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“Nothing ever changes. Even if
you’re victorious, you’ll still be filled with the poison. You’ve
got to break the chain of evil … with love.” – Jesus in
The Last Temptation of Christ

“Adventure is not outside man; it is
within.” – George Eliot

















I: Andreas

The ground was slippery and soft with mud.
Droplets of dirty rainfall hung from Seleda's mane like feeble
diamonds, mesmerizing in the forest gloom.

She stopped, mud welling around her hooves,
ears pricked in apprehension. There was a tenseness in her muscles,
a quietness in her demeanour. Someone or something unexpected was
here.

Andreas glanced back through the brush, the
chill seeping into his bones. In the deepening dusk, he could make
out faint patches of the road between the trees. But the path was
empty, as were the woods, the silence broken only by the mournful
calls of evening doves.

Before him was a clearing, verdant grasses
bent flat by rainwater, a few stray twigs littering the ground. A
dull grey glow poured in from overhead.

"We've ridden past here thousands of times.
So what is it? One of Loren’s brutes?” He laughed softly, stroking
Seleda’s warm sorrel mane. “We’ll spill his blood and make him
disappear."

Descending the flattened slope, he
dismounted at the trickling stream in the gully, his eyes on the
trees. Lowering himself to the ground, he crossed his legs, picking
absently at a piece of grass.

Whatever it was that had Seleda vexed, it
could only be a soldier, a civilian, or an animal … or likely as
not, nothing. Give it half an hour or so and things back in the
city would quiet down for the night.

Then he could go home.

… Yet the still paths of the
forest felt more like home than the citadel ever could. There were
nights he didn’t want to go back at all, that were fraught with
unseen dangers. A chilly breeze ruffled his tunic, whispering
unhappy tidings. Here there was tranquillity, however fleeting. The
air was saturated with the damp scent of tree sap and the last of
the wintergreens and lilacs.

The faintest rustle broke his reverie, and
his eyes riveted to the undergrowth across the stream. Rising to
his feet, he shook a spell of dizziness from his head and fingered
the cold hilt of his sword unenthusiastically.

Seleda gulped softly. When he lifted his
hand to her flank to steady her, his fingers met with motionless
muscle. He allowed himself a slight smile at her composure. Relief
was in order—but hardly: The woman materializing from the forest
was not an enemy, but neither was she human.

She was difficult to see at first. The sheet
of drizzle between them was like a watery glass veil, and the woman
a liquid sculpture behind it. As she drew closer, he could see why
her outlines seemed so fluid: The rainwater collecting on her skin
was gliding over her body and draining into her pores. The details
went hazy for a moment with lust: only a thick, wild tangle of
capillary vines tumbling over her shoulders like hair obscured her
nakedness. Her skin was a creamy silver beryl—the living inner
flesh of a tree without bark.

He stiffened, his blood coursing faster—past
the initial shock of encountering a dryad in the flesh, he saw only
a woman under the quicksilver, pliant, inviting and exposed. The
stream of rainwater shimmering over her belly and breasts only made
her shine all the more, outlining her in a liquid halo.

"Greetings, Lord Telyra of Talystasia.”

Andreas shivered convulsively as her voice
filled the clearing like wind creaking through hollow branches,
androgynous, low and cold. It was a frightening old voice,
immediately deadening the magnetism of her flesh. Had she been
human, he could have overpowered her in an instant. But he knew
better. The nymph was as strong as an oak, however supple she
appeared, and could rip him limb for limb if she wished it. If her
savageness matched his own, he’d never stand a chance. On the
incredibly rare occasions that one of her kind had appeared to him,
they had brought nothing but trouble.

Unease hollowing the pit of his stomach, he
bowed carefully at the waist, allowing the controlled movement to
steady him.

"Greetings, Emissary," he returned politely,
for that was most certainly what she was. His voice sounded
indistinct to him after the resounding clap of her own, but his
nerves were solid once more. He looked up, determinedly at her face
and not at her naked body. Her features, framed by a flow of water
seeping into the roots of her fibrous hair, were uncannily human.
Dark, full lips cracked open just a little as she approached him,
her wide green eyes framed by curving brows.

"It's the forest," she said urgently.
"Please listen."

"I'm listening," he assured her, glancing up
at the darkening sky.

The dryad's emerald eyes narrowed
unnervingly. "Let us review geography," she stated coldly.

He didn't say anything.

"Your only real jurisdiction is inside the
walls of the eastern half of the city, on your side of the Wall and
the territorial dividing line. This mountainside—and the
surrounding countryside—is under joint jurisdiction—or shall we say
dispute—between you and Lord Loren with respect to your truce."

"Not quite," he interrupted.
"It’s true that is my only solid holding, but we do have a minimal
division between our territories outside the city walls.
It's all under
dispute, come to that, particularly the city. The truce is a thin
veneer. Loren and I both know that. But it's not like we're
stealing each others' crops. Nor is it like our borders are
completely sealed. And the truce …"

"The details of your conflict do not concern
us. Because of your vendetta, no one will come near this place save
the merchants to trade—and mostly with Lord Loren, of course."

He would ignore this jab as best he could,
though his hand itched to slap her. Thankfully she was out of
reach.

"Your feud. It's not ...
specifically the cause of our distress, which is what I’m trying to
say. I’m trying to make you understand what this is
not about before I
attempt to make you understand what it is about. Human influence on the
forest has always been mostly negative, and you have protected us
from much of that by making this region so thorny, for which we are
grateful and indebted."

"Not on purpose," he said with a shrug.

"Ever the honest man—whatever your other
flaws. Of course, the fields used to be forest too, before they
were cultivated without consultation. But can we really fault you
for the actions of your ancestors …?"

Could she?

… He did often enough. The need
to reach out and share the burden that weighed on him was almost a
physical ache. And with this deceptively vulnerable woman in front
of him—if she really was
a woman—it wasn’t the only one.

The hell with that. He was hungry, and
drained There were still the night’s reports to see to. Still work
to be done. He shifted from foot to foot, losing his battle with
the chill, as he was losing the war with his guilt.

"What," he asked impatiently, "is the
problem then? Though ... if you really want to talk about flaws, we
could begin with your people sending emissaries undressed to
discuss with me."

"Why does it trouble you that we do not
bother with your human coverings?"

"Because if you were human, I'd take you for
a woman of no virtue. And I don't negotiate with whores."

She was quick. "Not a surprise, as no woman
of virtue would choose your company—at least from what I’ve
heard."

He flinched, but then smiled.

"Not choose, no. Choice however, doesn't
count for a whole lot in my world. Speaking of which—if I had one,
I'd not be standing around in the forest outside my city walls
chatting, while it's getting colder, and windier ..." he paused,
feeling his tone cast a shadow, "... and darker, by the minute. My
enemies are on the prowl, because that's my life. And while I could
take down five, or six tonight ... I'm not sure I could take down
nine or ten. I’m tired."

"The problem is you," she cut in.

"What?" Andreas peered at her curiously. Her
ancient eyes flashed at him, but there was a surprising lack of
blame in her voice.

"That is the purpose of this meeting. We
didn't think you were exactly ... aware."

"No, I'm obviously not. What are you talking
about? I—or we? ... Are a problem to you ...? Loren and I, or just
me? You just stated our conflict is superfluous to you."

She let out a raspy sigh, the sound of dry
leaves rustling in the breeze, her shoulders dropping.

"Not your conflict—your rationalizations,
your politics, your elaborate details; those are surface discourse
only. Our complaint is about something far more subtle and
specific, underpinning all these things. Come here."

She outstretched her arm. Rain pooled in her
upturned palm.

Stepping forward cautiously, he met her at
the bank.

"Look down please."

He peered into the rushing waters. At first
his gaze met only muddy green stream water, slimy with algae—but
then he saw it—a discoloured, bloody stain blooming sickly against
the banks to deposit ugly crimson residue on the creek stones. He
looked up, finally sensing her alarm, though he didn’t understand
it. The back of his neck crawled as if a ghost had breathed on his
hackles.

“What is that?”

"Even our water is tainted with blood," she
answered with a trembling edge of fright. "No evil may touch the
forest, Lord Telyra."

Andreas tilted his head—he was well aware of
the Elder decree.

"You know I do my best to keep fighting
clear of the woods. I did that even before I called the truce.
Hell, these past three years—"

She didn't respond.

"What then?"

"Do you not see the greater import of this
event?"

"Of ... blood in the water?"

She nodded.

"I ..." He closed his eyes, but all he could
see was what it might mean for him.

He spent plenty of time looking over his
shoulder on these evening outings, but part of him trusted the
shaky ceasefire that held the violence at bay. He assured himself
time and again that his anxiety was merely force of habit, and for
three edgy years, that had held true.

And now this. Was this a soldier’s blood? Or
perhaps a woman or a child—collateral damage? Where was the
body?

He held his head, reeling with
uncertainty.

... We're in truce ...

"Lord Telyra?" she queried.

"A naiad?" he hazarded, returning to her
concerns. "That stream isn't just a stream, right? It is also an
Elder’s body, and now she is sick because some human’s blood has
tainted her circulation—" he broke off, his patience dissolving.
“Whose blood is that?”

And why for fuck’s sake wasn’t it diluted?
It was unnatural, the way it was coagulating there against the
rocks—

"The soul affected is struggling to wash the
poison from her body,” the dryad responded, ignoring his question.
“Fortunately this is just a finger, as you’d see it—she is also the
soul of the Ganea River and its three tributaries. That blood came
from a citizen of Lord Loren's."

"Will she survive?"

"Yes. Her system is strong. But there are
not many of us left."

"There's something about this I'm not
getting. Tell me. The Elder world … your world … is as alien to me
as mine is to you."

"No evil may touch the forest," she
responded, this time more emphatically.

He didn’t respond. He just stared at her
blankly.

"That isn't just an axiom,” she stated.
“It's ... the truth."

"I'm ... not sure I get you."

"Evil has never penetrated this forest
before. Ever. In the entire history of the world."

Andreas stared at her and then started to
laugh. "Plenty of evil touches the forest! Not this one so much,
maybe—as you said, foreigners avoid the place—between the bloodshed
and the tragic weather, I sure as hell would. And we have our
conservation agreement to preserve the hillside. But outside our
borders, many, many of you are slaughtered."

"But Lord Telyra—you must
understand that we aren't talking about pollution, or lumberjacks,
or hunters, or dams on rivers. We aren't even talking about a
direct attack on us. We’re talking about collateral damage. And you
are entirely missing the subtle distinction I am trying so hard to
make. That truth about evil is specific, and now it is being
violated, here.
Blood from animals and natural events and even human aggression
enters our streams all the time; it doesn't make us sick. You see that, don’t you
…? In spite of your best efforts, countless men and women have died
here, not to mention the thousands who were killed before you
assumed power or were even born. What differs and what matters here
is what lies behind the murder ...” She knitted her brow. “… and
the way it’s changing.”

Murder. There it was.

"You're more concerned about our treatment
of each other than our relationship with you? What happened
here—?"

"It is ... the thing that
drives your violence that concerns us. I am not talking about your
politics. None of that matters, and you are a fool if you believe
that it does. I am talking about something else altogether. If I
were to write this down in your hand … I would capitalize Evil. A
very particular Evil."

Andreas assumed an immediate stubborn
silence, his frustration with her ambiguity overset by a wave of
hatred—and shock. Shock that another living being should mention it
to him, this burden he lived with alone.

"You know very well what I'm speaking of."
Her mouth quirked with grim acknowledgement, her eyes drifting to
his brow. “And even you must know that the … unusual situation
which afflicts your city should have been unsustainable over such a
long time, were it just an ordinary war. Generations of conflict,
and no resolution, no fundamental change, in such a small
territory? Beggars belief, doesn’t it.”

He eyed her defiantly, but already knew
there was no stopping her.

Why shouldn’t I want her to talk about it?
At least someone bloody acknowledges it. She may be the only one …
aside from Rizaq. So why shouldn’t I …?

… Because it disgusts me.
Because I feel helpless.

"… Something is interfering, keeping you on
your present track, and if you try to veer off of it, it will
react. As it presumably has many times since the foundation of
Talystasia—subtly, imperceptibly perhaps, but definitely. Your war
involves ... more than human forces, Lord Telyra. And I'm not
talking about Elder magic either, a dying power."

"It's not something I can help, or
stop—believe me, I've tried, and I’m doubtless not the first. It
exhausts me. More than the fighting, which is a positive waste of
time, money and lives. But I really cannot stop it. I’ve tried—I’m
trying ….”

The dryad was frowning at him, as if to say
she didn't believe him.

"Watch," he insisted, and reached up to the
circlet at his brow, feeling the ubiquitous cool metal that forever
encircled his head.

"I rarely take it off," he explained. "For
good reason. Not because it's a status symbol." Wrapping his hands
around the thin band he tugged until it wrenched free.

Manoeuvring it was work; the vile thing
fought his every movement, jerking back toward his skull. Elbows
bent with effort, he held it out in front of him.

"I don't take it off ... because it doesn't
stay off. There’s simply no point. Take it," he grunted, and with a
mighty heave, tossed it across the stream to the elemental.

No sooner did she reach out to catch it than
it eluded her and catapulted around. He knew it was coming back
fast, so he braced himself to catch it. Then he hurled it as hard
as he could downstream.

It vanished into the woods, but he never
allowed himself a moment's illusion. He did however permit himself
a deep, inadequate breath, savouring the moment’s weightlessness,
luxuriating in the gentle caress of the wind in his hair, its
coolness against his scalp.

He pointed to the underbrush, where the
intolerable thing emerged, gleaming faintly in the twilight. It cut
a path upstream, bouncing lightly on the rocks, singing with each
contact, coming to rest at his feet, upright on its curving side in
brazen contempt for gravity. It was a simple, golden band about the
width of his index finger, dull where rain had oxidized it with
irregular patterns of rust. Picking it up, he replaced it
unenthusiastically on his head.

“I was told the story,” she
said, “of the time you tried to destroy it in the lake. That
… hurt as well,
like an infection. But still, we did not guess the connection. Your
circlet, like that blood, is poison to us. Maybe the same poison
…”

"It demands to be on my head at all times.
If I try to abandon it … sometimes it springs back to me; other
times, it just sort of ... rolls back, and follows me if I walk
away. It didn't take long for me to figure out that there was no
getting rid of the damn thing. Though every now and again I still
throw it over the city wall.” He smiled pensively. “It always makes
its way back by morning. It’s just too depressing to try. So I gave
up. I won’t torture myself with a dream of hope. I will live and
die with this monstrous thing on my head and the obligations it
brings—which trust me, are no less hideous.”

The dryad gave a mortified little laugh.
"How do you sleep?" she asked incredulously. “Doesn’t it get in
your way?”

He snorted. “It’s always in my way. I stow
it under my pillow, once I’m far enough gone. It's not like I'll be
going anywhere. It knows. Good thing I’m not a sleepwalker."

"If it was, as you mentioned—a ‘mere status
symbol’—it wouldn't be a problem that you and Lord Loren each
possess one. You—or your parents, or grandparents before you … or
any of your ancestors …”

“… Might have abandoned these damnable things and united the two broken
halves of our city and land under a single ruler. That's right—but
as you see, they couldn't take them off.” He paused, struggling for
words to explain why there was no way out.

“They aren't symbols of
power—they're objects of power—try defying something you can’t understand and can’t
control … and can’t get rid of. We don't own them. They own us. I
can’t stop wearing this thing so long as I’m alive. As far as I can
tell, that’s all it does—cling. Choose, and cling. But believe me,
that’s enough. Our ancestral war … well, human nature’s done the
rest.”

She nodded mutely, apparently waiting for
him to say more.

Did she care? Or was she merely curious? Did
it even matter? It was someone to talk to, someone who wasn’t
looking to cast blame and call for destruction. Nor was she looking
to him for strength and guidance; what a relief.

“But still, why cling to us
like parasites all the time
unless they’re doing more than simply clinging?
There’s got to be more to it than that. Most of their wearers have
taken them to be some kind of mystical substantiation of their sole
right to rule and avenge their forebears—but that’s it. They don’t
care why. They’ve
passed that myth down to their bloodthirsty progeny—where it’s
gathered momentum with each passing generation. It’s a recipe for
never-ending atrocity—and here’s me, born right into the middle of
it.”

"We do not want them to lord
over our forest, Lord Telyra. And however difficult your
circumstances, we still find it hard to believe you can find
no solution to your
dilemma. We know that our people mean little to you—that you keep
us alive more out of obligation to history than out of any love of
our present being.”

“You’re wrong,” he cut in sharply, “about
that.”

“Am I?”

“I read once that the appearance of an Elder
changes depending on who is looking at her. That a man who loves
nature will see a vision of love—that another who despises nature
will see something that disgusts him.”

“That is true. To your eyes I appear
different than I would to another.”

“You look a bit like someone I know. A
woman.”

“And what is that to you …?” she chided.
“Something to subjugate.”

Anger burned in him from the soles of his
feet, and he wanted more than ever to lunge at her, the heat in his
body burning against the cold night air.

You’re wrong.

She smiled a little, and shrugged knowingly.
“Never mind that …”

“—I am the last man in the
universe to suffer any voluntary obligation to history. That, I trust, you can
believe, whatever else you insist about me. This city is my prison,
and history is its mortar. This truce is all I’ve been able to do
to stem the violence. I can’t stop the flood, I can only hold it
back as long as I can.”

“Your truce with Lord Loren isn’t going to
save any of us. We are at a fulcrum.”

“What fulcrum?”

“There is old magic in us, Lord Telyra—the
only magic left in this world. It used to be the dominant force,
but its time has passed. It was strong enough that its truths were
strong in turn—but they are crumbling into the dust of the new
world, as are we. That ... object you carry isn't magic. When I
tell you that the force that influences the situation of your
city—and yourself—through those circlets—has not interfered with us
in this place in any observable way in all the centuries of your
families' conflict—I am not exaggerating. This change will affect
us all, human and Elder alike.”

“Where did the blood come from?”

“You don’t know?”

“No!” he shouted. “I’ve been trying to get
you to tell me this entire time …!”

“A skirmish outside Talystasia's southern
wall.”

"Skirmish? We are in
truce. You must mean a
fight. An honest fight between men—"

"… I am sorry, but I don’t know the details
of your politics. The dead man is a soldier. Does that help?”

He stared at her, outrage welling inside
him.

Not this, not today …

“The blood should just
be blood,” she
went on, “but now it is more, now there is Evil in it. I know you
see only blood against the rocks, but when one of our own gets sick
from a supernatural incursion, that is a serious
matter.”

“You said this place … this forest …”

“Correct. These sicknesses have struck
before, but never here. They’re rare … but increasing in frequency.
We’ve never known the cause, but long suspected a supernatural
agency at work. We never thought to connect it to the circlets
until now.”

She stepped toward him, her tone pleading,
her eyes strong and intense. “Lord Loren persists in his denial.
That’s why we’re begging you to do something. There is Evil in your
circlets and Evil in your conflict. A force beyond you.”

“What do you expect me
to do? You just
said it’s beyond me!”

“… I don’t know,” she admitted.
“We just thought you should know that your enemy,” she glanced at
his brow for emphasis, “is becoming ours.”

He sighed, dropping his
hand. Always at an
impasse.

Nothing further was going to be achieved
here. She knew it. He knew it. They stared at each other,
struggling silently and in vain with a shared helplessness. He
turned to go, and paused.

"There are other things. That I've noticed.
Other changes. The weather has been picking up lately."

She tilted her head curiously.

"Are there ... wind Elders?" he asked,
trying to make a connection to her world.

"Not here. In the north where the winds are
stronger. And along the shores."

"I don't know a lot about you," he admitted.
"I've only met with your emissaries ... a dozen times, if that, in
all these long years. Anyway—the weather. I can't be sure, but I
think there's a correlation between the storms and our
engagements."

"How can that be?" she asked,
bewildered.

"I don't know. I certainly don't plan my
attacks to coincide; there’s no strategic value in it. And I can't
imagine that Loren does either. But whenever there’s an engagement,
it seems a hellish storm breaks out. I tense every time the wind
picks up now." A shudder passed through him. "Like ... now. The
rains are heavier and the winds are more bitter than they have been
since we signed our accord."

"Have you ordered a study?"

"I'm doing it myself. I have
been for years. I've hardly mentioned it to anyone. Nobody wants a
mad lord on top of a heartless, violent one. Human beings you see
...” he broke off, and laughed bitterly. “Everyone knows the
circlets are unnatural, everyone
at the very least has heard the rumours about them
… but nobody wants to believe that this war has any motive power
behind it other than ... ours. No one wants to think he's being
controlled by something he doesn't understand. Believing that your
house has been mystically ordained to rule, and that you have been
chosen to lead others, that you have been granted control, is one thing. That’s
palatable. But believing that something else is ruling through you,
and that your war is its war, that you’re being played and you’re
trapped … that’s terrible. There are few things more powerful than
self-deception. I—wasn't always like this. Violent tendencies
perhaps ... but not ..."

"... I imagine that would wound your
people’s pride greatly. And destroy whatever faith they have in
you,” she added sympathetically.

Maybe she did care, this emissary of a dying
race, this exotic beauty housing a primeval and formidable spirit
…

But he knew he’d never find out, because
after this meeting, she’d do what the Elders always did—fade away,
leaving him to face the world and its trials exposed, human, and
alone.

"I ... perhaps so. I don't know,” he
answered finally. “Certainly whatever faith I have in myself. I
long ago had to accept that I was no longer the man I thought I
was. But nothing will ever destroy their faith in me. I often wish
it would. Then I’d be free from their vengeance and their
weakness."

"And what are you now, if you are not the
man you thought you were?"

He had to think for a while before
answering.

"I'm still a man."

















II:
Rose

LET NO EVIL ENTER HERE read the inscription
above the fountain in the palace gardens.

Roselia Loren was hovering between two
massive gardenia plants, clutching a leather-bound book and staring
absently at the humble fountain bubbling from the whitewashed,
wisteria-choked wall. She enjoyed the way the damp, charged air
accentuated the sweet perfume of the flowers. The fountain trickled
into a shallow collecting basin carved in the shape of a fish
encircling a flat rock, its tune a serene accompaniment to her
humming.

A throat cleared behind her.

"Miss Loren, pardon me.”

When she turned, her stiff brocade skirts
were scarcely ruffled by the practiced restraint of her movement.
The wig of vibrant curls piled atop her head stirred slightly, the
plum coloured tresses tickling her neck.

Raddik stood waiting at the archway to the
gardens. Bowing her head slightly, she smiled, still humming her
song.

"How are you this evening Miss Loren?"

Breaking her melody, she answered, "I am
well, Raddik, and you?"

"I am also, Miss Loren."

A breeze in the leaves of the ambrosia tree
set the branches to quivering in agitation. The last fruits of
summer spoiled on the ground at her feet, their white faces
blemished with rot and crawling with fruit flies, their sticky
sweet odour weaving unsettling threads into the tapestry of garden
scents. Even as the late afternoon storm light dimmed branches and
leaves, softening the grain of the walls, the engraved letters held
their sharp relief.

“I used to spend a lot of time here when I
was young,” she commented vaguely.

“You still spend a lot of time here, Miss
Loren.”

That was true. And yet …

A twig snapped overhead, a dove breaking
away from the tree to become lost in the sky. Flecks of moisture
painted her cheeks.

There was an urge to clutch the leather
volume in her hands like it was the precious relic of a bygone era,
and somewhere unseen in the nebulous distance, a marauding dragon
was circling ever closer.

She sighed. "Only it looks like
it will rain.” The sigh deepened. “Oh, that’s right. It’s
always raining,” she
amended sardonically.

Raddick frowned. “Yes, but it would hardly
do for Miss Loren to get her fine skirts wet."

The ballooning mass of violet and maroon
silk, patterned with thorny roses and twisting vines, was already
muddy at the hem.

Shaking her head, she lifted one corner of
her mouth in silent amusement.

"You sound like my father. You
know, I used to come here when I was a little girl to get
away from all
that.”

"… And you still do.”

“Only it hasn’t worked in quite some
time.”

“Indeed. Lord Loren sent me to summon you.
Thus the suggestion about your attire … immediately,” he put in
stiffly when she didn’t move.

"... Oh.” Outstretching her hand, she
watched a raindrop disperse into her skin. "Okay then. Thank you
Raddik."

"Of course, ma’am.” Giving a sharp little
bow, he disappeared inside.

Crinkling her nose despondently, she
followed after, leaving behind the fresh air and the early evening
glow.

The palace was drafty. It was
uncharacteristically dark for this hour, which only had the effect
of amplifying the gloom. Shadows inhabited the corners, and someone
had forgotten to light the torches, lending the corridors an air of
chilly neglect. The cold gathered around her feet, whispering
sundown secrets.

The last corridor was illumined by a single
rectangle of grey light stretching across the smooth stone floor,
cast by the window at the hallway’s distant end beside the marble
stair. Hitching up her skirts, she scampered into the darkness, the
stairs tapering as they spiralled into the heart of the palace.
They terminated at a small landing. Deep engravings in the ebony
doors shifted restlessly to the flickering light of a solitary
torch.

… There was no
guard.

Now that was irregular. Should she go back
downstairs and call for help—?

Probably sent on an
errand. She rapped swiftly on the
wood.

"Enter," the voice coughed harshly from
inside, muffled by the heavy doors.

Lord Malek Loren's sickroom was as
extravagant as any in the palace. His wide, oval bed had been
sculpted seamlessly out of the same cream-coloured marble as the
floor, a lavish nest brimming with ivory sheets and silk cushions.
A prominent thud shook her bones as the doors closed behind
her.

The rest of the room shared the same organic
design as the bed, which rested on a built-in dais with flowing,
rounded edges. The floor where she stood had smooth corners,
curving upward to form the windowless walls, which arched gently
into a flattened ceiling, low and oppressive. Near the center of
the room, three concentric circles of elegant moulding gave way to
a splendid chandelier. A hundred votive candles burned there,
suspended like fire drops in a delicate crystal web.

She lurched in surprise. Lord Loren was
sitting upright, his feet planted on the marble floor of the dais.
He looked incredibly pale today, his skin even whiter than his
parchment beard.

"Stay right there Father!" Striding across
the floor, she scrambled up the steps to the landing at his
bedside.

"It's ... okay," he grunted. "I mean to be
doing this." He squinted his eyes shut, heaving for breath like he
was drawing air through layers of thick wool blankets. The rasping
sound cut straight to her heart, and she had to struggle not to
weep.

When he opened his eyes again, they were
bloodshot and hazy. They swivelled wildly, not focusing on any one
thing. His circlet was slipping down over his brow like he was
shrinking beneath it.

"Father, can you see?" she exclaimed, waving
a hand in front of his face frantically.

Slowly, his eyes shifted back and forth
before focusing on her face. But his gaze seemed disconnected, his
eyes roving independently of his mind.

"Yes, daughter, I can see," he assured
her.

"Why are you getting up? You
know what the doctors said. And where is your guard …? You should
know better than to—"

“Daughter, you are going to lecture me on
responsibility?” He choked on a wheezing laugh. “… That’s a joke,”
he muttered derisively.

She opened her mouth to protest, injured by
his lack of faith, but his winded coughs were too painful.

… He doesn’t mean that
…

Reaching out an unsteady hand,
he squeezed her shoulder. "That
was a joke, Roselia,” he reassured her
warmly.

The knot came out of her chest, her
shoulders relaxing.

“Your brother will take care of everything.
Because tomorrow ... I am going to war."

For a protracted moment, she stared. Her
shoulders, taut once more, felt like a steel beam had been shoved
through them. She had never liked this room. It was smothering,
stale and uncomfortable, and there were times it seemed like her
mind was playing tricks on her. The odour from the candles was
overpowering.

He did not just say ‘war.’ Not
with Lord Telyra.

… Who else?

"I am so old, Roselia ..."

"And very ill. Why would you want to break
your truce with that dreadful man …? I am just grateful that he
hasn’t pressed his advantage …"

“Why should he? It isn’t to
Telyra’s advantage to see your brother on the throne! Alix is young; he will be
strong. He would never tolerate that monster’s existence like I
have—but he won’t have to. Together, tomorrow, we will press
our advantage.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded, her voice
hard.

You can’t be serious …

Some of the old iron surfaced in his voice.
"Lord Telyra ... may be a monster, but he is not invincible. A
truce can't last indefinitely with a man like that on the other
end. Eventually his bloodlust will overcome him.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Don’t be naïve. I can't leave a tyrant like
that in the world ... there’s no neutrality against evil, and I’ve
still a few tricks up this old sleeve. I can only hope he’s grown
weak, that the years of peace have made him soft."

"He's half your age, Father, and far more
fit,” she pleaded. “They say he can kill twenty men single-handed.
Don't do this thing. You need to get better—then you can fight
him."

Infirmity, she was certain, and hardly
tolerance, was the only reason her father had ever accepted
Telyra’s startling offer of a ceasefire. It was also why she had
been so grateful for it. He would never fight again and live.

And he knew that as surely as she did.

"Your brother tells stories, Roselia."
Father chuckled. "Twenty single-handedly ... no. That would take
sorcery, not steel, and thankfully we live in the real world. But
yes, he can kill many."

It hardly mattered; he only had to kill one
to break her heart.

"They say ... that he likes it. That he
lives for it. That he has the blood of his victims drained into a
big vat, which he uses in place of wine at his feasts for weeks and
weeks and weeks."

"I'm sure he doesn't do that, daughter. It'd
go stale, don't you think? Did your brother tell you that—?”

“No,” she confessed sheepishly.
“Rachel.”

He chuckled. "And what would Rachel know …?
But yes—he is a bloody man, a sadist. Which is why I don't want you
to have to live with him there on the other side of the Wall ...
after I'm gone ... "

"Father! You aren't
going anywhere. You're
staying right here."

His face took on a severe cast, and he
squeezed her shoulder almost violently, arthritis shaking in his
fingers.

"Lord Telyra is ruthless. He is
even brutal toward his own staff, who must endure his presence
every day—why else do you think we have so many of his defectors at
work in our halls?" He smiled, a twinkle in his eye. "That army of
his fights like a nightmare, but it is because their lives are a
nightmare, one they don't know how to escape. Those men are
terrified of their master. He and his thugs would hurt their wives,
their children, if they stood up to him. But we are not terrified,
are we Roselia? He is only a man, you know. Men can die. I'm not
going to get any better. But perhaps … I can be stronger. I have nothing to lose—but
you. I have nothing left but my life to give—for you."

"Father ...” She wanted to tell
him no, but her
voice stuck in her throat, refusing to emerge from her mouth. He
could be intractable, and at times like this, she was painfully
aware that he was lord first and foremost … father
second.

“He scares me,” was all she managed.

"Well, after tomorrow, he won't
have to. There won't be
any Lord Telyra. His people wear rags, child.
Rags.”

She bit her tongue and resisted
rolling her eyes. So do most of ours
…

“Even the man himself scarcely
dresses better than his lowest servants. He is not fit to rule
anyone—least of all half of our
people." He smiled dimly.

"But they aren't our people—they never have
been," she protested.

"Not because they
weren't meant to
be. Long ago, our ancestors settled—" He paused, releasing her
hand. Turning away, he coughed several times.

There was a wheezing hollowness to the
coughs, as if they came from a gaping void.

In an uneven voice, he picked up his story
again. "Our ancestors settled this country. They came from the
sea—their ships separated by a terrible gale—but they came
together, in the beginning.”

She’d heard the story a hundred times of
course, and it never made any more sense than it did the first
time. But if it comforted him to tell it again …

“And they discovered our mountain, but only
after a long separation. That was before the land was cultivated
and the fields were ploughed. Travel was difficult in those
days—forest clogged everything. But the soil was rich, and the
shoulders of the mountain presented a strategic position to build a
city. The ancient Wall along the summit seemed … alas, convenient
in light of the grievances which had developed between the two
groups.”

“—And no one knows who built
the Wall,” she recited. This time, she did roll her
eyes.

He didn’t notice. “And no one knows who
built the Wall. We formed separate governments—different politics,
different cultures, on either side of it. At first, we thought it
could work—our divided city-state. It was unorthodox, but it had
its benefits. We shared a strategic position against outsiders, but
kept our societies apart, with a common line of defence. We thought
our separation would keep our differences from overcoming us. But …
we were wrong. The outer walls of the city, we built, to fortify
our position. Those too became convenient … when the infighting
started and our weak alliance ended."

"Then why are there two circlets? Didn’t
they find those too, near the Wall?”

"Only one is ... real ... mine,” he replied
obdurately. “Telyra’s is not genuine. His is a shoddy replica,
forged when it was discovered that we had found the real circlet,
that it was our line chosen to reunite our sundered kin. It ties us
to the land.

"… The Telyra circlet is nothing but a ruse
to try and wrest the right to rule out of our hands,” he went on.
“And keep our land divided—just as it has for centuries. Under our
line, our people have prospered. Under the Telyras ... they have
suffered. I don't want this world for you to live in. I want you to
be able to walk freely across the entirety of our land ... no Wall
... I am so tired. When he’s dead, your brother can tear it down,
brick by brick …"

"Then get some rest, Father! And no more of
this talk of—"

"Settling things," he said, and his eyelids
drooped. He slumped, and Rose reached toward him uncertainly.

"Do you trust me?" he asked, his eyes
snapping open.

"… Of course," she answered, startling
backward.

He looked down at his robes, his hands
balled into shaky fists.

"Your brother will rule," he affirmed. "It’s
already begun. The fiend gave me an excuse today. Not a good
one—but it hardly matters now; it’s worthy enough and not the
first. The truce was never exactly popular—on either side of the
Wall."

"But why? Why do this
now, after all this time
…"

"Because I am dying!"

Rose felt her mouth set into a thin,
helpless line, biting back her anger, gazing at him with round,
shocked eyes.

"No—don't argue.” He raised his hand to
quell her unvoiced protests. "I am eighty-six—and sick—as you say.
I outlived my usefulness a long time ago. I’m not coming back from
this.”

"He will kill you," she insisted. “Is that
really how you want to die …?”

“I would rather die in battle than in bed
..." He let out a rasping chuckle, which dissolved into a choking
fit of coughs. She reached out to touch his shoulder, but he
cleared his throat again, and muttered "Stupid cough ...”

… Stupid decision! How can he
throw away his life like this …? Does it mean less, because it’s
ending? Wouldn’t he rather be here … with us, while there is still
time?

"This death of disease—” he started, as if
responding to the protests in her head, “—it’s a meaningless one.
But in the fields … that is my intent. We will lead him out ... And
while he is distracted, we will bring down his city from inside. He
does not suspect … stupid fool, with his open border policy."

… Telyra was no fool. He’d
proven that time and again in the long, grievous years before the
truce.

So why had he insisted on the open borders
all this time? Father’s men were there even now, awaiting his
orders, ready to rupture the truce and rain blood down on his
streets. Surely he knew that?

Sometimes she fancied her
father’s nemesis had a heart, all evidence to the contrary.
Supposing, just supposing, he had extended his offer and unsealed
their borders because he really did
want peace? Those hopes were about to be smashed,
the grace of his trust broken. Of course, it was far more likely he
too had people waiting, placed strategically throughout Talystasia
West. Likely he only played at being a blunt force, and was quite
cunning himself. He too was waiting for his moment.

"But I thought you just said
those were truly our people. How can you raid your own people?"

On regional maps, a solitary
dot represented the divided city. It was labelled simply:
Talystasia.

Not Talystasia West. Not Talystasia
East.

He glared at her, then shook his head
wearily. "They are—and it is—but right now they are under his
spell, the spell of his terror. We can rebuild their homes and heal
their soldiers."

… Except the ones you
kill.

"And the men, women and children who do not
fight," she alleged, anger besieging her voice. "I hate it when you
raid. It's the same as when he raids here. People will die!"

"The same?" His voice mounted, hollow but
determined. "Don't let me ever hear you talk like that again.
You're a Loren. Are we not a good family?"

"Yes, Father ..."

"Is he not an evil man?"

"He is, but—"

"Then let me die so that your brother may
kill him! I'm dying anyway. Don't you want your brother to
rule?"

"Of course. But—"

"Then support me, daughter," he growled,
"when I need it the most."

"Why are you so angry with me?" she
stammered, her voice rising uncontrollably. "I don't want you to
... die.” The last word dropped like a defeated sigh.

"You are strong. I know you'll support your
brother.”

He rose to his feet, his bony hand clenching
uncomfortably on her shoulder, his eyes glazing over to match his
ashen skin. She got up off the floor, raising him with her—and was
horrified at how easy it was.

He set his mouth firmly, a vision of past
strength and glory, a faded old war banner.

"We will win this war.”

A tremendous painting hung in the great
hall—Lord Loren as he had been as a younger man: a strong, hard jaw
and an aquiline nose not unlike her brother’s … clear, warm brown
eyes, so different from those that watched her now, colourless and
depleted. In the painting, he wore a wig like a lion’s mane with
shining, blood-red curls to match his scarlet leather armour, an
unblemished broadsword clutched in hand, a thin smile on his
mouth.

Scarlet, the colour of their family crest, a
martial colour.

In her youth, she’d found the picture
intimidating. She’d seen paintings of Andreas Telyra, though she’d
never seen the man himself (for which she was grateful). Her
father’s nemesis had hair that was naturally red, red like blood,
not rust—a true red. The people on the other side of the Wall
didn’t wear wigs. Their clothing was plain, and Telyra didn’t even
hold court. Her father’s ruby wig seemed an unsuitable mirror of
their hated enemy.

"Father," she said.

The suspicion had troubled her for many
years, and while she’d skirted around it many times, she had never
dared to voice it. She was afraid to incur his wrath, and worse,
his simple denial. But clearly she was running out of time. Perhaps
he would listen. Just perhaps. It had to be worth a try.

"Father," she stated again,
swallowing her misgivings, "Has it ever occurred to you that maybe
the war can't be won? Like, literally can’t? I mean, there's two
circlets, and the Wall is …” Not
normal. “Surely there has to be two lords.
Not one ... king. I mean, isn't that just how things
work?"

"I told you ... only mine is real."

"His looks just the same, doesn't it?
Identical? Like its sister?"

"Roselia ... why don't you listen to me?
These foolish fancies are not befitting a woman of royal blood. At
your age, you ought to be concentrating on matters of state—"

"I am—"

"—and not on these Elder tales!"

"What Elder tales, exactly?" she demanded,
triumphant.

"That ... just that ... oh, Roselia, I'm
tired."

"Tell me!" she insisted.

"Tell you what? That men invent crowns and
scepters, more of them than are necessary? One ruler, Roselia—a
good ruler. A just ruler. That is all that is needed for one city,
even one with a wall running down the middle of it. A circlet on
his head does not make Telyra just, or good. It does not make him a
lord—or a king, as he desires to be. It makes him a brute with one
golden bauble in his rotting, black tower. He clings to that one
bright thing—and we will take it from him. And he will be left with
what he is when it’s gone—nothing. Because he will be dead, and
he’ll join the unclean ranks of his despicable ancestors in
hell."

"You won't win this war. I have a bad
feeling ... of terrible inevitability ... please ... don't go."

"No Roselia—no bad feelings." He smiled the
smile from the portrait downstairs, a blood-red smile. "Tomorrow
will be an end to all bad feelings." And he embraced her with all
the strength a dying man could muster.

As she leaned into his robes and shut her
eyes, she could scarcely feel his warmth.

















III: My Home is My Castle

Andreas drew a shuddering breath as the city
gates closed behind him. It was like being dropped to the bottom of
a featureless well: coal black thunderheads shut out the moonlight,
and the high oak gates and the towering stone walls were
indistinguishable from the severe enclosure of the sky. His
exhalation made a silver cloud, dissipating into the ink-black
stillness. Every bone ached from the downpour, old scars
complaining in sore silence. Seleda's horseshoes rang off the
cobblestones, splashing mud against his trousers.

He’d grilled the gate guard on his way in.
The man had only just awoken for the night shift and was completely
ignorant of any disturbance, but it was still a good sign. It
should have placated his fears, but the dread of the Elder’s
predictions clung to him like the cold sweat of a fever.

Light shined out from a few thatched inns
and taverns, defiant against the crush of the rain, but the greater
crowd of windows lining the thoroughfare gaped darkly. They offered
nothing to ease his anxieties, no warmth, no humanity. He stilled
Seleda at intervals to listen, peering down abandoned alleyways. No
scamper of running feet or cries or shouts broke the pattering
rain—only his own quiet breaths. Everything was silent, sleeping,
or hiding.

Didn't he even have any homeless...?

The only noise was the scurrying of a rat
across the cobbles.

He didn't waste money, and there were no
shortages.

So he supposed he didn't.

This silence …. he should appreciate it in
any measure; it was a wanting substitute for solitude, but there
was nothing else. Cling as he might to the bastion of his
authority, nothing could stop the clutching tides of relentless,
unresponsive humanity from eroding his soul like the constant
floodwater from the sky.

The joyless journey through the soaking,
cheerless labyrinth reached its terminus, culminating in the
weathered grey stones of the Telyra castle, condensing out of the
gloom like solidified fog. Dim figures paced atop the turrets and
walls, a testament to order and command. Firelight danced from slit
windows, casting apparitions across the haze. They danced around
him, slipping in and out of substantiality, the ghosts of
slaughtered adversaries stalking him across the yard.

Spurring to a canter, he raced across the
drawbridge, bypassing the stables. The enormous doors to the entry
hall were flung wide, gold light streaming from the candles in the
iron chandeliers and the fire in the wide stonework hearth. The
blaze sparkled on the rainwater coating the threshold stones like a
gilding of Loren ostentation over his own austere estate, as much a
chimera as their actual riches.

In the glow of the fire, he halted just shy
of the narrow band of burgundy carpet running the length of the
hall.

Dorthelda, Thomas and another footman he
knew only by sight were waiting for him. The housekeeper gave him a
hard look, pushing a strand of greying hair from even greyer eyes.
She nodded firmly in greeting, as if pleased to see him, but her
eyes were flinty as steel.

"What's the matter?" he asked, swinging
down. Patting Seleda’s neck he added, "Need some food for Seleda. I
didn't get the carpet wet."

"You did now," she snorted, nodding stiffly
downwards.

Hastily, he stepped backward, leaving two
muddy boot-prints on the runner.

He smiled with mock sheepishness. "Clean it
up.”

Rolling her eyes, Dorthelda drifted off
mumbling under her breath. Within seconds, as if by clockwork, two
young maids detached from the shadows at the edges of the room and
knelt on the floor at his feet, cleaning rags in hand.

"Is anything amiss?"

"No my Lord,” Thomas answered as the head
housekeeper returned, glaring down at her charges.

One of them, a girl with dishwater blonde
hair, was unknown to him. There was something about her. Maybe it
was her furtive motions, her bone-thin, destitute body, or perhaps
it was just her nameless invisibility—but it galvanized his memory,
and it seemed for a moment he was standing in another room, in
another time, again in this same position of careless, apathetic
power. Dragging his eyes off her neck, he shifted his own to the
footmen.

"Really? Are you sure ...?”

"Why?" Thomas returned.

Andreas shrugged and turned to Dorthelda.
What's her name?” he probed, indicating the new maid. “What a
lovely neck,” he added appraisingly for the girl’s benefit. “But
slow at what she does. And her appearance is sloppy. You should
beat her.”

The girl looked up, revealing her eyes. They
were as colourless and insubstantial as the veneer of dust on the
mantelpiece. She looked away again, scrubbing at the mud even more
fiercely.

Taken aback, he shook his head to clear it.
It was only the ghost of a memory, but he was still caught in it,
and for just a moment, he had expected something more.

"That's Traceira," said Dorthelda dryly.
"Hired last week."

"Hired or bought?"

"Hired."

"Ah," he shrugged indifferently.

“No longer satisfied with what you’ve got?”
Dorthelda asked, scarcely concealing her scorn.

Maybe I will be
tonight.

“Maybe you should beat her,” she added, when
he didn’t reply.

"See to it that she stops looking like
filth," he snapped brusquely. "She has a wage; she can afford to
look decent."

"Of course, my Lord," she called after his
receding back.

Ascending the wide stone steps, he paused
outside his study, considering the flickering glow under the door.
A fire—a fire and rest.

When he opened it, cold, damp air gusted
into the hallway. Inside, Julia was crouched underneath the window,
her large, dark eyes wide. The draft that tore through the window
as he pressed open the door nearly ripped her cleaning rag out of
her hand.

“Hello Master!”

His steady magical lamp, a gift to his
grandfather from the Elders nearly a century before, rested on the
little table beside her. The light glinted softly in her hair, the
loose brown curls over her shoulders limp with grease, as stubborn
and unmovable as her.

There was a fire crackling in the grate.
It’d give him more warmth than she would. But her face brightened
even as she shivered, clasping her skinny arms. The embers between
them refused to go out, resisting even the fiercest gales. It
wasn’t just the reflection of the firelight that lit up her eyes,
and he couldn’t help but stir at the ashes.

Maybe I will be
tonight.

Everything was in its right place.

To hell with the Elder and her portents.

~~~

The door to the study slammed thunderously
behind Lord Telyra, and he leaned lazily on the frame, greeting her
softly in the silence that followed, water dripping into his
unblinking eyes. There was a fog in them like the fog through the
window—but he was trying to hide it.

"Hello slave."

Only he could wear the endowment of
Talystasia’s miserable climate like it was a mantle of nobility,
towering there like a river god in a storybook woodcut. His long
scarlet dreadlocks clung to his body, dark with rain, rivulets of
it trickling down his blue uniform tunic, pasting the fabric to his
chest. A small puddle was forming on the hardwood at his feet.

"You'll catch cold,” she chided. “I'll get
you some towels. Take off that wet cloak. What were you thinking,
bein’ out so late in that downpour—"

Lord Telyra raised his mouth in a thin,
sarcastic half-smile, and shook with silent laughter.

"Good observation, slave," he said. Then the
smile fled his voice like the warmth from the room.

"So why ... are you ... still sitting there
...?"

Julia lurched to her feet.

"Wait."

His quiet command cut through her thoughts
like the distant rumble of thunder. Perhaps she’d misread his mood.
Not a fog, but a storm brewing.

"You dropped your rag," he said, grimacing
at it, and her, like he would a dead thing.

"That thing—on my floor—disgusting."

Wordlessly, she bent and placed it on the
table, carefully meeting his stare. "I'll get your towels now,
Master."

"Slave—" he said as she reached the door,
his voice hard and uneven.

"Master?"

He raised one arm over her head to grasp the
doorframe.

"Milord?"

"I'll answer in my own time, slave," he
remarked offhandedly, looking away from her toward the window.
"Learn patience. Think you'd learn a damn bit of patience. If I
speak to you, you answer. If I speak to you again, you answer. If I
say nothing, you have no place to speak. I should throw you to the
dogs."

"You wouldn't.”

"Of course not. I am much worse than the
dogs. Loren's mangy ghetto dogs would rip you apart in minutes, so
... small you are ... weak.”

He reached for her, looking intently at her
mouth as he passed a hand over one of her curls, his movement so
soft it could have been a breeze from the window.

"Yes Master," she replied, and looked away,
focusing blankly on the far wall. Yes … this was a dangerous
mood.

"Look at me when you speak to me, slave." He
grabbed her chin and twisted her neck sharply, his hand rough and
cold.

She forced herself not to flinch, clenching
her jaw and settling her gaze on the thin vertical scar that ran
across his right eye. If she focused on the scar, she could ignore
the blue iris fixed on her, stormy and dark. His hair was slowly
drying against the circlet, the colour emerging. The vibrant red
highlighted the rust-coloured stains that had discoloured the gold
band over the ages: dried blood. Some spilled by Lord Telyra, some
by his predecessors.

"You'd suffer for a few
minutes—but then you'd be free; free to rest in blessed
oblivion." He spat on the floor. "Never another day of your short,
stunted pretend-game of a life. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You
lazy little shit. Clean that up."

"Yes Master," she agreed indifferently.

He tightened his grip on her chin, pressing
till it hurt.

"It's a good thing that I like you, isn't
it? Impertinent and impatient as you are. A foolish dreamer who
shirks her work, who doesn't know her station in life. You are not
even a part of life. You are sub-life. Just imagine if I were
heartless." He let out a breath, releasing her. "… Like you.”

I said I was gonna get you some towels,
you bastard.

She opened her mouth, almost daring to say
it, but he grabbed her by the collar and jerked her head against
the door.

“I’m sorry Master—” she choked.

… Weak. So pathetic.

Part of her, displaced in time, craved his
belligerence—and that was the worst of it. Awakening her yearning
was unintentional. Or perhaps it wasn’t, and it was done out of
malice. Her back against the door, his hand clenched around her
collar, his scarcely contained aggression—he’d defaced them by
corrupting their essence, and this was an insult. There was nothing
for it but to disown that part of herself, each and every time.

You’ve ruined
everything.

“How did you waste my generosity today?"

"I cleaned all four rooms you assigned, plus
the drawing room, and I finished off that pile of axes. Shiny and
new."

“That didn’t take you all day. How did you
amuse yourself?”

“Your new Atlas. And then I cleaned the
study, just to get it done.”

Don’t appreciate it though—or
the fact that I stayed up here waiting for you for an hour and a
half, when I could’ve been downstairs, asleep.

"Did you learn anything?"

“Despite not being able
to read, yeah, I
did.”

"No." He smiled. "No, you can't. Such a
pity."

“I’m so glad I have an
Atlas to learn about the
world. It’s so much better than the real thing. Just paging through
it, I can see how little I’m missing out on cooped up in
here.”

“… I was playing, slave. But now I’m
not.”

“We don’t play,” she replied quietly.

“I had a hard day. Is this really the way
you want things to go—?”

“… Why did you have a hard
day?”

“Like hell you care,” he growled. “Go.”

She edged forward nervously, glancing at his
arm above her head.

"Girl—" His face distorted.

"Gone," she stammered, and shoved at the
oaken door, fumbling with the knob; the damn thing was jammed
again. Finally, it pulled free and she got away.

~~~

Andreas chuckled lightly as he withdrew.
"Run, little girl," he said softly to the empty room. "I'll catch
you when I feel like it." Unhooking his scabbard, he flung his
blade onto the cushions still sheathed, and slumped down wearily on
the edge of the couch.

Enough. This day was damned enough as it
was, and she was burning up in the same acid he was.

There were days it was all too much.

"I have your towels, Maste—"

She broke off, standing in the doorway, her
face a guileless portrait of dismay. Something deeper than hate let
her look at him like that. Even now.

Today, he would forgive her her
shortcomings. Because someone in this wretched hellhole needed a
damn bit of grace.

"Yes, slave? You were saying?"

"The sofa," she said pointedly, a shade off
resignation.

He raised his hands from his knees and waved
them at the cushions, favouring her with mock confusion. They were
sopping wet, blue streaked with brown, covered in mud.

“Couldn’t you have waited for the towels?”
she asked him dejectedly.

"Oh, well, snap"—and he snapped
his fingers, his face blank. "That’s going to take you … what, an
hour? I mean, really scrub them. I don’t want to see one speck of mud tomorrow
morning.” He wiped the back of his hand on the next cushion over.
“… Oh, I’m sorry. I meant two
hours. You’ll be up till two in the
morning.”

He laughed, watching the dead weight settle
behind her eyes—an automatic response—as easy to lift as it was to
place.

"Unless I decide they can wait till
tomorrow." He stared up at the ceiling, considering nonexistent
possibilities.

"Which you won't," she replied
matter-off-factly, even lightly, as though her time meant nothing
to her—but she watched him with hungry eyes.

Pain never lost its potency—and neither did
hope. But false hope was not his province.

"The door," he reminded her.

She closed it.

Rising heavily, he strode over to his
desk.

"Anything here I haven't seen yet?"

"Just a few—those ones. Sorted by time."

He riffled through the papers, shoving aside
a clutter of ink pots and pens, his eyes burning and bleary. The
script blurred and ran together.

"You're dripping on it," she supplied.
"You're making the ink run all over."

"I’m tired." He ignored her impudence. "They
can write me another."

Furrowing her brow, she pushed oily hair
from her eyes, and stepped cautiously toward him.

"Reports?" he stated abruptly, his voice
cutting the air between them like a blade.

"What?" she asked, halting on cue.

"Did you bother to ask what
they say?" he barked. “Or are you just going to stand there? Should
I replace you with somebody literate? Are you going to make
me read them?”

"One of them is about this skirmish—"

"Brawl."

"Was it a brawl?" Her wide eyes held no
knowledge.

"You tell me. Who was involved? Surely you
know ... something? The fuck do I keep you for?"

"Lieutenant Gulthor was looking for
you.”

"Good. What’s this stack?"

"A research compilation from the library.
Something about a cult. Umm, something about … Shadow—and Fire.
Shadowfire?"

He waited, flipping through it
disinterestedly.

"A page told me they want an audience with
you."

"Uh-huh." He clumped the documents together,
stood them on end, and used the desk to even the edges. "I'll be
needing Gulthor.”

“He’s already on his way.”

“... And dinner.”

"Oh!" Panic flitted across her face. "I
can't believe I forgot. It’s just, it got so late, and I
thought—"

"Slave!" he called sharply, curtailing her
excuses.

Freezing, she turned to look back.

"Master?”

He smiled—not unkindly. "Ask the kitchen to
give you two portions. And thanks for the fire, Julia. Stop staring
at me and go make yourself useful."

"Yes Master," she mouthed, and left the
room.

He fingered the dossier, trying to force his
brain in gear. But he felt like nothing more than slumping forward,
pressing his forehead against the desk, and going to sleep. And if
he couldn’t, there was always the drink.

Shadowfire. Between Talystasia East and West, there were probably a
dozen religious orders amid a prevailing atmosphere of careless
agnosticism. He couldn’t recall the name of this one.

“... little to nothing is
known of the god to whom these crusaders pray. This is not a god of
polytheistic ancient lore, handed down from Elder tales, but
neither is it the monotheistic god of the Holy Star—a god of the
future, a god of hope. No stories are told of this deity, no
legends or moral tales of divinity. This is a god of the present,
without a face and without a name, granted no gender, form or
character.

“Why did this end up on my desk?” he
muttered to no one.

"My Lord?"

Starting at the unsolicited reply, he sat
up, then smiled warmly. "Ahh, Gulthor. How are you this damnable
evening? Come in, come in."

"I am fine, Milord," Gulthor responded,
stepping into the room fully, the firelight saturating the
ruddiness of his face. Scratching his bushy beard, he peered
curiously at the papers. His face really was redder than usual, as
if he had rushed to get here.

Maybe it was only the cold of the night. Why
look for doom in every sign?

"We need to talk about the skirmish,” he
announced, still staring at the files.

"Please Gulthor—brawl. We aren't at war with
anyone."

He snorted. "The war has never
really stopped, Andreas. You know that better than I. And we both
know it’s only a matter of time before everything blows back out
into the open. Two of our men and two of theirs … And two
civilians. It could be construed as a military incident. A man is dead, Andreas.
One of Loren’s—a young officer. Warrant Officer Charles
Danson."

"Civilians?"

"Both fine—perhaps a black eye or two."

"And you witnessed this when and where?"

Gulthor coughed a couple times, and Andreas
waited patiently.

“Do you have a cold, Gulthor?”

Clearing his throat, flushed and bleary
eyed, he shook his head and continued. "… Outside the south wall on
the hillside, on enemy ground. It was four o’clock—right around
when you headed out for the evening. Our men were off-duty, not
even in uniform. They met Loren's soldiers on the road, in uniform,
with two civilians—but also off-duty, so I gather.”

“By the stream, the one that joins the Ganea
River?”

He blinked. “… Yes. By the source. Why?”

“Nevermind—Continue.”

“They paused, spoke a while—I didn't realize
anything was amiss until one of them pulled a dirk and another
threw a punch. They told me later the matter was political."

"Really," Andreas said.

"Aye sir; apparently … well, you have to
understand, they thought it was a joke. At first. Then they changed
their minds—or lost their tempers, more like.”

“What was a joke?”

“Loren’s soldiers. Said they was planning to
jump you in the woods. Argument happened, fight ensued—"

"… Frivolous debate? Over my life …? Your
men are the people I depend on, Gulthor. Don't try to reassure me
by telling me it wasn’t serious. If it wasn’t, then what are you
doing here? Wouldn’t you rather be home enjoying whatever Drucill’s
concocted for supper? You're only clouding a confusing matter."

"They thought it was a joke,” Gulthor
repeated adamantly. “Didn’t you hear me? And it probably was, to
begin with. Altercations like this—they happen all the time. This
time things got … heated. There’s some indication that two of the
men knew each other—there was some history there. Personal.
That probably had nothing
to do with you whatsoever. If they’d all been out of uniform
…”

“You know as well as I do that wouldn’t have
spared us. How was Loren’s man killed?”

“Accident, from what I could tell. He
tripped, hit his head on a rock. If we’d just seal our borders
…”

"Dock their pay."

"What? Why ...? For protecting you?"

"For failing me.”

"But they didn't fail. Assuming there was
ever a threat to your life.”

"They complicated my life.
There’s a man who’s dead who shouldn’t be. There could be
consequences—and should be. I just hope they are
our consequences. You’re
too sympathetic toward the men. Even if you did want more
responsibility, it’d be reason enough not to promote you. I know
you mean well … but it’s no way to run things.”

“You know how I feel about the open borders.
It’s not the first close call. Things like this wouldn’t happen at
all if—”

“Can you fault me for
trying to make this a
civilized area of the world?”

“I don’t fault you for trying. But Loren
might.”

“Has he responded?”

“Garret Delvorak sent word.”

“And?”

“He didn’t seem inclined to make anything of
it. Loren’s men reported the same thing ours did—accident. We
lucked out there. But that was him—not Malek. Malek hasn’t said a
damn thing. You see, that’s where I’m anxious … he should have
responded by now—if he’s going to. The fact that he hasn’t … it
could signify it’s unimportant to him, but …”

“Loren would be stupid to try to assassinate
me, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“… Two low-ranking officers and
a couple of civilians? Probably not choice assassins. I’m inclined
to agree. But that doesn’t mean—” He sputtered. “Joke or not, it
doesn’t matter how it started. It matters how it ended. The death
can be construed as—”

“Gulthor! He’d be mad to break truce. I've
given him the most prosperity he's seen in decades. With my peace.
I bet more of his citizens are eating now than have in
centuries."

“Wars have been started over far lesser
things than a dead soldier.”

That much was certainly true. The conflict
at the root of this one, that had claimed his life, chained him to
this inherited sentence? Lost to the mists of time. Speaking of the
mists of time …

“… I saw a dryad, Gulthor. She
held me up, on my way home.”

Gulthor’s pale eyes widened. “Was she
hostile?”

“No.”

“How long has it been?”

“Five or six years? The Elders told me about
this ‘skirmish,’ and they called it what you did. They told me the
blood was poison. That there was power intrinsically linked to the
event—power neither human nor Elder, and that it may be linked to
the circlets as well. I’m inclined to believe them."






Logically, no matter how near
the incident had occurred to the place where he’d paused on his way
home tonight, there was no way the blood from a fractured skull
wouldn’t have been diluted by the stream, instead of pooling
against the rocks like tar. Blood might be thicker than water, but
not that thick.

Gulthor blinked. "Are they going to become a
problem?"

"I think they were trying to warn me of the
one I already have." Helplessly, he shrugged. “Gulthor, I’m at a
loss. I’m so tired. I know you have nothing to say about what I
just said. But the rest of it … please make this go away. The part
you can do something about. The human part.”

"I see, sir." He looked as frazzled—and now
puzzled—as ever.

"Very well," Andreas said. "You may go. Wait
… Gulthor—?”

“Yessir?”

“Does the name ‘Shadowfire’ have any meaning
to you?”

He shrugged laconically.

"… Huh. Don't forget; cut those men’s
pay—but don’t starve their families."

Gulthor curled his lip, narrowing his eyes.
For a moment, Andreas expected a rare confrontation, but he turned
and left without another word.

The fire burned merrily, and he wasn't so
sopping wet anymore, nor half as cold. And perhaps Gulthor’s first
theory was right. Malek Loren’s silence signified nothing but
unconcern. Grabbing one of the neglected towels Julia had left him,
he wrapped it over his shoulders, and strained down at the page. He
had to continually wipe his watering eyes to see the words. The
kitchen—or that dim-witted girl—had better hurry up, or he'd punch
someone.

Eventually the door creaked open, and Julia
shuffled in awkwardly balancing a wooden tray. Cottage pie—it
smelled like pure vitality.

"Where do you want it?" she asked.

Amused, he smiled, but said nothing.
Shrugging, she deposited it on the corner of his desk and scurried
back to the window. Kneeling down, she picked up her rag. Within
moments she was absorbed in her task, or appeared to be.

"Slave?" he interrupted quietly.

Julia looked up at him uncertainly.

"Is it all right?" she asked.

"The second portion was for you." Picking up
the tray, he transferred it to the coffee table in front of the
couch, gesturing to the floor opposite.

She sat, the table uncomfortably high for
her, but painfully low for him. She couldn’t see it of course, but
the old scar in his back was twinging from his bitter ride home.
Funny he should suffer just to keep her in her place, and that she
would never know or appreciate it.

He nodded toward the food. She didn’t make
the slightest motion.

"Go ahead,” he said, pleased at her
discretion.

He ate slowly, content to let her eat more
than her share—yet another thankless benevolence. Colour flooded
back into her cheeks, dispelling the unhealthy pallor. She ate with
her eyes closed, deep in her concentration, as if eating were her
whole world.

It shook him, despite his frame
of mind, as it always did. Out of everything he had done—and
continued to do—this was the most vile of it. He knew it was he who
inflicted this misery on her, simply by not putting the kitchen staff in
their place. He should have charged in there long ago and
threatened each and every one of their jobs, if not their lives, if
they dared deny her.

But now … it was far too late for that. She
had so little true gratitude. If another had thrown her this feast,
she'd have gorged as happily. It was the food, and not him, that
gave her pleasure.

Damn her. And let her starve.

"You hardly ate!" she exclaimed a moment
later, scraping the last of it from the platter with her knife.

… What a beautifully absurd
thing to say.

Whether her concern was mere habit,
affectation—or foolish blindness—he enjoyed it. Scraps of her
sentiment in exchange for the crumbs from his table. It was all
he’d ever get.

She closed her lips over the sharp edge of
the knife. He looked away quickly.

"What do you want to do? If you don’t want
to do anything, that’s fine.”

Slowly, she slid her lips off of the knife.
"Don't you have work to do?"

"I don't want to work. I’ve had enough."

"Chess rematch?" she suggested, leaning on
the table with her chin in her hands. “I owe you for the other
night.”

He glanced from her mouth to her eyes and
back. “You've ... some blood on your mouth. You cut yourself.”

Flinching, she raised her fingers to wipe it
off, shifting backwards on the thin carpet.

“Didn’t you notice?”

Such a small pain, the tiniest pang in a
cruel life.

With alluring carelessness, she
shrugged.

He downed the rest of his wine, and remained
silent.

"How was the kitchen?" he asked after a
moment.

"The usual."

"They're just jealous," he remarked, with a
smug little smile.

"Nobody’s jealous of the lord’s punching
bag,” she answered with muted coldness.

"Would you prefer that pit of hell to the
simplicity of my needs?—because that can be arranged."

She looked at him
disparagingly, clutching at the brass collar around her
neck. You’re not
serious, her look seemed to say,
so don’t even say it.

"If something happened to you, would I go
back there? Who would inherit me?"

"No one, idiot."

"But who would run the castle? Who would own
me? Don't you have a royal will or something?"

"The castle—” He broke off. "No one."

"It has to go to someone.”

