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Tharok placed his boot on the upraised tip of the rocky promontory and leaned forward, elbow on knee, to gaze down into the Shattered Temple. The wind at this height was cruel and perilous, gusting fitfully around him as if seeking to pull him to his death. The dizzying drop didn't scare him. His attention instead was fixed on the milling mass of kragh who were streaming into the ruined bowl of the Temple. Even at this remove he could hear the cries, the roars, the bellowed laughter.

Dusk was falling, and the sun had already dipped behind the ragged peaks to the west. Great bonfires burned and leaped where entire trees had been piled atop each other, their green needles sending up plumes of smoke as thick and soft as the underfur of a mountain goat. Tharok could smell the burning sap. Could sense the building excitement. Could divine the centers of power from how the hundreds of kragh were swirling slowly around different warlords far below.

The Grand Convocation had begun. It would run through the night, with different warlords making speeches and seeking to wrest the greatest support from the gathered kragh to their cause. 

Tharok's Convocation.

Leaning forward, he narrowed his eyes. There. A huge mass of lowland kragh, gathered in a mass before the central stage. Where once kragh without number had been sacrificed to their ancient medusa goddesses, the most important warlords and chieftains now stood. One kragh alone stood on the ancient and riven altar.

Nakrok. 

Tharok felt anger scald him like liquid fire running through his veins, and heard an ominous rumble sound behind him as if a landslide were about to begin. 

He ignored it.

Nakrok had seized the moment. His lowland Crokuk, diminutive as they might be, were by far the largest bloc in attendance. Five hundred strong, armed with steel and dedicated to their warlord in a manner completely unlike the conditional loyalty of a highland kragh tribe.

Traitors. 

His fury fed his blood lust. The time of reckoning was at hand. Tharok pushed off his knee and turned to gaze at the assembled figures behind him. It was an otherworldly sight, the very terror inherent in the great stooped forms filling Tharok with a shuddering sense of power.

Stone trolls. Fifty of them, standing anywhere from ten to thirteen feet in height, their rocky skins the palest blue, their shoulders and the backs of their arms encrusted with thick rock, their eyes an alien, acrid yellow. They stood immobile, watching him, not even flicking their great batwing ears, each bearing a club or simply a chunk of rock in their taloned hands.

Waiting. Ready. His to command.

There was no need for a stirring speech, for commands, for a rousing cry. Each one watched him with fixed intensity, connected to him through the power of the circlet he wore on his brow, believing him to be one of them, and in that faith allowing their actions to be dictated by his will.

Tharok turned, took a deep breath, filled his broad chest to its capacity, then leaped over the edge of the promontory and began his swift descent toward the Shattered Temple.

And the trolls came after.

He half-slid, half-ran down the steep slope of broken rock and scree, faster and faster, leaping occasionally over shattered boulders or out across a flat plane of stone before jumping down once more. 

The trolls were an avalanche, their massive feet carving furrows in the loose rock, their balance perfect, a wall of animated blue stone that came behind him. Tharok didn't look back. The slope began to level out. The broken walls of the Shattered Temple rose before him, imposing even today in their ruinous state, cracked and rent and yet still challenging the sky with their empty alcoves where statues of medusa had once stood, in some places rising taller than the highest fir trees, in others toppled altogether, the huge blocks covered in moss and lichen.

Tharok slowed to a jog and then to a walk. His heart was thudding, a rhythmic pounding akin to the fell beat of a war drum. There were hundreds of highland kragh milling around the outside of the temple, and those closest to him had sensed his approach and turned to gape.

There were no bonfires here at the outer edge. He couldn't tell which tribe these kragh belonged to, but he didn't care. Taking a deep breath, he reached out with his mind, sensed the kragh before him, felt them with invisible hands, and then crushed their wills. Roughly, callously, he opened a path before him, forcing those who might have impeded his path to stumble and fall as they threw themselves aside.

As the kragh fell, he released them so that their howls of fear might herald his approach, and smothered the minds of those next before him.

Panic spread before him like wildfire. Highland kragh dominated the peaks, were brave to a fault, were peerless warriors and furious foes – yet the sight of the stone trolls following Tharok in a rough arrowhead formation sent a primitive terror coursing through their veins. The crowd melted back, crying out warnings, lifting weapons, but none dared oppose his entrance.

The first bonfire appeared off to his left, and in its fitful, hellish light he saw the expressions of his kind as they gazed upon him in awe and fear. Eyes wide, broad mouths working, they fell back, their pebbled skin lit with the sinuous light of the flames. Lower-ranked chieftains stepped forward to call out challenges, but he ignored them, moving on, none daring bar his approach for the stone trolls that loomed behind him.

The walls of the Shattered Temple arose before him, the stone partially melted here from where Jaemungdr, Ogri's dragon, had melted a path for the ancient Uniter to enter. Fitting, thought Tharok, for me to enter through the same path.

The press of kragh grew thicker within the temple itself, and though word of his approach was traveling before him, the sheer press of numbers made his passage forward slow. Tharok reached out, over and over again, and seized the minds of those who would stand before him, forcing them aside with contempt. 

Yet these kragh were not the lowest of the low that had faced him inside; the deeper he pushed into the Temple, the more important and stronger the kragh he faced, the higher-ranked, the more experienced and strong-willed. 

A roar of outrage filled the air and echoed up to the open skies above. Many didn't understand what was taking place, their confusion at this gross interruption akin to righteous fury. Those before him bristled, raising their axes and spears, yet still none dared oppose him; still none were able to arrest his passage.

Tharok's pulse was racing. He felt borne forward on a wind of destiny. He heard roars and then screams behind him and to the left where foolish kragh had tried to test the trolls and were destroyed for their temerity. More screams, and now the trolls were swinging their clubs with greater frequency, forcing the press of kragh to give way, never slowing, never feeling even an inkling of fear.

Tharok fed on that glacial certainty and strode on. The faces before him grew familiar: the Red River tribe, his old followers. He ignored them. On he strode, and now the stage itself rose into view, Nakrok and other warlords staring at him wide-eyed as he forged ever closer.

"What is this madness?" Nakrok's voice rang out over the roiling crowd. "Stop them! Kill them!"

A flash of a familiar face: Barok the blademaster. The Red River fell back in disarray, clearly not wanting to confront their former warlord, melting back until a wall of Crokuk lowlanders was revealed, their brows raised in wonder and horror at what they were facing.

Tharok stopped, the trolls immediately doing the same. The roars and cries thundered around them, echoing off the ruined walls, the clans and tribes shoving each other to clear space around him while those behind fought to get closer and see what was happening.

The Crokuk were pitiful. Barely five feet tall, bandy-legged, bald-headed, without tusks, they were like children, their skin as green as moss and their hearts without the rage of true highland kragh. Yet their weapons were of high quality, and they stood in orderly ranks, spears bristling, shields at the ready.

"Tharok?" A wizened old kragh stepped to the front of the stage. It was Golden Crow, the Red River shaman. "Is that you?"

Tharok raised his chin. Oh, he knew how he had changed. Gone was the dark green hue of his skin, near to black, as befitted a kragh of his rank. Kyrra's kiss had changed that forever. His skin was the matte black of charcoal, marked by crimson glows at the raised edges and at the cracks like embers in a dying a fire. 

Slowly the roars grew muted, kragh straining to hear what he would say, many of them still unable to tear their gazes from the stone trolls that stared out placidly from behind him. Nakrok shook with barely repressed anger while other warlords stepped up beside him, some ancient, some young, all fighting to project confidence and authority as they gazed upon the impossible.

"You thought me dead," said Tharok, and his words were for Nakrok alone. "You turned my tribe against me. You sought to murder me and mine. And you should have done so, Nakrok of the Crokuk. You should have made sure to kill me true, for now your evil has returned to claim your head."

"Crokuk!" Nakrok's voice was a shrill scream. "We are strong! We are many! Swamp this fool! Crush him and his monsters!"

The phalanx before him crouched, each individual warrior waiting for his brother to move first, but Tharok didn't give them a chance. 

Again he thrust his mind forward. He could dimly sense the swirling multitude of kragh who filled the Temple, the teeming hundreds upon hundreds, nearly two thousand souls, each a pinprick of feverish light just asking to be snuffed. Instead, he focused on the two dozen minds before him, the weak wills of the Crokuk warriors. Oh, it was terribly easy. The Crokuk warriors stiffened, rose jerkily to stand tall, dropping their shields and spears, and then edged aside, opening a channel before him directly to the stage.

"Kill him!" Nakrok was jumping up and down in a frenzy of terror, pointing directly at Tharok. "Now! All of you! Charge!"

And the Crokuk, to their undying credit, did as they were ordered. With a hoarse roar they ran forward, spears leveled, congregating into the center as they shoved through the gathered crowds, hundreds of them, each giving the next one confidence, pressing in from all sides.

Tharok stepped back and unleashed his trolls.

They roared, straightening their curved spines so that they rose to their true height, some almost eighteen feet tall, their voices the dire warnings of rocks careening down the slopes, so deep and powerful that Tharok felt their reverberations in his chest. As one, the trolls plowed forward, swinging their clubs, and where they did the Crokuk were crushed, some lifted clear off their feet and sent flying back against their tribemates. Fifty stone trolls moved to engage five hundred Crokuk, but the tide was turning. Tharok could feel it. The highland kragh, seeing violence at last unleashed, felt their own terror turn to rage.

Tharok laughed. He could sense the red tide of fury trying to drown his own mind, the itch to seize a weapon and lose himself in the fray. The highland kragh from countless tribes were now pressing forward to attack the stone trolls. 

Fifty against five hundred? Victory was possible. Fifty against two thousand?

Death. 

Tharok felt not a flicker of fear. He stood still, hands on his hips, and gazed up over the heads of those around him to where Nakrok was standing on the altar. A foolish grin of delight had spread over the lowlander's face, his eyes reflecting the dancing flames of the closest bonfires. All around Tharok madness reigned as trolls bellowed and swung and crushed and kragh screamed back their own defiant fury. 

Carnage. It was a matter of moments before the sheer press of kragh overcame his trolls, swept over them like a stream flooding its banks and drowning the rocks in its midst. 

The bonfires seemed to burn higher, their flames spiraling up to challenge the rising moon. The insides of the temple's warped walls glowed a ghastly crimson, huge shadows distorted and fighting across the surface of the stones. Blood sprayed through the air and whipped across the side of Tharok's face. A troll roared and went down. Another collapsed beneath the weight of the bodies.

Still Nakrok gloated, high on the altar, almost capering with relief and glee as the vast might of the Convocation turned to crush Tharok and his trolls.

Now, thought Tharok. 

And as if on cue, as if it had been awaiting his mental command, the sound of a rattle filled the air. It was a sound that echoed in the soul of each and every kragh, a primordial reminder of their ancient selves, a sound that reached past every thought and higher process to the primitive core of their oldest selves.

The rattle was a whispering promise of decadence and death, of ecstasy and pain, a reminder that kragh were nothing more than animals to be used and killed and devoured at the pleasure of their true masters.

The medusa.

From behind Nakrok arose a sensual, sinuous form, undulating in mesmerizing fashion. A figure from legend, a creature from their oldest myths, one that had been revered as a goddess within these very walls, who had taken her tribute in blood and devotion on the very altar that stood before her.

Her coils were brilliantly colored: eye-stinging yellow along her belly, blending into the most lurid of crimsons up her sides and giving way to pitch black on the overlapping carapace running down her spine. 

Tharok's gaze, however, lingered on her upper body. Sculpted into a vision of female perfection, she was naked, powerfully muscled, her skin the color of darkening coals, a smoldering, dusty red with a fan of soft yellow scales rising up across her abdomen and between her breasts. A mass of snakes wreathed her face, hissing and undulating as if they were caught in underwater currents. And her eyes... Her eyes were as pitiless as the sun, a glaring nullity that burned his vision so that he was forced to lower his gaze, bright motes scoring his sight. 

