All scars itch at first.’

The livid scar was a reminder of the worst part of their journey. In the weeks it took to cross the swamps that marked the border, the weather had turned foul and the Akharian soldiers closed in on them so tightly that they’d never stopped for more than a few hours at a time. One day, Cam had killed a rabbit with a lucky shot, and as he jointed it for the pot the blade slipped and gashed open his hand. Trembling with cold and weariness both, Delphine had scrambled through her gear for a needle and teased a thread from the hem of her shirt to sew it closed. Looking back, she was still astounded that Cam had suffered nothing worse than a few days of fever, and now a flushed and angry scar across the mound of his thumb.

Cam scrubbed his hand against his filthy trousers and squinted at the town ahead of them, half-hidden by the haze of dust and the sun reflecting off the sea beyond the buildings. Then he twisted around in the saddle to look back the way they had come.

They were going the wrong way. Delphine held her breath, waiting for him to say it once again … they’d argued over this like dogs chewing over an old bone. ‘We should be riding on again by this time tomorrow,’ Delphine said. The sun had passed its zenith and was sinking behind them. This diversion was taking them east, away from the trail Kell and Isidro had left and the path Sierra and Rasten had taken. But with their supplies gone and the horses’ hooves chipped and cracked from the empire’s hard-packed roads, the detour was a necessity, not a luxury.

Cam nodded to show that he’d heard, but he said nothing.

The village of Dhurant lay right on the edge of the empire’s breadbasket, between the grain-producing coastal lands and the dry inland regions. As one travelled west, away from the coast and from Ricalan, the country grew arid, and it was into that harsh, deserted region that Kell seemed to be leading Sierra and Rasten.

For the moment, Cam and Delphine shared the dirt road with goat and cattle herds, ox-wagons and mule trains, among which they rather stood out with their foreign clothing and tired horses.

As the tramped earth gave way to paving stones and gravel, the town seemed at once foreign and familiar to Delphine. The houses were small, built of mud-brick and rammed earth with shallow roofs but wide eaves to protect the walls from rain. Only a handful had more than one storey, unlike the huge northern dwellings which could house two dozen people and their livestock. Children played in the streets, darting through traffic with a flash of bare brown limbs beneath ragged tunics. Slaves made shuffling progress along the dusty roads, carrying loads balanced on their heads. Through one doorway, Delphine saw a young woman sweeping the foyer of a house, dressed in a soft blue gown belted with rope and with a shawl wrapped around her head and shoulders for modesty. Delphine was struck by the thought that in the year and more since she had set out from Akhara with the army, the rest of the world had simply been going on with their lives, utterly unaware of the desperate struggles in the cold and distant north. ‘Are you glad to be home, Delphi?’ Cam asked as they picked their way through the busy streets.

‘This isn’t home.’ Akhara itself, the city at the heart of the empire, was far to the south and a different world: a humid metropolis of cool marble and deeply shaded colonnades.

The main thoroughfares were hot and exposed, but the central square to which Delphine led Cam was shaded by plane trees. There was a public horse-trough beside the central well and, while Cam watered the horses, she soaked her only handkerchief and washed her face and hands. Her clothes and her hair were filthy despite her best efforts, but she did what she could to make herself presentable before rummaging through the packs for her documents. Leaving Cam to watch the horses, she went to find a banker.

A merchant directed her to a niche opening onto the square, where Delphine introduced herself and presented her documents, hoping that those hunting her in Ricalan would not have thought to freeze her accounts. Since all mages were legally bound into the service of the emperor, they had access to the Imperial Bank. Had she applied as a private citizen, Delphine would have had to find a banker who knew the firm she used in Akhara, but there was nowhere in the empire where one could not do business with the Imperial Bank. For the first time since Cam had been found in the sodden ranges, it seemed things were going well: the clerk took down her details and counted out the money without hesitation. With the coins carefully tucked away, Delphine asked the clerk’s recommendation for an inn, and he came out into the square to give her directions before bidding her good day.

The inn was one of the few two-storeyed structures that was not a civic building. She knew at first glance that it would be expensive, for the lower portion of the walls was built from stone and the windows were screened with carved lattices that gave the rooms light and air as well as privacy. Delphine ordered a chamber with two beds and an evening meal to be served in the room, and a writing box, which the porter carried upstairs for her.

The room was well furnished, with table, chairs, sideboard and washstand as well as a bright and cheerful rug on the floor, and at last Delphine began to feel as though she was back in civilisation. Once they were alone she pulled out her pouch of coin and counted it again while Cam frowned at the piles of gold, silver and bronze coin. ‘Is that a lot of money by Akharian standards?’ he asked.

‘I haven’t beggared myself, if that’s what you’re asking, but I’d rather entirely deplete my savings than risk another meal of frogs and grubs.’

‘Are you still upset about that?’ said Cam. ‘It was just one night.’

‘And I spent the rest of the week turning my guts inside out!’ Just the memory of it made her feel queasy again.

She sorted the money into three piles, one for the rest of her errands that day, and two formed by dividing what remained. Delphine gave half to Cam, who split it between the pouch at his neck and the one he carried beneath his shirt, while she secreted hers away in a similar fashion. ‘You said the horses need attention?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘If we stay on these roads we’d best get them shod. The men in the stables should be able to recommend a blacksmith.’

‘No doubt they can tell you where to buy feed and supplies, too,’ Delphine said. ‘You know how to provision us better than I do, Cam.’

When the money was tucked away Delphine laid out the writing-kit and began to grind fresh ink as Cam turned for the door. ‘I’ll see to it now, unless you have any further need of me,’ he said.

‘No, I just have this letter to write and then I’ll be off to the civil office.’

Cam hesitated with his hand on the latch. ‘Delphi … I’m still not so sure that this is a good idea …’

Delphine paused with the quill pen poised. ‘Cam, we’ve spent hours talking about this. Days, even.’

‘I know —’

‘Cam, Etenia is my oldest friend, and she’s going to hear some horrible things about me when word of what I’ve done gets back to her — if it hasn’t already. I swear I’m not going to tell her anything that could be used against us. I just want to tell her my side of the story, and let her know that I’m alright … and just maybe it will win us some support from the Sympath house. Etenia is a Sympath herself, and I know she’ll be moved by Sierra’s situation. Sympaths may not be warriors, but they’re still a force to be reckoned with. Do we really have so many friends we can afford to turn down any chance for a few more?’

Cam sighed. ‘Well, that much is true. Just keep in mind, Delphi, it’ll be read by more eyes than just hers.’

Once he left, it took Delphine some time to compose her letter, even though she’d been mulling it over for weeks. They’d been friends since they were girls, when Etenia was brought to the Palace as a newly discovered Sympath. She and Harwin had been Delphine’s most loyal friends through the disaster that was her marriage. She wouldn’t judge Delphine for falling in lust with her former slave. In the end Delphine wrote only a few terse paragraphs before she folded the letter and sealed it with wax. With the message in hand, she made her way back to the main square and the civil office from which the town was governed. For a small fee, she could add her letter to the Imperial Dispatch, and it would be in Akhara within a few weeks.


On the way, Delphine felt a telltale touch of dampness in her nethers, and made a hasty detour into a public convenience. For days she had been dreading the arrival of her monthly courses, for aside from her single handkerchief she had only her bedding and the clothes on her back to tear up for rags. It proved to be a false alarm, though the dull ache in her back promised it could not be far away. Delphine made a mental note to add clean cloth to the list of supplies to be found before the day was out.

At the civil office, Delphine handed over her letter and the fee, and then stood frowning at the brass calendar on the office wall as she tried to work out exactly when her letter would reach Akhara.

As she turned to leave, her eye fell upon a second chart, above the larger yearly calendar. This one showed the lunar month, with the marker hanging over the black-painted disc that represented the new moon.

Delphine’s frown deepened, and as a clerk hurried past she waved him over. ‘Is this calendar accurate?’

He didn’t so much as glance at it. ‘I assure you it is, madame. We are in an intercalary month. Perhaps you should ask your husband to explain if you find it confusing.’ He walked away as Delphine spluttered and flushed. Was she mad? Of course it was accurate. And hadn’t she avoided even looking for the moon, certain it would show that her courses were due and that she would face the embarrassment of asking Cam if he could spare a rag?

Delphine could feel the blood draining from her face and, unable to bear the sight of the calendar any longer, she stumbled out into the busy street. She found a spot out of the traffic and tried to add up the days and weeks she’d been travelling with Cam, but the numbers wouldn’t stay straight in her head.

When a sherbet-seller passed by pushing a handcart, Delphine impulsively hailed the man, and fumbled over a few small coins as he scooped out a cupful from the earthen jars buried in packed straw. She sat in the shade to sip the confection of syrup and crushed ice, and tried once again to work out how much time had passed.

It was those weeks near the border that had tripped her up; those long, exhausting, terror-filled days spent trying to stay out of sight of the soldiers who seemed to be everywhere, and then the ordeal of crossing the swamplands. Between her hazy memory of the exhausting trek and her fervent desire to forget the whole wretched experience, Delphine had miscalculated the time completely. Her courses weren’t due any day now — they’d been due two weeks earlier, and hadn’t occurred.

‘Good Goddess, have mercy,’ Delphine whispered. Was she pregnant?

She couldn’t see how this had happened. She’d taken Rhia’s herbs religiously until the day she and Cam had fled the Akharian soldiers, and that was a week after she’d last lain with Isidro. She’d bled at the last full moon — no, she corrected herself, the one before that, for the last full moon had come two weeks ago, when the weather had been too foul for her to notice it. It simply didn’t make sense.

A woman with a basket of vegetables slung over her arm directed Delphine to an apothecary, in a tiny shop full of herb-scented darkness. Inside, there was another cursed lunar calendar, hanging there as though to mock her. Delphine glared at it once and looked away, and then felt her chest tighten as the shopkeeper, a portly man of middle years, greeted her with a bow. ‘May I be of service, madame?’

‘Do you have anyone here who knows of women’s matters?’

‘Yes, madame. My mother is a midwife, mostly retired now, but ladies still ask her advice. Please, come this way.’ He led her to the back of the shop, past a little girl tucked behind the counter playing with her dolls, who scampered off when sent to find her gran. He showed Delphine into a tiny cubicle screened with a curtain and furnished with two worn wicker chairs padded with fading cushions.

A few moments later, an ancient and wizened woman entered, moving cautiously through the darkness and feeling her way with a cane. ‘Well now,’ she said when she’d settled into the other chair, peering at Delphine with milky eyes. ‘How can I help you, dear?’

‘My courses are late,’ Delphine said. ‘But I can’t be pregnant, I just can’t.’ She explained the situation as simply as she could, leaving out irrelevant details such as the kidnapped lover and the flight from the north.

The old woman listened and nodded. ‘And you took the herbs every day?’

‘Yes,’ Delphine said. ‘Until a week after he’d gone.’

‘Your last bleeding, was it the usual amount?’

‘Well, actually, no. It barely lasted a couple of days.’