"Not really ..." He wasn't sure
if it could go to
anyone.

“Malek Loren. He’d take over.”

"The property goes with the title, title
goes with the circlet. It has to pass through blood."

“No it doesn’t. That thing does. Not the
rest—not me.”

And then she was beside him, squirming
around the table to the edge of the couch, her hand reaching up,
touching the evil thing lightly with her fingertips.

For him, a curse—to her, an object of
curiosity.

Tonight it seemed particularly malignant, an
infection that could spread.

"Don't," he hissed, and pushed her hand
away. "Don't touch it."

"You've let me bef—"

"I’ll kill you.”

"If you killed me I'd be free. Are you ever
gonna let me go, if I please you?”

"The more you please me, the more resolutely
I will possess you," he retorted, sneering.

"And if I displease you?"

He threw back his head and laughed
mirthlessly, and abruptly silenced himself.

There was a time he could’ve told himself
this kind of thing was a sport, a goad—that she wanted to feel the
back of his hand.

But she was serious. It was at moments like
this that she revealed herself completely, and he wanted to stamp
out the last, dying embers between them with black finality. Once
upon a time, she’d believed she could crawl through his heart to
the door, that he’d pity her and hand her the keys. Tired of
amusing him, she’d artlessly spoiled the game.

"Haven't you learned that
lesson, or do you need me to teach it again? Why would you
want to displease
me?—You'll never be free, Julia."

Folding her knees up against her chest, she
looked down at the floor. Andreas stared past her, out the window.
The pattering of rain was the only sound in the room.

“What happened to you today?” she entreated.
“—You’re in a foul mood.”

That’s right … put this all on
me. You always do.

He answered her anyway. “The Elders sent an
emissary to see me. A dryad.”

"You saw a dryad! What was she like?"

Her juvenile curiosity was so inappropriate
given the gravity of the situation. Then again—her ignorance was on
him. There was no way he was going to tell her what they’d talked
about in the twilight forest shadows. Just as he was never going to
tell her everything he suspected about the fetter of metal clenched
around his head.

"… Her skin was green, like the flesh inside
a tree,” he said, settling for a physical description. “And her
eyes." He looked down into her brown ones. "She looked a bit like
you, actually."

"Really?" she asked excitedly.

"She was also naked."

Julia’s face flushed, and she turned her
head toward the window.

Andreas roared with laughter. Why turn away
if she felt nothing—?

Grazing her neck, he brushed her hair aside,
wrapping his fingers around her collar. She breathed slowly and
shallowly, her pulse racing.

In times past it seemed like he’d been able
to balance things. He could have shaken the weight off, pushed the
apprehension to the back of his mind, and closed the door on
it.

The tension hung over them like a hammer—but
all he could feel was sadness.

Her eyes closed, and she leaned on his
knee.

"… Is this affection?” he asked, warmth
leaking into his voice. “Or have you forgotten? You’re my punching
bag.”

"Read to me?" she asked amiably. Sitting up,
her hands pressed on his knees, she gazed up at him with demur
adulation. This too was an act, but there was no malice in it.

Once upon a time … I could
balance my anger.

"Pick something," he smiled down at her,
running his hand through her hair, but his voice was bleak.

Rising, she strolled over to the bookshelf.
Andreas watched her vacantly as she thumbed through the
volumes.

A cracking sound tore through the air.

He caught his breath, and Julia turned, a
slender hardback trembling in her hands. The sound wasn’t thunder;
it was a knock at the door. It was late—far too late.

“Did I send for something? Did you—?” he
asked, his voice hushed.

“No,” she whispered.

The knocker pounded again.

"Who is it?"

"Messenger, Milord!" came the muffled
shout.

"Tell it to go away,” he snarled back. “I'm
busy."

"No."

For a moment, he almost didn’t
comprehend.

No …? A direct contradiction?

"Let him in,” he called, his stomach
sinking.

The door banged open, and Thomas rushed in,
visibly perspiring.

The man who followed was sopping wet,
dressed in Loren regimentals, a suit of scale mail beneath his
scarlet surcoat. His helmet was nestled under one arm, and he was
panting like he'd covered the entire distance from Loren’s gaudy
palace at a dead run. In his other hand, he extended an envelope,
fastened with Malek Loren’s own seal.

His words brought all the premonitions of
the day crashing down.

"Warrant Officer Danson was betrothed to
Lord Loren’s first cousin twice removed, Augusta. His death is on
your heads. This is a breach of truce. Consider yourselves at
war."

Andreas leapt to his feet, grabbed his sword
from the couch, and left the room.

















IV: Like the Rain

"—Father, father, please don't go.”

The morning sun bathed the palace in
intermingling shades of gold, orange, and pink, bedecking the walls
with the warm, ephemeral beauty of dawn, the shadows between the
colonnades a soft, fading lavender. Overhead, the last dim star of
night was melting into a pale blue pocket of sky. Malek Loren's
red-plumed helm, cradled in his arms, glittered like the rising
sun, which crowned the Loren estate in an aureate blaze as it
ascended against the dome of the southeast tower.

"Now, Roselia ..." He leaned down and kissed
her forehead, his lips cold. Even his irises were practically white
in his bloodshot eyes—the sickness had sapped them of colour. She’d
noticed it in the candle-glow of the sickroom, but not like this.
It was a stun to see him so, every macabre detail of his illness
exposed by the bright, clear, morning light. He seemed so small,
more skin and bones than man, dwarfed inside his armour. Still he
sat intransigent astride his stallion, awaiting his glorious
death.

… The fool. The dear old
fool.

A chilly gust of wind whipped at her bare
arms. He placed his helmet over his head, concealing his face,
cutting off the last strand of humanity between them. It was like
watching the lid of a coffin closing. Inside the metal cage, his
hoarse cough reverberated painfully.

"Go say goodbye to your brother now,
daughter. He needs your courage; he loves you dearly. He fights for
you, you know. Stay in the palace, and await our return."

Rose stumbled away wordlessly. A night of
steady protests had fallen on deaf ears, as insubstantial as
rainwater washing down a storm drain.

They fight for
me.

Was it ungrateful for her not to appreciate
it?

But as she made her way past the ranks of
waiting cavalry, she was certain they were all going to die,
cruelly and needlessly, and certainly not for her.

He isn’t just committing
suicide. He’s bringing the rest of these men down with him
…

And they didn’t care—not today, at least.
There was only the noise of excitement on the brisk dawn air: the
clank of armour, shouts, ribald jokes, and guffaws breaking above
the silence like the sun through the clouds.

Today they thought of plunder, rape, and
revenge; only a few pairs of careworn of eyes stared dully into the
distance, thinking of what tomorrow would bring. Tomorrow, when the
battlefield was cleared of the wreckage and the dead were counted,
the bodies brought home to the wailing mothers and wives, the
fatherless children.

"Sister ..."

A shadow eclipsed her, and there was
black-haired Alix, perched like a raven on his mount, a bird of war
with dark, intense eyes and strong, slender limbs, the sun a halo
at his back. He reached down, sweeping her up in a fierce hug,
lifting her halfway off the ground. His plated arms nearly crushed
the life out of her.

He released her, and her feet squelched back
down into the muddy earth. He grasped her shoulders with hands
still human; his gauntlets waited in his saddle-bag.

"Take care of the palace for me, will you
sis?" He grinned.

… He actually
grinned.

"Don't you know you're going to die?" she
burst out acerbically. “There is no way you are going to win this
fight in a day. Haven’t centuries of recorded history taught you
anything? And what about our entire lives? Nothing changes. All
you’re going to accomplish is death—death for all these men. And if
you find him in the field, he’ll kill you too. After he murders
Father. You think Father can still swing that battleaxe? He can
hardly lift a fork!”

Tomorrow … Telyra would still
be here. She knew that with sickening certainty. Why didn’t they
get it? There were two circlets. The circlets chose their wearers, not the other way
around, which was exactly why they meant so much in the first
place. Two circlets weren’t about to select one man. Talystasia
could never have a king. How come nobody could get the
message?

Alix cocked his head and narrowed his eyes.
"… Nonsense, Rose. This is a great day for us. You should tell
everyone." He bit his lip, staring her up and down critically. “You
shouldn’t have worn that.” He paused. “… Whose corner are you
in?”

Her skirts fluttered feebly in the wind. Any
other day, and they’d only have been slate blue, the colour of a
stormy sky—but today they were Telyra’s colour. What had she been
thinking when she put this on …? She should have worn scarlet, the
colour of blood spilled and victory won, the mark of House Loren.
What encouragement was she to these men?

“How can you
ask me that? It was just
a stupid fashion choice, hardly tantamount to high treason. I’ve
had rather more important things on my mind.”

“Like what? Your place is here in court.
You’re here to be seen.”

“Why are you reading into it? Uncle Palin’s
wearing blue today too, or didn’t you notice?”

“Not that blue.”

“I’m not the one going on
a suicide mission—”

"You disturb me," he said. "We’re all under
stress, but you have to stay focused. Sister, I—"

The golden blast of a horn from the front of
the line cancelled out his words. Rose looked up, the morning light
blinding. The third division of the cavalry was disappearing
through the gate in a muddle of crimson and silver.

"We ride, sis.”

The mane of his mount swished past her as he
raced to catch up with the end of the line. Her father was already
gone.

At the bejewelled gates, he turned and gave
her one last passing glance, his face a white speck framed by his
helm—was he trying to shout something to her?

He turned forward again, and a splash of
cold and wet on her hem and the clanging, pounding roar of hooves
and steel heralded the last of the cavalry behind her. They made
for the gate, following Alix out of the yard, and they too were
gone.

~~~

Through the window, the clouds were
deepening and darkening over the rooftops, cold seeming to emanate
from the gathering mass, driving the warmth from the dressing room
and snuffing out the sun like a candle. Shuttering the glass, Rose
listened to the vibratory hum of the panes rattling beneath her
fingertips. They sounded like a predator growling.

As a child, she’d fled to the nursery during
combat, though the enemy rarely breached the gates. The luxuriously
cushioned walls and forests of antiquated toys made it seem like an
inviting nest of safety. It wasn’t the guards on the doors that
gave her comfort. It was the windowless walls with no world
outside.

In one hidden corner, two tiny names had
been etched on the wall, worn and faded with time. The names had
called to her like ghostly visitations, and she’d stared at them
long and often, trying to make them out, convinced that beyond the
veil of time, they belonged to kindred spirits. Like all Lorens
though, her long-dead playmates would have grown up to the
harshness of steel and the charming guile of diplomacy.

And then a day had come when the nursery had
been given over to a younger cousin. Banished from her sanctuary,
she’d hidden in here or in her bedroom—and years later, after the
arid stretch in the Senate—in her books.

What else had there been to do? In the
Senate, she could talk all she wanted, but she was effectively
speechless because her voice accomplished nothing. Always, she was
the child in the nursery, playing at grownup games. The city’s dual
plagues, hostility and poverty, were like the rain; they’d
saturated the city long before she was born, so perpetual that
they’d become mundane, as primordial and entrenched as the climate,
timeless even to the dead children whose names had faded from the
nursery room walls. Suffering, in Talystasia, was nothing more than
ambiance.

Why had she summoned Rachel? It was hard to
say … but all she could think of was her father’s final
command:

“Stay in the palace, and await our
return.”

Only he wasn’t coming back.
Alix probably would, at least, she prayed he would—but Father? He
had no intention of returning. He’d gone to seek death on the battlefield.
That … had been goodbye.
His last words to her … an order.

And it was unacceptable. She could not just
sit here, waiting. Neither could she save him, but still—

They don’t ride for me. My opinion means as
little to them as it did in the Senate. They really think I care
about a suicidal crack at victory against an unbeatable rival? Why
is that what they care about?

They didn’t even say they love
me.

They didn’t need to. Why was she being so
shallow …?

"Miss Loren! Your dress is—"

"Yes, Rachel, I know," she answered, closing
the door behind her lady-in-waiting. “Filthy. And apparently a
treasonous fashion today.”

"Does Miss Loren want me to pick her a new
dress?" Rachel flung open the white-washed doors of the wardrobe.
The grey light dimmed against her shadowy face as the clouds
billowed, drizzle spraying the window and shrouding the view
outside.

"I ... yes," said Rose.

"Which one? Red for victory ..."

"No Rachel, I want to borrow your
dress."

Rachel looked down at her frock, plainly
horrified.

"And your shoes. I promise it's all right,
Rachel. If I ask you to do it, it's all right, yes?"

She visibly gulped, nodding quickly.

"But what will
I wear, Mistress?" she
asked, her voice rising.

With a forced smile, Rose nodded at the open
wardrobe. "Anything you want.”

Rachel hesitated, as if her ears had
deceived her, then turned away and started stripping out of her
uniform—a garment that guaranteed anonymity.

Turning her back to give her privacy, Rose
flung off her wig, letting her cloud of thin, natural ringlets fall
into place, unwashed and almost black with grease, so seldom seen
in court—not the rich, colourful curls of a noble's wig. With
fingers numb with cold, she undid the clasps of her corset, her
petticoats falling to the floor in a heap.

"Here, Mistress.”

A thin bundle of clothing was thrust into
her arms. Rachel's knee-length article was easy to slip on over her
head, little more than a coarse cotton shift. She felt practically
naked in it, and in the gilded mirror, her eyes were unresponsive
and lifeless, as cold and shadowy as coal. The stringy brown curls
draped in thin, motionless strands around her pale face. Even the
gold engraved mirror seemed dull and lackluster, as blanched as the
clouds outside.

Why am I doing something potentially
dangerous …?

Tossing her head, she ran her fingers
through her curls, trying to force some lift into them. She tried
to put on a brave smile, but her eyes stayed flat and dim,
answering her silently:

I’m never going to see my
father again, except in a coffin.

“Miss Loren …?”

Tentatively, she pulled away from the
mirror. "I am going out. I don’t want anyone to notice me—hardly
anyone does anyway. Not to be unkind … but dressed like this, I may
as well be invisible.”

“What, now, Mistress …?”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

"Pardon me; where are
you going?”

… A high place—the highest in
all Talystasia, which she knew to be safe because nobody ever went
there. The very summit of the mountain was a knoll which peaked
well above the shoulders that Talystasia was constructed on. There,
the ancient central Wall that traversed the mountaintop from north
to south, dividing the city, ran straight through that central
crest—a high, treacherous formation of tremendous rocks, scree, and
scraggly trees that surged even higher than the Wall
itself.

The summit of the tor surely commanded a
flawless view of both sides of the city and the lay of the land
below and beyond—even a shortcut across, if anyone were looking for
one. Nobody ever did.

"The tor,” she answered, her voice a tired,
fragile shell around her withering spirit.

“Anytime I go anywhere near that place, I
swear a goose has walked over my grave … bad enough I can see it
from my window.”

“The sentries say that too.” She
shrugged.

“And you, Miss?”

“Yes. It’s not right. But I try not to be
superstitious.”

“Even so, why would you want to
go over there, Mistress …? And now
…?”

Because nobody ever
does.

It wasn’t just the orders she was sick of.
It was the complex, well-oiled machinery of unspoken assumptions
that governed life in Talystasia, and the unquestioning acceptance
of others. She might be powerless against the dearth and the
violence, as she was against the climate—but here was one mindless
custom she could easily defy. Nobody ever went to the summit, or
the wild growth of forest that bloomed like a fungus along the base
of the Wall, not even the sentries, but she could.

And there, at the very pinnacle, she could
watch as her father and brother dismantled the only shaky peace
she’d ever known for the sake of their sad, imaginary glory and
their grownup games. For once, she wasn’t going to shut herself off
from the world. They didn’t want her in the Senate, then fine—but
she wasn’t going to hide. But neither was she going to stand around
in court, garbed in the colour of blood, a useless, brainless
advocate of mature madness.

… Not like Rachel really cared.
She only cared about keeping her in her place—like everybody else.
So why explain?

“Thank you so much for your help.”

Outside the dressing room, she leaned
against the wall, her stomach a seething knot of anxiety. The
marble hall was empty, the seeping cold raising gooseflesh on her
arms, brushing poisonously against her bare knees. Making for the
east staircase, she reached down habitually for skirts that weren’t
there.

At the bottom of the third flight, she
paused, peering around the corner. There were only servants, their
excited chatter echoing off the walls.

Adopting a casual walk, she ducked into a
broom closest where she’d played hide-and-go-seek in the days
before her exile from childhood. Grabbing a bucket and a mop, she
stepped back out, her hand shaking on the handle.

Avoiding the great hall, she detoured
through the honeycomb maze of softly lit ivory and yellow
passageways which serviced the east wing of the palace, and then
out into the din of the east hall.

The open, airy architecture of the atrium
swelled like an unsettled, motley sea, mirroring the tossing
branches of the trees outside the high glass windows, molten with
rain. Tides of silk and velvet and prismatic currents of robes and
gowns swept around huddled islands of the poor—servants and
townspeople in their drab garments, out of place but desperate for
information. Ducking past courtiers, preening like jewelled
peacocks even as they whispered in fearful, hushed voices, she sped
for the servant’s side door, narrowly avoiding careening into the
voluminous mass of cerulean robes that marked out Uncle Palin.

Then she was pressing through the drizzly,
wind-thrashed afternoon, heading for the back gate of the palace.
It was untended by the staff, who had condemned it to the tangling
growth that sectioned the palace district off from the tremendous,
forbidding bulk of the ancient Wall.

Even when she was young, she
had never lingered more than a minute or two here. The gloomy
immensity of the Wall filled her with inexplicable dread, as did
the sinister darkness between the trees. There was nothing
wrong with the trees. And
yet … they were wrong. There was a reason the servant quarters
faced east and the upper class apartments west.

But the grove, chilling as it was, was less
so than the Wall itself. And so the trees and the dense, wild
undergrowth remained untouched, an inadequate barrier, and life
bustled by, navigating a wide berth. In much the same way that
certain families concealed their secrets in plain view, cloaking
them in the banality of day-to-day life, the ominous edifice was
tolerated, even overlooked, avoided by habit and not by
thought.

It reared above the foliage like a monster
from another time, majestic and alien, hundreds of feet high and
hewn of dark, immovable stones laid before memory.

















V: Conscience

Lady Ivy Telyra swept her gaze through the
high vault of the entry hall as they walked together side by side
from the dining room. She was simple but elegant today in a smoky
blue gown which draped to the flagstones at her feet, her hair as
luminous as a star. On her lips was a pensive smile like an
unspoken thought.

Then she voiced it, and he wished for all
the world it would burn up in her throat.

"One day all of this will pass to you,
son."

"I don't want it.”

The circlet was a disgrace, like a tarnished
halo. It was as proverbial to him as her face, an adulteration of
her true corona—her beautiful, close-cropped platinum hair, framing
her radiant jade-green eyes.

"Andreas—you need to grow out of this.”

Exasperation; it twisted her voice, abusing
it like the circlet did her body.

“You're nearly twenty years old. You need to
grow up and man up. I've spent your entire life trying to prepare
you for ... the rest of your life. I think I’ve done everything I
can for you and—”

"—and Mother,
I don't want it!"

A stiff silence fell on the hall.

"What …?" he demanded in embarrassment.
Servants, frozen in mid-task, stared at him from their places, eyes
wide and unblinking—frightened mice, huddling in the corners from
his wrath.

"Get back to work!"

"—You have no choice in this and neither do
I. When you were small, I ignored these unsuitable, idle
inclinations. But by now I had expected you to grow some
perspective. You are the last of our blood and you were born for
power. What would you make of yourself—a paltry bard? That’s the
life of a commoner, and even if we did have a choice, I would not
have my son—”

He paced in front of the fireplace. "I don't
care, about any of it! And I don’t even care if it hurts you.”

“What would you make of yourself?”

“I told you, I don’t care. Just not
this.”

She clutched her head with a weary sigh. The
circlet coiled motionless, a gilded serpent poised to strike. Its
bite would confine him to a life of splendid isolation, its curse a
slow-acting venom that left no marks on the body, but devoured its
victim from inside.

It would be the death of his future. The man
that could have been would perish, and some new man would walk away
in his place, locked into his fate by the abomination she wore so
proudly.

"Does that give you a headache?" he said, “…
Or do I?”

Her eyes snapped open. "What kind of a
question—"

A clatter sounded behind them. They both
turned at the noise, and a startled slave bent to pick up his tray.
Ivy threw him a look, then turned back to Andreas, lowering her
voice.

“You know I don’t have a
choice. You will inherit this crown; there’s nothing I can do about that. As
far as our populace is concerned, the circlet is lordship. We don’t have a choice
about that either.”

Only if my heart stops
beating, only then will I escape. My body or my soul. If I choose
to live, I’ll lose all that I am.

But suicide was unthinkable. He’d seen
enough of death to know there was nothing waiting for him beyond
those dark doors. Silence and the void—they emptied the eyes of
every man.

He had prayed for some miracle. He had
pushed the inevitable to the back of his mind, losing himself in
his private worlds. In his music and painting he had discovered a
refuge, and even more so, in the bloody, magnificent brushstrokes
of combat and the artful execution of lesser men. But always, he
could hear the wind howling at the gates. With each passing year,
the vanity of it all struck his heart like the iron toll of the
midnight bell. He stood ever on the precipice, at the crest of an
unfaltering, lethal wave.

Not ever will I accept
it. I will find a
way to stop this. Or die.

"What else …? What else do I get when I
inherit this wonderful destiny? This castle—?"

"Yes," she fumed, her voice choked with
bottled rage. “And you should be grateful for it.”

"What about them?" he demanded, pointing to the
slaves polishing the flagstones.

"Yes, them too," she spat. "They're part of
the property."

"What do I do with them?!"

"They're slaves, Andreas. They work. You
feed them, and they work. Where have you been your whole blessed
life …?"

"Like the tapestries—?"

"You don't feed tapestries,
son! What has
gotten into you?"

"What's gotten into
you, mother? Are you
expecting to die ...? Is that why—?” He hesitated. “We haven’t
talked about this since I was nine!"

He reached toward her, but she withdrew. "I
always expect to die, boy,” she admonished quietly. “Could happen
at any hour, at any minute. You get used to that. But—" she stalled
his protests—“would you want to be like them ...?"

Her eyes shifted not to the slaves, but to
the wall just over their heads.

She couldn’t even look at them.

Denial. Was that supposed to be his
answer?

"You have a home, boy; wealth, respect, and
a good title and name. You've a fine stable of horses, decent
armour and a good staff, an even finer military, and a healthy crop
to feed your people. What more do you want—?"

"Not that. I just want to be me. The way I
am now. Not with an extra appendage that I don't understand and can
never remove. How do you not get what that seems like to me …? That
thing is a disease. Are you so inured to it that you consider it as
much a part of you as your skin, your hair, your eyes? Do you think
you chose this
life? You didn’t. Your life is a lie, as mine will be. A lie
against all that I am.”

Her eyes became remote. Gingerly, she lifted
her fingers to brush the dully shining band, as if she’d forgotten
it was there. "I didn't either ..." she sighed, the barbs gone from
her voice. "... want it, I mean."

"Why? Because you knew there was something
wrong with it ...?"

"No. There's nothing wrong with it … It's
just itself, boy. Different is all. This crown is a privilege. In
it is vested the power that has blessed our family with this
fortune, the power to rule.” She waved her hand, encompassing the
castle, the servants, the slaves. "Our people respect its
authority, which is why they respect ours. Higher powers have given
us a responsibility to care for our people. That is a sacred
trust."

"Why don’t your ‘higher powers’ want a
united city-state ...?"

"I ... don't know. Perhaps
they do and we are
meant to do it. It's something that I've thought about for a long
time, but I don't really have an answer, and neither did my father
or grandfather. All I know is that my earliest memories were of
war. I wish I could take you over there sometime, to Talystasia
West—I saw it in my youth, on a diplomatic visit. The palaces are
marvellous, but built on something far worse than slavery: poverty.
Even our slaves live in our castle, eat our food, and benefit from
our protection. No man under our domain goes without his grain and
a roof over his head. It may be modest, but it’s better than
nothing. But their people ...You should see Malek's slums ... There are worse
things than not being able to make your own choices,
son."

“Who made it? The circlet?”

“I don’t know. It found us long ago.”

"Does it do anything else besides stick to
you like a leech ...?"

"I don't think so. I think I'd know by now.”
She smiled wistfully. “Oh, Andreas—I miss your grandfather.”

"Then why didn't you want it?"

"Because I didn’t want him to die."

~~~

It had been less than a year later. The wave
had struck.

It was a long way off the precipice and into
the dark.

~~~

Andreas stared out through the embrasure at
the dim red line in the distance. The rumble of ammunition and the
metallic echo of arms and armour boomed portentously along the wall
as soldiers rolled mangonel stones out of storage, sharpened steel,
notched arrows to bows, and readied breastplates, gauntlets,
helmets and greaves.

"Malek’s mind is gone," he noted with morbid
satisfaction, turning aside to Rizaq. Shouts of anticipation
crackled through the air, ignited by his own thin, certain
smile.

… And so is mine. I despise
what is about to happen with every fiber of my being. Why then this
plague of joy in my heart? Is it only that I will kill the old man
today, be rid of the scourge of my existence since boyhood? ….
Another will take his place. One more in an endless
line.

It wasn’t that, no. His smile widened
imperceptibly. The amassed companies in the distance waited for
death the destroyer to release them from this living hell. Their
surcoats and banners mirrored the blood inside, the carnage to
come.

"... Assuredly,” Rizaq agreed with
composure. “I didn't know the old man could walk, much less fight
... and now he wants to have a war over a fistfight? How’s that
work?"

"I have some ideas," Andreas replied
darkly.

("Your war involves ... more than human
forces, Lord Telyra. And I'm not talking about Elder magic either,
a dying power.”)

… It was this horror on his
head. Like his mother, he too had become inured to it, ashamed of
his weakness.

And shame had made him complacent.

Why hadn’t he asked the dryad
more? Foolish, to pass up such a chance—and who knew when it would
come again. One didn’t simply request an audience with the Elders
and get it. Hell, he didn’t even know how to ask or where to find
them.

Then again, she had come seeking answers
from him. So perhaps it was not too great a loss.

And besides … why torture himself with
knowledge of the disease when there was no cure?

"You do …?" Rizaq asked blankly. "'Cause
he's dying he's got to take several hundred people down with him?
Is that how it works? He's got most of his army out there. Please
don't tell me you'd get me killed over some glorious tragedy one
day ..."

“You could die today, Rizaq,”
he responded with all of his dead mother’s harsh pragmatism. "I
should've bet against you—six months ago remember? I'd have won
easily. But taking your money seems unfair, given that you’re on my
payroll, and would you really
have bet against this? Didn't we know in our
hearts that Malek was going to break the truce?"

“I’ve got a cramp in my sword arm. I suppose
it’s about time.”

Andreas laughed. "I've had a cramp in that
arm since I wrote that bloody truce. And no matter how many times I
slap that stupid girl I can't get it out."

Rizaq grinned. “Ever heard of
transference?”

“Like I care.”

The wind stirred in his friend’s hair and he
shivered. "He's not giving you a choice, you know."

"What's that now, General?"

"I know what’s in your mind, Andreas. I see
you question yourself. But this is a ruthless attack. His army
would massacre our women and children and call it unfortunate in
the name of his ridiculous conquest—"

"Yes, and I'll murder his,"
Andreas interrupted, his smile again broadening. "The ‘men’
included. They can't fight, haha, only kill or be killed. Pussies
with worthless trainers." He snorted his contempt. “I’m tempted to
just commit genocide on his entire line and finish this, except
that I don’t think that’s even possible. There's a
lot of Lorens. It’d take
a far more dedicated and methodical mind than mine to hunt each of
them down. As it is, I’ll enjoy what I get."

Rizaq opened his mouth and paused
thoughtfully, his eyes darting briefly to the field. "You cannot
hide from me, Andreas. If revenge were your motive for
satisfaction, would you abuse yourself for it?"

"—Revenge for killing my mother and our
friends; for spilling generations of my people’s blood since they
crossed the sea at the dawn of time—?"

"—Right."

"No. There is no pleasure in that. There is
nothing righteous in my pleasure, only my killing urge."

“And for that, a common enough thing, you
damn yourself. It’s only human.”

“… There’s no excuse for that,
Rizaq. None.”

“This is what I cannot
understand about you. There is for you. If you didn't fight back, your
citizenry would fall victim to those pompous aristocratic buffoons!
You have nothing to be ashamed of. There is nothing
unrighteous—"

Andreas laughed. "Are you trying to reassure
me, Rizaq? Against what, myself?"

"You were your mother's only son ... It's
not your fault you inherited—"

"—What, drawing out a perpetual
civil war and pretending I can conclude it as so many fools have
before me ...? Ancestors to avenge! Family honour to redeem ...!
Each time I participate in the cycle, I perpetuate it, but I will
not feed into their rationalizations. Revenge, honour, duty—they
sugar-coat their brutality. Loren's excuse—other than the same—is
that I don't deserve to live because I'm ... not right. That may be
the only point I have ever agreed with him on. I'm not.
I want to kill people,
Rizaq. Do you know what I’m feeling right now, aside from
rage?”

Rizaq shook his head half-heartedly.

“… Elation. Relief. But I won’t
pretend to myself that it’s about honour or justice."

Rizaq’s hand clenched around his arm.
Instinctively, Andreas raised it to defend himself, before
realizing what he was doing.

"Why must you torment yourself ...!" he
shouted.

"Because I will not excuse my bloodlust. I
enjoy killing because I enjoy it. This is a stupid time for an
argument."

His comrade closed his eyes,
and for a moment, he looked much older, his expression time-drawn
and spent. “Not all revenge is an evil, Andreas. The friends we’ve
lost … those we never had a chance to avenge.” He turned and looked
him squarely in the eye. “Because you’re not like Malek. Because you’d never
do something like this.”

“… Logan.”

“Logan. Funny how rank doesn’t matter after
someone dies.”

“Friendship outstrips any rank,” Andreas
answered promptly. “… His name will be the last word Malek hears.
That much I can do.”

Rizaq nodded solemnly. "Can you believe he's
got his only son out there ...?"

"Then the boy dies," Andreas shrugged.

… I could die
today, he mused, if I just let it all go. One glorious moment of surrender.
Lift up my arms to the sky and drown in a sea of
blood.

But he wouldn’t.

Damn the inner voice that kept him here,
clinging to his broken existence. It was as brutal and intractable
as the crown around his head.

The slowly revolving darkness above the
battlement rumbled, the thunder shaking the wall like the marching
cadence of Loren’s waiting army. They were still out there, distant
and immobile, but he felt the sense of danger in his groin,
pressing and immediate.

He turned to Rizaq, whose eyes were
captivated by the remote red line, his mouth moving silently. His
comrade blinked several times and shook his head.

"What's wrong, Rizaq—" he asked through
clenched teeth.

"I counted their companies this morning and
there were six prepped for attack, but I counted again just now and
they’re about half a company short."

“How could you miss that? Forty men?”

“I didn’t. I haven’t been here. I was
wi—”

Andreas stared at him uncomprehending as he
broke off; simultaneously he heard the explosion and turned to face
the bloom of fire over the roofs.

"That was the market square—" Rizaq called
as Andreas tore across to the elevator.

Leaping onto the platform, he flipped the
lever that would lower him down the ropes and pulleys to the
street.

As of last night, not a soul had passed
through his gates without his express command, and he had set a
watch on the summit. Whoever had set the market ablaze had been
here for days, weeks or months, possibly even years, awaiting a
signal. These people, the people he was going to kill, he had
welcomed with open arms, maybe even granted citizenship.

"That's not your missing
company ...!" he hollered back up to the
battlement. "They're still out there, Rizaq!”

Ever hopeful, and foolishly, I ...

Six feet from the ground, he sprang, the
elevator still descending. Seleda surged up to meet him, a swell of
heat and muscle breaking against his body, powerful between his
legs. Her vigour engulfed him, a cyclone in his veins, flooding him
with heady, unbroken hate—the animal wildness he’d never entirely
trained out of her.

"THE MARKET!"
he roared, gesticulating furiously to his
mobilizing team. Impatient, Seleda broke past them without so much
as a lean or a squeeze, instinct drawing her toward the
conflagration. He hardly noticed the fearful hush of the passing
streets or the cold, light lash of the rain. The stench of burning
wood and cooking flesh singed his nostrils.

They burst around a corner into a cloud of
smoke, and the unnatural silence blew apart into a chorus of
screams. Lightning made white fire of the marketplace.

Choking, he yanked on the reins. A man was
sprawled across their path, clutching a broken bottle in his rigid
hand, dead eyes empty in a mask of pain he’d wear until the maggots
got his flesh. His entrails, splayed carelessly across the cobbles,
gleamed in the half-light like old trash. Drizzle splattered dust
into mud in his open flesh.

Revolted, he turned Seleda into the
screaming din. Silhouettes in pairs and trios twirled beyond the
smokescreen like shadow puppets in a deadly dance. A lightning rod,
he caught the energy from the sky, his sword arm shaking with
liberated fury. Seleda reared, catching the wave of his adrenaline.
There was a stifled shout as her forelegs slammed into something
solid.

He’d been holding this death blow pent up
for so long he felt he’d die if he waited any longer. Drawing his
weapon, he cleaved it down in the wake of her viciousness, an
indifferent executioner.

The head that tumbled from the neck he’d
cleaved spattered blood on a butcher’s apron.

He caught his breath, horrified.

… Civilian.

Then he saw the dishevelled old woman
sobbing on the ground a few feet away, a gash in her side spilling
blood onto the street as copiously as a drainpipe. A meat cleaver
clattered to the cobbles beside the butcher’s decapitated corpse,
as red as the wound in her abdomen.

“Let me help you—" he started,
dismounting.

The old woman screamed and scuttled
backwards out of sight.

He whirled to defend himself.

But there was nothing there.

… Only me.

Timbers crackled and split, the percussion
of steel and the metal-bright cacophony of screams muffled by the
fog.

As he skewered the corpse again, Seleda
galloped off alone, hot on the scent of blood. Seconds later, light
blossomed overhead, framing her in a hazy corona across the square,
towering over her prey. The soldier’s upraised dirk beneath her was
as futile as a blade of grass against an avalanche of murder.

Andreas smiled affectionately. In the next
flash, the man was pulverized meat beneath her hooves.

Out of the smoke, a shape materialized,
plunging at him recklessly. It resolved into a man, his shoulder
bleeding profusely. He barely managed to stop himself from a
headlong collision. “Tonight, Telyra!” he bellowed as he spun
aside. “Tonight you’ll sleep in the ground with the whore that bore
you!”

As he turned to run, Andreas hooked his
sword between his ribs and pulled him round.

The man’s eyes went wide with terror.
Laughing, Andreas disarmed him casually with his empty hand. His
own blade felt like an extension of his body, and he twisted it,
violating the man through the bloody hole in his side. In the
soldier’s eyes, each jolt of agony flared like torchlight; he could
almost see his soul twisting out of shape with his ruined
insides.

Leaning forward, he smiled and courteously
wiped away the blood that foamed at his victim’s mouth. The eyes
darkened, and the body jerked once, abandoned.

A new thunder rang out across the plaza—the
rumbling hooves of a dozen horses.

"The fires! Put them OUT, NOW!"

"But Milord—!" Mathias shouted, pulling up
alongside him. “Go back to the battlement. We can handle thi—"

Andreas shook his head, parrying a blow, and
stabbed a man in the stomach.

"Damnit! I will deal with these—no more than
a dozen—moved on us early." He laughed savagely. "Didn't realize I
was still here."

Mathias snorted. “Didn’t realize any of us
were, apparently. What did they hope to accomplish with such a
small team?”

“FIRE,” Andreas growled pointedly, cleaving
his blade up against an attacker’s thrust. The blades sang and
parted. Whirling, he dodged the next blow and plunged his sword
into his opponent’s chest. He withdrew the weapon, glittering with
blood.

“Which they have—and which will do far more
damage than their weapons. You don’t need an army to burn down a
city, or even good fighters … All you need is surprise. Don’t go
thinking this is all they sent us either. There will be
others.”

As he finished speaking, two figures emerged
from the smoke. One was unarmed; the other flew at him with a
maniac yell. Leaping forward, Andreas threw his arm around the
assailant's neck. Pain seared across the exposed underside of his
arm, a dark cloud blooming on his sleeve. Roaring, he managed to
grab the dirk, wrestling it out of his captive’s grasp.

"… But how do we know which are which?"
Mathias asked.

"Because the Loren soldiers are trained and
my civilians aren't; and some of them are carrying military- issue
weapons." He raised the dirk for Mathias to see. "Recognize this?
Look around you, it's a massacre, not a fight. Protect the ones
being massacred, kill their assailants; simple. But it's no matter,
I'll finish this up."

"Lord, there are more than enough of us
to—"

"Don't
deny me this. Get to the well!"

Mathias mumbled something mutinous but
withdrew. The team rode after him, the captain’s shouts stifled as
clouds of smoke enfolded them.

The rescued townsman was still standing
there, stiff as a lamppost, his eyes fastened on his disabled,
thrashing attacker.

"Go and help Mathias!" Andreas ordered,
burning eyes watering from heat, ash and pain. He blinked, trying
to clear his vision—he couldn’t wipe his eyes with his sleeve.
“Take this.” He held out the handle of the dirk, freeing up his
hand, and mopped the tears and sweat away. “But only until you find
something else, and keep it concealed. My soldiers may mistake you
for one of Loren’s. What's the matter with you? You want to stay
and watch me gut this fuck ...?"

"He was my neighbour—" the man stammered,
inching closer, his pallid eyes glued to the sneering enemy’s face.
Clenching the handle weakly, he withdrew the dirk from Andreas’
grasp.

"He was a Loren
killer," spat Andreas,
unsheathing his own weapon again, "and soon he'll be food for city
rats. He was never your neighbour. Now go and douse those fires, or I'll kill you
myself after this!"

He pressed tighter on his enemy's windpipe
as the townsman fled, coughing; the soldier thrashed harder, to no
avail.

"What were you?"
he snarled in his ear with a voice like rusty
knives. Smouldering, crackling beams made patterns of light in his
eyes.

"What ...?" the soldier gasped.

"What were you? What did you do in my city
while you waited? Were you a butcher of meat as well as men, like
your dead comrade over there? Tailor? Smith? Cook? Shop keep? Did
you drink with that man there you just tried to murder? Did you
greet his wife and kids when you passed them in the market? How
long did you wait for your master's call ...?"

He relaxed his grip enough for the man to
choke out an answer.

"Bartender," he wheezed, through an intake
of breath.

"And?" Andreas gripped him harder.

"... T-two years!" stammered the man. "Are
you gonna let me live ..?"

"How many of you are inside my walls?"

"... Thirty-nine."

“Thirty-eight,” he corrected, and lifted his
sword. The soldier's head fell backwards from his neck, squirting
warm blood. Dropping the limp body, he staggered for his
bearings.

Restaurants and storefronts had been
replaced by impressionistic blots of fire and black, anonymous
wreckage, the pieces floating jumbled and meaningless in the haze
like flotsam in a burning sea. Shredded fabric choked the ground at
his feet, the remnants of colourful canvas tents now as black and
crippled as burnt flesh. The wares from the stalls clogged the
rubble like cremated bones.

Adrift in that formless chaos some distance
away was a flickering ball of light, seemingly suspended in space
between tongues of flame and broken frameworks. It hovered there,
mysterious and surreal, and then wobbled and dimmed, vanishing into
the gloom.

Recognition dawning, he tore after it.

The clocktower loomed overhead,
materializing out of the smoke, but just as he caught up, the
torchbearer chucked his flame through an open ground floor
window.

“Damnit!”

He hurled himself after, gripping the
windowsill to pivot into the room. He cleared the frame
effortlessly, but overshot the distance. Inside, he collided
devastatingly with the floor, yelping as fire mauled his
unprotected flesh with blistering teeth. Rolling over, he smothered
it with his body, then, having averted another blaze, barrelled out
the door again.

The torchbearer—! There he was, disappearing
into the fog. Leaping onto his back, he sent both of them crashing
to the ground in a pile of muscle, sweat, and blood.

The soldier shoved the torch in his face.
Hollering, Andreas flung his sword aside—it was too much at these
quarters. He extracted his knife from his belt, stabbing the man
twice in the stomach, savouring his screams. Staggering to his feet
as his opponent fell limp, he wiped his bloody hands on his
trousers, lifting his sword off the ground. The torch had slipped
out of the soldier’s hand. Kicking it into a puddle of blood, he
watched disinterestedly as it went out, his cheek still
searing.

The dying combatant propped himself on one
elbow with a protracted groan and opened his mouth, blood gurgling
down his chin and throat, his streaming eyes on his destroyer. He
moaned something, but choked on the blood welling out of his
mouth.

Andreas took two steps forward, lifting his
boot, heady with the lust for blood. "What was that ...?" he asked
callously, pressing down on the man's larynx, smearing mud across
his neck. Without waiting for an answer, he shifted his weight and
smashed the man’s spine with a crack.

Tilting back his head, he filled his lungs
with air coming in from above, metallic with the taste of ozone and
blood and heavy with the promise of rain. Timid drizzle soothed his
scorching body, teasing him with its cool caress.

Fuck, it felt good to kill again.

The roar of the inferno was still
unrelenting, but underneath it there was silence: the screams had
stopped.

"—It's all finished, sir."

He opened his eyes, looking down.

A boy was standing in front of him, dressed
in regimental blue and clutching his ear. Andreas kicked the body
aside, and the boy’s eyes followed the action, delayed, withdrawn,
unseeing. There was no acknowledgement in his face that the man he
had kicked aside was, in fact, a man.

I know that
look.

The strings of habit pulled, and the child
gave a clumsy salute before seizing his ear again. Blood trickled
between his fingers. Andreas was almost surprised when he
spoke.

"Math—Captain Mathias—he doesn't think—” He
started again. “They jumped their signal. That’s what he said. Or
that you rather—"

His words were a spiritless muddle, witless
motion in a doll’s face.

Three years ago, this child wouldn’t have
been old enough to enlist. This had been his first taste of action.
Some men took to combat like it was second nature. Others it stole
something from.

"The fires, boy?" he inquired crisply,
sheathing both sword and knife.

"They’re … this way, sir.”

The boy turned, and Andreas could almost see
the abyss opening within his fragile young heart. Sick with
vertigo, he grabbed his shoulder roughly, dragging him back.

"Don't you turn your back on me,” he
growled.

"What—? Ow! The fi—"

Light blazed back into his eyes as Andreas
crushed his trapezius in his fist and slapped him across the face,
summoning his spirit back from the edge.

No warmth though, no kindness. No time for
that.

"—Just show me where they are!" he
barked.

The boy opened his mouth to retaliate, but
seemed to make up his mind that his life still had value. He turned
away, leading him back through the ruined square.

"How many are dead?" asked Andreas, scarcely
concealing the relief in his voice.

"Ours or—"

"Theirs. You think I care about ours? I
can’t do anything for them; they’re dead! Tell me something
useful.”

"T-ten or twelve.”

"Can't you fucking count? What, are you ten
years old …?"

"—May be some bodies in the smoke! Where we
can't see.” He glared back over his shoulder, narrowing his
eyes.

Andreas smiled; another sign of life.

“… No, sir. I’m
fourteen. We got a team
runnin' back and forth to the well! Thing is—”

"—That there are more fires.”

The boy dropped his hand, stumbling and
swaying around the debris. "... Yeah," he snivelled under his
breath. "… Salacia Boulevard and Delia. The fires at Delia are out,
but Salacia is still, umm …."

"... Are you going to faint?” sneered
Andreas. “Are you a girl as well? How many dead in Delia? "

"I—I don't remember. My family lives in
Delia District, sir—"

"You’re deaf as well as stupid. Use that ear
or you deserve to lose it. Where's Mathias?"

"He's gone to Salacia. The team from Delia
is on its way here.” He coughed.

"—Good. Enough. Go and help with the fires
and then get yourself home. Stop by the castle if the bridge is
down. Ask for Kalorn—best medic I have. He’s a git, but I’d never
risk losing him on the field. Bring your family if they need
treatment."

The boy scampered off. There were no
thanks—not for the medic, and not for the slap in the face. Andreas
followed tiredly through the wreckage until he relocated his team,
and wordlessly grabbed a bucket.

Dousing the fires was tedious and gruelling.
There was nothing here that deserved the violent consideration he’d
shown the young recruit, so why couldn’t he bring himself to walk
away while the buildings still burned?

… Perhaps it was that unlike
the boy, he had no choice in where he spent his energy, his life
force. He’d spend the rest of his nightmarish existence trying to
keep this wretched place from toppling off the edge.

Nothing here deserved to be saved—but he was
part of this nothing, damned and rightly so. After all, he’d thrown
his conscience into the chasm that opened inside his own heart as
he’d kissed his mother’s cold forehead more than two decades ago,
enclosing her body in its casket. What was left of him was as
charred and eviscerated as the wreckage around him.

The city had become his tomb.

A crash of thunder shook the heavens, and
the sky rumbled and deepened with colour and let loose a torrent of
rain.

He collapsed gratefully under one of the few
awnings that were still standing, and closed his scalded eyes.

Just for a moment, he’d allow himself a
breath that was his and his alone. Two decades of falling, and he’d
learned one thing: there was always another precipice, and he still
had to take the time to drag himself back or he’d fall even further
down the endless decline. Smoke and steam drifted away overhead.
Gravity quadrupled. Beyond the beating of the rain, another sound
rose from the streets and the houses, a low note submerged beneath
it like an ocean, yet calling out plaintively above it.

The sound of crying. A whole city
crying.

He hauled himself to his feet as the iron
bell of the clocktower struck its beaten, time-worn blows into his
soul, and wandered through the clearing haze until he sensed a
familiar, friendly musk among the odours of death and leaned
gratefully into Seleda's blood-streaked mane.

~~~

Stationary beside the fireplace and feeling
exceptionally useless, Julia watched the whirlwind of activity in
the great hall.

When the drawbridge was raised, the curious
rabble had been trapped inside the castle, men and women who had
wandered in off the streets in search of refuge, answers or
accountability. Some had children in tow, crying, screaming, or
scampering underfoot. They milled about in their frustration,
knocking into the walls and one another, cursing and railing like
rats in a cage.

“What, three attacks!”

“… We live in Delia—”

“We need to get OUT of here! Our house is
just a block from there.”

A toxic smile bloomed on her
cheeks, silent laughter corroding her throat. In a few hours or
days, they would be out of here, safely back in their cute little homes. And if
they lost those homes to the fires? Lord Telyra would replace
them.

Years after they were gone, she’d still be
standing here beside the fireplace, as still and lifeless as the
stones in the walls, staring out at the bright expanse through the
exit to the drawbridge. No bolted doors would bar her way, no moat
would stop her.

She carried her prison with her always,
locked around her neck.

Leaning against the mantelpiece, she felt
disconnected, adrift—apart from things.

She wanted to help, but each
time she thought she’d spotted an opportunity, somebody else rushed
past, jostling her like debris. It was strange wanting to do something. Any other
day, when nothing mattered? They’d find her a million meaningless
chores to fill her time. Yet today, when everybody desperately
seemed to need an extra hand, when it would actually mean
something, she’d received not a single order, hardly even a glance.
How could that be?

Maybe she really had been here so long that
she was dissolving into the walls.

… And so I’m as useless as
this lot, she thought, listening the
endless chuntering prattle.

“Did the Modest Barrel escape
the blaze?” “—Who cares about a dirty old tavern? What about the
clocktower?” “—It’s not
a dirty old tavern—” "... Best fucking news all
year! My son wants to be an artisan, the stupid sod. War’ll make a
man out of him.”

She snickered.
So says Lord Telyra’s gardener.

"... Loren, that dirty old
maggot! His son's worse though. Hear he's a right good fighter,
that 'un. I reckon we'll be seeing a new Lord Loren by dusk
tomorrow!" "Dusk? Haha. Telyra doesn't need that long to dispatch
anyone, least of all a stupid old cripple. Or his overconfident
son." "I heard old
Loren's too sick to do any lordin' and he’s gonna die anyway, so
he's pullin’ this last stunt to go out in a blaze of glory. If you
call being impaled by our Lord's sword glorious."

She froze, her tepid smile faltering. The
spell of invisibility had worn off; the speaker’s jeering eyes were
boring into hers, laughter twisting his visage. She didn’t have a
clue who he was, but clearly he’d already discovered the
laughingstock of the citadel. Fury burning in her cheeks, she
shoved past him into the middle of the hall.

Dorthelda’s voice surfaced above the din.
"... Take this to Kalorn dear, fast; it’s a tourniquet—"

Julia turned, half-thinking the order was
meant for her, but no—

That was Theresee.

… Not the same Theresee. She
was taller now, the structure of her face more mature, her brow
more prominent. She still had the same golden curls, but they
trailed down her back, almost to her waist. Only the wide brass
collar around her neck, a twin to her own, had been untouched by
time.

Drawn after her as helplessly as a kite on a
line, she squeezed through the crowd toward the north wall,
thinking of the numerous times she’d glimpsed her over the past few
years, but always at a distance, down a hallway or across a crowded
room. Theresee had become as distant as Lord Telyra had been in the
first decade of her life, a stranger. It was enough to make her
think there must be whole other countries hidden away in the rooms
of this castle.

Theresee was balancing a steaming bowl of
soup along with the cravat that Dorthelda had handed her. Shifting
the soup aside, she proffered the cravat to the man who stooped by
the wall, his hands gleaming cherry bright.

Eyes wide, Julia stumbled.

… Only now did her mind
register the thrashing, deformed shape on the floor, the leg
gushing blood all over the cot, the white linens blooming scarlet
like poppies in a patch of snow. The raucous din of the crowd was
so overwhelming that she hadn’t even heard the screams, hadn’t
realized part of the hall had been converted into a medical ward.
And she wasn’t the only one—hardly anybody seemed to be paying the
slightest bit of attention.

Kalorn never even looked up at Theresee.
Shaking his head at the soup, he grabbed the sash and shooed her
away. Then she saw a gleam of metal—his right hand was closing
around the handle of a saw, his left pressing down on the man’s
thigh.

The patient exploded into a storm of
incoherent shrieks. Squealing involuntarily, she turned away.

Somebody knocked her shoulder. Golden curls
caught the light.

"Theresee—!"

The older girl’s name slipped out of her
mouth unbidden.

The golden-haired girl halted, turning
slowly.

"—What?"

The word cut the air, a verbal slap in the
face.

She bit her lip; her cheeks actually stung.
"Does Kalorn need any help? I can—"

"You can't do anything,” Theresee
interrupted contemptuously. “Except stand there covering your
bruises and worrying after that asshole. Get your priorities
straight."

The beautiful green eyes that had once
laughed with her, confided in her, had blackened.

Flinching self-consciously, Julia dropped
her arms to her sides. "That’s not what I’m doing,” she said
defensively. “Aren’t you worried?"

"No! Why should I be? I'm a slave in his
house, like you. He can burn in hell, like this fortress, like this
whole gods-damned place! You can too, you filthy traitor.”

The words were fire; they scalded down her
cheeks. Desperately she swallowed, trying to stop the tears, but
the harder she tried, the more freely they streamed. The other girl
watched without sympathy, her lip curling.

Blood was spilling across the flagstones,
seeping into the cracks. Kalorn and his assistant had moved on to
their next victim. She stared at it hard, refusing to look up, as
if she could dissolve the tears and the pain by losing herself in
the amputee’s misery. The leg was still lying there, ghastly and
horrible. The man was roaring like an animal, his eyes locked on
his severed appendage. Nobody seemed to care. To him it was still
his leg, stolen from him forever—to them, it was nothing, an
object, trash.

"What'd I ever do to you,
Theresee? You were my best friend!" she shouted above his
bloodcurdling shrieks, forcing herself to turn back. “You were the
one who stopped talking to me. We were like sisters!”

"... And now you have no one,”
Theresee replied, her voice as cold as stone. “You moved out! You left me there. You
live in the basement, not in the damn linen closet with me. You
betrayed your kind and you get what you deserve … I hope he dies.
Then I can be free—and you can be lost."

"I didn't—I tried to tell you. If you’d just
talked to him, he would’ve—"

"—What, made me his lap dog too?” She
snorted with laughter. “Really …? You do nothing, all day long! You
sleep ten hours a day. The rest of the time, you do everything in
your power not to lift a finger. Keep doing it.”

She wanted to retaliate, to scream at her,
but the knot in her throat was a gag, choking her words like her
earlier stillborn laughter.

I don’t owe anyone ANYTHING,
and neither do YOU.

She reached for her back as Theresee spun
around, her hair whipping through the air, but she was already
gone, swallowed up by the crowd.

So that was it. And it wasn’t just Theresee.
It was everybody. They’d made a joint decision to leave her
out.

They wanted her to know just how worthless
and unwanted she was.

And still, here I
am.

This time she did laugh.

A hand grabbed her arm, digging into the
crease of her elbow.

"Hey, cut it out!" she snapped.

Thomas shoved her forward. "Telyra wants
you.”

His companion, a pudgy, dark haired maid
from the laundry room, laughed wildly and reached out, smacking her
across the shoulders. She leaned on Thomas’ shoulder, clearly piss
drunk, her face as ruddy as a sow’s.

"I can walk!" she exclaimed through their
hilarity, wiping her damp cheeks as she fought her way through.

… He was back.

She hadn’t noticed the light spilling in
through the open doors. Craning to see above the crowd, she spotted
his silhouette atop his horse, clear above the racket and the
insanity. Like a beacon of order and reason.

… Well, maybe not
reason.

But he was back.

She approached him, the man who held her
invisible chains wrapped around his fist. The hard light from
outside revealed blood dripping from his hairline, the flesh of his
face pink and raw over his high cheekbone.

"Master?" she called up to him, stroking
Seleda’s neck.

The mare sneezed and shook her head,
scattering droplets of blood to the floor like discarded rubies.
Her eye was a black, burning furnace of malevolence.

Lord Telyra stripped off his bracers, his
eyes on the crowd, either as unmindful of her existence as everyone
else, or indifferent to it, as she could almost believe these days.
One sleeve was stained black on the underside, still dripping, and
he swayed precariously in the saddle. Dark streaks down his leather
breastplate spoke of death at his hands. Straightening, he raised
one pale hand to his audience in a blood-caked salute.

“… Said SHUT IT,” he
roared.

The heads nearest turned, and gradually,
silence settled over the hall, broken only by the moans of the
wounded and the rustle and clatter of Kalorn's relentless exertion.
The smell of iron was thick on the air.

Something—she blinked—yes, something
definitely was moving under Lord Telyra’s cloak—and whimpering. His
other arm clutched at it, restraining it.

“Master, what
is that—”

"You are all wondering what the hell is
going on,” he intoned.

Murmurs of agreement.

“The wounded are being treated there—" he
pointed. "Kalorn's work takes priority. Any among you who allows
another's pain be prolonged through negligence will receive that
same pain back from me in exacting proportion once this is over.
Those who need to help, do so now."

Several attendants near the back of the
crowd scuttled to the cots.

"We have posted a list on that wall,” he
pointed, “with the death count on our side, and the names we know.
The list is short, but that will not last.

"To forestall any rumours … two hours ago,
Loren soldiers lit the marketplace on fire and burned two city
blocks to the ground. They also set fire to the Delia residential
district and Salacia Square. The fires in all three districts are
out and the dogs responsible are dead. We have lost a few homes but
no one will be sleeping in the streets tonight. The homeless will
be put up here in the castle until their homes can be rebuilt. I
will pay for the repairs myself out of the city coffers. Same goes
for businesses."

"But how did they get in?" shouted a
woman.

Lord Telyra raised his hand for silence. The
thing under his cloak wailed piercingly, the fabric billowing with
movement. What could it be? An injured animal? A dog?

"They were here for years,” he answered,
adjusting himself. “During our truce I accepted transplants from
Loren’s side of the city in the hopes of fostering our economy and
building new relationships. This was the result. I was wrong. And I
am sorry.”

"Is the Modest Bar—"

"The Modest Barrel is still standing and the
owner is fine, yes."

"How many are on that list?"

"Fifteen. Three soldiers. The rest …
civilians. Murdered in cold blood. Most of them were defenceless or
close to it."

"Was anyone from Calthaca hurt?" asked a
boy.

"How many of theirs?" demanded a man from
across the room.

"Twenty-four at the last
report, and no. I repeat ... The
Market, Delia, and Salacia. Not Calthaca. The drawbridge
is down. Any of you who wish to leave should do so now. It’s coming
back up behind me—which is about five minutes from now. However, I
suggest you stay. Loren’s men are still in the city."

“… Are we at war
then?"

"—Give me some of that Loren scum—"

"Yeah Thomas!"

"You are a footman, Thomas," Lord Telyra cut
in kindly, “and not the kind who fights on foot. We are at war with
Malek Loren. But as I'm going to kill him tonight …”

—Smothered laughter from the crowd—

"I have yet to say if we are at war with his
successor," he finished to groans of dismay.

"We’ve lost parents, grandparents, sons! You
can’t ask us not to fight!”

"They killed my niece!" cried another. "Nine
years ago."

"—And I am doing all I can to ensure that it
doesn’t happen again. Don't you see that you're part of this
too?"

"Put down the Loren dogs!”

"I thank you all for your enthusiasm, but we
are wasting precious time. Do I need to remind you all that this is
not a mob rule? Back to work all of you. Your excitement is
over."

Turning aside, he lowered his voice. "Now I
need to ask—”

Julia jumped.

"What?" he asked, with a disconcerting,
blood-streaked smile.

"I kinda... forgot I was here." She gave a
nervous laugh. “Or I thought you did.”

"If I were nobody, I'd probably forget
myself too …” He broke off. “Are you all right? You look—"

"Yeah, I’m fine. And
you didn't forget me.
Doesn’t that make me somebody?"

"I could no sooner forget you than a rat at
my feet. Take a fucking bath." He leaned toward her and sniffed.
"Disgusting."

"Dorthelda says that baths give you colds,
and they should be taken as seldom as possible."

"Superstitious nonsense. We’ve been over
this."

“I took a bath yesterday. So you’re full of
shit.”

“I know.”

"And you're drippin’ blood on me," she added
with a mock shudder.

"Now you have to take one. Unless you want to
be infected by some hideous foreign disease from across the Wall."
He mimicked her shudder.

"You're probably already in the
advanced stages. Bet it strikes you dead before you can even find
Lord Loren on the battlefield."

"You think you're smart?"

"Why shouldn't I be? You taught me
everything I know."

"Maybe I deliberately taught you stupid. Now
… I have a job for you."

He pushed his cloak aside and Julia stepped
backward in surprise.

It wasn’t an animal at all.

It was a baby, naked, raw and red, clothed
only in a sheet of drying mud. Exposed again to the light of day,
it launched into a fresh, miserable fit, face scrunching up with
the effort of its tears.

"Is he hurt?"

"Don't think so. Not seriously. You can ask
the damn doctor. Fucking doctor. I found it when I was leaving
Salacia."

“Found it? Found it where?”

“… In a gutter. Abandoned.
Perhaps its parents were killed. Or maybe they left it during the
attacks.” He paused significantly. “… Or before the
attacks.”

Awkwardly, he held out the flailing child,
and half-dropped it into her arms.

She gasped, startled. "What am I supposed to
do with it? It's kicking me."

"I don't care. I kick you all
the time and you don’t complain; you just cry. Which you
are doing, and don’t
think I haven’t noticed. Figure out who it belongs to if you can. A
lot of these people fled here from the burning districts. If you
don't find its family, find a staff member to take care of it until
we can put it up for adoption. Oh, and if you do find the parents,
and if you determine that they abandoned it, we still put it up for
adoption. You are not to give it back to them."

“Not going to claim him for your ranks of
slaves?” she asked dryly.

“Don’t fuck with me. You know better.”

"Can I take care of it?"

He stared at her before letting
out a guffaw. "You? You, take care of a little brat? You live in a cell on a
pile of straw! Hahaha - no. You must really be desperate to come up
with that sorry
attempt at injecting some meaning into your life. Or are you just
really bored? If you’re that fucking bored, I can find plenty to
fill your time."

The knot in her throat twisted, tears
blinking back into her eyes. "That en't my fault! I could take care
of him, even for a couple days. If I can’t find his parents, I’ll
see if someone in the kitche—"

"A freewoman," interjected Lord
Telyra. "Not a slave. Do you want him to have a life like yours?
Your parents couldn't take care of you, whoever they were … not that I
blame them. You are a handful. But they left you a lovely inheritance." He laughed
and took a swig from a container at his waist.

"Are you drinking ...?"

"Water, you little shit! You
could've asked if I needed some, don't you think? Do you have any
idea what I’ve had to do today? You of all people! Look at me." He
gestured at his bloody uniform. "And they haven’t even charged the
walls yet! And here you are, living for free under my roof and
calling it my fault? Worthless, useless, ungrateful, insulting—"

"Do you need any wat—"

"No. Don't interrupt me. Second time
today."

“Why don’t you get someone else to do
this?”

He hesitated, glancing over her shoulder to
the wall where Kalorn was treating his patients. In his eyes, she
could almost see the discarded leg and the unconscious man beside
it.

“… Because you know what it’s
like to be abandoned,” he said, his tone abruptly softening.
“Because you won’t just leave him in a corner somewhere like I
found him.” He held her gaze, his eyes intensely gentle.

… Lord Telyra noticed the
amputated man. Lord Telyra felt the pain of his loss. Lord Telyra
cared about the abandoned child. He … among all these people, as
spiteful as he was. His empathy was a warm protective glow,
screening out the madness around them.

This. This is what I keep
holding onto.

"Are you gonna be okay? Do you want me to
get Kalorn? Your arm …"

His eyes glazed, but they cleared and he
shook his head. "No. No. I'm fine; it hurts, but I'm fine. Get the
medic on the wall to patch me up. After you find something to do
with that —" he nodded at the crying baby, raising his voice, "I
want you to go to your room, and stay there."

"Are we safe here? I don't remember the last
time …"

“Castle's the safest place you could be. You
think I’d leave you in danger? Drawbridge coming up after I leave
and I’ve tripled the guard. Don't argue with me."

"Yes, Master."

"Another thing, slave. Don't ever call
someone else 'Lord' again."

"What?"

"'Lord' Loren," he said and took another
drink.

She eyed the bottle warily, wrestling with
the increasingly agitated baby. "But ... he is a lord ... There's
lots of lords ..."

"Yes, but they're not
your lord. Look at
me."

She met his icy stare. "No, they're not. My
Lord."

They watched each other for a moment; then
he turned and galloped out the double-doors and into the misty
white afternoon.

















VI: The Wall

Blighted leaves grated with the rasp of
crawling insects, a vindictive breeze whipping through Rose’s hair.
The chill from the soil welled up around her legs, as icy and
smothering as floodwater in a moat.

What a stupid errand this had been.

The foliage here was primeval. Bark flaked
off of bulging trunks, diseased bandages for hardened, arthritic
bodies. The branches were warped, as if unseen currents had torn
and twisted them out of shape, deepening the grooves of their
malice. With every footstep she was sinking deeper, the grey cloudy
light dimming to sickly green shadow.

At the base of a ditch, a gust seized her
and threw her tripping and sliding to the bottom, where she came to
rest flat on her stomach. Cold mud molested her bare arms and legs
with grimy fingers, seeping through her clothing. Lifting her face,
her cheeks smarting from the impact with the ground, she tried to
wipe it off, but like leeches, it held fast, sheathing her fingers
with freezing grit.

The air down here was static and unvaried.
It felt artificial, like the forced circulation of dead oxygen
through an unseen vent. To the left, the slope of the ground surged
steeply, a dense, oppressive sea of blackened emerald and misshapen
pillars towering ever higher. The leaves fluttered like seaweed in
a submarine cavern, the towering guardians whispering
misdirection.