Tharok stilled his trolls. As one, they drew back. The kragh had gone silent, awed and terrified, shrinking back and dropping their weapons as they gazed up at the resplendent horror. 

Slowly, ever so slowly, Nakrok turned around. He was directly beneath Kyrra, his lowlander form dwarfed by her wicked majesty. Tharok almost felt pity for the warlord, almost wished that he could reach out and pull the kragh away. But it was far too late for that.

Kyrra gazed down upon Nakrok and smiled. Even now, after having spent almost two weeks in her presence, Tharok felt a deep pull in his belly, a spike of longing and despair at the sight of her beauty. He knew Nakrok felt the same; any instinct that might have led him to leap aside or save himself had ben frozen by her visage, and he simply stood there, overwhelmed and struck dumb.

Kyrra reached down and caressed Nakrok's cheek, tilted his chin up, and then her eyes flashed, a glimpse of terrible brightness flaring in her pupils that branded Tharok's eyes and caused those around him to whimper and turn away their faces.

Tharok blinked and rubbed his forearm over his face, but he already knew what he was about to see. When his vision cleared, he saw Nakrok frozen, his light green skin an opaque gray, his entire form petrified in place.

A hush filled the vast Temple. Tharok could actually hear the crackle and spit of the huge bonfires. No one sought to impede him as he strode through the chaotic ranks of the Crokuk and hauled himself up onto the stage.

Tharok ignored Golden Crow's horrified stare and turned to gaze out over the crowd. Two thousand kragh stared back at him. A few groans filtered up from the wounded, but otherwise the vast mass was frozen, as if they had all been turned to stone as well.

"A new age is upon us," bellowed Tharok in his avalanche of a voice, so powerful that it rang from the very walls. "A new era! I am Tharok, warlord of the Red River, son of Grakor, and I tell you now, the old ways are finished. The old rivalries are gone –" 

"Depravity!" Golden Crow's cry cut across Tharok's boom with the shrill clamor of outrage. "Monster! You bring that heinous creature into our midst? Shame! You are no kragh! You are anathema!"

Tharok turned to face the old shaman, not hurrying, knowing that thousands were watching his every move, that now the true danger had arrived. Golden Crow had been shriveled by the passage of time, was stooped and clad in the mangy skin of a black bear, but beside him stood another half-dozen shamans, ranging from the obese Crokuk shaman to a cadaverous young kragh festooned with bones. He could feel the weight of their sightless eyes upon him, could sense the spirits being whipped into a fervor around their slender bodies.

"Shamans!" Tharok pointed at them. "You cannot fight the inevitable. Kyrrasthasa and her kind have returned to stand amongst us, and with them a path to the great old ways –" 

"Horror!" The obese Crokuk's voice was a guttural croak that still managed to make Tharok's own heart flutter with fear. "No words! Nothing can excuse this!"

A fourth shaman, gaunt and scarred, shook his staff, which was topped with a wolf skull. "The spirits weep! The spirits scream! Sacrilege! Anathema!"

The huge crowd of kragh began to stir as if awakening from a stupor. Tharok fought to hide his fear with a pitying smile. "You are relics of a bygone age. If you will not join me, then you must be destroyed."

Golden Crow lowered his chin, his whole body shaking. "You will not find us easy prey, monster. You or your demon goddess!"

The crowd was growing restive, voices rising to murmurs. More shamans were making their way forward, leaving their clans and tribes as they fought to reach the stage. Tharok cast a quick glance over the crowd. How many might there be? Perhaps a dozen more?

Kyrra poured forth from behind the altar, her huge coils whispering as they glided over the stone till she reached Tharok's side. The light of the bonfires caused the scales of her serpentine form to glimmer with bewitching iridescence. The myriad snakes that grew from her scalp hissed as she reared up, as tall now as the biggest troll. "Much has changed since last I graced this sacred place," she said, and though she didn't raise her voice, it stilled the crowd better than the deepest roar. "The very mountains have shifted while I slept, and yet here stand these old walls, testament to a forgotten time, an age when kragh worshipped my kind and knew themselves to be what they truly were: beasts fit for little more than sacrifice."

Tharok felt his gut clench in a spasm of fear and marveled at Kyrra's power. Even with the Medusa's Kiss firing his veins, he still wanted to kneel and press his head to the rock. Out of the corner of his eye he saw dozens of kragh in the crowd do exactly that.

Golden Crow lifted his clawed hand. A thin and whispery white light began to glow in his palm.

Kyrra ignored him. "And yet I tell you now, those times are gone!" Her words were a whipcrack. "We cannot bring back the past. Nor do I wish to. I do not come amongst you demanding tribute and your prayers, but rather to lead you into the light. The light of supremacy. The glory of victory. Tharok has told me of his vision, his desire to lead the kragh against the humans, to smash their world and drown it in blood." She swayed back, her smile deepening. "And, oh, my sweet kragh, my delicious children, I do so approve."

"Silence!" Golden Crow was shaking as if fevered, the white light burning in his palm now like a torch, growing brighter by the moment. "We do not believe your lies! There can be no truth from your fanged mouth! Deceiver! You shall die here, where your sisters died before, and your blood will stain these rocks black like theirs!"

The other shamans were almost at the stage. There was precious little time. He scooped up a fallen ax and leaped up onto the altar. The other shamans on the stage were calling out in the sacred tongue, imploring the spirits. The air above the stage was beginning to rush as a vortex of wind built around them. The flames of the closest bonfires began to bend in their direction, their tips burning bright blue.

Kyrra smiled. "You shamans always were so problematic. I see that has not changed. Very well."

Tharok reached out and gave a push with his mind. A stone troll that had drifted to the left of the stage and behind the shamans swung a club that was more tree trunk than weapon. It whistled through the air, above the heads of the closest kragh, and collided with the obese Crokuk shaman with horrifying force. It smashed the lowlander into the next shaman and the next, shattering bones, splattering flesh, and in a moment the five shamans who had stood behind Golden Crow were gone, knocked clear off the stage in a welter of gore.

The kragh sighed as if in wonder, and in that moment when Golden Crow was looking over his shoulder at where his companions had stood, in that moment when the spirit winds had lessened and the white fire in his hand was guttering, Kyrra stuck. She swooped down upon the wizened shaman and closed her hand around his scrawny neck, lifting him clear off his feet.

But she didn't kill him. Tharok, prepared to continue his speech and win over the kragh before they could collect themselves, checked himself as Kyrra instead rose higher and higher, supported by her great lower body, Golden Crow choking and kicking his legs helplessly in her grip.

"You shall be the first, old one," said Kyrra, and though Tharok couldn't see her face, he suddenly knew what she was about to do. 

"No," he said, but nobody heard him.

Golden Crow went rigid in her grip, and Tharok saw his mouth open in a silent scream moments before Kyrra pressed her lips to his own. The shaman's entire body spasmed, and the kragh immediately before the stage cried out and covered their faces. Tharok knew what they were seeing. He had seen it himself two weeks ago, when Kyrra had brought him back from the brink of death.

The Medusa's Kiss.

Golden Crow's skin darkened, charring. The kiss seemed to last an eternity, but it couldn't have been more than moments. When Kyrra pulled back, Golden Crow's entire form was black, with a crimson smoldering glow in the cracks of his features. He stood still, staring blindly out at nothing, then raised his seamed face to Kyrra before bowing low.

Tharok felt his chest grow tight. He did not understand this, and fought to encompass it in his plans. Kyrra had made no mention of embracing another. Beyond the stage, Tharok saw the other shamans frozen in horror. Golden Crow straightened from his bow, and there was now about him a malevolent authority, as if his old power, always hidden behind a veneer of senility and gluttony, had been laid bare for the very first time.

"Mistress," said Golden Crow, and his voice was deeper and changed in a way that made Tharok want to shudder. 

Kyrra moved backward and to the side till she was alongside the altar. Tharok eyed her and saw the hint of a complacent smile on her features, her gaze inscrutable, an eyebrow raised as if daring him to question her. Golden Crow moved to stand to one side, the shadows in his blind sockets seeming to writhe as he stared up at Tharok.

Action. Seize the moment. Wrest back control. With a roar, Tharok swung the ax and smashed it against the side of Nakrok's stone head. The stone shattered and sprayed out over the stage, and then Tharok planted his boot on the stone chest and shoved it off the altar altogether. It hit the stone ground and cracked into a hundred pieces.

"The dawn of a new era is upon us!" Even as he roared, Tharok felt his own words undercut by what had just taken place, could sense that most of the gathered kragh were still staring in horrified fascination at Golden Crow and Kyrra. "I shall unite the tribes as Ogri once did, until we are an unstoppable ocean, an ocean that shall pour down the Chasm Walk and sweep away Porloc, absorbing his ten thousand Orlokor into our might, an ocean that shall sweep across the plains and annihilate the human city of Abythos! I promise you blood, I promise you glory, I promise you wealth and power and conquering! We are not many tribes, we are one! We are the kragh, and, I, Tharok, am your warlord!"

All eyes were upon him, but he did not have their support. Not as he had desired. "All warlords and clan chieftains are to remain inside the Temple! The Convocation is but beginning, and we have much to plan!" Raising his voice to its greatest boom, he swept his ruined ax through the air. "All other kragh are to leave the Temple and camp outside. If you abandon the Convocation, I shall mark you an enemy, and you shall die by fire and ax! Mark my words, kragh! This is the beginning, and none may stand aside!"

Deep rumbles filled the ranks as kragh turned to each other, faces showing every emotion from euphoria to hate, from suspicion to confusion. Tharok pulsed a thought to his trolls, and together as one they brought their clubs down upon the stone ground, sending out a deafening crack through the air. 

"All warlords! All chieftains! To the front! All shamans and their apprentices, to the front!" Tharok pointed at the great ruined door, where centuries ago Ogri had made his entrance. "All other kragh – leave!"

Again the stone trolls pounded the ground, some hard enough to splinter their weapons, and this time the kragh began to move, some picking up their fallen brothers, others moving to rejoin their clans, a turgid tide of bodies pushing its way outside while the warlords and chieftains reluctantly made their way to the fore.

Tharok threw aside the ruined ax. Nakrok was dead. The Convocation was his. He had only lost three trolls in the process. By all rights, he should be filled with a savage satisfaction.

And yet...

He looked down to where Golden Crow was standing, his dark skin riven by glowing seams of crimson, then finally up to meet Kyrra's inscrutable stare. He had felt the very ground move beneath his feet. An element had been introduced that he did not understand. Not yet. He reached out and felt the texture of his trolls' minds, and realized as he did so that he was drawing comfort from their presence. From their loyalty. 

Kyrra held his gaze and then turned away, followed by Golden Crow as they moved into the shadows to converse. Tharok watched them go, and felt his wariness flicker into fear.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO
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Audsley gasped as he emerged through the archway, Kethe cradled to his chest, the disorienting madness of the void between the Portals receding and leaving him blinking desperately as he sought to gain his bearings.

Aletheia, he thought, the name tinged with overtones of awe and reverence, of beauty and impossible grace, the pinnacle of existence, the goal of every living soul, where the Perfecti themselves resided as they awaited one final lifetime before their souls arose to pass through the White Gate and into immortal glory forevermore.

Aletheia, the White City, where everything that was refined and beautiful and elegant and cultural had its origins, the near-mythical apex of all existence.

Aletheia. Where his own demon-touched soul was in terrible peril – but also the sole place where he might find cleansing. His only hope of keeping himself from plunging through the Black Gate upon his inevitable death.

Audsley hitched Kethe close and peered around. He was in an empty hall, the ceiling vaulted and high above him, adorned with intricate and masterful paintings that no doubt depicted wondrous scenes out of Ascension's gloried history. Wishing he had a hand free with which to push up his spectacles, he shrank back against the wall, hoping to avoid notice, and then realized that he was all alone.