‘Lighter than normal?’


‘Yes, indeed, but … well, we … there was something of a disaster, you see, and — doesn’t it interrupt your courses if something dreadful happens and throws you into shock?’

‘Indeed it can, madame. But they were due again at the full moon, you say? And there was no show?’ The woman took hold of Delphine’s wrist, then felt along her arm, squeezing with a still-powerful hand. ‘If you were weak and sickly, I’d say something of the sort was possible, but you seem strong and healthy to me.’

‘But that can’t be right!’ Delphine pleaded. ‘The physician assured me the herbs would work!’

‘Well now, herbs are tricky things. The potency can change from season to season, and depends on how they were grown and dried, and how long they were stored … what were you taking, madame?’

‘I don’t know what to call it in our language,’ Delphine said.

‘And are you still taking it now?’

‘Well, actually … no, I had to leave it behind.’

The old woman shook her head. ‘You must take them until your next course begins to be certain. Have you been more tired than usual? Had an aching back? Been sick to your stomach?’

‘That was the frogs! And I’d bled before that, anyway. You don’t bleed if you’re pregnant, do you?’

‘Oh, it does happen, dear. Did you take your man to bed not long before?’

‘I …’ Delphine choked the words off. She couldn’t quite bring herself to talk to a stranger about such a personal matter.

‘It’s not uncommon to bleed a little just after conception, or when your courses would have been.’ The old woman tilted her head, apparently watching her through eyes Delphine was certain were quite blind. ‘Congratulations, madame.’

Delphine went through the rest of the day in a kind of daze. At a flea market she bought some second-hand clothes to replace the ragged ones she and Cam had been wearing for so long. She found a bookseller and bought a map showing the springs and wells of the region, spinning him a tale of a trip with her scholar father to the ancient ruins to the west when he asked why she wanted such a thing. She bought soap and some scented oil for her poor neglected hair, but all the while she was imagining what a child would look like with Isidro’s Ricalani features and her dark skin.

Between the two of them the child was bound to be intelligent, and it ought to be handsome. It would likely have mage-talent, too — the gift was often passed from parent to child, and with both of them so bestowed the probability was even higher. Delphine felt no shame in gloating over that — it was one bright point of hope in a scheme of utter darkness.

What if Isidro didn’t survive? Cam and Mira would feel bound to help a woman carrying his child, but they were hardly in a position to offer her shelter, even if she did return to Ricalan. And if Isidro lived and saw Kell dead, the situation would hardly be better. She was a traitor, carrying an outlaw’s child. There were countless ways that this could end badly, and very few in which it could end well. Whether they were in Ricalan or Akhara, they would be hunted.

And then there was the matter of Sierra and Isidro. Isidro would feel honour-bound to stand by Delphine, but he’d made no secret of the fact that he still cared for Sierra, and Delphine wasn’t certain she was willing to share his affections in the Ricalani manner. But what was the alternative? He would want to help raise the babe, but could she stand to be around him and watch him love another? It would hurt less to stay in the empire and brave society’s disgust of an unwed mother, if she could find some way to escape the charges of treason. Delphine had to admit that it was improbable — it seemed far more likely that the child would be taken from her and raised in fosterage, trained from its earliest days to revile such unworthy parents. But at least then the babe would live. Mage-craft was still outlawed in Ricalan, and those folk had a habit of poisoning those with inconvenient talent.

This path of thought was the reason for the three bundles of herbs and powders Delphine had tucked away in her clothes. The old midwife had given her very specific instructions on how to brew them into a tea that would bring on late courses, as the euphemism went, up until the fourth month.

She didn’t want to do it. Her one great regret in life was that she had no family. It was for the best that she’d never brought children into her doomed marriage, but that didn’t stop the cold tingle of regret, or the little hopeful flutter in her chest whenever she thought of the babe she might one day hold. But at the same time she couldn’t shake the image of Isidro lying dead. She’d chosen to involve herself with these folk — she could have walked away long ago, but she’d made her decision, and she wouldn’t take it back if she could. There was, though, a hard road ahead of her as a result, and she knew she needed to be ready and able to make any choice necessary. She didn’t want to do it, but she would if she had to.

Back at the inn, Delphine left the new clothes to be laundered and returned to the room. Cam was dozing, and as Delphine entered he roused enough to lift his head, but soon laid back again. Delphine meant to sit and think on her problem further, or perhaps visit the bathhouse, but first she lay down on the other bed to rest, just for a moment. The next time she opened her eyes it was to a knock on the door that heralded the evening meal.

Cam let the servant in, and the girl loaded the table with roast fowl, crisp fried potatoes, vegetables seasoned with garlic and sesame, bread, cheese, fruit and a flask of red wine. Delphine tipped the girl and sent her away rather than have her wait upon them.

‘Fires Below, Delphi, I haven’t seen a meal like this in months,’ Cam said. ‘Shall I carve?’

‘Please,’ Delphine said. She’d ordered too much, but when they’d arrived she’d been ravenous. Now, her belly still felt twisted into knots, and she looked on without enthusiasm as Cam loaded her plate with thick slices of golden-edged meat. She added potatoes and greens and tried to make herself eat.

Cam ate as only a starving warrior could. He had been thin when they found him in the ranges, and he’d grown leaner on the journey west. The Ricalani winter furs made even someone of her stature look broad-shouldered and bulky, and they turned men of a warrior’s build into bears — huge, hulking and shaggy. It was only when the winter coat was set aside that people returned to normal proportions. As they’d trekked into the warmer south, Cam’s Mesentreian skin had taken on a deep, golden tan and his fair hair was bleached blonder in the sun. In the heat of the day he’d rolled his shirtsleeves up to the elbows, and the sight of his lean, muscled forearms verged on immodest after the northerner’s usual habits of covering up.

As Cam finished his first helping and reached for the dishes again, he saw Delphine’s plate still nearly full. ‘Delphi, are you still feeling ill?’


Delphine hastily picked up her knife, but then she decided that she didn’t care to expend the effort of keeping a secret. ‘Cam, I’m pregnant.’

She spoke just as he took a sip of wine, and at once he began to choke, turning red as he coughed and snorted. Once he’d recovered, he wiped his mouth with a napkin and threw it down on the table, an oddly urbane gesture from a man in filthy and travel-stained clothes. ‘You’re certain?’

‘Yes,’ Delphine said. It all made sense to her now, her absolute exhaustion on the journey, a weariness so complete that, looking back, she couldn’t separate the days in her memory. The nausea that had gripped her as they crossed the fens, which she had blamed on the bad water and the worse food; the tenderness in her breasts that she’d taken as a sign her courses were about to begin. Delphine reached for her wine cup and took a slow sip.

Cam watched her steadily, his gaze so unwavering that she couldn’t help but remember the day he’d summoned her to his sickbed and demanded to know what she was doing with his brother. Was he about to deny that Isidro was the father? Her hand tightened around the pottery cup as she felt herself gearing up for a fight.

‘Will you keep it?’ Cam asked.

This time it was Delphine’s turn to choke. Again, her first urge was to prevaricate, but she swiftly shoved it aside once more. She’d started on the path of honesty, and she would stay the course. He’d earnt that courtesy. ‘I haven’t decided.’

He nodded and lifted his chin, gazing somewhere over her head as though minutely examining the cornice of the whitewashed walls. For a long moment they sat in silence, Cam’s eyes unreadable as Delphine toyed with the excellent food that she had no desire to eat.

‘I can’t blame you,’ Cam said. ‘If Isidro dies you’ll be in a wretchedly awkward position, and if he lives it won’t be much better. But he’ll stand by you, you must know that.’

‘Of course,’ Delphine said. ‘He’s a good man. I wouldn’t have slept with him otherwise.’

‘What do you want to do?’ Cam asked.

Delphine set her spoon down with a clatter and folded her arms across her belly. ‘I don’t have a family, not really. My mother’s people disowned her completely. My cousin, Torren, only sought me out after Papa died, and I’ve no doubt he regrets the association now. This may be my only chance to have a babe of my own, but … Whether Isidro lives or not, whatever happens with Kell, we’ll be hunted. I don’t want to bring a child into the world just to have it killed.’

‘Would your people kill a babe in arms for the crimes of its parents?’ Cam asked.

‘It has been done. If a master is killed by his slave, then every slave in the household is put to death, even the babies. It’s not the same as our situation, but it’s a precedent. It’s far more likely that the army will catch up with us somewhere out in the west and kill the lot of us before I even begin to show.’

‘What if they took you alive and tried you for treason?’ Cam said. ‘Do your people execute pregnant women?’

‘Again, it’s been known to happen. But they’d probably wait till the babe was born and then sell it into slavery.’

‘Even with your talent, and Isidro’s? I mean, is the child likely to become a mage?’

‘Yes, actually, very likely. But in that case it would be picked up in the examinations and he — she — would be trained to serve the empire without ever knowing what happened to all of us. If it is a boy, one with strong talent, they’ll push him into the military. He could end up fighting his father’s people one day.’ Delphine had to blink back tears as she looked away. ‘If this had happened at any other time I’d be happy, but right now? It’s a disaster, pure and simple.’ She blotted her eyes on her filthy sleeve. ‘But it is what it is, and we must deal with it. My people have a saying — hope for the best, but prepare for the worst.’

‘I know it,’ Cam said. ‘We say it, too.’

They sat in silence for a long moment before Cam spoke again. ‘Delphine … if Isidro does die, the child will be the only kin I have left. If you keep the baby, I’ll stand in his place. I’ll be a father to the child and support you both as best I can. Whatever you decide, you won’t have to bear the burden alone.’

‘What about Mira?’ Delphine said.

Cam closed his eyes and rubbed a hand across his face. ‘We’ll work something out. I’m not proposing marriage, Delphi —’

She snorted at that, and he flashed her a grin.

‘What you do with your personal life will be up to you, but if the babe lives it will know its kin. I’ll swear a blood oath if you like.’


‘I believe you,’ Delphine said. ‘But I can’t make up my mind right now.’

He nodded, fiddling with his spoon. ‘I understand. You’ll do what you have to do, Delphine. I’d expect nothing less.’

Delphine picked up her spoon and pushed the food around on her plate, and then scooped up a piece of golden potato. ‘It does make me feel better, knowing I don’t have to do whatever it is alone.’

Cam picked up his cup, touched it to hers, and drank.






Chapter 21

Isidro knelt on the loose yellow earth. The wooden cup on the low wall before him rippled as his vision wavered with exhaustion. Kell’s shadow fell over it as he channelled power into the compulsion demanding Isidro pick up the cup and drink. Isidro’s muscles ached and trembled with the effort of fighting it. His one consolation was that it was costing Kell almost as much to apply the compulsion as it cost him to resist it.

He’d had nothing to drink in two days. The only food he’d been permitted was some dried meat, so heavily salted that he’d thrown it away after one bite, knowing it was intended to madden his thirst in another of Kell’s tortures.

The water was drugged. Kell hadn’t bothered to so much as turn away as he measured the powder and mixed it in.