Clambering upright, she tried to press on
toward the ascent, but with each step, the wind buffeted harder,
until it became a struggle even to lift each foot. Brutal…! She’d
known a storm was on its way, but this was a pretty impressive
gale, even for Talystasia. Raising her hand, she pushed out against
a wall of air. Like a helpless doll, she was flung to the ground in
the opposite direction, tumbling head over heels.

Choking and gasping, she lurched upright,
her eyes widening.

Several yards away, a colossal slab of
russet stone surged out of the ground, joining with identical slabs
to either side. Despite their vastness, they appeared painfully
overburdened by the cumbersome weight that crushed down on them
from above. Overhead, through the twisting branches of the bowed
trees, the tessellation of identical slabs stretched interminably
into the distance, making a stark, monolithic stab at the sky.

… The Wall. She had never been
so close to it before, not from down here at any rate. The
battlements of the outer walls were as close as she’d ever wanted
to come. And here it was, the massive blocks near enough even to
touch.

Edging across the wet ground, she froze in
place, one hand sinking into the cold mud, her breath caught in her
throat.

Something … was terribly wrong.

The trees were still thrashing wildly all
around, but she couldn't hear the creaking of the branches or the
rustling of the leaves or the hollow wail of the wind. The
awareness pooled coldly in her gut, flooding in over her head,
mounting into full-on panic.

… She couldn’t hear a
thing.

Hyperventilating, she fought for the sound
of her own breath, but there was only the silent pounding under her
ribs like a heart attack, a dizzy faintness stealing over her limbs
like a toxin.

There was no sound at all. Not even the
ringing in her ears.

How can I just suddenly be deaf …? There was
nothing wrong with me! I was fine. FINE—

With savage desperation, she shrieked at the
top of her lungs.

Nothing.

Why was this happening …?

She looked back up at the Wall, and
scrambled away in shock. There was—

She blinked. There was a
hole between the
gargantuan bricks.

It hadn’t been there before. There was no
way she couldn’t have noticed it—

And now that she had … she couldn’t look
away.

It wasn’t just a gap or a doorway … It was
like nothing she had ever seen—like someone or something had simply
torn a gash in the fabric of the world with a massive, angry claw.
It clashed violently with the surrounding bricks, obliterating not
only light and colour, but seemingly sight and even darkness.

As she stared, she felt the pull of vertigo
knotting a rope around her belly. The ground seemed to tilt,
dragging her toward the fissure. Her lungs burning with noiseless
screams, she dug her fingers into the dirt, clawing to the earth
for all she was worth.

This was ludicrous,
mad—something out of a nightmare and not the sane, rational
universe—but there was no time to grapple with the impossible. The
chasm loomed, a bottomless drop, the threat of it terrifyingly
real. She could feel her mind slipping inexorably toward the abyss,
the silent wind rushing past. If she didn’t get away, and
now ...

Battling the tilting, soundless earthquake,
she fought for her feet. Sensation bolted from her body and her
legs toppled beneath her, crumpled and useless, her surroundings
drifting upward in a slow-motion nightmare toward the ground.

Her whole body was anesthetized, a helpless,
heavy dead weight, numb and unresponsive. She was imprisoned, a
waking dreamer locked tight in the clutches of numbing paralysis,
her eyes clamped wide and unprotected as the passage swallowed her
sight.

Acceleration.

Blindness.

~~~

Hyperventilating thoughts.

Supposing I’m
comatose.

If so, she was doomed. No one ever went to
the Wall. No one would find her lying there.

What if she didn’t even
have a body anymore …?
Supposing she was dead?

… Arms and legs, hands and
feet, flesh and blood. Grass and trees, earth below, sky above.
Brocade gowns, afternoon tea with extra cream, the dusty scent of
forgotten tomes in the library, the perfume of the garden and cold,
fresh, rain-drenched air, rare sunlight dancing on marble walls and
over silk sheets, evenings lost in the pages of history and the
lives of dead heroes. My father’s arms
around me, my brother’s laugher.

Gone.

It was all only minutes ago. Those minutes
were now the gap of time without end … an un-crossable, absolute,
final divide.

Black.

Maybe this was it. Forever, trapped alone in
nothingness. Maybe all roads led here, and for every soul that
lived and breathed and laughed and hoped, life was but a lie, a
cruel, meaningless joke with only oblivion for a punch line.

Whatever this was, however she’d come to be
here—nowhere—there was nothing to measure existence by but hollow,
interminable, changeless agony. There was no past or reason, no
meaning or worth. It had all been compressed into an endless
future, unbearable and inescapable.

From the bottom of her condemned being, a
scream roared to the surface, as involuntary as a hurricane. In her
disembodied consciousness, she screamed and screamed until it
seemed it was all she'd ever been: an endless gulf of agony,
stretching across eternity.

~~~

Her knees were twin beacons of crushing
pain, her palms and wrists smarting with the jolt of a sudden
impact. Beneath her fingers … texture, colour. Rough brown stone,
footprints in the dust.

Light. Light! THANK YOU GOD!

Tears cascaded down her face, warm and
life-giving as holy water. Hugging herself fiercely, she felt the
ground beneath her, rolling off of her throbbing knees. Every inch
of her body shook with wave upon wave of release and relief.

There was no way to know how long she had
been floating out there in the emptiness, torn from her body and
out of the world, fluctuating uncontrollably between unbearable,
interminable rumination and rabid, mindless horror.

After the spell, her own voice, muffled by
the stale, subterranean air, sounded both hyper-real and somehow
imaginary.

“I was in …Hell.”

A cool, soft yellow glow issued from all
around.

So where am I
now …

Overhead was only hollow blackness, more
tenebrous than a midnight sky. The far wall was also cloaked by
shadow, but the other three—

Rose’s heart jumped in her chest, a fresh
shot of fear prickling along her spine.

On all three sides, the massive
uninterrupted bricks of the Wall enclosed her inside a narrow, high
chamber. There was no doorway leading back outside, no grey dusk
glow promising air and freedom, only the darkness and the dim
yellow light.

A frieze ran the perimeter of the room,
pulsing faintly.

She squinted. The light from the frieze
obviously wasn’t torchlight or fire, but it couldn’t be
sunlight.

This was unnatural. Not magical, surely—she
didn’t have many experiences with the Elders to serve as a
reference point, but she never had the feeling that she was in any
sort of danger when one of them was in court. Quite the opposite.
This was as far from that as anything could get. But what could it
possibly be?

Does anyone even know the Wall is hollow
…?

And the fear …

No wonder we are terrified of
this place. There is a reason. Not a mindless tradition after
all—we simply cannot afford to remember why we are avoiding it. It
would drive anybody mad.

It’s probably going to drive
me mad.

Others that had been here—what had happened
to them?

“Oh God,” she breathed aloud.

What if it happened again …?

What if the next time was forever …?

Crawling forward, she groped on the ground
for something sharp, a jagged rock, anything.

This time … this time she’d been lucky. She
couldn’t risk going back there—to that nothing. If it started again, she’d
have to kill herself.

With a deep breath, she climbed precariously
to her feet, struggling to still her pounding heart. It was like
she was on a runaway carriage, the horses galloping mindlessly into
a dark, malign country.

For God’s sake, she didn’t even
remember walking into this place. How could she be
inside the
Wall?

I was walking along in the
woods … and then there was the Wall, and then there was the nothing
… and now … this.

Maybe she’d had some kind of a seizure.

But then how did I end up in here?

No, there was no way it’d been a
coincidence. That opening in the Wall had just suddenly appeared.
What had happened to her had to have been some kind of a passage.
The Wall, it seemed, was more than just a mountain of bricks. As
chilling as it was, it seemed almost alive—a monster that had
opened up its jaws of stone … and eaten her.

It felt like she should be trying to piece
it all together, to understand.

But she was still in a survival situation,
without food or water or a clear way out.

The far wall, occluded by darkness—would
that be where the Wall joined with the summit of the hill? Perhaps
this chamber merged into a cavern in the hillside, or perhaps there
was a hidden stair. There might be a way to climb back out to the
surface. There’d be time enough to try and make sense of all this
later. Trapped as she was, she was whole again and back in the
world. That was a start … take courage from that.

Starting listlessly forward, she laughed
hollowly, and then halted, sighing.

Time.
Moments ago, she’d had eternity … and it’d been worthless beyond
all imagination.

Who am I kidding.

Assuming she got out of here …
how could she do anything ever again? With what she knew now, with what she’d
seen—? That black … it would never leave her … whatever it
was. Was it just a
gate? Or had it always been there? Maybe the hole in Wall had been
a mirror and not just a door, reflecting reality as it truly was.
Perhaps that nothing was the only truth in the entire universe. And this was just
an illusion, a stone’s throw in the black.

Screaming forever in silence.

Do something. Just do something …!

Cautiously, two feet from the Wall, she
extended her hand, fingers shaking, and laid her palm flat against
the surface.

It felt solid enough beneath her fingertips,
coarse with the ridges and troughs of reality. Level with her eyes,
the coiled etchings on the wall secreted their trembling light.

Letting out a shaky breath, she turned and
made a strangled exclamation, her thoughts again dismantled.

Three feet from where she stood, the
luminous frieze split off from the wall, winding lazily through the
air. The shimmering string of designs unfolded across the chamber
like the severed vertebrae of a coiled serpent, disappearing into
the inky blackness concealing the far wall.

What were these things, and what kind of
dark could swallow up things that glowed with their own light
…?

Her mind teetered again at the rim of
eternity, but she shook her head.

There was something there, even
if it couldn’t be seen. The back of the chamber might be lost in
shadow, but at least it was there.

And these things, whatever they were … were
beautiful.

The light from the floating shapes rippled
like sunlight through shallow water, the gentle current they rode
stirring her hair and whispering down her neck.

The breeze felt bracing, after the horror of
the abyss.

Sensation. Light. She
felt almost desperate for both. Unable to resist, she touched
one.

It melted painlessly into her skin, a
pocket-size sun; her hand lit up like a shivering blossom, muscles
and joints illuminated against the translucent, streaming
radiance.

Shaken, she blinked, but her hand
extinguished like a torch and the mysterious specter drifted
on.

Inhaling, she stepped forward. One of the
luminous sigils drew up to her and then slowed as if hesitating;
then it plunged between her eyes with a burst of light that filled
her cranium. Before she could do more than gasp with startlement,
the light blinked out.

It was like falling into a warm,
rejuvenating, luxurious bath. The breeze was soothing on her clammy
skin and fatigued nerves. Putting one foot in front of the other,
she followed the serpentine lights along their winding pathway in a
warm, sleepy trance, the pale light whispering softly in her head
like golden bells. After her encounter with the harrowing sea of
emptiness, she wanted nothing more than to rest on this shore of
tranquillity, alien as it was.

And then she noticed: it had been dark for
just too long. The flashes had stopped.

She snapped open her eyes.

The darkness stared back at her. The lights
blew out like a procession of candles. The temperature plunged like
a stone.

Rose shivered, every vessel aching to keep
pace with her racing heart. Then—

A voice like granite pulverizing her
brain.

It's trying to tell you
something.

"What?"

Again the madness was keying up, the
carriage launching back into its full-on run of reckless,
unstoppable haste.

Pain slammed into her knees, shooting into
her spine as if she’d been forced to kneel. Gravity rolled,
smashing her violently across an unseen surface, punching the wind
out of her lungs. Her spine screamed the pain she couldn’t voice,
broken, jarring syllables breaching her consciousness.

The voice spoke again:

… Your
heart.

She fought for breath, hacking and coughing
until her lungs filled again—but it felt like they were filling
with water, not with air. With a tremendous effort, she managed to
turn her head. She couldn’t see a thing. But whatever she was
looking at was everywhere.

“Who … what are you?” she
choked. I can’t take any more of
this …

Do you honestly think you don't know?

"You live in the
W-Wall ...?"

No. I live in
you.

You weren’t there in that
void. There was nothing. Nothing, nothing,
nothing—

I was.

She screamed aloud, nearly jumping out of
her skin. "Y-you can hear—my thoughts—How's that possible!"

She struggled to sit up and resorted to
weeping; she couldn't move more than an inch in any direction, but
the tears came all too readily. The air pressed down like solid
rock walls, and it was black again, like it was in the void. Her
ribs were a cage of agony. And that voice, like a headache—

Of course I can hear you … I am what you are
but a shadowy reflection of.

“No! I'm not you."

A rasping disembodied laugh from all
directions.

—Do I not speak with the same voice that
you’ve heard in your head your whole life …? The person you call
‘you’?

Whoever or whatever was
speaking waited for her brain to catch up. The crushing
sledgehammer of mental clamour distorted the voice into a cruel,
growling parody. But underneath it all, it was recognizable.
It was her inner
voice.

How is that even
possible—?
What is happening to me!

Words coalesced in her head, unbidden, her
own thoughts twisted and turned against her:

You have a destiny, Roselia
Loren.

She was shaking inside with fear and fury at
the violation, but she still couldn’t move. Weeping, apparently,
was all she was capable of. Was she being held here by this thing,
or was she paralyzed again …?

You will get out of this
trap—today. Because I want you to. I want you out in the world,
living your life.

“What …?” she croaked in disbelief.

That's right—your
life. Not some comatose
horror. Not an endless scream.

“I don't believe it—! You’re hurting
me.”

A breathless, horrible pause; seconds like
hours. Rose struggled to throw off her unseen bonds, the blackness
constricting like a vise. It seemed entirely futile.

"It’s NOT possible,” she
gasped. “I don’t care if you’re speaking inside my head, or that
you can hear what I’m thinking; you’re not me. I've never even been here
before! And I'm never coming back again. I'm getting out of here,
no matter what it takes, and then I'm going to tell my father. And
we’re going to tear this place to the ground, and I'm going to
forget that it, and you, ever existed! And I'm going to go on about
my life. And I'm going to be happy."

I’m never going to be happy
again.

The laughter. All around
her—inside her skin. She clawed at her neck, her arms, her face,
crying. This couldn’t be happening; it had to be some kind of a
nightmare. So why can't I wake
up—

Your father has been
here, the voice informed her.

"My father has been here?”

Silence.

“No, you’re lying,” she refuted, “There’s no
way—”

But there was. Even as she said it, she
remembered the disturbance she’d seen in the dust on the floor.

Don't act so confident, so
contrary, so certain of yourself. What can you possibly be certain
of anymore, when there's this—

—The void and the madness. Devouring,
eternal—behind every surface, underneath every lie of
happiness—

—and you never even noticed it
before. Poor Roselia Loren. What an unbearable weight to carry.
Only now do you feel the symptoms, but the disease been festering
away inside you since you drew your first breath.

The knowledge, full and flawless, was like
maggots in her skull.

With a shriek of effort, like a
swimmer clawing toward air, she flipped over onto her stomach,
dragging herself forward across the floor. But it was the floor too; she was only
edging across the surface of her own terror. Whimpering, she
crawled on, one raw, crushing inch at a time. Her hand closed over
something on the ground, small and cold.

—I'm going to give you a
gift.

Gold light burst inside her head, explosive
agony rocking her backward. An afterimage seared itself across her
mind of bones in shattered wreckage, flesh in fragments, and hopes
and dreams gouged into dust.

Through the hideous, unbelievable pain, the
loathsome imitation of her voice still sounded:

—I'm going to show you your
true self.

She shrieked, sobbing in anguish as the
walls slammed in and crushed her weeping heart.

~~~

Swimming at the edge of her vision in a cold
grey murk was a gleam of gold. Groggy, her mind spinning, she
groped through the fog and grabbed the shining thing, lifting it up
to the failing light.

It was a key, small, plain, and
unadorned.

“Am I dreaming?” Rose murmured woozily.

… No. Her aching body was
testament to that.

If this wasn’t her bed, or even her room …
then where was she? Beneath her fingertips, she felt … rock.

Something must’ve happened to
me …

Transferring the key to her pocket, she felt
up and down her body.

What in God’s name was
she wearing? It
was indecent. And why was it wet ...?

Lifting her fingers to her eyes, she gave a
long shriek.

Blood.
Blood everywhere. She lurched to her feet, gasping.

She was alone inside some kind of shallow
cave. The dark crevasses in the walls leered back sightlessly.
Frantically, she swept her hands up and down her arms, legs,
abdomen, and breasts, then felt at her back and neck. There was no
sign of injury, nothing to explain the frightening quantity of
blood.

A flash of white lit up the cave, and she
stumbled outside into a barrage of rain. Thunder rumbled overhead.
The world spun as she did, struggling to get her bearings in a
dark, stormy, wild place. A tangle of thorny bushes convulsed as
the wind assaulted them, white roses luminous in the fading glow of
twilight. Boulders and trees slick with rainwater stood out starkly
against a deep blue sky. The rain gusted fierce and cold in her
face, soaking straight through the thin, flimsy dress.

She dodged back into the shelter of the
cave, her teeth chattering. She’d never seen this place, and she
had no memory of coming here.

What do I remember …

A jumble of images converged in her head—her
father, withered and frail in his armour, so like a steel coffin,
Alix's fiery, reckless smile. Their disappointment in her doubts;
the rumble of the departing cavalry through the splattering mud. A
break in the clouds; the last gleam of a fading western star in a
watercolour morning.

… What then? Rachel, in the
dressing room. Yes, this was Rachel’s frock, transparent and glued
to her skin, streaked with scarlet stains that the rain wouldn’t
wash away. She shuddered, wanting to rip it off.

… What next …

She must think of it, before it was lost
forever—

But the memory receded down a dark tunnel
even as she snatched for it, like a nightmare fleeing before the
dawn, melting into the full sun of consciousness.

Steeling herself again for the bone-cold
downpour, she raced back outside across the blustering
clearing.

The ground fell away in a sharp descent.
Heart in her throat, she slipped to catch herself, falling hard on
her bottom.

Night was descending like the curtain of
rain across the world. Dizzyingly far below, the sides of buildings
and cobbled streets glistened, the sputtering flames of torches
reflecting in the puddles on the streets.

… I made it up here
somehow, she realized, remembering now the
errand she’d left the palace on, a fool’s errand.
I must’ve fallen … hit my head.

This then, was Talystasia’s summit, the
highest point of land for more than a hundred miles in any
direction. For a moment, she felt a sense of vertigo brought on by
more than just the height. She didn’t recognize anything of the
layout, couldn’t spot a single familiar dome or turret. The walls
down there were stucco and timber, roofed unimaginatively with
thatch or tiles, bare of ornamentation and built to withstand harsh
weather. Then a burst of lightning outlined an assemblage of
parapets and embrasures, a tall defensive structure towering up
from below, and she understood. This was Talystasia East—and that
was Telyra’s castle. Behind her was her father’s district,
concealed from view by tall, blustering conifers.

The next flare scalded into her retinas with
harsh malevolence. Black, gaping sores gouged the cityscape—the
twisted and mutilated wreckage of burnt-out buildings. Dark
movement spasmed between them, shapeless and frenzied, like black
blood welling, spilling, convulsing. At first, it appeared
meaningless, a chaotic, malignant mass spreading through the
streets. Gradually though, she realized what she was seeing through
the darkness and the downpour was a crowd, moving together in a
huddled mass—running, fighting, or gathering for some other panicky
purpose—she couldn’t be sure.

On the city walls however, she could make
out what looked like black ants crawling over one another in
cannibalistic fury. Soldiers! The reflected lightning burned
intensely from the plate mail on their backs. She caught her
breath, inching backwards in the rain. They were fighting and dying
… right before her very eyes.

She whimpered involuntarily with the
remembrance of her father’s cold lips on her forehead. It was he
who had smote the city with these ruins, who had broken the truce.
Those men crawling over each other in the rain, massacring one
another, were dying because of him.

… But Father was a kind man. He
had always been a kind man.

“Oh, grow UP!” she reproached herself above
the fury of the tempest.

He was a kind man. It was pure naivete
to think what was happening right now had been anything short of
inevitable. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t seen this kind of
devastation before. She had, plenty of times. She’d seen her own
aunt’s home torched by Telyra’s pillagers, the white marble cracked
and blackened, the ornate rooms torn open to the never-ending
rain.

Be thankful this time it’s
over there and not over here. That’s
why he’s doing it.

Wrenching away from the blasted city, she
turned her gaze to the right. At the very base of the mountain, far
below and distant, almost indistinguishable from such a height, she
could make out bright deadly blooms across the veiled southern
fields, their edges disrupted by harried, chaotic movement. The
firelight flared even in the downpour, consuming the living and the
dead.

To the north, the shoulder of the mountain
on the far side of the outer wall was just visible. Amid the trees
was the faintest glimmer of movement. That had to be Alix’s
company—

Again she choked. Just inside the gate, a
division was gathered in anticipation of his arrival. Her father’s
brazen assault to the south had done nothing to draw Telyra’s
soldiers away from the north wall or buy Alix time or a clear path
through the city walls. A line of archers behind the battlements
had already notched arrows to bows. They waited now for the order
to unleash death down on her brother’s men. She shouted a pointless
warning into the roaring wind, her voice dying in her throat as the
archers fired. She could picture the arrows plunging down through
the angry dark like a lethal rain. The gate opened and Telyra's
forces spilled out into the trees.

They were coming
this way, making for her
father’s district.

Sudden terror gripped her, wrapping icy
fingers around her heart. What if there were soldiers here on the
hill? Would they see her through the trees and shoot?

Deep breaths … Deep
breaths.

“Nobody comes here. Not even now.”

Except me,
apparently.

"—I've got to get back, I've got to warn
them—"

Bursting through the thickets as thunder
crashed overhead, cold rain battering her to the core, she swept
underneath the trees to the far slope and stopped short.

"What was I thinking...!" she wailed,
peering down past her toes into the steep dark.

Grabbing a tree root for support, she slung
herself down, cautiously clinging to the rocky slope. Through the
trees, she could just glimpse the lights of her father's district.
She shut her eyes. How had she even gotten up here—?

Forcefully, she opened them and started down
again, carefully negotiating a way between protruding thorn bushes
and sharp, spiteful rocks. One foothold at a time, one handhold at
a time—

She slipped, her feet flying out from her
under her. Her stomach fluttered in her throat, and she tumbled
over backwards. The world became a whirl of black and blue and
muddy pain as she grasped desperately for something to break her
fall.

A jolting, brain-shattering impact.

She opened her eyes and slammed them shut
again.

Overhead, branches, clouds, and rain spun
like a pinwheel. Her head was splitting, like the sky above torn
open by the mangled arms of the trees. Nighttime had metamorphosed
them into creaking, groaning monsters, the illusion of their
malevolence whetted by her vertigo.

Lying still, she listened to the night
sounds, waiting for the pounding in her head to subside and
straining not to cry. The rain was pattering softly in the mud
beside her and crickets were chirruping in the thickets,
undisturbed by the night’s bloody proceedings, oblivious to her
pain and confusion.

Distant shouts. She had to be close now.
Hugging her poor injured body, she dragged herself to her feet,
grabbing onto whatever it was that had broken her fall.

It was a huge boulder, over half her height.
Craning her neck, she looked back up through the trees to the
heights above, but she couldn’t make out how far she’d fallen. But
the ground here was fairly flat, which meant it’d been quite a
ways.

… That should've killed
me.

If the shouts were any indication, she was
pretty sure which direction to run in. It couldn’t be that much
further. But it felt like miles. The hammering at least had abated
a little bit. If she could just make it back …

If Telyra’s forces were on their way here,
did that mean Alix had died out there as she’d watched helplessly
from her perch on top of the mountain tor? What if Father was dead
too? Who would she have left?

Oh God, I can’t take
this …

Cautiously, her head still spinning, she
started down the grassy slope between the trees, resisting the urge
to run.

A few minutes later she was flying through
the east gate and across the palace lawn, her feet too numb with
cold and injury and her brain too addled to feel anything but
relief. The turrets and minarets emerged from the darkness like
glittering beacons, rain and torchlight melting along their
jewelled facets. When she reached the path between the orchids, she
paused a moment to catch her breath.

Why were there no guards …?

There were no guards when I
left either …

Shrugging, she raced the remaining distance
and clambered up the slippery stairs and into the bright, warm
light of the hall.

~~~

"What's all this BLOOD?! And mud? Get
yourself back to the scullery and get cleaned up, girl—! What've
you got yourself into?"

"I'm Roselia Loren, stop
calling me that—wait—clean off blood in the scullery? That’s unsanitary. When my
father hears about this—OW! Stop it! I've already got a headache!
I'm NOT A SCULLERY MAID; YOU WORK IN THE KITCHEN, YOU SHOULD
KNOW—LEAVE MY EARS ALONE! AREN'T YOU THE HEAD COOK?!"

"Hey now," interrupted a soft male voice. "
... What's this?"

The cook lowered her hands from either side
of Rose’s head. Stumbling away, she ducked gratefully behind the
newcomer. He wore the scarlet dress uniform of a lieutenant of the
guard, trimmed with elegant gold cord and polished brass buttons.
The left breast of his uniform was a small but dazzling display of
colourful ribbons and shining medals, gleaming brighter even than
the gold-washed walls. Short-cropped blond hair framed a stony
expression at odds with a wide, pleasant face.

"This is Miss Roselia Loren,” he indicated
kindly. “Perhaps someone should be getting her a glass of water
instead of trying to box her ears?"

"No, no!" she exclaimed frantically, jumping
in front of him. "But you have to listen to me—!"

The lieutenant’s eyes widened, but he didn’t
move an inch.

"Telyra’s army is on its way
here right now.
We're beaten. We've got to get ready to defend the palace. We've
lost precious time.”

His eyes gave the slightest flicker. "I
couldn't do that, Miss Loren,” he stated blandly.

"... Whyever not? I'm giving you an order! I
am the lord's daughter!"

He lowered his head sympathetically.

"I already have my orders," he replied
evenly, "from General Delvorak, your father's first-in-command, the
one whom he has entrusted to make these kinds of decisions, whether
or not you … or I … agree with them. The general has fielded nearly
the entire standing army and about half of the reserve. Lord Telyra
has fielded less than a third of his standing army and hasn’t even
touched his reserve. We’re a little understaffed here.”

He smiled sardonically.

Then he winked.

Rose gawked at him, at a genuine loss for
words. At least the cook and all the rest were simply too stupid to
recognize her in Rachel’s work clothes. That was some excuse for
effrontery. But this moron …

"Wh—wh—you're infuriating!" she spluttered.
"Who cares about the general? We're all going to die! I'm begging
you—"

"Here, have a glass of water,” he said
indifferently.

Snatching it out of his hands, she drank
like a sailor lost at sea. Most of it spilled down the front of her
dress and onto the floor. The head cook, still looming several feet
away, grunted with dissatisfaction.

"Are you hurt?" he asked sympathetically.
“Were you attacked?”

His insolent eyes had drifted down the front
of her frock, which infuriated her even further. The damp garment
concealed nothing, only the macabre stains serving to provide her
with some measure of modesty. Too proud to clasp her arms over her
body, she held them stiffly at her sides, her fists clenched.

"No to both. It’s not important right now.
I've been here half an hour, and none of these incompetent …” she
broke off, fury trapping the words in her throat. “No one even
recognizes me,” she began again, “and Telyra’s army is getting
closer every minute. Please, you have to do something!”

"I recognized you from the moment I saw
you.”

“… You did?” she asked
faintly.

"I'd know the face of Lord Loren's daughter
as soon as I’d know my own sister. Even if she was wearing a
servant's tarnished dress and her hair was all out on display like
a common tramp's. Black? I thought you’d be a brunette or a
redhead."

“Why would I be a redhead?” she demanded.

“Pale skin.”

"Can't you see," interrupted the cook, "Lord
Loren's daughter or not, she's gone mad. She doesn’t know what
she’s talking about!”

The lieutenant ignored her. "I believe you,"
he said to Rose.

"You do—?"

"Despite our overwhelming numbers on the
field, Telyra’s victory was assured before your father ever threw
down the gauntlet. The past few years, the military has … has grown
lax. I didn't mean to insult you." Reaching out, he placed a hand
on her shoulder. “I’m a bit stressed. But you need to leave the
hall now.”

“Do I?” she asked, too disoriented to do
anything about his hand on her shoulder.

"What are you doing here, lieutenant?"

Rose jumped at the intruding voice, turning
to look. The lieutenant blinked, dropping his hand to his side. He
pivoted slowly, as if he were waiting for a rusty gear inside him
to turn him laboriously about. The expressionless mask he wore was
either resolute control or stark terror.

A bearded, middle-aged man in uniform was
standing behind them, staring down at the lieutenant over top of a
sour frown. Rose barely knew him personally, but she recognized him
instantly.

… Here at last was someone who
could do something.

"General Delvorak, sir.” The lieutenant
raised his hand in a sloppy, apathetic salute. “Pardon my missing
your approach; the stench of alcohol should have alerted me well
before you’d turned the corner. But Mistress Loren required my
assistance. Naturally that took priority. I’m sure you
understand.”

“Costellic. You cheeky bastard. What the
HELL is the matter with you?”

"Hey!” she hollered, leaping in
front of the general. “Don't you know that Telyra is coming? Why
are you standing here talking to him—?"

"Is that so—" Garret Delvorak said slowly,
surveying her coolly. “And are you a military advisor?”

“You fielded way too many,” the lieutenant
interjected. “This palace wasn’t built for defence. It was built
for pride. You could argue it’s impossible to defend if the walls
are breached anyway, but to just abandon these people and hope you
win on the field …?”

“What exactly would you suggest we do?
Recall them? The city will be overrun.”

“You shouldn’t have fielded them AT
ALL!”

Delvorak regarded him with scarcely
concealed loathing. "Are you not supposed to be on the field
...?"

The lieutenant jabbed his thumb at the
general, glancing sidelong at Rose. "This is everything that’s
wrong with your father’s regime, right here. Lazy, indolent,
conceited, impractical, contemptful, moronic—”

"—Are you even listening to me
...?” Rose screamed. “We don’t have time to
argue about who should’ve done what. This isn’t about
you. We're about to have
to fight for our lives."

"—I ORDERED YOU!" Delvorak roared.

Neither man moved a muscle or even looked
her way. There was so much palpable hate on the air between them
that it seemed it’d combust.

Looking helplessly on as the two of them
faced off, each seemingly intractable, she couldn’t help but wonder
…

What in God’s name are they thinking?

~~~

"—I ORDERED YOU!" thundered Delvorak, an
inch from Corin’s ear.

His bellow drowned out Miss Loren’s
shrieking terror. Again, Corin managed not to flinch, but he felt
sick.

"I must not have received your orders,” he
responded a moment later, taking a breath. “… Oops."

“Is that a dress uniform you’re
wearing?”

“Yessir.”

“Where is your armour?”

Corin shrugged. “Where’s yours?”

"And where is your UNIT? Half of them are
MISSING. How do you MISPLACE fifty men?! I knew Palianov was off
his head when he gave you that charge. You’re a lieutenant."

"... Aren’t they on the field?”
he asked innocently. Fifty,
he thought with a mental snort.
Not quite.

“NO,” Delvorak fumed.

“How could you know, being as you're not
either? Haven't been all day, from what I've heard. Generals these
days … hiding in their whiskey bottles and sending young recruits
to die ...”

Delvorak's face turned the colour of one of
Mistress Loren’s magenta gowns. He shook with silent rage, nearly
foaming at the mouth.

"Mistress Loren here tells me we are about
to be overrun. But you don’t really give a damn. You just want me
to get out of your face. By the way—ignoring a lady of noble birth;
tsk tsk. I better find that unit, huh ..."

Swallowing his apprehension, he turned his
back on Delvorak and started walking away. Behind him, the
commander spluttered audibly and stamped his foot.

"COSTELLIC—!" he roared.

Corin halted, stiffening. Delvorak’s spittle
had actually landed on the back of his neck.

"Miss Loren.” Resisting the urge to wipe it
off with his sleeve, he turned back, looking straight at her. He
couldn’t meet Delvorak’s incensed stare. "You need to leave the
hall. Please come with me." He beckoned.

"Must I—" she demanded, proud and peerless,
glaring at him from that forest of damp curls.

Under her indignation, a trace of fear
lurked deep in her eyes.

No, not just fear. It was more than that.
Like she’d seen the devil himself.

"Absolutely," he answered, grabbing her
bare, blood-streaked arm.

She could yell, she could scream, he didn't
care. There was no time for his curiosity or concern, and certainly
not for propriety. This would all be over too fast.

Surprisingly she didn't shout; she slapped
at him instead, but she may as well have been swatting at a
fly.

“I could have you executed just for touching
me,” she hissed, her voice trembling.

He tried to think of a clever comeback, but
all that came out was a queasy moan. Grabbing her arm was going to
be the least of his problems in just a few short minutes—and
execution was likely a guarantee.

With an empty laugh, he dragged her around a
corner and into a servant’s corridor that made a dead end near the
great hall. There were muffled shouts from around the corner, but
he ignored them.

Throwing open the door to a broom closet, he
grabbed her by the shoulders and looked her directly in the eyes
while trying desperately not to see them; they looked close to
mad.

"There will be fighting in the palace
shortly—in the great hall," he informed her.

"I ... I don't understand. What's going on—?
You can't just push me around like this—!"

"You are not," he said firmly, “to go
anywhere.”

"Telyra’s men have breached the walls? But I
thought no one knew they were coming! Why didn't you tell me—?"

"Because—I don't know!
Please, for your own
safety."

"You're not telling me something.”

The words were dagger-sharp. They shocked
him, and the truth fell out.

"Damnit … That's quite right. And you're to
stay silent and in this little room. You are not to come out until
I fetch you. You are not to move, to talk, to breathe, if possible.
Is that very crystal clear?"

She nodded mutely, her eyes wide and
misty.

"Then ... go in your little room," he
finished, pushing her backwards lightly into the cupboard. "And
..." He broke off, shrugging weakly. There was nothing else to
say.

"—What's your name? I didn’t catch your
name."

"Corin Costellic, at your service …
Lieutenant," he added guiltily. "And I am. At your service." He
gave her a moment to widen her eyes before slamming the door in her
face.

His gut roiled and the knot in his throat
felt like a block of ice. Black ice. He hadn't lied to the general;
he was going to find his unit—that was, those he and his
accomplices had bribed with bargains, promises, compensations, or
flat out lies—and several higher-ups who had bribed him in turn
with the mad hope of reform. Keledrain, Rand and Cue would be
waiting for him in the hall. Palianov was on the field. He didn’t
know where the hell Daranov was.

Sprinting back to the great hall, the
laughter exploded out his mouth like vomit.

The nobles were all in hiding, and yet, the
great jewelled doors to the hall were flung open wide to the stormy
night air and Telyra's encroaching army like an indiscriminate
whore spreading her legs to any who would have her. Never before
had he seen such a ridiculously perfect depiction of utter hubris
and blind-arse stupidity.

Straightening his uniform, he approached
Markus Keledrain with the corner of his mouth smirking. It was as
uncontrollable as it was inappropriate, but he couldn’t help
it.

"Sir?"

Corin opened his mouth to speak, but they
were both interrupted by an echoing cry from across the
chamber:

"TO ARMS ...!"

General Delvorak was jumping drunkenly up
and down at the far end of the hall like a fool in a stage show,
sword drawn and shaking in the air like it was a wooden prop.
“Enemy at the gates!”

Keledrain laughed, almost as if they were
not about to be overrun by enemy combatants, and not about to do
the terrible thing they were set upon.

Shaking his head, Corin fought down the
nausea that was threatening to erode his courage.

... The man's already
suicidal, after all; look at him; he's insane. Well, every man has
his day ... and his came long ago.

He spoke shakily. "Begin."

~~~

The closet was musty and cramped and dark;
it felt like a trap. Backing away from the door, Rose’s ankle
twisted and she tripped over a pail. With a deafening racket, the
entire row of brooms, mops and dust-bins collapsed and clattered to
the floor.

Cursing, she hopped back over to the door.
Sweat and rainwater trickled down her neck, her breath coming in
shallow gulps.

From down the hall, there came a shriek, a
clatter, and a scream, followed by a frenzied climax of shouts.

Had he locked it?

Turning the knob cautiously, she peeked
outside. The ivory walls gleamed softly under the glow from the
chandeliers.

Why'd he leave me in a dead end ...?

What to do … She could stay here and try to
wait this out, but sooner or later she was bound to be discovered.
If the lieutenant was to be believed, only a skeleton crew had been
left behind to defend the palace. It should have be crawling with
extra guards, but judging from what the general had said and what
she was seeing, he was telling the truth.

She knew that many of the
guards were actually infantry reserve members, but she never would
have expected them all to be summoned back to the field. What was worse, both the men
she had spoken to appeared to be lunatics. In three short years,
her father’s military had apparently been reduced to a stunted,
worthless rabble. What was it he had said …? The military had
grown lax.
Understatement of the century.

Waiting here was not an option.
Unfortunately, she’d have to pass close to the great hall to get to
one of the main arteries of the palace. That meant moving toward
the fighting.

… So be it.

The din from the great hall grew steadily
louder as she padded down the passageway.

Edging around the corner, she pulled back
out of sight, her heart thumping under her ribs, the corridor
spinning.

The great hall was a molten montage of blue
and red, the colours erupting together like melting paint as man
tangled with man. Blood splattered brightly to the milky marble
floor. It had only been a grisly half-second, but there was
something very off-colour about what she had just glimpsed.

She was just ginning herself up for a second
glance when out of nowhere, a gleam of metal scythed down toward
her skull. Shrieking, she dodged aside, shooting past a stormy blur
of blue and spurring into a blind, reckless run. Around her, the
marble of the great hall stretched like a plundered field of snow,
its virgin whiteness spoiled by blood and crumpled, misshapen
heaps. With a deafening skid, she slid to a stand-still.

The fighters around her faltered. At first,
she thought they’d noticed her, but their eyes were fixed on the
doors. It was as if a seismic wave had rippled through the
chamber.

A horseman had thundered into the light of
the hall. The chestnut beast seemed an explosion of burning flesh,
a rabid, crazed thing, barely bounded by muscle and bone, the rider
atop its back a perfect, vicious complement. His long, whipping
hair was as red as the bloodstains that covered his face and neck.
The blue uniform and leather armour he wore were as gore-spattered
as a butcher’s apron. But it was the rusty gold circlet that left
no doubts. One vertical scar ran the length of his eye, as cold and
empty as those of the dead men lying on the floor.

He was looking right at her.

She bolted, mindless with panic.

This can't be happening to me! Where is
Father? Is he already dead ...? Oh no, is Alix then too—? And
am I?

My God ... why him
...!

The hoof beats grew deafening in her ears,
hammering into her brain when they found nowhere else to go.
Damn!—she'd picked the wrong hallway; the one she'd just come out
of—! She tried the broom closet door, screaming with effort. It was
jammed.

My God, she thought. This is it
…
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Andreas burst around the corner and pulled
up short when he saw Malek Loren's daughter slumped at the end of
the corridor. Seleda reared in irritation.

Was that Malek’s daughter? She was dressed no better than the
meanest servant, and he couldn’t be sure, but he thought her face
matched the portrait in Rizaq’s file. Judging from the bloodstains
and her disarrayed hair, she’d already had a wild night.

He drew his sword and flashed it before her
eyes.

She stared straight ahead.

"Roselia Loren!" he snapped.

She didn’t flinch.

She looked as limp as a rag doll. Was she
even conscious? Or was she so certain of death that she didn't
realize she was still alive …?

He swung again within a foot of her scalp.
No reaction.

He looked down at his hands, covered in
blood, and back at her empty, dazed eyes.

Tonight he could end this. He was so close
now.

He could kill off the rest of Malek Loren's
sorry line starting with this pathetic, petrified girl.

… Door to door through the rich
estates of the courtiers and the corridors of the palace he could
track down every last one of her aunts, uncles and cousins. If he
had to, he could butcher every last citizen in Talystasia West,
until every drop of Loren blood was spent. After a night of
executions, he could rest from this soul-wearying
conflict.

And yet, there was something staying his
hand.

Why shouldn’t I kill Roselia Loren?

He remembered the boy in the marketplace. It
seemed a million hours ago that he had slapped him. Weirdly, he
felt that same impulse now to reach out and slap her cheek, to try
to shock some life back into her eyes. The ache between his legs
begged for satisfaction, and there would be no pleasure in
murdering this woman who could offer him nothing. He wanted to hear
her weep as he tore her clothes off, to scream as he fucked her,
plunging his knife into her, stabbing her again and again.

Or maybe he truly pitied her, as he’d pitied
the boy.

But why am I
like this?

When had he started digging this grave for
himself? He could still see the light of day, just barely, but it
was there, filtering through the cracks in his existence.

He could slaughter every member of Roselia
Loren’s family down to every last illegitimate child, and maybe,
just maybe, this wretched diadem would fall off his head.

Or …
his blood chilled … he might find himself damned twice over, both
circlets crushing down on his skull forever—with no hope of escape.
What sovereignty was there in that, what victory?

All he might win was a deeper circle of
hell.

His inheritance had done far more than trap
him here inside the walls of this loathsome city. It had steered
him off of every path he would have chosen for himself.

Did he truly want to rape and murder this
vacant, terrified woman?

He didn’t know.

Something in him snapped.

May life not be too cruel to
you, Roselia Loren.

Pulling on the reins, he catapulted around,
galloping out of the corridor and back into the fray outside.
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… And he was gone.

The moment he disappeared around the corner,
Rose collapsed, the trance of terror shattering like glass.

For a few seconds, she couldn't even think.
Then the full import of what had happened washed over her.

Surging to her feet, she tore off shakily
after him. "Why?!" she shouted, dashing down the corridor, but when
she reached the threshold of the great hall, he was already
galloping off into the night, his host a dark deluge departing
through the glittering doors behind him.

“Why did you spare me! Why are you leaving?
Why …!”

It was a miracle. On the cusp of victory,
Andreas Telyra had let her live.

She dropped her hand and swayed where she
stood, staring sightlessly through the wide jewelled gates. It was
as if her soul had followed him out into the darkness, swept up in
his wake.

The man closest to her, a Loren fighter,
pulled his sword out of a carcass.

The new shock set in slowly, reeling her
back inside, drawing her awareness into her body, directing her
gaze at her feet. The off-colour observation from ten minutes
before pulled into focus, taking on shape … and hue.

The carcass was garbed in
red. Loren red.

Around her, men were still screaming—and
dying. Privates were slaughtering their stunned superiors,
sergeants executing their terrified subordinates.

Dashing through their midst to the nearest
stairwell, she tore up the wrought iron steps that led to the
gallery overseeing the hall. Halfway up the staircase, she
stumbled, ducking down behind the bars to catch her breath.

Sweeping her eyes over the hideous gore, she
spotted Delvorak, his thinning hair damp with sweat. He was hunched
over, clearly in pain, but the scarlet uniform hid the bleeding,
making it impossible to see the wounds that were crippling his
muscular body.

The blond man opposite him was of a lithe
build and hardly appeared to be his match, but he wielded his
knives with deft certainty.

She did a sickened double-take.

It was the lieutenant who had grabbed her
arm and shoved her in the closet.

His next kick sent Delvorak sprawling into
the foot of the neighbouring stairwell. He lay there helplessly,
clutching his side, his roars of anguish echoing through the
chamber.

The lieutenant mounted the step above him
and stood looking out over the hall. She could scarcely read his
expression, but she saw no pleasure in his eyes. Like the others in
the room, he seemed set on finishing his grim task as though it
were a chore. He stood there, his boot on Garret Delvorak’s back,
until the hall was silent save for the general’s groans.

The other men were laying down their
weapons, their own gruesome work at an end, paying him silent
tribute as he raised his knife over the general’s body.

He stood motionless a moment longer, looking
from face to face, his own a hollow mask. Then, so suddenly that
everyone jumped, he plunged his knife downward. Rose clamped her
hand over her mouth to stifle her scream, praying it had merged
into the other startled cries that rebounded through the hall.

Delvorak slumped over dead.

Corin Costellic raised his head.

A deafening hush consumed the hall. He was
looking right at her, his gaze as steadfast and expressionless as
metal. She wanted to shake the bars of the railing, to cry and
admonish him, to scream and accuse—or to run away, far away, and
leave the palace and Talystasia behind and never look back. He'd
killed his own commander, her father’s friend; what was to stop him
from coming after her ...? Father and Alix weren’t here … if they
were even still alive. There was no one to protect her.

She was alone in the palace with a butcher,
a man every bit as dangerous as Andreas Telyra, armed with nothing
but her knowledge of the palace.

Knowledge he was armed with too.

… I let him talk to me. He
could’ve killed me!

Her blood ran even colder.

He could still kill me.

What was to stop her, should she get away,
from having him executed in the morning ...?

She saw this revelation reflected in his
eyes. These remaining men were his co-conspirators; they would
protect his secret as their own. She alone could accuse him. There
would be no trial if she spoke out against him; her word would be
law.

Around the outskirts of the room, she
spotted other bodies not clothed in uniforms or armour. Robes and
gowns flowed with red liquid streamers. She wasn’t the only hapless
noble to have witnessed this scene.

Sheathing his knife, the lieutenant kicked
aside the general’s body, mounting the stairs.

She ran.
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Time crawled in a sleepless, shapeless blur
before she uncurled from her hiding place.

Exhausted, she tip-toed through the cold,
silent passageways. Several times along the way, she found herself
confronted with stiff, silent shapes of men, as still as statues.
None of the guards batted an eye as she passed them, her heart in
her throat, her blood pounding in her ears like the hooves of
Telyra’s unruly horse. It was impossible to tell what their
intentions were—no longer could she trust the scarlet uniform.

Someone had cleared the floor of the great
hall of bodies and debris, leaving only a few dark puddles to
reflect the moon.

The jewel-encrusted gates still hung wide
and unattended, lending the palace a chilly air of abandonment.
Mirrored panels in the walls glittered with the clear, frostbitten
light of the stars, turning emerald frames to blue and ruby frames
to black.

If Corin Costellic was going to kill her, so
be it. Father and Alix still had not returned. There was no getting
out of this city alive if his coup d'état had been successful. If
those guards were his men, fully cognizant of his actions and
intentions, he had chosen to let her live. Why? Who knew. If they
weren’t, they had no idea what had transpired in the palace
tonight.

Still of two minds, she picked her way
between the dark pools on the floor and padded up the three marble
steps of the dais to the great golden throne and seated herself on
the floor beside it, gazing out into the night until the stars
blurred and ran together like celestial rain.

Some time later, a sliver of sound rang out
like a tuning fork.

Jerking awake, she ducked into the shadow of
the throne, crouching like a wounded animal.

Something, an object … small, bright,
metallic … glimmered on the threshold. It was moving toward her,
apparently of its own volition.

What is this, a dream?

Whatever it was, it had already traversed
half the length of the hall, still singing its metallic song.

And then she saw what it was and felt a
prick at her heart.

Closing her fingers around it, she lifted it
up to the moonlight. As she did, it seemed to subtly contract,
conforming to her grasp.

Her father's circlet. She knew
it was an object of power, that it selected the rulers of
Talystasia, but she’d never seen it actually choose—

Me …?

That meant … Her father and Alix were—

A cold well burst inside her, and for many
hours the only sounds in the hall were the cries of her grief.

















VII: Vultures

In the morning the castle was quiet. The
great wooden doors yawned open to greet the dawn, but a wall of
clouds shut out the sun, and the light that crept into the hall was
dim and cold. A fire roared in the grate, an unusual sight for
daybreak, but comfort was needed as much as light, and Dorthelda’s
qualms about the lumber supply fell on deaf ears.

The north wall had been cleared of cots.
Dark stains still lingered, but the grisly marks were mute; they
left no hint as to whether the patients had been moved to the
hospice to heal, or had simply expired between the hours of dusk
and dawn, the cries of their brief, cruel struggles already
forgotten.

A maidservant swept by with a broom, yawning
and struggling to hide it. One tired messenger stepped out over the
threshold into the chilly sunrise and became a dwindling speck on
the drawbridge.

Dorthelda was folding a tablecloth at the
foot of the stairs. Julia pressed against the wall, trying to give
her a wide berth.

"I say, Julia,” she remarked, tapping her
foot, “I could use an extra hand with the linens today. Where are
you off to so early in the morning ...?"

"… To find the Master," she answered
guardedly.

Dorthelda grunted. "He's upstairs in the
spare room. I wouldn't be bothering with him though. He’s drunker
than a—well, en’t he the very measure of it though? Julia—wait! Get
back here! What about those linens?!”

“Is that a question or a demand?”

“I expect you here by eight o’clock. Sharp.
If you’re not here—”

“Is he okay?”

“How should I know? Don’t come crying to me
that I didn’t warn you.”

Julia trudged upstairs, casting a sour look
downwards. When she reached the door at the end of the hall, she
hesitated.

Fuck Dorthelda.

She knocked.

No answer.

"It's me, Master," she called, trying
again.

Forcing open the door, she stiffened in
shock.

Lord Telyra was sprawled motionless over the
writing table. He appeared to be unconscious, his red mane caked
with filth and blood, his skin as pale as the whitewashed walls.
Bruises and burns discoloured his bare back and arms, a deep
scarlet gash bleeding freely below his shoulder blade.

The only sound was the slow drip at his
feet. The puddle under his chair was so dark and rich with colour
that it was almost black in the cold light from the window.

Gingerly she touched his shoulder and felt
along his neck. His pulse was shallow, his face ashen. "Master,
you're losing too much blood. And you’re so cold. You need to—"

"Get out," said Lord Telyra softly.

She lurched in surprise. "Master, are you
okay …?"

"Get out!" he repeated, raising his
voice.

Her eyes riveted to the bottles clustered on
the desk, catching the somber light from outside.

The previous day and night had taken their
toll. The sane, rational Lord Telyra—the one she saw less and less
of these days—had checked out. The man who seemed to loathe
himself, and her—had checked in.

"You disobeyed me," he said. "…
I told you to stay in your room, and you disobeyed me. You've
disappointed me ... Now get
out."

“You need stitches, Master.”

"Don't tell me what I need," he
snarled, propping up his head and grabbing her wrist. "I need some
peace and quiet. Can’t you see that I’m tired? How many times do I
need to tell you ...?"

"What can I do for you?" she asked, her
heart in her throat.

"Nothing," he said irritably. "This isn’t
where you want to be right now."

"You need stitches!"

"The hell I do. I need a drink! Get me more
whiskey if you want something to do; this vintage tastes like horse
shit.” Eyeing a bottle dubiously, he tipped it out into the dark
pool at his feet, seemingly incognizant of the fact that it was his
own blood.

He pitched the empty bottle at the nearest
wall where it smashed in the corner with a jangle of broken glass.
“Clean that up later … think you’d be grateful for a break, even at
my expense.”

… Should’ve left him up here to
bleed.

No. I won’t be like the rest of them!

"You do," she said backing out of his reach,
"need stitches. I'm gonna get Kalorn. And then I'll go to my
room."

"I told you to stay there! Why would you
compromise my efforts to protect you ...?"

Now that was rich.

“Protect me? How …?”

“What if the worst had come to
pass and the enemy had found you here in the dungeon? They'd have
assumed you were my prisoner and released you.”

"—I am your prisoner," she said, grabbing
the collar at her throat. "I’d think that’s pretty obvious, whether
or not I’m in my unlocked
cell in the dungeon. And now I'm going to
protect you. And
you're never gonna thank me for this, never gonna appreciate it.
But I don’t fucking care anymore. I don’t need you to define me
anymore."

He moved so fast she almost missed it.
Hefting another bottle, he hurled it, his eyes smouldering. “ …
Dare you talk to me like that!”

Julia dodged, covering her head, sheer habit
saving her from the projectile. The bottle shattered into the wall
behind her, ricocheting shards of glass.

"I don't want to see anyone right now, least
of all that good-for-nothing doctor!"

Practice again galvanizing her into action,
she backed out the door just in time; the third bottle crashed into
the doorframe just behind her. Telyra appeared in it seconds later,
wielding another. How he’d managed to dash across the room so fast
in his weakened condition, she couldn’t imagine.

"I'LL FIND YOU, YOU FUCKING PIECE OF SHIT!"
he roared as she shot down the stairs, shooting him one last
terrified glance.

"I TOLD YOU NO!"

He collapsed in the chair nearest the door,
pain searing up his back. Hauling himself to his feet again, he
swept the remaining bottles onto the floor except the one still in
his hand, his head spinning. Taking another swig, he dumped the
rest in a stinging jet over his wounds and sat down again to
wait.

Julia was true to her word. Moments later,
Kalorn entered the room without formality or greeting of any kind,
scarcely acknowledging his existence with more than a disinterested
glance. The bald physician’s clothes were spattered with more blood
than even his own. Dark circles ringed his red-tinged eyes.

Andreas fixed him with an icy glare. "How
many have died since last night ...?"

"I don't know," replied Kalorn, wiping sweat
from his brow. His voice was listless, inflectionless. "Five in my
care. Many more in the hospice. The list, if you cared to emerge,
is downstairs where you left it.”

"Where's the girl?"

"Girl?" Kalorn echoed innocently.

"The slave who fetched you, fool."

"Oh Julia? Julia is outside the door—"

"Doing what, wasting time? I want her here.
Bring her here. Now."

The surgeon departed, groaning, and Andreas
put his head against the wall and closed his eyes. When he heard
their footsteps in the room, he turned to Julia.

"You can have a seat.”

Julia darted for the writing table and
clutched the back of the chair with white knuckles, heedless of his
blood under her bare feet.

He never flinched as the thread was pulled
through his skin but stared straight at her.

Flinching in his stead, she turned away.

He rapped sharply on the wall and leaned
forward. “I don’t think so,” he sneered, his eyes darkening like
the sky before a storm, as if she were personally the cause of
every painful stitch and the wounds which necessitated them. She
could see each jab in his eyes, the smallest twitch in his cheek
betraying his wrath. Each was a promise of what he’d soon be
visiting on her.

Kalorn straightened up and packed his tools
away. “Come Julia," he said with a false cheer. “They’ll be wanting
you down in the wash. Lots of sheets to clean …”

Praying silently, she rose to follow.

"No." Lord Telyra threw his arm in front of her and gasped, a
grimace of pain contorting his face.

"Really my Lord, you shouldn't do that. Or
I'll have to fix it all over again!" Kalorn remonstrated.

"Then you’ll have to fix it all over again.
She stays.”

Kalorn leaned in towards his ear, his voice
scarcely a whisper, but Julia heard each word distinctly. "I know
what you do."

“I should think you do. Otherwise you’re
horribly overpaid, and probably deaf. What of it man?”

“It’s abuse. You’re actually so persuaded of
your own dominance that I sometimes think you convince yourself
otherwise.”

“How can it be abuse? Abuse is something
that happens to people.”

"I tire of fixing her," said Kalorn stiffly.
"But do as you wish."

"Be gone, you're not helping her old
man!"

Kalorn slammed the door, leaving Julia to
stand regretfully facing the heavy oak barrier, breathing hard. She
could feel Lord Telyra at her back, watching her silently.

“You’ve made some mistakes today, girl,” he
said finally.

Mistakes … that was what he called giving a
shit whether he lived or died?

Masking her fear, she answered, “I
know.”

“Three simple words can avert a scene. Turn
around please.”

She turned to face him, towering and
incensed only four feet away, and backed up an involuntary
step.

Don’t qualify your
answer, don’t ...

“I’m sorry for leaving my room, Master.”

“But …?”

Julia opened her mouth, then clamped it
shut. How much damage could he possibly do with half a pint of
blood on the floor?

When she finally spoke, her
voice shook hard. “I’m not
sorry, Master, for calling the doctor.”

“Thank you for your honesty,” he said, his
voice level and cold. “Do you think I’m feeling forgiving? … Come
here.”

She only wavered half a heartbeat before
making a dash for the door. Lord Telyra snatched for her hair and
missed. As she twisted the handle he grabbed her and slammed her
head into the door.

It took a moment for the pain to register,
but when it did, it forced out all the tears she’d thought she’d
managed to suppress. Thrashing and screaming, she kicked him in the
groin, but it did nothing to loosen his grip on her neck or to halt
the vindictive, excruciating blows.

Her vision blurred, her cries coming from
far off, and she felt her body receding as a numb blackness
overtook her, engulfing even the pain. Humiliatingly, she could
feel Lord Telyra propping her up as he struck her, before that
sensation also faded.

A wave of impact shook her back into full
consciousness. She opened her eyes to blurred vision and ears
ringing, the floor within an inch of her face. Lord Telyra drove
his boot into her back, knocking her flat.

“… Disobey me a
third time …!” he was
yelling viciously, grinding his heel into her ribs. As she
struggled to get up he stamped on her again, eliciting another cry
from her lips. Her vision flickered and reeled, her head pounding
in protest like he was still hammering it into the door.

“What the FUCK is the matter with you …?
ANSWER ME!” he roared.

“I … can’t! I can’t even hear what you’re
saying!”

“Get up,” he said with disgust.

She gasped, then raised herself cautiously
on one knee. The room swam precariously in front of her eyes.

Lord Telyra’s hand closed around her arm,
dragging her to her feet. Pulling away, she took a step and
faltered.

“If you fall, I’ll beat you again.”

He held out his arm, his face remorseless.
Sickened at her own weakness, she took it.

Leading her to the door, he threw her
outside and slammed it.

Kalorn was there to catch her. Leaning
gratefully into his shoulder, she let him escort her down the
hallway. Every few steps they paused so she could recollect her
balance.

“Ever the dull heartache.”

“He was drunk,” she offered when she found
her voice.

“Wish I could be!” he lamented. “What I’ve
seen this past night … that I haven’t had to in three years is the
only good thing I can say about the bastard. That truce never
would’ve happened under his mother, you know. And she was nice,
relatively speaking.” He paused and came to a stop, clasping her
arms to keep her upright.

“What do I need to patch up this time?”

Julia looked around. Everything was bobbing
up and down.

“How long was I in there with him?”

“… About five minutes. Maybe
less. Why …?”

She shrugged.

“Are you forgetting things?”

“Sometimes.”

“… That’s not good.”

“It’s okay, Kalorn. You been up all night …
and there’s many others need tending more than me. I knew what I
had coming. But I couldn’t stand to see him like that; he doesn’t
take care of himself. How could they just leave him up there? Did
you even know he was home …?”

“Your face—“

She put her fingers up and felt the bruises
swelling.

“Maybe that’s why. You’ll need some ice for
that. Come downstairs with me, I’ll get—“

“I’m going for a ride,” announced a sharp
voice from behind.

Julia swallowed a scream; Kalorn merely
rolled his eyes. Lord Telyra was striding down the hall fully
dressed with cloak in arm, looking if anything even paler than
before.

“You really shouldn’t,” Kalorn retorted.
“The truce is over; times have changed. They won’t hesitate to go
after you.”

“Malek Loren and his son are dead. His
family and his military are in turmoil. Do you really think they’re
planning to assault me?”

“… Master, you really
shouldn’t.”

The words escaped her mouth before she even
thought them.

Lord Telyra froze with his
mouth open, and pivoted toward her slowly. “You. Look at you. Still trying to
have an opinion.”

“I only—”

“Times have changed, slave.” He jerked his head
at the stairs. “Do you want to see how far I’m ready to
go?”

She stared at him disbelievingly, feeling
like he’d just wrenched them both back in time.

“You wouldn’t.”

He smirked.
“Watch me.”

“You’re not in much of a condition to go
riding my Lord, are you?” interrupted Kalorn.

“If you say another word about
what I should or shouldn’t be doing—I’ll hit her,” he said.

Kalorn scoffed. “Excuse me if I
try to advise you on your health. I’m only your personal
physician.”

“—Yes and that can end any day
I like. Particularly if you keep distracting the help. She doesn’t
need yours.”

“You won’t fire me,” said
Kalorn fixedly. “You’d have done it years ago. Thanks to me your
help can still help, so I think that puts you in a position to consider listening
to me. Don’t forget I can quit.”

“You won’t; you’d have done it years ago,”
he rejoined swiftly, turning to Julia.

“Girl,” he said casually as if nothing had
happened, “the tiles on the roof of the northwest tower are in need
of replacement. I want that roof repaired; I am sick of the leak,
you hear?”

Again, she stared at him incredulously.
First the quip about throwing her down the stairs—and now an order
to climb up on the scaffolding with her head still spinning?

“That’s not my job!” she protested.

“Your job is whatever I say it is.”

He’ll just wait for me to fall, and pretend
it’s an accident. Is that how it is?

“I hear you, Lord Telyra,” replied Julia
coldly. “But my head is—”

“—Will be fine. I measure my
damage.”

“I have to help Dorthelda!” she protested.
“I promised her I would. Please—”

“Then you’ll have to work fast,” he
answered, raising a hand to forestall her complaints. “I’m
exhausted, slave. You are ludicrously thick sometimes. Particularly
in the head,” he added, tapping her skull and twirling a lock of
her hair around his finger; she recoiled and he patted her cheek.
“If that roof isn’t repaired by six tonight, I’ll make you wish
you’d never been born.”

“… Fine, Master.”

“And slave—if I find you
anywhere outside your
room when I get home, I’ll fucking kill you.” He smiled, dripping
malevolence. “… I’ll see you tonight.”

Julia watched wordlessly as he turned away,
pulling his cloak across his shoulders, concealing the dark stain
spreading across his tunic. Then he disappeared down the stairs,
his footsteps pounding away.

“He ripped his stitches!” wailed Kalorn.
“Did you see?”

“He’s … he doesn’t mean that,”
said Julia. Any of it. She’d skip the tiles—by nightfall, he’d see reason. He’d
drop it.

Or not.

“No, I’m sure he doesn’t. But
the threat in his eyes was real, and one of these days, Julia,
he will kill you,
intentionally or not.” He held her shoulders, searching her eyes.
“You’re lucky he hasn’t already damaged you beyond repair; some
wounds don’t heal. You’re a sweet girl, and his behaviour disgusts
me. But you are doing this to yourself … which frankly has become
revolting. Have you forgotten my offer?”

“No.”

“I’ve offered it before and I’ll offer it
again; I am sure I can arrange a way out of this for you; I don’t
want you to wait until it’s too late ...”

“He won’t sell me.”

“… Forget selling; my friend in
town is a blacksmith; we can get that collar off of you. And a
horse you can borrow; without that collar you’d be out the gate in
no time, no questions asked. The border to Terravin is just a day’s
ride south. We have friends there; I’ve written them about
you.”

“Oh, Kalorn, I can’t tell you what that
means to me … but I just can’t.”

“ … I don’t understand
you.”

“I appreciate your offer—and
everything else you’ve done for me—more than you can know. But …
it’s not my situation; it’s my life. And my whole life only three …
no, two people have ever been there for me. One of them turned on
me, all because—”

“—I remember.”

“So that hardly counted. The second is
you—”

Kalorn squeezed her hand.

“The third is Lord Telyra.” She hesitated.
“He is a complicated man.”

“There is nothing complicated
about him—it’s a simple formula. He offers you just enough
affection that you accept the rest. You’re a participant in your
suffering, which is what he wants. That’s why it’s called
abuse.”

“But Kalorn—you’re no different than me. Why
stay in his employ if you have no respect for him at all? You’re a
skilled man. You could get a job elsewhere.”