This hall, he realized, was abandoned. The frescoes painted on the walls were faded, the great white and gold urns held the desiccated remnants of plants, and the white marble floor had lost its luster under a thin layer of dust. 

"Ah," said Audsley. "Starkadr holds its secrets close."

He sensed the demons hidden in the recesses of his mind stir, but turned his focus away from them and instead walked down the length of the hall, turned halfway to regard how his footprints betrayed the portal's location with sorrow, and then continued on till he reached a high and narrow window at the hall's end. It was filled with a peerlessly crafted glass, completely without bubbles and as clear as air. Leaning forward, he gazed out and felt his heart lift within his chest.

Wisps of cloud were floating through soaring arches of white stone that supported ethereally slender bridges and causeways, fine as gossamer, which in turn connected slender floating towers and small plazas. Below them? A hint of other structures, shadows hidden amongst the clouds, and then nothing.

Had he not gazed out the windows of Starkadr's command center only days ago, he would have been rapt at the impossibility of the view, at the endless fields of azure that stretched out in all directions, at the very fact that he was floating high above the world in a land dominated by clouds and nothing more. 

And yet there was a terrible elegance to the arches and carvings, to the circular plazas that were supported in the air by nothing more than Aletheia's magic, the stark alabaster statues that arose in their centers, the shocking green cypresses that grew in stately circles around certain structures. It was an otherworldly architecture, freed from the constraints of gravity, fashioned by minds whose eyes were turned toward Ascension.

"Ah, Aedelbert," whispered Audsley, shaking his head. "If only you were here to see this!" A pang of sorrow cut through him, and he shook himself. Aedelbert wasn't dead, merely awaiting Audsley's return in a purified state, an inevitability that he would do everything to hasten.

Peering first to the far left then the far right, Audsley tried to catch sight of Aletheia's main body, the mass of the stonecloud around which these walkways and bridges and slender towers were affixed, but he couldn't. What level was he on? If he was too high up, he might get into trouble; for most of his life he had enjoyed the benefits of being a Noussian amongst Ennoians, a peer without match, but here, oh, if he was caught too high up, he would be humiliated by his betters and sent running to the more appropriate levels.

"Never mind," he said aloud, and then caught himself. Aedelbert was no longer here to converse with. His old habit would have to be checked. 

He gazed down at Kethe. Oof, but she was heavy for a young woman. All that muscle, he supposed. He leaned in closer. She was barely breathing, her skin waxen, almost translucent. He fancied he could see her irises through her eyelids. "We must hurry," he said, and then scowled at himself.

An exit. A means of egress. There. Audsley hurried across the marble floor, refusing to let his eyes be drawn by the intriguing patterns inlaid in burgundy stone, and passed through another archway and into a narrow corridor. Pillars, more frescoes, a wealth of forgotten beauty. A short turn, then a dead end. 

Audsley stopped short. Frowned. "Avast!" No response. He stepped closer. The hall simply ended in a smooth wall. How strange!

May I suggest a gentle push on the left side? The demon's voice was unctuous, insufferably polite, and Audsley saw him in his mind: the Aletheian old man, clad in flowing, many-layered robes, with an expression of gentle patience and suffering on his lined face. 

"Say, this aspect you have assumed. Are you in truth an Aletheian?"

No, said the demon, bowing his head. No more than you are your filthy tunic and ragged boots. Which, I must warn you, shall be a serious affront to any who see you once you have stepped outside.

"Ah, yes." Audsley looked down at himself. "I was, ah, fighting demons, you know. And living under very trying circumstances. No baths or extensive clothing options."

The demon shrugged, a complex expression that conveyed acknowledgement, indifference, and distaste all at once.

Audsley scowled and pushed on the left side of the wall, which revealed itself to be a hinged door. It swung out stiffly, and Audsley emerged into a spacious hall through which a sparse crowd was moving slowly. Audsley's breath caught in his chest, and he pressed back against the door, which closed behind him and disappeared seamlessly.

The far wall was a series of magnificent archways that rose some thirty feet high and looked out into the heavens, with a cypress tree growing before each pillar. The ceiling was even higher, vaulted and interspersed with domes around the interiors of which ran bands of gold and gorgeous depictions of heroes and martyrs of the faith. The floor was beautifully wrought, gray marble squares interlaced between strips of white marble, and the sound of sandaled feet and boots and skirts whispering across its surface echoed from all around.

But it was the people that caught his eye. He had visited Aletheia once before, when he was very young, on a scholastic trip to a small library on one of Aletheia's lower levels, and he remembered being overwhelmed and hiding as much as he could between the covers of his books. But now, here, grown and aware, educated and taught to appreciate beauty by the travails of life – oh, how the people drifting to and fro impressed him!

Wherever his eye alit, he saw elegance and grace, robes of solid yet subtle colors layered over each other to different effect, some startling in their contrast, others gentle in their gradations. Just like the last time, he was surprised to see people of all backgrounds walking the hall: a man with a clear Noussian heritage, his black hair cropped close and his skin a rich and mellow brown; an Ennoian lady, her features harsh and narrow, her golden hair intricately done in a series of braids that were almost a work of art themselves; on and on, the variety of faces and backgrounds bewildering. 

The First Ascendant declared the bloodlines of his thirty most fervent supporters to be the most spiritually refined, regardless of their city of origin; their descendants formed the premier families of Aletheia and are the most holy, equal in –

"Yes, yes, I know. I am considered a rather erudite and learned man by most," snapped Audsley, only to blink and smile apologetically as an austere Sigean man glanced disdainfully at him and brushed on by. Mental note: do not argue with demons out loud. 

"Now. Where to?" He peered up and down both sides of the hall. It curved out of view in both directions, the archways revealing clouds and sky continuously down the outer side. 

From the art, floor designs and plebian crowd, it would seem that you are at the Seventh Circum. 

"Seventh Circum?" A wave of relief passed through him. "Ah, good." The upper five levels were the province of the most elect Perfecti; to have appeared that high would have been awful. "Precisely the level I wished to appear in. Now. Ah. To find Iskra's family residence. Um." He hesitated. Right or left? The crowd swept on in an endlessly refined wave. Could he accost someone?

If you must speak, do so with deference, do not make eye contact, and apologize abjectly for your appearance. A little groveling would not be untoward.

"Yes, yes," said Audsley, and his eye alit on a Noussian lady, generously formed and clad in an imperial blue. "Ah, excuse me, my dear lady, and please, let me apologize for my appearance, but –" 

The lady gave him a dismissive glance out of the corner of her eye and swept on.

Audsley tried again with a Sigean notable, then a group of scholarly old men, and finally spotted a young man of indeterminate origin, clad in tights and a white tunic, who was hurrying along bearing a scroll. 

A courier, supplied the demon.

"Excuse me," said Audsley, stepping boldly into his path. The young man rolled his eyes and tried to sidestep Audsley, apparently not caring that he was holding a comatose young woman in his arms. Audsley matched his sidestep. "Excuse me, the Miliaka Residence?" Audsley stepped across again, once more blocking the young man's path. "The sooner you tell me, the sooner you are done with me."

The young man sighed. "Very well. Follow the Circum moonwards until you reach Oal's Spire, then take the Honeysuckle Causeway to their front gate." The courier curled his lip derisively. "Filth." He darted past Audsley and hurried on.

"I – what? Filth? Me?" Audsley felt righteous indignation burn within his chest. He was a Noussian! How dare – a mere courier – 

You exude no élan, éclat, or flair. You display no culture, refinement, or style. As such, you are not worth consideration or deference of any kind. 

Did the demon sound smug? Audsley hitched Kethe higher up against his chest again. No matter. He had to attend to her health. "Very well. Which way is moonward?"

A passing young girl with a perfectly circular face shot him a confused glance and then hurried on.

Aletheia spins ever toward the east, which is thus the noblest of the cardinal directions and is deemed the direction of the sun. Moonwards is west and to your left.

Audsley opened his mouth to protest and then simply struck out, striding quickly along the edge of the crowd, no longer caring to examine the beauty of the endless paintings but rather determined to reach his destination. "And, ah, what is this Spire?"

Oal was merely the greatest poet to live under the rule of the Ninth Ascendant. I shall indicate his spire when we reach it.

"All right, all right, I understand, you are well versed in everything worth knowing and I am an ignorant buffoon. Can we now drop this pretentious air of superiority?"

There was no response.

Audsley hurried until sweat had drenched his brow and was running down his back. He cast worried glances down at Kethe every few moments. Was she still breathing? On he strode, past countless arches that opened to tunnels leading deeper into the stonecloud and past the occasional grand staircase that arose and disappeared to the Sixth Circum above them. The magnificent crowd became a blur of smeared colors and haughty expressions, and he thought he would faint by the time the demon emerged again.

There. Oal's Spire. Turn to the right to emerge onto the Honeysuckle Causeway.

"Thank you," gasped Audsley, though he didn't know if was thanking the demon or the Ascendant himself. Arms burning, short of breath, he cut across the crowd and rounded the bronze pedestal on which the statue of a man stood, arm outstretched, a bird alighting on his finger. 

Leaving the Circum behind, Audsley stepped out onto the causeway, one of those gossamer-thread bridges that stretched out over the void of the sky. He had thought himself inured to wonder, grown jaded with awe, but after a few steps he turned and gazed up, up the serried height of Aletheia itself, the endless ledges and great balconies, the towers and spires, the grandiose wisps of clouds that ultimately obscured his view of the tapering height where the White Gate itself was said to be. It was stunning, and despite himself Audsley gaped, unable to focus on one particular element, instead finding that his gaze flicked from one carved abstraction to another, lifting ever up the levels and trying in vain to catch a glimpse of the gloried heights.	

Close your mouth. 

Audsley did so with a snap, and then shook himself and turned to regard the length of the causeway. "Almost there." His heart sank as he considered the causeway. Wide enough for ten people to walk abreast, it was flanked by dismayingly flimsy guardrails and arched out toward six estates that were clustered around the causeway's end. Swallowing his sudden nerves, reminding himself that he could fly if he fell over the side, Audsley hurried on, grimacing apologetically to those who passed him going the opposite direction.

The estates were large and without walls, adjoining the causeway as it meandered between them. A number of servants were rushing back and forth: Sigeans, Audsley noted, for the most part, with a smattering of Bythians thrown in for good measure. None of them so much as glanced at him. He might as well have been a ghost.

There, said the demon. The Miliaka Estate.

And indeed it was, a large ornamental gate rising from the side of the causeway, a short path leading to the building itself. Single-storied, surrounded by wide verandas on all sides, with certain sections standing aloof from the main structure and connected to it by covered walkways, it displayed a serene sense of elegance and modesty. It was a study in white and slate blue, and with a start Audsley realized that it had something of a cloud's transient elegance and insubstantiality to it; screens could be moved to close off certain walkways while others could be slid open to turn closed rooms into exterior pavilions. Mutable and transient like the clouds that passed it by.

Do not go through the main gate, said the demon. Not unless you wish to be beaten like a common cur.

Audsley hesitated, about to do exactly that. "Ah." Again he found himself flushing. "I bear Kethe, of their blood. Surely...?"

You would not have time to cry out your defense before they set upon you with wooden switches. No; use the servants' gate to the side.

Audsley pursed his lips, once again biting down on his Noussian pride; he was in Aletheia! The Bythian slave of a Sigean nobleman residing in Aletheia might very well beat him with impunity. What an empire!

He walked farther down the causeway, turned in through the much more modest servants' gate, followed a path of crushed white stones between the ornamental trees, and then walked along the far side of the house to an area that was screened off from common view. Servants were at work washing strikingly colored robes on a large rack of rippled soapstone. 

"You, there," said an imperious Sigean who looked to be in his late forties, balding and wearing a pugnacious scowl. The man bustled up to him in such a manner that Audsley almost flinched, expecting to be whacked across the shoulders. You can blast him with fire! The thought did little to assuage the shame he felt from the sheer disgust on the man's face.