‘You don’t have the strength to resist me, boy,’ Kell said. ‘You’re not far from collapsing, and then I’ll just pour it down your throat anyway. You’re better off giving in and doing as I command.’

The horrifying thing was that Isidro was beginning to agree with him. They were nearing the end of this wretched game — Kell had released the horses, turning their heads towards the water-hole where they’d camped last night and where Isidro had been forced to endure the fresh scent of water out of his reach.

The place Kell had chosen to make his stand was the ruins of some ancient city, half-buried beneath wind-blown dust. At another time, Isidro would have wanted to know who’d lived here and what had happened to them, but right now he couldn’t care less for the crumbling remains. All his attention was focussed on that little wooden cup, and the pain in his arms and shoulders as Kell used the sigil to force him to raise the cup to his lips.


Isidro’s skull was pounding. As his strength waned, his left hand crept closer to the cup, drifting like a shadow under the sinking sun. He could fight until his strength ran out, but Kell would win in the end. If he did use all his reserves in this futile battle, where would it leave him when Rasten and Sierra reached them? If he wanted to have any part in the final stand against Kell, he had to save his energy for a battle he could win.

Intellectually, this was perfectly clear, but terror at the thought of what Kell would do once he was helpless spurred him to resist. As the sun beat down, soaking his shirt with precious moisture, Isidro knew he had no choice.

Think of it this way, he told himself. Whatever happens while you’re unconscious, at least you won’t know about it. The thought struck him as funny, and if it was a sick kind of humour, after these long months of struggle it was the only comfort he had left.

When Isidro finally relaxed his resistance, his hand shot forward so fast he nearly knocked the cup over. Kell grunted in surprise, and hastily snapped a shield over the cup to keep the contents from spilling.

Isidro allowed himself a smile. Surprising Kell, even for a moment, was something he counted as a victory. There were so few of them that he savoured every one.

He raised the cup to his lips. He did not intend to swallow, but his parched mouth and throat would not give up the water easily, and despite his best efforts a little trickled down his throat. The bitter taste made him gag and he tried to spit it out, but Kell still controlled him through the sigil and held him rigid. Isidro had the choice to swallow or choke. Kell had mixed the dosage strong, and the parched tissues of his mouth and throat absorbed it swiftly. Within moments Isidro felt the drug sending numbing tendrils through his mind. His thoughts grew slow and sluggish, and his vision narrowed until he felt as though he was viewing the world through a dark tunnel.

A shadow fell over him, and he blinked up to see Kell standing above him, blocking out the sun. ‘I was going to let you have another cup to wash the taste from your mouth,’ Kell said. ‘Now you’ll just have to put up with it.’

Isidro smiled again. ‘Liar,’ he said.


When he came to his senses again, the world was cool and dim. A familiar scent tickled his nose and, as the hold of the drug weakened, he identified the smell he’d come to associate with caves and the underground — the odour of humidity and damp clay, and air that had gone a long time without being warmed by the sun.

He was blindfolded, with hands and feet bound, each limb firmly anchored as he lay on his back on an earthen floor. But at least he wasn’t naked, and from what his senses told him Kell hadn’t practised any of his favourite violations. Of course. The Blood-Mage’s pleasure came from seeing his victim struggle; the unresisting body of a drugged captive offered no enticement.

Or perhaps Kell had simply run out of time. Isidro heard him moving around, shuffling over the uneven floor, and felt lines of force spring up as he laid out a ritual circle and inscribed various marks and sigils into the earth.

Issey? Issey, can you hear me? Sierra’s voice seemed unnaturally loud inside his head, and Isidro heard Kell go still to listen. He’d made contact with Sierra or Rasten often in the months since Kell had taken him prisoner, but they rarely spoke. Information was conveyed by letting one of them see through another’s eyes, or by scoring words into the dust on the ground, to make it harder for Kell to intercept.

‘You may answer her, slave,’ Kell said. ‘She’s been trying to reach you for the last hour.’

Sirri … Isidro began.

It won’t be long now, Sierra said. We’re coming, Issey.

I don’t even know where I am …

Rasten says the ruined city is called Bharandot. There’s nothing but rubble left above ground, but there are all kinds of cellars and tunnels underneath. He says Blood-Mages have been using the place as a bolthole for centuries. The Akharians believe the place is cursed, because the mages leave traps to discourage treasure-hunters. It was night above ground, and Sierra and Rasten were at the water-hole, a good hour’s ride from the ruins. Rasten crouched at the water’s edge, drinking from cupped hands, while Sierra tipped her head back to watch the stars’ slow turn. The constellations were familiar, but the dry and arid land was utterly unlike the mists and pine forests of home. Issey, I’m sorry for all I’ve put you through. When this is over, I’ll make it up to you, I swear.


Sierra, Isidro began, struggling to understand why she said all this in front of Kell. Sirri, I —

Before he could finish, Kell loosed his power and completed the circle. The thread of connection with Sierra was cut like a fishing line severed with the sweep of a knife.

‘Touching,’ Kell said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Have I told you, slave, what I intend to do with those two? Rasten will become a eunuch; he’s proved himself unworthy of the privilege of walking as a man. As for the wench, she will come to understand her place. I’ll do to her as I should have done long ago. She’ll lose her hands and her eyes, and if that fails to tame her … I had a boy once who came to bore me, so I had Rasten hammer a nail into his skull. He was obedient after that, albeit with a tendency to drool.’

Isidro heard Kell’s weight shift, and a moment later he felt the knobbed end of Kell’s cane press against his right wrist. He’d come a long way since midwinter — it didn’t hurt at first, but as the pressure increased the poorly healed bones began to ache, and then to throb, and finally grew to a needle-sharp pain that made Isidro grit his teeth and quicken his breath.

‘And after that I shall need a new apprentice,’ Kell said. ‘It’s a pity you’re such a worthless cripple, or I’d be tempted to take you on. It would be pleasant to have an intelligent student for once. Perhaps I’ll keep you around until a likely candidate appears — if they can defeat you, I’ll take them on.’ As the pain grew, Isidro felt the choking power send creeping tendrils into his flesh. They fastened like leeches, draining his strength and feeding it to Kell. Delphine had told him that Blood-Mages sought to do artificially what Sympaths could do naturally, and now he felt he truly understood. Sierra’s ability to deaden pain had always felt wrong to him, unnatural and thoroughly unpleasant, but he could overlook that fact when the benefits were so great. What Kell did now was wholly different. The threads fastened to him with a hundred tiny mouths, biting, chewing and sucking down the energy aroused by the pain. It took all his will not to struggle helplessly against them like a beast caught in a snare. It was the creatures that panicked and fought who strangled in the noose. He needed to be rational if he was to have any chance of working his way free.

Kell ground the knob of the cane harder into the bones. ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘do you still crave revenge on Rasten for making a woman out of you? How does that old saying go, turn-about is fair play? Have you ever fucked a man, slave? I know your tastes lie elsewhere, but what would it take to tempt you? Would you do it for the privilege of taking the boy’s balls? How about for five minutes alone with Sierra? You can kiss her, beat her or fuck her, I don’t care, but afterwards I promise you she will go under the knife.

‘I have work to do, so I’ll let you think on the matter, but make sure you consider your options well. Apprentice.’ Kell removed the cane, fumbled in his clothing for a moment and then threw something down onto Isidro’s chest. There was power bound up within it, and Isidro recognised it even through the muffling effect of his shirt. It was the blasting-stone he’d swallowed back in the ranges, and kept in his stomach ever since. With a low chuckle, Kell moved away, taking with him the other half of the enchantment he’d used to keep Isidro near him on this long journey west. As he stepped through the barriers he had erected around Isidro, the device clamped around Isidro’s left wrist stirred into life and sent an icy spear shooting up his arm and through his shoulder before it began to bite into his chest.

Isidro held out for as long as he could, but in the end he couldn’t keep from screaming.

‘This is the place,’ Rasten said, looking over the low stone wall, partially buried by drifting sand.

Sierra looked back with a toss of her head, glancing towards the entrance they’d passed. It was clear where Kell had taken Isidro underground — the prints of men and horses alike remained in the soft earth — but Rasten refused to let her get close. The passage was strewn with traps and trip-wires, he said.

Kell’s horses had arrived at the water-hole as they woke from a few hours’ sleep. At the ruins, they turned their mounts loose the same way, hoping they, too, would retreat to the water and fresh grass rather than wander onto the arid plains. If they needed them again once this was over, at least they would know where the beasts could be found.

It was early morning, with the stars winking out as the day crept in. Sierra unhooked the water-skin from her shoulder and took a swig before passing it to Rasten. He did the same, tasting the mineral salts of the spring. He looked up at Sierra as he worked the leather stopper back into the horn spout, watching to see if she noticed how his hands shook, but she seemed as cold and distant as the stars themselves.

He’d finally admitted it to himself as they’d lain down last night — he was afraid. He was terrified. What if he froze again, and Kell’s conditioning made him cringe and submit as he always had? Rasten wasn’t afraid of dying, but the spectre of failure had haunted him since the night they had broken loose. If Sierra died it would all be over; he could never defeat Kell on his own. If Isidro died she might well go mad with guilt and grief. But even if all went well, even if Kell was destroyed and all three of his victims survived, what then?

These few months of travelling with Sierra had been a revelation. It wasn’t the first time Rasten had been out of his master’s crippling reach — following her trail in the winter still lingered in his mind as the happiest and most free he’d ever been, even with Angessovar guarding his loyalty and Kell’s constant reminders that he was still in control. But these months since she had opened a volcano beneath the old sorcerer’s feet had been like nothing he’d ever experienced.

No, Rasten corrected himself. He’d lived like this before, he just couldn’t remember it. He’d blocked it out as a loss too painful to contemplate. He’d had a family once, people who loved him and whom he’d loved in return, people who didn’t cringe away from his gaze or recoil from his touch.

Rasten had slowly learnt how to function without the constant demands of Kell’s lust for power and pain. After a while Sierra had stopped always watching him from the corner of her eye, and she no longer went rigid with tension when he lay down beside her. He’d learnt to be grateful when she handed him food she’d prepared with her own hands. At first, this life had felt terrifyingly unfamiliar, governed by rules he couldn’t comprehend and full of traps he didn’t recognise, pitfalls and dangers that seemed to loom out of nowhere. It was so foreign that he couldn’t articulate why he felt so threatened or so afraid …

Sierra had treated him far better than he deserved. Though overwhelmed and full of panic herself, she had grown gentle and patient, leaving him in peace when he went off on some incoherent rage, keeping bread and meat warm for when he regained control of himself and came back to their meagre shelter.


The intimacy between them had been another revelation. Rasten still remembered the night of Cam’s escape, when she had shown him that Kell’s teachings were not the only way, that it was possible to have pleasure without pain. He’d scorned her lesson then, but now that the worst had come to pass and he no longer needed to be on guard at every moment, Rasten had begun to think it over. He tried to imagine what kind of a man he would have become if the dungeons hadn’t made his world harsh and small. He had racked his memory, those dim hazy images that were all that remained of his family, trying to recall how a man showed affection, how he displayed love. His greatest triumph came the first time Sierra returned his hesitant touch, wrapping her small hand around his wrist in a circlet of warmth when he’d come to help her with some camp chore.