“I stay, because I need to take care of my
fam—”

“You have too much integrity to lie to me,”
she interrupted. “Maybe he did something for you once—gave you a
job when no one else would, took care of your family when you
couldn’t. I don’t need to know the reason … But I know that you
have one. And so do I.”

~~~

Corin Costellic had no idea why he was still
alive.

But as of right now, he was, and he was just
paces behind Roselia Loren and her uncle, Duke Palin Loren—and that
one wouldn’t shut the hell up.

“We must continue to oppose him. Especially
now, when he has exposed his weakness!”

Her hushed reply seemed scarcely
relevant.

“… He’s confused about
something.”

Roselia Loren—Lady Loren now—was a jarring
portrait of vivid magnificence, and cold, remote detachment. She
was garbed in a stately brocade redingote in scarlet silk over top
of a wine-coloured petticoat embroidered with the roses of her
namesake. An elaborate wig of tight ruby curls was piled atop her
head, a few strands left free to drape over her shoulders and
square neckline. She wore the beautiful gown with its ornate
flounces as if it were an elaborate cage made out of rust-coated
iron, and underneath it, she was turning into brittle marble, her
warmth suppressed by the scarlet prison. On her head, her father’s
circlet seemed unnaturally bright in the dim light of the
windowless hall, polished to a bloodless shine.

Her voice, when she spoke, was a frail, thin
whisper—something that might blow away on the first insubstantial
breeze.

Palin Loren seemed as disinterested in her
new rank as he was in her opinions. He called her by the new title
that was hers by right, but he did so with a note of obsequious
derision.

“It is imperative we take advantage of that
confusion, my Lady, and strike while we still have the
chance—!”

Lady Loren stopped walking; so did Palin
Loren and his dim-wit of a page. She had over a foot of height on
the plum-wigged courtier, but the fat, middle-aged man looked down
on her like she was a ten-year-old child.

The roar of the crowd at the end of the
hallway seemed to swell with their silence. Corin halted, still
several yards behind, motioning his guard to do the same. He had
heard of arena sports in the Southern Empire, and how the
combatants would enter through a narrow gate to do battle with one
another until blood spattered on the sands and the crowd roared
their approval from the stands.

Palin stroked his beard, which was dyed a
striking and likely very expensive shade of indigo to complement
his wig. “Lady, we thought all was lost when your illustrious
father and estimable brother were killed—”

“He was your brother, and Alix was your
nephew,” Lady Loren reminded him, almost inaudibly. “… You speak of
them as strangers now.”

Palin appeared not to have heard her at all.
“—but it appears the blood of a woman may carry the throne as
well.”

“… Of course, uncle,” she
acknowledged remotely. “Telyra’s mother wore the crown before him,
you may recall.”

“We simply must regroup immediately; you’ve seen
these reports, yes Milady …?” He thrust the files from his
distracted aide into her hands.

Glancing down absently, she sifted through
them with shaking fingers, but she wasn’t reading.

“… I have, uncle.”

“… Telyra all but fled last
night. Thanks of course to the daring intervention by General
Costellic and his men!” Palin winked over his shoulder.

Corin winced in disgust—and guilt.

Going to try to use me, are
you? Me and my greatly exaggerated victory? You
fool.

“You were there weren’t you …?” Palin asked
her.

To Corin’s surprise, instead of responding
to her uncle, Lady Loren’s lifeless eyes strayed briefly to his
own, her thousand-yard stare fragmenting briefly like the clouds
above the city.

Was it accusation? Or conspiracy …? He had
no way to guess. Why in the world would she conspire with him?

But he was certain of what
he did know, and
fixed the grinning courtier at her side with his darkest stare. The
duke’s smile wavered, but not his bullshit.

“With General Costellic at our front, a
motivated young man—” Corin didn’t know Duke Palin personally, but
he now longed very desperately to throttle him— “we finally have a
chance to take back what is ours. Arouse the morale of the people,
my Lady. Give them these facts.” He patted the papers in her hands.
“They will thank you for it my dear, believe me. It is important
that you secure your place in their hearts.”

“Is it not enough that I am my father’s
daughter?” she asked plaintively.

Corin didn’t miss her tone. The
words were unspoken, but he could hear them all the same:
“Do you no longer love me now that my father is
dead? Do I no longer have a place in your heart? Are we now
strangers too?”

Palin snorted, sweeping his hand up and
down, encompassing all of her. “This is not what they are
expecting.” He whispered something to his aide, and Corin caught
the vicious, transparent gleam of hunger in his eyes.

Lady Loren stood by in silence, too stricken
to care.

“…What was that about?” she
murmured when Palin turned back.

“I just had Jerik run a message to the
scribes … to pen news of your plans of course. And transcripts of
your speech for the distribution center. You are doing the right
thing, Roselia.”

A flash of helpless, trapped rage surfaced
in her expressionless eyes like bottled amber. The noble shuffled
his colourful robes uncomfortably, and Corin felt his lip twisting
in repulsion.

It seemed strange to be speaking to her
after last night, but he did so anyway.

“Lady Loren,” he broke in with a warning
look at the duke, “It is high time for you to be delivering that
speech, don’t you think? It isn’t wise to keep the people
waiting.”

Lady Loren inclined her head and strode
forward without comment, once more giving no indication as to
whether she even remembered or was aware of Corin’s actions the
night before. Shrugging inwardly, he signalled his men and fell in
line behind her. Maybe she was toying with him, catlike and cruel
underneath that marble skin and those beautiful curls. At every
turn, he expected his own escort to jump him from behind and drag
him off to the cry of her congenial voice denouncing him for
treason. Or perhaps this was a dream sequence—something his
deranged mind had conjured up for him in his final moments, and at
the end of this corridor awaited not the great hall, packed with
throngs from the city, not even the gladiatorial arena of politics,
but the executioner’s block.

Palin was sneering at him with undisguised
spite. Corin met his gaze dead on. Did the duke know what he’d done
…? Surely he realized a man capable of murdering his childhood role
model wouldn’t hesitate to run through a pompous, greedy lout?

Nothing but ice-water ran in that cold
bastard’s veins. He’d never have woken up this morning if the duke
knew.

It seemed increasingly likely that Lady
Loren had chosen to tell nobody at all about his crimes.

They passed over the threshold and into the
great hall, where the crowd set on them like a swarm of buzzing,
stinging hornets striped with black and red, the twin colours of
Loren grief and reprisal. The mob packed the spacious baroque
chamber from wall to wall, jostling for space; if there was any
blood left on the floor, no one would know. The mirrored walls
reflected the teeming masses so that hundreds seemed thousands.

Corin took his place to the right of the
throne. The faces immediately surrounding the dais belonged to men
and women he’d learned to recognize over the years, their wigs and
clothing gem-encrusted. Red, he noticed, was the dominant colour,
not black: rubies, garnets, and spinels. The preponderance were of
course Lorens; others were politicians, allies, socialites and
friends of the family.

They were laughing.

Their harsh red and white makeup cracked
with their mirth, as if Lady Loren were the lone child in the
schoolyard who didn’t quite fit in.

Her dress billowed as she took her seat with
practiced regal poise, surveying the room silently. Her features
were flawless in surreal detail: the shining ruby ringlets falling
against the graceful curve of her neck, her soft porcelain skin,
her eyes that used to sparkle from across the courtyards, now flat
and unfocused—all too vivid to be an hallucination. Leaning out, he
could almost have touched her.

Seeing her there, scared and vulnerable,
assaulted by the grotesque visages and the insane laughter, he felt
the same protective urge he would have on the schoolyard. At his
side, his fist clenched. Just as he had then, he recognized now
that these laughing, jovial faces were by far the most hostile in
the room—they held neither fear nor shame, confident in their own
clout. Considering these ogres were related to her … perhaps she
regarded him as just one more, trivial among the countless other
players coveting her power. Why bother to kill him? He was just the
first droplet in a tidal wave.

Lady Loren began speaking without any
prelude, her voice flat and indifferent as if she were reciting a
speech by rote in front of the class. The airy hall became silent,
out of respect for the high-backed chair she sat on, and not for
the one who sat on it.

“I come before you in a dark hour. My
father, Lord Malek Loren, has passed through the veil and rests now
beside my valiant brother Alix and our noble ancestors. They died
defending our freedom, our dignity and our lives.

“I know many among you may question why it
is I who am sitting here, why the circlet did not choose someone
more experienced. I sit here as your regent until such a time as
another may take my place, for I believe that is the task for which
the circlet has appointed me. I will do all in my power to guide us
through these tumultuous times until stability may again be
restored.”

Regent!

Corin’s eyes would have burned a hole in
Palin’s if the duke had been watching, but the idiot was rocking on
the balls of his feet and gazing contentedly off into space. If the
chamber hadn’t been so silent, Corin might even have thought he was
humming.

“… The people on the other side
of the Wall are not our enemies: Most of them are just like you or I, subject to
the rule of a ruthless dictator who pronounces publicly his delight
at bloodshed and destruction; this is a man who rapes and plunders,
who has murdered innocent women and children in our streets, and
even subjects his own people to his sadistic amusements. Andreas
Telyra is a tyrant. It is our imperative as decent, humane beings
to not only secure our own rights but to free our terrorized
brothers and sisters—our long-sundered kindred from across the sea.
Things may look dire after the terrible losses of last
night—”

Her clarion voice faltered, and Corin put
one foot toward the throne.

“—But I assure you, my
people—that the reports paint a far bleaker picture for the Telyra
dynasty.” She lifted the papers from the duke and shuffled through
them like a mechanical doll. A solitary tear trickled down her
cheek.

“…Seven city blocks have burned
in Talystasia East.”

Motherfucker. He barely stopped his jaw
from dropping. That wasn’t even true. That bastard had actually
given her false reports?

“With civilians to tend to and a city to
rebuild, Telyra will not be prepared to fight anytime soon. And
while we must likewise regroup, we have an advantage that he does
not. At the very threshold of seeming victory, he was … was … was
defeated—”

Lady Loren suddenly swung her head to look
at Corin, her mouth agape and painted lips trembling. Her eyes were
alight with terror. The audience began to murmur, and again he
could hear the sounds of smothered laughter from those standing
closest.

What did she want, advice? He had none. Or
was it—

“… Andreas Telyra’s army
turned and rode for home for unknown reasons of their own late last
night. ‘General’ Costellic didn’t save anyone—he and his
conspirators murdered the company that was assigned to guard the
palace and put a knife in our general’s back! Guards—”

But Lady Loren was still watching him
silently, her eyes pleading. She hadn’t said a word.

…Snap out of it
man.

“Um … Go for it, Milady,” he whispered,
trying to control his nerves.

A torturous moment passed, and
Lady Loren’s desolate susurrus again filled the hall—or at least
its immediate radius. “My father and brother … did not die in vain.
We will not abandon our purpose, and I will fight as they did for
the freedom that is the birthright of all our people … Thank
you.”

Rising on teetering feet and clutching the
throne arm for support, Lady Loren shuffled down after her
departing uncle, looking for all the world like an arthritic
patient dying of some wasting illness. Corin tapped the two head
guardsmen and all but sprinted after.

Now or never. She wants to
talk to you.

“My Lady, I must speak with you
immediately,” he called out, shoving through the throng. “That was
a scandal.” His mind was awhirl, noting the faces around
him: Duke Palin, Baron Seti, Patrician
Lacsimilia, Duchess Rosmera, Elder Tenarone, Davin
Terrel.

Lady Loren spun around, the torchlight
flickering in her eyes like unwept tears.

“In private please,” he added when he caught
up. Then he cursed himself for a fool.

But Rose, gazing past him, was not thinking
about the former lieutenant’s crimes.

From every direction the courtiers were
flocking in like scavengers to the feeding frenzy, their robes and
gowns blood-spattered plumage, the dappled hues of their wigs gaudy
plumes crowning their leering smiles and rapacious sneers. Friends
and relations she’d thought she’d known, aunts and uncles and
cousins who had showered her with lavish gifts and a lifetime of
kindness and support, had metamorphosed overnight into salivating
buzzards.

Costellic sounded half-desperate. “Milady,”
he was exclaiming wildly, “Please, it’s not what you think. I’m
not—if you’d rather—I’d completely understand.”

Like one clear chime, a recollection cut
across the nightmare—

“… Corin Costellic, at your
service. And I am … at your service.”

I have to take a chance. If
not now, never.

“I will send for you,” she told him, cutting
off his guilty babbling. “But come … unarmed?”

“It would make no difference, my Lady.”

At least he was honest. And she had no idea
why, but he hadn’t killed her yet.

If this last frail light went out and left
her in the dark, perhaps it didn’t matter.

“… I’ll speak with you later
then.”

Her death or her salvation. At least he’d be
one or the other. Either way, he’d save her from being pecked
apart.

~~~

Rose was sitting at her father’s desk as the
sky darkened outside. Her head was buried in her hands, the
rosewood grain pressed close against her eyes.

She felt like a stranger in her own home.
Everyone she’d trusted her entire life had been playing at nothing
more than an elaborate sham.

And her father … she wasn’t sure she’d
understood him either. He’d let his military go to hell. He’d let
his city be overrun. He’d gotten his own son killed. And Andreas
Telyra, the “sadistic tyrant,” had stopped it. He’d spared her
life.

And still, I denounced him. Was that
right?

There was a knock at the door.

She raised her head from the desk. “… Come
in,” she called tentatively.

Corin Costellic stuck his head through the
door and asked, “Are you suicidal?”

… Enter the other person whose
intentions she couldn’t decipher.

“You should ask who it is before you say
‘come in.’ And you really should station a couple of guards on that
door. I can do that if you wish. You should have them announce when
there’s a visitor; you should also have an altered version of the
guard announcement to warn you when there’s trouble.”

She gawped at him, her head spinning. His
loquacious rambling left scarcely any room for her own thoughts.
Surely someone who was planning on putting a knife through her
heart wouldn’t be lecturing her on guard protocols?

“Oh, well thank—”

“Another thing. You should stop letting
people tell you what to do. Including me.”

Rose’s jaw dropped. “You’re very—” she
sputtered.

“Rude,” Costellic finished for
her. “And your father’s chosen heir would not have been your Uncle Palin.” He
averted his eyes from her glare. “Going to deny it, Lady? I’ve seen
enough—the man gives orders for you, he gives orders through you,
hell, he orders you, he writes your speeches, he is attempting to rule through
you. Are you a puppet, Lady Loren?”

“How dare—” she started automatically.

“Come off it!” He bolted up to the desk and
leaned across it, meeting her eyes savagely.

She sprang back toward the window
involuntarily. Outside, thunder rumbled.

“I am trying to
help you. Do you think I
don’t see what you’re going through? Your father and your brother
have been killed—you went through … gods know what last night, and
you come back to find yourself chosen, not by you, or even by your
father, but by something none of us understand, to run a city, and one at war!
With itself! You’re not a regent,” he spat, “You’re a ruler, a head of state, the real
deal. And now your subjects haven’t the slightest respect for you;
but do you really think it’s because of you? Your uncle is full of shit. It’s
your throne, Lady. Take it!”

He was waiting for her to answer, his eyes
searching hers, but she was still trying to muster up something to
say. Wasn’t he afraid …? He had just committed high treason and
here he was, trying to save her throne …?

He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place
him. There was only a vague, musty impression of childhood. Deja
vu, probably.

“Do I know you from somewhere?”

Costellic blinked slowly out of his reverie.
“No,” he said. “No, we’ve never met. I work here sometimes. As a
guard. But you’d have never noticed me.”

“Did you know my father?”

“Only in passing.”

“Then what’s all this to you …?”

Costellic’s face went blank.

Rose waited patiently for an answer.

“… Does it really matter? You
need a friend, and right now I’m all you’ve got—Your life is at
stake.”

“My life? My life’s already
over …!” she raged,
slamming her hands down.

To either side were piles of paperwork
representing real-world problems: import invoices and economic
reports, bottom lines that either didn’t add up, or did, but in
all-too-alarming ways.

Gone was her old life and its simple
pleasures, the piddling uncertainties and Alix’s blissful
reassurances that someday he’d take care of the real ones. Now
those crises were hers and no one was going to take them away. Why
would anyone actually want this kind of responsibility…?

It wasn’t just her father and
brother who had died last night. She didn’t want to be Lady Loren.

“My Lady …” Costellic was saying delicately,
“There is nothing I can say to assuage the grief you must be
feeling.”

“Nothing makes sense anymore. I miss my
father, and my brother, and … myself. And for the first time in my
life I find myself questioning all of them, questioning my very
memory of them!”

Costellic backed off and started strolling
the perimeter of the study, looking up at the framed war sketches
on the wood-panelled walls and skimming the titles on the
bookshelves.

“What happened to you last night, if I might
ask?” he inquired, spinning the ivory globe.

She shivered, looking away.

“It’s okay—” he started, shuttering the
windows.

Droplets punctuated the silence, sliding
down the glass.

“No … It’s just that I don’t actually
remember! I woke up on top of the tor,” she explained. “I saw the
battle. I raced back here. All that blood? I have no idea where
that came from.”

“Why were you out
there?”

“On the summit? I went out there to
watch.”

“Why?”

“It made sense to me at the time … I guess.
Now I can’t understand why I did it. Like something you do in a
dream that seems completely logical when you do it. And then the
next morning, it doesn’t.”

“But you don’t know how you got there?”

She shook her head. “I remember leaving. I
remember the gate was unguarded. After that … nothing. Just waking
up and stumbling back down. I hurt my head on the way back. You
know the rest,” she omitted carefully.

“Why are you questioning your memories of
Malek and Alix?”

“Last night … I think we can both agree that
Andreas Telyra left of his own accord.”

Costellic’s look became wary. “… Yes,” he
said, drawing the syllable out.

“I’m not about to spoil your
quick promotion. General.”

“You can call me Corin.”

Rose wasn’t sure she wanted to be on a
first-name basis with Corin-the-traitor.

“I’d really prefer not to be a general. The
reports of my assistance were uh … exaggerated, and it doesn’t feel
right.”

And I hid from this man all
night? He’s as terrified of me as I am of him. Maybe he wasn’t
coming to kill me at all. For all I know, he was coming to beg me
for his life.

She could ask him, but who knew what the
response would be? Perhaps he would panic.

“No way,” she objected. “You’re a general
now. Live with it.”

“Please? …. Lieutenant, at least? Just call
me—”

“—Your army can call you
whatever you want. They’re your
army though, Lieutenant.”

“Your father wasn’t a bad man, Lady Loren.
And Telyra isn’t a good one.”

“I know that. I just don’t think Father
always knew what was right, though he thought he did.”

She hesitated. She hadn’t told
anyone about what had happened with Telyra—but she didn’t want to
talk about last night. If she didn’t acknowledge seeing the
treason—then maybe for all intents and purposes she need not have
seen it at all. Then she needn’t execute Lieutenant Costellic, and he needn’t
murder her to try and prevent it. It seemed reasonable
enough.

… Traitor.

The inner accusation was barely a whisper in
her brain, but it was enough to bring her scruples crashing down on
her. Her head felt like it was splitting open again, not from pain,
but from sheer overwhelm.

Am I a conspirator for not killing this
man?

Her only crime had been to witness his. It
had been an accident. How could that be treason?

Costellic had the nerve to stand here in
front of her, speaking the names of the most precious people in her
world. She wanted to damn him for that, but the very thought of
them now weighed like a stone—or like a crown.

“Father didn’t tell me everything. This
circlet doesn’t come off. I’d heard rumours about that—from Lord
Telyra. He’s stated as much publicly, but Father said he was a mad,
paranoid liar. I believed him, never even thought to delve into the
library records—even though he said the circlet had mystical
powers, but wouldn’t tell me what they were. All he ever said was,
‘the right to rule’. Now I realize what a fool I was. He lied to
me.”

Costellic’s deadpan face altered into a new
mask of vagueness. “…What do you mean?”

Rose reached up to try and pry the circlet
off, encountered her wig, and left off with a shrug. Scarcely
acknowledged fury seethed in her veins. There was already too much
to deal with. This on top of it all … if she let the anger in,
she’d crack.

“Exactly what I said. This
thing doesn’t just choose once. It chooses every day. If I take it off, it comes
back. It’s like a boomerang. I can’t abdicate. I know, you want to
laugh, right? I used to laugh at some of the powers my brother and
cousins thought the circlet had—like making you fly or breathe
underwater. But it does do this. I can show you—”

“That’s … very interesting.”

Crazy. He’s thinking “very crazy.”

She thought he’d say as much, but he simply
quirked his mouth and looked at the desk.

“Then you really
are trapped. I knew you
couldn’t give up the throne … but I never got why. That explains
Lord Telyra; I figured he’d have ditched the gig a long time ago if
he could have, with or without a successor. But if he can’t give up
the circlet voluntarily, he’d have to die to be rid of it. So would
you.” He blinked, his jaw dropping, revelation lighting his eyes.
“… Talystasia can’t have a king. Not till Telyra dies, at any
rate.”

“Exactly the conclusion I came to. Each lord
or lady may only abdicate through death, and neither of our lines
may abdicate at all. The city is permanently divided.”

“Unless of course either line was reasonable
enough to give up lordship anyway. Strip the circlets of the
meaning we’ve ascribed to them.”

“Reasonable.” She snorted. “Is
there anything reasonable
about the situation? Neither side will ever do
that. We were chosen. Who’s going to give up that? That is meaning. And so far as I can tell,
Talystasia never in its history has had a solitary ruler—even
before the circlets were found. The only rational claim to the idea
that we are meant to have a king at all is connected to the legend
of our shared ancestry. But so far as I know, the genealogical
records don’t even go back that far. There’s no proof we came from
the same place at all before settling here. It’s just a story we
pass down to help legitimize the vendetta.”

There was a long, uncomfortable pause, and
then he spoke again, looking back up at her. “… Lady, your
situation is serious. If you have any desire left to live, you need
to act, and now. I’ll help you.”

She stared across at him. “I
don’t see what this big threat to my life is, other than
you. And no offence, but
I don’t know if your idea of help is something I want. This circlet
isn’t going to kill me, so what is?”

“… I’m not a threat to your
life, my Lady. But a lot of people are.” He tapped his nose. “I
know better than most what happens when a power void
appears.”

“But it … hasn’t,” she said uneasily. “The
circlet chose me. I can’t abdicate. I’m trapped. Just as you
said.”

“Your situation isn’t like Lord Telyra’s.
Andreas is the last in his line. For whatever reason, the circlets
choose blood—the blood of Telyras and Lorens. No one has any hope
of succeeding him, so no one has any motive to kill him.”

“But Alix is dead,” protested Rose. “I’m my
father’s only surviving child.”

“You have aunts and uncles and cousins,
remember? Telyra has no living relatives whatsoever that we know
of. How many on your father’s side? Dozens? And what about your
mother? She didn’t have Loren blood, did she?”

“But they’re not my
father’s descendents! Don’t they have to be descended?”

“Only from a common ancestor; take Lady
Rosmera Loren I for example, your great grandmother. Her cousin was
the lord before her. He had no children of his own, and when he was
killed, the throne passed to her because they shared a common
grandparent. So that’s precedent, Milady, and if I know this,
believe me, the courtiers know it too. And at this moment they are
gathered like …”

“… Vultures,” supplied Rose,
shuddering.

“Exactly. And if they see that they can rule
through you, then for the moment you’re safe—”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“—But if someday you should see
something that really infuriates you, and you realize that you are
in a position to act … they will kill you when you do. And then it
will be too late. There will be no one to stop them. The loyalty
you’d have claimed will by then have been claimed by them. So step
up now, before it’s too late … or give up now and get the hell out
of this life and save yourself the anguish. But know that if you
commit suicide, you’ll have turned your back on the people who need
you. You’ll sacrifice your integrity, and you’ll die inside before
you even put the knife through your heart. But if you choose to
stick around and not stand up for what you believe, all you'll do
is convert that death into a long, slow one. Your body will live.
You won't.”

Rose opened her mouth to deny the accusation
that she might be considering suicide, before realizing with a
desolate pang that she was.

“So I’m a hostage to my conscience …?”

“Yes. Your choices are now limited by your
circumstances. You can’t have your old life back, Lady Loren. I
know that’s the hardest thing in the world to hear … Maybe,
someday, you can have back some of what you lost, but you will not
live to see that day if you don’t make the choice to face your life
now. Don’t die, Lady Loren,” he finished beseechingly.

Rose stared down at the desk,
not wanting to confront this brutal new truth. But she knew that if
she turned away, she’d already be starting the process he spoke
of—she’d be killing herself on the inside. And while she would do
almost anything to end the anguish of this gradual, uncontrollable
end to who she was, the only way to alleviate the pain would be by
burying her conscience and agreeing to be who they wanted her to be. And if she did
that, destroying the last extinguishing spark that grieved for her
lost life, what hope could there be for a new one …?

All that would remain would be the vultures,
feeding on her heart.

“Red is not your colour, Milady,” said
Costellic.

The wind blustered at the shutters. She
could hear the trees outside groaning in complaint. Pulling a shawl
over her shoulders, she looked back at him, but the nominal
lieutenant appeared unmindful to the growing cold; he was back to
scanning the details of the pictures on the wall.

“What?”

“You don’t wear it. It’s one of your
personal idiosyncrasies. You associate red hair with Telyra,” he
said without turning his head, “and wonder why anyone would want to
resemble the enemy, even if it is our dynasty colour.”

“How do you know that?” she said in
shock.

“Because I’ve seen and heard you across the
yard and down the hall. A lot.” He smiled. “You were offended last
night when I thought you were a redhead.” He laughed. “I don’t know
why I was teasing you. And now you in that wig.” The laugh
dissolved to a chuckle. “You look gorgeous, but you look better
without it. Red. Isn’t it funny, how it hides the bloodstains?”

He was still wearing the dress uniform from
last night. She couldn’t tell if he’d cleaned it or not.

“You’re in the army though, aren’t you? What
brought you to the palace? You said you’ve worked here as a
guard?”

“Nothing to do the past several years. Lots
of guardsmen took off to spend time with their families. I filled
in.” He shrugged. “But look, coming back to my point, right now you
want to be mourning your father and brother, don’t you? Not
festooned in the colour of blood—”

“—declaring a war,” she
finished quietly.

“I don’t even
care what you want to do,
my Lady. I just want you to do
it before it’s too late.”

“—But I know nothing of
statecraft,” she lamented. “I didn’t study. My head was in the
clouds. There was that time in the Senate, but that was
nothing.”

“You don’t have to!” Costellic laughed. “…
Do you know yourself?”

She stared at him, the epiphany blossoming
even as he spoke.

“You’re a dictator. You rule by
your own heart. And if the people see that heart and don’t like it
… well then you’ll have to deal with that. But people
do see when your heart
isn’t in something at all, like that speech you gave today. Nobody
can respect somebody who doesn’t respect herself.” He paused a
moment to catch his breath. “… Your father didn’t do a perfect job;
you do know that a lot of homeless left your jurisdiction last
night, right?”

“No,” she said softly. “No one told me.
Where’d they go?”

“They went with Telyra.”

Rose gasped.

“As Telyra was on his way out, he swung back
through one of the districts his army had pillaged.”

“Which one?”

“Harmony. Now, Telyra
doesn’t have homelessness anywhere in his city. Everyone has a roof; the
roofs all leak, but they’re still roofs. So Telyra rode into the
ghetto calling out, ‘Come with me and you will have a home. Help to
rebuild the homes and stores your lord has destroyed, and I will
give you probationary citizenship. With the money I’ve taken from
these aristocrats, you can build homes of your own.’”

“And then?”

“Well, a couple dozen of your
father’s homeless subjects crawled out of hiding and followed
Telyra out of the city with their families in tow—or what was left
of them. I’m talking about men whose wives and daughters had been
raped or butchered. They grabbed their meager possessions and
followed the monster out. They’d seen what he’d done, but they’d
suffered enough, from the indifference of your father’s government. So they
took Telyra at his word and fled with him. And from what I’ve
heard, the man’s word is good, even if the man isn’t.”

“What makes you think they didn’t go back
for revenge?” she prompted.

“Have you ever been homeless, Lady Loren …?
My point. This is embarrassing. There’s no neighbouring country
that won’t hear of this inside of a week. Those homeless people,
angry as they are and robbed of what little they’d had, are being
offered the chance to start a new life, to prosper and actually be
able to take care of their families. And the kind of protection
that Lord Telyra will afford them is priceless.

“Now, who the hell loses citizens that way?
You have the opportunity to fix this sort of thing. You will never
have it again.”

“But …” she started, “Telyra
loses citizens to us as well, all the time! A ton of the palace
staff used to work in Telyra’s castle. He has slaves. That’s just
wrong.”

“Never called him faultless, Milady. He’s a
right son of a bitch. I haven’t any love for him. But I do have
some respect for where he’s gone right. You can’t do anything about
Telyra’s faults, but you can do something about the faults of your
father. If you step up, of course.”

“But …” Rose closed her eyes and the sea of
heckling faces swelled up before her. “… What should I do? I don’t
even know where to start!”

“Do you need a day to mourn?”

She nodded slowly. “More like a
lifetime.”

“Then so does everyone else; yours isn’t the
only heart that’s breaking. Declare tomorrow a day of rest in
observation of those who have passed: mothers and fathers, sisters
and brothers, sons and daughters. Pay all the workers, whether they
work for the city or not. Gives everyone time to regroup,
especially you.”

“That’s … brilliant,” she said.

“… Wear black. It suits your
mood better, and if someday you want to don the colours of war and
go up against Telyra, do it on your own time when you’re sure
that’s the path you want to go. And screw red hairpieces if you do;
why not toss up the court fashion trends a bit? Give them something
surprising; mismatch your wardrobe. Do what you want. You don’t
have to be colour-coordinated.”

“I can’t believe you’re even
saying that,” she laughed. “All my life everyone has been for taking down the
Telyras. And appropriate court fashion.”

“I’m not saying I’m not.”

“Are you ...?”

“I’m not saying.” He grinned. “… Make a new
speech in a couple of days. Apologize. Ask for forgiveness. And
then say what is in your heart, and I can’t tell you what that is.
Ask for my council again after you’ve asked yourself for your
own.”

“I will, but …”

“But what?”

… The overwhelming weight that
had been hanging over her all day felt even more oppressive meeting
head on with hope. Again she flashed back to the cave on the
hilltop. There was something … in that gap. And whatever it was
…

She felt herself starting to panic.

“I think my heart’s
dead,” she cried. “I
can’t feel anything but pain, so much pain. What possible good can ever
come out of it all …? I’m a mess.”

“We’re all a mess.” He paused. “But all you
need … is trust. You don’t need to trust me or anyone else,” he
added to her look of derision. “Just trust yourself … Look here. Is
it enough to say that you are unhappy?”

She flashed her eyes at him angrily.

“…Enraged even?” He lifted one
corner of his mouth in a crooked grin.

To her astonishment, she felt a faint smile
spreading across her face, finally cracking the shell of her grief,
but the humour in her smile was as grim as his.

“That’s the source of your strength, my
Lady. But your fear will do everything in its power to turn it into
a weakness; remember that when you feel like you’re drowning.”
Eagerly, he went on. “It’s a rage that I share. It is the rage I
felt as I watched corruption, laziness and idle habits pervade and
destroy the army of your father.”

Could this crazy man actually be a loyalist?
It seemed absurd to consider, but she had to admit last night her
father and General Delvorak had come closer than anyone in probably
half a millennium to taking down the Loren government.

Perhaps Costellic simply had a very
unorthodox interpretation of what it meant to have allegiance. That
definition could be turned against her at any time.

But for now, it served her.

“Now your relatives seek to do the same to
you—to use you as a conduit for their own greed until their abuses
smother and annihilate you. You must find the strength to take what
is yours, as I did. Tell your uncle that you know his plans to rule
through you; tell him he has failed.”

“Will you come with me?”

“Of course my Lady; I am at your service.”
Lieutenant Costellic bowed charmingly.

“Now …?”

He smiled. “Seize the moment. We must live
by it or lose it forever.”

Lady Loren rose to her full height.

“Lead the way, Lady,” Corin declared. “Cast
him out!”

—And I will take care of the
rest.

~~~

The room Andreas called Julia’s was a narrow
space hemmed in by three stone walls and a barred, unlocked door,
the third cell on the left upon entering the dungeon. The cold,
hard floor was padded with hay from the stables; otherwise the room
was barren aside from a small stack of picture books and the bowl
and cup she generally took to the kitchen. It was chilly down here,
and there were no blankets, but it was at least a good deal less
drafty than the rest of the castle.

It was a difficult place to get comfortable,
and it wasn’t even hers, because even Julia didn’t belong to
Julia.

Currently, she was leaning tiredly against
the wall, her sketchbook in hand, one tattered blue pillow
discovered in a spare room jammed behind her back.

She’d been downstairs quite a while; she
wasn’t sure how long, only that it had been hours since supper and
that every bone ached from the ordeals of the day. She’d spent the
afternoon on the slippery, dangerous scaffolding after deciding not
to call Lord Telyra on his bluff—and that after washing the cots
from last night and then remaking half the beds in the dormitory
she’d slept in until she was twelve.

Whenever she started to doze off,
apprehensive thoughts intruded.

What if she’d really pissed him off today?
Suppose he’d finally decided he was tired of her? Was that why he
hadn’t come down? Would he send her back to the kitchen, where
Celian had been waiting to get her greasy hands on her for four
years?

Would he sell her?

The urge to get up and find out was
overwhelming, but also useless, as she’d only anger him further.
There was nothing to do but sit awake in her cell, tired and sore
and anxious, trying to convince herself that maybe the benefit of
escaping his barbarism would outweigh her regrets if he’d decided
at last to cast her off.

But it wasn’t just the possibility of
returning to the kitchen that was so bad. It was the thought of a
barrier between them that she might never remove.

Above, there was a rusty, grating sound.
Someone was opening the door to the dungeon.

She bolted up with bated breath. But—

“Thomas?”

Outside the bars, the footman shifted
restlessly back and forth, coughing to clear his throat. His hair
was wet and his face twisted with aggravation.

“I was sent down to tell you … that Lord
Telyra never came home tonight.”

“What time’s it?”

“One after midnight.”

She drew back in surprise. “It’s after
midnight? Who sent you? Dorthelda?”

“Celian.”

“Why her?”

“She thought you might like to know.”

“… How long has it
been?”

“Since what?”

“Since the search parties went out.”

He stood there as still as a block of
granite. He was frowning disapprovingly, like her feelings about
the head cook weren’t warranted.

Or maybe … no, it was something else. A
nasty gleam in his eyes. She felt a cold chill in the pit of her
stomach.

“… Wait a second.” Her voice
echoed hollowly in the dungeon. “There is no search party. Lord
Telyra’s missing … and nobody’s even looking for him. Is that what
you’re telling me?”

Thomas smiled wickedly, his eyes sparkling
in the candlelight.

So that was how it was.

“Is this a joke?”

Thomas said nothing, his smile
unchanged.

“He was wounded. He could be bleeding to
death,” she said pointedly.

“Or he could be at a bar or a brothel.”

“… Thomas. Lord Telyra comes
home every night between six and nine. I’ve never seen him come home later than
ten-thirty. The man’s like clockwork.”

He shrugged indifferently.

“Why aren’t his men looking for him? Gulthor
… Rizaq?”

“Because we haven’t told them.”

“Well, I can.”

“Except you don’t know where they live.”

“And what about the guards—”

“They noticed first.”

“They don’t care?”

“Are you really surprised? He may treat them
with more respect than the rest of us, but hardly a lot. Wears on a
person, doesn’t it.”

“No one’s gonna
do anything
…?”

“That’s up to you,” he replied, his voice
flat.

It was only then that she realized what he
was getting at.

“… Oh, wait a second … No way.
They sent you down here cause … they think I’m gonna go out and look for him?
You gotta be kidding. You know I can’t. What if he’s dying? You
can’t just play with his life like this!”

He laughed. “You can’t have a
horse obviously, and you’re bound to the estate. But if you should
happen to slip out when none of us are paying attention …” He
shrugged, his spiteful smile twitching. “Not so sure how you’re
going to deal with the gate guard if you decide to leave the city.
Good luck with that.” He chuckled again. “… And if you
do find him, he’ll
probably mess you up for your trouble. Am I wrong, or didn’t he
beat you up just this morning for getting him medical
attention?”

She gaped at him, speechless. “… This is
incredibly cruel,” she managed at last, still not quite able to
bring herself to believe it. “Did he send you down here to trick me
out of my room or what? Is this a stupid test?”

Thomas threw his hands up. “Everyone in the
castle but you knows the lord is missing. If you don’t believe me,
come upstairs and ask.” And with that he stomped back up, clearly
annoyed at having had to come down at all.

The light from her candles barely
illuminated the empty, echoing chamber beyond her cell; a pattern
of bars glowed in the dust on the floor, but didn’t quite extend to
the torture implements just out of view. Nonetheless, what you
couldn’t see, you felt.

“Why are you moving me down
here anyway?” she’d asked four years
earlier.

“Firstly because you’re being harassed in
the dormitory, secondly because the dungeon is unused, thirdly
because I can appreciate the need for privacy,” replied Lord
Telyra, leading her downstairs. “I don’t come down here either;
that won’t change.”

“Privacy, for a slave?” she asked
sarcastically.

Lord Telyra made a low grunt that could’ve
been a laugh.

“Why don’t you use the dungeon?”

“There’s a perfectly good jail downtown;
this is archaic. I don’t want those people around here; this is my
home.”

They reached the base of the steps and the
light from Lord Telyra’s torch sputtered over a pair of mechanical
devices. She paused inquisitively, and he stopped, studying her in
turn. Even though she’d never seen them before, she knew what they
were. The inclined wooden planks and rollers were instantly
recognizable from illustrations she’d seen.

“Those are racks.”

“Yes they are.”

“Does anyone use those?” she asked,
grimacing. “I en’t living down here if they do.”

Telyra swept a finger along one surface and
held it up in answer; it was coated in a thick film of dust. “What
do you take me for?”

“A bad man. How do they work?”

“Come here and I’ll show you,” he offered,
advancing.

She shrank back, but he laughed and pushed
lightly on her shoulders until she stumbled into the nearest.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” He held up his
hands. “Skip it if you want.”

Acquiescing, she leaned uncomfortably
against the dusty incline, raising her arms awkwardly above her
head. Wordlessly, he clamped the shackles around her wrists, and
then bent down to her ankles. They were cold and corroded, possibly
useless, and definitely not locked, but it still occurred to her
that this was one of the odder positions she’d ever allowed herself
to be put in.

It was also one of the few times she could
ever remember specifically putting herself into any position—except
perhaps that of being friends with Lord Telyra. Helplessly, she
giggled.

Putting his hand on the handle, he pressed
it down; the chains tightened, tugging gently on her arms and legs.
At first, the stretch seemed innocuous, even agreeable, but a few
more notches, and it started to deepen considerably.

“Ow,” she said finally, feeling a sudden
pang in one of her legs. “Okay, you can stop that now. I think I
get the idea.”

“Sometimes you can tear a muscle while
exercising if you don’t stretch properly or move too fast. But
enough turns on a rack and you’ll tear more than just
muscle—ligaments, cartilage, skin, all of it will rip slowly apart.
Bones dislocate and eventually … you’ll tear a person’s limbs clean
off. Even if you don’t, those muscles will never heal properly
again; you’ll have problems with weakness and joint dislocation for
the rest of your life. You’ve heard of being drawn and quartered,
right?”

“Yeah.”

“This is the exact same thing. Only slowed
way down.”

“And your ancestors used this?”

“Yep. Now, going to pick out your room
already, slave…?”

She smiled teasingly. “… When you let me
down …”

Staring through the bars at the space where
Thomas had stood, she floundered, at a loss for what to do.

The joke could be, in fact likely was,
entirely on her. If she left the dungeon, she might well find Lord
Telyra upstairs, waiting to rain hell down on her for her fourth
transgression today. And what if he was simply late for reasons of
his own, and came back across the drawbridge just as she was going
out? That would be a disaster. He had no patience these days, and
little reason. Thomas was right about that much.

Sometimes she was surprised that he had
never dragged her back down here in one of his fits of insane rage
and thrown her against that rusty machine to show her what it was
truly capable of. Maybe he simply wasn’t that creative.

But she knew that wasn’t it. Lord Telyra,
for all his faults, was himself incapable. Lasting damage wasn’t
something he had any interest in. He flirted with it, but only in
his blindness. He never in his most coldly rational moments would
court with that kind of malice.

He could be anywhere in the city or out of
it. The limits of her world were these walls.

This would be an impossible errand on the
best of days. But tonight, the very thought of it was colossal. She
was exhausted and unfocused, her face swelling from the damage he
had inflicted. She could barely keep her eyes open, and her back
and ribs complained with every movement.

“One of these days, Julia,
he will kill you
…”

But if she didn’t leave her room tonight,
somewhere out in the forest or the streets, bleeding and alone,
Lord Telyra might die.

Pushing open the door to her cell and
setting one tentative foot on the stone staircase of the dungeon,
she gazed up toward the crack of light above, asking herself what
value she placed on her life, and his.

















VIII: Show Me
Hell

From out of a sea of blackness and pain,
Andreas gasped for air, flooding his body with awareness. The earth
was damp beneath his hands, gritty leaves slick with dirt clinging
to his palms. Groaning, he strained one leaden eyelid open. Black
boughs twisted overhead in a gnarled, creaking lattice, the sky
caught between them like panes of clouded glass.

A sticky, crawling sensation crept along the
back of his hand. He flicked it as hard as he could. The disgusting
thing continued its progress, unfettered by his feeble efforts to
dislodge it. Warm blood was pooling under his back, soaking through
his clothes and getting colder by the minute.

Turning his hand over with some difficulty,
he submerged the squirming leech. "You want it so bad? … Drown in
my motherfucking blood.”

He gazed along the ground with his
peripheral vision, straining his eyeballs—he couldn't turn his
head. No sign of the road. No trace of Seleda either.

He’d always wondered if he would know when
it was his time, or if he’d mistake the lethal wound for just
another close call. Considering the casual way his assailants had
ridden off, they probably hadn’t meant to kill him, but that made
no difference now, did it? Whoever they were, they hadn't known
about the wound in his back, throbbing like nails. Their attempt to
slight him or intimidate him was going to rob him of his life.

… It was bullshit, of course.
How many dozens of men had he fended off in the past twenty-four
hours, hellbent on taking off his head? They hadn't succeeded. How
could he survive Talystasia’s infernal war yet again, only for it
to end like this, stupid, pointless, and alone?

He was getting colder, his breath coming in
short, shallow gasps. The blood seemed to be the surface of a deep,
immeasurable ocean, the darkness of his consciousness cleaving
through the earth as his life siphoned into the dirt.

Was anyone even looking for him?

Drafting up that will. That might've been a
good idea after all.

I could’ve been the first
Telyra in history to actually decide who will get my shit after I
die. First and last.

His despairing laughter died in his throat,
the grey darkness overhead fading into black. As the curtains of
unconsciousness closed over him like coffin lids, old memories
ascended up out of the gloom to watch over him, ghostly guardians
at the crossroads of his passing.

~~~

—The clash and tinkle of cutlery and the
sizzle of steak and ham echoed and rebounded off the walls in a mad
cacophony. Wiping his brow, Andreas followed the head cook as she
disappeared into a cloud of flour and smoke. The heat struck him
full in the belly, stirring his gut into a roiling brew of
nausea.

"Can't believe how long it’s been since
you've been down here. Just did a floor to ceiling scrub last week;
can you tell?"

A dozen fires flickered in enormous metal
ovens set about the perimeter of the room, each one polished to a
tidy, spotless shine. The walls and floor blazed a blistering,
claustrophobic white. Noxious air tasting of sweat and brimstone
rippled right through to his insides. His skin, it seemed, was no
barrier at all.

He nodded noncommittally, swallowing his
response in a mouthful of disgust.

"Really, the girls do work hard—" Celian
assured him cheerfully.

The women and girls in question chopped
industriously over cutting boards and turned aromatic meat on the
stovetops, or scurried to and fro clearing the floor of debris
before somebody else slipped and fell. None of them bothered to
pause or glance up at him.

"How many hours a day …?" he inquired in
tones of mesmerized horror.

"What? What’s that now?"

"How many hours a day do your staff
work?"

"About fifteen, my Lord," she declared
proudly, her fat red face breaking into a glistening grin. "Twelve
here, and most of the girls do another three elsewhere."

Andreas tried to follow the conversation a
moment longer, but her next words were drowned out by a bubbling
roar from the cauldron in the center of the room. There was a girl
crouched on the floor beside it in a dirty tan dress, one
malnourished leg pulled up defensively against her chest, a dishrag
in her idle hands.

She was staring intently at him, her lips
hard and white with resentment, her brown eyes bloodshot with fury
in an expression that couldn’t have been more wooden if it'd been
carved out of beech. Coffee brown hair curled loosely around an
oval face slick with sweat. A brass collar encircled her neck, the
mark of her bondage.

Someone tossed a saucepan at her; it grazed
harmlessly off her knee, crashing to the floor and scattering water
droplets that mirrored the sweat on her body. Reaching out with one
skinny arm, she grasped for it unseeing, her hate-filled eyes still
fixed on him unwavering.

He pulled back, his cheek stinging as if
she’d slapped it.

"Who is that?" he asked hoarsely, tearing
his gaze away. He felt feverish; he wasn’t sure if it was the heat
sweltering against his skin, violating his flesh, or the heat
that’d risen in his cheeks.

"JULIA! Get back to work! Don't you know who this
IS—" Celian shrieked, deafening him.

She sounded like a fucking
teakettle. “Don't you know who I am,” he muttered under his breath.

One of the cooks dove in front of the slave
and swiped at her ears. Dodging expertly, the emaciated girl
snatched up her rag and fled to the back of the room, tripping over
the fallen saucepan along the way. A cloud of smoke bloomed between
them.

"That's Julia,” Celian grumbled, wringing
her hands as Andreas lost sight of the girl. "... She'll be
punished. Most of the girls aren't that lax—I'm so sorry she looked
at you that way! That was totally inappropriate."

"I've never seen her before."

"... Well, she's always been here. It’s you
who never is—if you’ll pardon me, Milord,” she put in hastily.
“She's been washing dishes since she was old enough to lift a rag.
Don’t waste no time—gotta get ‘em habituated young if you want to
keep ‘em productive. Let ‘em go too long and they’re more liable to
rebel."

Habituated. That was one
word. Hardened was
another.

"And how old was
that?"

"About three maybe ...? I don't know."

"How old does that make her now?"

"Eleven, maybe twelve? How should I know?
Who’s to say? Her parents are long dead. What's it matter? Aren't
you—"

"I'd like her to stand in for my supper
tonight."

"What—the—not the
diplomatic supper, my
Lord ...?"

Andreas stared at her expectantly.
"Obviously."

“What do you want with a stupid little
girl?”

“What I want,” he said
warningly,“… is entirely
my business.”

"My Lord ..." she broke in.
"You really don't want that one! She's useless, really she is.
Worthless. I'm so sorry for her behaviour—she should have been working. Believe
me, later I’ll make sure she's—"

"Are you contradicting me, Celian?" he
interrupted with a chilly smile.

"No, my Lord, I just don't think she's
suitab—"

"Because if you are, it'll mean your
job."

"But Jimon is already serving your supper
tonight, my Lord. What about him?"

"Break his ankles, I don't care ...! Give
him the night off, pay him as usual? Ever think of that? You stupid
bitch. This place is a stinking hellhole—I'm docking your salary
until it's fixed, and I'm getting the hell out of here."

"What's wrong with it? Is it not efficient,
Milord?"

"Very."

"The food is good—"

"Yes."

"Clean—"

"As bones picked by a scavenger
… today anyway. What'd it look like last week, before you scrubbed
it down? Oh yes—it's also very awful. This place is a
nightmare."

"My Lord, most of these girls are slaves
…”

"Yes, and five of them are
freeborn. I counted. Their
work conditions are atrocious. Are
they working twelve hours
a day ...? And why? Do we really have that many mouths to
feed?"

"Milord, I don't really—"

"—This changes tonight. I'll hire more help
if I need to. Not excluding your job—if I need to. So fix it. I'll
be down here again in a week, and if you still want to be, you had
better get this together."

As he departed he glanced back through the
scalding smoke.

He found her scrunched against a cabinet in
the corner—a dirty, wispy shadow of a girl, almost thin enough to
disappear. Her grip loosened on the rag when she saw him, then she
squeezed it in a hard, angry fist. But her face betrayed her; her
lips parting softly. There was vulnerability there. Vulnerability
and hate.

Walking away, he smiled.

~~~

—"Ow!" cried Julia, the knife clattering
down. Blood dripped on the counter. Clutching her finger, she
skipped around the bruising fruit rinds that littered the floor,
making for the nearest sink.

"Julia ..." came Celian's voice from
behind.

She swung around, nursing her wounded hand.
“What.”

Celian’s fleshy face twitched, one fat,
akimbo arm streaked in flour grinding a ham-like fist into her hip.
In the other she clutched a huge silver tray loaded with covered
dishes.

Without warning, she thrust the platter
bruisingly into her stomach. "Take that to the dining hall,” she
ordered as Julia winced. “But be quick about it, no dilly
dallying—and do have a care and stop bleeding on the food; can't
you even dice those damn potatoes, girl?—Set it on the table in the
dining room and then wait there for the guests. I sent the rest of
the food ahead of you, cause you’re a fucking screw-up."

"Huh—?" interrupted Julia, straightening the tray. "I don't
understand. I en't on the waitstaff—"

"—Someone more competent than you has
already set the places. Stay out of the way, and behave.”

“In the dining room?”

“—But if someone asks you to
bring them something, do it of course. Don't talk to anyone, don't
look at anyone. These are visiting dignitaries and their staff
you'll be serving. One of them’s the King of Alacia. These
are people, Julia.
I don’t need you screwing it up. Do you realize I've already lost
half my paycheck this week thanks to you and your miserable
antics?”

"But where's Jimon ... ? And—er
... you lost half your paycheck cause I was shirking ...? That's bullshit!
I en’t got nothin’ to do with you losing your pay."

"—You're a very foolish,
headstrong girl, Julia!" Celian smacked her lightly upside the
head. "Remember that. Remember how nice I've been to you ... none
of the other girls
felt the need to stare. Just do your job... might I remind you of
the master's temperament."

She flushed with dizziness not brought on by
the heat. She had an almost overpowering urge to hurl the platter
to the ground, smashing the dishes to smithereens. "Will the
mas—"

"Scooch! Hurry up now."

Celian pushed her backwards, toward the door
and the cool, unsullied air of the hall. Bewildered, she skidded
over a potato peel on her way out of the kitchen and scampered down
the length of the hallway to the dining room, her pulse racing.

She passed the dining chamber with its
copiously painted walls almost every day, but she’d never once been
inside. Being summoned here wasn’t just unusual, it was
exceptional.

Telyra never came down to
inspect the kitchen. That she should see him not once, but
twice, in a single day,
was unprecedented. What was going on?

"… Room eighteen," she murmured, stepping
inside.

The dining hall seemed to engulf her, its
warmth and novelty sweeping her out of the mundane. The burgundy
carpet under her bare feet was soft and luxurious. The only
furnishing was a long polished wood table set with a burgundy
runner and surrounded by high-backed chairs. An iron chandelier
blazed overhead, the flames reflecting in the shining silver
bubbles of the covered dishes below, so that the surface of the
table seemed alive with glittering crystal, molten metal and
dancing flame. Gingerly she deposited her tray amongst the others,
withdrawing toward the back of the room.

The murals spanned from floor to ceiling,
divided by rosewood trim, their cool, shadowy, viridian colours
contrasting vividly with the rich warmth of the carpet and the
wood. A party of noble hunters pursued painted quarry from frame to
frame, bedecked in the blue of House Telyra. Animal faces peeked
down from the branches, seemingly alive in the shifting orange
light.

Telyra.

It had been five or six years ago one
afternoon in the foyer that she’d first had the epiphany that the
inequity of her life was tied to some purpose. Peering down the
flanking corridor she had beheld a tall, red-haired figure at the
other end, his features and body a blur in the drafty gloom. She
hadn't thought twice of it, until—

"That's the master," stated Beata, an older
slave who was helping her to roll up the carpet.

"What's the master
doing here?"

"What do you
mean?" Beata dropped the
carpet, laughter flickering across her face. "He ...
lives here," she crowed.
"Where'd you think he lived? Why do you think we're here?"

She hadn’t known how to answer
her. The revelation had been calamitous. This fortress she toiled
in had a purpose,
and that purpose was of all things … a person. Sure, "the master"
was a name she knew as well as her own, but it had been an empty
concept, a faceless abstraction—someone or something unimaginably
far-flung from her reality. But this figure down the hallway was a
human being, wasn’t he? Simple, stupid, fallible. Yet for some
unfathomable reason, fate had decreed that this man, whoever he
was, should hold her life in his hands.

Over time she formed a vivid mental image of
the oppressor who never bothered to acknowledge her existence, even
though she lived to serve his, preparing each day the very food
that sustained him. The glow of his hair like an inverted torch as
he faded from view was all she had ever known of him—until now.

What was she doing in here …?

What did it mean?

Sinking into the shadows, she spotted Jimon
lurking in the opposite corner.

"Jimon! What are you doin' here?" she
hissed. "… Thought you must've had the night off or
something."

"Thought I did too. But then she sent
someone up to get me, sayin' 'twas foolish to leave you here on
your own, and that it couldn't do no harm like."

"Well that's good. But I got no idea why I'm
even—"

She drifted off, her attention riveted to
the doors.

The first glittering guest had already
arrived, a woman wearing a long, flowing gown that sparkled in the
candlelight, a fur mantle resting over her shoulders. Her hair was
bound up on her head in a silver netting, a thin but elaborate
circlet adorning her glamorous forehead. As she was preparing to
take her seat, a handsome man with an emerald crown and a green
velvet doublet took her arm and pulled out her chair.

An older man entered next, accompanied by
two liveried servants. His face was creased in wrinkles, his dark
hair lined with snowy streaks of white. On his head was a
marvellous crown, a towering series of spikes cascading with
precious gems. His doublet shimmered with a wonderful
iridescence.

These people were
rich. Richer than
anything she’d ever seen, anything she’d ever imagined, their
jewels easily outshining even the fine silver and crystal that
glittered on the tabletop.

Three more servants entered the room,
followed by a lavishly dressed lady, her gown a form-fitting sheath
of scarlet. As her servants took their seats nearby, Julia’s jaw
dropped. Their silks were almost as luxuriant as those that adorned
their beautiful mistress—and with bemused disenchantment, she
realized their uniforms were probably worth more on the market of
exchange than her own life.

And then heat surged through her veins, her
fists clenching in wrath—

… For a tall, middle-aged man
had entered the room. His uniform was the same as any of his men's,
a blue, long-sleeved tunic designed for warmth and ease, matching
leggings, a heavy leather belt, and severe brown boots. No
decoration or sign of rank was needed: the gold circlet on his head
was symbol enough—the legendary circlet of a lord of
Talystasia.

When he took his seat, he sat noticeably
taller than most of the people gathered around him.

… A snapping sound drew her
back to full awareness. The lady with the fur mantle was glaring at
her contemptuously, her fingers raised, her painted nails
reflecting the light.

“Hello?” she called, snapping again. “I
asked you to serve me?”

For a moment, she didn’t move, still
paralyzed by sheer wonder at the extravagance gathered around her.
Scooting over, she felt utterly terrified. These people were so
poised, and just being near them made her feel as if her skin
didn't fit quite right. The dazzling radiance of the table and the
guests was like the blinding light of the sun. And here she was in
the dark, on the outside.

And there was the master … perhaps three
yards away.

It should've been obvious that he was a mere
mortal now that she could see him up close, but somehow, it wasn't.
Hatred burned in her stomach like coals, and her hands shook as she
retrieved the requested bowl and presented it to the imperious
lady. Even the scar across his eye seemed a mark of distinction
instead of an imperfection. And somehow, the dazzling light didn’t
seem to touch him either.

He was on the outside.

The old man at his elbow with the towering
crown swigged deeply from his mug of ale. They had, it seemed, been
at their talk for a while, even before entering the room. "Why
don't you let Alacia lend her support ...?"

The master didn't answer. He only looked on
with a faint smile.

"With all due respect, Lord Telyra, Loren is
gaining the advantage on you," the king insisted. "Just last week
you lost an entire battalion—"

"—Oh, I think not," Telyra interrupted
politely.

"What ...?"

"I think not," he repeated, and that was all
he said. His voice was a clear, cold tenor. The king, ale still
glistening in the stubble of his beard, shrugged.

Alarm shot from the balls of her feet to the
crown of her head as she realized she was still standing at the
edge of the table staring, and worse, biting down a crazy,
unexpected laugh.

Backing away hurriedly, she covered her
mouth to stifle it. The master, thankfully, didn't appear to
notice, and neither did anyone else.

Why on earth am I amused?

The Alacian king was getting drunker by the
minute, and the noble ladies around the table were turning
red-faced and giggly.

Maybe it was the dim, flickering light from
the chandelier, or perhaps just her own fatigue, but it seemed the
lord's aristocratic guests were becoming increasingly garish as the
night bore on, their posh, splendid costumes merely gaudy, their
smiles plastic, their laughter false and irresponsible. And in
their midst sat Telyra, drinking steadily but hardly flushed.

He's the one that disgusts me. He's
supposed to be like that!

But he alone of all these people held
himself in reserve. He seemed a center of stormless calm,
unshakeable. And he made it look effortless.

The lady in the red gown beckoned to Julia.
"The souffle, dear—"

The master and the king were engaged in a
quiet but heated argument at the far end of the table. The king
sputtered, flustered, and every time he spoke, Telyra cut into him,
too softly for her to make out the words.

Returning to the lady carrying the souffle
bowl in both hands, she struggled to get a rein on her hunger.
Liberated from the kitchen, the dish smelled mouthwatering, and the
savoury aroma wrenched at her stomach, twisting it. It’d been eight
hours now since she’d had so much as a bite. She was scooping it
out onto the lady’s plate, her gut rumbling, when the lady herself
spoke up, projecting her silky voice across the table.

"—Lord Telyra, surely you can see the wisdom
in my cousin's offer."

He glanced up.

Julia’s hand shook over the souffle bowl,
overwhelmed by a new hunger.

Look at me, she thought desperately. I’m right
here! Look at me, please—not at her. At me.

He was so tantalizingly close.

Please …

"Duchess Salga, if
either of your soldiers
take one step across my border—"

His eyes shifted just slightly, focusing
into an unbearable point.

"—I will hit you so hard and so fast you’ll
never see it coming. If you cross me, I will trample you. If you
challenge me, I will cut through all resistance."

She dropped the ladle with a
clatter, and backed away from the table, stunned.
Was he looking at
her?

"Lord Telyra!" started Duchess Salga with a
wary laugh. "We're hardly threatening an invasion—"

"Do you know what
pain is? ... I doubt it,"
he seethed, hurling his voice across the room with an almost
physical force, each word striking Julia like a blow to the
stomach. "You've seen your share of hell, you think ... but you've
had it easy, haven't you, living under my protection?"

His eyes narrowed.
"I'll show you hell."

There was a palpable silence. Clasping her
shaking, sweaty hands to her chest, she staggered back against the
wall, her hatred turning quickly to trepidation.

The assembled guests searched each other's
faces, at a loss as to his reckless, nonsensical turn of
conversation. Duchess Salga broke into a shrill peel of
laughter.

"Oh Lord Telyra—ever the dramatic one. We
know you're hardly serious." But her chuckle was nervous as it
faded.

The master gave a soft laugh. He was still
holding her eyes—not the duchess’s. She was sure of that now. Every
second that passed between them was immeasurable. Then he broke his
stare, picking up his knife and turning back to his neighbour.

Her lungs filled with air again, haltingly
and tremblingly, like he’d removed a heavy weight from her
chest.

Gradually the tension fell from the faces
around the table. Shoulders relaxed, drinking got heavier, voices
got looser.

Jimon sidled over to her. "Second course is
about ready I'd think. Do you want to take a walk in a few minutes
and check? ... What's the matter?"

"Did you—" she broke off, glancing at Lord
Telyra, who was deep in conversation with the fur-mantled lady. He
laughed at something the woman said, taking a bite. She tried to
repeat his strange, verbal assault in her mind and reconcile it
with the portrait of indifference in front of her, and
couldn't.

You fool, she admonished herself. He was
talking to the duchess. You’re nothing. Nothing to
him.

("I'll show you hell.”)

"Julia!" whispered Jimon.

"What?"

"Are you ill? Why are your hands
shaking?”

"I dunno," she answered faintly. "I feel a
little queasy."

"Do you need to retire?"

"No ...!" she gasped violently.

Why not though? Just what did
she hope to accomplish here tonight? To tell the master how he'd managed to ruin
her entire life, all without even knowing she existed, so that
maybe just for one tiny fraction of an instant, he would feel just
a little bit guilty?

She started to laugh insanely under her
breath, her giggles laced with acid. Of course he wouldn't feel
guilty. If he was the sort of person to feel guilt, he'd have
bothered to find out who he owned in the first place—

... Or maybe she wanted something else. It
flashed through her thoughts before she could stop it. His face
close to hers, near enough to see the shifting hues in his eyes,
that cold, clarion voice addressing her—

"Julia," said Jimon.

"What?"

He laughed. "Something's really the matter
with you tonight, huh? This job isn't that hard. Why don't you go
check on that second course, and then maybe you should retire—"

"I'll be right back," she stated defiantly,
sticking her nose in the air and heading for the exit.

... See if you can stop me, any of you lot.
I'll make him notice me again—and then I'll tell him what a piece'a
shit he is if it fucking kills me—

"You," said a soft, clear voice.

She froze, hardly daring to turn. That voice
seemed to have the power to dead bolt every muscle in her body.

"Slave. I'm talking to you."

She twisted her neck around cautiously, her
heart pounding. Lord Telyra was seated sideways in his chair,
leaning against the table with a casual, predatory grace. From
here, their eyes were level. His complexion was sheet-pale, as if
his long dreadlocks had soaked all the blood out of his face.
Instinctively, she started to lower her gaze, and then changed her
mind, snapping her eyes back up at him.

"Y—yes?" she managed finally.

He nodded mutely toward his empty
goblet.

She was near enough that she could reach out
and touch him—a forbidden, profane act. Would his skin be warm
…?

There was a knife on the table beside him.
If she cut him, would he bleed …?

I belong to him?

"... Refill my wine, please?"

Frenetically, she scanned the table, and
then saw the crystal decanter at his elbow. Stepping around him,
she reached for it, hearing him breathe just inches away, and
wrapped her fingers around the handle. Tilting it shakily, she
watched the liquid trickle over the spout, placing one hand on the
table for support. Lord Telyra’s sleeve brushed against her bare
arm. She felt suddenly hot and sick. Again the loathing boiled up
inside her—

"That's enough," he said, his hand closing
over hers on the table.

Her grasp on the decanter slipped at his
unexpected touch, and the pitcher teetered on the brink of the
table. She wrenched to catch it, but he clamped her hand down on
the table and yanked at her forearm, dragging her away. It hit the
ground and broke into three pieces, splashing wine; the sound was
deafening, even muted by the drunken roar of the dinner table
conversation.

His hand curled around hers in a hard vice
and squeezed. Blood welled out from the cut on her finger. She
watched it trickle between his in enraptured fascination.

He appraised her for a moment, his manner
relaxed. When he spoke, his voice was slurred with disgust.

"Get out of my sight.”

He released her, and she turned around, but
she couldn’t move. Her face ached with the tears she fought to
contain. Why wasn’t she saying something, anything? What did it
matter? What was there to lose? Insult him, attack him, impress
him, what difference did it make? She tried to open her mouth, to
speak—

Lord Telyra grabbed her again by the arm,
whirled her around to face him.

Fuck you, she thought miserably.

But then there was that other,
quieter voice, pleading inside her head. Don’t let go of me. Please.

He observed her as she struggled silently,
then shouted, "GET OUT!"

She backed out the double doors and fled,
back to the kitchen, back to the inferno, pumping her legs as hard
as she could, feeling the air rip through her lungs—and hit the end
of the hallway. It wasn't far enough; it was never far enough. She
couldn't breathe, there wasn't space enough in this cage even to
suffer her own rage; it mouldered inside her, bottled and stale,
festering and poisonous. Maybe in another twelve years she'd see
him again. By then she'd be twenty-four. Twenty-four years of ...
what? Why was she still here? Exhausted, she collapsed over the
counter, her head in her hands, itching to destroy something …

Why was she still
alive ...?

"Psst—Julia,” came a soft voice moments
later.

Blinking, she looked up into Jimon's narrow
face.

"Julia's sick," he announced to the kitchen
at large. "She should go to bed."

For a moment, Celian looked like she was
about to protest, then shrugged. "Did Lord Telyra say anything
about it?"

"Why would he? Although he did say—" he
turned to Julia. "That he would like to see you in two hours. Boy
are you going to get it."

Julia stared through him.
"Thanks, I—What?"

Jimon shrugged. "I'll come get you. Go back
to the dormitories and get some sleep, if Celian says it's okay. I
don't think his lordship expects to see her till then," he added to
the cook. "He’s dismissed her. She’s done for tonight."

"I have dishes to be cleaned," Celian
glowered.

"But she looks like she's gonna throw
up.”

"Fine—" she said. "But—" she
grabbed Julia's arm. "I hope you know what you're in for. What did
you do anyway?"

"I don't know," she said. But as she walked
away, she had the strange feeling that she did, even though she
couldn't have put words to it. It had nothing to do with a broken
decanter.