"You have trespassed in great error upon the Miliaka Estate!" The man's voice was pitched in a low hiss, his Sigean clipped with anger. The other servants were all watching him from the corners of their eyes. "Begone, before I have you hauled to the edge of the estate and cast into the sky!"

"You will be delighted and chagrined to know, my good sir, that I am a magister, an eminent, if not pre-eminent servant of your - well, not your, but your master's – I mean to say ... I am Magister Audsley, in the service of Lady Iskra of Castle Kyferin –" 

"Enough! You are a bilious tramp and an affront to the eyes! If my lord were to catch sight of you there would be an ecstasy of whipping for the affront you would give his sensibilities! Kraichin! Summon the guards!"

"I – excuse me. I am carrying, as you can plainly see, Kethe Kyferin, daughter of Lady Iskra, who – unhand me, you oaf! No, stop that! Listen to me!. This is Kethe Kyferin! She needs urgent help – will you please stop –" 

Two burly Ennoian servants had gripped him by the elbows and were marching him out. 

Burn them, whispered the Zoeian demon, rising for the first time from the darkness of Audsley's mind. A quick gout. Teach them respect.

"No," said Audsley. "I won't – now, honestly, let go –" 

The two men were very adept at manhandling him, and, focused as he was on holding Kethe tight to his chest, Audsley couldn't find a good way to resist. Step by step they forced him back down the path, the despair rising in Audsley's chest as he lost ground. He couldn't let them kick him out. He had to attain an audience!

Audsley relaxed, hung his head, and pretended to turn so as to walk disconsolately off the estate, only to suddenly whip around and bull past the two men, their fingers plucking at his sleeves, and race back down the path, skirting right by the servants' pavilion and looking around wildly for help. 

Cries of anger followed in his wake, and he saw a score of men come running from around the other side of the house to fan out and confront him. They were unarmed, a mixture of gardeners and laborers, but the firm set of their jaws told Audsley that they would not hesitate to beat him into submission.

He came to a stop. Kraichin and the other servant came running up behind him. He was penned in, with the bulk of the main house to his right, a covered walkway between him and the score of other men, and a small, peaked outlying building to his left. Should he just run into the building proper? This was outrageous! To be confounded by gardeners, who were supposed to be meek lovers of all things green –

"Enough," whispered a gentle voice, barely audible, but immediately every man dropped to one knee. Audsley blinked and looked around, confused, and saw that one of the curtains that covered an entrance to the side building had been twitched aside by a pair of pale fingers. Nothing else showed in the shadows beyond. 

"My lady," said the Sigean overseer, stepping forward and bowing deeply. "My sincere apologies. I take personal responsibility for this effrontery, and will speak with your father about my shame. Now –" 

"Did I hear you correctly, good stranger?" The young woman's voice cut smoothly through the overseer's words, leaving him red-faced and staring intently at the ground. "Did you mention my sister, Iskra?"

Audsley's knees almost gave out with relief. "I, yes, Lady Iskra Kyferin, born in Sige. This is her daughter, Kethe Kyferin." Audsley took a faltering step forward. "My lady, Kethe is gravely ill. Please. You must help us."

Audsley heard a number of outraged hisses all around him and blinked, nonplussed. 

"Approach, good stranger. I would hear more."

A signal must have been given, for the assorted groundskeepers and servants immediately arose and retreated, leaving only the overseer to stand close by. Audsley stepped up onto the veranda that encircled the outlying building and was about to duck his head so as to pass through the curtains when the Aletheian demon spoke clearly in his mind.

Don't. 

There was a forbidding finality in the demon's voice that stopped Audsley cold, and he nearly tripped. Instead, he lowered Kethe to the walkway, smoothed her hair from her brow, then knelt gratefully and interlaced his fingers in his lap.

"Please," said the quiet voice from within. A young woman, judged Audsley. Perhaps still in her teens? But her voice had a pleasing huskiness and dignity that made her seem a woman grown. "Begin at the most appropriate point and tell me what has brought you here."

Audsley took a deep breath and launched into the events of the past few months. He sketched Lord Kyferin's fall in battle, the betrayal of Lord Laur, Iskra's banishment to Mythgraefen Hold, their valiant defense against Laur's knights, and their discovery of Kethe's affinity for the White Gate. He was about to launch into the most exciting part, their climactic battle with the demons, but a gasp from the far side of the curtain cut him short and brought him back to the present.

The curtain was pulled aside, revealing Iskra's younger sister and simultaneously giving rise to a series of shocked gasps from a number of ladies-in-waiting, who knelt just beyond her within the building and had clearly not expected to be so suddenly revealed. 

The young woman who emerged bore a striking resemblance to Iskra, from her auburn hair to those same high cheekbones and striking eyes. She was slight, however, almost painfully slender, a vision of what an underfed Iskra might have been at the age of twenty. She moved forward to kneel beside Kethe and passed a hand over her brow.

"She is fading," whispered the younger sister. "It might already be too late." She looked over at the overseer. "Pryimak, summon my father's carriage immediately."

"Lady Iarenna," spluttered the overseer. "Your – but your father is –" 

Iarenna rose to her feet. She was wearing what looked to be four layers of robes, each marginally heavier than the last, and sleeves in varying lengths so that the coloration of the under layers was shown to pleasing effect. Her hair was worn loose down her back, reaching past her waist, and her manner betrayed a decisive firmness that assured Audsley immediately that she was indeed Iskra's sister. 

"Elacha, Vachlava, Stoika, please prepare yourselves to accompany us. Chynica, fetch my father's largest travelling robe for the magister." There was a pregnant pause as the ladies-in-waiting simply stared at her, all of them older and wearing their own gorgeously arrayed robes, but then Iarenna clapped her hands once, softly, and they all bustled into movement.

Audsley stepped back, bemused. Pryimak hurried away, calling out orders, and in a matter of moments an ornate carriage came rolling forth, drawn by four white ponies with charms intertwined in their mains and their hooves painted silver. 

Chynica came rushing out of the main house, a number of confused demands following after her, holding a heavy cloak of forest green in her arms as if it were more precious than a child. She hesitated, eyeing Audsley with barely hidden remorse, and then thrust the cloak at him.

It was a stunningly thick and rich piece of cloth, with a pattern of silver flowers subtly yet intricately stitched down its voluminous sleeves. Luckily it was large enough for Audsley's generous frame, and he pulled it on as Kethe was gently picked up by two male servants and placed inside the carriage.

Iarenna emerged from the building, her hair hastily done up with silver clasps and combs, three new layers of robes thrown over the first four, and ghosted up into the carriage, followed by her four ladies-in-waiting. Audsley hesitated, not sure if he should follow, but Iarenna's imperious glance removed all doubt. He stepped up into the confines of the carriage and sat on the padded bench opposite Iarenna, wincing as the entire vehicle tilted under his weight.

"My lady," entreated Pryimak from the carriage's doorway. "This is most unwise, most hasty. Can you not please await the return of your lord father –" 

"We cannot, my dear Pryimak, though I thank you for your graciousness. We shall return directly."

The overseer nodded glumly, stepped back, and shut the doors. There was a cry, and the carriage lurched forward, the wooden wheels crunching on the gravel, and Audsley swayed from side to side as they trundled out onto the causeway. They left, he noted, through the main gate.

The carriage was large enough that Kethe was able to lie on his bench comfortably, his own self squeezed at the end and facing the five women who were staring fixedly at him, Iarenna in their center.

Audsley tried for a smile. None of them returned the expression.

"If I may ask," he said, lamenting his lack of practice in Sigean, "where are we going? The Temple?"

"Indeed," said Iarenna. "That is the only place we can take her."

"And, well, are we in time?" Audsley gazed down at Kethe's face. In the gloom of the carriage's interior, her skin seemed to glow with a waxen sheen. 

"I don't know," whispered Iarenna. "My eldest brother is said to have gone immediately upon detecting his powers. How long would you say it has been since Kethe first manifested hers?"

"Oh, that's hard to say." Audsley tapped his lips, his huge sleeve sliding all the way down to his elbow. For some reason, that made two of the ladies-in-waiting – Chynica and Stoika? – grimace, as if he had casually pulled down his breeches for a moment. "Perhaps a month? Maybe a little more?"

Iarenna shook her head sorrowfully but made no comment. 

The other four ladies were staring at him a manner that made him extremely uncomfortable. It was as if they thought they could push him right out of the carriage and their lives if they simply glared at him hard enough. Instead, Audsley looked out through the slats at Aletheia beyond.

The journey to the Second Level took almost three hours. They traveled deep into the core of the stonecloud, and from there out onto the Way of Righteousness, a corkscrewing avenue of startling breadth that rose up through the heart of Aletheia, passing each level in turn with a number of secondary avenues branching out like spokes from a hub to connect with each Circum. Despite the gravity of the occasion, the sights outside were fascinating, and as they climbed he saw more and more carriages, each more fanciful than the last, as beautifully decorated as the birds of paradise that were so esteemed back home in Nous. 

Still, each time he found his elation growing, he had only to glance down at Kethe and his heart would sink. The minutes dragged on, and soon he grew to despair at the riot of color and beauty outside as the carriage inched ever upward, level by level. The desire to grab Kethe, kick open the carriage doors and fly to the top grew ever stronger – but then, how would he turn her over to the Virtues without being summarily attacked and killed?

Finally they exited onto the Second Level. The city this high up was vastly different from what he had traversed on the Seventh; it was composed of large estates that put Iarenna's to shame and little else. The interior avenue opened to the Circum almost immediately, and Audsley realized that they were nearly at the peak of Aletheia – and his heart skipped a beat. He was but one level below the Ascendant's Palace. One level below the White Gate itself. 

The view through the Circum's arches was stunning. The top of Aletheia wasn't circular, but rather a complex series of folds and ridges, so that at any time he could view entire sections of the city through the arches.

"There," said Iarenna, moving forward to point through the slats. "That complex? The Temple of the Virtues."

Audsley's breath caught. The Temple, bathed in sunlight, took up the entirety of a billowing fold of white rock, carved into its verticality. He could see an endless series of balconies, courtyards, colonnaded temples and other structures, glinting with gold and replete with marble statuary. He felt the demons within him recoil, pushing back into the matter of his mind as if seeking to hide, and felt a mean satisfaction at their discomfort.

"What will they do with her?" His voice was grave as he sat back.

Iarenna studied Kethe's profile. "They will rush to Consecrate her, if they can. No one knows what that involves, but it is an often fatal procedure."

"Yes," said Audsley, staring glumly down at his hands. "Your sister" he almost said mother – "told me that your eldest brother didn't survive his own."

"No. Many, if not most, do not. And with Kethe being this weak... Tell me, Magister. What was she like?"

"Kethe?" Audsley squirmed in discomfort. It felt as if they were already discussing someone dead. "She's brave. Brash! She trained for years in secret with the sword so as to be a knight. Oh, yes, she takes her Ennoian heritage very seriously. And she competed in an actual tournament, you know, with live blades against other knights. The thunder of the charge! Kethe in the thick of it all! I saw her take a lance square in the shoulder, and it punched her right off her horse. Crash! She fell to the mud, rolled, and lay still!"

Audsley fanned out his hands, painting the picture, and for the first time the four ladies-in-waiting leaned forward, eyes wide, their animosity forgotten. "Did she die?" asked Stoika, only to receive a series of eye rolls from the others and blush and sit back.

"No, she most assuredly did not, for she arose, blade in hand, and into the thick of the fray did she stride! Oh, it was glorious, her speed, her power! One by one the enemy fell, until Kethe was declared the victor! Oh, yes, she won the whole thing, Kethe did, against all the odds, against Lord Laur's best knights. It was a wondrous moment, truly it was."

Audsley remembered then how Kethe had fled the field when she'd learned of Ser Tiron's presence. The very knight who had tried to kill her and whose attack had set her on her path. All those old wounds and woes – was there never any escaping them?