In the previous few weeks, Rasten had come to hope that if she could forgive him, if she could look past all the things he’d done, then perhaps he didn’t have to spend the rest of his life a monster. Perhaps he could leave his past behind, and forge a new path through this unfamiliar territory. Rasten doubted he could do it alone, but with someone to guide him and share the triumphs and failures, maybe he could make himself into a new man. He’d thought the chance of destroying his master would be all he’d need to find courage for this final battle, but in the last few weeks he’d realised that was untrue. Death wasn’t enough to light a fire in his heart and fortify his spirit — that required hope. And now that he’d found it Rasten clung to it with both hands, like a drowning man clutches a line.

And like a drowning man, he feared his grip would falter. Part of him, some cold deep part that understood nothing could ever make up for the horrors he’d committed, that chill and distant part knew Sierra was only using him. They were warriors together, true, standing shoulder to shoulder on a battlefield, and that created a connection that would always endure … but her heart lay with the man chained and screaming underground, the man Rasten had maimed and raped, a man who had been drawn so deeply into this mess that he was now as damaged as they were.

So even while he clung to hope, Rasten felt a knot of fear deep within him, like the seed of a strangler vine that on sprouting would consume its host. Once this was over, and if they all survived, Sierra would make a choice.


Rasten knew she would not choose him.

‘Rasten?’

He raised his eyes to find her watching him, her gaze guarded and wary, her lips pursed above her pointed chin. She was beautiful, and always would be. No matter what else happened, she had saved him, and nothing could alter that.

Rasten stood and dusted his hands against his trousers. ‘We cut down from here, about a hundred paces, give or take.’ He could sense the threads of power Kell had woven through the caverns, and by cutting a tunnel straight down they would evade his traps. They had power enough — they’d fed from each other before leaving the camp, raising as much as they could from pleasure untainted by pain. There was no use weakening themselves with injuries before it was necessary, and power could be raised in the space of heartbeats with those means. ‘Are you ready, Sirri?’

‘Let’s get on with it,’ she said.

Pain was a curious thing. At its worst, it drove all thought from one’s head, consuming the mind so completely that there was no room in one’s skull for anything else. Having his arm broken had been a pain like that, so overwhelming and oppressive that everything that happened in that tent afterwards had been viewed through a haze of agony that made it all seem dim and unimportant.

The effect of Kell’s device in the darkness of the ruins had felt that way at first, but after a time it seemed to Isidro that his nerves grew deadened, like a loud noise leaves one’s hearing dulled. When pain is not all-encompassing it ceases to be a cause of paralysis and instead becomes a source of motivation.

Isidro turned his attention to the threads of power, lying against his skin like leaden bands, that bound him to the earthen floor. He concentrated on the energy wrapped into the insubstantial cords, coming to understand the taste of it, the rhythm of it humming through the lines. Once he attuned himself to it and understood just how it had been made, he could find the key that held it together, grasp hold of the energy wound into the restraints, and draw it into himself.

The first of the bonds vanished with a crackling sound and a flash of heat.


It took too long, far too long, chewing up time he could not afford to waste, but there was no alternative — Isidro pried Kell’s net apart strand by strand. When he was able to sit up, his head was swimming and his throat felt dry enough to crack.

The chamber was small, barely big enough for Isidro to lie outstretched, and it seemed perfectly sealed, with four walls built from the same worn and weathered stone. There was an almost-empty water-skin sitting against one wall beside a bundle of stale griddlecakes, and Isidro’s old lantern-stone hung from a notch in the stone to illuminate it all.

With the device around his wrist still making half his body burn and throb, Isidro gingerly picked up the blasting-stone. He could only hope one of the walls was an illusion. If Kell truly had constructed stone walls to contain him, then this single blasting-stone would not be enough to break out. Perhaps he could construct more, if he could focus through the pain enough to turn a handful of loose sand into stones capable of holding an enchantment, and then create the enchantment itself.

As he considered, Isidro’s eye fell on the food and water. His thirst was overwhelming, Kell must know that. Why leave him the means to slake it? There seemed only one plausible reason — Kell had set another trap.

If that was the case then Kell had anticipated Isidro freeing himself. At once, Isidro froze, not daring to move. Could Kell know of his trick of absorbing power? Rasten must have told him — Rasten knew almost everything of what he’d learnt of mage-craft during his time as a slave.

In that case, why had he left Isidro in a position from which he could free himself? It seemed to imply that he didn’t just anticipate this — he’d planned for it.

What now? Isidro wondered.

The sight of the water-skin was as much a torment as the throbbing device around his wrist. Isidro closed his eyes to spare himself, and opened his senses to the power coursing through the room.

There was a concentration of energy against one wall — the wall on which the lantern-stone hung. As he explored the enchantment further, Isidro detected a shield bound against the stones, fuelled by the same ritual that drew power from the stone around his wrist. His own strength was being poured into the wall, and breaking through it would be a task akin to beating himself into submission.


He should have expected as much. Isidro gingerly felt across the wires with the fingertips of his clumsy and useless right hand.

Kell had taken the brace from his right arm. Isidro greeted the news glumly, another thing he’d more or less expected. The pieces of his secret weapon had been hidden alongside the splints. He’d known all along it was a poor hiding-place, but he’d been unable to come up with anything better. Everything else he’d considered had seemed too vulnerable to discovery or loss to one of Kell’s capricious whims. Isidro pushed it from his mind, and reached for the blasting-stone instead. He was grateful to have any weapon at all, and perhaps he could find another use for it.

As he sat, mind empty apart from those idle thoughts, another tickle of power had slowly come to Isidro’s attention. He turned his mind to it, trying to track it down, but it faded like a wisp of steam. After a moment he was convinced he’d imagined it, and turned his attention back to the shielded wall, but as soon as he did it returned, an irritating little buzz, like a mosquito that falls silent when one arises to hunt it down.

He’d felt something like it before, Isidro realised. That same maddening phantom of power, there one moment and gone the next. It felt just like the camouflage enchantment Delphine had recreated from Vasant’s texts. It had taken them an age to track it down, and that was with two of them searching for the cursed thing.

He couldn’t tell just where it was, but that was part of the device’s protections. On open ground it could make for hours of frustration, but this chamber was tiny.

Isidro ran his fingers through the loose earth, gathering up a handful and sifting it through his fingers, then turned to the water-skin. Checking it over carefully, he discovered a web of power wrapped over the vessel. It was a trap, intended to temporarily blind him with a flash of light, and as it was Isidro took a stinging slap from the unravelling power as he teased the threads apart. Once it was done he sniffed cautiously at the spout, but couldn’t tell if the water had been contaminated. It was possible that it was entirely clean, and somewhere Kell was amusing himself with the thought of Isidro not daring to drink when it was perfectly safe.

On the other hand, perhaps it was not.

Isidro sloshed a little water onto the floor, where it soaked into the yellow dust. He scooped up the dollop of mud and formed it into a ball. Turning in the direction that the tickling breath of power seemed most often to come from, he lobbed it at the wall.

It hit with a splat, leaving a damp streak on the stone.

Undeterred, Isidro turned to his left and tried again. This time, the clump of mud sailed right through.

Right, Isidro said to himself. Right. Here we go. He didn’t have a sash to tuck the blasting-stone into — he was barefoot, wearing only shirt and trousers — so he tied a corner of his shirt into a knot, tucking the stone inside for safe-keeping. Minor workings might be possible with the enchantment throbbing at his wrist, but the complex act of making more blasters was beyond him. He could not afford to lose it.

Once the stone was safe he opened his senses again, feeling for any other traps Kell had left to hinder his escape, but he found nothing other than the tickling distraction of the camouflage enchantment. At first Isidro simply couldn’t believe that Kell would devote so much time and effort into creating the decoy of the shielded wall, but leave the true exit unguarded. But in the end there was nothing for it — Isidro gritted his teeth, and stepped through the wall.

By the time the sun rose, Sierra and Rasten were underground and in the shade, covered with yellow dust and grit from the stone pulverised as they cut down into the ruins. They took turns, one resting while the other worked, but shortly after Rasten took the lead once more in the spiralling tunnel, he stopped and pressed his palm to the stone with a frown. ‘Sirri, I think we’re there.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘You can’t feel that?’

Sierra tossed her head and shrugged. ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Rasten, like Delphine, had tried to teach her about enchantments, but in each case her teacher soon gave up in favour of more productive lessons. Making enchantments, or reading the fine currents of energy bound up within them, made Sierra feel like a giant trying to thread a needle. She was as strong as a bear when her power ran high, but as a consequence she lacked any kind of subtlety or finesse.

Rasten turned to her, shaking grit from his hair, and raised one eyebrow.

He took her up against the wall, pressing her hard against the stone with one hand buried in her hair, reaching all the points of pleasure mingled with pain as only he could. Sierra dug her fingers into the pressure-points he had shown her, and with threads of power she bit deeper still, so that when he gasped and moaned against her there was no telling whether it was the pleasure or the pain that drew his cries. By the time they were done she was sated, riding so high on a wave of power that she was barely aware of the fresh bruises and scrapes from the rough stone, and when she looked at Rasten all she could think of was the power he had given her, the delicious crackling rush that lifted her above this world of struggle and dirt and pain. ‘Are you ready?’ she asked.

Rasten pulled her into his arms and kissed her, hard and hungry still. The dirt encrusted on his sleeves stung the scrapes on her back, but Sierra felt only the thrill of power it sent to him and then spilled over into her.

‘Let’s do it,’ Rasten murmured into her ear.

As Isidro stumbled through the shield an awful noise surrounded him. It reverberated through the cavern, a raw and gut-wrenching sound like an animal bellowing in agony. It reminded him of the aftermath of a battle, as injured men screamed and howled, but this was just one voice, crying out over and over again.

It took Isidro far too long to realise that the sound was him, caught in some sort of magical echo. He tried his best to ignore it, but between that and the awful throbbing of the device around his wrist, it was harder than ever to concentrate.

From this side Isidro could see straight into his prison — from within it had appeared to be a perfectly sealed cell, but from here he could see it was little more than a niche. How long had Kell stood here, he wondered, looking on as Isidro writhed and screamed from the agony of the device? The thought filled him with such revulsion that he had to turn away.

Isidro worried at first that Kell might be lurking nearby, but after careful exploration he felt certain that that was not the case. Of all the Blood-Mage’s enemies, Isidro was the least powerful and the smallest threat — he hadn’t even bothered to imprison him securely.

All their gear was strewn around the chamber, heaped in untidy piles, but in the centre the ground-sheet had been laid out with an array of gear arranged upon it like a merchant’s offerings. Isidro pressed his lips together as he took in the things spread out so temptingly, along with the bands of power that surrounded them, defences far more powerful and more dangerous than those in his cell. Delphine had taught him the Akharian trick of viewing power as lines of force, and he could see it clearly as a cage of energy wrapped around the display.