~~~

Jimon knocked on the study door with Julia
squirming beside him.

"Stop fidgeting," he suggested in a
whisper.

"I can't, my dress itches."

He rolled his eyes. “And don’t you know
you’re not supposed to look at him?”

 

She shrugged.

"Who is it?"

"The slave Julia, sir," he announced.

"Let her in. Alone."

Jimon patted her once on the shoulders and
shrugged. "Well," he said, and without another word, hopped away
down the stairs.

Julia followed his path with her eyes,
somewhat apprehensively, and then raised one clammy hand to turn
the knob.

("I'll show you hell ...")

"—I said come in ..."

She cracked the door open just wide enough
to peek inside at a cold, blackened fireplace framed by two
wall-spanning bookshelves. A couple of solitary embers crackled
lonesomely in the grill, smouldering into ash, and a cool breeze
brushed against her skin from the narrow window in the far wall.
Under the window was a mysterious sphere like a white-gold sun,
balanced on a slender ebony pedestal. A steady, pale light poured
out of it. Cautiously she inched the door open and slipped inside,
and stood alone facing the man she hated.

The cracked remains of the decanter rested
on the desk between them. They sized each other up, and he said
quietly, "Close the door."

She slid her palm from the doorknob to the
edge of the door, and tripped backwards. The door slammed
loudly.

"Do you know why you're here?"

"No," she whispered.

He lifted the largest fragment of the
decanter from his desk, hefting it by the handle, which was still
attached, the jagged edge gleaming in the steady light. She could
see clearly his meticulous shave, the texture of his skin, his
chiselled brow and the severe, high bones of his cheeks. The
circlet he wore was tarnished with rust.

"This has been in my family for
years," he noted, rotating the decanter. His irises darkened to a
deep, cold blue. "It is an irreplaceable heirloom. I don't suppose
you'd know what an heirloom
is."

"Not really," she simpered.

"Come closer.”

Julia took three hesitant steps into the
middle of the floor. She felt her knees starting to fail her and
locked them together.

"You should ... Your entire life is an
heirloom. Or you are, I suppose—another of mine. But in your case,
one that needs breaking. Or rather—breaking in."

He became silent, scrutinizing her
carefully. The proprietary, dehumanizing tone he used rang in her
head, summoning her animosity like a ball of cold fire, and with it
a wave of sick anxiety. He looked at her like he owned her. Which
he did, but it seemed wrong that anybody should be allowed to look
at another human being that way. She was an object to suffer under
his gaze, her feelings and thoughts irrelevant.

His fingers caressed the glass handle of the
broken decanter. "Come here," he said firmly. "And don't worry …
the glass is already cracked."

She glanced back at the door in confused
foreboding and backed away a step.

He leapt to his feet before she knew what
was happening and swung the decanter forcefully. It struck her full
in the back, propelling her into his desk.

"You embarrassed me tonight, SLAVE—" he
roared. With this he clouted her again; the splintered edge bit
into her flesh, her hips slamming into the desk. She squealed, and
then clamped down on her lips, spasming with pain.

I will NOT scream for him. I
will NOT give him the satisfaction—

"—in front of my
GUESTS—" he went on, punctuating it with
another blow; she grunted, squinting her eyes shut. "—Might as well
FINISH what you started—don't you think—those were very important
people—do you understand what they must THINK of me now—? Can’t
even control my fucking staff. Open your eyes, you little
shit."

She whimpered, her back pounding.
"Y—yes—"

He brought the decanter down in
a vicious arc; it connected with a splintering thud and shattered.
"Yes MASTER," he
snarled.

"Yes Master—!" she choked, covering her
head as fragments of glass rained down on the desk and the
floor.

He grabbed her hands, pinning them down.

She thrashed, recalling the
hearsay: Lord Telyra is a serial
rapist. His legs pressed against hers, the
warmth and weight of his body stifling and oppressive, the alcohol
acidic on his breath, his powerful chest heaving against her
back.

But after a moment she realized he wasn't
violating her. He was winded, his breath hot on her neck, but aside
from that he was motionless as a rock, containing her struggles.
She fell limp, a moan escaping her throat as the pain from his
blows still smarted in her back. She expected him to assault her
then, but he made no move. Instead, he squeezed her hand, drawing
his breath more slowly, his hair skimming against hers.

Eventually she stopped shaking and he let go
of her hands. There was a chill emptiness at her back as he rose
and stood aside.

"Get up," he said after a while, his voice
tired.

Ruefully, she obliged, clutching onto the
desk to steady herself, closing her eyes against the tears that
kept wanting to come. Why did she want to cry? Because it had hurt,
or because he’d held her, calmed her, and she hadn’t wanted him to
let go?

This is nothing. I’m not the first slave
he’s beaten.

Then do I want it to be
something? How can I? He’s the enemy.

"I'm stepping out. I'd like you to clean
that up—" he indicated the shards of glass on the floor as well as
the papers that had fallen. "I'll be back in half an hour. When I
return, I want to find these shelves cleaned, and this table as
well—mind the lamp, it's priceless—and my desk put back in some
semblance of order."

"You're not—you're not telling me to
leave—?"

"Obviously, girl. Do I need to repeat
myself?"

"No—" she said, reaching up to examine her
back.

"No Master," he corrected, slapping her
hand down.

"No ... Master."

"There's a closet down the hall to the left
with some rags in it." Lord Telyra strolled over to a small blue
couch beside the desk and withdrew a bundle of cloth, unfurling it
and flinging it over his shoulder. It draped to his ankles, a
standard military cloak. "Get to it—I'm sick of doing it," he spat,
and stalked out without looking back, his heavy footsteps fading
down the hall.

Julia sat alone for a moment on
the edge of the desk, listening to the patter of rain on the
windowsill. Didn't she want
to leave ...? She looked at her hand, red where
he'd slapped it, and traced the mark of his hand with hers, then
padded stiffly down the grey, silent hall until she found a small,
narrow door. Fetching a grimy rag off of a heap in one corner, she
returned to the study and closed the door behind her.

The small glowing sphere shed a soft, even
light across the room. Curiously she knelt down and touched it,
pulling back her hand instinctively—it wasn't hot. Gently, she
cupped her hands around it and lifted it from its narrow pedestal,
turning it this way and that, expecting it to flicker out like a
candle flame. It didn't.

Unwelcome thoughts were creeping into her
mind, nudging aside her better sensibilities—his voice, his
threats, his stare, his violence, she felt full of them—it was the
first time in her life anyone had taken more than a swipe at her.
But his absence—

No,
she wouldn't think of that.

Rising to her tiptoes, she examined a large
spherical black stone object inlaid with a grid work of lines in
gold and marked with illegible script. She rotated its surface
slowly in its wooden stand, cool and smooth against her hands,
countries and continents and territories drifting through her
fingers.

The bottom shelf was occupied by a large
square wooden board with a checkered pattern in black and white,
blue and red pieces lined up in ranks along each side. Kneeling in
the broken glass, she lifted one, squinting at the tiny engraved
stone features.

—His absence, yes, that was what had hurt
most of all. Her life, as empty and tedious and agonizing and
without hope as it had been—what had made it truly unbearable, had
been its utter meaninglessness. Day after day of serving a
figurehead, an idea. Which made his beating feel like—

She set the piece down
wretchedly, clutching at her upper back, feeling the pain resonate
again. No—she mustn’t think
it—

—a gift of mercy—

Fiercely, fighting to silence the
treacherous thoughts, she flipped open the dusty leather cover of a
large, aging book, scanning over the lines of tiny ink symbols,
trying to lose herself in their incomprehensibility.

—Oh please, gods, don't let
this night end—I can't bear to go back to the way things were—I
hate him but I can't bear it—

The door opened abruptly.

She leapt upright, one foot skidding across
the floor on a shard of broken glass. Lord Telyra stood in the
doorway, dripping with rain, marking with his impassive gaze the
telltale fragments still littering the floor, the dust coating the
shelves, the rag lying forgotten on the table.

Oh gods, what have I
done ...

He looked at her furiously.

"Master—has it already been half an hour—I'm
so sor—"

"Silence!" he said, "You will speak when spoken to."

"Y—"

"—Yes, Master,” he corrected before she
finished.

"Yes, Master."

He strode forward. "You haven't done an
ounce of work. Why? To displease me?"

"No—!" She looked away, embarrassed, and
then back at him defiantly. After running the gamut of rubbish
excuses through her head, twice, she hazarded on the truth.

"I was distracted, Master."

"By what?"

"Everything! I haven’t—" she broke
off, watching his hands warily.

"Yes?"

"I haven’t been in more than
eighteen—no, nineteen, rooms in my whole life! I've hardly ever been
outside. I've never seen these things—" she indicated the globe,
the books, the board with the tiny pieces, and the flameless lamp,
her voice wavering. "Ordinary, everyday things to you, I've never
seen them at all. I've never seen you! Do you know what it's like to be
able to count all the places you’ve been in your entire life
...?"

He seemed to weigh this for a moment, his
expression thoughtful, and then he swiped her hard across the face.
She stumbled backwards and fell on the floor, clutching her face in
her hands.

She could feel him looming over her like a
figment out of a dream or a nightmare, and it seemed that at any
moment—if he didn't hit her again—that like a dream or a nightmare
he would surely evaporate into another austere dawn, and she would
awake in her bed in the dormitory once more and drag her weary
limbs out of the cold sheets and off to another day of un-life.

"Slave. Look at me."

When she finally chanced it, she was
surprised to see a mild smile.

"Here are my rules—When you displease me ...
I will hit you. When you please me ... I will hit you. That time I
was pleased, slave."

"Pleased?”

"Learn to identify the difference. Over time
you will find that what is most pleasing to me is also what is
pleasing to you."

"I'm not some extension of you—"

"You are an object in my
household. You exist to serve me, and you will come to know your
nature and station in life. Speak only when spoken to. Always look
at me when you speak to me. Always
be honest—even, and especially—if you think I
won't like it. If I don't ... I will beat you. But if I find out
you've lied to me
... I will destroy you." He stopped again, a perplexed look coming
over him. "I want you to feel you can speak your mind to me—about
... anything."

"Yes ... Master," she glared.

"You will report to me, from now on, at six
o'clock of each evening, promptly, seven days a week. There is no
need for you to return to the kitchen. I am in need of an
assistant, of sorts. Someone I can tolerate being in here with me.
This is my private time, and I am very particular about my company.
Your curiosity I will indulge."

She gaped in surprise, the
scowl departing. "Just like that ... it's over?" she whispered. "The whole
bloody lot of it—?"

"Your life as you knew it? Yes, tentatively.
You’re still a slave."

"Will you teach me how to read?" she asked,
and bit her tongue.

"No," he said curtly.

"Why?"

"I will not over-indulge you. But you will
have freedom to roam the castle, and you can stop counting bloody
rooms. You'll soon see they're all about the same. You'll learn
about politics, and strategy, and other things as I see fit. If you
behave in a manner that pleases me, I may read to you, or bring you
along on an errand, or some other diversion ... After I hit you,"
he added.

"What makes you think I'd want to go
anywhere with you?"

"… You really are testing my patience,
aren't you? Look at it this way: you'll get to see the city a bit,
now and again. What makes you think I'd want to go anywhere with
you? Do have the graciousness to see when I am trying to do
something nice for you. In other words … grow the fuck up."

"... What am I to do?"

"Whatever I ask. There are chores that need
doing around the castle, and in here. I think you will find it a
relief compared to your present work. But do not labour under the
delusion you will find me one. Your life with me will not be easy;
likely you will soon decide that what would've been easy would’ve
been to remain in the kitchen and not question your station in life
as you so brazenly have. Your infractions, however slight, will be
met with punishment—you will come to know my fist very well."

“I don’t care.”

“About what exactly?”

… Oops. She hadn’t meant for that to come out sounding
apathetic.

“Punishment. I’m fine with this,” she
clarified.

“That may change.”

"What about the rest of my work?"

Lord Telyra raised his eyebrows. “I told
you, you will not go back to the kitchen.”

"Dorthelda makes me help her, since I sleep
with the housekeeping staff in their dormitory," she explained. “I
was redistributed when I was younger, but never moved out of the
dormitory. She finds it convenient to boss me around.”

He shrugged. "I really don’t give a shit.
It's up to you if you want to be found. Avoid Dorthelda
sufficiently, and you can do what you like. That's your only
question …?"

"No. I mean—yeah, for now. What about—" she
gestured at the mess. "Should I—"

"It's quite all right. You can deal with it
tomorrow. Get some sleep ... if you can."

She climbed to her feet, taking care not to
strain her back, and picked her way around the glass shards. She
felt like there was something else she ought to say, but she
couldn't think what it was.

"—Goodnight slave,” Lord Telyra said as she
passed him.

The word he'd called her hung on the air
between them like a tangible connection. She’d been called that
plenty of times, but it was the first time the word had meant
anything. An unexpected warmth stirred deep in her stomach.

She had always been property; she had always
been owned. But she had never belonged to anyone before.

"Goodnight—Goodnight, Master."

~~~

—"Psst, Julia, wake up!"

The ashen dawn filtered lethargically
through her lids, heavy and sticky with sleep. Through treacle
lashes she saw her bunkmate perched on the edge of the bed,
candlelight dusting her golden hair and reflecting dully off her
collar.

"Time is it ..." she whined.

"Five-thirty, slowpoke."

"… had the most vivid dream," she
murmured.

I dreamed I was alive. And
there was a man with fire in his hair and ice in his
eyes.

She rolled over onto her back and groaned in
surprise.

My gods.

It was real.

"It's time to get up. Or Dorthelda's gonna
come by and whack you. When did you come to bed, anyway ...? You
were really late last night."

It was real … and there was
blood on the sheets. He’d drawn it with his might, as he’d drawn
the word “Master” from her lips.

"Dorthelda doesn't know how to whack
anyone," she laughed.

"Hmm—??"

"Go ahead, Theresee. I'm gonna
go back to sleep."

Theresee’s jaw dropped at the blasphemous
pronouncement. "You can't do that. What're you, crazy? You can't go
back to sleep."

"Yeah I can."

"Can't. Sleep is something for other
people."

"Nope. I don't gotta work in
the kitchen no more. And Dorthelda en't gonna do nothin’, cause she
thinks Celian’ll do me worse if I’m late. Besides, I'm sure
he's told her."

"But then Celian will—what?"

"I don't work in the kitchen no more! Like I
said."

Theresee's blank expression didn’t
alter.

"Come on," she laughed at last. "That's a
good ruse."

"But it's true!"

"It can't be. Can you stop breathing?"

"I could but I'd die—"

"You can't stop breathin', and you can't
stop working in the kitchen. Fact of life."

"I can if the master says I can. I’m working
for him now. Directly."

"But that's horrible!" she gasped. "You
can't do that!"

Can’t.
The word that defined her existence.

"Can't?"

"You can't start sleeping in and cutting
work ... you can't serve him, Julia; he's our enemy. Don’t sell
yourself short—he's the reason we're here! Good gods, girl, the
only worth we got is to ourselves—and I know you got more self
respect than that—you're just scared. Whatever you did to bring
this on, I suggest you undo it … or kill him. Didn't we always say
we would if we could?"

She blinked, shame creeping up
her neck. "Why you think this was my idea?"

"I didn't. I just am sayin', the master
don't take an interest in nobody. 'Cept you all of a sudden. You
must'a done something. That's all there is to it."

Conflicting logic started a war in her
head.

Had she purposely manoeuvred out of the
kitchen and into his service?

She supposed she had.

He didn’t give me a choice
though. He just … told me.

But it wasn’t as if there hadn’t been some
kind of exchange. She’d invited all of it, pleaded for it, even if
she’d only done it inside her head. Wasn’t that a kind of
choice?

But Theresee’s right. I should kill him. I
can get close to him now. He deserves to die. For everything that’s
happened to both of us. What kind of a loser am I, trading in one
form of slavery for another?

Exhaustion won out. She pulled
the sheets up around her neck. "He's the reason I'm going back
to sleep; and it's
got its price."

Theresee's eyes narrowed, and she stood up
quickly.

"I'm going to work," she said quietly. "I'll
see you later."

Julia watched her leave, feeling stung and
strangely guilty. Turning over, she nestled more deeply into the
bedclothes, watching the twenty-odd linen slaves filing out like
ghosts.

That line seemed transitory and distant, now
that she was no longer in it. Yet yesterday it had been her whole
existence. Sometimes it had seemed that those five minutes in the
line to work every morning were her entire truncated reality, that
the rest was just a somnambulist nightmare.

Today it was ... done.

Indignation flared as she watched Theresee
disappear out the door with the rest. Shouldn't her friend be happy
for her? Sure he was degrading and he'd very nearly molested her,
but Lord Telyra had just taken her out of that line.

Her eyelids drooped shut, and she curled
into a ball, insofar as was possible, the raw pain of her beaten
muscles an embrace of fatigue. She thought of his hands pinning her
down, his body at her back, and imagined the pain was his arms
around her. She cried, the pillow cold and damp against her cheek.
This was wrong in every way.

She awakened only when the sun was high in
the sky and warm noon rays streamed in through the window, a rare
spot of real golden sunlight dancing and playing across the empty
beds. Daylight. It wasn’t something she’d seen a whole lot of in
her life.

Rolling over again, she went back to
sleep.

~~~

It was late in the afternoon when she
awakened again, yawning and stretching lazily. All the aches and
pains of daily fatigue had abated, and her eyes, usually burning
from sleep-deprivation, were wide and clear. Even the swelling in
her back could hardly staunch the overwhelming and unfamiliar
feeling of well-being.

Soon it would be six o’clock … and she’d see
him again.

This is
nothing, she reprimanded herself.
Nothing. You are nothing to him. Give it a week,
a month, and you’ll see that. He is playing with you. Even if he
doesn’t send you back, it’ll hardly matter when you see his
indifference every day.

But all the rational thinking in the world
could do nothing to extinguish her hope. It struck her with the
same force he had, beating down her cynicism, exposing her to
something terrifying, unknown, and unbearable … the possibility of
heartbreak.

She hummed as she skipped through the
corridors, taking the most roundabout routes through the castle.
There was so much to explore in the winding corridors and countless
rooms of the citadel, and it was the best way to avoid her former
bosses. Considering she’d spent her entire life inside these walls,
she’d seen an astoundingly small percentage of the stronghold.

"JULIA."

At the sound of her name she almost fell
flat on her face. At the far end of the hallway, Dorthelda was
standing on a narrow staircase landing in a shaft of daylight, her
mouth ajar in an expression of stunned fury.

"Julia, what are you DOING?
I've been looking for you ALL DAY. Are you skipping ...?"

She faltered, approaching the landing, and
then rallied. "I'm going to see the master."

Dorthelda's mouth gaped open again.

"It's nearly six o'clock," she added boldly,
glancing up at the failing square of light at the top of the
stairs, "and I’m gonna be late if I don't—"

"Ohh, you're not goin'
anywhere, young lady,
except back to the kitchen, and then down to the laundry! And then
you're going to stand in the corner for the rest of the
night!"

"I can't stand in the corner!"
protested Julia in horror. "If I am late—"

—he'll kill me, or oh gods,
send me back—

"Don't talk back to me or it'll be tomorrow
night too!"

"I'm not going
anywhere," she persisted,
setting a foot on the first stair, "except to see the—"

"Don't think you can pull a fast one on me,
girl!" Dorthelda interrupted, and cupping her hands, she swung them
vigorously over her ears.

Splitting pain, like Dorthelda had gored her
ears with apple corers. She yelped and staggered, the landing
spinning.

"What ... is going on here?"

Through listing agony, she became aware of a
tall, blue-clad figure blocking off the hallway.

"Lord Telyra!” she cried, attempting to
straighten, her face hot with embarrassment. Stumbling, she bent
over, helplessly clenching her ears with her hands.

Lord Telyra seemed to rise to his full
height, his eyes flicking between them. He pressed his hands
against the walls, his long arms outspread with a casual vanity,
seeming to span more space than he should have.

Show off, she thought, and then wondered who he was showing off
to.

"This slave is being entirely unreas—"
Dorthelda started, lowering her hands.

Her hearing was still muffled, but the pain
was already starting to diminish. It’d been at least a partial miss
this time.

"She told me I couldn't go see—" said Julia,
and flushed when he levelled his gaze at her. Something in his
stance made her uneasy.

He held up his hands. "Silence, please. You
first, Dorthelda."

"My Lord, this slave is
entirely out of line. And she is a liar! She dares to evoke your
name. She has shirked on her work all
day—"

"—But Mast—" whined Julia
dourly.

"—and when I finally found her
and came to collect her, she refused, and gave as her excuse that
she had your permission ...!"

"—Master—"

"See, she interrupts!" hollered Dorthelda.
"I've had enough of this! It's intolerable!"

"I thought this corridor was unused," Julia
mumbled, more to herself than either of them. "There's a foot of
dust on the floor.”

"You?” he inquired, turning on her. “Is that
what you have to say for yourself ...?"

"Master, she wouldn't let me come to you,
and it's—"

"—After six o'clock, that's
right. You're late."

"Thank
you, Master." She smirked at the
scandalized housekeeper. "See, I told you I was supposed to be
there! I'm not a
liar."

"My Lord!" sputtered Dorthelda. "I didn't
know! I'm so sorry, my Lord—"

"—Peace, Dorthelda.” Lord Telyra’s smile
seemed suddenly venomous. "Did the girl disobey you?"

Dorthelda fanned herself
angrily. "Yes. I asked her to help me and she told me she
wouldn't—and then she tried to skip off up the stairs ...
Skipping! The nerve;
really!"

"Girl," he said blackly, and
Julia had to fight not to avert her eyes— "I told you that you
could walk the halls, and I told you that I didn't care if
you showed up for
your housekeeping work; I believe my words were 'try not to be
found.' Yes?—I did not give you free reign to arbitrarily disobey
members of my staff and sow total anarchy."

"Master, she was gonna make me late—"

"—I don't want your excuses, girl. Go stand
against the wall."

"What ...?"

He waved impatiently. "You heard me. Walk
over there, and stand. Dorthelda—get out of my way."

"But that isn't
fair—" She stomped
across, then turned back and glared at him miserably.
Traitor.

"Face the other way, slave. Place your hands
against the wall."

"Why—?"

His lip twisted belligerently. Turning away,
she put her hands against the rough, cold stones, feeling very
exposed. Behind her, his boots echoed off the stone floor as he
paced from one spot to another.

Then she heard the jangle of his belt buckle
unclasping, and caught her breath. All her dread came hurtling
back. This was unknown territory.

"I'll just be going then—" Dorthelda
began.

"NO—You can stay and watch." He ran the belt
through his hands, the sound soft and menacing.

"What are you going to do?!” she wailed.
“You already beat me last night—"

He was
the one who had really broken the decanter, not her, and he was the
one that had chosen not to tell Dorthelda about the change in her
obligations.

"Unfair, isn’t it. Oh,
that’s right—I don’t give
a shit. Shut up.”

It seemed like an eternity before she heard
the first swish of the belt through the air and felt the cutting
crack against the flesh of her swollen, injured upper back. She
gritted her teeth, struck as much by his cruelty as his hand—he'd
aimed purposefully for the welt left by the decanter. The initial
sting was gone almost instantly, but it left a burn behind it, and
she could feel it radiating through the wound.

"Lord Telyra. She's bleeding."

He slapped her again, harder, and she moaned
involuntarily, biting her mouth, tasting blood.

"You know, girl ...” he said
conversationally, “I could use the other end.”

"Lord Telyra, she's just a girl!"

He paused. "So?" he said
sharply, his voice echoing. "You were the one boxing her ears just
now. Or did I not just see that ...? You were the one who got her
into this. Now watch the consequences of your cruelty, and if you
look away, perhaps I will take my hand to you next. Your hypocrisy
disgusts me. In fact, if I ever see you box another person’s ears
ever again, you’re done here. And I do mean done."

"You can't threaten me; I’m a freewoman,"
Dorthelda sniffed.

"You are my subject. What I’m doing is sane.
What you were doing is not.”

“My mother boxed my ears when I was
young.”

“Are you actually so stupid you don’t know
what that can do to a person?”

"How many times are you going to lash
her?"

"As many as it takes."

"For what—?"

“… Get out of here,” he
growled. “You stupid bitch.”

Without warning, he walloped her again, much
harder than before.

Julia clenched her face up against the wall
to smother her startled cry, curling her fingers into the crevices
between the stones.

"The next time I take my belt off behind
you, slave, it may not be to whip you …”

His whispered threat carried across the
space between them. Rage and humiliation welled up inside her,
tears cascading hotly down her cheeks. Was this all she’d achieved
in getting his attention?

I finally get out of that hellhole, only to
get raped?

The soft sound of his voice sliced into her
consciousness, an unshakeable command:

"Let it out."

She wept into the stones, shaking her head
vigorously.

"Let it out ..." he breathed.

He struck her again, and she broke away from
the wall enough to turn and look at him.

They were alone now. He stood watching her
coolly, his eyes on her back. She was glad that Dorthelda was gone,
leaving them their privacy, and sickened that she was glad of
it.

"I hate you—!" she snarled, hating even more
that it was becoming a lie with every blow.

“Turn back around!” he barked, drawing his
arm back.

She turned back to face the wall just in
time. The blow, like his voice, had amplified, and she heard her
own scream only after he tore it out of her, and with it, her
long-trapped rage.

He accelerated, grunting with exertion,
unsparing with his blows. Gradually she lost contact with her
surroundings, becoming numb to the texture of the wall, the
firmness of the floor, the chill draft through the window. Only the
pain seemed real, rolling in as if from far away, surging through a
sea of emptiness, sweeping in on tides of euphoria, opening up vast
spaces inside her. There was no point in fighting the screams
anymore, so she let them out, wishing he’d strike her even harder,
reckless of anything but the abuse of a lifetime and the belt
searing into her flesh like cleansing fire. Sobs shuddered through
her uncontrolled, and for the first time in her life, it didn’t
matter.

~~~

When she opened her eyes again, she was
kneeling on the hard stone floor, crying convulsively.

Lord Telyra stood very still a few feet away
by the ascent of the stairs, the belt held loosely in his hands.
She couldn't see his face in the gloom. Her back was damp with what
had to be blood.

A long time passed. When it seemed like she
had cried all she could and could cry no more, she looked up, empty
and exhausted. The night sky through the window was the brightest
patch in the corridor.

"Master," she whispered. "Lord Telyra—Have
we been here for hours?

He tossed the belt over his shoulder and
strode forward.

“It’s been a long time, yes. Are your ears
all right?”

She nodded. She had nearly forgotten about
Dorthelda, and only now noticed that her ears were still
ringing.

“Nobody is going to do that to you ever
again. Let’s clean you up.”

"I don't think I can stand ..."

"Take my arm," he said, kneeling down.

Slowly he raised her to her feet. Trembling,
she leaned into his chest, the belt buckle clinking between them.
Confusing feelings surged out of the emptiness and he took her hand
in his, running the leather through her fingers.

"That was … so degrading,” she whispered.
“Will it come back—?"

"Will what?"

"The rage," she asked shakingly.

Her master said nothing for a moment, the
muscles in his arm tensing against her, and then, quietly, "It
always does."

















IX: Hate is
Like Mortar

Two weeks later, she sat above the landing,
sniffing and wiping her eyes as she watched the colourless light of
afternoon track its path below into extinction. Every time she
thought it might be okay to get up and go on, another sob choked
her.

Lord Telyra, remarkably, had done nothing.
He was an imperfect gentleman, his bark much louder than his bite.
The work he gave her was tedious and mind-numbing, but
comparatively peaceful. He had hardly taken a hand to her, and when
he did, it was like he was purging her of the agony of her hopeless
life. But heartbreak had found its way in all the same.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind her.
Startled, she turned, covering her face when she saw who waited
silhouetted by the window, the light catching in his blood-red hair
and streaking it golden like a private sunset.

He stood behind her for a few seconds as she
snivelled. A draft blew in through the window.

"What's wrong, slave?" he asked at last, his
voice loud in the stairwell. "I thought I might find you here.
You're late—again."

"It's Theresee. Oh gods, I didn’t want you
to see me like this. That’s why I’m … late."

"Who's Theresee …? And why not, slave?"

"She's my—she was my—my best friend," she
explained between sobs. "She shares my bunk. She don't—she won't
talk to me no more. I didn’t want you to think I was … weak."

“You can’t hide from me—you’re mine.”

“I can … try,” she sniffled.

"Tears are not weakness. To hide is what is
weak. Why won’t she talk to you?"

"Because I'm … with
you now."

He stalked down the remaining steps.

"That is bold, slave. But go on."

"She's mad at me cause I don’t
work with her no more. But I can't, I can't do it cause it en't my
work to do, it never was, none of it ever was. It en't hers
neither, but I can't convince her of that. All she does is try to
tell me that I ought to be doin' it. I can’t believe she’s telling
me what to do. Her."

Lord Telyra laughed lightly.

"She says I'm a traitor. I don't understand.
We grew up together, we've slept in the same bed my whole life. I
haven’t done … a thing to her."

She flinched as he lowered himself beside
her.

"Is she older than you?"

"What's that got to do with anything?"

"Because I asked ...?"

"She's fourteen."

"And let me see ... she's not speaking to
you because I’m in your life now? Doesn't sound like much of a
friend to me. And hearing this may pain you … but I doubt she ever
was, considering firstly that I made this decision for you, and
secondly that had you made it yourself, it'd have made you no less
of a friend to her."

I’m in your life
now. Past those words, the rest hardly
registered. They filled her with the same exhilaration she felt
every time he touched her. It was intolerable, but Lord Telyra
being in her life apparently meant the world to her.

They were silent for a moment while he gazed
abstractedly into empty space. He rubbed his circlet absently as
though it were an itch, and then he caught her eye.

"What is it, slave …?"

"Master—"

"Yes?"

She took a deep breath, her whole heart on
the line. "I thought my whole life I hated you, that I wanted to
kill you. But I think I just wanted your attention.”

She braced for the inevitable reproach, then
felt his arm encircle her back, pressing gently against the bruises
he’d made, his hand coming to rest heavily on her shoulder. A
thrill ran down her spine.

"Then you are not completely repulsed by me
...?"

"You're not what I expected ..." she
conceded distractedly.

"What did you expect?"

"Well, I heard you was a soak—"

"I am."

"—and I thought you must be really ...
wasteful."

He tilted his head curiously.

"All I did all day was cook for you,” she
explained. “So I figured you'd be fat and stupid and waste lots of
money, to make up for what I thought would be ... inadequacy," she
finished, preparing for a slap in the face. “That you’d cover
yourself in pretty trinkets, like those people at the feast had,
bought with my blood, my sweat, my tears.”

When he didn't hit her, she
ploughed on. "I thought I needed to get out of here, at any cost,
out of this castle, out of this city ... out of this life. I got
nothing to look forward to. I didn't ask to be born into this. I
didn't ask to be a slave. I didn’t want this—I didn’t want
my whole life.”

She waited for him to acknowledge this, but
he said nothing. His hold on her shoulder hadn’t loosened.

“Before … I hadn’t seen more’n a corner of
the castle. They keep us penned up down there.” She snorted. “Well,
you know that. I thought … that the part I did see each day would
be the exception to the rule. The servants’ area. That the rest
would be shining, osten—what’s the word?”

“Ostentatious?” he supplied.

“Ostentatious. It’s all the
same though—economical. As you are. And I respect that. But the
thing is, there is waste here. Do you realize I've spent my entire
life cooking food for nobody?”

“For my staff,” he
corrected.

“Your staff ... which exists
only to maintain this place, even though it's practically empty;
it's like a well-oiled machine that does absolutely nothing, it
just keeps going on and on and on …! You
hold no court. The only people who live here are your servants. You
don’t need them. You don’t need me. I can’t blame you for the fact
I was born, but everything since has been your fault. And now … now
that I've met you, I ... I shouldn't be feeling this
way—"

How can I say this—I
am a
traitor—

"Go on," he whispered encouragingly.

"I … needed you. I needed my master, and
you weren't there! Now I realize I was never actually angry that
you owned me. I
was angry that you were never there for me. Do you have any idea
how earth shattering that is to me? To realize that? To admit
that?"

"Why didn't you come to me? Why didn't you
find me sooner …?"

"How could I? I'm just a kid!
You don't even know how it is down there, because you
don’t care.”

“—I don’t care because hardly
anyone else does. Yes, I mean your
peers. Why should I care about someone who doesn’t
have the guts to come and face me? Think about your friend—do you
think she’d ever consider it? Even now, knowing what she does—that
I pulled you out of the kitchen—she shuns you instead.”

“And would you help her?”

“I’d consider it. Can’t you see that?”

“For most of my life, I didn't
even know your NAME!" she yelled, her voice breaking up. "You were
just the master.
Not even my master. And I heard what you were like—what was I supposed to
do, go pound on your door? If I could'a found it? I was told never
to even look at my superiors. To talk to you, to seek you out,
to dare stand up
to you …? You do realize you are utterly terrifying to a
twelve-year-old, right? What would you have thought—”

"—Shhhh, it's over now—I'm here now—"

"I still hate you," she said, turning her
face away.

His fingers clenched her chin.
“Are you twelve
…?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know how old I
am.”

“You are now. The day we met. That’s your
birthday now.”

“I hate you,” she repeated.

"I know," he said, pulling her
toward him, "I know. I know what you’re fighting with, and that you are at all
is—"

He pressed her struggling head into his
shoulder. She resisted to protect her pride, grateful when he
clenched her head tighter. He gave a satisfied grunt when she
stopped fighting, and stroked her head, his clear, cold voice
resonating in his chest.

“Hate is like mortar. I’m talking about
hatred of life, not hatred of me, the kind of hate that fills you
so completely you sometimes think it was there before you. Once it
hardens, it takes hold—and it doesn’t take a lot of time—and when
it does, it has you forever.

“I was like you …” he went on, “I know what
it’s like not to get what you wanted. Believe this or not ... but
when I was around your age, I started to realize for the first time
that I was to inherit all of this and what that would mean. I had
other plans for my life. It has been nearly two decades since the
day life came crashing down on me—and nothing’s changed. That’s
longer than you’ve been alive."

She clenched her fists. “Life
never crashed down on me; I never had a life! Other people are
privileged to feel loss; it means they had something to lose in the
first place, like you did. The freewomen in the kitchen complain all day long about
the price of bread or their shitty hours, a relationship that en’t
working out, or a stupid leak in their roof. But they got bread.
And a home of their own. And a job, and free time; they don't
understand that with them it's always just one thing or another—not
everything. You can fix one
thing.

“They don't know what it's like
to get a whole existence you didn't want. They can compare their
bad times to their good times, but I have no good times, and I have
no future in view but utter futility. How can you fix a
lifetime? All I could
ever have realistically chosen to do is die. I haven’t been given
any other choices. They know nothing! NOTHING! And I
thought you would
be the worst of all of them—" She looked in his eyes, inches from
hers. "… No one looks at me. Do you know what it's like to have
someone look at
you when no one else does? Not through you, not past you, not at
your collar, at you."

He appeared to do a double-take, his lips
parting slightly.

" ... And I’m not supposed to
look at anybody either," she went on, "cause I'm lower than dirt.
No one above my station’s let me but you—" she broke off crying
again. “You look at me, and you want me to look at you.”

"No one looks at me either.
But, you are lower
than dirt—" he added in the vague tone of habit, and then stopped.
There was a soft rustle of bare feet on the landing below.
Startled, she peered down from their perch.

"Oh gods," she whispered, opening her mouth
to say something, but Theresee huffed loudly and stomped away.

"Was that her ...?” He laughed, squeezing
her shoulder. “What poor luck—"

Julia nodded mutely.

"I don't think you should come to this wing
of the castle to get away from people anymore,” he stated wryly.
“It doesn't seem to be working. Just hang out in my study if you
want to avoid people." He grinned.

“Don’t people bug you like, all the
time?”

“Yeah … but they don’t want to.”

“What if I bug you?”

“Then I’ll beat you until you leave.”

Running a finger through the dust, she
buried her face in his shoulder again, laughing mirthlessly. "That
was the last straw I'm sure ... I didn't tell her—"

"What?"

"This, I mean, I didn't know, and I
don't ... Master—I don't know what to think or feel anymore, about
anything. I don’t understand what this is."

"… Are you frightened?"

"What, of you ...? Not at the moment. Yeah
though. I am."

"Good," he said crisply. She looked up
sharply, and he returned her gaze seriously.

“You’ve killed lots of people, haven’t
you?”

“I have.”

“More’n a dozen?”

He laughed. “Lots more’n a dozen.”

“More’n fifty?”

He nodded. “Couple hundred, perhaps. I do
not count my kills.”

“… In battle? Is that where you
got this scar?” She reached up, but he didn’t push her hand away.
Instead he closed his eyes, and she ran her finger tremblingly
across his eyelid.

“Do you like it …?” she asked, tracing the
other fainter scars on his face. “Killing people?”

“Yes,” he breathed.

“Cause they were bad people?”

“No … many of them were. Some probably
weren’t. Some didn’t have a chance to become bad. But still … no,”
he murmured.

“Then why?”

“It makes me feel alive. I like the power …
the violence. When you end a person’s life … that is a very
intimate act.” He caught hold of her hand, opening his eyes, and
she shivered.

“What kind of person are you?”

“I’m a bad man,” he answered with a sadistic
smile.

"Is something wrong with me …?”

"Why?—Because you're starting to notice that
you're different from your peers? That the way you feel ... isn't
what they do?"

She nodded miserably.

"No, there's nothing
wrong with you. If you
were like them, do you think I'd be here with you now? Your
independence is worth many times their cowardice. It doesn’t take a
lot to revolt against me. Maybe to try to take my life—but not to
hate me in their hearts. They think that makes them strong, but it
doesn’t. It makes them common.”

"But I don't know why I want to
be with someone I hate," she countered. "Someone bad. I do hate you; I have to. You
abandoned me my whole life—and that you never knew it or bothered
to find out just makes me madder—and then you bloody beat me till I
thought I'd die. And you’re gonna do it again, ain’t you
…?”

“Beat you? Oh yes—And don’t exaggerate; it
doesn’t become you. Those times were for you, slave. You understand
that, right?”

She nodded.

“You probably won’t enjoy it when it’s for
me. It will be measured to my needs, not yours.”

“Will it heal …?”

“I am a careful man, even if I am a
vindictive one.”

“You’re a killer, and you done
… other things to people, and you’re not even apologetic. You
threatened to …” She paused self-consciously. Just say it. “… rape me. I'm supposed
to want to get away from you; you're supposed to repulse me. But these
past couple weeks, you’ve been …” She shrugged. “I
want to serve you. It’s
insufferable. I’m not supposed to want to please you. I can't let
myself feel these things—"

Lord Telyra reached for her
chin again, the light from the window glinting in his eyes like the
sun through ice-water. "I'm your master, girl. If you crave my
attention—you desire my mastery. If you’re prepared to claw your
way through your hatred, I’m here for you. Let me give you
permission to feel and think on your own. You don’t need to define
yourself by the standards of other people, people who make you feel
shame for who you are. Or by your fears, your pains, your past.
They're not your master—I am. I want nothing to do with them—not
these other people and not your fears. You're the one sitting here
with me now. You.”

~~~

Times had changed.

But before Lord Telyra had taken her in
hand, there had been nothing worth remembering. Surely, somewhere
in his cold, cold heart, he remembered too.

And now he needed her, as she had needed
him. That too had been a situation of life and death. Another year
or two without him, and …

Perhaps that wasn’t a very good reason for
saving someone. But it was fair. At least if she did this, she
would no longer feel she owed him something. The debt would be
square.

Thomas had left the door ajar, and as she
marched up the dungeon steps, she could hear the sounds of
quarrelling from down the corridor. Following the voices, she
emerged into the foyer. A bracing gale blew in through the open
doors, rattling the beams and steeped with rain. Small puddles
stood out on the flagstones, rippling with firelight from the
hearth and chandeliers.

Thomas was there arguing with Dorthelda.
Also in the circle were Celian and Geoffrey, as well as a handful
of other people she’d never spoken to.

"Well then," announced Thomas, "if it en't
the illiterate secretary. Come to see that no one was having you
on—?"

Ten pairs of eyes turned on her. Julia
glared from one to the next, then nodded dumbly.

"I guess not," she muttered.

"Are you going out then ...?"

Beyond those doors and across the yard the
city waited: a sprawling mass of cobbles and mortar and numberless
dark streets and alleys. She shivered.

"I don't know where to find him in
that maze. You do realize I don’t know my way around? This is
insane. It isn’t even legal for me to go out there. You know
that."

"Well, Dorthelda thinks perhaps he’s busy
with his own affairs, and interfering would be unwise—" started one
of the men.

"Oh honestly, Julia,” interrupted Celian.
“We know he’s probably in trouble. We don't want to find him. He's
a monster.”

Julia gawked at her, thunderstruck but
unsurprised.

“What?” the cook retorted. “He is. You’re
the only one here who cares what happens to him.”

"But you work for him,”
retorted Julia. “You're not a slave like me; he pays you. You
entered into an agreement with him, by choice—it was your
choice. Now you're
saying—"

"That agreement doesn't include rescuing him
from his own idiocy," pointed out Thomas. "He’s probably out
getting wasted, but if he's captured or dying, the drunken bastard
has it coming.”

“He said he was coming home tonight.”

“Why? You two have plans—?” He sniggered. “A
fun evening of dinner, champagne and domestic violence?”

“Thomas, that’s enough—” cut in
Dorthelda.

“Oh, I’m sorry! Was it
something special …? Were you finally going to stroke that hard-on he gets every
time he clobbers the shit out of you?”

Rage searing from her feet to the crown of
her head, she launched at him. Dorthelda caught her under the
arms.

“Thomas!” Dorthelda shouted. “Enough!”

“But just send
someone else,” Julia
begged, turning to face her. “Rizaq or Gulthor—why won’t you send
for them."

“We already told you. We
don’t want him to
come back.”

"Dorthelda—" she stammered desperately. "You
been with the lord for ... how many years now?"

"Thirty-five."

"How can you?" she demanded. "He's a
person for gods' sakes. You've known him since he was a child,
Dorthelda. I don’t know what’s more hypocritical, that you won’t
lift a finger to save a man you’ve worked for for thirty-five
years, or that you’ve worked for a man you respect so little for so
long!”

"This is just a
job,” put in the man
who’d spoken earlier. “I guess you wouldn’t know what that means.
Pay the bills, feed the missus. It isn’t personal.”

“He put his life on the line
for you yesterday!” she hollered, her temperature rising. “Where’s
your job gonna be if he dies? You should be ashamed, you cowards! I
can't believe this—he was ready to die to defend you. For you and your
stupid gods-damned war!”

"It’s your fault, Julia,” said Thomas. “If
anyone should do anything, it’s you.”

"How in gods' names is
this my fault?”

"You provoked him this morning.”

“I didn’t injure him. He
injured himself. I
got the doctor! He made the stupid decision to go out.”

“Blaming you isn’t
our twisted logic; it’s
his. It’s how he's bound to see it, because it’s how he looks at
everything. He’ll say you pushed him to the edge.”

"You're gonna lose your jobs over
this—!"

"Julia," said Celian amid unhappy murmurs,
"… Listen to me. He's a foul man. He really is; he’s sick. And
we're sick of him. He’s completely unstable. If he dies out there,
it’d almost be a relief. You of all people here should understand
that. How much longer do you think you’re going to survive his
rage? Just let him go!”

“Do you want me to go or not?”

“Not.”

“—Go,” put in Thomas
simultaneously. “Somebody has to; we’ve been over this. We
do want her to go. We
just don’t want him to come back.”

"So … let me see if I’ve got
this insanity straight. You’re too scared of him not to do
something. Because gods
forbid he does need help and manages to make it back here alive in
spite of you only to discover you abandoned him to die. But you’re
going to make the most pitiful attempt you possibly can by sending
me. Got your bases covered both ways, huh? Blameless.”

Celian threw up her arms.
“Damnit Julia. We're giving you the option to do something. Because we
know you care what happens to him. No one had to do this. We
could've just left you down there without your say. The only reason
we’re letting you do this is as a kindness to you. Not
him."

Julia pressed her lips
together, fighting to suppress her ire. "That’s bullshit.
When I come back, with
Lord Telyra in tow—you're gonna be in a lot of trouble. So … here's how
things are gonna work. You're gonna get me a horse from the
stables, a good one. And then you're gonna point me toward the
nearest gate—and when I return with Lord Telyra, if he’s incapacitated, I'm gonna go
right back downstairs. And you
ain’t gonna tell him nothin’ when he wakes—and
neither am I." She smiled sweetly. "I won't tell him how you stood
here and did nothing, how you forced me to go out there and find
him, how you deliberately refused to call in his men. And maybe
you'll get to keep your jobs, and your heads. And if he’s cogent?
Or absolutely fine? I still won’t sell you out, not even then. I’ll
tell him you had a plan and I refused to wait. He'll beat me up,
and that'll be that."

"Beat you up?” scoffed Thomas.
“He’s talking about killing
you.”

"—There's gonna be some changes around here.
Y'all are gonna leave me alone from now on. I won't be harassed. No
one will tell me to work, no one will order me around, no one will
look at me, talk to me, or touch me without my consent. No one is
gonna fuck up my orders in the kitchen anymore, and no one is gonna
sell me out to watch me bleed. If anybody does, I’m gonna rat out
every last one of you."

For a moment, there was no sound but the
crackling of logs in the fireplace and the wind whistling through
the doors. Then Thomas laughed, splitting the stunned silence.

"You're bluffing," he said
calmly. "You know, you can be a real bitch. Things aren't like they
were anymore, are they ...? Something broke between you and the
lord somewhere along the line. There’s no trust between you—hell, I
think he hates you. You can say whatever the hell you want about
us; he’s not going to believe you. He’s not going to thank you for
interfering, he’s going to accuse you of running. You really want
to blackmail us? Should’ve fucking left you to rot down there. And
that’s exactly what we’ll do if you try to sell us out. You can rot in the ground,
when that insane motherfucker finishes you. Fuck, you’re
annoying."

Julia’s blood ran cold. She opened her
mouth, stammering through a cloud of black depression, knowing even
then she’d just lost the upper hand. Her hesitation alone had cost
her.

"He'll believe me," she managed at last,
"he’ll do that much ... whatever he thinks of me now," she finished
in a shattered whisper.

The circle was starting to break up around
the edges, the servants whispering to each other and laughing
dismissively.

"Well, let's get you that horse—" started
Dorthelda pityingly.

"If I don't get what I want, I'm gonna tell
him everything,” she snarled. “Bet on it."

"We all have no doubt of that. But kindly
keep in mind what Thomas said is true. You’re betting your life
that Lord Telyra’s in danger. If he isn’t, we are the only ones who
can protect you from his wrath. Even if he is, we’re probably still
the only ones who can protect you from his wrath. Consider what he
did to you this morning.”

“Bullshit.”

Shaking her head, Dorthelda stormed away
toward the double-doors. When she reached them, she turned back,
waving her arm impatiently. "... Well, come along now."

Julia levelled Thomas with crestfallen eyes.
"Fuck you.”

The footman said nothing, pivoting on his
heel, and strolled away.

Pausing on the doorstep beside the
housekeeper, she felt the puddle of rainwater cold under her bare
feet. She breathed in the crisp night air, electric with ozone, and
plunged into the downpour.

Hurrying on ahead, Dorthelda covered her
head against the barraging rain. Julia scampered through the muddy
grass, fighting to keep up, slowed by aches and pains. They headed
across the lawn toward a small wooden building, a blot of shadow in
the night. Beyond it stretched the wall of the castle ward, almost
invisible behind the black rainfall.

Dorthelda entered the long barn through a
high doorway and Julia ducked gratefully under the sheltering
eaves. The musty smell of horse was potent in the darkness,
intermixed with the warm, dry scent of the hay prickling under her
feet.

"Jared," called Dorthelda.

A torch bloomed at the far end of the loft
and a sleepy face poked itself over the rail. "I say, at this hour
of night—"

"Julia here requires a horse, as quick as
you may."

"A fast one," added Julia.

Groggily, he stretched, running his hands
through his dark curls. Then he started down the ladder, groaning.
"Okay, I’ll get you set up—"

"Well, good luck.” Dorthelda disappeared
into the rain before Julia could stop her.

When she turned back to the stableboy, he
stared.

"What?" she demanded.

"You're a slave."

"Obviously. Look, please hurry up. I'm in a
terrible rush. It’s a matter of life and death.”

He frowned. "You're too small for most of
the horses. Hang on ..."

He stalked up and down the rows, peering in
at the slumbering equine faces.

“Lord Telyra’s life?” he inquired
abruptly.

“Yeah,” she blinked. “How did you know?”

“He never brought Seleda in tonight ...
Nearly broke my legs when I was younger. The horse, I mean."

She snickered.

“You know he brings that horse in every
night and grooms her and feeds her himself? Never asks me to do it.
Good thing too, cause I can hardly control her. He loves that
animal. Never uses a crop on her.”

“Interestingly enough,” she said, fighting
not to laugh, “I managed to ascertain that for myself.”

"This one oughta' do ya."

Opening one of the stall doors, he waved her
back.

When he emerged, he was eclipsed by a shadow
of flesh and muscle, beautiful, secretive and powerful. Robust
flanks shined in the torchlight like etched glass, large dark eyes
twin orbs of polished obsidian in an elegantly carved glossy ebony
face.

Though the horse was much smaller than
Seleda, it suddenly seemed tremendous. It was hard to tell in the
darkness of the barn where the beast’s body ended and the shadows
began. It was surveying her quite calmly out of its unfathomable
glass-orb eyes, but it was still an animal, and it occurred to her
quite suddenly that her brilliant plan was not so brilliant.

"What's the matter?"

"It's a bloody lot bigger than I am,” she
said, backing up.

"Smallest one here that en’t a pony.”

"... I never rode a horse before,” she said
uneasily. “I don’t have the faintest idea what to do.”

"Well." He disappeared through a small door
at the rear. Sounds of careless rummaging emerged, followed by his
voice. "It's really not that hard. You'll see." Returning with a
saddle and harness under his arm, he drew up to the animal,
whispering in its ear.

"Come on," he encouraged her, securing the
harness. "Give him a pat.”

Julia raised a timid hand to stroke the
warm, silky hide, smiling nervously. Large, curious eyes turned
backward to study her.

Probably sizing me up. This is
such a bad idea …

"So it's quite simple. You just ... pull the
left rein toward your hip if you wanna go left and press a bit with
your left leg, the reverse to go right. If you wanna stop, you just
pull back on both the reins. He'll probably try to eat along the
way, if you're gettin' out of the city. If that's the case, don't
let 'im start, or you'll never see the end of it."

“How do you get him to go?"

"A little kick on both sides, or even just
press with your thighs. No need to overdo it. Right then, you're
all set. Here's the stirrup. You just wanna use it like a step and
swing your leg up and around—"

With some trouble, she managed to hoist
herself up. “Oof,” she grunted, slumping inelegantly into the
saddle.

"What's wrong?"

“I can't reach the stirrups. Am I gonna fall
off?"

"No," he laughed, kneeling down to adjust
them. "You're sittin' a bit unlady-like, and you don’t got the
footwear, but you should be all right. What're you so worried
about?"

She shrugged, eyeing her new mount
dubiously. The black stallion returned her doubts with a
glittering, impenetrable stare.

"Do you know the way to the nearest
gate?"

"Sure. Just head out the drawbridge there,
and take a left at the first major thoroughfare. When you get to
Glory Way—"

"Can’t read."

"Okay ... well, just don't take any minor
turns. Wait till you hit the next major intersection. And then take
a left. Were it daylight you'd see the gate; as it is, you should
see torches along the top of the wall. Oh … and by the way, a
canter is rougher than a trot, but a gallop is smoother than a
canter."

"Okay. Thank you.”

"You're welcome. I'm a get some sleep—just
holler when you get back in, if the sound of the horse don't wake
me first, 'k?"

"Thanks again. Um, how do I turn—?"

"Just pull on the left one."

The stallion trotted in an awkward circle,
approaching the door. She stared out into the night, the cold rain
striking her face. Now or never. She’d have to do it
eventually.

"Gotta kick him—that's it—!"

His voice died out under the clop of hooves,
the abrupt surge in momentum throwing her backwards, the saddle
knocking into her thighs.

Stifling a scream, she yanked back on the
reins. The stallion halted so suddenly that she was thrown forward
again. It took a full minute of scrambling and clinging to convince
herself that she was still in the saddle and not falling to the
ground.

Gods, I can’t believe I’m
doing this. This is insane. If Master doesn’t kill me, this horse
is gonna do it for him.

Gently, she squeezed her thighs together,
pulling clumsily on the rein until the stallion eased onto the
cement path, his dark body melting into shadow. Behind her, the
castle lights were like windows in the sky. Approaching the
drawbridge, the waters of the moat were swollen, their rushing
chaos filling her ears.

She had left these walls maybe a dozen
times, always at Master’s side. She wouldn't have dared to run from
him, but now she had a horse, and she was alone. She also had a
collar, but as Kalorn had pointed out, that wasn’t insurmountable.
Those first twelve years—and not a few times since—she’d have given
anything to brush this close to freedom.

The stallion's hoof beats drummed a hollow
cadence as she cantered across the bridge, through the outer gate,
and out into the city, turning into the deserted street.

The dark facades of offices, closed stores,
thatched houses and public buildings floated past and drifted out
of sight. Here and there an island of light held fast in the
flooded boulevard, the cobbles glistening below like the bed of a
nocturnal river. Silhouettes danced within and snatches of
laughter, rage or passion echoed out into the night. A cloud of
drizzle blew into her face, dark shapes churning mysteriously in
the heavens. She remembered what the stableboy had said about a
smoother ride, and spurred the horse into a gallop, splashing
through puddles and veering around potholes, the rain pelting into
her skin like freezing needles.

Eventually she reached a large public
square, hemmed in by empty market stalls and shuttered shops. Tiny
motes of torchlight flickered in the distance, forming a line
across the fog-drenched sky. Only a few late night stragglers still
skirted along the roadside on their solitary business, shielding
themselves against the rain with cloaks pulled high over their
heads.

A vast outline coalesced out of the sky,
taking on the form of wood against stone, stone against night—the
east gate of Talystasia. Faceless black blobs marched lonely paces
on high, the torchlight shining dully off their armour and
crossbows.

There was a small guardhouse in the base of
the wall. Inside a lone guardsman sat reading a book by the light
of several candles and a sputtering torch on a pole. Dropping his
book as she pulled up, he raised a pair of shaggy eyebrows
querulously.

"Can I—" the guard trailed off, glancing at
her collar. "Are you lost? Where's your master?"

"No. I'm not lost. Master is. Open the gate
please, I need to get out."

"I can't do that."

"Did Lord Telyra ride out this way this
evening?"

"I wasn't on shift ..." he started. "Lord
Telyra's your—?"

"Yes, check the log!"

"Why?"

"Why? ... I need to know if he came
back. He's hurt, and I think he needs help. Dorthelda sent me," she
added, "If that helps. Lord Telyra’s head housekeeper."

"I don't know that person. Do you have some
sort of letter?"

"No, I don't have a letter ... but this is a
matter of—"

"I can't let you through, sorry. No letter,
no permission, couldn't be held to blame if you’re a runaway,
particularly if you’re Lord Telyra’s."

"You can't afford to be held to
blame if Master needs my help and you prevented it! Please, just check the logs at
least?"

"Fine. If you’ll leave me in peace. Let's
see, it says here ..." His eyes trailed over the small ledger on
the wall beside his desk and then widened.

"You said … you said you think he went out
and didn't come back?"

She nodded fiercely.

"You were right."

"Thank you! So let me through?"

"... I still can't do that. I need to hold
you here."

"But I’m not tryin' to escape!
Honestly.”

"I'm going to have to have someone escort
you home. I’m sorry. You're outside of your household alone,
without a sealed letter."

"Then call the city guard. Do
it! I don't want to look for him on my own! And don't you dare try to send me
home, or I will run. If you could just get a message to someone I know ... try
Lieutenant Gulthor, he'd know me ... Please," she pleaded.

There was a sound of hooves behind them, and
a soldier on a large roan horse pulled into view, a spear and
helmet latched to his saddle. Chain mail glittered and clinked from
under his soaked cloak. "... Let her through!” the newcomer shouted
in a baritone bellow. “And for gods' sakes man, let me through
too."

His skin was the colour of aged copper, his
black curls slick with rain, his dark eyes flashing with
impatience. He shifted in his saddle as if he couldn’t stand to sit
still.

"Who're you?" she asked in bewildered
gratitude. "Where'd you come from?"

"… Cyril Rizaq," he said breathlessly. "I
heard the argument and came over to see what was going on."

There was a look of slender, almost feminine
grace and adolescence about him, but she was certain the look of
youth was deceptive. A hardened sorrow lurked behind his eyes.

"Master’s friend Rizaq?"

"I think I know you—Julia?"

She nodded emphatically.

Rizaq turned back to the gate guard. “Send
for more help please. This is ridiculous.”

Grunting, the guardsman threw down his
ledger and cranked a lever in the floor. With a shuddering grind
and a trumpeting groan, the great gates creaked open.

"Where'd you get the horse?" the general
shouted above the noise.

She cringed. "Blackmail ...? Failed
blackmail?"

Rizaq blinked and then started to laugh.

"The path down the mountainside branches in
two. At the fork, you take a right and I'll take a left. Stay
alert, as we don't know what we're dealing with. But I don't think
he's been captured. Nobody’s asked for ransom, and nobody’s sent us
his head. He could've come back in through another gate, but I say
we don't give up till we hit the base of the hill. By the time
we've done that the other gates should have been alerted."

"Why are you helping me ...?"

"Because you're trying to help the lord.
Anyone with a brain can see that—ride."

Rizaq kicked his horse in the haunches and
vanished. Julia followed his lead and sprang through the gap. The
rumbling of the city gate lapsed into silence, the black outlines
of trees a ribcage against the sky.

Moments later, the fork that Rizaq had
indicated materialized out of the blackness. The forest zoomed
toward her in patches of dark and darker. Her stomach in her
throat, she pulled desperately on the reins, yelling lest they
plunge down the muddy mountain path and into oblivion.

The stallion came to another violent halt,
snorting and tossing his mane.

Again she found herself panting, struggling
to get a hold on her shaky nerves, adrenaline buzzing through her
like a static charge.

The horse had already buried his nose in a
stand of plants along the path.

Tugging on the reins, she urged him on,
steering painstakingly around patches of mud and trotting
delicately over rocks and sprawling, gnarled roots. The rain had
slowed to a drizzle, and the chilly breeze carried the scent of
loam and fallen leaves, damp dirt and decaying matter. Overhead,
translucent leaves glowed the faintest fluttering grey, permitting
only the dimmest rays of light to pass through to the forest
floor.

Reaching out, she pushed aside an intruding
branch. The twig she touched snapped, and with a sharp intake of
breath, she filled her nostrils with the thick, bitter smell of
resin.

There were parks in the city. Lord Telyra
had brought her to them on a few occasions, but they didn’t
compare, not even remotely. Grazing her fingertips from trunk to
trunk, she relished a world of sensation, exploring every surface.
The rough bark was damp with rain and sticky with sap; moss dangled
down from above, glowing softly like angels’ hair. Night birds
trilled from tree to tree, serenading the forest with their
lonesome arias.

Sometimes she forgot the world outside
wasn’t just pictures in a book.

It was right here, not ten minutes from the
castle gate. There’d been no particular danger over the past few
years, so why hadn’t he ever brought her with him on any of his
rides?

“Bastard,” she muttered, and then choked,
covering her mouth to contain a scream.

A dark shape was catapulting up the
hillside, making a beeline directly for her. Before she even had
time to gather her wits, the horse shot into the trees. Screaming,
she yanked on the reins, covering her head. In frozen terror,
clinging to his neck, she waited until the shape on the path drew
to a halt. Then out of the dappled shadows emerged a familiar
equine face.

"Seleda! Oh thank gods—"

Her mount whinnied, stepping out tentatively
from the trees.

She waited until the tremendous mare had
trotted up and circled them twice before she reached out to pat her
neck. Seleda nickered in recognition, and then trotted back down
the path. After a few yards she stopped and turned her head. Julia
squeezed with her thighs and followed.

Ahead, the path widened. After what seemed
an interminable time following the dark silhouette through the
creaking, rustling blackness of the trees, Seleda snorted and
turned off the path with a crackle of bramble.

Julia wove between the trunks and dismounted
when the brushwood became too dense, leading her mount by hand. The
monstrous red warhorse ambled deeper into the undergrowth with a
strangled, pathetic whinny.

"Oh somebody please, please listen if you're
there, don't let him be dead. Don't let him—"

They emerged into a clearing; a crumpled
body lay in its center.

"Master!" she shrieked, running to him.
Kneeling, she shook him, running her hand through his hair and down
his blanched cheek. "Master, wake up, please, wake up, don't be
dead, Master—"

Lord Telyra's lips cracked open, and he
groaned weakly. "I'm not ... dead, you little ... you—" his eyes
flicked open in surprise. "What are you doing here—? Is this a
dream?"

“Oh my gods, thank gods—!” She flung her
arms around him with a ferocity that surprised her. He winced.

"—Where are you bleeding?” she gasped,
pulling away. “Did I hurt you? Oh—" She tore a strip of fabric from
his cloak, lifting up his arm and wrapping it around his shoulder
blade.

"My leg—my thigh, can you—"

He lifted his leg, just barely. She tore
another strip, feeling the damp blood through his trousers.

"There's a ... pamphlet of some sort a
couple feet to my left. See it ...?"

She nodded, picking it up. "What is it?"

"A calling card ... I think. Put it ... in
my saddlebag. Didn't ... answer my question."

"I'm here to rescue you!”

"... Can see that ...
how ...? Why
you?"

"I'll tell you later. Master, you need to
get up. I'll help you, can you—" She slipped her arm under his,
trying to reach beneath his torso.

"What’d I tell you … about
telling me what I need … you ..." he looked up at her feverishly,
"... disobeyed me again, left your room, eluded my staff, stole a
horse from my stables, left the grounds and escaped the city ... to find
me?"