"She must have already been manifesting her power," said Iarenna. "To have won in such a manner."

"Yes," said Audsley. "I suppose so." He sighed. "Poor Kethe. She was – is – such a brilliant woman. Strong, brave, caring, too – really a remarkable person. A true Ennoian."

The carriage had turned and rolled out into the sunlight. Audsley leaned to the side once more and saw that they were crossing a broad bridge, leaving the actual stonecloud behind to cross over a chasm to the Temple. 

"We shall alight at the Foreyard," said Iarenna quietly. "It might be best if you remained within the carriage, Magister."

"Assuredly," said Audsley. He felt his demons relax a fraction. And yet, shouldn't he step forth and ask for absolution? Had he not come in part to drive these demons from his soul? 

Audsley steeled himself. He wouldn't imperil Kethe's delivery. After she was taken and safe, then and only then would he present himself and beg for the mercy of the Virtues.

The carriage rolled out onto a large courtyard and came to a stop. Before them arose a wide building carved from living stone, with a triangular facade and broad steps climbing to a colonnade, beyond which lay shadows and the hint of a door. The tympanum was resplendent with achingly realistic carvings of men and women at war, and Audsley sighed, knowing he would never get a chance to study it closely.

The carriage door opened, a stepping block was placed before it, and Iarenna and her ladies descended. Then the two men who had driven the carriage reached past Audsley to lift Kethe up and bear her away.

Farewell, dear Kethe! Audsley felt a pang of sorrow. I send all my blessings and good wishes with you. Farewell.

The small group approached the steps and was met by two men in robes so simple and white that they appeared severe in contrast to the ladies' finery. They exchanged earnest words, and Audsley bit his lower lip. Would word of Makaria's death have reached Aletheia yet? He prayed not. Those who would bear the tale were yet trapped at the Talon, waiting for that Lunar Gate to open and bring them back to Ennoia. No; Kethe's crimes could not yet be known. They would take her. They had to take her.

Audsley realized that he was holding the edge of the carriage door in a death grip. Finally, one of the men in white stepped forward and took Kethe in his arms. Audsley felt almost faint with relief, a dizzying wave of vertigo passing through him. Success. He had done the best he could. He had delivered Kethe to the Virtues, and now her fate was in their hands.

He passed his hand over his brow. Now came his turn. His moment of truth. And if they slayed him for being foul and polluted? Such were his just desserts. 

Audsley moved back to the slatted window and saw the two men bearing Kethe up the steps to the colonnaded entrance just as another group departed. It was a large group, the man in the lead regal and poised, clad in robes as layered and elegant as any Audsley had yet seen, and followed by almost forty men and women who all had the air of supplicants and hangers-on and personal guards.

Demon, whispered the Aletheian in his mind.

"What?" Audsley startled. "Where?"

You see him. There. At the head of the group. I sense a demon entwined within that man's soul.

"I – are you sure?" Audsley peered closely again. The man looked to be in his forties; he was short and round-faced, his features pinched, his chin weak, but he still projected a confidence and authority that explained the deference his retinue was showing him. "Him?"

Yes. 

"Well. I never." 

Audsley watched the man carefully. A huge carriage rolled into view, pulled by six white oxen, large enough for the man and most of his retinue. They entered with great ceremony, and when the carriage turned and rumbled away, some twenty guards followed on foot.

The door to Audsley's carriage opened and Iarenna entered, followed by her four ladies. She sat back, her mouth a thin line, but evidently relieved to have delivered Kethe. "We have done our duty, and now her fate is in the Ascendant's hands."

"Yes, yes, very much so. Good. Good." Audsley hesitated. This was it. His time to dart out of the carriage. "My lady Iarenna, if I may be so bold, who was that man who just descended the steps?"

The four ladies-in-waiting immediately bowed their heads. Even Iarenna looked impressed, her eyes widening. "That was the Minister of the Moon, Magister."

"Oh, yes, yes, of course." And who is that?

The Minister of the Moon is the fifth most powerful man in Aletheia, said the demon quietly. Behind only the Minister of the Sun, the Ascendant's Grace, the Minister of Perfection, and the Ascendant himself.

"Oh," said Audsley quietly. 

The door to the carriage closed tightly. Audsley sat still, staring straight ahead and seeing nothing.

"Are you all right, Magister?" Iarenna's voice cut through his thoughts.

"Me?" Audsley grinned, knowing the expression to be ghastly. The way the four ladies recoiled was proof enough. "Oh, yes. I mean no. I'm sorry. I mean perhaps." He wiped at his brow with the hem of his borrowed cloak and saw Chynica wince. "My dear Lady Iarenna. If I may impose, I have much to ask you."

"But of course, Magister Audsley." Iarenna bowed her head gravely. "You delivered my cousin to me. We are in your debt."

Your questions will not be so easily answered, whispered the Aletheian demon.

No, I didn't think they would be. Audsley felt his heart sink. But I must ask them regardless. I must discover what is going on in Aletheia. I must uncover this evil, for the sake of Ascension itself.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE
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Asho emerged from the Portal, demon blade in one hand, burning torch in the other, and stepped out onto the base of a terrifyingly slender stone bridge. He was within a vast chasm, through which a sharp wind blew with a delirious moan, plucking at the flames of his torch and pulling him down toward the dark void that opened at his feet and dropped into the depths of the earth. 

Shivering, but not from the cold, Asho pulled back, flattening against the now-dead Portal to Starkadr. That old pressure, that comforting sense of weight that came from the untold miles of rock above him, returned, a sensation he hadn't realized he'd missed in all his years of being beneath the open sky, beneath the resplendent glory of the sun. 

He was back. He was home. Bythos.

But nowhere familiar. The aurora infernalis was missing from the darkness above him, and the grand vista of the Great Cavern was nowhere to be found. The cruel blade towers, the tumbled white blocks of the cubes. Beyond the golden illumination of his torch he saw a faint, ambient purple light that seemed to emanate coldly from the very walls of the chasm. Peering down, he saw other slender bridges spanning the gulf. A hissing whisper came from a crack thirty yards below and to his right, from which a plume of dust and sand was draining like a waterfall into the darkness. 

He felt something else, as well. A sense of loss. An emptiness that ached within him. The ambient magic that he had grown accustomed to at the Hold was gone. There was nothing to reach out to, nothing to drink deep from, to infuse himself with so as to achieve the impossible. Without it, the sickness from having drunk too deep of his magic during the battle with the demons redoubled, bringing a sour taste to his mouth.

Asho closed his eyes and sought something, a wisp of the power that had cloaked him since he'd stepped out into the Hold through the Raven's Gate. Nothing. No, wait – there. The lightest touch, the faintest breeze across his skin. A hint, a tease, but not enough to work with. Asho opened his eyes, frustration and fear coursing through him. Of course: the Black Gate of Bythos had been closed for centuries, with only the faintest flicker of power stealing through. He'd not be Sin Casting here. 

Where was he? He'd never heard tell of this eerie chasm. Kneeling, he passed his hand over the stonework of the bridge. It was smooth, wonderfully carved, with simple yet neatly incised patterns in the stone beneath the thick layer of dust. Like nothing he had ever seen before. He looked up then to see that the bridge had no railings, a barely noticeably arch, and it plunged into a narrow tunnel on the far side of the chasm. He rose to his feet with a grimace. There wasn't much choice, so he sheathed his blade, took a measured breath, and walked out onto the bridge. 

The wind tugged at his cloak, made him clench his jaw, stole the echo of his footsteps away and carried it into the hungry depths. A thin sheen of icy sweat lay over his brow by the time he reached the far end of the bridge, and he wasted no time in entering the tunnel. Then he slowed, raising his torch as he examined the worked walls. Carved with strange geometries, they were alien to him, completely beyond his ken. Audsley would love this, he thought, and for the first time managed a rueful smile.

The corridor ran for several hundred paces before opening up into a high-roofed cavern, the entire far wall of which was obscured in shadow. No, Asho realized as he approached, sparing but a glance for the carved floor and intricately worked pillars. Not obscured; altogether absent. 

Once again the far reaches of the cavern were illuminated by that faint, glacial purple light that seemed to be extruded by the rock itself. A steady glow, uneven; like the folds of a curtain, certain vertical swathes were darker, some almost pitch black. Asho couldn't help but marvel. The cavern was more of a causeway, he realized, a broad and natural bridge across dark depths from which massive stalagmites rose up like savage canines. 

Two figures emerged from a dark crack at the far end of the causeway, their presence immediately marked by the ghostly green flare of their buglights. Bythians? Asho began to walk forward, his own torch held aloft, trying to make them out. The pair noticed him, stopped, then began to walk forward with greater speed.

There was something belligerent in their bearing. Asho kept walking forward. He needed answers. More than that, he wanted to see human faces. The figures grew ever larger, details emerging bit by bit, and when they were perhaps twenty yards away Asho stopped, hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

No Bythians, these. Their hair was dark, their faces bearded; their leather armor was standard issue and the blades at their hips well-worn and plain. Ennoian guards.

"What do you think you're doing down here?" The man on the left stepped forward, bristling with anger. A scar gleamed down the length of his face, splitting his lip and showing where he'd lost his teeth. "That a blade you're wearing?"

Asho rocked back onto his heels. "I'm lost. Where am I?"

Both men were staring at him in wonder, their incredulity slowly souring into anger. The second man stepped up beside the first. He was a heavyset fellow with great rounded shoulders and a belly sagging over his broad belt. His eyes, however, were small and quick and alert. "How about you set that sword down? We'll answer all your questions then."

Asho pursed his lips and looked down at his demon blade as if considering the request. Was he supposed to be cowering? Begging their forgiveness? He got the impression that his very confidence was unnerving them. "My apologies," he said, keeping his voice low. "That isn't going to happen. So, why don't you tell me what I need to know, and we'll go our separate ways?"

"Nicely spoken, isn't he?" The first man licked his ruined lip, a quick dart that seemed habitual. He drew his weapon, taking his time about it so as to get a good metallic rasp in the process. "Almost like he doesn't know his place."

The second guard hesitated. Asho could almost hear his thoughts as he watched him calculate. In the end he drew his blade as well, his reluctance obvious in his stiff movements. "Careful, Andris. I got a bad feeling about this one."

Andris set his buglight down and then shoved it away with his foot, sending it scraping a couple of yards off to the left on its carapace, glowing underbelly exposed to the air. "You think they all look dangerous." He took a step forward, blade gleaming. "Now, slave. You've had your chance. Means we've got to –" 

Asho threw his torch overhand at the heavyset guard and ran at Andris, drawing his sword as he went. He felt heavy, almost dull, without magic infusing his limbs, his nausea rising up to claw at his throat, but he was quick enough. Neither of them had expected him to take the offensive; had, perhaps, in their hearts, still expected him to begin cowering. He knocked Andris' blade aside and moved in close to catch him by the back of the neck and pull him down as he slammed his knee up into the man's gut.

Andris went down with a whoosh.

The second guard had deflected the torch with an adroit swipe of his sword, but in doing so had sent a flood of sparks flying into his own face. He was still blinking and cursing when he felt Asho's blade tickle his heavy gut. 

"Drop the sword," said Asho. "Please."

The man didn't hesitate. To his credit, he knelt slowly and laid his blade carefully on the rock floor. Then he backed up toward where Andris was heaving for breath and fighting to rise.

"Now," said Asho. "Where are we?"

The larger guard sat down. "You're serious, aren't you? You don't know." 

"Just tell him already, Andirke," said Andris, his face pale and contorted. 

"You're in the labyrinth," said Andirke. "The Abythian Labyrinth."

"Now he gets it," said Andris. He spat and scowled. "Now you know how much trouble you're in."

Asho nodded as he looked around once more. The Abythian Labyrinth. A holy complex, a place of pilgrimage, a place of ancient ruins to which the First Ascendant had retreated during his Withdrawal. Where he'd found the Solar Portal to Abythos, through which he'd allied with the kragh and begun his war of Ascension. 