At the centre of the spread was the other half of the device he wore around his wrist. If he could pick that up, the awful pain would stop, if only he could do so without triggering the trap. Beside the device was the brace, with the pieces of his secret weapon hidden alongside the splints. There were weapons as well — knives, a sword, even a crossbow, and dozens and dozens of stones, even some of the milky-white ones Delphine prized so highly.

He couldn’t use the weapons anyway. The one thing he could use was what he would have constructed from the components concealed within his brace, and once again Isidro berated himself for not finding a better hiding-place. With an effort, he shoved that thought aside and began to examine the trap, trying to determine if there was any way he could dismantle it.

After some careful study, he thought he’d found a weak point and reached for it with the finest thread of power he could manage. He deliberately made his probe frail, meaning to break it off the moment danger presented, but before Isidro even made contact something within the trap stirred and struck as swiftly as a snake. It coiled around his thread of power and then swarmed along it to latch onto him. Isidro tried to pull away, but it was too strong; it sank in and stripped away the energy he’d absorbed taking down Kell’s bonds.

When he felt himself begin to panic, struggling like a beast in a net, Isidro forced himself to lie still and think. Once again, there was something familiar about this situation, and after a moment he placed it — Sierra had done this to him, back in the Spire. He had been unconscious when Rasten had coached Delphine through the technique of cutting the sap-threads and cauterising the wounds, but afterwards she had explained what she’d done.

Isidro set about cutting himself free. It felt like he was carving away chunks of his own flesh, and at the end of it, all he could do was lie panting on the floor with all the energy gained in his escape lost. The gear he’d pinned all his hopes on lay within arm’s reach but utterly unobtainable on the other side of that life-sucking shield.


The threads hadn’t sunk as deep as Sierra’s had, but he still had to cauterise the wounds left from cutting them out. Doing so while he lay so close to the trap would be suicide — as he lay there Isidro saw it reach for him with blindly questing threads. He hauled himself away, dragging himself across the yellow earth until he was out of reach, and then summoned the power to close the wounds. When it was done he could no longer deny the need to rest, and closed his eyes with his head pillowed on his good arm.

How long he drifted, it was impossible to tell, but when Isidro woke again the echoing screams rang on unchanged, and he was tempted to crawl back behind the shield, which somehow blocked it out. It would be a coward’s act, to be sure, but what other use could he be? He lacked the power to play any part in a battle against Kell, and he couldn’t even disarm the traps Kell had left to taunt him. If only he’d been clever enough to find a way to keep his secret weapon, things might have worked out differently, but he’d failed there, too.

The thought of the water-skin he’d left back behind the shield tempted him further, and out of shame Isidro bit his lip, and tasted blood. No, he would not play the coward. This might not be a natural cave, but he could taste moisture in the air. There had to be water somewhere. If he could just find a few mouthfuls to wet his throat, he would begin to think more clearly, he was sure of it.

Isidro forced himself to his feet, turning towards the passage, but at his first step his foot struck something that rattled with a dull and metallic sound and almost sent him sprawling again. He glanced down to see the old cooking pot, almost burned through on the base and now dented from the impact of his bare foot. His toe was bleeding, but Isidro barely noticed that — all his attention was fixed on the iron pot. It was poor quality and rusted, but it was still iron, just like the fragments of swords and knives he’d painstakingly shaped and hidden between the splints.

Iron, Isidro thought to himself. It doesn’t take much power to reshape metal.

Isidro snatched up the pot and sat right there on the dirt, reaching deep within to gather the little power he had left. It isn’t much, but it might be enough, he thought as he touched the blasting-stone, grasping it like a talisman. He could do this. He could. He might have only one shot, but when the time came he would make it count.


As the stones crumbled away to reveal the dark passage of the ruins, Sierra felt power pulse in the void beyond. In the darkness, a light flared, bubbling and swelling into a great jet of heat and flame that filled the cavern with an unearthly roar.

She and Rasten both snapped up shields to catch the blast, but as Sierra’s flickering blue light overlapped with his seething, ruddy flame Rasten glared at her. ‘Pull back! I’ve got this, and we waste power by doubling up.’

With a mutter, she did as he said. The jet seemed to last for an age as it hammered against Rasten’s shield. Once it faded they were left in darkness until Sierra created a globe of lightning and tossed it into the air, then clawed sweat-streaked hair away from her face. The heat of the blast had soaked into the walls, and this portion of the passage felt like a furnace.

Rasten cast his own globe of light and stepped through the hole. The movement triggered another blast, and this time Sierra held back. She let Rasten take the brunt of it, but the heat was immense, as fierce as the blaze of a blacksmith’s forge. She added her own power to his, and when Rasten turned to snarl at her she snarled right back. ‘We’ll be roasted alive if we skimp, and I can always raise more power.’

‘If we have time,’ Rasten snapped, but then he was silent as Sierra counted long seconds until the blast ended. It was too hard to talk over the roar of power, and when it died, her ears were ringing.

Then another noise cut through the stifling air, a dreadful howl like the screams of some wounded beast. Her guts went cold and hard as her hearing cleared enough to recognise those shrieks — she’d heard their like often enough in her years in the dungeons. It was the sound of a man screaming in agony, and as the cry dragged on, she realised that the voice was a familiar one, and it wrung her heart to hear.

Sierra stepped around Rasten, turning her head this way and that as she tried to gauge the source of the sound. They’d broken through into a straight section of tunnel, but a little way to the right it branched into two, and to the left it turned a corner and vanished from sight. This was no natural cave, unlike the ones beneath the Spire — these tunnels were neat and regular, the walls built of stone blocks and the ceilings vaulted. Only the floor seemed natural, buried under soft yellow dirt sculpted by wind and cut here and there by dried rivulets. The screams echoed off the stone walls in such a confusion of sound Sierra couldn’t tell where they came from. She turned to Rasten. ‘Which way?’

He frowned, peering through the darkness. The light did not reach far, and the passages beyond the branch swiftly faded into blackness.

‘Which way?’ Sierra demanded again.

‘I don’t know!’

She turned left, heading down the single passage. ‘Then we try this one.’ She took a step — just a single step — and felt lines of force tangle around her feet. Power pulsed with a flash of heat, and Sierra snapped up her shield to catch another raging jet of flame, and once again counted seconds until it passed — ten, twenty, twenty-five. Then she began to move forward again, but Rasten caught her arm.

‘Sirri, don’t.’

The scream rang out again, and there was no mistaking it for anything other than Isidro’s voice. It brought stinging tears to her eyes — she’d heard him cry out like that once, back before she even knew his name. He’d tried his best to control himself that day, to keep Kell from having the satisfaction, but exhaustion and the long hours of torment had worn him down. By the time Rasten had finished shattering the bones of his arm, he’d screamed himself hoarse.

She yanked her arm free from Rasten’s grip, but within an instant he had her again, this time digging his fingers into the nerves buried beneath the muscles. They were still linked by the ritual mark freshly scored into her back, and she felt power flowing into him from the burning of the pressure-points. ‘Sirri, stop,’ he growled in her ear. ‘Think. We need a plan. He’s torturing Balorica to draw us in, and he’s filled the tunnels with trip-lines to burn through our power. He’s laid a trap — we can’t go rushing into it.’

Sierra felt at war with herself. She knew he was right, but every scream felt like a knife to her heart, and all she could think of was Isidro trapped in a nightmare made real. Finding himself helpless in Kell’s hands again had been his greatest fear. She tensed against Rasten’s grasp, willing herself to tear away, but unable to do so. The long months she had spent under his tutelage had conditioned her not to fight this kind of pain, but to switch off the part of her mind that cared that it hurt, to simply submit and wait for it to pass. There was nothing else she could do.


After a moment Rasten let her go, and with the release of pressure her arms flooded with pins and needles. Sierra took a step away from him, and felt lines of force winding around her legs like cats. It would not take much more movement to set off another blast.

‘Sirri, we can’t play his game. He knows we’re here, and he wants to make us come to him. We should pull back, make him find us instead.’

‘Why would he? He has Isidro, and he’s gaining power from him with every moment. Isidro’s brought us here — he’s served his purpose. If we don’t act, Kell will kill him.’

Rasten momentarily closed his eyes, dropping his head. ‘It … seems likely.’

When Sierra made to pull away Rasten grabbed for her again, but this time she fended him off with a glowing shield that stung his hands with brilliant blue sparks.

‘By all the Gods, Little Crow, use your cursed wits! Kell knows Balorica has power, he knows he’s clever. He couldn’t take the chance that Isidro would turn on him and fight. If I were in Kell’s place I’d make sure he was incapacitated before this fight even began.’

Sierra bit her lip. ‘You think he’s lost?’

Rasten opened his mouth and closed it again. ‘I … Sirri, I should have known it would happen like this. I didn’t think … oh, by all the hells, I’m sorry.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Sierra said.

‘I wouldn’t lie to you!’

‘Enough! I’m going to find him, Rasten. I won’t give up on him, not after all he’s done for me.’

She turned, fending his hands off again as she took a step forward. The trip-lines around her feet tore just as she felt Rasten reach for her with cords of power, and then the blast of energy that scorched through the tunnel swept them away.

Sierra shaped her shield into a wedge and pushed through it, surrounded by a seething torrent of flame. Rasten followed in her wake. ‘Sierra, you wretched little fool, you’ll walk right into his hands!’

‘I’d rather that than skulk around in the dark while a good man dies!’ Sierra shouted. ‘Do you have a better plan?’

‘Little Crow, how do you know there’s enough left of him to save?’


She stopped dead while an inferno roared around them. What if he was right? If Kell thought Isidro dangerous enough to be a threat, he wouldn’t hesitate to cripple him further. Isidro had proven one ruined hand was not enough to keep him out of a fight, and she dreaded to think what Kell might do to remove him as a threat.

Sierra closed her eyes against the flame, and reached for the place where she and Isidro were bound together. She’d done this hundreds of times since Kell had cut them off hours ago, and the impenetrable wall between them was unchanged.

Sierra drew a deep breath, steeling herself. There was one other avenue open to her, if she could find the courage to use it. She reached for Kell.

The image hit her like a blow to the face — a naked man kneeling on bare stone, suspended from arms wrenched back from the shoulders and his back awash in blood. Sierra wrenched her mind away before she could take in anything more, but not before she heard Kell laughing, a low cackle of gloating mirth.

‘Sirri —’

She whirled to face him. ‘No! I will not leave him to die! Kell’s taken enough from him, I won’t let him take any more!’

With another step the trip-wire broke again. Sierra had her shield up and ready to take another onslaught of flame, but too late, she registered that the power flaring around her did not feel the same. There was no burst of heat, no fire boiling out of the air — instead she felt a shock beneath her, a percussive blast that sent vibrations through the soles of her feet.