"Master, you have to—" she started, and
broke off, frightened of him even as he lay helpless. “Yes, I did.
More or less.”

"... That's the best thing I ever heard,” he
groaned. Then his head fell back and his eyes flickered closed, his
arms going limp in hers.

"Bloody hell!" she yelled. "Fuck, fuck, fuck
..." Frantically she searched the clearing for something that could
help with the impossible task of lifting him off the ground.

"Seleda. You've got to ..."

Gently, she took the mare's reins in her
trembling hands, and motioned her toward Lord Telyra. "… Please,
you've got to lay down by him ..."

The mare's bloodshot eyes stared blankly
back into hers.

Julia knelt down on the ground beside him
and tugged downwards on the reins. Grabbing him under the
shoulders, she looked back into Seleda's eye pleadingly. "Please
understand, please, please ... lay down …"

Seleda wrenched her head away, the reins
slipping out of her grasp. She circled around Lord Telyra’s body,
then haltingly sank down into the mud.

"Thank you!"
Julia dug her arms into the muck under his back
and heaved for all she was worth.

Slowly, his body rolled up against the
mare's back. She crawled against him and clawed underneath,
leveraging her whole weight, her back screaming with exertion as
she hoisted his torso over the saddle. When she was done, she fell
over backwards and collapsed in the mud, panting for breath.

A long black nose prodded her in the
forehead. Dragging herself upright, she set one slippery foot in
the stirrup and slung herself up, sagging forward exhaustedly. Then
she started the long journey back through the muddy woods, Seleda’s
reins held loosely in her other hand.

~~~

"You should know that you probably saved the
lord's life," Kalorn stated an hour later as Lord Telyra was loaded
onto a stretcher in the castle. "He might've made it a few more
hours, but he probably wouldn't have survived the night."

Julia covered her mouth, mortified, but
nodded. "Thank you," she whispered. "I think I'll go back to my
room."

Kalorn shuffled off with the stretcher,
yawning and shouting orders to his attendants.

She turned back to Rizaq, who stood by her
side, his face creased with concern. His eyes, however, were
clouded with wrath.

"I'm going to stay with him,” the general
said.

"Look, please don't tell him anything—if he
doesn't remember anything when he wakes up—"

Rizaq shook his head firmly, putting a hand
on her shoulder. He stood only half a foot taller than her. In this
light though, there was no longer any mistaking his middle
years.

"I can't do that. He has a right to know
what happened here tonight. Both what they did—" He shot a scathing
look at the cluster of staff huddled by the fireplace, “—and what
you did.”

"He already knows they don’t give a damn
about him.”

"Why are you trying to cover for them? They
could have killed him. It’s hard to lob an accusation of treason
against them for simply not doing something, but I should’ve heard
about this from a castle watchman or courier, not from you. Every
guard who works inside these walls is going to be discharged.
Possibly jailed. The rest, these civvies … I’d kill them myself if
I could. It’s a shame he’s outlawed capital punishment."

“What’d they tell you?”

“They told me … they were working on it.
That was their excuse. The way you told it, they’d just as soon
you’d put a knife in his heart.”

She wasn’t sure why she’d told Rizaq at all.
Heading out tonight, she’d been determined to keep the details to
herself. Returning with Master unconscious on Seleda’s back, she’d
been so furious she could scarcely contain her tears. There were
the staff beside the fire, giving her the evil eye … but beside the
doors was Rizaq, waiting with Kalorn at his side. She’d run to him
and bawled out the whole thing.

"I ... threatened them," she explained
slowly. "You don't know how they treat me. I told them they could
take credit for his rescue if they leave me alone. And that
otherwise, I’d tell him what they did."

"Lord Telyra has a right to
know how they treated him, even if
he'd have seen it coming. You're going to have to
find another way to deal with your problems ..."

"But he’s one of my problems.
He said he'd kill me if I left my room, and I left the
city. I broke practically
every slave law in Talystasia."

Rizaq burst into laughter. "Lord Telyra
isn't going to kill you.”

“Look at me.” She gestured at her swollen
face, feeling pitiful. “He did this. He did this to me, and I
rescued him.”

“Who’s he going to bitch about all the damn
day if he doesn’t have you?”

She flushed.

“No, you should be flattered.
He wouldn’t be so critical if you didn’t mean the world to him. You
think he bitches about them
all day? He doesn’t care about them.”

“Oh, general … How is it that Lord Telyra is
even still in power?”

“Hmm?”

“He’s unpopular. He’s always been disliked.
But tonight … I saw it like I’ve never seen it before. Attacked by
one enemy, left for dead by the rest. Why hasn’t somebody
assassinated him? Is it really out of fear? He’s just one man. All
it would take is a mob to finish him. I’m frightened for him.”

“There are several reasons. The core of the
military is loyal to him—that’s one. Andreas provides for
people—and that’s another. He’s done a lot of favours without
making a fuss. But the biggest deterrent? He’s the last Telyra. And
when the last Telyra is dead …” He shrugged. “Imagine falling off a
cliff you’ve been hovering at the edge of for hundreds of years. No
one knows what it will mean. For all this city has been torn apart
by conflict, it has also been defined by that division.” He
hesitated. “By the way … sorry to bring this up if you’d rather not
talk about it … but his penchant for violence … It has gotten worse
over the years hasn't it? More brutal, less precise, less
provocation needed to set him off?"

"Yeah ...! I thought it was my fault—" she
drifted off questioningly. “Things have degraded. Please don’t tell
him I said this …” She broke off again.

“I knew he slapped you around, but the
extent of it …” He shrugged. “I don’t mean to be insensitive. He
treated it as a casual thing. Hell, he and I have brawled when
we’ve lost our tempers. We’ve given each other more than a few
black eyes. How bad is it?”

She tried to think of something to say. This
man, like so many others, would likely perceive no wrong-doing in
her master’s actions. As Lord Telyra himself had so unemotionally
observed, abuse was something that happened to people, not
property.

“It used to be.”

“… Casual?”

“No, there was nothing casual about
it—that’s not what I meant. He was careful. He used to be careful.
Well … mostly.”

“And now?”

“Bad. It’s become bad. Now it is casual.
Casual, careless and cruel.”

“It’s not your fault. Or not entirely.
Whatever you may have said or done to piss him off, trust me, it's
only half of it. Have courage with him if you can; he's a good man,
one of the best I know. I reckon he's right proud of you, and proud
to call you his friend.”

She wanted to tell him that
Lord Telyra had long ago turned his back on her, that he was
not a good man, but she
couldn’t bring herself to do it. His love for his friend might be
blind, but it was touchingly sincere. And tonight, when it was so
clear to her how deeply despised Lord Telyra truly was, she
couldn’t spoil it.

“Why did you ask …?” she inquired
instead.

“… Has he ever really been
straight with you about his life here in this city? … You know by
now I'm sure, that he never wanted anything to do with
it."

"He told me that; almost as soon as I met
him, actually."

"—And the fighting too. He
loathes the fighting. Well, that's not quite right; he gets off on
the killing, but he's too good a man to accept it. And you know ...
he doesn't do it for them." He waved vaguely at the
gossiping staff, who returned his gesture with dagger
glances.

“He doesn’t do it for anyone who wants him
to. He does it, when he has to, for those that don’t. He does it
for me, for you. Even for those across the Wall who want to live in
peace." Rizaq smiled sadly. "The thing is, he needs his violence.
He can't slake it, it's like a pain you can't purge, no matter what
you do, a thirst you can't quench. He's losing—" he drifted off and
shook his head. "It's not his fault, but he blames himself."

"Losing what—?"

"I can't say; it's not my place. And then
there’s the circlet."

"What about the circlet?"

"We still don’t know anything about it,
beyond the obvious. Gods know what the Lorens know, if anything. He
never got Malek to talk about it, and his own mother was pretty
tight-lipped. He has … some heavy suspicions as to its other
abilities though—and they’re not very pleasant.”

"I know he hates the thing …”
she responded. “I know I’d hate something stuck to
my head. But the other
abilities—well, you’re not going to tell me about that, are
you?”

“I can’t I’m afraid. But I will
tell you they have nothing to do with elemental magic. Andreas told
me the other day that the Elders confirmed that to him yet again.
Even they don't
know what the circlets are. Which is strange, if you think about
it. The Elders are ancient, and if they don’t know, the circlets
might predate even them. That would make them two of the oldest
artifacts in the world. And … Julia, they are not good
ones."

“Why tell me these things, and leave me
hanging—?”

“Because I do not know. I have my guesses as
he does, but it’d be wholly unfair of me to say what they are,
particularly since I’m not sure I believe it.”

“But you’re saying there’s some connection
between his behaviour and—"

“He takes notes on the climate, doesn't
he?"

"... Yeah."

"Do you know why?"

"He’s never told me."

"He says that our battles … and the storms …
sync up, like it was planned. He's never shown me his charts, and I
find it damn hard to get that through my head—but whenever the man
looks up at the sky and says something is going to happen, he's
right on the mark. Even tonight, if you think about it. Downpour
half the night, and the lord gets jumped in the woods and nearly
dies of blood loss. He says that the weather over Talystasia has
gotten worse over the years ... like the weather in him. The rage.
Like a gathering storm. Something's coming. And he doesn't want
that something to come. Not over us, not over him."

“But it’s always raining,” she pointed out.
“I mean, practically.”

“Maybe that’s why no one else has ever
noticed. But Andreas is …”

“Fussy.”

“Right.”

"I wish ... I wish he'd tell me all this
himself. He confides his pain in me—" she laughed sadly, brushing
her hand against her bruised forehead. “But not his reasons.”

"It's his own burden to deal with in his own
time. Perhaps he owes you something—certainly an explanation—but
please be patient with him. Perhaps you owe him that …? For my
part, I’ll talk to him. About … you know." He faded off, looking
uncomfortable.

“Mistreating me?”

“Yes.”

She recognized then the sadness that
coloured the general’s gaze. It was a sorrow that didn’t even touch
most peoples’ eyes.

It was the look of a man who actually saw
through his eyes, who truly took in the pain of others and didn’t
run away from it. Master had that sadness too, but in them both it
seemed a spark as well, a trace of life where life was so often
absent.

And I’d rather be sad than
empty.

"… He's been patient with me," she agreed at
last, returning abstractedly to the conversation. "And ... when I
haven't been with him."

"And to finish on that note ... I'd best be
checking in on him, and you'd best be getting some rest—And it was
nice to meet you, Julia ... I'm glad the lord has you." Rizaq
smiled and inclined his head cordially.

She smiled back, returning his bow with
astonishment. "It was nice to meet you as well, General Rizaq. I'm
glad he has you too."

~~~

Exhaustion should have put her to sleep, but
worry kept her from getting there, trapping her instead in a
half-world of root-choked paths and horses’ manes and shadowy,
forestal scents.

The sound of boots and the rattle of the
door intruded on her dreamworld, and she opened one sore eye.

Lord Telyra was standing erect outside her
cell, looking very pallid and tired, supporting himself with the
bars. He carried a torch in one hand, the blaze seeming to
accentuate his scars and sharpen the little lines of age that she
didn't notice every day.

"Slave," he said tiredly.

Julia climbed to weary feet to stand across
from him.

"Open the door. I can't talk like this."

She did, and he stepped inside, leaning
against the wall. The room seemed too narrow for both of them.

"Not asleep?" he asked. “I mean, wouldn’t
have thought I could wake you—"

"I couldn't," she said. "I was so worried.
Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

He shrugged. “Neither of us are. Is there …
is there something you want to tell me, slave?”

She frowned, suddenly uncomfortable. “No … I
… What happened to you?"

"It was ... an odd thing, almost silly … Not
the Lorens. Thank goodness for that. This cult; left me a fucking
pamphlet. They were asking for an audience the other day, and I
said no, and now they're out jumping me in the bloody woods ...
Don't think they meant to take me down, just intimidate me—but they
didn't know I was wounded. So there I was, bleeding to death. Over
nothing. It’s a stupid world."

"What's a cult?"

"It's a religious organization."

"Oh. What'd they want?"

"They want religion, of course."

"Oh."

"Slave ... what binds you to me?"

Julia stared at him for a long time,
reliving her fear for him in the forest—his skin as grey and cold
as death, his body like a sack of bricks, his blood all over her
hands.

Then she breathed in the fragrance of the
forest again, the aroma of dirt and moss and sap trapped in her
clothing—the scent fading fast, the memory faster. Her journal lay
open on the floor to its newest sketch, twisting branches and
fluttering leaves spilling across the page free and uncontrolled,
an imperfect rendering of a forbidden world; just pictures in a
book.

The cell bars framing the expectant,
hard-faced man before her seemed a perfect rendering of hers.

Andreas leaned weakly against the wall, his
pulse beating rapidly. He recalled almost nothing of the long, cold
night he'd spent in the forest—but he remembered the mortal terror
in her voice as she'd shrieked his name, the shaking of her fingers
as she’d touched his cheek, the anxious face that had materialized
out of his dreams, pulling him back from the brink and into the
world.

Julia opened her mouth; Andreas caught his
breath.

"... My collar," she said.

He stared back at her disbelievingly, the
white hot sword of rejection scoring yet another groove across his
soul.

"Why?" he wanted to scream. Or, "Don't lie
to me—!"

But he didn’t. Instead he just stared numbly
at her steely expression and the iron mistrust that burgeoned
underneath, protecting that stupid, mindless, indestructible pride
that was there in spite of his every effort, galling him and
poisoning her.

How could she look him in the face and say
he was nothing to her …? After what she’d done tonight, for his
sake—?

... Unless she really wasn’t lying … and
she'd saved him out of fear or obligation, and it was all the
little moments of trust or the perfect evenings of clarity, when
he’d beaten that exaggerated self-worth out of her and she had
looked on him with grateful, unguarded relief in her eyes, craving
his affection, her every gesture and air a gift from her soul to
his—that had been the lie.

He landed her a stinging blow across her
cheek and slammed the door behind him, choking down dry, heaving
tears.

(“Will it come back—?"

"Will what?"

"The rage.”

“It always does.")

















X: Ciphers

Rose stared up at the ceiling above her bed
with worn out eyes, watching the deep blue shadows pull back into
the corners of the room. She was thinking of her Aunt Leneah. She
had no idea why. The circlet felt like a vise grip pinching into
the back of her skull. But she found herself slipping in and out of
memories, poring over minute, unimportant details of the final
years of Aunt Leneah’s life.

The prior night … had it truly only been the
night before …?—she’d fallen asleep in the great hall, too
miserable and tired to consider going back into hiding. She’d
managed to slip the unwanted inheritance off her head just as sleep
dragged her down its nightmare spiral descent of carnage and
madness, plunging her into the dark. The faces of her enemies
materialized from the black and the chaos. The wintry blue of
Telyra’s eyes was like the deadly calm at the center of a hurricane
as he swung his killing blade an inch above her head.

The lieutenant … each time she dreamt of
him, she jerked awake to run. Each time she found herself alone in
the dark and silence.

For slivers of time, her father’s face and
Alix’s appeared to her. Clawing through the blood and void, she
tried to reach them. They seemed so real, so warm and solid, but
she had no arms to embrace them, no hands to touch their cheeks, no
eyes to cry and release the heartbreak.

The circlet had rested there on the floor
like a sleeping snake, its coiled body gleaming brightly each time
sleep tossed her out of its fitful embrace and back into the
coldness of the bloodied hall.

Tonight, back in her bedroom, it hadn’t even
budged from her brow, despite her most desperate, shrieking
efforts. Then again, tonight, she hadn’t slept.

The planned altercation with her uncle had
happened at nearly midnight.

Striding out of the study with Costellic at
her side, she’d felt nothing but manic determination. But the
moment she’d rapped on Uncle Palin’s door, the doubts and
insecurities had come pouring down like a flash flood. Stuttering,
she’d stared at the floor, feeling foolish and childish even as she
accused him. Her uncle’s unpleasant smile dripped more malice than
jewels, and never left her thoughts the rest of the night. She
couldn’t recall a single word she’d said to him in that stammering
haze—only that smile. He’d met her accusations fearlessly, as if he
knew something she didn’t—as if he couldn’t be touched.

Watching the lieutenant search his
apartment, she’d hugged her arms apprehensively, wondering in spite
of that malice if she’d made a terrible mistake. The treasonous
officer was systematically disrespectful. He overturned antique
furniture, tossed expensive vases to the ground, and hurled
priceless, timeworn books across the suite, indifferent to the
damage to their brittle binding. All the while, his eyes retained
their resolute calm, metal-cold and inaccessible, his expression
one of methodical precision—the same look she’d seen as he’d
murdered his superior officer, and the same he’d thrown her across
the great hall when he’d realized that she’d caught him in the act.
By the time he’d finished, the room looked as if it’d been
demolished by a cyclone.

Palin had given her chess sets in rosewood
and ebony and illustrated faerytales to amuse her as a child. Her
favourite gown had been a gift from him over the winter holidays,
as had a cherished onyx necklace she’d worn since she was seven.
Once after a romantic disaster at the age of thirteen, it had been
his counsel that had pulled her out of her slump.

The last item Costellic pulled off the shelf
was a slim leather-bound notebook, filled with her uncle’s slapdash
handwriting—the same handwriting that had graced so many birthday
and holiday cards. Flipping through it, he’d abandoned his
meticulous destruction, returning to the door where she waited.

He had had to decode it for her. On her own
she’d have gleaned nothing from the nonsensical notes on flora and
fauna, the weather, or the migration patterns of birds,
interspersed as they were with notes about court, except perhaps a
suspicion that Uncle Palin had developed schizophrenia. But there
had been no manipulation in the grim set of Costellic’s jaw or the
practiced, easy way in which he dissected the ciphers. All of
this—the indifferent search of the apartment, the decoding of the
notebook, even identifying Palin Loren as a conspirator in the
first place—was routine to him and nothing more. He was just doing
his job.

The thought of how many other notebooks ...
and meetings ... and stratagems there were, to put her in her place
and keep her there—or supplant her (by the only means
available)—kept her awake all night.

Never again could she turn to Alix for
reassurance or Father for counsel, except in her dreams. Those
dreams would torment her with their scarcity. Because she needed
them desperately, she knew they would elude her, just as they had
the night before, slipping away into the dark.

The only person who’d shown her an ounce of
decency or respect since yesterday morning was still virtually a
stranger. If the past day and night had taught her anything, it was
that decency and respect could both be a lie.

TAP, TAP.

She lurched in her bed under the
sweat-soaked sheets, her temples throbbing.

"... The page Jeffrey,” proclaimed the voice
outside the door.

Raising herself up on her
elbows she groaned, muscles buzzing with fatigue.
Dawn already.
Goddamn. Pulling the
blankets up around her neck, she turned away from the door and
slumped back down, trying to extricate herself from the racetrack
of her thoughts while burying herself even deeper into the sheets.
If she just ignored the voice outside the door, perhaps it would go
away.

Then again … her heart thumped. That voice …
it sounded suspiciously like the lieutenant!

"Milady,” began another speaker—not the
lieutenant, “I bear you news of your Uncle Palin ... I apologize
for the hour."

Bolting upright in her nightgown, she gazed
wide-eyed through the mullioned windows.

... Shit.

That could not be good.

A hint of light, still tenuous and faint,
dusted the open panes, causing their edges to glint like gilt gold.
The night was just starting to lighten, streaks of grey and blue
and gold outlining the distant folds in the clouds. The resplendent
dome on the neighbouring turret sparkled with the prismatic
spectrum of sunrise.

How could casting him out have been the
intelligent move ...?

What was I thinking! Letting that insane man get
me all riled up … Insane, reckless, dangerous.

Uncle Palin had turned out to
be bad. Bad people
didn’t go quietly. There would be consequences for tearing apart
his rooms in the palace and dismissing him from court.

There was no point in delaying the
inevitable. Clearing her throat, she summoned the page.
Bleary-eyed, heart pounding, she hugged her knees to her chest and
waited.

The messenger admitted himself seconds
later, his eyes shifting awkwardly.

"... What's the news?" she asked. She tried
to peer past him through the crack in the door to the hallway,
attempting to ascertain whether the man at guard was indeed
Costellic. It was downright terrifying to think that the person
she’d spent the previous night hiding from in fear for her life had
been standing on the other side of the door as she slept—or tried
to.

The courier spoke, and her blood ran
cold.

"Duke Palin Loren died in the night. My
condolences, Milady."

She couldn’t speak, could hardly even
breathe.

Please, why can’t this stop …!

Her life seemed intent on toppling out from
under her, one support at a time crumbling into dust.

"... Died!"
she gasped at last, sucking in tears. "How
...?"

"A heart attack, the doctors say. He was
found this morning in his apartment in town."

"By whom?"

"... His page. He requested an early
breakfast and never turned up."

“Early breakfast …! What time is it?”

"... Just past five, Milady.”

Breakfast! The page would have to have found
his body at four in the morning for the news to have reached her by
now—

She opened her mouth to point this out, and
then abandoned the remark, Costellic’s steely eyes resurfacing in
her mind.

Insane, reckless, dangerous.

… And capable. Very capable.
But he couldn’t have, he wouldn’t …

Oh, but he could have, and he just might. It
was exactly the way he would interpret the concept of
initiative.

... Her uncle. Her father's brother. They
had attended numerous court functions together and more plays,
operas and pageants than she could remember. When Father hadn’t had
time for her and Alix, Uncle Palin had.

"... Thank you, Jeffrey. You're ...
dismissed—oh and Jeffrey—please have it announced that I'll be
making a speech this afternoon in Harmony Square."

"Harmony Square, Milady ...?"

She smiled encouragingly, almost laughing at
his expression. "Yes Jeffrey."

Outside, the golden light of the sun was
beginning to wash the grime out of the sky and even some of the
clouds. The window panes creaked softly with a cool draft. In the
distance she could hear sparrows and doves chirruping and cooing as
the world stirred.

Her pillow, intolerable only ten minutes
before, looked heavenly.

It's horrible!
she admonished herself. You should be angry—heartbroken, sad …at least sad. And poor
Aunt Rosmera …

The door closed behind the retreating page.
Slouching back into her mahogany bed, she considered the down and
the soft enclosure of her blankets.

… But I’m
not.

Finally ... sleep.

~~~

Corin leaned back against the wall—which was
cold stone in this part of the palace—and yawned. He toyed with the
hilt of his sword absently and stared at the opposite wall.

Beside him was propped the traditional
palace guard's spear, worthless in such close quarters, unless
someone came charging down the passageway across from him. It was
to all intents and purposes a useless ornament … rather like the
army these past two years.

It had been a long night and a slow morning.
Dull, but sleep would be likewise, and only marginally more useful.
He didn't trust anyone. Not with her. And not with himself. If he
went to sleep, it was a coin toss as to whether he’d ever wake
up.

… Yeah. He didn't know what the
hell he was doing. But forty-eight hours ago, had things gone any
differently, he would never have met her. And now that he had, he
felt responsible. Protecting her was the closest thing to an
achievable purpose he’d had in quite some time. After all, he
didn’t need an army for that—just himself. And that made for a
pleasant change.

Beside him, there was a sharp click followed
by the swish of wood on carpet.

He snapped to attention. She was awake.

She strode out through the door in a rustle
of cotton. Her ivory nightgown fell to sweep the carpet at her
feet, the long, loose sleeves and neckline flounced with ruffles.
Pushing pale, slender fingers through dark streams of curls—not a
wig—she passed by without noticing him.

He cleared his throat in appreciative
embarrassment.

Lady Loren backed up without
bothering to turn around. When she did, her eyes rounded with
alarm. "How long have you
been here?"

"About eight hours," he replied, yawning
widely.

"... I didn't assign you to guard my door,"
she spluttered, still combing her fingers through her hair. When
they grazed the famous Loren circlet, she snatched them back as if
she’d been burned.

"—The guard you assigned ended his shift at
four. I replaced him. It's around noon. You do sleep at lot for a
dictator—other people have to sleep too you know."

"But who picked
you?" The ringlets
settled around her face, a feral storm cloud framing wide,
insecure, deep mahogany eyes accented by long, sensuous lashes. At
times she looked ten years younger than she was.

"I did, my Lady. Being captain of the guard,
I picked myself."

"Who made you
that—?"

"I did. I am the general, so I assigned
myself a second post. You are free to reassign me if you wish, but
I will always be the de facto captain of the guard, even if not in
name."

"... Oh? And how does that work? Mind
explaining to me how you get to have all of this power?"

Corin breathed deeply, trying to hustle some
oxygen into his stale, sleep-deprived brain. He glanced out the
window in the hopes that the noon light would invigorate him, but
all it did was make his eyes water.

"Lieutenant ...?" Her eyes had narrowed, the
illusion of youthfulness passing. She waved a hand in front of his
face, her brow both consternated and concerned. "Are you awake in
there?"

"Well ... being the biggest threat to your
life, I must be ever vigilant of myself, and clearly, I am best
disposed to practice such vigilance. Rumour has it I'm a traitor
..." He broke off again and stifled another yawn, closing his eyes
to shut out her ridicule. "... That was a joke, my Lady."

Idiot, idiot ... Worst
joke ever.

"Did you get enough sleep last
night, Lieutenant?" she asked piercingly, her russet eyes as flinty as her
voice. “And for your information, there is no such rumour. Unless
you’re the one spreading it yourself through your folly. I do not
know if you are the biggest threat to my life or not, but you are
certainly the greatest threat to your own. Perhaps you should be
more vigilant of yourself and get some rest.”

He jerked his head to stare at her, guilt
and gratitude pooling together, impressed as much by her
incisiveness as the mordant wit underpinning her reproach. Clearly
her beauty was matched by her intelligence—a fact he was pretty
certain her power-hungry relatives were entirely incognizant of.
And thank God for that.

"My uncle was found dead this
morning. Very early this morning. So early, in fact, that it seems peculiar
that it was discovered at all at that time of day—much less
reported to me at such an hour as I was sleeping. Did you say you came on
shift at four …?"

"Yes, Milady," he answered carefully. "My
condolences on your loss—I thought you'd want to know straight
away. Otherwise I would have asked the page to wait until a more
reasonable hour."

"And how did
you come to know—? Did
you find out at five, when the page came by the door? Or did you
find out at four? Early breakfast indeed! Of course, you have an
alibi."

Deliberately, he turned his face away.
"Reports, my Lady ... you should know that I know everything that
goes on in this city. Usually before you. But—" he swallowed. "Is
it really so bad—?"

"—No," she admitted, a trifle too
sharply.

"How did he die ...?" he asked carelessly
and then almost slapped himself in the forehead.

Damn I’m tired! Tell her I know everything,
then ask a question like that? A question any gossiping moron would
know the answer to?

Lady Loren leaned back against the oak door
and turned her eyes up to the ceiling. For a moment, he thought
she’d missed the slip.

"... His heart stopped," she
whispered, her voice barely a sigh, blank, listless and burned out.
And then his heart seized up: “But you know everything—or don’t
you.”

Nothing was getting past this woman. He
should scarcely be surprised, considering the world she lived in.
But there was no way to tell from her angry expression whether she
knew the reason the duke's heart had stopped or only guessed.

To his surprise, he found himself rather
hoping some part of her had closed itself against the truth, not
for his own sake … but for hers. Politics necessarily made a killer
out of everyone in the end—or killed them.

He didn’t want her to become either. He
preferred her the way she was, alive and uninitiated into such
things, even by proxy.

My Lady ... don't ask, don't
ask, please don't ask ...

…But she already had, hadn’t she?

“I … don’t know,” he answered lamely,
racking his somnolent brain.

“Don’t know what?”

“I don’t know. What’d you ask?”

“I didn’t ask anything.” She rolled her
eyes, raising her hand to her temple, her brow pinched sharply. He
wondered if she had a headache.

“We’re both tired. My Lady ... don't you
think you should get some clothes on?"

"Did you hear about my speech this
afternoon—?" She raised the corners of her mouth a little. Her
gloomy gaze was directed sightlessly at the hardwood floor just
past her slippered feet.

Despite her imposing height, he was reminded
of something fragile. Perhaps it was her hourglass figure, so like
the vases he’d recently smashed to pieces. Her cold white porcelain
skin really was like glass—and glass could shatter.

"Yes I did. Are you insane my Lady?"

"No. Do you have to ask me that all the
time? You can be incredibly obnoxious at times."

"... Yes. You do realize Harmony is the
poorest district in Talystasia ..."

"Yes."

"... and by far the most dangerous—?"

"Yes. The square is well situated though. It
borders Lacsimilia."

"... That makes it all
the worse, my
Lady!" he insisted. "The outrage there is greatest; those people
have the sharpest view of the disparity, reflected in the opulence
of their neighbours' estates, while they and their children starve
... there's a robbery or a killing a day there, and that's
with a quarter of the
city guard stationed there round the clock. Why do you want to
speak there ...? It’s—"

"Exactly. The outrage there is greatest,
because the need for help is most severe. Lieutenant ... if I am to
do what you said last night ... to try and make amends for the
damage done by of my family, it must start there. Besides, today is
a good day for people to be receptive. We gave everyone a paid day
off. We even paid the unemployed. Remember? Your suggestion."

Corin opened his mouth to protest again, but
she held up a hand to forestall him, an infinitesimal smile forcing
its way through the perpetual numbness that enshrouded her
face.

"No, this is right, Costellic. Those people
need to hear me. And the wealthy will hear me too. It won't be too
... out of their way. Are not most of Lacsimilia’s residents
members of the Loren elite—? … Drawing from the city coffers at a
whim to finance their lavish appetites, fattened by generations of
excessive taxes on our most destitute ...?"

"You’re the Loren elite ... I don't
like it, Lady."

"I didn't ask you if you did."

"Well I don't. The odds of someone attacking
you, rich or poor, particularly after your weakness—" he flinched,
but to his pleasure, she didn't. "... The weakness you displayed
yesterday afternoon ... well …"

"That's precisely why
the captain of my
guard will be with me. Besides, I don't really care all that much
at this point if I live or die anyway."

"—Great attitude!"

"Or rather, what I mean is, if
I'm to live at all ... I may as well risk death in order to
live right, or
it'll all be for naught. Don't you see? It's what you said last
night. I'll only die inside if I don't try. Plus, my life’s already
a target. So I’ve got nothing to lose."

Growling he said, "I suppose so—"

"Corin ..." she interrupted, her voice as
soft as roses.

Corin raised his head in surprise.

"... When I came down from the summit, the
night of the battle, I fell. Quite a long ways. The fall should've
killed me. It scarcely injured me."

"What, so now you think you're
invulnerable?" he spat angrily.

She sighed and looked down. He waited
impatiently.

She said, "Support me as you said you would
… This is a second chance."

For both of us …?
he wondered.

"I do—"

"Would you support me if you thought I was
mad?"

"You're not."

"If you thought what I was doing was mad
...?"

He pursed his lips and considered. "I would
talk you out of it," he said carefully.

"And if you couldn't ...?"

"Then it would be your pride
and judgment that is called into question, not mine. Don't confuse
unconditional loyalty with blindness, my Lady. I am loyal to you,
unconditionally—but I am not loyal to madness. This isn't mad—it's
close. But it's not mad. It's merely stupid."

He expected her eyes to narrow again, but
they didn’t. Rigid, unreadable expressions, it seemed, were one
political talent she was more than adequately schooled in. "Thank
you, Lieutenant. That'll be sufficient," she said coolly. “… I
think I’ll go and take your suggestion regarding my attire
now.”

~~~

Pressing the door closed behind
her, Rose leaned against it, her pulse shallow and irritated,
before becoming uncomfortably conscious that the lieutenant might
sense her standing there. She had a feeling there wasn't much
Costellic wasn't cognizant of, reports or no. Darting away, she stood in the
middle of the floor, gazing out at the palace grounds and the city
beyond.

Today she would face the responsibility of
entering for the first time in her life one of her father's
ghettos. So why then was she struggling with her conscience
regarding the man outside her door ...? Surely there were matters
of greater import to deliberate on.

The death of her uncle seemed a godsend.
She’d accepted that much, because by doing so, she could tell
herself against her better feelings that it was that which had
allowed her to sleep at last—that and nothing more. Relief at her
uncle’s death would only make her callous and unsympathetic, but
there were far greater perils in court than cold indifference—like
poor judgment.

But it had been more than that, and she knew
it. It had also been that voice through the door … Lieutenant
Costellic’s voice. She’d felt safe knowing he was there, and she
did still.

And that, far more than his slight, made her
feel stupid.

~~~

Andreas’ fingers shook as he sought to catch
up on unending paperwork. It’d been multiplied tenfold by events,
and he’d been at it since mid-morning; he’d be lucky if it was done
by midnight. The wound in his back ached steadily, the only
distraction from his hangover, but he didn’t have a fever, and that
at least was something. Still though, if he kept it up like this,
he was bound to work himself into an early grave.

Maybe that’d be for the best.

A loud rap. It felt like a battering ram.
Freezing, he stared at the door as if it were on fire.

"Andreas. It's me."

"Oh ... oh." He mopped his brow. "Do come in
Rizaq. Why are you bringing me my reports?” he asked as the door
opened. “Where is Gulthor?"

Rizaq stepped inside, closing it
quietly.

"Gulthor's got ... a sprained ankle,” he
answered evasively, turning his head to look out the window. The
room brightened momentarily, the monochromatic light inside the
study swelling with warmth as the sun painted the walls. Rizaq
closed his eyes, smiling as the uncommon light washed over his
face.

"Look at me when you talk to me, man.”

At his rebuke, his friend snapped to
attention, but the distracted daze still lingered over his face
like smoke on a stagnant breeze. Andreas tried to remember anything
of their conversation the night before, but it had slipped away
down the same black hole of unconsciousness that had swallowed up
the rest of the night.

“A sprained ankle …? And you came? Don't you
have better things to be doing? Surely the man can manage. What,
has he got gangrene or something—? It's called crutches. He should
use them."

"Yes ... I mean no, he hasn't. Got gangrene,
I mean. I wanted to talk them over. The reports."

"Well then. Let's hear it?"

Rizaq slapped the folders down on the desk
and took a deep breath. He seemed to be drawing himself up for
something. When he spoke, he chewed his lip.

"She's a nice girl, Andreas."

Andreas gaped at him quizzically.

"... Julia," he answered to the unasked
question, spreading his hands apologetically.

"And—?"

"No 'and'."

"There's never no
and. Is it ... 'Andreas,
she's a nice girl and I think you ought to go easier on her', or is
it … 'Andreas, she's a nice girl and I would like your permission
to court her'? or—?" He cut off. "… Though I don't know why you'd
want to court a piece of property. She’s not for sale. Forget I
said that."

Rizaq’s eyes strayed guiltily to the desk,
and for a moment, he appeared to teeter dangerously on the brink of
laughter. "Andreas, she's a nice girl," he repeated with a small
snort.

"You're as stubborn as I am," Andreas
scowled.

"And she's as stubborn as you are."

"What's your point—?"

"It's just my opinion. I give it to you on
everything important."

"You give it to me on tactics. How is the
person who cleans my room important as that?"

"It's more important."

"Fine ... you've given me your damn opinion.
Shall we get on to these files, or was that just an excuse for you
to barge in here and give me your strategic analysis of my
household staff—? Did you hit your head on a low-slung tree branch
last night? Or have you simply been spending too much time at the
Modest Barrel ...?"

Rizaq’s dark cheeks tinged and
his voice hardened. "She is, aside from that doctor, the
only member of your
household staff of any value to you. The rest are a nightmare. They
should be rotting in the same cell block as the guards I’ve
fired.”

“I noticed. Good riddance.”

“You need to do something different with the
new men. I hand-picked them, you know. These are all men you’ve
made a positive impact on at some point or other. So you’re
starting out on the right foot.”

“I know, and I appreciate it. I greeted them
this morning. Rizaq, if you want to replace my entire household
staff … fuck. Do it. I don’t give a damn. I’m starting to think I’d
feel safer if I moved in with you and your girlfriend. Have an open
spare room?”

“Why haven’t
you gotten rid of these
people?”

“… You can’t fix just one
thing, damnit. My life is broken.” A
broken heirloom. “What’s the
point?”

“Is that why you have to break anything that
isn’t? So it fits with the rest?”

Damnit. This is why I never
introduced them.

“I told you there was never
no and. It’s not
your fucking business. She wants me to hit her.”

“… Abusing a masochist isn’t
abuse? You’re way over the line. She knows it. You know
it.”

“She hasn’t stopped me. Could’ve done last
night.”

“By letting you
die? Talk about pushing
things to extremes … Are you completely senseless of the definition
of abuse? That’s what it is. She doesn’t stop you. You keep doing
it. The next time you want a sparring partner, ask somebody else.
How do I know you’re not going to lose your respect for me next,
and excuse yourself because I asked
you to hit me ...?”

“Is there anything else you want to talk
about?”

“I did ... in fact, want to review the key
points with you. Open the files."

Flipping open the top folder, he examined
the heading. "Lady Roselia Loren, age thirty—" he started
impatiently.

"She has scarcely any experience with
politics. You'll see there that she's an overgrown child. She's a
spinster, never married, like her brother. Malek thought he would
'indulge' them, despite the valuable alliances their marriages
could have bought—" He broke off. “You never married either.”

“What …? This isn’t relevant,” Andreas
spat.

“No, but it’s interesting.”

“One more interruption like this and I’ll
cut you.”

“—No romantic attachments in a
decade and a half, at least none which were public. Roselia Loren's
spent most of her life with her nose buried in a book. I’m told she
has a fondness for faerytales. Head in the clouds."

He grunted. “Sounds
like—" Julia.

"You'll see that her brief foray into
politics started when she was twenty and ended when she was
twenty-two. While she was a member of the general assembly, she
cast her votes on largely humanitarian matters ranging from public
education to taxation of the poor."

"What about warfare, foreign policy—? What
about us?"

"She sat those issues out. She did, however,
make her feelings amply clear yesterday. I’ve enclosed a transcript
of her speech. We’re still at war.”

"Damn."

"The other matter of interest ..."

"Yes?"

Reaching down, he tapped the second file; it
was very thin. "This man. Corin Costellic. Sworn in as general
yesterday morning, in control of their entire armed forces, in
thanks apparently for saving their collective arses. He wasn't in
line for promotion ... he was a lieutenant. A nobody. He’s
graciously accepted the position, but doggedly calls himself
‘Lieutenant’ ... one can only assume it's out of guilt."

"Guilt for what?"

Rizaq smiled darkly, his black eyes
glittering. "Do you remember when we left the other night—?"

"Aye."

"And some of the Loren troops had turned
against their own—?"

"That was him?"

"Aye," he grinned wickedly. "I saw it. He
was calling the shots."

"... So he's taken the credit for casting us
out,” Andreas mused. “And they don’t even know what he’s done—he
and his accomplices. They killed all the witnesses."

“Almost all the witnesses,” Rizaq corrected.

“… Well, I’ll be.” He laughed.
“Should we tell Lady Loren her new general’s a fraud and a traitor?
Think that’d buy us any good faith?”

"Why did we retreat?” Rizaq pressed. “I
wanted this to be over … I'm kind of angry you know."

"I want it to be over as much as you do.
Just not like that."

"Why? You know you're probably going to end
up having to butcher more people in the long run, don’t you?"

"True. But it'd have been so
easy to miss one. There are so many
Lorens.”

It was a lousy excuse … and
they both knew it. But what else could he say? He’d run the moment
through again and again. He knew very well why he had turned away,
what the driving moral principle had been, but why
that moment, that woman,
had made all the difference, he couldn’t say.

"I just didn't want to finish it not knowing
why I was finishing it. Why I am compelled to be a part of it in
the first place. I don't want to be compelled anymore."

"We're all compelled by something."

"Yes. But I can't see what compels me. Hell,
I’m not sure anyone in this damn city can."

Rizaq didn’t say anything. He tapped the
file again, his black eyes hard.

“What?”

"Well, there’s one other thing. I thought
you might have noticed. Roselia Loren knows better.”

"About what?"

"About 'Lieutenant' Costellic.
She knows he’s no war hero. She even knows what he did to his men.
That’s why I said almost
all the witnesses."

“… What?” he muttered, and then
his mind drifted backward, and he found himself reliving the moment
he’d galloped into the great hall and spotted Roselia Loren smack
dab in its center, her eyes wide as she soaked in the
horror.

"She does ...!”

"She saw everything. She may not be as
simple as she appears."

"Did they know each other? Before—?"

"No indication of it. He was the son of a
palace guard. They're the same age, but there are no reports of any
familiarity. In such a classist society, any friendship between
them would've been impossible beyond a certain age, if it was ever
possible at all. His relations are divided evenly between military
men and farmers, not a shred of nobility. His family owns an estate
in the northwest of the province. They raise corn, wheat and
barley. They're well enough to do, but hardly rich."

“He’s thirty? Why wasn’t he promoted? It
should’ve happened years ago.”

“… Not sure. As far as I can
tell, the army’s been his life, and he’s received a number of
commendations. He switched career paths half a dozen times,
but—”

“That doesn’t account for it.”

“We never promoted Gulthor.”

"That's because he asked us not to.
Heh.”

“Perhaps he was simply unmotivated.”

“Looks pretty damn motivated to me.”

“Unmotivated by the chain of command,” Rizaq
pointed out.

“True. He did break it.” He smirked. “… So,
Roselia Loren is relying on us ... whether she realizes it or not
... to keep her secret for her."

"Do you think she was in on it? From the
start …?"

"If she was ... her entire history is a
clever, thorough front. I think it's more likely ... she's been
seduced by the lieutenan—er, general."

"I always forgot how to spell that
word."

"What word?" asked Andreas.

"Lieutenant. But now it has a
whole new meaning. Lie-utenant." He sniggered. "So I can remember."

"Indeed. So, I suppose if we ever need
cooperation from the new Lady Loren, blackmail would be the
appropriate tactic—"

"I was going to say appeal to her humanity.
Actually."

"Right, and she's renewing the war. After I
spared her life. What a bitch. Blackmail is best."

“I thought she was hot."

"Not my type," Andreas grunted. "You did hit
your head."

"What ...? Do we have to talk war and
defence all the time? You have to admit she's more than a mite
friendly on the eyes. If you have to have a nemesis, they might as
well be a fair sight. Gods know you'll be seeing enough of
them."

"Granted ..."

"Too old?"

"No," he laughed. "Seriously, the things you
pay attention to in a battle—"

"Who isn't your type in a battle? ... But
we all know your proclivities run toward a blood-splattered ten
year old. Dying, dead, completely irrelevant—I'm not the one
skullfucking every corpse—you're one to talk."

"Ten years old! Rizaq—come on. Eleven,
twelve, at least! And only the attractive ones."

"It's a wonder you don't have some kind of
horrid disease eating away at you by now. The gods favour you. It's
a shame you don't believe in them."

"I do," he muttered quietly, "... Have
a disease.
It's this." He
tapped the circlet. "Dead corpses or soon-to-be-dead-corpses can't
spawn future generations of Telyras to inherit this bloodshed and
pass the horror of it on to future generations, leading to ... more
dead children. Death is the surest form of birth control.
I'm saving lives."

"You're a sick man, Andreas."

"You jest about it to avoid seeing it
clearly, Rizaq."

"Granted." He smiled sedately. "That's what
friends are for."

"I suggest you run along before my patience
with your friendship wears thin. It's been a long week."

His countenance remained hard and
expressionless, but his eyes narrowed just slightly, betraying his
hurt. He jerked his head in a nod. "Later, my Lord.” Bowing curtly
at the waist, he showed himself out, shutting the door just a
little too hard behind him.

Wistfully, Andreas gazed out through the
thin, inadequate window at the narrow strip of sky which was
visible above the monotonous grey of the castle’s outer wall. The
clouds had been breaking at intervals for the past half hour,
admitting patches of clear, clean, robin-egg blue, as refreshing
and unexpected as a glimpse of the sea.

"No fighting tonight," he predicted with a
smile, his voice cutting the clear silence in the room.

It was all he’d get—a thin, starved break.
Then the overcast gloom would seal him back inside the tired
monotony, and it’d be time for another round. The bitch of a Loren
had already promised it.

… Another fucking ungrateful
woman.

There was a tap at the door.

"Oh Rizaq, go away—"

"—Master, it's me."

He started.

The option of pretending he wasn't here was
obviously moot; it was too late for that.

I could simply ignore
her …

She didn't knock again, but he thought he
heard her slump down against the door. His fingers shaking, not
from exhaustion this time, he threw open a drawer at random and
shoved the files Rizaq had given him inside.

Searching for something to kick, he settled
on the waste bin under his desk.

"What makes you think I'm prepared to speak
to you—?" he managed as he jammed the toe of his boot into it. He
barely kept the quaver out of his voice; he wasn’t sure he wanted
to.

"Tea. You don't have to."

“Going to sit out there all day—?”

“Only if you don’t order me away.”

"Fine. Come in."

Her eyes downcast, she entered and placed
the saucer on his desk. He kicked the waste bin again and caught
her hand, nearly upsetting the cup. She looked up at him,
startled.

For a moment, neither of them spoke, Andreas
straining not to crush her fingers. Then she said, "He's a nice
man. Nicer than Gulthor."

"... Who?" he spluttered, his grip
loosening.

"General Rizaq."

"What is this?" he rolled his eyes. "A
bloody conspiracy?"

"Master?" she said bemusedly, biting her
lip—rather as Rizaq had.

"I didn't ask you to talk. I thought I
specifically made it clear I don't want you to talk." He directed
his eyes at the teacup. "That's thoughtful of you, slave; but it's
not going to make this better."

"I know," she said quietly.

"You shouldn't be here. I should beat
you—but if I do, I think I may ..." he stopped, shaking his head,
his voice trapped in his throat. He wasn't sure what he may.
"Perhaps you want to try again," he suggested gently. "What binds
you to me?"

Julia shifted restlessly, and he felt sure
she would have backed away if he hadn't been holding her hand down.
She gazed at the desk a moment, then at him.

He already knew what was coming.

"I need time," she stammered.

"Time—time—all you've had is
TIME! How much damn time do you bloody well need? I want your
answer and I want it now."

"I ... I can't," she declared with unexpected
force. He released her hands; she clenched her fists.

"Why? Why is it so damned difficult? You
already know your answer. Only I don't. Why can't you bloody well
say it? I don't know the reasons for your hesitation, but consider
for a moment the cruelty of prolonging my suspense—"

"Cruelty!" she cried out.
"You talk to me of
cruelty? You,
who've been nothing but—"

"—But what? Cruel? I've been
anything but! All
I've ever showed you is kindness and mercy. Even when you falter in
this mindless, childish bullshit—oh to hell with it. Don't you have
chores to do? Go and do them."

She gaped at him incredulously.

"What?" he snapped.

"Nothing," she said. "It's just ..."

That I saved your
life, he thought. That's what she's thinking.

"The hell it's nothing. Go and clean out the
closet by my room. There's mildew growing on the upper
shelves."

"Fine."

"And ... when are you going to feed your
horse ...?"

"My—er—sorry, what did you ask, Master? I
believe you hit my head rather hard yesterday."

What a thing to joke about …! He laughed
chillily. Sometimes her daring amazed him.

"I'm giving you your Freedom."

She gawped at him expressionlessly.

"… ?"

"Well, not really. That's the
horse's name, no shit. I checked over the stall this morning; I
should almost think the stable boy was making a tasteless joke when
he loaned him to you … or a suggestion; maybe the joke was on me.
He’s not your horse naturally ... but he’s yours to use and yours alone. Of
course, you have to take care of him yourself. He’s worth more than
you are. It's the least I can do. If you hadn't ridden out last
night, I wouldn't ..."

"What do you mean, mine
to use—?"

"I've decided you can go riding from time to
time. You do not need my permission to ride on the grounds, but if
you want to go into the city, you'll need a signed note from me.
Obviously."

"You're letting me out into the city—?” Her
face brightened. “Sorry ... am I hearing this right?"

"Well, it's not like you're
going to run away," he sneered. "Even if you won't say why."

"Can I go out into the forest?"

"No. It's too dangerous. Also, you may have
the rest of the day off. The sky’s clearing up. Make for a pleasant
evening." Taking out a piece of parchment, he scribbled a note,
signed it, and stamped it with his seal. Then he reached into the
desk drawer for loose change.

"Here. Be back by ten. Buy yourself supper.
Do not go near the Wall. Try and keep out of the back alleys. Also,
avoid a pub called The Hammer. The food is overpriced, the ale
sucks and the clientele is unsavoury."

Julia took it gingerly, her mouth half open.
"What ... you mean like you?"

"Come on. Have some grace. You should be
safe with my letter, but if anyone touches you, I’ll kill him. Feel
free to convey that if you run into trouble. I’m not remotely
kidding."

"Thank you ..."

"You're welcome. There's a much better pub
called—oh, nevermind. Find your own way around. That’s half the
fun, isn’t it."

"You don't want to see me tonight,
Master?"

"Do you want to see me—?"

Her gaze flickered uncertainly toward the
window.

"I thought so—" he started, but before he'd
finished, she had answered him.

"Yeah ..." she said.

Surprised, he caught his breath, reaching
instinctively toward her hand, and remembered only then that she'd
withdrawn it. Some—but not all—of the anger unclenched from him.
"Maybe I'll see you in town then ... You're dismissed."

"I'll look for you then," she said over her
shoulder, giving him the slightest of smiles before she
disappeared.

Her smile seemed to linger like the
robin-egg blue outside. It wrenched at his heart, as warm as the
sunlight streaming in the window, and he despised himself for that,
because it was every bit as fleeting; the wall of hate would soon
come crashing down, and it’d be time for another round with her as
well.

The room dimmed, the sun stealing back its
warmth, and the shadows darkened in the corners.

















XI: Stars

Surrounded by soldiers, Rose marched up
Victory Way.

Mica in the cobbles glittered in the light
of the sun, a cool breeze brushing through the black gauze of her
veil. To her left, the carefully cultivated gardens of Lacsimilia
screened gated, opulent estates, the sun painting dappled golden
shadows on white marble walls just visible through the tall,
sculpted forms of graceful trees. A growing number of onlookers had
appeared in the ornately trimmed windows and on the balconies. A
few had trickled into the street and were following at a safe
distance, cowering beneath the slender trees.

To her right, a roaring river of humanity
raged. She had long ago blocked out their shouts and screams and
curses. But she forced herself to stare into their gaunt, livid
faces and hollow, dejected eyes as their emaciated bodies surged
against the dike of scarlet soldiers, threatening to overflow their
ranks. Soaring high overhead, the hulking, diseased forms of
Harmony’s tenements held court, crumbling in a narrative of decay.
The multi-tiered monsters glared down at them through hundreds of
eye sockets, paint peeling like sores to expose degenerating
stonework. If it hadn't been for the solid, sharp presence marching
beside her, she’d have lost her nerve blocks ago.

“Did you have a good nap?” she asked, for
lack of anything else to talk about, as much to distract herself as
anything.

Costellic nodded briefly.

"Why did you leave me at the end of that
hall the other night? During the raid?"

“What?”

“That closet. I was trapped. I had nowhere
to go.”

Lieutenant Costellic's wary eyes were fixed
on the scarlet-clad backs ahead of them. The sun drew clarity from
their depths, as if summoning light to the surface of murky
waters.

"It wasn't a mistake, but it wasn't what it
looked like either,” he answered, clearing his throat. “I just
wanted to know where you were.”

"I almost died."

"Yes, but you see, you have to look at it
from my perspective. I thought at least I’d have had some chance of
coming to your aid. If you'd gone wandering off through the palace,
and some imbecile soldier from Telyra's inebriated, blood-crazed
army had found you, I'd have had no chance of rescuing you. You'd
have been raped and killed, and not necessarily in that order."

"That almost happened anyway.”

“I got … sidetracked. I’m sorry. I didn’t
say it was the right decision. I’ve been known to make poor
judgment calls. We’ll have to talk about this later. We're
here.”

The leading guards flanked off to form a
protective path through the thunderous masses. It was fluid, as if
it’d been planned and practiced, as she supposed it had been.
Costellic accompanied her across the trash-littered square to a
pile of wooden crates which had been erected at its center.
Hitching up her black silk gown, the hem now slick with mud and
pollution, she mounted to the highest carton, fleetingly catching
the lieutenant's hand as she did. His palm was dry, his grip sure.
Quickly, she snatched hers away. The last thing either of them
needed was impertinent remarks.

Or my own delicate
emotions …

She looked down, studying the stoic man at
her side. He was surveying the crowd silently, waiting for the
shouting and chattering to cease, his hands held rigidly at his
sides. A cloud passed over the square, darkening his countenance.
It was as if the shadow was trying to draw expression there, the
way the sun had.

She tried to think what it was that was
floating insubstantially on the air between them. Real connection,
in court, was softer than a whisper. It was often unspoken, a
subtle, indefinable sense of safety underneath whatever passed on
the surface. The crowd was now silent, or close to it, but the
hatred she felt coming off of them was a cold, frightening contrast
to the reassurance she was seeking. She wanted to hide behind the
shroud over her face, but the time for that was over … forever.

No more running away to the
nursery.

"Hello everyone," she called out nervously.
Her heart was drumming so loudly she was sure those closest could
hear it. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the veil back over her
hair.

Dim, gold sunbeams materialized between the
apartments, a latticework of light, but the towering structures
blocked out most of the late afternoon glow. She was grateful for
the deepening cobalt gloom, obscuring the mass of faces. It seemed
the crates and the tiny circle of clear space around them were a
solitary, bleak outcropping in a black, restless sea.

"First off,” she began, clenching her fist
to keep the tremble from her voice, “I am extending the paid time
off for a week, not just for today ... none of us can regroup in a
week. Much less a day. But it's something. It’ll be paid for out of
the treasury.

“Secondly ..." she took another gulp of air.
"I'm sorry. I said things I didn't mean yesterday, and I think
that's obvious to most of you. I know that taking them back today
will call my reliability into question. But unreliability …”

The gaping windows above were crowded with
wasted, vacant faces.

"… is all my family has given you. I’m so
sorry … for your destitution.”

Many were clothed in little better than rags
and potato sacks. Bones protruded clearly under sallow skin, eyes
sunken like the windows in the tenements. How could anyone live
like this—? Angrily, she tried to hold back the rush of tears.

She barely heard Costellic’s whisper at her
side, as soft as her own breath: "It's okay this time.”

"I'm sorry that my own father
was responsible for this!" she shouted, tears streaming vehemently
down her cheeks. "And his father before him. I’ve been so naive.
This needs to end, and it needs to end now, and I'm not just going to talk
about it. I'm going to do
something, and it's going to start today. Our
coffers are not empty."

Raising her head sharply, she glared at the
ring of glittering figures orbiting the crowd like cold, distant
stars.

"The aristocracy draws from them regularly.
It’s time the rest of you did. I have closed off access to the city
funds to all but my most trusted advisors.”

Advisor, she amended mentally. She didn’t have a clue who else he’d
appointed.

Already I am disturbingly
reliant on him.

She was making the decisions, but he was the
one handling all the administrative grunt-work. And that too shaped
affairs, in a way that was every bit as significant. Already she
was unsure whether this was her government or his. But she felt no
conflict, no greediness or self-indulgence exuding from Corin
Costellic. Only that slender, invisible thread of safety and quiet
respect.

She had had servants her entire
life, but this was the first time she could ever remember feeling
she had service.
Maybe it wasn’t real … but maybe it was.

“I will be returning three years of taxes to
everyone. Within the month. I’ve done the math, and we can handle
it—if we’re frugal with government expenses in the coming
years.”

The murmuring of the audience swelled on all
sides, breaking into gasps of disbelief and shouts of joy.

“There's a lot we need to
repair ... ” She raised her voice. “If I didn't know better, I'd
think the ruin in this ghetto was the outcome of war. But this is
just ... a consequence of the Loren regime. This was about to
become a consequence of me.”

Discoveries. Another had surfaced earlier
today. Her father had been paying off traders from the surrounding
kingdoms to embargo Talystasia East. Despite that, Telyra had
weathered the consequences admirably, rationing, negotiating,
making sacrifices—going without himself. Her father, meanwhile, had
continued pouring money down the drain.

“Before we can even get started repairing
these apartments, the poorest among you need to eat. I will need
your help. Almost as much as I will need that of the aristocracy.”
She took a deep breath: "I will be cancelling taxes for the next
three years—"

“Where’s the
money going to come
from?” a man bellowed.

"There will also be a lottery at the start
of each year,” she went on, ignoring him, “allowing the poorest
families to move into the palace while they get back on their
feet.”

"Where will we live?" shrieked a
woman.

Rose squinted to the outskirts of the
throng, sure she recognized the dissenter.

"You will live in your downtown
estate, Baroness ... you don't need
two sets of marble rooms."

Guffaws rang out from the center of the
crowd. Someone whooped and applauded from one of the dark tenement
windows overhead, buoying her up above her anxiety. Floating on the
support—which still seemed to find its quiet center in the rigid,
expressionless man at her side—she spoke more confidently:

"There’s more. The cycle of poverty is not
the only one that my family has entrenched us in. War has brought
us no prosperity."

Cries of disapproval rained down over the
supportive whistles and shouts, and for a precarious moment, she
felt sure her newfound confidence was about to topple, spilling her
from her precarious perch to the hard ground below, but no. Not
this time.

"I'm not saying we
won't go to war," she cut
in, raising her voice. "I'm saying that we need time to rebuild
first and consider where we stand. Lord Telyra has murdered those
nearest and dearest to me." Her voice shook. "… by his own hand,
from all accounts. I have every
cause to loathe him, as much as any of you. I'd
much prefer a world without him and a city united ... but Lord
Telyra …”

She broke off, gasping for air. The shadows
were climbing the tenements on all sides like incorporeal vines
ascending toward the swiftly darkening sky, and she felt like she
was plummeting into the dark, the last tethers of the life she’d
known snapping and releasing.

… The admission would cost her
dear. Once she made it … she knew she could never take it
back.

“… Lord Telyra did
not cause us the grief we
are suffering today. He proposed and carried out three successful,
bloodless years of truce before my
father broke that truce and brought the
consequences down on us all—including himself. I love my father,
but his lack of faith cost him his life, and it killed my
brother.

"If Telyra gives us a chance
... I think we should consider giving him one. The man won't live
forever ... and when he dies, consider there will not likely
be another to inherit his
circlet or his throne. This city will default to us without
bloodshed.

"I'm sorry if this is an
unpopular decision. But it is my
decision. We're not ready for war right now. We
need to rebuild our infrastructure and train up new soldiers, and I
require training as well. Our general," she nodded to Costellic,
who blushed a conspicuous shade of red, "can take care of us should
Telyra choose to press his advantage—and yes, he will have one
while we focus on internal affairs. In the meantime, we will rest
and rebuild and hone our own advantage. If we do not, we will
destroy ourselves without Telyra’s help. Thank you … that will be
all.”

Without waiting, she touched Costellic's arm
lightly to signal him and stepped down from the crates on gelatin
legs. Keeping his gesture subtle, he held out his elbow, but she
didn’t take it. He gave a nod, and like clockwork, the sentries
encircled them, ushering them through the shouting crowd and into
the dark:

“—Bravo about the
taxes—"

“—Is the time to strike,
they retreated—"

“—You fool, your father
wouldn’t have surrendered—"

“—Filthy fucking
traitor—"

This last pierced her heart
with all the nastiness intended. But ducking her head, she choked
on a sob which was half laughter, half tears. Not
all the voices were
cruel, and here and there she caught the sparkle of happy tears or
a smile …

... And in the heavens above ... the pale
scintilla of stars.

The crushing weight that had been grinding
her down for days fell aside like a curtain drawn from the sky, and
she realized …

It wasn’t just because change was finally
possible on the outside. It was because it was possible on the
inside too.

~~~

The library was a roomy, circular space,
packed from floor to ceiling with books. The scent of leather,
wood, candle wax and dust was heavy on the air. The light from the
chandeliers barely descended to touch the polished cedar panels
inlaid on the floor.

She shifted uneasily, waiting by the light
of a solitary oil lamp. Across the room, the wide, curved window
reflected her face in a shadowy, featureless blur, revealing
nothing of the nighttime courtyard beyond. The knock she was
awaiting came eventually and unexpectedly.

"Thank you," she acknowledged when the door
opened. Two guards entered the room, flanking a plump, pale,
middle-aged woman in a brocade gown. Like Rose, she was garbed
entirely in black, her usually colourful wig exchanged for a somber
one in sable, her eyes ringed with exhaustion. The chandeliers
above her head were like triple suns, but the vastness of the room
swallowed up their light so that only the painted ceiling seemed
bright and luminous, the shimmering grey and golden clouds on its
surface the portal to an unreachable heaven.

Rose nodded the guards out.

"Auntie ..." she breathed, surging to her
feet and crossing the hardwood floor.

The duchess looked small and frail in the
gloom of the library. But perhaps that was only a reflection of the
insecurities she herself felt.

Rosmera Loren clutched her back in a shaky
embrace, the sharp floral scent of her perfume mixing with the salt
of her tears. “First Malek and dear Alix, and …” She broke off,
sobbing wetly into her neck.

Suddenly claustrophobic, Rose broke away
from the warmth of her aunt’s body.

“I’m so sorry,” she offered inadequately. “I
know. It’s been one shock after the next—”

"Let's sit down, dear ..." Rosmera stated,
gesturing.

Rose nodded tiredly and pulled out a chair
at the little round table in the center of the room and then took a
seat across from her. She tried to focus, but her gaze kept
wandering back to the window, the night sky beyond, and the murky
mists of childhood.

Aunt Leneah. Why do I keep
thinking of Aunt Leneah …

She remembered very little of that time
except a kind of dull, quiet despondency that suffused all—a
terminal loneliness that had faded to the backdrop, but had never
really gone away.

Her aunt had died of a tumour, a sharp note
of pain that had punctured that blanket of silence. There was
something Aunt Leneah had said, even before her diagnosis:

"I feel ...
different somehow. Like
part of me isn't myself anymore."

“Roselia!”

Jolted back into the present, she looked up
questioningly.

"I was wondering ... that is, I would like
to make a request of you,” Aunt Rosmera beseeched, wiping her eyes
and composing herself.

Different somehow
…

“… What can I do?”

"Would you mind investigating my husband's
death ...?"

Rose snapped her eyes back to her aunt’s and
stared at her blankly for one, dreadful, too-long moment.

"It is being investigated.”

"Yes, but I was wondering if you would set
up an investigative team."

"Why?" she asked, but she already knew.

“I do not trust that man Costellic.”

To most of Talystasia West, Costellic was a
war hero. But somehow, inexplicably, Rosmera rightly guessed
otherwise.

She should be united with her aunt in this,
intent upon discovering the truth behind her uncle’s death.

… But she wasn’t.

Her uncle had been plotting against her, so
what were the odds her aunt wasn’t?

Costellic might not be her friend, but he
was at least her ally. And her uncle may have been her enemy, but
he still had been her uncle. It would take more than just this one
day for her heart to accept what had happened. Could she forgive
Costellic if she confirmed beyond any doubt that he had in fact
been involved? Losing him now to her own grief and righteousness
would be just too much. She was barely keeping it together as it
was, and if she lost just one more person …

"Auntie ..."
she dissembled, vexed. "If it wasn't for Costellic
... we would all probably be dead right now. I was there. He
defeated Telyra."

"That's just it. That is all good and well,
and it is sensible and right to reward him. But dear ... he
controls the army, the palace guard, the city watch ... all of it!
His rise to power has been far too swift. His background is
nonexistent, and the way he behaves! … Like he’s been caught with
his hand in the cookie jar! Why should anyone trust such a man …?
Why should you?"