"Where are the mines?" he asked. 

"The mines?" Andirke echoed. "That where you came from?"

"Yes," said Asho. "Point me in their direction, and I'll leave you alive."

"You wouldn't dare –" spluttered Andris, but Andirke waved him quiet. 

"He's not going to kill us." He paused and eyed Asho. "I don't think. Anyway, if you want to return to the mines, enter through the hall we came out of, and take the right passage. Follow that straight."

Asho studied Andirke's expression. The heavyset man looked right back at him with stolid neutrality, but Asho saw a gleam in the man's eye. Cunning, but not cunning enough. "Very well. Thank you. I'll have to bind you to prevent your raising the alarm. You understand."

The guards grumbled but didn't protest. Asho had first one and then the other lie face down as he used their own restraints on them, and when he was done, he hesitated then left their blades and his torch. Their buglight in hand, he strode quickly down the length of the great causeway, ignoring their curses, and stepped into the diagonal crack from which they had emerged.

The tunnel almost immediately split into a T-junction. Asho crouched and studied the floor. Numerous tracks went off to the right, both coming and going. It seemed Andris and Andirke were part of a regular patrol. Good. That meant someone would find them before long. It also meant that Andirke had probably tried to send Asho into an Ennoian outpost. Asho couldn't fault him for trying.

Rising, he turned left. Holding the buglight by its stiff tail, underbelly outward, he walked quickly. He knew little about the Labyrinth. It was strictly out of bounds to everyone except Third Shift Bythians who came to mine it for Gate Stone and harvest the creatures that seemed to live only in these particular caverns. But if he could meet up with them, he might be able to return over the Badlands to the cubes in safety.

The hallway ran on for some time, the occasional crack marring its otherwise smooth walls, until it punched out into a second chasm. Steps were carved up the chasm face, and Asho ran up them, not liking the way the wind pulled at him. Another tunnel, a second T-junction, and Asho started to grow uneasy, began to worry about getting truly lost down here, ending his days without food or water in the heart of this complex. He was about to turn and follow his own footsteps back when the tunnel ended in a set of steps that spiraled up. Taking a deep breath, Asho climbed them, going around and around until he suddenly broke free and emerged onto the surface.

Asho squatted behind a pile of loose rocks that masked the entrance to the stairwell and breathed in deep. Above him flickered the aurora infernalis, undulating with slow elegance across the Great Cavern's ceiling, hiding it in shifting shades of emerald and sapphire. Then he stood and stared across the black badlands that stretched away toward the Blade Towers. 

Asho's chest swelled with a storm of emotions. Memories cascaded through him, of a lifetime spent growing under the tall Blade Towers where the Sigeans and Ennoians dwelt in sullen splendor, a life spent grubbing in the mines, down in the cramped dark, always hungry, always exhausted, seeking, fighting to find some spark of joy in the soulless drudgery that was the life of a Bythian slave.

Even now, he knew, thousands upon thousands of Bythians were laboring in the mines, chipping away at ore, hauling baskets, turning the great gyres that operated the lifts, scaling the wooden ladders like a flood of ants with baskets hanging down their backs, their cloth handles looped around their foreheads. Their misery was an invisible miasma in the air, a heat shimmer of abhorrent abuse. 

Asho forced himself to exhale and unclench his fists. The dark metal forms of the Blade Towers, splotched with rust and glimmering darkly in the light of the aurora, seemed crueler now than he remembered. 

Below them spread the homes of the Bythians themselves, a vast spread of tumbled ivory cubes, looking like children's blocks from this distance, windows without glass, entrances without doors. Flat-roofed, pale like bone, crude and simple, they housed the thousands who slept while the second shift worked and the third made the most of their brief moments of respite. 

There. That was where he was headed.

Asho hesitated and looked down at his blade. Wearing it was only going to invite further trouble. His very soul twisted with anger and grief. Guilt arose within him, guilt over how easily he'd forgotten the realities of life here beneath the surface. He carefully undid his sword belt and wrapped it around the scabbard, then cast around for a safe place to stow it. There – a deep crack. Asho knelt and pushed the blade in deep. The demon within the sword remained silent.

He was close to the Great Cavern's eastern wall. Not far away from where he was crouched was the formal entrance to the Abythian Labyrinth, a massive series of broad steps descending beside a ramp beneath a huge and intimidating ceremonial gate. There wasn't much traffic moving through it, but close by, a mine entrance was disgorging hundreds of Bythians, a cohort from the Third Shift, done with their day's toil and heading home.

Asho examined them as they walked. There would be about three hundred of them, he remembered. They emerged from the ramp that led down to the mine complex without energy, without enthusiasm; they trudged, dragging their feet, exhaustion eating at their marrows, eyes hollow, faces caked with dust, white hair bound back or shorn to the scalp.

Massive urgolthas hauled the wagons, their handlers riding on flimsy howdahs lashed across their shoulders. Asho counted them. There were ten of the huge hexapods, their pebbled hides grown pale from their stint in Bythos. Pale enough that soon they'd soon be cycled back into Zoe to grow strong once more. Their tusks were filed down; their eyes were rheumy, their maws ropey with thick spit. 

The sound of bells tolling echoed across the Badlands. The First Shift would be waking up. Asho bit his lower lip. He'd have to risk it now, or wait nine more hours till the First Shift headed home. The odds of Andirke and Andris being freed before then and following his footprints in the dust were too high. He had to go, and now.

The Bythians of the Third Shift were moving toward the main road that cut across the Badlands, a pale scar in the black, broken, rocky plain. Asho waited, trying to time his flight just right, then broke away from the boulders and ran across the hundred yards of broken rock that separated him from the Bythian workers. It was hard going. The Badlands were almost designed to twist your ankle, break your shins. Sharp, fractured rocks with blade-like edges; moving across them was a skill you could acquire if you spent your life navigating the plain. 

Asho hadn't. He hissed and cursed and gave up running to hunker down low. The black rocks sliced at his boots. If he'd run any farther, he'd have cut his soles to ribbons. As it was, he slunk forward as quickly as he could, picking his way with care, until he reached the back of the column, head hunched, and merged with the last of the trailing Third Shift.

The dust was thick back here, the last urgoltha wagon spewing up a plume that choked the lungs and blinded the eyes. Only the most exhausted and weak of the Third Shift would trail at the far back, those near death, those who might collapse before they reached the cubes.

A few of them eyed Asho, but weariness had robbed them of any real curiosity. Asho pulled his cloak around the lower half of his face, ducked his chin, and walked in silence.

They had almost reached the cubes when they passed the first cohort of the First Shift, some three hundred men and women moving with a mixture of resignation and resolve. Asho watched them with avid curiosity. They were his father's Shift. They passed a second cohort, then a third. Lowering his head, not wanting to draw attention, Asho marched on, and finally the road splintered into five tributaries that spread out to sink into the jumbled mass of cubes.

Asho took a deep breath and then broke away from the Third Shift, moving left down the road toward his father's old home. More First Shift cohorts were moving his way, so he sank into a dark corner and waited, watching, as thousands of his countrymen and women began their next day in the mines.

Asho held himself still. Each and every day that he'd been up in Ennoia under the sun, his people had been making this march. Each day that he'd trained, or rested, or ridden or studied, they'd been working. Slaving away in the mines. When had that awareness left him? Not the first year. Maybe the second. There had finally come a day when he'd simply stopped thinking about them, had become caught up in his new life. Now, watching them pass him by in their thousands, grim and bleak, he felt a crippling wave of guilt and self-loathing pass through him again. Had he thought his life was hard? 

When the tenth and final cohort was gone, Asho stepped back out into the street, the cube homes rising up on both sides. The cubes littered the steep slopes that ringed the base of the Blade Towers; they were assembled haphazardly atop each other so that they looked like they might tumble down at any moment. The street could only be called such for being a relatively clear passage between them; in truth, the cubes were a mass of alleyways and crooked passages. When he'd lived here, Asho had never questioned the origin of their homes – had never asked who had built them, or why. Now he eyed their chaotic layout and for the first time wondered about their architects and their mad logic. That, in and of itself, he realized, marked how much he had changed.

The streets had no names, but Asho's memory served him well. He'd grown up in the area inhabited by the First Shift. He ignored the curious looks of the few other Bythians on the street, the old or infirm, ducked aside at the sight of approaching Ennoian patrols, and finally found himself on the street on which he'd lived as a child. It was silent, devoid of adults, all of whom, Asho realized, must be at the mines.

Suddenly he was in front of his own home. He stopped short, unable to simply step in through the open door. Instead, he drew back into the shadows across the street and stared at the cube. He didn't even know if his father and mother were still alive. If Shaya had returned here after leaving Kyferin Castle, all those years ago. He stared at the old cube and old memories resurfaced. A flood of images, the earliest blurred and mostly impressions, the last his departure with Shaya, their neighbors and friends turning out to watch them leave for the sunlit lands of Ennoia. 

Asho felt tears threatening to spill and rubbed his sleeve angrily across his face. What a naive fool he'd been, so young, so filled with hope. Determined to impress his new lord, to prove to be his most valiant and loyal servant, to become a knight, a hero, to change the world's impression of Bythians forevermore. 

When he could stand the memories no longer, Asho crossed the street and stepped into the doorway. His home looked completely unchanged; smaller, perhaps. Two simple pallets lay on one side, his mother's tiny corner kitchen at the back and his father's rope-lashed chair close to the door. 

The chair was occupied by an old man, his head lolling back, the light falling on his scrawny throat and sunken cheeks. A stranger? Then he saw that the old man's legs were missing from above the knees, and his throat constricted.

"Father?"

The old man stirred, blinked, and then focused on him. He had a moment of confusion and incomprehension, and then his eyes opened wide. He struggled to sit upright. "Asho?"

A knot of pain blossomed in Asho's chest, a terrible vulnerability and love. He took three steps forward and then fell to his knees by the rope chair, reaching out to bury his face in his father's chest and hold him tight. 

"Asho?" Zekko's voice had lost its depth and power, but retained an iron edge. For all that his body had wasted away, it was clear that his mind was as sharp as ever. "By the Ascendant, what – how?"

"Father." Asho's eyes stung with tears, and he squeezed them tight, overwhelmed by the emotions that roiled within him. How many nights had he fallen asleep, alone in Kyferin Castle, wishing that he could hold his father so, take but a moment to draw comfort from his presence? 

He coughed and drew back. They studied each other, each with a sense of burgeoning wonder.

"You look unwell, my son." Zekko's brow lowered. "Have you been ill?"

Asho smiled brokenly. "Yes. You could say so."

"Are you getting better?"

Asho hesitated, then shook his head. "I don't think so."

Zekko pushed at the arm rests of his chair, sitting up straighter. "For how long are you visiting? Are you visiting with Lord Kyferin? Your mother – you just missed her. She just left with our cohort. Oh, she'll be delighted!"

"Not long, Father. Lord Kyferin is three months dead. I'm here in secret. There is so much to tell you. So much has taken place."

Zekko sagged. "Dead? Enderl?" He leaned his head back as he absorbed that news. "I could have sworn that man would last forever. How did he die?"

Asho told him of the war with the Agerastians, the death of his lord and his own knighting at the hands of the Ascendant's Grace. His return to Kyferin Castle, Lord Laur's treachery, their banishment to Mythgraefen Hold. The first attack, the visit to the Black Gate, the advent of the Black Shriving. Kethe. Iskra. The Agerastian alliance. All of it.

Zekko listened as if he were carved from stone, his brow furrowed, his manner intent. He didn't ask a single question, and when Asho finally sat back, he passed both hands over his face and shook his head. "There is much... much that I don't understand."

"Father, what happened to Shaya?" Asho reached out to touch the old man's arm. "Did she return? I see only two pallets. Is she married? Does she have her own home?"