Then the floor crumbled away, and she fell into absolute darkness.

Isidro found a trickle of water flowing from a font in the wall and collecting in a tiny basin, incongruously carved with reeds and waterfowl. Nothing had ever tasted as fine as that cool, sweet water.

When the first blast sent an echoing roar through the cavern’s dark passages, Isidro tore himself away from the basin and reached for his connection with Sierra. He still couldn’t contact her — he couldn’t feel a thing from her or Rasten. He did not attempt his connection with Kell; the last thing he needed was for the old man to realise he’d escaped. The link with Sierra was blocked so thoroughly that Isidro had no idea how he could ever bridge the gap.


At the first blast Isidro just stood and listened, but the second brought him to a decision. He laid his good hand against the contraption of metal that was slung across his chest, tied fore and aft to a strip of torn cloth to keep his hand free, and set out to follow the sound.

Sierra hit a body of water with a tremendous splash. It knocked the breath from her in a whoosh of air, and she sank. The water was chill — not as cold as a Ricalani lake, but cold enough to make her shiver as she straightened and kicked to the surface, spluttering and gasping for air.

A shaft of light gleamed down from above, a red-hued beam cast from Rasten’s mage-light, so faint that Sierra could see nothing but the black surface of the water around her.

She knew how to tread water from swimming in the summertime, but for a moment she lay on her back and floated so she could make another globe of light and toss it into the air.

‘Sirri!’ Rasten called down from above just as another scream cut through the gloom. If anything, the sound seemed louder and more clear.

Rasten’s face appeared above the hole, and as he leant down he dislodged some loose stones that tumbled towards her. She hastily cast a shield to deflect them, but it set off another trap — she felt the power twang and spurt, and with one quick-snatched breath she ducked under the water as a great wave of fire blossomed overhead.

The light let her see just what she had fallen into. It was a massive pool, nearly a lake, but the walls were as regular as the rest of the passages. A cistern, she thought, as her memory dredged up the unfamiliar word.

Then she saw what lay beneath her. Bones carpeted the floor of the pool. At a glance they all seemed human, some nothing more than a jumble of limbs and ribs, but some were still articulated and wrapped with chains that tethered them to chunks of rubble. Weapons, too, glinted with the firelight unfolding above, and Sierra idly wondered why the steel hadn’t rusted.

It took a great deal of effort to keep herself beneath the surface until the wave of fire died, and when she broke through she was desperate for air.

‘Sierra!’ Rasten shouted down again.

‘I’m alright,’ she called back. The fire had consumed her light, so she cast another and looked around for an exit. The entire chamber was as large as a Ricalani house, all three storeys including the barn, and was full two-thirds of the way to the vaulted roof. Three of the four walls were sheer, but one of the short sides rose less than a man’s height above the surface of the water and seemed to form a platform that led back into the earth.

‘Sirri, come back up,’ Rasten called down.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Sierra said. ‘Come down and join me. I think Issey’s down here somewhere, I can hear him more clearly.’

Still leaning over the hole, Rasten suddenly went still and turned his head, listening. ‘Sirri, do you hear that?’

She scowled at him, and then realised that the screams had fallen silent. ‘It’s stopped!’

‘No, not that,’ Rasten snapped. ‘I can hear … footsteps. Get back up here!’

‘I can’t! Come down here!’

‘Hush! Hold your wretched tongue, I’m trying to listen.’ Looking worried, he frowned and pulled away from the hole and out of her sight. ‘Stay where you are. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’

She heard nothing more, not even footsteps as he walked away. The only sound was the splash and gurgle as she held her position in the water, echoing off the cistern walls.

After a moment she heard a low, racking cough, and then a voice calling her name. ‘Sirri?’

The voice was weak and ragged, but it was Isidro’s. She hadn’t heard him in so long … As much as she wanted to reply, Sierra bit her lip and remained silent. She’d made a mistake in allowing herself to be separated from Rasten. Apart, they were far more vulnerable than they were together.

‘Sirri, are you there? If you can hear me, get out of here! Kell can’t be far away.’

His voice came from the platform at the narrow end of the cistern. It was the only way out.

Even if it was a trap, Sierra reasoned, Isidro would be able to feed her power no matter what barrier Kell had contrived to keep her from feeding from a distance. Her touch would overcome whatever working he had constructed. Diving beneath the water to cover the sound of her movement, Sierra kicked towards the edge of the pool.


The milk-white stone was affixed to the wall with a band of sculpted rock. It served as an anchor for this part of the net of trip-wires, and Isidro had to contort himself awkwardly to reach it without brushing against the threads of power. His head still swimming, he gingerly touched his right arm against the stone to balance himself, but even that little bit of pressure set the bones aching, which in turn fed more power to Kell.

Isidro had never been so thankful Delphine had taught him the Akharian technique of seeing power as glowing lines of force. It was hard to hold onto the trance-state through the searing pain from the device. The trip-lines that criss-crossed the passages wavered in and out of his sight like a guttering candle flame, but so long as he moved carefully he could avoid setting them off. Isidro knew he did not have the power to shield against the blast they would unleash.

There was a feel to the energy bound within the milk-white stone that made Isidro suspect that he was partially fuelling the structure through Kell’s device. There were dozens of the stones scattered throughout the ruins — Isidro had no idea Kell possessed so many. Once one was drained of power and the lines of force flickered out, it was a simple matter to break open the collar of rock and remove it. Isidro dropped this one into his bag. Perhaps he was weighing himself down unnecessarily, but it felt wrong to leave the stones where Kell might reclaim them. It would have taken him far too long to remove every one he passed, so Isidro just concentrated on removing the most important ones, so instead of the dense maze of trip-wires only the most basic structure remained, far more easily navigable than what had laced the corridors before.

Isidro picked his way across the weakening web to the next nexus of lines. He winced as another echoing scream rang out, reverberating along the halls, but otherwise ignored it as he bowed his head to the task.

The sound was faint but Rasten couldn’t ignore it — a rustle of cloth and a laboured breath. He heard it only for a moment before another ringing scream drowned out the noise.

As he retraced their steps, the lines of force re-formed around his feet — they weren’t yet strong enough to trigger another blast, but it wouldn’t be long.


That half-heard ragged breath haunted him. How often had he heard Kell’s breath grow short with anticipation and lust? The old man played up the injury to his leg, and Rasten never knew how much it truly hindered him. His master always kept his power too impenetrable to let Rasten or Sierra sense the pain of the old wound.

Had he truly heard it? Rasten glanced back at the hole, where he could faintly hear Sierra splashing in the water below. He should go back and join her — they were foolish to let themselves be separated. But if he had heard what he’d heard, and someone was stalking them through these halls, then it could only be Kell, and Rasten would not turn tail and run. He would not hide behind a woman, little more than a child, a brash and inexperienced young girl. He had given in to cowardice once, had frozen up when a golden opportunity had fallen into his lap. It would not happen again.

And besides, if Sierra heard and felt him engage with Kell, she’d take enough power from Rasten in the first onslaught of the fight to push through the fireball and come to his aid.

Rasten felt the first full-strength thread tighten around his leg just as his eye found the crouching figure shrouded in the darkness. He had his back to Rasten, and Rasten gathered his power and charged him before it registered that this man was dark-haired, not grey like his master, and was tall and lean where Kell was stocky.

As the trip-wire snapped, flame boiled out of the air. Rasten cast a shield and otherwise ignored it, but the expected jet of flame never materialised. Instead, the pulse of energy hissed and dwindled, like a spark landing in damp kindling. The figure ducked away and turned to face him, but in that instant Rasten reached him — he shoved the man against the wall with one arm pinned across his throat. With the other Rasten immobilised his right hand, and it was only at the feel of those rough and misshapen bones and the man’s grunt of pain that the red haze in Rasten’s mind lifted enough for him to realise just who it was.

Sierra hauled herself out of the water slowly, letting it drain away before standing up on the platform in a spluttering rain of droplets.

Isidro had fallen silent, but Sierra could still hear his laboured breathing. Power was prickling against her senses, as though the wall Kell had built between them was beginning to break down. She desperately wanted to call out to him, but she knew that nothing could be more foolish, and so she held her tongue and strained with all her senses.

One passage opened from the platform, leading deeper into the rock with a lone, guttering candle lighting the way. It was the only route away from the cistern with its carpet of corpses. Sierra gathered her power, holding it tightly furled and ready to strike, and started down the path.

Once she’d passed the candle, Kell extinguished his camouflage enchantment with a touch, and set out on silent feet to follow her.

Rasten stepped back swiftly, releasing Isidro as though the touch scorched his skin. Isidro slumped against the wall, gasping for breath. His eyes were sunken and heavy, and every movement seemed to cost him enormous effort.

‘What in the hells are you doing here?’ Rasten asked.

Isidro coughed. ‘What do you think I’m doing?’ He bent down and pulled a milk-white stone out of its socket on the wall.

‘You must have passed the place where we came in. You should have got out of here when you had the chance.’

Isidro shook his head. ‘I didn’t see any way out. Perhaps … Kell must have camouflaged it.’

As he spoke, another scream rang out, a raw, animal sound. Isidro winced to hear it.

‘We thought that was you,’ Rasten said.

‘It was, just … a little while ago. Where’s Sierra?’

Rasten glanced back, but said nothing.

Isidro frowned. ‘You left her alone?’

‘You try making that woman do a cursed thing she doesn’t want to,’ Rasten snapped. He took a step back and studied Isidro with a narrow gaze. Rasten knew the look in his eyes, and that slump of his shoulders. He was drunk with pain, exhausted but unable to rest. And yet there were no visible wounds and, even if they were hidden, Rasten ought to be able to feel something of it at this range, due to the bond that linked them.

‘Where’s Kell?’ Rasten demanded.

‘I don’t know. Look, we should get back to Sierra. She’s vulnerable on her own.’

For a moment Rasten closed his eyes and reached for her in his mind. He was fully expecting to find her in the water, waiting as he’d told her. When he found her moving cautiously down a narrow stone passage, he nearly lost his wits.

Sierra! Gods take you, where are you going?

Issey’s down here somewhere, Rasten, I can feel him!

Curse you, get back here now! It’s a trap: Isidro’s here, I’m looking right at him!

What in the Black Sun’s name are you talking about? He could feel her presence in his mind, and yet somehow she couldn’t see the man standing before him.

Rasten clenched his fists until his knuckles ached. They’d walked right into Kell’s hands — he’d separated them without trouble and then lured Sierra away. She was still holding a good amount of power, but it was hardly a lot by her standards — if Kell cornered her now she’d burn through it in minutes.

Rasten grabbed Isidro by the collar and shoved him back against the wall. It made no difference that the other man was taller and heavier, he was so weak that Rasten could have done with him as he wished. ‘What enchantments are you carrying? What did Kell put on you?’