"No ... I control the army ... the city
watch, the palace guard, all of it. Costellic is my man. He works
for me."

"Does he ...? I hate to be indelicate, but I
know you. You've resisted politics your whole life. He is taking
advantage of your naivete—"

"I can learn. I will learn!"

"From whom? Costellic? He’ll tell you only
what he wants you to hear."

"I'm so sorry about Uncle, but to suspect
Costellic’s investigation would be somehow tainted is to
suggest—"

"—All I'm saying to you is that
this isn't a knight in shining armour, but a seasoned, ambitious
manipulator … wherever he comes from. That much I’m sure of. He's
acquired your loyalty without even trying. Boyish good looks and
charm does not a
guardian angel make! If you actually believe in this ... person,
you are being unrealistic. You've read too many tales. Nobody is
coming to rescue you.”

She leapt to her feet. "You
don't need to patronize me, Duchess!"

“You shouldn’t trust anyone in politics,
Roselia.”

Rose frowned back, narrowing her eyes.

If Costellic really had murdered her uncle,
and she wasn’t doing anything about it …

Palin was the traitor. Palin, not me. He was the one scheming
against me. I’m the one with the circlet on my head. He owed me his
allegiance.

Then again … Costellic had already betrayed
Delvorak, and by extension, her father. She couldn’t delude herself
about that.

I became a traitor to my
father’s memory the moment I didn’t expose
Costellic.

And here she was, covering for
him—again.

Her head felt like it was going to come
apart. And this circlet—this damn crown. It was so heavy.

I can’t live like this. This is insane. How
could Father!

"You are doing better than yesterday ...
there's still a good deal of tension about the war, but the working
class is less likely to revolt. I really do wish you'd think more
of your family though, Roselia. How could you do that to poor
Candice? Ousting her from her rooms, and in public no less? You
practically mocked her.”

“What was I supposed to say, nothing? She
challenged me.”

“It was cruel. And the measures you've
instituted today ... turning over the coffers to the poor and
uneducated ... Don't you think that money could go to more use and
do more good in the hands of those who know how to implement
improvements to the city?"

"What, like ...
all the improvements of
the past thirty years?—Are you talking about the people who made
things the way they are?" She almost laughed, but she was
too rattled and dizzy. If only one
goddamned person would stop telling me what to do ...

Costellic doesn’t. Or does he, and is he
just so subtle I miss it—?

"Are you advising me as my aunt ... or as my
courtier? Is there a difference anymore, Duchess—?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I'm calling you by your title
of proper respect. As you should do with me." She surged to her
feet. "Guards,
we're done here! … I will of course do as you requested and order
an independent investigation into the death of your husband. But it
will be a fair investigation—and that means that the team will not
be prejudiced by your unfounded suspicions. You are the one requesting a biased
investigation.”

Abruptly, she was struck by a thought.

"Where were you last night?"

Aunt Rosmera stared back, her eyes wide.

Rose smiled pointedly.

"… You weren't with him. You weren't in your
suite here in the palace either. I hope you have an alibi worked
out for the investigation which will not compromise your
honour."

Sweeping out of the library, she left the
guards to show out her aunt. The moment she was out of sight and
earshot, she took a deep breath and tore away, dashing down
sleeping corridors and up narrow, suffocating stairwells, biting
down tears.

At last she burst out onto the roof. Cool
night air flowed into her lungs, the stars blazing overhead with
shocking brilliance, freed from the captivity of the clouds.

Slumping into one of the embrasures, she
slammed her fist into the stonework and buried her face in her
hands. If only there were was one more stairwell she could climb …
up to the stars and out of this world where no one seemed like a
friend.

… Except Costellic.
He seemed like a
friend.

But he couldn't be. Not when he
was an seasoned, ambitious
manipulator. Rosmera might be one herself,
but that didn’t make her wrong. Costellic wore a soldier’s uniform,
but he spoke the language of politics. And that uniform, with its
medals commending his false victory, was a lie in every
way.

Silvery light glimmered coldly in
jewel-drenched domes, icing the rooftops and the streets far below.
In the distance the Wall glinted softly, dusted with the light of
the half-moon.

Different
somehow.

… Skimming her fingers across
the cold metal band encircling her head, she repeated the words,
muttering them again and again under her breath like a mantra. Each
time they sounded more and more involuntary, like someone else was
speaking through her mouth.

“Different somehow … different.
Different.”

It wasn't just this unwanted
role, this mad city, this stupid, vile thing stuck to her head. All
of that would’ve been more than enough, but she couldn’t dismiss
the irrational notion that there was something else, something she couldn’t
see.

… It glimmered at her out of
the bright, cold clarity of the heavens, shined softly along the
interminable bricks of the Wall. It was there in her missing
memories, lost to the impenetrable blackness of deepest sleep. It
lurked at the very bottom of that downward spiral of carnage and
fear, lifting its head invisibly to stare at her through fleshless
pupils containing infinite darkness …

Heart leaping, she screamed. Wrestling the
circlet free, she hurled it vehemently over the side of the tower
and watched with a mixture of satisfaction and rage as it
disappeared into the dark.

Fall, damn you. Fall into
Hell.

… It would be back.

Did Father do this ...? No.
Father loved the damn thing. And he kept making that absurd
declaration, that only his was 'real.' I wish I had the fake one.

But there was no fake; Andreas Telyra’s
circlet was as genuine as hers. In the very deepest part of her
heart she was certain.

… Only one human being in the
entire universe could possibly know what she was feeling right
now—and he was on the other side of the Wall.

Telyra. His eyes had seemed as
empty as death from across the great hall, but close to, had held
something else. Confusion? Uncertainty? Loneliness …? It was strange to think
of him as a real person, not just the childhood bogeyman, and yet
…

Did Telyra ever throw his circlet over the
tower wall ...? Did he ever want to kill himself?

… Probably not. Why delude
herself with stupid hopes? And even if he did, what difference
would it make to their situation?

They were both entrenched in the machinelike
rituals of this place, and the most sacred rite was war.

Aunt Rosmera is right. I do
read too many tales. Time to grow up. This is all wrong—everything
I’m doing is wrong.

From out of her pocket, she withdrew the
knife she’d been carrying for protection since yesterday morning
and unsheathed it. The silver light of the moon and stars glittered
on the blade, focused to a menacing point.

... Today had had its triumphs. Things were
a bit better, surely ...

But I'm alone. Utterly,
completely alone.

~~~

Andreas finished the last of his ale in one
long draught, wiped his mouth, and climbed unhurriedly to his feet,
the warmth of the alcohol buzzing through his body. Dropping
several coins on the table, he stood to leave.

A short, bald man was blocking him from
exiting the booth, his tanned, aging skin stretched over well-toned
muscles. He reached out and grasped Andreas’ forearm with a rough,
toughened hand, apparently oblivious to the recklessness of his
gesture. Shocked, he considered throwing him to ground, but thought
better of it.

"Umm, yes?" He glared pointedly at the man's
hand.

"You re-thatched my roof!" the stranger
boomed with a wide, toothy grin. A thick grey moustache curled over
his mouth, parallel to his smile.

Andreas rubbed his sore bicep, politely
nudging the man's hand away. "Are you—"

"Morrison. Ed Morrison. I own
the leather shop a couple blocks down—Morrison & Company.
And you re-thatched my roof! You
did. You didn't just send someone,
you actually—I couldn’t
believe it."

Repairing the damage to the shop had felt
oddly like rubbing salve into his own wounds. It’d given him
something to do other than think.

"I do things like that sometimes."

"I thought I was ruined … after those
bastards torched it ...”

“Of course not. No. An economy’s like an
organism. You’re part of the whole. This is my city, and I take
care of what’s mine. Besides, some of my belts are from your shop.
And some of my saddles as well, if I’m not mistaken. You do fine
work.”

“That one actually.” The man pointed.

Andreas ran his fingers along the leather at
his waist and smiled.

“Marla said you were a perfect gentleman to
her and my boy."

He blinked, nonplussed. "... What else would
I be?”

“You do have a reputation, sir, excusing
me.”

Of raping my own
citizens? He went to say as much, but
instead stated simply, “You have to admit yourself they're hardly
worth it."

Morrison either ignored this jab or didn’t
hear it. "You’re a trustworthy man. I no longer believe the things
they say about you. I’m going to tell everyone."

Disconcerted, Andreas held out his hand, and
the leatherworker shook it in his crushing grip, then gave him a
hearty slap on the back. Andreas shook his hand once in return, let
go, and stepped past him into the street.

The night breeze was cool but the air was
deliciously balmy; patches of luminous cloud drifted languidly
overhead through a velvety sky alight with stars. He took a moment
to breathe deeply, savouring the open, inviting stroke of the air
against his cheeks. His tunic rustled softly against his body, as
gentle as a woman’s touch.

The marketplace still bore the marks of
violence, but the rubbish and rubble had been swept to the sides,
clearing the cobbles for the crowds. The wreckage still cluttered
the gutters in gruesome, misshapen heaps, black and ominous against
the stucco siding. Many of the bruised and charred shops and
restaurants across the way were shuttered and closed, their wounds
hastily stitched over with inadequate sutures of planks and
nails.

Running his fingertips across his shoulder
blade, he felt the ridges of his own stitches. Sometimes his
connection to this city felt disgustingly tangible.

Despite the horrors of recent days, the
square was crowded, the mood one of revelry and carefree abandon.
It was the warmth of the air, he thought, and the clear starlit
sky—both were intoxicating.

A man and woman danced past him hand in
hand, singing to the strumming of a guitar. They gave him a wide
berth, but never once glanced in his direction. It was as if he
were a predator, and their avoidance of him was something
deep-rooted and ancient.

Pausing in front of the musician, Andreas
watched his fingers skip delicately across the strings. Morrison’s
comment was still ringing in his mind. He thought of the old woman
he’d tried to help the other day in the marketplace, and the way
she’d screamed and absconded at the sight of him.

I know what I am, and
yet …

… Sometimes he was shocked to
find himself here on the outside, looking in, stunned by what he
had become.

His muscles tightening with pain and loss,
he touched the circlet numbly and passed on to where he'd left
Seleda tied up. He freed her from the post, then mounted and
glanced again through the market, searching for an outlet from the
crowd.

He caught sight of the sharp, silver edge
that cut across the sky like a razorblade, high above the
buildings, outlining the mammoth construct that swallowed up the
stars in its blackness.

… The Wall. On any other night,
cloudy and dark, it would’ve been invisible save for the torches,
just more dark in the darkness.

But not tonight.

He headed west down the wide avenue, turning
north onto a smaller, less crowded lane. Gradually, the sounds of
humanity diminished, replaced by the soft voice of the wind and the
clang of Seleda's hooves as he turned left.

He picked up the pace, springing into a
canter, and then, finally, he broke out of the last, ragged row of
houses and apartments in the center of the city.

He sat for a moment, staring at the
featureless black, then swung down from the saddle, his boots
squelching in the soft, damp earth.

It was still, almost deathly quiet here. A
wide, barren patch of grass extended to either side, a no man’s
land of suppressed, muddy fear, broken only by the chirruping of
crickets. The turf was still flattened in arcing patterns from last
night’s downpour.

The torches of sentries blazed at intervals
along the Wall like stationary fireflies suspended high above. It
was the most hated, undesirable job in the city, standing watch
beside those torches. He sometimes thought it was a wonder that the
men who held those posts didn’t go mad with the terror of those
immense, mysterious stones beneath their boots.

He looked back at the lights of the
apartments behind him, and chuckled at the silence.

Living in the umbra of the still, soundless
structure, perhaps everyone in this city was mad. But the madness,
like the menace of the Wall, was silent, creeping, stealthy,
seeping like a slow corrosive acid through the cracks in the brain.
Day to day, he hardly thought of it. It was only when he stood here
face to face with the thing that he absorbed fully the truth that
he clenched deep inside every day.

The Wall was not a wall.

He didn’t know what it was. But he knew what
it wasn’t.

Why am I here
…

The answer came almost immediately.

Roselia
Loren.

The old man had held the reins across the
Wall his entire life … until now. He couldn’t help but feel as if
the change was so momentous that it had literally thundered through
the ground and across the sky, ripping holes in the perpetual pall
of clouds, and that those constellations burning above his head
were the signs of her soul inscribed across the heavens.

Roselia Loren’s essence, glittering
crystalline over his tiny, futile world.

Taking Seleda's reins, he started across the
open space, drawn forward by ridiculous hope and desperate
longing.

It was here he’d awoken that fateful
morning, senseless and bewildered, blind with a terror he could not
name. The wounds across his shoulder blade and thigh seemed an echo
of that distant time. It seemed a lifetime ago.

Seleda lifted her head, snorted, and tensed
as they approached the trees. With a growl, he pressed her on. She
hesitated, the reins going taut in his trailing hand, and then she
followed him into the thickets.

It was here that it’d rolled up to him, just
inside this pit of black, nightmarish trees and thorns—his mother’s
circlet.

He’d known instantly that she was gone … and
that his life was over.

Roselia Loren’s life was now over.

It was in a way his fault. He had in effect
chosen her for the throne by sparing her life. Had he killed her,
he could have spared her this fate. But he’d let her live, and the
circlet had chosen her. What had he expected? She was Malek Loren’s
next of kin. Standing here shivering, he couldn’t help but wonder
what she was thinking. Was she feeling trapped, enraged at her
inescapable doom? Or did she rejoice, thanking her god or gods that
she among all her kin had been chosen to bear the ancient, fabled
artifact and sit upon the throne of half a broken country?

… Likely the latter. He’d read
her damn speech. She’d condemned them both. She was following in
the footsteps of her father.

He pushed between bushes and saplings,
further into the dark. The air here under the trees was heavy and
sticky, clinging to his skin, the canopy locking out the
moonlight.

Seleda snorted again, backing up. This time,
he didn't urge her deeper. It was folly to be here at all.

A twig snapped behind them.

"Who's there?" he called. He trained his
crossbow on the screen of birch behind them, a bolt notched and
ready.

"Don't shoot!"
cried an adolescent voice, and the moon-rimmed
silhouette of a small figure on horseback emerged to the
accompaniment of crunching leaves.

He dropped his bow, a chill racing through
his body.

No … no. She
can’t be here
…

Throwing his foot in the stirrup, he
catapulted onto Seleda's back and charged manically toward the
screen of birch.

"Julia," he hollered, reaching out to grab her wrist.

Julia's horse reared up in the darkness as
he caught hold of her, scarcely remembering to pull to a halt. Her
shriek echoed between the trees.

"WHAT ARE YOU
DOING HERE?!" he
demanded, staggered by the power of his own terror. "What did I
tell you about coming to the Wall—?"

She spluttered, and then screamed
incoherently again.

"Why were you following me?"

"I—"

"Why are you following me?"

“I—I wasn't!" she screamed, her voice
echoing in the woods. "I didn't know I was ... by the Wall—" she
gasped, her face contorting. "It’s dark—I saw you across the
market, I just wanted to—"

"To what—?"

"I wasn't spyin’ on you or
nothin' … jus— ... wanted to say hi. Master, let go of me."

He dug his nails in, heedless of her
protests, trying to drag her away by force.

Her horse didn’t budge.
"Master, let go of my arm
NOW!" she shrieked.

It was a command—which shocked him. Shaken,
he did as she ordered. Immediately, Freedom reared and sprang
away.

The bottom dropped out of his stomach—the
stallion might bolt back into the woods instead of out of them—but
no, they were breaking for the open.

"What's wrong with you?" he cried, rounding
on them. Seleda, ever the twin to his spirit, prowled back and
forth, blocking Freedom from another run at the woods. Julia was
hanging on with one arm hooked around her horse’s neck.

"My arm's broke!"

"How do you know that—? Your arm’s never
been broke."

"I just do. I wanna see Kalorn."

Leaping down from his saddle,
he held his palms up. "Hold still," he whispered to her, and then
approached her trembling mount. The horse jerked his head away,
nostrils flaring, eyes darting. Andreas stopped
immediately.

"I'm not going to hurt you, Freedom," he
said softly, fighting to control his own racing pulse. His nerves
were shot to hell, and he was sure the horse could smell it. Behind
them, the woods were dark, silent, ominous. Every moment they
waited here in the shadow of the Wall felt like an eternity.

Slowly, he tried again, taking just one step
across the muddy ground—and let out a sigh of relief when the
stallion trotted across to meet him. Pressing his head against
Freedom’s nose, he inhaled and exhaled slowly as the black did,
breathing in the comforting smell as much to calm himself as to
reassure the steed.

Finally, he raised his head. Julia’s aghast,
astonished eyes met his, slick with tears, her mouth agape.

"Let's go home," he said quietly.

~~~

"… Yes. It's broken. At least, it feels like
a break, acts like a break. Hard to tell—it could just be a bad
sprain. But more likely a hairline fracture."

Andreas stopped his pacing. Julia looked up
at him with a slight shrug. Some of the shock and fear he’d seen
earlier still lingered there.

“I told you,” she said.

“How did you know?”

“It’s not the first time.”

“… Why didn’t you tell
me?”

She shrugged again. “What difference would
it have made?”

“None,” he admitted.

"… I want to talk to you," Kalorn
interrupted. “Alone if you don't mind."

"I do actually—" His insides were shaking.
"Jul—slave—stay over there outside the door. Don’t leave my sight."
He beckoned Kalorn to the study window.

The doctor joined him with a sigh and
muttered, "… A break is serious, you know. It'll probably be fine,
but had it been any worse … you know how hard it is to set them
right. And they do tend to infect. We’ve amputated soldiers for
conditions that began as trivially as this—complications do happen.
So go easy on her … if you hit her again, you might re-injure it
and make it worse. As it is, you’re lucky it isn’t already.”

“I won’t hit her in the arm.”

“It doesn’t matter. If she falls on it, same
thing.”

“Well, when can I hit her again—?” he
retorted.

“… Never?”

Andreas said nothing.

"… Need I ask what you did ...?"

"Yes, actually. It was an accident.
See?"

"Were you angry?"

"That and ... other things." He
couldn’t bring himself to say afraid.

"… But you weren't in control of yourself.
That’s really all that’s relevant. Just like every other time
you’ve done a thing like this.”

It wasn't a question. Andreas didn't answer
it.

“Do you care for this girl at all?”

“I hardly see why that’s rel—“

“Just answer the question.”

“… Of course.”

"You have a problem, and we both know it.
But I don't think you want to see it. Our businesses may be
opposite in effect—I am a healer and you are a killer—but both our
professions require us to have a certain knowledge ... what can
injure a man, what can maim a man permanently—and what can kill
him.

"I met Julia a month after you first did—she
came to ask me if the bruises and abrasions you'd inflicted on her
were serious. I told her they weren’t. You knew they weren’t. While
I have never approved of your proclivities, I am not one to judge.
You had your thing and it worked for a while … and then you started
to lose it. I’ll never forget when she ran to me bawling two years
ago that you’d actually assaulted her. Try telling a heartbroken,
terrified fourteen-year-old girl that she’d better run back
upstairs and clean her blood off the floor so the man she trusted
won’t break her legs. Blows to the neck, the spine, the head—" he
stopped. “Is anything I’m saying reaching you?”

Andreas felt himself going cold and losing
focus, his vision fading to grey around the edges. In the hall,
Julia was holding her wrist in one trembling hand and watching her
knees. He nodded jerkily, wondering if she could hear.

It doesn’t matter. She’s not
stupid.

"... You know as well as I do that blows to
the neck, spine or head can induce permanent nerve trauma, brain
damage, possible paralysis ... This broken bone is hardly the worst
thing you’ve done … it simply draws attention to the rest. Don’t
play at ignorance. You’re as fine a killer as any I’ve heard of.
You know what you’re doing.”

Andreas nodded again. Hoarsely, he asked,
“You've tried to help her run away, haven't you …?"

Kalorn's shoulders rose and fell in a long,
slow, silent sigh, as if weighing the danger of his answer.

"… Many times … She refused every time."

"… You're a brave man to admit that."

"In my professional opinion ... the reason
for her refusal is simple trauma. I believe she has lost touch with
reality. But—" he paused. "If you think it's something else, I
think you should act to protect that something before you lose it.
It’s not invulnerable—and neither is she. This is a human woman …
that’s all."

“You’re … truly sure it’s just … trauma?
That she saved my life because she’s … damaged?”

Kalorn took a deep breath again. “Well,
there’s hardly room for anything else, is there—? You, sir, are
both the most over and underwhelming person I’ve ever heard
of.”

Glowering, he hunted for a comeback, but he
recognized himself all too clearly in the doctor’s words.

"… I can't send her away,” he said at
last.

"Why not?"

Because without her, I will
not survive. And I am absolutely certain neither will
she.

There was no way to explain this. It sounded
like a bullshit justification, but he knew it was true. The trust
between them might be broken, and what was holding them together
might be only hate and trauma, but he couldn’t sever the
relationship. If he took a sledgehammer to that hate, he’d end up
shattering their hearts as well. If holding onto hate meant holding
onto her, that was the only service he could render.

"I can't."

"Then do something. Before it's too late.
Control yourself. Your relationship is a place for you to heal—not
inflict your anger. There was a time when you knew that, at least
according to her."

He gave a shaky sigh. His
extremities were tingling as though all the blood had rushed out of
his body and back. "… Thank you for your honesty,” he whispered.
“I've never liked you. But ... I appreciate you. Very much. In my
experience, most men are cowards. You are not."

Kalorn jerked his head up. "I need to get
her a splint to protect her arm ..."

"Go ahead. But send her back up here when
you're done. And Kalorn—"

He raised an eyebrow quizzically.

“Don’t tell her,” he whispered. “Don’t tell
her I’m not …” he broke off. “… Don’t tell her I’m not … in
control.”

“We’ve had long talks about you
already.”

“I know I’m being a fool … but I can’t stand
it. I’m responsible to her. I owe her discipline, and I have none
myself.”

“… Are you sure you’re not in
control?”

“What’s that supposed to mean—?
I don’t want to
harm her.”

“Perhaps you’re punishing her
for the bad things that have happened to you. Because gods forbid
they only happened to you.” Kalorn shrugged and walked
away.

“That’s sick—” Andreas raised a hand to stop
him, then dropped it lethargically.

Wouldn’t I know though?

... Maybe not. Perhaps he really was going
mad, losing pieces of himself. What was left behind was
increasingly blind, inhuman, and savage.

As he had expressed on many occasions,
killing was an intensely personal act. What could be more intimate
than slowly murdering the person who was closest to him, one
excruciating day at a time?

… Surely he had fantasized
about it. Who was to say he hadn’t been executing that plan on some
deep, unconscious level?

Julia froze when Kalorn reached her,
glancing questioningly over her shoulder.

Still asking for my
permission. For such a small thing.

He smiled despondently, disgusted with
himself. In the beginning, her assent to him, aglow with burgeoning
self-awareness and self-respect, had broken through his disregard
and pain. Now it was a surrender of self-respect, and still, his
dominion over her being filled him with satisfaction.

That was the crux of his monstrosity.

He waved her out.

Collapsing at his desk, he heaved the breath
out of his lungs and buried his head in his arms, Kalorn’s words
ringing in his head.

Nerve trauma, brain damage,
possible paralysis ...

You’re as fine a killer as any
I’ve heard of. You know what you’re doing.

Then he stopped thinking completely.

Hours, possibly only minutes later, he sat
up, his mind empty. There was a new sheaf of papers on the corner
of the desk. With nothing better to do, he started to read.

"I'm not saying we won't go to
war. I’m saying that we need time to rebuild first and consider
where we stand. Lord Telyra murdered those nearest and dearest to
me, by his own hand, from all accounts. I have every cause to
loathe him, as much as any of you. I’d much prefer a world without
him and a city united, but Lord Telyra did not cause us the grief
we are suffering today. He proposed and carried out three
successful, bloodless years of truce before my father broke that
truce and brought the consequences down on us all—including
himself. I love my father, but his lack of faith cost him his life,
and it killed my brother.

“If Telyra gives us a chance ... I think we
should consider giving him one."

Blood roaring in his ears, he released the
paper before he crushed it, hands shaking. He felt like he’d been
trampled by a horse or like someone had lit the desk on fire—but
what was burning were his reservations.

"Roselia Loren,” he said softly.

It was all he could manage. Outside, through
the narrow slit of the window, the constellations shimmered.

One thing he was certain of, and that was
that this city was poison. Hope was a narrow window.

He recalled his conversation with the dryad
in the forest not four days before. It felt like a month since he
had seen her.

(“No one wants to think he's being
controlled by something he doesn't understand. I—wasn't always like
this. Violent tendencies perhaps ... but not ...")

A wild, unspeakable hope surged in his mind,
coalescing out of the disorder of the night and the rare
opportunity in front of him—and with it a desperate, suicidal
idea.

Snatching a clean sheet of paper, he started
to write.

Another break like this might not come
again. It was now or never.

What's Rizaq going to say. Oh hell—

An hour later, he finished, snapping open
the bottom drawer. There were about a decade's worth of
meteorological notes in there. The key charts were already
collated.

Digging deep, he withdrew the stack of
sloppy pictograms—Julia's work, dated in his hand—stuffing them
into a broad envelop, depositing the letter last. He was just
sealing the package and addressing it when she knocked on the open
door.

"Come in," he said, setting down the
envelope.

She strode straight across to him and
hoisted herself up on the corner of his desk, her right arm
cradling the broken left in its sling.

Hesitantly, he held up his hands and clasped
her shoulders.

"It was an accident," he said as she
flinched, counting on years of callous boasts otherwise to prove
his sincerity.

She nodded. "I know. Master, the horse, it
spooked. It wasn't your—"

"That's not what I meant. I
meant it was an accident—and it was my accident. I was … scared. That
place ..." he broke off. "That place was where I woke up the day I
found myself with this." He indicated the circlet. "I don't remember how I got
there. I remember fighting, the night before—after that … just …
nothing. The next morning ... I woke up sprawled in the woods with
a headache, staring up at the Wall. And this rolled up to me out of the
bushes, covered in my mother's blood.

"I broke your arm. Not the horse. I
just couldn't have you there in that place—that place is
wrong. That was the day
my life was ruined forever. I was trying to protect you. And a piss
poor job I did of it."

"It's okay, really. Kalorn says it'll
probably heal fine."

“Does it hurt—?”

“Only when I move it, really.”

“And it really is not the first time?”

“No Master.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

“Are you?”

“Truly.”

She shook her head, smiling sadly, and
reached for his cheek. He closed his eyes, accepting the gift of
her touch. He didn’t deserve it, and both of them knew it, but he
leaned into her hand gratefully.

“If you were sorry, you wouldn’t do it
again,” she said, her voice still gentle. “But you will. So
don’t.”

He pushed her hand down tenderly, placing it
in her lap.

I’m trying. This time I’m
really trying.

He didn’t say it. There was no point.

"… I … need to ask you a great favour. I
need ..." He handed her the envelope, closing his eyes. "I need you
to take that ... out of the gate, around the mountain, and into
Talystasia West. Gulthor will accompany you at dawn as far as the
enemy gate. You are to place that envelope directly into the hands
of Roselia Loren."

"Lady Loren!”
She gasped. “How am I supposed to do that—? And
why me? Why can’t
Gulthor come in with me …?"

Because I’m killing you, one
day at a time. Because you carry the marks of my inhumanity—and the
last proof of my humanity.

But he could hardly tell her that, could
he?

"You've proved your loyalty to me and I know
that I can trust you. Gulthor has other things to do, as does
Rizaq, and I don’t trust anyone else to accompany you. And as I
said earlier today, it's not like you're going to run away. The
contents of that envelope are for no one's hands and no one's eyes
but Roselia Loren’s. I'm sorry to ask this of you after the past
couple days—"

"But why me? There're other people
that—"

"It has to be you. Please don’t ask me
why. Now here is some money—the seal on the envelope is your
permission to be out—you should be fine. Come back straight away
after you've finished, with or without an answer from Roselia
Loren, and find me. I don't care what time of day it is, or where I
am or what I'm doing. Bang on my bedroom door in the middle of the
night if you have to."

"Okay," she said in a mystified tone. "I
guess I'd best be getting some sleep then."

He shrugged. "I'll see you when you get
back."

She slipped off the desk. "Right then—see
you then."

She waved then, like she was going far away.
Which he supposed she was. As far as she’d ever been.

After she left, he gazed tiredly outside.
The ubiquitous clouds were already settling back into their
familiar lodgings. The last stars blinked out—but not in his
heart.

"… You're going to get your chance, Roselia
Loren.”

~~~

When Rose arrived to her bedchamber that
night, she wasn't terribly surprised to see Lieutenant Costellic
standing guard. He’d slept the rest of the evening, and now she
knew why.

She stopped, unsure of herself, wondering
whether she wanted someone else to replace him.

"My Lady ..." he started,
staring vacantly at the wall across from him. "I think ... it
happens sometimes, in times of calamity, one feels as though one
must carry the weight of the world. Constantly you ask yourself,
'Am I a good person? Am I doing the right thing? Can I live with
myself?' And the catastrophe suddenly seems a part of you, even
though it happened to you.

“It keeps you up at night as though it were
your choice, as though the entire world is an extension of you,
because you realize that you alone are going to bother trying to
keep it all from falling to pieces. Which means in effect if you
are to care, the catastrophe is your responsibility, even if it
wasn’t your fault. In the end, that’s all that really matters,
isn’t it?"

He fiddled absently with the spear next to
him, still engaged in his stare-down with the wall.

She blinked several times. "Are you telling
me this because ... you think it's like that for me?"

"No. I just thought it might
make you feel better to know it's like that for me."

















XII: A Narrow
Window

Pale morning light glinted off of dust
particles. The flecks swirled lazily in front of the sketches on
the study walls; the eddy of movement seemed to stir the battling
charcoal figures to life. Lady Loren's voice drifted abstractedly
through a rustle of paper.

"... We really must schedule you for some
sleep, Costellic."

"Oh, I'll sleep," he mumbled, yawning
widely.

"When?"

"I slept six hours yesterday,” he pointed
out. “… More than adequate.”

"There's no need for you to sit here, you
know." She looked up from behind her desk. "I can manage my own
appointments perfectly well on my own. You're not doing anything
anyway, except dosing in my chair." She lifted the corner of her
mouth in a half-smile.

"I’ll sleep after … what is it we’re doing
today?”

She laughed, pointing
accusingly. “You forgot! You are exhausted. I'm going back to Harmony to help return tax money
to the poor—”

“Ah, right.”

“—after I keep my father's
appointments. Apparently Cloin Dans—one of Father's old aides—moved
all of his old appointments. Which there's only ... hmm—one of this
morning."

"Right. After that. I'll sleep then."

"Don't you have ... you know, command things
to do—? If you're tagging along with me all the time, who's running
my army?"

Who was running the army? Hell, even he
wasn’t sure. He’d climbed higher and faster than he’d expected, and
he was dizzy from the ascent.

All because Andreas Telyra inconceivably
came and went.

His head slumped over the back of the chair,
his unfocused gaze on the ceiling. "Everything is under control.
All delegated."

"But what is 'everything'? What exactly are you
doing?"

It was amazing he’d found the time to meet
with Palianov since this started—Palianov, who was none too happy
with him.

"... Reforming our training practices and
tightening discipline. It’s a mess. Rampant alcoholism and bad
behaviour ... I'm talking about pranks, un-gentlemanly behaviour
with the ladies and the like. We're also looking into importing a
weapon that could make swords and spears obsolete. It's quite new
though, quite experimental." He smiled smugly.

"Oh?" The documents stopped rustling.

"Who do you have to meet with?"

She crinkled the corner of a paper, pushing
it aside, and crinkled her nose at just the same time.

Corin suppressed a chuckle, but
was unsuccessful at swallowing his smile.… That’s adorable.

"Adar Sovin?” She shrugged uninterestedly.
“... A representative of some religious order.”

“Which?”

“The ‘Shadowfire Cult?’” Another indifferent
shrug. “I'm thinking about cancelling some of these, but it's a bit
late for that today. I can't find the relevant documentation, and
I’ve never heard of these people. It’s an administrative mess in
here."

He snorted. “Who calls
themselves a
cult?”

“Perhaps dodginess is good for business.
Father used to do these things in the Great Hall on his throne, but
I don't think that's really my style.” Her brown eyes sparkled, the
same colour as the wood grain in the walls. “So I'm going to do my
meetings in here."

"Then you do need me," he maintained. "To
protect you. This Adar Sovin could be an assassin."

"I do have other guards, you know. It's a
bit silly—"

"They're useless," he retorted. "That's why
we're reforming the army."

"I'm sure—"

"I could kill you right now!
What’re you going to do? Guards!
Guards!” he quipped loudly.

Coolly, unruffled, she pushed a curl of her
ebony wig behind her ear. "Don't do that.”

"Do what?"

"Be evil.”

"I'm not being evil, I'm being practical and
honest—I'm pointing out your vulnerabilities and my abilities in an
effort to explain to you the usefulness in keeping me around. Your
guard probably left on a piss break! This is the kind of
incompetent shit—"

"Your honesty and pragmatism are two of the
reasons I am keeping you around. I don't entirely trust you, but I
can almost believe in your good intentions. As it is, you have a
strange way of expressing yourself sometimes, and frankly I can see
why you didn’t advance.”

“I did advance.”

“I’m talking about before!” she snapped, her
tone ripe with danger. “I did my homework on you. There wasn’t a
whole lot of it.” She smirked. “But I sense great integrity in
you.” She shook her head. “… God knows why.”

“… Right.”

“Neither one of us is going to die just
because you decide to take a nap. So stop worrying."

He laughed sulkily, but felt himself glowing
all the same.

She sees ‘great integrity’ in
me. God knows why … But God knows I’m thankful for
it.

"I'm no good,” he censured himself. “… I'm
pretty sure of that.”

"... Why do you do that?" she asked
softly.

"Do what?"

"Be defensive."

"Do I?" he asked, bemused.

"Yes," she answered gently. "You were
defensive twice there. 'I could kill you right now ...’” she
scoffed, “and ‘I'm no good.’ Really, what is that? You don't need
to be like that."

She jerked as if to clear a space on the
desk, then paused with the papers still in her hands, her face
falling.

"Do you think my uncle deserved to die
…?"

This mean right turn was so abrupt he nearly
choked when he tried to swallow. He gawped at her, his mouth dry,
utterly dislodged from his false sense of security.

"I … don't think nature took that into
account," he answered circumspectly.

"I didn't ask you if it was his
time," she insisted, her voice tightening. "I asked you if you
think he deserved to die."

… And, back to bullshitting. He
sighed. They might have common ground, but it was certainly going
to be a long time
before they found any sort of comfortable footing. And it might
only get worse in the meantime—that too was a likelihood. How long
could he let the lies pile up like this, one on top of another,
before they all toppled down?

"My Lady, as I said, nature didn't cast that
judgment. He didn’t get cardiac arrest because he was good or bad.
What more is there to say?"

Lady Loren took a deep breath,
bringing her hands down impatiently on the desk. "Okay.
Setting aside nature’s objectivity—do you think he deserved his fate? It's a
simple question. It's not an accusation. I just want to know what
you think."

"... I don't know. It's hard to
say if he would've killed you for the throne. The evidence
certainly was pointing in that direction. Either way, he was a
threat to your power—" Oh go on. Fucking
take a stand.

“So yes,” he finished declaratively.

"… Or yours."

He narrowed his eyes, but Lady Loren’s
elegant features were soft, her face so serene and open that it was
hard to imagine he was being interrogated.

Some people in history had ruled through
their looks—and she could have—but perhaps her greatest power was
her own apparent ingenuousness. It must certainly be feigned, at
least in this moment, but it was wonderfully convincing, and he
couldn’t help but want to trust her.

If only she could do the same.

"My Lady ... I make no attempts to
manipulate you,” he said. “That I hold power now is at your grace,
not at my insistence. I would step down if you asked it."

… And he would. The revelation
stunned him. All these years of tedious effort, of feeling lost, of
not knowing where to begin, had finally amounted to something. And
here he was, ready to give it all up, the culmination of that long
battle for clout—and its terrible cost—all for her, this woman he
hardly knew.

A couple of days ago, amid the bedlam, it
would have been all too easy for her to dispose of him had she
wanted to. But not today; in a power struggle between the two of
them, either might emerge victorious. Her relatives despised her
though. Chary though he was, he was fairly certain that gave him
the advantage—anywhere outside this room.

But here between them, it was different.

He wished it were as clear to her as the
dust in the sunbeams, paving an unambiguous golden path between
them, and he wanted very much to say these things, but he couldn't
bring himself to break the truce of silence, to give definitions to
the boundaries of their pact. He knew that she too must always
return to the scene of the crime: Garret Delvorak bleeding out at
his feet, the bloodied murder weapons clutched compulsively in his
hands.

He could come clean about it all, try to
explain why he was here, what he’d done, and what he hoped to
accomplish. It might make her feel safer.

Then again, forcing the issue seemed an
unkindness. Why ask her to bear the weight of his crimes? Pressed
to the point, she might very well decide that she couldn’t. And if
she asked him outright if he’d killed Duke Palin Loren … he’d
probably confess.

Maybe she’d decide to execute
me after all. And maybe I’d deserve it.

She was made of better stuff than him.
Better stuff than her father. Or any of these contemptible
aristocrats who dared covet her place. It was written all over her
features, as if it had been sculpted there by some unknowable
genius: genuine, unconcealed grief, as painfully beautiful as she
was. In it was the proof of her virtue. Here was one woman who had
never desired power.

Her transparency would get her killed
without him, and might still even in spite of his efforts. But the
sweet, innocent sorrow it revealed was rare and precious, and it
deserved his protection. The innocence might be crumbling, but the
heart of the woman it shielded might yet survive.

You are not my hostage. Because I respect
you, and I give you my servitude. You hold that power over
me.

All this time, she hadn’t broken her
unwavering stare. The rich reddish warmth of her eyes could be
stunningly cold.

Finally, she spoke.

"In my absence …” she started slowly, “you
couldn't expect to hold that power. Being promoted after a victory
like yours is ordinary—but five ranks? No. You’ve received other
commendations in the past for bravery, but few promotions. I can’t
delude myself that any other person in my position would find a way
to demote you down to captain or even remove you completely,
regardless of what you’ve supposedly accomplished. Your ambition …
and success, make many people uncomfortable. You need me in order
to survive. Did Palin deserve to die because you so much as
suspected he might be a threat to you?”

… It may shock you, my Lady,
but I really did kill him for you, not for me. Because I have what
it takes.

He was within millimetres of saying it.

… Don’t. Don’t
even.

"Even if you were out of the equation, my
Lady, do you honestly believe anyone would dare try and execute me?
Or succeed? I don’t care if this is an autocracy, my men won’t do
it."

"No, I think someone would assassinate you,"
she rejoined placidly. “… Skip all that fussy military drama. I
also think you’re bluffing. Whatever you have, it’s not cohesion,
and it isn’t loyalty. I believe you have a few close
confederates—who you likely as not do not trust either—and the rest
follow you because somebody else told them to—and because they
misapprehend you as a hero.”

"What's this really about, Milady?" He
leaned forward. "Are you trying to ascertain how many people I've
killed? How many people I'm going to kill? What—or whom—I'd kill
for? Trust comes with time. I think we're both fairly direct
people. If you really want to know how I came to be here …”

He paused, taking a deep breath. Maybe it
was time to take a leap of faith.

“… I'll tell you the whole
story. All of my crimes. Just ask."

The colour drained from her face, her back
rigid with tension, the papers trembling in her unsteady hands.

There was a knock at the door.

"—Who is it?" she called, shattering the
overwrought silence.

"It's Dans, Milady. I have Adar Sovin here
to see you."

"There isn’t even a guard on that door!”
Corin flew off. “And you knew the whole time!” He dropped back
against the chair, exhausted.

She rolled her eyes. "Really, Costellic, you
worry too much. Like you said … you’re here, aren’t you? So it’s
okay. Come in Dans."

The door opened and a thin, middle-aged wisp
of a man trailed in. Lady Loren jerked her head toward him. "This
is Dans," she said to Corin.

"Hello Dans.”

"This is Cor—"

"I know who—"

"—in Costellic," she finished, frowning.

"And this, my Lady, is Adar Sovin," Dans
announced, ushering a second man into the room.

~~~

Julia shivered with the damp chill of early
morning. The sun had swollen above the horizon, but it was
ensconced in a remote, high veil of bright, pearly clouds, which
only deepened the shadow of the outer wall, preserving the dewdrops
that littered the grass like discarded diamonds.

A dozen yards away waited a portal into
another world.

Shortly after dawn, she had followed Gulthor
around the shoulders of the mountain, Freedom’s glossy neck
shimmering softly with the colours of daybreak, a melted, muted
black rainbow flowing across the powerful muscles beneath his
hide.

There were no words for the experiences that
had graced this transcendent morning—experiences which were nothing
to the laconic man riding beside her. The forest by day was every
bit as amazing as she’d dreamed, the cool, damp air whispering
possibilities against her bare ankles. Though she didn’t catch a
glimpse of anything remotely supernatural, it was not hard to
imagine the Elders at home in their hidden sanctuaries concealed
within the green, glowing depths. At one point, a slender, small,
shadowy creature had emerged from the trees, its four spindly legs
planted in the leaves, its coal black eyes glittering up at
her.

For a long while, she had stared back,
uncomprehending, but as it darted back into the shadows, she
recognized it from its dappled coat. It was a fawn, like those the
hunters chased from frame to frame in the murals on the dining room
walls.

Later, the trees had thinned to sparse
patches, giving way to soft, tall grass that rustled, the side of
the mountain dropping away, plunging toward the countryside below.
A fork of the road swooped down the hillside, cutting a straight
orange line across the dusty green and golden fields, a vision of
freedom unobstructed by turrets, rooftops or walls. The early
morning light shimmered pink, the shadows blue beneath the hills.
Mist hovered over the road, a sun-charmed faery veil melding into a
dark line in the distance. Twisting in the saddle to look back,
she’d strained her neck as they delved yet again into the dim, cool
shelter of the forest. Never before had she seen anything so
luminous. She’d been desperate to catch every last drop.

And now this. A gateway into a strange new
world, the world of Telyra’s enemies.

"… I said ... a lot's changed for you fast,
hasn't it."

Gulthor’s gruff voice, pulling her out of
her reverie.

Several riders exited the Loren gate and
rode past, snatches of their laughter and conversation drifting
backwards on the breeze as they vanished into the forest.

The instantaneous rapport she had felt with
Rizaq—even though she had met him only the other night—had never
applied to Gulthor. She was fairly certain it never would. In his
words, she sensed barely concealed derision, or perhaps
disgust.

“Read my mind,” she acknowledged anyway,
looking away.

He nodded at her arm. "Did he do that to
you?"

"Yeah. It's ... not like that though."

"Accidents happen," he shrugged. "Do you
know what to do?"

"Not really," she admitted, squinting
curiously through the gate. There was a small stone gatehouse,
similar to the one where she’d been held up the other night. A
small crowd bustled in the street, but very little traffic passed
in or out. Vendors were raising colourful tents and setting out
baskets and trinkets and reams of cloth; shop owners were changing
the signs in the windows and propping open doors. The cobbles
sparkled underneath the opalescent sheet of the sky.

"The palace is central north to south,
several blocks west of the Wall, right?"

"You can't miss it. It’s bloody enormous. If
he was being less screwy about this, you could've gone up on the
Wall to get the layout." He unfolded the map and handed it to her.
"This is Lacsimilia Avenue. It intersects with Palace Promenade.”
He pointed. “If you were to turn west on Palace Promenade, you
could follow it clear to the west gate. But to your right ... you
should see the palace. There is another street parallel to
Lacsimilia called Victory Way, which divides the rich neighbourhood
from the slums of Harmony. I recommend totally avoiding that area
…” He paused. “Are you sure you don't need anything else?"

This last was perfunctory, curt, clearly a
mandatory civility. Tiredly, she took the map, swaying in her
saddle.

The task was daunting, and she was running
on six hours of sleep. But energy seemed to crackle around her like
static electricity, and there was an ionized newness to the air, a
uniqueness she’d felt only one time before. Those first months with
Lord Telyra still shined through the dusty rafters of her life, a
beacon of sunlight in a grey, pointless past. It was sickening how
much of the time since had dissolved back into the meaningless
morass. Perhaps that was just the nature of everyday life stripped
of its emotional highs. But damned if it wasn’t at least partly his
fault. She wanted to feel alive. He’d made her feel that way for
all too brief a time. Now, he was standing in her way.

Young and already living in
the past. How pathetic is that.

But today … was a defining day. A new
beacon. A day to stand outside of time.

…. See if anything could stop it.

Gulthor was still glaring at her tersely.
She rolled her eyes.

… No, you don’t have to
babysit me anymore.

"It's okay,” she mumbled. “You can go. I'll
be fine."

Without another word, clearly thrilled to be
well shot of her, he pulled his mount around and disappeared into
the trees, the clop of his horse’s hooves unnaturally loud, ringing
through the clear morning air long after he vanished down the
mountain path.

She stared after for a while at the empty
road. Then she approached the gatehouse, passing into the even
darker, colder shadow under the gate.

A scarlet-clad guard lifted his head off the
desk, pushing unkempt caramel hair out of his eyes.

"Who're you," he said. He made it a
statement, not a question. “Official business only. Otherwise
you’re gonna have to turn right back around, missy.”

"I have a letter," she announced, showing
him the seal. "I need to deliver it to Lady Loren."

"Fine," he said, lazily extending his palm.
"Hand it here."

Already, the hassles were starting …

"... No. I said I need to
deliver it to Lady
Loren.”

"No? If you want it delivered, you've got to
hand it over."

He reached out the window, making to grab
the letter right out of her hands. She snatched it back
rapidly.

"No. I've got to give it to Lady
Loren. Not you."

The guard snorted, then let out a hearty
guffaw. "You're having a laugh. Things don't work that way here. We
have a chain of command here. You can't just cut straight to the
top. Lady Loren's a busy woman; she has a city to run.” He snorted.
“… If she’s capable of it,” he mumbled under his breath. “Give it
here."

"But this is from Lord Telyra!" she said,
jabbing her finger at the seal. "Are you stupid? It's important!
Lord Telyra receives messengers all the time—"

"There is a prescribed channel
for messages.” He sighed, rolling his eyes, and spoke slowly,
enunciating loudly, as if he were explaining a challenging concept
to a two-year-old. “The quickest
way for you to get your letter to
Lady Loren is to pass it
through me. When
my captain comes by, I'll give it to him, and he'll give it
to—"

"No!"

"What’s your problem? If it's a letter, it
speaks for itself. If it was a spoken message, it’d be spoken, not
written. You’re not needed. You’ve done your bit, go home!"

"Master said to put it
in Lady Loren's hands.
Myself. So I will."

"He meant—"

"He meant what he
said. I'll find her
myself if you en’t gonna be no help."

He snorted again. "Good luck with that then.
Don't come whinging back to me at the end of the day—"

"I won't," she shot back and stowed the
letter back in her saddlebag forcefully. Pulling away, she spurred
into the street.

~~~

Adar Sovin ducked his head under the
doorframe, but when he straightened up, Corin observed that this
was unnecessary. The man was little taller than he was, and clearly
enjoyed affectation. He might have been in his late fifties or
early sixties, but his close-cropped black hair showed no signs of
greying and his pale skin stretched severely across his long,
narrow cheekbones. The eyes, small and whitish, were shadowy and
deep-set in their sockets, putting Corin in mind of a living skull
without a grin.

Disregarding him altogether, the man
surveyed Lady Loren with rigid, blank expectancy.

She stared vacantly back, and when Sovin
still didn't take the initiative, she introduced herself and then
gestured across the room.

“… And this is my general,
Corin Costellic.”

"Pleased to meet you, my Lady," Sovin
answered in a gravely baritone, bowing low.

Lady Loren waited, her mouth open, but when
it became clear the gaunt, black-haired man had no interest
whatsoever in acknowledging Corin, she pressed on.

"And you, Mr. Sovin. What did you wish to
speak to me about?"

He withdrew a pamphlet from his
unembellished robes and handed it to her. Standing back, he crossed
his arms over his thin chest.

She glanced down at it perfunctorily. "...
Yes?"

"I am a priest of our small church. I wish
to establish a mission inside the city."

"Why not simply do so? Why seek my
permission? We have no laws against religious freedom here."

"We wish to present our mission to the new
head of state. Assuming you are not already familiar with us of
course?"

He smiled, his lips unpleasantly red, a
jarring splash of sanguine colour in an otherwise colourless face—a
face that remained eager.

Watching this, it occurred to Corin that
there was some unspoken subtext underpinning the words, expressed
by that greedy, upturned mouth. Now that was odd. Why should this
priest of an obscure order expect familiarity from Malek Loren’s
successor?

Lady Loren had raised her shoulders in a
slight shrug. “I can’t say that I am.”

The priest’s own shoulders dropped slightly
at this. "Ours is the one true God, and our survival depends upon
satisfying Him.”

"Most of our people are monotheists already.
Or agnostics. There are a few who believe in the old gods, but
polytheism is more in vogue across the Wall. I suggest you try
there; Lord Telyra is an atheist who believes in only his own
might. Would that not be better ground to sow your seed—?"

Sovin’s smile reappeared, but morphed,
faltering. "We have already tried to reach Lord Telyra. And I do
not think you understand me. This is not a god of old, tired
mythologies, nor a modern vogue. The God is not hypothetical, but
real, here and now, in this very city."

"Oh …?"

"He is the Shadow that feeds on the Fire of
our hate. The war is His sustenance. But we might, through
punishing ourselves—through self-mutilation, self-denial and
sacrifice—sate His hunger. And through punishing the few, the dregs
of our society, we may spare the many, our better brothers."

Lady Loren was smiling uncomfortably,
blinking her eyes like she had sand in them. She turned the
pamphlet over. "If such a god were to exist ... should we not
instead refuse him his feast? Should we not defy him—? Establish
your mission if you must, but do not expect any aid from me or my
government—"

"It’s not really a
he,” Sovin interrupted in
irritation. “Not a person
the way you think of one. Conventional morality
does not apply to the God. It does not put value on our petty human
lives. We cannot comprehend the vastness of Its mind. We must make
choices.”

"We're not interested," Corin cut in
smoothly.

Adar Sovin snapped his head around,
surveying him with snooty contempt—the first acknowledgment of his
existence. His eyes were underground eyes, the pale, watery orbs of
a creature long accustomed to darkness.

"Does this man speak for you?"

"No, he speaks for himself. And he doesn't
want your religion. And she doesn't either,” he responded,
smirking.

Lady Loren’s uncomfortable smile brightened
into something resembling sincerity, and she raised her eyes,
flicking them over Sovin’s shoulder for just a fraction of an
instant. She then turned them on Sovin, her expression sweet but
infinitely uninviting. "Thank you for your time," she said as he
turned back around. "But I don't wish to sanction any religion.
Particularly one of blood and victimization. I think we've got
plenty of that going around as it is, and I have no interest in it.
Wrong is wrong, no matter the reasons.” She paused. “And if you do
decide to open a mission here, we will be keeping a close watch on
your activities, as presently, your attitude falls counter to the
goals of my regime. Sacrifice of the ‘dregs’ of our society? How
far are you ready to go for your real-and-present god? This state
will never substantiate murder."

A cloud of wrath passed over Sovin's
features, and Corin’s grip tightened on his knife; it seemed the
man might react explosively, but he didn't. Instead, he growled low
in his throat, like an animal, and spat, “It already does.” With a
grumpy snort, he snatched the pamphlet right out of her hands and
turned on his heel, exiting the study.

Furious, Corin lurched out of his chair,
ready to tear off after him, but ...

Pick our fights. That one’s
not worth it.

“Why can’t people just be nice?” she sighed,
shaking her head. “I really do believe that man had murder in his
eyes.”

“Then we should arrest him,” he
suggested.

“Corin, I’m a bit concerned you would arrest
anyone who looked at you wrong.”

“Maybe not at me.” He smiled. “But at you?
In a heartbeat. The way he tore that pamphlet right out of your
hands—”

There was movement in the door, furtive and
edgy.

He looked up. Dans had reappeared,
wide-eyed, his questioning gaze fixed on Lady Loren.

"It's all right," she shrugged. "That was a
waste of my time, but I'll be screening these appointments more
carefully from now on. And I’d appreciate it if you did too,
Dans."

"Should I escort him out of the palace?"

"Yes!" she said enthusiastically.

"Crazy fanatic,” agreed Corin. We'd better
get going, Milady. It’s time.”

~~~

Lacsimilia Avenue bore very little
resemblance to Lord Telyra's frugal lanes. Here, everything shined:
Storefronts were resplendent multi-level mansions and restaurants
were miniature palaces adorned with pillars in marble and gold
leaf. Doors of polished, engraved wood inlaid with rubies and
sapphires were fronted by doormen garbed in fine, embroidered
tunics in gold, scarlet and purple. Freedom's footfalls were crisp
and clear on the sparkling pavement.

It was surprisingly empty.

Pulling up in front of one of the sumptuous
restaurants, Julia turned to the richly dressed maitre d’, a portly
man with a long moustache and a proud demeanour.

"Where is everybody?" she asked
curiously.

The maitre d' sniffed the air inquisitively,
as if he’d heard a gnat buzzing near his ear.

She blinked, examining the air beside his
head, then took a look behind her. She was utterly alone. Surely
he’d heard her?

"Where is everybody?" she tried again.
"Seems awful quiet for such a beautiful morning.”

Now the portly man started, his eyes
settling on hers.

"Are you talking to
me?" he asked. His gaze
dropped to her collar, his mouth turning downward.

… Of course. Things would be no
different here, no different at all. Why had she expected
otherwise?

Suddenly she hated every shining inch of
this place, as much as she hated every inch of Talystasia East.

"… No, I'm talking to your bloody pillars.
Why is it so quiet?" she demanded.

"Haven't you heard ...? Lady Loren is in
Harmony, returning taxes to all the lazy freeloaders who don't want
to work." He sniffed again, still staring at her neck.

"So what are you glaring at me
for? I'm not a freeloader. I couldn't get a job if I wanted one.
Nobody pays me."

"Well that just makes you more of one,
doesn't it?"

There was a delicious aroma
wafting in on the breeze, and it wasn’t from this stupid
place.

With deliberation, she lowered her hand into
the saddlebag, withdrawing the little silk money pouch from inside.
Raising it in front of her, she extended her arm, jangling the
coins in front of the maitre d’s face teasingly, just out of his
reach, then flashed him a sugary smile. "Guess I won't be spending
this here then, will I. Bye!”

A block later, she spotted a
comparatively modest café and a stranger emerging with a loaf of
fresh bread. It seemed reasonably likely that this was the source
of the mouthwatering aroma. She paused a moment, inhaling deeply
and considering the pink stucco siding and cozy white shutters and
potted violets on the sills, and shrugged with amusement.
Here I come all the way over here, excited to see
all this opulence, and still I feel more comfortable with this
little place. I must share Master’s sensibilities after
all.

Leading Freedom to the hitching post outside
the gated outdoor tables, she dismounted, negotiating her broken
arm with some difficulty, and pushed open the door to join the
queue in the bakery.

Moments later, she was back outside, seated
at one of the patio tables, a warm, buttery, cheese-filled
croissant in her hand, the bright diffused daylight pouring down on
her, the air sticky with heat that was weeks out of season.

There were still coins left in the money
pouch. It was tempting to consider what such money could
buy—several full meals to be sure, perhaps even a sumptuous banquet
at one of the fancy pillared restaurants. Across the street, a shop
window displayed ladies' dresses in lilac, blue and white. She
gazed at them longingly, imagining how it would feel to dance and
turn in front of a head-to-toe mirror, admiring herself.

Lord Telyra would only backhand her for
wasting his money of course; likely he’d only given her this much
to accuse her of spoiling his bounty when she succumbed to
temptation.

Still, she could fantasize.
That much at least was hers, and he couldn’t steal the richness of
her thoughts. She could
finish her breakfast, wiping her hands on her
frock, cross the street, and step inside, the little bell tinkling
over her head as she did. She’d run her hands over the silks and
gauzes, push aside the curtain to the dressing room—

A throat cleared above her head.

"Are you lost, miss?"

A dark face hovered over her, the overcast
sky blinding white behind him. From his scarlet livery and silver
mail, she recognized him instantly as a member of the city
watch.

"Do you have permission to be travelling
alone ...?"

The panic was instantaneous, practiced as it
was over a lifetime.

"I—it's in th—the saddlebag," she stammered,
clambering to her feet.

He shrugged, gesturing for her to be seated
again. "No problems, miss, this time ... Be sure you get home
safely now."

With a sigh of relief, she sank back into
her chair. "Do you know when Lady Loren is returning to the
palace?" she asked him.

"... Could be any time. Did you have
business with the lady?"

"A message. And I was told not to enter
Harmony."

"Good advice. You can hand it to me."

"No, I want to deliver it myself."

"That'll be—"

"—Hard, right, I know. I’ve already been
over this with someone else."

"You're just one in a thousand voices crying
to be heard. It’s a matter of practicality, miss."

"… Lord Telyra's voice."

The guard raised bushy eyebrows. "Okay.
Well. The palace is only open to visitors one day a week—and that
day was yesterday. If I were you I'd head up to the intersection at
Promenade. The palace is closed, but it's the closest you're going
to get to Lady Loren for a while. I’d guess you should head up
there in about an hour. Might catch her—if you’re lucky. Else
you’ll wait a week—or longer.”

“Couldn’t you help me?”

“I would, miss, but I’m on duty, and there’s
really nothing I can do. I can’t cut through the crowd for you, and
there’s no way to bypass the official channels. Security around
Lady Loren is extra tight these days. If you keep asking around,
someone else in the city watch may be able to help you. Look for
someone with rank.”

Resigned, she nodded, watching him leave,
then kicked back in her chair, propping her legs up on the seat
across from her. Well, if she had to wait …

Taking an agreeable bite from her croissant,
she returned her attention to the shop window, humming and spinning
in front of the dressing room mirror in her head.

~~~

North of the restaurant district, the
delicious smells were overpowered by the sweet perfume of flowering
boughs dipping low over the gutters. Lavender and pink blossoms
piled high, rotten with rain, and fluttered across the pavement
peppering the square. The sweat of humanity added a salty, rank
edge to their scent.

Stately marble edifices presided here,
columned and adorned with gilded scrollwork. Deeply engraved
letters above their wide gold doors indicated their functions to
the literate, but if their harsh right angles and high, small,
unimaginative windows were any indication, Julia guessed they were
administrative. That or they were prisons; but this was clearly a
very posh district, and that seemed unlikely.

Droves of highborn men and women flocked
past her on horseback and on foot—it was the women she couldn’t
tear her eyes off of. They were as flawless as dolls in their
billowing brocade skirts and high-collared lace jackets. Their
hair, which seemed to come in every eye-popping colour of the
rainbow, was piled high atop their heads in elegant, towering
monuments. She stared after them shamelessly, envious of their
beautiful things, and even moreso of the rosy glow in their cheeks
and their carefree laughter.

Vibrant curls swayed, painted faces turned
in her direction. She smiled politely, then felt the smile melt off
her face as if it’d been washed into the gutters with the withering
petals. Their grins had curled into sneers at the sight of her, and
she rode away to the their derisive laughter, quickly drowned out
by the roar of a cascading stone fountain. It was carved in
graceful, abstract arabesques to mimic the foaming arcs of water
which spouted from its mouth. The roaring, sparkling water jetted
down to earth to glisten beside clusters of laughing, chattering
men and women, stretching contentedly along its low, circular wall.
Children splashed their hands, laughing and chasing each other.

Raising her hand to her neck, thinking of
her own childhood, she watched them with unfocused eyes.

Most of the crowd were thronging the high,
wrought-iron gates that flanked the east side of the square.
Scarlet-clad guards lined the fence like pawns on a chess board,
wrestling with the unruly multitude. Beyond, the promenade
continued, empty, across a lush green lawn populated by tall,
graceful trees and ending at the foot of …

Her head craned upward, her jaw
dropping.

… High, regular cliffs of
shining white and beige shot upward into the dazzling white sky,
etched at their summits with the familiar outlines of embrasures,
decorative rather than functional in this setting, an anomalous
parody of military design that clashed ludicrously with the
elegance and openness of the architecture. High, broad windows and
archways of stone soared triumphantly, sculpting the mountainous
structure into a colossal counterpart to the fountain. Sky-cleaving
turrets crowned the staggering edifice with glittering domes in
emerald, sapphire, ruby and gold.

It was a faerytale palace, perfect in every
detail. It seemed if she blinked, it’d vanish, an apparition of her
deprived imagination.

Chilly resentment stole away the midday
heat. Lord Telyra had described such palaces to her, reading from
the pages of novels, political and cultural textbooks, histories of
distant lands. Leagues away, across mountains and deserts and
oceans, such wonders towered, glittering with magnificence, too far
for her to journey to.

Except this one. This one was right here.
She knew what he’d say about it, that the stones were the bones of
a starved populace, the jewels the sweat from their brows. But it
was a wonder for all that, no less so than the ancient ruins that
he had travelled to see in his youth—remnants of despotic
civilizations also built on the cold stones of oppression. He
recalled those trips fondly.

Someone buffeted her rudely. Freedom stomped
sideways.

The crowd was condensing, fingers pointing
to the west, away from the wondrous citadel, to where three columns
of riders had appeared on a halting path toward the fountain, chain
mail glittering, scarlet standards fluttering aloft.

She saw a tomato fly through the air,
striking one of the soldiers leading the procession, and traced its
path back to a bellowing aristocrat. Reaching into her saddlebag,
she tightened her sweaty grip on Lord Telyra’s envelope, her heart
in her throat. Pedestrians slammed into her legs and Freedom’s
flanks as she fought her way forward.

… Between the soldiers, a tall,
black-clad woman rode, her veiled head held high, her dark figure
cutting a stark contrast to the riders around her—

A gleam of gold showed against her
forehead.

That would have to be her! … Lady Loren.

Ripping the letter from her saddlebag, she
waved it frantically in the air and surrendered to the maelstrom,
her voice melting meaninglessly into the rest, lost, broken,
anonymous, inaudible.

The procession was flush with the fountain
now. Wrestling with Freedom, she strained against the pressing mass
of bodies, screaming her throat raw, certain she’d have been
trampled if she hadn’t been on horseback.

Now the lady was past, and she was watching
the elegant curve of her back as she closed the short remaining
distance to the palace gate—

"LADY LOREN!" she bellowed vainly, the
throng sweeping her away. "LADY LOREN!"

A soldier beside the lady suddenly whipped
his head around. Julia caught her breath as his eyes locked on
hers.

She held the letter as high as
she could, jabbing her finger at the seal, gesticulating
desperately, mouthing the words “Lord
Telyra.”

… The impossible. He broke
ranks.

"GIVE IT TO ME," he cried urgently,
stretching his hand over the reaching arms below them, lashing up
like a river.

She hesitated, the letter suspended between
them, the gap between them widening. The crowd swelled, the
currents of bodies tearing them apart. She glanced at Lady Loren,
disappearing through the palace gates, and back at the blond-haired
man.

"Give it to me! Give it to me
now!" he yelled. "She will
get it."

His gaze was clear and penetrating,
radiating confidence, his uniform different from the rest.

“Last chance.”

Forgive me, Master
…

She released the letter just as the
soldier's fingertips grazed it. He leaned forward, catching it as
the crowd whisked him backwards and away. Moments later he had
merged back into the line collapsing through the gate.

With a resounding metallic clang, it slammed
shut. The mob hurled themselves against it, shaking the bars
violently and shouting and screaming at the retreating figures.
Julia felt a momentary pang of sympathy for the black-garbed woman,
and then retreated effortlessly, pushed back by the crush of the
multitude.

Breaking away, she rode several blocks
south, back in the direction she’d come from, and climbed down from
Freedom’s back, exhausted. Here, the ear-splitting din of the crowd
was only a muffled roar. There was a low stone wall underneath one
of the aromatic trees. Collapsing under its cherry shade, she
stared at the ground, her fists balled.

What had she just done? She'd
given Lord Telyra's letter to a guard. A guard, no different from either of
the others who had offered to take her letter from her. Why had she
given it to that one?

What if the soldier read the letter, the
letter which was for Lady Loren’s eyes only? What if he didn't
deliver it at all? What if he gave it to his superior instead, who
read it himself or threw it away? She took a certain pride in
following Lord Telyra’s instructions to the letter, particularly
when other people seemed hell-bent on making that difficult. These
instructions didn’t make the slightest bit of sense to her, but she
could recognize Master at his best. There was a reason for sending
her here. She might curse the man who beat her up and who denied
her everything, but she wanted to obey the man who had sent her on
this peculiar mission. That man had trained her well.

… And so much for
that.

The mineral flakes embedded in the pavement
winked back at her unconcernedly.

Oh he's going to
kill me.

"Papers."

He's going to
kill—

The shadow over her head had deepened.

She looked up.

One of the city watchmen was glowering down
at her.

Instantly, looking into his blank, dead
eyes, she knew she was in trouble—real trouble. Cold claws of fear
wrapped around her throat, danger singing in her spine.

"Papers," he growled. "You travelling alone?
Is that horse yours?"

"Umm ..." She stood up so as to feel at less
of a disadvantage; but this did nothing. Her mind fumbled
frantically. Papers? For what?

"Whose property are you?"

“Lord Telyra's."

The guard snorted. "Let's see those papers
then."

Julia moved toward the saddlebag, then felt
her knees weaken. She'd just handed the only proof of her origin
and mission to the unknown soldier in the mob.

"I don't have any papers," she whispered,
the dread now giving way to full-on alarm. "I gave—"

"You stole that horse, and you're a
runaway," sneered the guard.

"No—"

"—You know what we do with runaways? We lock
‘em up until their owners come to claim ‘em."

"You don't want to do that! You
don't get it, I'm here on an errand, I want to go back. I just want to go
home—"

"You're not going anywhere, except the city
jail."

"But you don't
have slavery!" she
protested in shock. “I thought this place was all progressive! The
Lorens don’t even have slaves in their palace!”

"Correction: the Loren regime
doesn't approve of slavery, but they do condone it. We respect the rights of
slave-owners here. Some of us don't mind the reward money
neither."

"You're not going to get reward money,
you're going to die!" Julia shouted, and made a dive for Freedom,
but the guard grabbed her wrist roughly and dragged her back,
snatching the stallion's reins simultaneously.

"Shut up," he snarled in her ear, rudely
grinding his fist into her back, "And march."