"Shaya? Oh, my son. Tragedy stalks our family like a cavekiller. She did return, and for a while she did very well in the service of an important Sigean lord." The light that had begun to burn in Zekko's eyes went out as he explored the memory. "But she discovered dangerous secrets, was imprudent, and was caught."

Everything seemed to slow, to come to an agonizing stop. "Caught? Is she...?"

"Banished to the land of the kragh," said Zekko quietly. "Six months ago. She was badly whipped and then given to slavers. I have not heard from her since."

Asho rose, only to stumble back and sit on the edge of one of the pallets. Six months gone. His thoughts spun, and a wild determination filled him. "I'll find her," he said. "I can travel through the Lunar Portals now. I'll find one that takes me to Abythos, I'll search her out –" 

"My son." There was in Zekko a terrible quietness, a gentleness born from a lifetime of abuse and crushed hope. "Perhaps you shall. But that isn't what has brought you here to me today."

"No." Asho had to fight down his emotions, to bottle them up and drag his thoughts back to his mission. His loyalties to Iskra, to the Agerastians. It all seemed so distant, so less immediate than what was happening here, in his true home. "I came to seek help." He swallowed, gathered himself, rose back into a crouch. "Father, Lady Iskra has allied with the Agerastians. She is going to join them in their attack on the Empire. She means to tear the old structures apart, to bring equality and freedom to everyone. I know it sounds grand, perhaps even foolish, but I believe her. And I will do what I can to help her."

Zekko pursed his lips but made no comment.

"But to do that, to truly meet the Ennoians and the Empire on the field of battle, they need Gate Stone, what you call shaman stone –" 

"I know what Gate Stone is, my son. It's what got your sister banished."

"It was? How?"

Zekko settled back in his chair, the ropes creaking as he did so. "Her Sigean lord was in charge of trade and the distribution of the goods mined from Bythos. Shaya discovered that the shaman stone wasn't all being sent to Abythos to bribe the kragh. She learned that a large portion was also being sent directly to Aletheia."

"Aletheia?" Asho narrowed his eyes, trying to understand. "But why?"

"I don't know. But had that information been made public, had our people learned that the Perfecti of Aletheia were buying shaman stones for who knows what unholy purposes, it would have shattered the last of our faith in Ascendancy. It would have been the spark that set the Bythians aflame."

"Are we that close to revolution?"

Zekko shrugged uneasily. "It was perhaps more dangerous in my time. I had old friends who were trying to stir up a general revolt. They wanted to tear down the Solar Gates like the Agerastians had done, slaughter our Ennoian and Sigean overseers, and then escape though the Portal to Abythos. Freedom forevermore, with no way for the Empire to reach us." 

Zekko frowned and looked down at his hands. "My... adventure with Lord Kyferin temporarily halted their momentum. My decision to stay true, my sacrifice. It resonated with our people. But of late... of late, they are gaining traction once more. Should Mikho learn of this Gate Stone trade, should he use it as proof that all is not as it should be with Aletheia – well, he wouldn't hesitate to try to stir up a revolt once more. "

"And would that be so bad, Farther?" Asho forced down his excitement. "To rise up? To demand equality?"

Zekko's expression softened with compassion. "It is against Ascension, my son. It would damn us all."

"I don't believe in Ascendancy anymore."

"No? Fair enough. I've gone through long periods of time where I haven't, either. But in the end I find myself returning to it, time and again. It gives me comfort. It helps me find peace in this awful world of ours."

Asho wanted to protest, to rail against the injustices of the system, but there was something in his father's gaze, an infinitely suffering expression of sorrow and understanding, that stayed his tongue. "Father, we need to mine the Gate Stone around the second Black Gate. I've come to offer freedom to as many of our people as are willing to follow me back to Mythgraefen Hold to help extract the ore."

"Freedom?" asked Zekko.

"Yes. Mythgraefen Hold lies outside the Empire. I don't really know where it is, but it is a wild area, high in the mountains. Think of it, Farther! You and mother could come with me, live with me at the Hold, or wherever I end up..." He trailed off. His father's sad smile had returned. "You won't come."

"I cannot escape Ascension by leaving Bythos, my son." The old man reached out and took Asho's hand. "Don't be angry. Had you made this offer to me ten years ago, I might have accepted. But... it's hard to explain. I have placed my faith in my religion. I shall not abandon it at the last."

Asho fought the urge to pull his hand back. His father's gentle expression goaded his anger, made him want to shake him, make him see reason. Instead, he took a deep breath and nodded. "I'll ask Mother."

"Of course, though I think I know what her answer will be." His father's smile was wry.

"But the others? Will you let me make my offer to them?"

"I've no claim over them. If others wish to follow you to this distant land, then that is their decision."

"Good." Asho sat back on his heels. "Can I speak with your old cohort?"

Their neighborhood was populated by the two hundred or so families who worked together in Zekko's cohort. The elderly who now remained behind had once toiled with them, and their children would one day march across the Badlands in their ranks.

"Tonight, if you wish. I'll get word out to Shaykho. In fact, I'll send word to the other cohort leaders as well. If you convince them, they will in turn convince their cohorts. Will that do?"

Asho nodded, and then a wave of exhaustion washed over him. Nausea bubbled up in his gut, and he almost retched. The Sin Casting sickness was not nearly as intense as it had first been, but it still caught him unawares and made his vision go green at the edges. "Yes, of course," he managed to say. "Thank you."

"Oh, my son." There was a deep well of pain and love in his father's voice, and a kindness in his eyes that Asho couldn't stand to meet. "You look worse off than I am. Can you sleep?"

Suddenly Asho wanted nothing more. The excitement and determination that had fueled him thus far had worn off completely, leaving him pained and weak. "Yes," he said. "It won't be dangerous for me to stay?"

"Of course not. Use my pallet. Sleep. I'll wake you when your mother returns."

"Yes, Father," said Asho, and he kicked off his boots and crawled onto the hard pallet. He wanted to pull the covers over his shoulders, but the moment his head touched the thin pillow, he felt oblivion pulling him down. It was delicious to sink into sleep, a delight made all the more poignant and comforting by having his father watch him do so for the first time since he was a child.

 

A cry of amazement awoke him, and he sat up, blinking blearily, to see his mother descending upon him. Laughing, he hugged her back, struggled to rise to his feet as she smothered him in kisses, and then yelped and laughed again when she whacked his rear and started chiding him angrily for never having visited, never having sent a message or word of his being well.

More hugs ensued, more kisses, and then he was forced onto a stool in the tiny kitchen as his mother busied herself asking him questions and filling a bowl with a soup made of Zoeian roots and Bythian mushrooms and coral spider legs. It was thin and watery, but Asho ate it with relish, listening politely as his mother lamented how little food the Third Shift was bringing back from Abythian mines these days. 

His father sat smiling by the front door as his mother interrogated him, asking first if he had a wife, then why not, then if he had prospects, and when Asho hesitated, pressing him till he admitted having complex feelings for Kethe.

"The daughter of Lord Kyferin himself!" His mother turned to regard her husband. "What do you think of that, Zekko?"

"Bad idea," said Zekko quietly. "Nothing good will come from Kyferin's line." He stuck out his lower lip and looked away.

Asho went to protest, then bit down on his words. Instead, he changed the conversation, asking about old neighbors, old friends. Many had died, he learned. The black ague, or a cave-in, or whipped to death, or the shiver-shakes. Asho watched out of the corner of his eye as a number of Bythians stepped inside their cube to exchange a quick word with his father and then slip back out: first one, then a second, then a third and fourth.

"Father has grown quite popular," said Asho quietly, shooting his mother a questioning glance.

She sighed, one hand on her hip, the other holding a rag. "It's how he amuses himself. I know he's mixed up with more than he lets on. Nothing as bad as his old friend Mikho, of course, but he's become even more important in our community since he lost his legs. A hub for information, you might say. A man everyone respects and whose opinion is often sought."

Asho felt warmth prickle in his chest as he studied his mother's expression. She was watching his father, lips pursed in a tight smile, eyes creased at the corners, displaying such fondness and love that he felt a pang. Would Kethe ever look at him in such manner? 

Of course not. She was gone. Delivered to the Virtues. Gone forevermore. 

They finished their dinner and then simply sat together, talking, reminiscing, enjoying each other's company. Perhaps an hour passed, and then a man entered their cube, his pale hair pulled back in a simple braid, his expression stern to the point of harshness, his eyes flinty as he stared at Asho. 

A second man, just as commanding as the first, entered their home, followed by a third Bythian, and then several more. Seven in all crowded into their cube, each nodding to Zekko before turning to scrutinize Asho closely.

"Everyone, thank you for coming," Zekko said. "Please, have a seat. This is my son, Asho. He's been gone a long time, but he's come to us with a request. An offer. I'll let him speak for himself."

The seven men and women all hunkered down into easy squats, forming a semicircle. Asho rose to his feet, suddenly uncomfortable, unsure how to speak to these Bythians who watched him with such hard and evaluating eyes. 

"As my father said, I am Asho. I've been gone a long time, but I've returned with a request." That felt stilted. He was just repeating his father's words. He coughed into his fist and plowed on. "Freedom, for as many as would follow me. That's what I'm offering. A chance to escape Bythos. To get out from under the aurora, out beneath the sky."

The seven shift leaders exchanged uneasy looks. One went to protest but then subsided after exchanging a look with Zekko. 

"I came back through a Lunar Portal hidden out by the Abythian Labyrinth. Lady Iskra, my liege, is in need of miners to extract Gate Stone. All who would follow me back through the Portal will be treated as free men and women."

Asho wanted to curse himself. Their gazes were flat and he felt a flash of panic. They weren't regarding him as one of them. They were staring at him as if he were a complete stranger, not even a Bythian. Did he sound so foreign?

"So, let me see if I understand you." That was Shabo, a gaunt and hatchet-faced man that Asho recognized from his childhood. The man must be in his forties now. "You've come to offer us freedom. Not because we deserve it, but because you need us to work for you."

"I – well, no!"

"That doesn't sound like freedom," a woman Asho didn't recognize said to the man beside her. "That just sounds like more work."

"But you won't be whipped, or forced, or treated like animals," said Asho. "You'll be treated like equals. You will –" 

"Will this Lady Iskra of yours dig alongside us?" The same woman turned to regard him. She was young, barely older than Asho, her manner striking, her expression a blend of cynicism and amusement.

"Will she – what? No. Of course not." Even as he said it, Asho's heart sank. 

"Not that equal, then." She rocked back on her heels. 

"Look." Anger gave him energy, quelled his fears. "This I can promise you. Your children won't be stolen from you at their Choosing. You won't be whipped. You won't be left to die by the side of a path on the Badlands. You will have privacy, you will be paid, you will have good food, you will have your dignity, and best of all, you will be contributing to the freedom of all Bythians." 

Asho felt a shift in their energy, in the way they were watching him. He hurried on.

"My lady needs this work done, not for profit or greed, but because the Gate Stone – the magical ore we will be mining – will be given to the Agerastians. It will be used by their Sin Casters in their wars against the Ennoians. It will be used to defeat their armies, so that one day they will be cast down, and all Bythians will be given the choice to leave Bythos once they are gone. One day, all Bythians will be considered the equals of everyone else, even the Aletheians."

His voice had risen in volume, and when he stopped, the silence was almost severe. The seven Bythians stared at him. He couldn't read their expressions. 

"You speak heresy," said the eldest man from his position at the back of the group. He was worn down by decades of labor, his hands curled into claws, his face so seamed that his eyes glittered from within its folds like gems hidden in the cracks of a cliff face. 

"I know," said Asho, his heart hammering.

"If we do this thing, if we abandon our shifts and follow you through this Portal, we damn our souls to the Black Gate." The old man's voice was soft, not at all argumentative.

"No," said Asho. "That won't happen. Ascendancy isn't true. I've seen it with my own eyes. I've seen Virtues act for selfish reasons, seen the Ascendant's Grace cheat death."