Without a word Isidro held out his left arm and the wire cuff that bound the stones. Beneath it, within easy reach of his good hand, was an odd contraption of metal, a tube as long as his forearm and as thick as the hilt of a knife, with a rough handle affixed to one end. Rasten had never seen anything like it — some Akharian invention, perhaps? It hardly seemed important now. Rasten seized Isidro’s wrist and examined Kell’s device. With a touch he could sense the power within the stones, and caught an inkling of their purpose; all were geared towards control in one way or another, but most important was the enchantment that stripped power from Isidro’s nerves and fed it to Kell, and the one that isolated him from Sierra, feeding from that same source so that the more pain he was in, the stronger the barrier between them became.

‘Don’t move,’ Rasten commanded him. He wrapped a shield around the stones to protect the arm from the backlash that would come. Then he cut the wires.

Isidro burst into Sierra’s mind with a flare of pain and power, striking so swiftly and so suddenly that energy flared across her skin and bolts of lightning swarmed at her fingertips. With a ragged gasp she froze in her tracks.

Sirri, where are you?

He was on his knees, breathing hard as the discharge of power sent aftershocks along his nerves. He’d been in great pain, but there was less now. Sierra had grown familiar with the peculiar rippling shudder that came with the abrupt cessation of pain. The power he sent her was dwindling fast.

She turned back the way she’d come just as a voice called out from deeper within the earth. Isidro’s voice. ‘Sirri, are you there? I think … I think I can get myself free, but I need your help. Sirri, please!’

Sierra clenched her teeth and gathered her power as Kell stepped into view. With one hand resting on the knob of his cane, he threw his head back and laughed, but the sound that reached her was Isidro’s voice and it came from the passage behind her.

‘You witless whore,’ he said. ‘Now you’re going to get what you deserve.’

Isidro was still slumped against the wall when the blast reverberated up from below. All he could see through Sierra’s eyes was a confusion of light and power, falling rubble and choking dust. The battle of power was so fierce that it melted the stone, and step by slow step, Kell was forced back. Sierra was burning through her reserves at a tremendous rate, and already Isidro could feel that they were waning.

There was one thing he could do about that, now that Rasten had cut his connection to Kell and Sirri’s access to him was restored. Isidro bunched his right hand into a fist and tried to flex his broken bones. It hurt, of course, but not as much as it had when he’d used this same trick months ago on the bank of a frozen river. His breaks had healed since then, thanks to Delphine, so Isidro wrapped his good hand around the lumpen bones of his right forearm, and squeezed with all his strength.

Kell stumbled back, sending all of his energy into the shield and deflecting the force of Sierra’s attack into the rubble beneath their feet. She was burning through her strength, but she could feel his power fading, and so she struck again and again, giving him no quarter in which to recover, barely aware of the energy Isidro was sending to her. All she could think of was bringing Kell down and crushing him beneath the rage and fury that burned within her.

The rock beneath her feet trembled, and then it shattered with a sharp, percussive crack and filthy yellow water bubbled up between the cracks. In the space of a heartbeat it was past her knees and rising, flowing with such force that she had to divert her dwindling strength to keep it from sweeping her feet out from underneath her.

As the water reached her waist, Kell laughed again, in his own voice this time. ‘Well, girl, that ought to keep you out of trouble. I’ll be back once I’ve dealt with my snivelling worm of an apprentice.’

With another blast he brought the roof of the cavern down between them, and as the earth trembled again Sierra felt the rocks groan. It must have opened the cracks in the cistern wider, for the pressure of the water suddenly increased and the flow rose to her neck, spurting against her with all the mass contained in the cistern lending it force.

He’s coming.

Isidro didn’t need to speak aloud — they’d both seen what happened below, felt Sierra devoting all her power to fighting the torrent of water, struggling to hold the bubble of air that kept her from drowning.

Rasten shoved away from the wall. ‘How in the hells did he get behind her?’

‘He has a camouflage enchantment,’ Isidro said. ‘He took it from me when he took me prisoner …’ He scrabbled through his bag, pulling out the stones he’d gathered. ‘There might be others built into the trip-lines — that’s probably how I passed your entrance without seeing it. If … if he was using something similar to make Sierra think I was talking to her down there, then … what if he can use it to move around unseen?’

‘To sneak up on us?’ Rasten said. ‘By all the Gods —’

‘Think!’ Isidro snapped. ‘It puts out an energy field, and that can be disrupted. The suppression stones, the ones Sierra pried off before she escaped back in the winter — can you make them? Quickly?’

Rasten looked down at the cluster of white stones in Isidro’s hand.

It took only a minute or so apiece, and as Rasten turned out the stones Isidro scattered them through the passage and took down the nearest anchors to remove the threat of trip-wires and flame. One of them confirmed his suspicion of the camouflage devices — as he drained one stone, a section of apparently solid wall flickered and vanished to reveal a rubble-filled passageway.

Now that the awful pain was gone, and the water he’d found had revived him, Isidro was beginning to think clearly again. ‘That explains why Kell didn’t want me to see this place on the way down,’ he said, laying out the last few stones. He turned to Rasten, who stood near the centre of the circle they made. ‘Do they interfere with your power?’

‘A little, but they’d do the same to Kell,’ Rasten said. ‘Now get out of sight, and tell Sirri what’s happening. You’re no good in a fight; you’re too easy a target.’ Rasten turned his back on Isidro, set his feet square and summoned the power he had left. Isidro could feel it coursing along his nerves and over his bones, and grew uneasy thinking of just how much Kell had raised from him before Rasten had cut the device away.

Sirri! Rasten called. I need more power! You know what to do.

Away and beneath them, trapped under rock and rushing water, Isidro felt Sierra lift her head. She gripped the rough stone with both hands, anchoring herself to the wall and augmenting her strength with power to keep from being swept away by the frothing torrent. Sierra reached for her smooth neck, and Isidro realised she was aiming for a pressure-point, to rouse pain without damage. But the moment her hand lifted from the wall, the rushing water pushed her off balance and she had to snatch for her handhold again.

Sirri, now!

Isidro looked down at his own useless right hand, scarred where Rasten had nailed it to a log all those months ago. There was a limit to how much pain one man could cause himself without incapacitation, and of all of them here, he was the least useful in this fight. He was expendable.

Rasten had turned his back on Isidro. He must have had that same thought — the apprentice wouldn’t hesitate to use any resource he had at hand, or so Isidro had always thought.

‘Rasten!’ Isidro called. ‘Give me a knife!’

A twitch showed that he had heard, but Rasten did not turn until Isidro strode across to grab him by the shoulder. Rasten whirled to face him a moment before his hand fell, his own fists raised and flaring with red-hued power.


‘A knife,’ Isidro said again. ‘Quickly!’

Rasten hesitated — it was so brief that Isidro was hardly sure he’d seen it, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes. A flicker of what? He couldn’t say. He didn’t know the man well enough to read him.

Rasten pulled a slender-bladed dagger from his belt and handed it over hilt first. ‘Wait,’ he said, and rummaged in his belt-pouch, pulling out a stone strung on a leather cord. ‘Put this on first.’

Isidro identified it at a touch. It was a channelling device, performing some of the functions of a ritual circle when a sacrifice was bound within it. Isidro pulled the leather thong over his head. Then he took the knife and set the point against the scar on his palm.

He couldn’t let himself think about it, or he would lose his nerve. The blade was wickedly sharp — at the first touch there came a sting and a trickle of blood. Isidro set his jaw and emptied his mind. He took a single breath — in, out — and shoved the blade through his palm.

At the shock of the knife Sierra threw her head back and screamed. Power surged and spilled, filling the flooded passage with flickering blue light and a crackle that rivalled the deafening roar of the water. She reeled it in, trying to keep the precious energy from spilling, and as the pressure grew she gathered it up and pounded at the wall of rubble ahead of her, then snapped up a shield as the rock exploded and was swept past her by the gushing water. Gasping for breath as the water washed over her face, she inched forward and prepared to strike and smash again. She had to be careful — she had never been good at conserving power, and Rasten would need it more desperately than she, but she had to get out of here, and it had to be soon.

Isidro stumbled back against the tunnel wall. He couldn’t look away from the knife, the slender blood-streaked blade jutting from the back of his hand. He ought to pull it out, but his left hand seemed to have lost all its strength and could only pluck uselessly at the hilt.

Rasten followed him and Isidro instinctively turned away, but Rasten was quick and phenomenally strong for all his smaller size. He pinned Isidro against the wall with his shoulder, took his arm in a firm grip and wrenched the knife free. The pain was so intense — or perhaps it was simply shock — that for a moment Isidro thought he would pass out. His vision narrowed to a long, dark tunnel, his throat clenched and his stomach churned.

Then Sierra spoke inside his mind. Issey, oh, Isidro …

Sirri, just get out of there! We need you!

I’m trying! He saw her loose another blast in his mind’s eye and inch forward again, while the flow of water seemed to grow stronger as it grew smoother.

The pain in his hand, the scent of blood and sweat and fear and power — all of it was bringing buried memories to the surface. Isidro wrapped his good hand around his wrist and forced his right hand to flex, while Rasten, still standing over him, threw his head back as power rushed through him. Isidro was struggling to stay in the present and not be drawn back into the past, and it was at that moment, as he focussed on the sandstone walls and yellow earth that he saw a blur cross their perimeter of suppression stones. It looked like the rippling haze in the air above a fire.

Isidro gave a wordless shout of warning, and with the knife still in his hand Rasten spun around and struck with both the blade and with a lash of power. It shattered the camouflage Kell carried, and in the instant Isidro saw him Kell seemed nothing like the hobbling old man who had stalked the king’s hall. Kell had his knobbled cane in one hand, and in the other he held a sword, the blade so fine and slight that it would be more accurate to call it a rapier — it had been concealed inside his cane all this time, Isidro realised.

Rasten’s blast also popped the globes of fire he’d cast for light, and the passage was plunged into darkness, relieved only by the flash and flicker of red and gold light as the mages fought.

In the passage below, Sierra eased back on her blasts, letting Rasten take the power. Isidro pressed his back against the wall and squeezed his right hand with his left as the blood oozed between his fingers.

Rasten fought with guts and fury, striking swift and hard with hands and power, but Isidro saw that Kell was an old hand at this game. He poured power into his shields, letting Rasten exhaust himself while none of the blows he landed were critical. After a few moments Rasten realised that his tactics were failing, and the second his will faltered Kell struck him with a blast of power that sent Rasten reeling with blood pouring down his face.


Kell pressed home his advantage and struck again and again, giving Rasten no time to recover. With each blow Isidro could feel the old man stripping away the younger’s power, leaving him weaker with each strike.

They were all doomed unless something happened to break the cycle. Isidro felt for the device hanging from his shoulder, a slender tube of metal sculpted from an old cooking pot. He had just one blaster; just one chance to make a difference. Now was the time to make it count.

Isidro had never tested the device and had no idea how much damage it could do, or even if it would work at all. It was a creation of desperation, a last resort, nothing more.

With his left hand clamped around the stock Isidro pushed away from the wall. He almost stumbled — he hadn’t realised just how much the pain had sapped his strength, or how badly the shock of the wound affected him — but shuffled determinedly on around the edges of the mages’ fight. Then he reached Kell’s side unnoticed and felt the man’s shields wrapped around him like armour.