~~~

The cell in the city jail was fairly large,
cold, and barren aside from one wooden bench in the center of the
floor. Only the back wall was solid stone. She rattled the bars
intermittently, screaming protests at the guards.

"Lord Telyra's gonna fucking kill you! He
WILL find out I'm here. Let me OUT."

"Shut the fuck up, bitch!" one of the
prisoners in the adjoining cell snarled. “We’re trying to sleep in
here.”

In response, she kicked the bars savagely
and crashed down on the hard bench to seethe.

That letter isn't going to get
delivered ... and it's going to get read by the wrong people, I
just know it ... So stupid …

She peeked sidelong at the neighbouring
captives. From their dirty, haggard appearance, they could have
been here for months.

How long would
she be here …?

"You lookin' at me, hon?" A sallow-faced man
staggered to his feet, clutching the bars dividing their cells in
grimy, yellow-nailed hands. "Why doncha come over here—I’ll keep
you company." He flashed her a rotting grin.

Ew." Julia shuddered and scooted resolutely
to the opposite end of her bench, folding her arms and looking
away.

Look on the bright
side, a reasonable part of her mind
suggested, You sleep in a cell anyway.
What's the difference?

The difference
... argued a more reasonable side,
is drunk idiots, no hay on the floor, a cell door
I can't unlock, and a room that smells like piss.

... And no Lord Telyra
upstairs.

"Come back straight away after you've
finished, with or without an answer from Roselia Loren, and find
me. Bang on my bedroom door in the middle of the night if you have
to."

A soft warmth tingled through her arms where
he’d clasped them the night before. For the first time in she
didn't know how long, she genuinely yearned for his company—his
pride and pleasure when she told him she had completed her
mission.

Which wasn't going to happen any time soon.
Because she hadn't completed it, and because she was stranded here
with no way to reach anyone outside.

For a while, she held out the hope that
someone would come and get her out of here; that they would realize
it was all a misunderstanding, and that she would be able to go
home. Minutes dragged into hours. Unhappily, she curled up on the
bench and drifted into impatient thoughts and daydreams, her
defiance temporarily spent. Eventually, uneasy sleep came.

















XIII: Roads

Yours,
Andreas.

Rose finished reading the letter and let her
hand fall limply to her side, dizzy with shock. The hallway seemed
to darken, receding into the distance. Only the papers clutched in
her hand seemed real.

Gradually, she became aware once more of the
red-garbed figure beside her. In a daze, she stared at the sleeve
of Costellic’s uniform, a solitary splotch of brightness in the
colourless corridor. At her side, her fingers shook, the papers
rustling jerkily. She squeezed them together.

"Did you read this?" she asked when she
finally found her voice. “I … I knew he’d talk to me eventually,
but I didn’t expect … when I said what I said yesterday … I wasn’t
ready to hear from him …”

She broke off, blinking through tears.

She knew then she had wanted to hear from
him.

Telyra had let her live. Her first speech in
the great hall had been a betrayal. Her second in Harmony had been
an apology, not just to the people and to herself—but to him. The
knowledge gushed with her tears, a dam bursting.

"No,” came Costellic’s soft voice beside
her.

“What?”

“No. I didn't break the seal. Didn't you
notice?"

She passed it to him. "I know now why
Andreas Telyra didn't kill me … Read it.”

Dear Rose;

I address you today not as a
lord, but as a man, to entreat you for a parley.

I have ruled for twenty-two
years. In this time I have been a participant in monstrous
bloodshed. There have been many justifications for the ongoing feud
between our two families. You share in those justifications now. I
have killed your father. I have also killed your brother. I do not
apologize for my actions, but I am sorry for your
pain.

I want to share with you the
essential conflict of my life.

Twenty-two years ago, I found
myself alone in the woods beside the Wall. I remember nothing of
how I came to be there. It was then that my circlet came to
me.

Perhaps you also find yourself
missing some time from your life recently. Perhaps you also woke up
terrified and alone, with nothing but a blind fear suffusing your
soul. And then, just as my circlet came to me, yours found
you.

Whatever our circlets are …
they are not cold pieces of metal but living, thinking things. My
circlet has the ability to move of its own accord and a magnetism
that draws it to me as inevitably as a river to the sea. If I throw
it from me, it returns. It always finds its way home. I expect
yours does the same.

We’ve been raised to accept
the bizarre behaviour of these objects on faith—even though they
disobey the basic tenants of the universe. Are you okay with that
…? Because I’m not. The belief that these circlets bestow on our
respective lineages some gods-given right to rule—exclusive and
non-transferable—has driven our people to insanity. But I believe
the circlets hold a nefarious purpose of their
own.

Malek Loren was not, to my
understanding, a bloodthirsty man. He believed in his heart (as my
own mother did) that he was doing right by his people. He believed
me a tyrant, that it was his duty to protect his populace and pass
on the glory of his birthright. For my part, I'd have given him my
half of Talystasia, were I not so disgusted by the economic
policies that have kept his people—now yours—in rags and starving
in the streets.

I have never, and will never,
accept this bloody war of retribution. I have no ambition, nor am I
an idealist. I cherish the memory of my mother, but I understand
the part her actions played in her death. I have nothing driving me
to fight but a black rage and a lust for blood. For most of my
rule, I have slaked my violence and my lust on your father's
soldiers on the battlefield and his citizens in their homes,
because he gave me the excuse. I reached a point three years ago
where I could no longer accept that—and so I proposed a truce to
stop this vile war and the waste of so many
lives.

Your father accepted that
truce … and broke it.

I am the last of my degenerate
line. Please believe that if I were to conceive a child, I would
murder that brat in its mother's womb rather than risk the
slightest possibility of its survival. Everything inside me since
the day I inherited this accursed thing drives me to rape and kill.
I abhor destruction, and yet I relish it, and I think this circlet
or whatever created it is desperate for me to produce an heir so
the atrocities can continue unchecked for all of time. I won’t let
it. One way or another, this ends with me.

The other night, I spared your
life and line. Genocide hung in the balance with my soul. I had a
chance to be free of this conflict—but at what price? Could I carry
on my conscience that I had done this thing to appease the appetite
of the scourge on my head? It was too much. I chose to ride away
with what’s left of my soul intact.

These past three years have
been extremely taxing. If I cannot exorcize this ... emotional pain
... that I carry, it threatens to overwhelm me. I cannot convey to
you the relief—the release—that violence creates in me. Without a
regular outlet for my rage, I can barely control myself. I feel the
psychosis growing in me, and myself receding.

Still, I do not regret the
truce, nor my act of defiance in sparing your life the other
night—and I believe I have the capacity to maintain that truce for
the rest of my life, and never kill another man, woman or child
under your reign. Such is my hate, against this circlet and this
war, and my pledge to you, should you choose to accept
it.

But I fear ... that without an
outlet for my bloodlust, I will lose control, and I will
kill someone.

I don't want to be manipulated
anymore. I want to be free; truly free. I want
answers.

So do the Elders. They came to
me, the night your father broke our treaty. They told me that we
are at a threshold, that the supernatural evil I believe compels
our affairs is now affecting theirs. They repeated the old decree,
“No evil may enter the forest,” and told me that our blood has
become poison to them when spilled on the earth. I was moved by
their urgency. And the fact that your father chose that night to
end our truce? It is hard for me not to find that remarkable. We
are at a turning point, just as the Elders
predicted.

There is more. You will find
enclosed meteorological charts that correlate to chief battles over
the past two decades. You will see that in conjunction with each,
there has been a formidable squall—easy to miss in a climate such
as ours, but I am an observant man. I think you will agree it is
statistically anomalous.

I believe that something
supernatural drives us onto the field. Not idealism, honour,
righteous vengeance or bloodlust. There may be some intelligence at
work. Perhaps that invisible participant supplies those motives to
us—through these circlets.

I do not trust that thing on
your head. I think you want the same things I do, but I think that
thing on your head wants you to stay ignorant and distracted. I
believe ... given time, it will find a way to warp your goodness
and twist it towards its own ends—as it did your father, and
slowly, you will lose yourself, whether through ignorance, as Malek
did, or through blind rage, as I do.

Whatever this evil is, you and
I are the principle instruments through which it acts. Without us
here to carry out its agenda, it will encounter obstacles. At
least, that is my theory. As bloodthirsty as many of our citizens
are, they respect (or fear, at the very least) the authority of the
circlets. Human beings excel at blind obedience. Let’s use that to
our advantage.

My proposal to you is that
since we cannot remove the circlets, that we both remove ourselves
instead, as soon as possible, and set out in search of any answers
we can find. Unfortunately many of the answers we seek are probably
here—but if we remain, you may soon unearth your own motives for
war, and the cycle will repeat. This may be an empty pursuit, but
at least for the time being we will disrupt the cycle. That alone
is worth it.

I'd like to meet with you to
discuss this further. Or, preferably, in order to depart on our
separate journeys. I would invite you to travel together, but I
think the results would be … unpredictable. You and I have been
deprived of the lives we really wanted. This is our chance to
strike back—together.

I do this with no
expectations, and if you choose to dismiss my hopes, I again offer
you my pledge of peace without rancour—despite the pain it will
most certainly cause me. But I beg you to do this thing. If you do
not, you will most certainly become controlled, a pawn in this
unnatural war and the continuing suffering of all the souls in our
city. And if you resist, as I have, you will find your own personal
torments deepening, turning inward and betraying those closest you.
You too, will lose control of your pain.

Just as you were at my mercy
the other night, I am now at yours. My life, Roselia Loren, is in
your hands.

Please send back my messenger
promptly with your reply. Show my letter to no one you do not
trust. I think it is best we keep our intentions between
us.

I spared your life; I mean you
well.

Yours,

Andreas

… Costellic guffawed, abrupt in
the silence.

Rose started, staring at him. His laughter
felt like a knife twisting in her gut.

"He thinks he's possessed!" he exclaimed,
wiping tears of hilarity out of his eyes. "Someone's got to be
having you on. No way is this real!"

"But look at the seal!" She
indicated the blue wax imprint in the shape of a "T" with a sword
thrust through it, her happy tears turning to outrage.
Does he think I’m stupid …?

"So? Anyone could duplicate that seal."

"But Costellic! He
knows! And it's true! His
circlet is the same as mine, I knew it! Father told me that
Telyra’s was fake, but it isn’t, it's identical! It doesn’t come
off; he can’t abdicate! Just as we guessed!"

"Anyone could infer that too, even without
firsthand knowledge. The Telyras have alternately alleged and
denied for centuries that the circlets have an abundance of
extraordinary and improbable powers. So have the Lorens. Your
father …” He shrugged. “We’ve talked about your father. He denied
that particular property. He lied. Others before him have told the
truth. So someone pulled a fact out of the rumour mill. It
happens.”

"Hah, well, how did he know about my
amnesia? I didn't tell anybody but you about that night. And Father
never told me about anything like that, but maybe it happened to
him too ... maybe it's happened to every ruler in Talystasia. Like
... an initiation or something."

"... Okay, for the sake of argument, let’s
say Telyra did write this letter. What makes you think he isn't
simply trying to lure you out of the city?"

He spared my life … he means
me well.

She could almost bring herself to believe
it—of all the terrible lies that had surfaced over the past week,
here perhaps was one shining truth: she’d also been lied to about
Andreas Telyra … all her life. Only last night, staring through the
darkness at the Wall, she’d wondered whether he could possibly
understand what she was going through. And at that very moment, he
might have been penning this letter.

“He had his shot at me. He didn’t take it,”
she pointed out.

"Fine. Then he's insane, paranoid and
delusional.”

"Why?" she demanded furiously.

Costellic skimmed the letter
and read back, “‘But I believe the circlets hold a nefarious
purpose of their own ... Everything inside me since the day I
inherited this accursed thing drives me to rape and kill ... I
believe that something supernatural drives us onto the field ... .
There may be some intelligence at work. Perhaps that invisible
participant supplies those motives to us—through these circlets.’”
He paused, flipping the pages. “… And oh yes, here’s another
winner. 'I do not trust that thing on your head. I think you want
the same things I do, but I think that thing on your head wants you
to stay ignorant and distracted …'" He looked up at her
exasperatedly, crumpling the pages in his hands. “Come
on.”

She shook her head, backing away.

“Besides, what’s this ‘I will kill someone’
bit? Telyra isn’t a man to balk at murder. Telyra is a killer.”

“I don’t know.”

"Why do you so desperately want to believe
in this letter? Lord Telyra isn't possessed by an evil diadem, and
neither are you; he's just ... evil."

"He saved my
life."

"No, he didn't kill you. It isn't the same
thing."

"—And what's the difference?
Between you and him—? Or what he did for me and what I did for you?
Does that not count?"

For a long moment, he said nothing. He was
heaving for breath, his lips curled back from his teeth in an
apoplectic sneer.

He stamped his foot. "I ... have nothing in
common with him, and neither do you."

"I think you
do. I think we both
do."

"Why do you need to believe in
him?"

"I need to believe in
me."

"This son of a bitch
killed your father and
brother—"

"... No," she declared quietly but firmly
through her misery. "... They killed themselves. They forced his
hand."

"YOU'RE NOTHING LIKE HIM!" Costellic
bellowed.

"But ... I am." Snatching the letter out of
his hands, she scanned it frenetically.

"Here," she said when she could
speak again. "'… a blind fear suffusing
your soul ...' I'm in pain, Lieutenant, so
much pain.
Emotional pain. I’m scared … and angry … and I miss myself. You
don't know what I've been living with ... I know exactly the
feeling he means. About being possessed! Different somehow. Like part of me
isn't myself anymore. I thought ... I thought I was going mad, but I'm not,
I'm not. To hear someone say
it …"

"It’s not just what it says, it’s how he
sounds—"

"Costellic! Costellic, I
don't want to do this." She grabbed at the circlet, upsetting her veil. "This isn't
right, it isn't good, I don't want this thing. I don’t want my life
to dissolve into this perpetual, mindless waste. I want to
fight. Not him,
this, this thing that’s
taking over my life. ‘If Lord Telyra gives us a chance, I think we
should give him one.’ My words, yesterday. Are you with me
...?"

He eyed the floor, his shoulders slumping.
"I won't let you do this," he sighed half-heartedly.

"Won't let me—" she began in ire.

"That's not what I meant," he interrupted.
"I just don't trust him. Please ..."

"I ... don't either."

She exhaled, Telyra’s own self-assessment
ringing in her head.

A good man? Who am I
kidding.

"He is still evil. Besides ... like you
said, this could all be some sort of a diversion, some sort of a
trap. I'm a fool ... I just want to talk with him. God, so many
lies ... my father ..."

"No." Costellic chuckled bitterly under his
breath. "... You're going to pack your bags."

"I just want to talk," she
insisted, but his words sent a thrill down her
spine. I knew there was something more to
Telyra ... to this city …

He sighed again. "I'm coming with you.
You’re not going anywhere near that lunatic alone."

"Good! I don’t want to! Wait a
second ..." She muttered, re-reading the last lines of the letter.
"'... Send back my messenger
...' What messenger?"

Costellic opened his mouth and then
groaned.

"What?"

"Shit," he said. "I grabbed the letter off
some girl. On our way back from Harmony. I thought nothing of
it."

"I want to talk to her.”

"Why?"

"Information.”

"Good enough reason ... She was a slave; the
gate guard will have stopped her for questioning on her way out. If
she left. If she’s still waiting for your answer, she won’t have
gone far. We’ll find her."

"Great. That's excellent."

Costellic straightened his uniform. "I
suggest you check the records in the library to confirm his
accounts.” He snorted. “Evil weather … But who am I to argue? That
… thing,” he paused self-consciously, quirking his mouth in black
amusement, “on your head … is supernatural in at least one way,
after all.”

“Father … made a comment before he died. It
was just an aside, but … he remarked that we live in the real
world.”

“In reference to …?”

“Just something silly I said about Telyra.”
She looked down at the floor. “The real world’s not what I thought
it was.”

“You don’t appear possessed to me, my Lady,
but the circlet is evil—that much I’ll grant.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It disregards your choice! That thing is as
much a threat to your real sovereignty as your uncle was. We’ve got
to figure out a way to get it off of you. If Telyra’s right … well,
it’s something.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend?” She
smiled ironically.

“Maybe so. After all, Telyra himself holds
less sway over your life than that crown. Good luck; I’ll be back
shortly."

~~~

It was voices that woke her, voices that
sounded different from the jeering and catcalls of her neighbours.
Groggily, Julia opened her eyes and sat up. Through the small, high
window near the ceiling, she could see the evening sky. Her body
was numb; she must’ve been sleeping after all.

“… improvements since the last
sanitation report …”

One of the guards was strolling backwards,
gesticulating toward the cells, speaking loudly. He was followed by
a shorter man, also in uniform, who was openly ignoring him in
favour of his tall companion, to whom he was chatting animatedly.
His light blond hair was cut short, his uniform quite fancy.

With a start, she recognized him. She sat up
to shout, but there was no need; the guard was already opening the
door to her cell with a jangle of keys, showing the officer and his
associate inside.

The woman was laughing somewhat
tentatively—and now Julia recognized her too.

Lady Loren.

She stooped when she entered, presumably so
her voluminous black curls would clear the doorframe. On her head
was a familiar object—a plain, unadorned gold circlet, a perfect
counterpart to Lord Telyra's, but lovingly polished where he’d long
ago let his go to rust. Her poofy black gown was richly brocaded in
wavy patterns, but sensible and subdued for all that. When she
straightened, Julia saw that she was almost awkwardly tall, but
moved with the ease of a person long accustomed to doing so a head
above everyone else.

Julia opened her mouth to speak but was
interrupted by the guard, who backed in noisily with two chairs,
which he dumped unceremoniously near the door.

"Leave it open," ordered the officer.

In chorus, the prisoners in the next cell
exploded into a storm of requests, their beseeching arms springing
through the bars toward Lady Loren, who stepped back out of reach,
eyes wide.

"QUIET!" the officer hollered, jumping at
them with his arms spread like a great red crow, and something in
his voice silenced them immediately. He pulled the chairs to the
center of the room and gestured to Lady Loren to be seated, after
which he followed suit. The lady leaned in toward his ear,
muttering, and the officer nodded quickly.

She was almost sickly pale, and there were
purple shadows under her eyes as if she hadn't been sleeping. The
soldier’s puffy red eyes were ringed with the same lines of
fatigue.

Both were watching Julia expectantly.

For a moment, she didn't know what to say.
She had observed all of this in silence, and realized it was
because these two people intimidated the hell out of her. Lady
Loren, for all she appeared drained to the point of illness, was as
beautiful as a storybook princess. Her exquisite high cheekbones
were perfect, her delicate features graceful, her deep brown eyes
gentle but penetrating. Her comrade slumped in his chair twiddling
his thumbs, apparently unconscious of his rank. This didn’t have
the effect of making him appear indolent or weak. On the contrary,
it made him seem even more formidable, as if the concept of rank
were so far beneath him he felt free to disregard it. His uniform
was trimmed in gold with matching cords and buttons, decorated with
medals and ribbons.

Julia had seen such showy uniforms on
visiting generals before—but never on any of Lord Telyra’s men, who
all wore the same standardized, unfussy uniform as himself.

Lord Telyra—who was waiting for her.

Getting a grip, her ire flamed back and she
snapped, "F-finally! What does it take to get an audience with
you!"

Lady Loren flinched in her seat, drawing
back in surprise. "You can't tell me that Lord Telyra meets with
every messenger in person!” she exclaimed.

But even as she said it, Julia heard the
question in her voice.

"Actually, he does. Lord Telyra meets with
anyone who wants to talk to him, in person."

Not that that’s a lot of
people, she thought dryly.

She and Lady Loren sat scowling at each
other.

The officer cleared his throat.

Lady Loren leaned in toward her escort and
mumbled again. She turned back to Julia. "I'm ...” She shrugged.
“You already know—I'm Lady Loren. And this is Lieutenant
Costellic."

“Lieutenant!” Julia exclaimed,
unable to help herself. “How are your generals decorated?”

Lady Loren and Lieutenant Costellic
exchanged glances and he started to laugh. The lady shook her head,
but not before he stated, “… I am the general.”

What …? She thought of pressing the point, but left it. What did it
matter? Whoever he was, he was Lady Loren’s confidante.

Lady Loren outstretched her hand and the
strange officer passed her the envelope with Lord Telyra's broken
seal.

Julia sighed with relief. "You got it," she
observed pointlessly.

"Yes," replied Lady Loren, her gaze
measuring.

"Do you know what this says?" the man barked
abruptly, holding up a stack of folded pages. They were covered in
her master’s neat, recognizable script.

"... No."

Lady Loren raised her eyebrows, a flicker of
a question passing through her eyes. She dumped the contents of the
envelope into her lap.

"Did you draw these?" she asked kindly.

Julia blinked, recognition dawning as Lady
Loren flipped through the pages on her lap.

Lord Telyra’s meteorological charts.

"Yeah," she affirmed in surprise. "I drew
those. How did you know?"

“It was a guess.”

"Why?" demanded Costellic.

"Because Lord Telyra told me to." She
blinked. "If he had wanted me to know why, he'd have told me. It’s
his own business if he wants to record the weather. I can't read or
write. So I draw—it’s one less thing for him to have to do
everyday. For all I know that's why he asked me to deliver the
letter. He didn’t want anyone reading it … including me I
guess.”

"That seems consistent," Lady Loren murmured
to her companion.

The officer shrugged.

"How long have you been making these
charts?" she asked her.

"... Four years. On and off. He fills in the
dates at the end of the week. He's been keeping these records for
years though. Longer than I’ve been helping him."

Curiosity almost moved her to ask what,
after all, the unexplained charts were all about. But annoyance
with her confinement moved her to solidarity with Lord Telyra, so
she swallowed her question.

"What's he like?" asked Lady Loren
abruptly.

"Umm ... I don't really see what you mean,"
she stalled.

"His character? What manner of man is
he?"

A cold-hearted, inconsiderate, foul-tempered
git …?

"He's ... a good man," she said without much
conviction, calling on Rizaq’s words.

Lady Loren and her officer looked at each
other disbelievingly.

"... Whatever that letter says, you can
trust it," she offered. "... Honest … He's honest, I mean."

"Do you know Lord Telyra well?"

"No," she lied.

She could feel Lady Loren's gaze boring into
her face. The lady leaned forward, her gesture encompassing her
broken arm and the bruises on her face.

"Did he do that to you?"

She hung anxiously on the question. "No.
Riding accident," she said finally.

"You have a horse?" Lady Loren inquired in
surprise.

"Yeah, and I want it back. Can I go
now?"

Lady Loren's countenance was shrewd, and she
had a sinking feeling about the response.

"No."

"Why? You got more questions for me?"

"Not right now," Lady Loren said, standing
up.

"But I wanna go home!" she cried, bolting to
her feet and glaring up at her. "HEY!"

The lady’s jaw dropped. "Why ...?" she asked
incredulously.

"... Because it's home! I'm not
gonna stay here.
This is a jail cell. I haven’t broken any law! I came here to do
you a favour. I delivered
that message to you. If it means anything to you, why are you doing
this to me? Is this any way to treat a messenger, even the
messenger of your adversary? Did he do something to piss you off?
That letter en't a declaration of war, is it? Because Lord Telyra
wouldn't do that. He doesn't want to fight you. He just wants to be
left alone."

The officer shot Lady Loren a meaningful
look.

"You know him curiously well ... for not
knowing him well," she observed, and now she was smiling, amusement
sparkling in her eyes.

"Three years of truce speaks for itself,"
she retaliated, frustrated. “We all know Lord Telyra. I live in his
castle along with about half of his staff.”

"Don't you want to be free?"

"Free ...?" she asked impatiently. “This has
nothing to do with anything!”

"My family has taken in many slaves who fled
from Lord Telyra's halls. They’ve taken up residence in our
household as free servants. We want to help. We couldn’t do that
over the past three years of course, but before that, we accepted
refugees. Now, as the status of the treaty is still in
question—"

"—If you haven’t declared war on Lord
Telyra, you have to let me go,” she shouted, drowning her out. “I
was told you condone slavery enough to return runaways. So return
me! Maybe stealing Lord Telyra's property was all good and well
back when your father was attacking us—"

"—providing sanctuary and asylum. You're not
property, you're a human being."

"Yeah I am. A human being who
makes her own choices, and wants to go home. Stealing Lord Telyra's
property isn't a
great way to forge a new relationship. I don’t know what that
letter says, but I know it’s an offer of truce, because it wouldn’t
be anything else. So return my lord’s horse to me and let me
go. Just send me
back."

"... No. We'll put you up in the palace
tonight."

"This is ridiculous. Aren't you going to
send him a reply—?"

"Not with you.”

"I have a right to leave!" she shouted
furiously. “You can’t keep me here!”

"Your lord doesn't have jurisdiction here,"
Costellic replied flatly.

"… Yeah, well, I don't recognize yours."

He started to laugh.

"I might have more questions for you later,"
Lady Loren offered. "That’s all this is about. You can go home
tomorrow. I promise."

Her face concealed her intentions.

"Fine," she huffed in resignation, and
sighed.

… Guess I won’t be banging on
your door tonight, Master.

~~~

Rose stood in the library long after they
had returned, her back to the table where the pages of Andreas
Telyra’s letter were strewn, fragile fragments of hope fluttering
in the draft. Raindrops patterned the window glass, gleaming like
liquid copper. Pressing her fingers to the cold surface, she
watched her breath condense, blanketing the darkness beyond.

She already felt like she had the entire
letter memorized word for word.

"Whatever our circlets are … they are not
cold pieces of metal but living, thinking things. My circlet has
the ability to move of its own accord and a magnetism that draws it
to me as inevitably as a river to the sea … I expect yours does the
same."

It was what she kept coming back to.
Costellic was right. There was nothing in the world that could
rationalize or justify the circlet's control over her. She was a
prisoner, a pawn. Her standing was only an illusion—and she had
less power now than she had in her entire life, less even than the
slave girl who didn’t want to be free.

Regardless of the rest, possession and
politics aside—

This thing owns
me.

Lord Telyra was extending his hand to her.
His face might not be reflected here in the glass beside her own,
but he too was looking out at the same black sky, the same unending
downpour. If she didn’t accept that hand now … she knew whatever
was left of her courage would wither and die, now and forever.

“Everything inside me since the day I
inherited this accursed thing drives me to rape and kill. I abhor
destruction, and yet I relish it.”

Here was a man who would sooner murder a
child in its mother’s womb than allow his line to continue—an act,
however abhorrent, that he would consider a humanitarian choice.
Degeneracy to end degeneracy. Was there room in her moral universe
for such a man?

She thought of the hard decisions the past
week had demanded of her. She suspected that Corin Costellic was
trying to spare her from those decisions. She tried to envision
twenty-two years of those decisions—terrible choices forced upon a
man who could never abdicate except by plunging a knife through his
heart. The morality of such a man would not fit neatly into a naive
portrait of right and wrong, good and evil, black and white.

Had he violated his moral principles when he
chose to spare her life, leaving the fates of tens of thousands in
her uncertain hands? Was it up to her now to decide if his act of
mercy had ultimately been one of conscience or neglect? He had been
born morally compromised, with only the power to choose the shape
and degree of the suffering he inflicted.

… And so was
I.

"Still, I do not regret the
truce, nor my act of defiance in sparing your life the other
night—and I believe I have the capacity to maintain that truce for
the rest of my life, and never kill another man, woman or child
under your reign … But I fear ... that without an outlet for my
bloodlust, I will lose control, and I will kill someone."

Someone.

It was the only word in the entire letter in
italics … Why?

“If you resist, as I have, you will find
your own personal torments deepening, turning inward and betraying
those closest you. You too, will lose control of your pain."

And suddenly—she knew. Knew why
he’d sent her, and
why a truce would never be enough for Andreas Telyra, whose war was
now within the walls of his own house … and his own
heart.

~~~

Snatching up the letter, she rushed out of
the library, taking the series of corridors that led to the guest
room she’d assigned the slave girl.

Her knock went unanswered.

What if she left? Could she do that?

Without thinking, she twisted the knob and
stepped inside.

“Milady! So sorry, I didn't hear you. My
mind was wandering."

She blinked, confused, and discovered Rachel
tucking in the rumpled red silk bedspread on the sumptuous four
poster, her dark eyes wide and apologetic.

"Oh! Hi Rachel, it’s quite all right. Is the
girl still here?"

"She's in the bath, Milady. She was …
jumping … on the bed.”

"Oh. Do you think—" She broke off, and
crossed impatiently to the bathroom door.

She knocked.

"Yeah?" came the voice from inside.

"… It's Rose Loren,” she answered, instantly
regretting. “No matter, I can come ba—"

"—It's okay. You can come in."

Stunned by this unexpected compliance, she
pushed open the door, coughing on a cloud of humidity. Much to her
surprise, the petite girl was beaming widely with pleasure, her
intractable scowl gone, her face aglow. She was submerged in foam
up to her neck, the bubbles in the wide marble tub towering
ludicrously high on every side of her, sculpted into a madcap
landscape of rose-coloured mountain tops and bluffs.

Rose noticed the rust on her collar for the
first time.

That would be odd, she thought
absentmindedly. Bathing in that thing all the
time. Then again
… The weight of the circlet seemed to
intensify. I guess that’s me too
now.

"This is fun!” exclaimed the girl. “I never
thought bathing could be fun. How do you keep the water hot?"
Giggling, she turned over a glass container of liquid soap. "This
stuff is great!” she exclaimed over the roar of the faucet. “We
don’t have this at home. It doesn’t foam up. I bathe in a bucket.
With this crappy soap in a bar, and beer. Cause beer hops are good
for your skin. I hate it.”

Rose seated herself on a wicker chair beside
the door. "You know ... I really am a prat," she apologized, her
face hot. "I didn't even ask you your name ..."

"Julia. S’pose you got
more questions."
She rolled her eyes.

"Not ... exactly.”

"What is it then?"

She examined Julia's face under her
slicked-back hair. The dark patches, some of which she'd mistaken
earlier for dirt, remained. The large, jagged purple contusion
covering the left side of her head was dark with the bath
water.

“… That’s a mean bruise,” she
commented.

“I’ve had worse,” the girl responded,
echoing her sardonic tone and leaning forward. She smiled wryly,
her eyes humourless, dark. “… ‘Least my eye didn’t swell shut this
time.”

"Raise your arm please."

She raised her right arm, the soapsuds
popping to reveal skin battered in bruises, the marks around her
wrist clearly the imprints of fingers.

… So, not a riding
accident.

“Mean horse,” Rose stated flatly.

Julia turned her eyes away, looking at the
wall.

"That's all I wanted to know," she mumbled,
slightly embarrassed.

~~~

"... And that's why he
sent her," she
finished, speaking rapidly to Costellic an hour later, back in the
library. "Sorry to wake you and drag you back here. I can't believe
you actually went to sleep. Went home," she added
curiously.

"That's okay ..."

"... She obviously wasn't trained as a
messenger. Otherwise she'd have been far more politic."

"Not like we were," Costellic commented. "To
her."

"Yeah ... I feel a bit lousy about that.
Anyway, I believe she knows him very well. He didn’t just send us
the pictograms to prove his point about the weather. The pictograms
prove that they speak regularly, and have for years, that he’s
given her responsibilities he’d have been uncomfortable giving to
others. She isn't just another member of his staff."

"… This is so confusing. Really, I don't
understand it at all. Why did she lie?"

"Distrust? Embarrassment? Any number of
reasons. He knew she would. He didn't tell her not to, because he
doesn't tell her anything. He doesn't want her to know that he's
been taking out the bloodlust he can't sate on the battlefield on
her. He can't live it down. He thinks he’s going to kill her,
unless he can get rid of the circlet. It’s why he sent her, and he
certainly wasn’t going to tell her that. He doesn’t want her to
know he’s possessed."

"So you're saying that Lord Telyra's lost
his head over some little girl—?" Costellic shook his head,
blinking exhaustion out of his eyes. "Actually, property—?"

"A human being, Costellic. Yes, I am. And
she's not a little girl."

"Why not write it in the letter? Why make
you guess?"

"Because we wouldn’t have taken it
seriously? And perhaps he can’t bring himself to actually say it,
even in the privacy of a letter.”

"—I still don’t. We’re talking about the
same Lord Telyra, right? Brutal, murderous lunatic?"

"—He wanted her to be real to me. He wanted
me to think it through myself, so I’d know this isn’t a political
game to him … because it’s personal.”

"...You think Lord Telyra wants to abandon
the land he hasn't so much as stepped foot out of in two decades on
a crazy quest—and drag you into it—because he can’t see any other
way to stop himself from murdering some slave?"

"Why not?"

"My Lady ... this is politics, not ballroom
gossip; it’s ludicrous."

"Politics ... gossip, aren't they often the
same?"

"People don't make state decisions with
consequences this far reaching over ... some woman! They certainly
don't expect other people to. Admittedly," he smiled to himself in
a peculiar way, “… It wouldn't be the first time."

"Then you agree."

"Your reasoning is sound—even
if his isn't. It’s all too bizarre to be contrived. But where does
this leave us? I’m ready … just barely … to believe that he thinks
he’s possessed—and may very well find it acceptable to risk his
entire political reputation and the security of his state on the
safety of an unimportant girl.” He rolled his eyes. “But
certainly you don't plan to wager your whole regime on a quest to save some
girl you don't know from a man with zero self-restraint? I have
trouble believing a man who hits a woman can possibly care for her.
If his intentions were true, he would have given us the deed to her
life, and left her here, away from him. All this proves is that
he’s a monster at home as well as on the battlefield."

"He doesn't want to spend the
rest of his life separated from her. And she wants to go back—and it's not as if
he trusts us either. And no. I don't plan to wager my regime on a
bid to save an unimportant girl—I plan to wager my regime on a bid
to save myself and save this city—because he is right and I know you know it.
Generations have failed to bring us peace—because generations have
failed to do something different, to question their circumstances.
They became so caught up in their politics that they set aside
their humanity. Is that really so different from being
possessed?”

To this, Costellic said nothing. His face,
as ever, was a rigid mask, but she could see the fight going out of
his eyes.

“Whether he’s right or wrong about the
circlets, ideas can possess us too. If I let ignorance possess me …
if I give up who I am for this throne, I may as well be ordered
around by a piece of metal. You heard what that Sovin person said
this morning. When I said ‘This state will never substantiate
murder,’ he said, ‘It already does.’ Well, he’s right about that.
His real-and-present god may as well be our own hate. Lord Telyra
has identified our true enemy.”

She realized then why her gaze kept drifting
to the library window and her nighttime reflection. The light from
the chandeliers highlighted the contours of her face, blazed
brightly along the rim of the circlet, but the rest of her face and
body, where the light didn’t reach …

There was nothing there. Nothing but the
nighttime sky and the courtyard beyond the window, rain falling
through emptiness.

It’s like I’m disintegrating,
melting away.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said turning back.
“What you said the other day … that with time, I can become
somebody new. But I don’t want to lose who I am either. Is that so
wrong? Maybe there is no greater good that can be saved by
sacrificing myself. I don’t want to end up like Andreas Telyra, ten
or twenty years down the road … wondering what happened to my life,
what happened to my peace—what happened to me. I don’t want to
sacrifice myself to Adar Sovin’s god.”

"... You're doing this on ... intuition!"
Costellic stammered, shoving his palm into the table and upsetting
a stack of records. "Such a female tendency!"

"Oh, don't be so hard, Corin.
You can't tell me you haven't been relying on it too. Every step
we’ve taken together. Intuition. Tomorrow morning I will meet with
Telyra. And if I am satisfied that I see sincerity in his eyes, I
will depart. I want the truth. I don’t want to make decisions based
on the belief that
I’m a free agent. I certainly don’t feel free.”

In the window, her reflection smiled back at
her, a half-smile. Maybe what was left of Telyra could become her
missing half—and what was left of her could become his. Together,
they could be whole.

“Not two people in a thousand years get this
chance."

“What …?” Costellic demanded.

“… Finding each other. An ally,
a shared madness … the readiness to share a risk. I don't want to
end up like my father. Believing I am good—and ending up
responsible for so much death and suffering.”

Costellic averted his eyes, flinching. "Are
you sending back the girl tonight then?" he asked coldly.

"No, I'm keeping her as a bargaining chip. I
want him to leave first—there’s my healthy mistrust. I'll dispatch
another messenger to tell him my decision."

"Your relations will betray you. They’ll
undo all your reforms in an afternoon. If you put one of them in
charge ... your journey will become exile, and there will be no
peace. Telyra’s not thinking of your situation. He has men he can
trust, but tell me ... who do you think you can trust with your
throne?”

"You, Costellic!" she said, laughing. "Who
else?"

~~~

The journey down the mountainside was spent
in stony silence.

Rose stared sightlessly at the russet neck
of her mare so as to avoid looking anywhere in Costellic’s general
direction. Riding at her side through the cool, misty forest, the
nominal lieutenant stared straight ahead, his face blanched of
colour, his jaw set. She had pulled her veil over her face earlier
in the ride as much to foist off his taciturn rage as to fend off
the constant drizzle.

Absently, she fingered the hilt of her
knife. Touching the cold handle gave her courage—it reminded her of
the stakes, and everything she had to lose if she didn’t do
this.

… Hard choices. This was a hard
choice. But it might be a forgiving one.

"Can't you at least take someone with you?"
he snapped.

Beside her ambled a small grey pack horse
called Stormcloud. The grey’s packs were brimming with food, money
and attire. Soon the pack horse and the brown mare, Alexis, would
be the only company she would have.

"No. As both you and Lord Telyra have
pointed out, I can't trust anyone. Except for you, and that's why I
need you here."

"Why don't I leave someone here—"

"I don't know your officers, only you.
Besides, our last general couldn't count on them. Or on you, but
…"

"Right," he cut her off, turning his face
away. “You’re right. I don’t really trust most of them either.”

"…We're going
down the mountain,”
interrupted somebody from behind. “We’re almost at the
bottom!”

"Hmm?"

Julia drew up alongside them on
her little black and threw them both a dirty look. "Why are we
going down the
mountain?” she repeated. “I thought I was going home … I’m gonna
bolt.”

"—You are going home," Rose answered,
forestalling her, the ground levelling out even as she spoke, the
light brightening as they emerged from the trees. “We’re meeting
Lord Telyra.”

To the left, a rough stone wall cut a path
across the fields, stretching south toward a dark distant contour
on the horizon. The low rustic wall was a formality only, a marker
of the territory line, far too rundown to serve as an effective
barrier. Barley rippled cheerlessly in the damp wind, bleached by
dirt and rain and grey morning desolation. Beneath the rustling of
the stalks, she could make out the lonesome chatter of voices on
the breeze, but the men, including Costellic, had fallen back at
the tree line, leaving her alone with Julia.

A small cluster of excited-looking sentries
was flitting around the gap in the wall a short distance away, drab
blue and scarlet casually intermixed. They broke off their talk as
she approached, one scarlet soldier detaching to meet her.

"Did you know I was coming?" she asked in
surprise, dismounting into the wet field.

"… No Milady. I mean, yes,
Milady. He's already here, you see."

The sentry gestured emphatically through the
gap.

Her breath caught in her throat. A lone man
was pacing through the muddy crops across the field, a glimmer of
gold against his forehead. He seemed oblivious to his surroundings,
the reins of his massive chestnut trailing loosely in his hand, his
head bent against the wind and drizzle.

Before she could do anything to stop him,
one of the blue-garbed sentries raced off briskly across the
field.

Lord Telyra raised his head abruptly, not at
the sentry but at her. He did it as if on instinct, like he knew
exactly where she was standing, as if there were some psychic
connection between them. His eyes, even across this distance, were
electric.

Her heart racing, she shrank back against
the wall. Uncontrollably, she began to tremble.

How could she be such a fool? Did she really
think she would be able to walk right up to her father’s old
nemesis and just … talk?

… Costellic's hidden in the
trees, she reminded herself, breathing hard. He can be here in
seconds.

Now she could hear the stalks whispering
against his legs. Still some yards away, he halted. She saw his
mouth move, but whatever he said was drowned out by the wind and
the rain and the roaring in her head.

"… Are we going to talk?" he called out
again.

She glanced at the imposing warhorse at his
side, saddlebags heavy. He had left his sword fastened to the
saddle. A fur-lined cloak overflowed from one of the voluminous
packs.

This is real … He really means
to do this.

"... Yes," she stammered.

Telyra stepped forward, his
mouth stretching into a wicked grin. "… I can't quite hear you.
You could come
over here, you know. Or I could go over there. Which do you
prefer?"

"… Over here?" she proposed
unenthusiastically, amazed he could hear her at all. The words
sounded like they came from a mouse.

"Fine," he called. “Clear off,” he shouted
to the sentries.

They didn’t hesitate. The blue-liveried men
shot off as if they’d been lit on fire. Her own patrolmen turned to
stare, seeking her permission—but she didn’t miss the fright
beneath their military discipline.

Nodding them away, she turned to face the
man who’d killed Father and Alix—and now held all her hopes.

His lackluster blue tunic, trousers and
cloak were utilitarian and well-worn, almost threadbare in places.
Her eyes were drawn unavoidably to his rust-stained circlet, the
twin of her own. Austere eyes flicked impassively over Julia at her
side, who had dismounted and stood clasping her bare arms. Rose had
all but forgotten her; the dishevelled girl started to say
something and then sucked in her breath as Telyra spoke.

"Rose Loren.” He held out his hand, and a
gentle smile crossed his lips. "I'm sorry about your father and
brother."

Julia shifted antsily. Pushing her veil
back, Rose inspected the lines on his calloused palm.

... The hand that murdered them. She didn't
take it.

"You should watch yourself on the road," he
said, shrugging and dropping it. "I was assaulted the other
night."

"Assaulted?" she asked expressionlessly.

… At least he's not covered in
blood this time.

…The blood of my
family.

He enjoyed killing
them.

"By some shady little order called the
Shadowfire Cult."

"Oh … really? They just talked to me
yesterday,” she heard herself babbling as if from a hundred miles
away. Her voice sounded like it belonged to somebody else, like
some unfamiliar woman had seized control of her vocal cords. “They
said—"

"—That they couldn't get a hold of me?" He
smiled.

"Right."

"Well ..." His smile thinned but stayed a
smile. "They couldn't. What did they want?"

"To open some mission ..." she answered
distantly, “… for a … god who feasts on blood.”

Lord Telyra snorted and shrugged. "I hope
you got rid of them."

"I did."

They watched each other awkwardly. Lord
Telyra was, she had to admit, an attractive man—not tall, dark and
handsome, but certainly tall, fiery and arresting. Though he
dressed like a soldier, aristocracy seemed to emanate from his
skin. It marked his stern face in scars and careworn lines of age,
ghosts of time and conflict carried without shame.

“Do you know who Margarita Loren was?”

She shook her head.

“Your ancestor, dead more than four
centuries. Salanoe Telyra?”

“No …” she avowed, still lost.

“They were almost children—not sixteen and
seventeen according to their death records. Salanoe was part of an
invasion that penetrated the Loren palace, not long, I think, after
the city was constructed. Somewhere in that fray, he met Margarita
Loren … He was, to my understanding, as terrified that night as she
was. So she hid him.”

“Hid him?”

“They became lovers that night, secreted in
Margarita’s old nursery. They communicated in secret for months
after. When they were found out, Margarita was put to death.
Salanoe locked himself in his room for half a year, then hung
himself.”

Rose stared at him uncomfortably. Her
imagination, not knowing what else to grasp at, had presented her
with younger versions of themselves as their star-crossed
ancestors, tragically executed for their clandestine love
affair.

“They had the right idea. I see you packed,"
he noted, nodding at Stormcloud and Alexis.

"—Can I see it?" she broke in. "Your
circlet?"

Wordlessly he removed it, holding it out to
her, and stiffened.

"… It doesn't like that," he grunted, and
smirked. "I don't suppose any of us have ever offered the enemy our
crown before."

"Let go," she whispered.

Andreas Telyra opened his hand. The circlet
hung suspended against his open palm, scorning gravity. Closing his
fist, he flung it through the gap in the barrier. She watched
anxiously as it vanished into the tall crops.

Moments later, it rolled back along the
dirt, then sprang into his hand. She’d known it would, but actually
seeing it was a vindication.

Eyes wide she said, "Mine does the same
thing, but Father never told me. And he said that yours didn’t do
anything. He lied."

"Most people lie. But you don't have to show
me. I believe you.”

His smile captivated her. It reached his
eyes, but carried a weight of sadness behind it. But with that
sadness came the kind of gentle affirmation that could only come
out of suffering. The kindness was a declaration made in spite of
it: assurance born from strength and confrontation, not the false
promise of ease or comfort, not the lie she’d built her broken life
on.

“Why can’t we—that is, don’t you think that
this is a bit drastic? Leaving—”

“I haven’t been drastic enough. Nothing I’ve
done has ever made a damn bit of difference.”

“But I’m different,” she
insisted.

“Your family has a shit track record. So
does mine. And like I said …” He trailed off, shifting
uncomfortably. “I have other problems, problems that won’t be
solved by remaining here, holding onto desperation, waiting for
this city to eat away at us until there’s nothing left. You’re
alive, speaking to me now, because I gave you your life … Consider
paying me back for my kindness.”

“But … there’s going to be issues. On my
end. I have these relatives—”

“Do you have someone you can trust?”

“Well, yes, I—”

“So, are we doing this thing?"

She didn't answer, her mouth dry.

“You’ve tried the obvious, right?” she asked
at last. “Breaking it, melting it? I’m sorry, but I have to ask.
Like I said … Father told me nothing.”

“Of course. It was damn hard to keep it in
the fire; I had to chain it down to the forge. Eventually it broke
the chain clean through. No oxidization, no distortion,
nothing.”

“And yet … it rusts,” she pointed out.

“Yes. I noticed that and
wondered. So I put it in a cage and tried submerging it in a lake.
That was many years ago—pissed the Elders right off. It eventually
banged its way out and came right back. The Elders fished the cage
out and gave it back to me …. the bars were a mangled wreck.
Steel bars. It’s no use.
I’d guess it takes centuries of rain to put any tarnish on the
fucking things. I don’t have centuries to live.”

“… Oh!” she gasped abruptly. “I
was going to tell you, the thing the Elders said to you, I think I
understand a little more than you do.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a garden … in one of the courtyards
at home, with an inscription on the wall: ‘Let No Evil Enter Here.’
It isn’t a decree like you thought, or a prayer, it’s a traditional
evocation. The powers of the Elders are said to protect the forest;
the inscription on the garden wall is meant to protect the garden.
I don’t think it works in the garden because the magic isn’t for
humans.” She paused. “The Elders weren’t trying to remind you of a
decree; it was a warning. Their protective magic is failing
them.”

“I thought it was a law from centuries past.
A treaty.”

“No, no, it isn’t. The maxim is supposed to
be a statement of fact. They weren’t admonishing you for breaking a
law, they were telling you that a law of nature has been
broken.”

“… Human blood doesn’t just
suddenly become toxic.”

“Exactly. Do you understand now? The Elders
have been dying off and disappearing for a very long time. Maybe
this … whatever it is … has always been the root cause, but now,
it’s getting stronger.”

He shook his head. “These fields used to be
forest. In the south, the cities are sprawling. People are dumping
refuse into the rivers. The Elders are dying because we are killing
them. But maybe you are right; perhaps it isn’t only us. The
emissary told me that the Elders have been getting sick for some
time now.”

“And if it’s growing …” she reasoned, “it
may soon overwhelm us as well.”

“It’s how I feel. Like I’m losing the power
to rein in my emotions. Like I’m … soul-sick. How do you know all
this anyway? About the Elders? I can count on one hand the number
of times I've actually seen them.”

She shrugged. “I read a lot.”

"I've left two men in charge. They'll carry
out my orders, however strange. I’ve told them to work with your
people to keep the peace and hunt for answers, and I assume you’ve
done the same."

"My man's Costellic."

Telyra snickered, glancing meaningfully
toward the trees.

"Which direction do you want? North, south,
east or west—? West and we'll hit the ocean. I'll go north," he
volunteered. "Unless you want it." He glanced her up and down,
taking in her gown. "You don't really look prepared for
mountaineering."

"I guess ... south," she said, looking down
the road.

"South it is then," he said quietly.

"You're leaving first."

It was supposed to be a demand, but it
emerged as little more than an aggrieved whimper.

Her gaze had drifted to the sword affixed to
his saddle, and she wondered whether it was the blade that had
cleaved through Alix’s body, had taken off her father’s head. She
hadn’t seen their bodies, hadn’t been able to bear it. She wanted
to remember them only as she’d known them.

… And now, she wouldn’t even
attend their funerals.

He enjoyed killing
them.

"Whatever you—"

"—I don't believe you," she whispered
fiercely.

It happened without her leave. She found the
knife from her belt clenched suddenly in her hand, her other
twisting Julia’s sleeve—Julia, whom she had again forgotten, except
apparently, with her unconscious mind. The girl’s scream reached
her as if through a fever.

Telyra's eyes instantly lost focus; his
mouth opening slightly, he took half a step forward.

"I want to watch you leave," she said,
lightheaded.

He halted. "... She's nothing to me."

Liar,
she almost said but for the blank indifference in his
eyes.

Julia stiffened, whining as the knife
scratched her throat. Rose’s grip shook, her palm sweaty. She
fought to control her hand, wondering distantly how she’d come to
be trapped under this spell. She could feel the girl’s heart
pounding under her arm.

"… I'll leave first,” he offered, spreading
his arms out. “A day's head start if you wish. I had no intention
otherwise. “You’re scared,” he continued, inching forward. “Do you
think I don’t know? Do you think I haven’t stood where you are
…?”

She tensed as he circled within inches of
her. Leaning in so that his lips almost brushed her ear, he
whispered, his voice barely audible.

"She's the strongest person I know … Don’t
force her to be stronger."

Shame shooting through her like a crossbow
bolt, she dropped the knife to her side. Shaking, Julia sprang away
from her toward the gap in the wall, her eyes roving between them
in a mixture of bewilderment and resentment.

Rose turned to Andreas, stammering to form
an apology or explanation, sucking in tears of heartbreak and
shame.

"—Don't worry about it," he said kindly,
cutting her off at the pass. “There’s a storm coming, Rose.”

“Storm?” she asked hoarsely, unable to meet
his eyes, closing her own as if she could hide behind them.

“A storm coming over me. I’ve known it for
years, I think. I feel so clear right now … but that’s how it is,
you know—before a tempest.”

She took a deep breath, still shaking and
numb. Every thought was an exertion, every word felt worthless.

God … I’ve betrayed him again. How will he
ever forgive me?

“How—how long are we going to do this?
Journey?" she asked.

"Until one of us finds answers."

"But how do I know you won't race back here
first—or how do you know I won't—ruin everything—"

"I guess we'll just have to learn to trust
each other somewhere in the time we're gone." He raised his hand in
a wave. “And now, I think, I should be going. You’ve traumatized my
slave—"

He glanced through the breach in the wall.
Julia had wandered off into the fields, and stood watching them
alone, her arms clenched across her midsection. “—who is likely in
need of comfort.” He smiled wryly. “I hope our next meeting will be
in friendship.”

“Wait! … one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Umm …” she blushed. “Do you drink your
enemies’ blood?”

“… What?” Andreas started to
laugh loudly. “What the hell?”

“That’s what people say about you. For real.
All my life I’ve heard stories about you …”

“Well, it’s not true … obviously. That’s
disgusting.”

He turned to leave.

Rose raised her hand toward his departing
back. "You should tell her!" she blurted.

Looking back over his shoulder, he raised
his eyebrows in surprise. "Tell her what ...?"

"... What you told me."

Andreas gazed back expressionlessly, then
turned away once more.

"... God bless," she called out lamely as he
walked away.

He stopped, flinching visibly.
Then he spun around to face her. "There is
no god!" he snapped, pulling his lips back
in a feral snarl.

Heart into her throat, she staggered
backwards.

"—No gods!” He was shouting now. “If there
were, do you think we'd have to live like this? Killing each other,
maiming each other—?"

A simple social nicety infuriated him more
than the terrible thing she’d just done?

"B-but—" she started.

"NO. No buts. If a god could stop
this—and didn't, that god would be complicit. Period. If there is
such a god, he is my enemy. As it is, there isn't. So don't tell me
'God bless.' Either he can't bless me or he won't. Either way, he
deserves my contempt, not my fealty. Let's be better than these
imaginary gods, Roselia Loren."

“And you …” she started
bravely, her voice quivering, stepping toward him, “What about you?
How many people have you
killed? How many people have you
maimed?”

His eyes darkened, but he didn’t look
away.

“Make no mistake. I …
don’t …
maim. I do kill. Our
world is rife with suffering. It is no great sin to separate a man
from his suffering.”

“How do you know you save people from their
suffering? For all you know, you just condemn them to
more.”

“There’s no such place as Hell.
And if there were, it’d hardly be my fault. It would be the gods
who lorded over such a Hell who condemned the dead to suffer, not
me. Look at me,” he snarled. “… condemned to wear this thing, to be
a monster. Your god, if he exists, is a monster. I am the proof.
That’s why we’re fucking doing
this.”

At a genuine loss for words, utterly shaken,
she shrugged, mumbling. “… Why can’t people just be nice?”

Andreas smiled at her cynically, took the
reins of the sorrel and the black, and walked away through the gap.
On the other side of the wall, across the field, Julia fell in
beside him. To Rose’s dismay, the two hadn’t gone ten steps before
he shoved the girl roughly. She stumbled, almost toppling into the
muddy field, then shoved him back. When she turned her head, she
was laughing.

… To the south, Rose’s own road
stretched out in front of her, desolate and
interminable.

But at least it was away—away from here.

~~~

"So, we're not ... going home," Julia panted
disbelievingly.

"No," replied Andreas as she clambered to
mount her horse.

"Aren't you gonna help me up?"

"Nope. But I'll help you down if you piss me
off." He grinned.

"Where are we
going?" On the last word,
she heaved herself up and over. "Ow," she hissed. Andreas bit his
lip, but made no move to help her.

"Not important," he answered.

"And I'm ... coming with you? But you’re
always on about how dangerous the world is—"

"And it is. But you're safe enough with
me."

Pulling up beside him, she
looked down at him darkly. Liar, that look said.

He gazed back up at her.
… Yes.

"Why couldn't we go west? I want to see the
ocean."

"I know you do. Maybe ... someday.”

She snorted. “Why are you bringing me?”

“Because I’m irresponsible. And I need you
for the packing, the unpacking, the laundry, the—”

“That’s why you’re bringing me?” Her voice
fell with her face.

“No. No, it isn’t. What did you think of
Lady Loren?" he asked.

Scowling, she pointed at the thin red mark
on her throat. "She's a madwoman! Look what she did to my
neck!"

"She's not mad—she's afraid ... I like
her."

"... Like her!" she cried. "She just had a
knife at my throat—you're awfully forgiving. Like her, she's crazy."

"She wouldn't have hurt you."

“How can you be so sure of that …?”

“I just … am.”

"You were ... kind to her," she
gasped. "You were ... polite." She wrinkled her nose in
irritation. "You're never polite to anyone."

"You're right.” He smiled. “That's
interesting.”

~~~

"Lady Loren," Corin said quietly. Some of
the vacancy he’d seen several days ago had returned; her eyes
seemed to be fixed on a small stone by the side of the forest path,
her faraway gaze utterly motionless. "… Take him up on his offer.
Leave tomorrow. Or not at all."

"No," she said, her features unlocking.
"Absolutely not. I'm going to leave now, just as he is. Good faith
for good faith."

"At least linger within half a day's reach
by messenger until we can be sure he hasn't circled back. He’ll do
the same, you can count on it."

"Well ... eventually, we're just going to
have to forget about it and move on, aren't we?"

"Yes, but ... just for a day or so. For me,
Lady, please. Write often."

"… Fine," she exhaled. “For you. But you
know, after I really do depart, the letters will be mostly one way.
You won’t know where to reach me.”

“Yes. But at least I will know you are … all
right.”

He reached out gingerly, holding his breath,
and took her hand; it was cold and limp and trembling. She didn’t
pull away. Even this small touch was a brash breach of etiquette.
That she permitted it was incredible.

“You just spoke with the man who killed
them. And I’m guessing—”

“Uncle Laren and Uncle Martin.
Aunt Fannie. Uncle Kael. My cousins Edward, Geoffrey and Sarai. All
by his hand according to survivors. I … I just lost it. Did you see what I
did?”

“Yes … and it was one hundred percent
senseless,” he admonished teasingly.

“Glad to know I still
have your respect.
You know, he was kind, considering what I did.”

“Had it been me …” he said, “face to face
with the killer of my loved ones … I doubt I could’ve shown as much
restraint as you did. I’d have been ready to end everyone near and
dear to him. You didn’t slit her throat, and you never would have.
So don’t be too hard on yourself.”

“God, she must despise me, and he must too …
I feel such a fool. Have you ever felt—that is, do you ever see
someone and just feel like you could connect to them? Like … given
different circumstances, they could’ve been your friend?”

“Yes,” he said painfully.

You really have no idea, do
you …

He dropped her hand, pulling away into
himself.

“Suddenly I feel like I want to
become her friend, and I have no idea why … Now I’ll never get that
chance. I detained her all night, I was rude to her, and then I put
a knife to her
throat … But I probably wouldn’t have seen her again anyway. I
can’t really have much in common with her; I can’t even imagine the
life she leads. Andreas owns her.”

“Well, if you had to do something as foolish
as what you did, at least you did it to someone likely to forgive
you for it.”

“Forgive me? How could he?”

“Not Telyra … I meant her. She forgives him.
Or learns to live with him at least. She has a forgiving nature.
He’s in pain. So are you. She could see that.”

“True.”

"—Don't leave me," he heard himself
beseeching suddenly. "Let me go with you, please—"

"—No, Costellic, this is something I have to
do by myse—"

"—He's taking her with him, why can't I go
wit—"

"—Just ... no!" Her brow
creased. "Like you said, I need you here. There's no one else I can
trust. I don't ... know
what's driving you. But whatever it is ... it'll
be all right," she whispered. "Do you think I'm mad?"

"I think you're stupid," he choked.

She smiled. A dark brown ringlet—her real
hair—fluttered across her cheek, escaping from beneath her
veil.

It happened suddenly and without warning, as
it always did—he was abruptly yanked backwards in time, his soul
ripped into the past.

Another lock of hair, flaxen as goldenrod,
blew back in a warm autumn wind from underneath a
handkerchief—Anya’s handkerchief. A deep blue sky arced over their
family farm on the northern border, reflecting and deepening in his
sister's cornflower eyes, her mouth stretched into a wide, happy
smile, ignorant of the storm that would extinguish it tomorrow.

Gazing up at the dark sky through the
whispering treetops, he shuddered as a raindrop fell in his
eye.

I will avenge
you.

He returned to Lady Loren’s bright,
expectant and desolate mahogany eyes.

… Both of
you.

She glanced between the branches to where
Telyra's and Julia's mounted figures could be seen dwindling into
the northeast.

"I don't understand her," she muttered,
shaking her head.

"You're concerned about her?"

"... But he's so cruel to her," she said.
"Why did he lie to her?"

"Lie?"

"That whole show ... 'She's nothing to me.'
That wasn't for my benefit, it was for hers. Why won’t he tell her?
Why does he want her to believe he’s indifferent to her? Why is he
so afraid to show his affection?”

Corin watched the shadows of leaves
flickering across her doleful face.

I’m going to lose her
too …

He wanted to hold her, to throw caution to
the wind and kiss her …

But he remembered the soldiers in the trees
above them. He wasn’t ready for the world to know how he felt.
Placing her in such a compromised position would be
unacceptable.

... Or maybe he just wasn't ready for her to
know.

"He must care for her very much," he assured
her gently. "Isn't it obvious … that all of this is for her?"

Lady Loren took his hand one more time. He
closed his eyes, relishing it.

“Goodbye Corin.”

... A moment later, the forest path was
empty.

Behind him a branch snapped.

“This city takes everything away,” he
whispered. “Everything worth a damn.”

"Isn't it funny ..." remarked Faldon Cue,
emerging from the brushwood. "Last week, I was your superior. If I
had drawn the short straw ... I'd be the de facto dictator of half
the city right now. Instead of you. Can’t say I envy you."

Through the leaves, Corin spotted one last
glimpse of Lady Loren riding south.

She passed behind another bough and was
gone.

… Isn’t it obvious.
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My words are shattering glass

Smashed beneath the weight of my grief.

A flickering flame,

I have to keep it safe

But I won't whisper your name,

Not when I should shout it.

But even in this fumbling silence

Falling

Sometimes I catch the scent of you

Burning in my veins

Souls, you say, are their own coordinates.

You are the binary star system I navigate by,

Even when I'm blind in the dark,

So the when doesn't matter

Or the where or the how,

Because I know I'm coming home

The long way around.
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