Isidro stripped that power away, taking it into himself. Kell stiffened the moment he felt his shields waver — he made to pull away, but Isidro kicked at his weak leg and shoved the end of the metal tube against the small of Kell’s back. If Isidro had had two good hands, one to steady himself on the old man’s shoulder, he might have been able to keep his aim, but as it was Kell’s leg gave way and he began to crumple, just as Isidro set the blaster off.

The device roared like a tiger and bucked in Isidro’s grip, sending a shock up his arm like a kick from a horse.

The distraction gave Rasten the opening he needed to regroup. He couldn’t have known what Isidro was planning, but acting purely on instinct he slammed up a shield.

Like any Blood-Mage, Kell was conditioned to ignore pain, to shove it aside and focus on the matter at hand. The only reason Isidro knew his missile had struck home was the splash of blood on Kell’s shirt and, in the flooded passage, Sierra’s scream at the echoed sensation of a metal ball tearing through skin and flesh and vitals.

His one blaster spent, Isidro cast the useless device aside. Kell had turned on him with a roar when Rasten, fuelled by fresh power routed through Sierra, struck him a massive blow from behind, sending the old mage staggering.


Isidro swiftly backed away, summoning what power he had and preparing to spin it into a shield, but he knew any defence was futile. Even wounded — and if his missile had pierced kidney or gut then it was certainly a mortal wound, though it might take days to finish him — he was powerful enough that Isidro’s strongest shield would be little more than gossamer.

Bright, fresh blood stained Kell’s back and belly crimson, but he held himself proud and straight as he turned his head, trying to keep both enemies in sight. After one contemptuous glance, he turned his back on Isidro. Facing Rasten, Kell reached high overhead with thick ropes of power, and brought the vaulted ceiling crashing down onto his apprentice.

With the water rushing around her, Sierra clung to the walls and coughed and spluttered, letting power flood through her as she struggled to breathe without filling her lungs with fluid. She shuddered with the echoing sensation of a missile tearing through her belly, and then the pummelling rain of bricks and rubble as Rasten was driven to the ground under the collapsing roof. For a moment the pain threatened to drag her down, but then the golden tide rose, buoying her up on a pure and brilliant swell of power. The cold didn’t matter, the darkness, the airlessness, none of it mattered. Sierra delved into the power and scooped it up, letting it fill her and turn her soul to light. Then she gathered herself and blasted at the cracked and crumbling stone, forcing her way forward with blow after blow after blow.

Kell slammed Isidro against the wall, cracking his skull against the stone with such force that his vision exploded into myriad flashing lights. By the time he could see again, Isidro found himself slumped on the ground with Kell standing over him, sword in hand.

‘You pathetic worm, you wretched cripple,’ Kell hissed through clenched teeth as he pressed a hand to the wound in his gut. A sour smell filled the air, like vomit and bile, and it made Isidro want to retch. ‘I’ll skin you alive for this. I’ll cut you to pieces and make you eat them!’ Kell set the tip of his sword against Isidro’s throat and stepped onto Isidro’s ruined arm, pressing down with all his weight. Isidro felt the bones click and grind, and clenched his teeth to keep from crying out.

A rock tumbled down from the pile covering Rasten, falling to the ground with a clatter. Then, with a bellow Rasten heaved himself out from under it and leapt. He slammed into Kell from behind; and as the old man’s leg gave way he bore them both to the ground, collapsing in a heap with Isidro trapped at the bottom. Kell’s sword fell between them, and as the old man struggled to find a grip and hurl Rasten from his back, the blade sliced deep, scoring a line of fire across Isidro’s ribs. A stray foot struck against Isidro’s right arm, and he bellowed before he could stop himself. Rasten had his arms around Kell’s neck, choking him with hands and power both as thick ropes of red flame battled with gilded cords.

Rasten’s eyes met Isidro’s for a split second. Beneath them all Sierra was still fighting her way through the rock, following the water’s gushing path back to them. She needs more power, Isidro thought dimly as the sword sliced through skin and muscle again. This paltry fare was not enough; she needed more.

He caught Rasten’s gaze and nodded.

Rasten stomped on the splintered bones of his right arm, and Isidro’s world exploded into jagged shards of light and pain.

With one final blast Sierra burst through the floor of the cistern. A fresh wave of power surged through her, but the chamber was still half-full and she emerged into a whirlpool of draining water that drew her down with immense force. With a roar of frustration and echoed pain, Sierra hurled the water away from her, and then froze it solid into a thick rime of ice that clung to the walls and bound the skeletons littering the floor into a grotesque jumble of jagged bones.

At her feet she saw an axe, a bright silver-lipped blade with a long wooden handle: no elegant weapon, just a simple woodsman’s tool. She snatched it up and turned her face up to the hole in the roof through which she’d fallen, and then summoned a staircase of stone and ice to take her there.

The sigil on Isidro’s back burned as Kell and Rasten struggled. The old man fought like a bear, even with a loop of grey intestine protruding from the wound in his belly. Kell was still drawing power from him, and from Rasten as well — as their master he’d carved a handhold right into their souls.

When he blinked he saw a glimpse through Sierra’s eyes as she ran towards them with an axe in her hands, shielding herself in a blue veil of lightning as flames swirled around her. Did Kell have such a hold on her, as well?

Rasten had lost the upper hand, and was flagging — the falling roof had taken a lot out of him, and it took so much of his strength to defend against Kell’s blows he couldn’t land any of his own.

Isidro tried to move, but they were still sprawled across him, pinning him to the ground, and the slightest pressure on his right arm made him feel as though he would burst with a thousand brilliant jagged needles of pain. And here we are again, he thought.

One of the suppression stones lay just beyond the useless limb. Isidro’s eye lingered on it for a long moment before his pain-riddled mind realised what his subconscious was trying to tell him.

‘Rasten!’ he called out, scrabbling to reach it with his good hand. ‘Rasten, the stones!’

Rasten froze, and in that moment of hesitation Kell struck with claws of power that cut deep, sapping his strength and binding his will. Kell lurched forward, shifting his weight, so at last Isidro could move to snatch up the stone. As Kell knelt on the earthen floor with Rasten beneath him, Isidro felt for the wound the blaster had punched in the old man’s back and shoved the stone in, burying it in his flesh just as a jet of flame roared around the curve of the tunnel and Sierra appeared, dripping wet and surrounded by writhing, twisting lightning. There was an axe in her hands, the head rippling with Black Sun’s Fire.

Kell bellowed in pain as his power sputtered and died at the touch of the stone, guttering out like a candle flame.

‘Not so powerful now, are you, you son of a bitch?’ Rasten said. Kell’s hands were still around his neck, and Rasten grabbed his thumbs and wrenched them back with a grinding crack of bone.

Kell pulled away, staggering with the pain and shock of losing his power. His thumbs flapping at obscene angles, he groped behind his back, reaching for the stone Isidro had thrust into the wound. Isidro grabbed for his flailing arm and, though he was weak, without his power Kell was weaker. He seized the arm and held it as Rasten grabbed the other, just as Sierra came upon them with the axe raised. The flickering blue glow of Black Sun’s Fire was the only light in the chamber, and Isidro could just make out the look of utter disbelief on Kell’s face.

Sierra swung the axe.






Epilogue

While the last rippling flames died away, Sierra dropped to her knees at Isidro’s side, pulled off her wet shirt and pressed it to the deep gashes across his chest.

Isidro couldn’t speak — he could barely think — the last of his strength had gone into catching Kell’s wrist to hold him still for that final blow. Between the pain in his arm and the deep chill spreading through him, he had no reserves left.

Rasten staggered to his feet, staring down at the corpse. Kell was still twitching, his eyes wide open and sightless, lips forming a soundless curse. The axe had bitten deep, and Sierra had struck him square-on — it had cut right through the centre of his forehead and then lodged with the edge of the blade buried in his face. The body shook and spasmed as Kell breathed his last, and Rasten stood motionless and fixated as the final gasps grew weaker, and the body fell still.

Then Isidro felt ripples spreading through the lines of force woven through the tunnels. Those enchantments had been bound to Kell, he realised, destined to fail only at his death. As his mind and will unravelled in those final moments, so did the power bound into the stones.

With his good hand, Isidro grabbed for Sierra’s wrist. ‘Sirri,’ he gasped. ‘The stones, the power — can you feel that?’

She gave him a look of confusion, but Rasten’s head snapped up. ‘He’s right. I can feel it coming.’

The last of his words were drowned out as the final threads of power snapped and came loose. He heard the roar beginning in the distance, like a raging torrent after the dam has burst.

Sierra reached out to Rasten just as the jet of flame hit, and the pair cast a shield to cover them all, the brilliant blue mixed with the ruddy glow. Isidro could do nothing but lie back and watch the storm of power writhe above his head while Sierra and Rasten bowed low beneath the beating flames.

It lasted for an age. Isidro counted past two hundred before the blast died back, leaving the stone around them heated like the walls of an oven. With sweat beading on his face, Isidro fumbled for Sierra’s hand, and saw her wince as he found it, clumsy and shaking at the last of his reserves. She wore a breast-band wrapped firmly across her chest, fashioned from a bit of scavenged cloth, and her fingertips were torn and bloody from clinging to the rough walls of the flooded passage. Still, she wrapped her bruised and bleeding fingers around his hand and drained the pain away with a touch.

As Isidro let his eyes drift closed, he felt Rasten stand. ‘Rasten,’ Sierra said, with such a note of worry in her voice that Isidro forced his eyes open again.

Rasten turned back to the body lying sprawled on the yellow earth, the skin red and scorched, the clothes charred and flickering with flame.

He set his boot against Kell’s face and took hold of the axe, wrenching it free with a grunt, and Isidro felt Sierra’s power rise with the pain that came from muscles and skin torn by the falling rocks.

With a roar Rasten swung the axe, then raised it again and again, hacking at Kell’s head until all that remained was a ruin of red flesh and yellow bone, utterly unrecognisable as human. Then he turned to the rest of the corpse, with an incoherent cry of rage and pain, while Sierra called his name over and over.

Finally, he abandoned the axe, dropping it carelessly by his feet, and drew his belt-knife instead. Dropping to his knees beside the body, Rasten sank the knife between Kell’s legs.

Sierra drew a sharp breath. ‘Here,’ she said, taking Isidro’s good hand and placing it on the damp cloth. ‘Press on this.’ She stood and circled cautiously around until she was facing Rasten. ‘Rasten, look at me. Do you know me?’

He raised his face to her, tears pouring down his cheeks, the knife still held in one gory hand. ‘I … Sirri —’

She took his face in her battered hands, and wiped the wetness away with her thumb. ‘It’s over, Rasten, it’s over, you’re free. We’re all free.’

Rasten looked down at the corpse, and slowly, the knife fell from his bloody fingers. Then he buried his face in her shoulder, and sobbed.
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