The old man stood with a sigh. "Thank you for your hospitality, Zekko. It is always a pleasure to visit."

"Thank you for coming, Shaykho," said Zekko gravely.

Three other shift leaders rose and followed the elder out the door.

Asho considered the three who remained. One was the young woman who had challenged him. Shabo was the second, and the third was a pleasant-faced man of middle years with inscrutable eyes. 

"I'm sorry," said Asho, feeling sick with helplessness and frustration. "You haven't seen what I've seen. You haven't been forced to change your opinion on Ascendancy like I have. It's not fair of me to expect you to suddenly turn your backs on our religion, our way of life. It was foolish – no, arrogant of me to expect you to do so just because I came in here and started speaking of freedom."

They were still listening, at any rate, so Asho continued. "I believe we are as good and worthy as the Ennoians I have met. My father can speak of Lord Kyferin and his evil. All of you have seen how our overseers treat us. Do they exemplify the qualities that are extolled in the Tracts and Words of Wisdom? I swear to you that they are no more virtuous than we are, no more refined by the process of Ascension than any of us. They are petty, they are cruel, they are ambitious, and they are also as loving and generous and kind. They're people, just like us. Just people. Not better, and maybe not worse, either."

Asho wanted to sink down and sit on the pallet. He felt completely depleted. "My Lady is offering to treat you fairly. If you work, you will be compensated. You will be treated with respect. And, no, you won't be exchanging one master for another. You'll be free."

The woman raised an eyebrow. "Free to leave whenever we choose?" 

"Yes."

"Even the very moment we cross through the Portal to this new land?"

"Yes." Asho hesitated. "Though it's not a very kind land. You might want to come to the village of Hrething and buy some warm clothing and food first."

Shabo and the other man snorted. 

The young woman rose lithely to her feet. "My name is Kanna. I will speak with my shift. I will ask them if they wish to follow me to this land of yours."

"You'll come?" Asho wished he didn't feel so shocked. 

Kanna studied him. "Perhaps. I have many more questions for you, however."

Shabo rose to his feet, rubbing at his jaw and looking over to Zekko. "What do you think?"

Zekko shrugged. "Were I a younger man, with fewer regrets, I might follow my son as well."

Shabo nodded. "My youngest and last daughter fast approaches her Choosing." He looked to Asho, his eyes glittering. "I can't stand to lose her."

The third man stood as well. "I am Istefu. I have never been a particularly righteous man." Shabo chuckled, and even Kanna cracked a smile. Istefu spread his hands. "I too have questions. But if I like the answers, then, yes, I will speak with my shift as well."

It was almost too much. Asho's mother stepped up and slid a stool behind him just in time for Asho to sink onto it. "Good. Ask your questions. I will answer to the best of my knowledge."

The three sank back into squats. Shabo eyed Asho. "Tell us of this land. Tell us of its dangers. Tell us of its people."

Asho took a deep breath and nodded. But he could tell from the way they were leaning forward, from the intensity of their gazes, that he had them. They would come. They would bring their people. They would follow him through the Portal, and they would bring to bear all of their mining expertise so as to extract the Gate Stone as quickly as possible.

A new emotion coursed through him, one he hadn't expected, one he felt cruel and callous to have overlooked as a source of motivation: pride. Pride in bringing them this opportunity. Pride in helping them for their own sake, for giving them a chance at a new and better life. Could he consider himself a Bythian if he hadn't even thought of that value? And if not, then what, exactly, was he?

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR
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Tiron woke to the sound of hammers and the calls of men at work, to the sensation of clean linen and coolness. He reached out, but the other half of the bed was empty. He rolled onto his side, reaching farther, then cracked open his eyes and looked over to the window. Iskra was standing there, a silk gown draped over her shoulders, gazing out over Mythgraefen Lake. Gray light filtered in past her, soft as a benediction. She could have been an apparition, an eidolon summoned by his dreams. He almost called out to her, wanting her to turn and smile at him, but checked the impulse and instead lay still.

She didn't move. Her auburn hair was falling down her back in glorious waves. He recalled snarling a fistful of it in his hand last night, pulling back as he rode her from behind, both of their cries muffled though they both knew the Hold was aware of their relationship. There was no hiding such intimacy. He recalled the burning need to possess her, to brand her flesh with his desire, to make her acknowledge that she was his just as much as he was hers.

And for a moment – panting laughing between their gasps, her turning her face to kiss him as he fought not to collapse on her – he had felt it. A moment of sweet, fevered magic. A balm on his tortured soul. He'd fallen over onto his side and pulled her toward him, her lithe body fitting against his own almost exactly as Sarah's had once done. He'd drifted into sleep then, the sweat cooling on his body, their breath smoothing out, telling himself over and over again: This is real.

Yet now, watching her standing before the window, inured to the cold and lost in her own thoughts, he felt like a stranger. It would be the simplest thing to say her name. To call her back to the bed for one last stolen kiss. But what if she didn't turn?

That moment of insecurity aroused his scorn, and he sat upright, knowing that the willow slats beneath the thick mattress that had been gifted to Iskra by the emperor would announce his movement. They'd marked his every thrust the night before. The bed creaked, and Iskra turned, her gaze sharpening as she returned from the distant shore of her thoughts and smiled at him.

"Good morning," he said, and almost appended: my love. 

"Tiron." She stepped over and sat on the edge of the bed. Was her smile more fond than enamored? "You should sleep on. Rest."

"With you in the room?" He leaned forward and kissed her, a light brush against her lips. "What use is sleep when my sweetest dream is right here before me?"

"Your visit to the Skarpedrin Range has made you a poet," she said, her smile deepening.

He felt a flush of pleasure. He'd only ever spoken in such a manner with Sarah. He leaned back against the headboard and took her hand. "No. It is you that brings poetry to my heart. But enough. If I keep speaking like this, you'll awaken the rest of the Hold with your laughter."

"I fear they're already awake. The laborers began hammering and sawing before dawn."

Tiron looked down at the gleaming wood floor. Where only a few days ago this room had been a hollow shell on the second floor, now it was habitable, albeit still crude by civilized standards. Three Agerastian tapestries hung from the wall and in the hearth a small fire crackled.  "He's intent on securing your good will, isn't he?"

"Yes." She turned his palm over and traced the lines, her finger lingering on his sword calluses. "Though I don't know why he's worried. It's not as if there are any other allies out there, just waiting for me to call and join them against the Empire."

"I meant to ask you," said Tiron, who was very much enjoying the tickling sensation of her fingertip. "When we rode in last night, I saw what looked like a shrine in the courtyard. Some two dozen people were kneeling before it."

"Yes." She folded his hand into a fist and raised his knuckles to her lips. "A shrine to Thyrrasskia, their medusa goddess. The Vothaks asked that it be raised."

Tiron stirred uneasily. "I thought the cult a broken tool of the emperor."

"And so it is. But one that has been deployed for nearly twenty years. I can't tell if the Vothaks have real faith, or are putting up a pantomime so as to inspire their laborers."

"Hmm." Tiron moved the back of his hand over her cheek, then wrapped a lock of her fiery hair around his fingers. "So be it. What are your plans for the day? I had thought perhaps we could ride around the lake to a small clearing I saw on the way out. Perhaps just the two of us – some food, some wine...?"

Iskra smiled regretfully. "That sounds lovely. But I have a meeting with the Vothaks shortly to review your report. They will be thrilled! Then I must review with Orishin the plans put forth by the Agerastian senate to resettle three of the mining towns so that they can begin operations immediately."

"This afternoon, then."

Iskra rose and moved to her wardrobe. It had been scuffed during its transportation from Agerastos to the Hold, but it was still an elegant piece. She opened it and began to rifle through her dresses. "This afternoon I'm expecting a delegation from Hrething. Kolgrimr is coming to learn the details of our accord with the Agerastians."

Tiron fought a pang of disappointment. Four days he'd been gone, leading Patash's men in an exploratory trip to determine the safety of the Skarpedrin Range, a week during which he'd pushed the Captain's men as hard as he could, burning to return to Iskra's side, and now she didn't have time for him. Stop acting like a child. She is not a country widow. She is running a rebellion.

"Very well," he said, fighting to keep his voice from becoming gruff. He stood, stretched, and reached for his leggings. "I'll – I'll inspect the work being done on the Hold."

"Good." Iskra turned and beamed at him, a woolen dress of cobalt blue folded over her arm. He'd never seen it before. He felt a ridiculous pang of jealousy. 

Iskra must have noticed his expression. She set the dress aside and stepped up to him, then took both of his hands in hers. "Tiron, please understand. One day I hope you and I will have all the time in the world to enjoy each other's company."

He felt the fool all over again. "Of course, my lady. There is much to be done."

"Almost too much! I never thought I'd miss Bertchold and his crusty, particular ways, but I'm overwhelmed for lack of a steward. Praise the Ascendant we have Orishin. He's unfamiliar with our ways, but he is a quick study. I'd say he's almost as sharp as Audsley, and what he might lack of our dear magister's profundity, he more than makes up for in guile and lateral thinking."

Did she praise him like that to others? He leaned in, kissed her again, then turned to pick up his tunic. "I would help if I could." But I can barely read, much less write legibly.

"I know." She turned back to her wardrobe. "And you'll laugh, but this return to some comforts has me finally missing my ladies-in-waiting, too. Put me in a rough hall by a naked fire and I feel as independent as a commoner. Give me a mirror and a hairbrush?" Out of the corner of his eye he saw her shake her head.

Should I offer to brush her hair? He used to with Sarah. It was one of his most private delights, to stand beside her after their son had gone to sleep, the fire dying down, and listen to her account of the day as he slowly brushed her long black hair. Not that it had ever needed much tending, but ah, the intimacy of that small gesture.

No. Would he play her lady-in-waiting? Have dignity, man! He belted on his sword and then sat to pull on his boots. Iskra pulled on her dress, then selected a gorgeous embroidered belt to wind around her waist. This is intimacy enough. For her to dress so naturally before you. What more need you ask for?

He felt his heart lift. "Any word from Asho?"

"Not yet." She turned to the inside door of the wardrobe, where he saw a silvered mirror had been most cunningly hung. "My thoughts stray constantly to him, however. He must succeed."

"He will succeed. They are his countrymen." It seemed a simple equation to Tiron. "And of course, nothing from Audsley, either."

"No." Iskra's light smile fell, and she pursed her lips and looked down, adjusting her belt.

Tiron resisted the urge to wince. Idiot. "I'm sure he succeeded in his mission."

"Yes, I'm sure." But she did not sound convinced. And why should she? Audsley didn't know of Asho's ability to open the Portals. He had to think instead that he was desperately needed to open the Portals and enable communication with the Agerastians. If he had succeeded in his mission, he would have returned by now to aid them.

"Well." Iskra turned briskly to him with a practiced smile. "Do I appear presentable to you, my dear knight?"

"'Presentable' is too weak and faltering a word, my lady." Tiron tugged on his last boot, then stepped forward to kneel before her. "'Perilously fair' is more like it."

Iskra raised an eyebrow. "Perilously so?"

"A mortal danger," said Tiron, his pulse pounding in his ears. You sound like a fool. "To my heart, at least."

"Oh, Tiron." She leaned down to give him a quick kiss, then brushed past him toward the door. "I will see you at luncheon? If I can? If my meeting with Orishin drags overlong, please, eat without me."

Tiron nodded. "Dinner, then."

"Yes," said Iskra, slipping on her shoes. "I believe we shall have a formal feast with Kolgrimr and the Vothaks to cement their friendship." Her smile became hesitant. "I may not be able to seat you by my side."

Tiron again fought to keep a calm expression. "Whatever you deem most fitting, my lady."

"I knew you would understand." She opened the door and then turned back to him. "I am so glad you have returned, Tiron." Her smile was genuine and warmed him to his core. "My bravest knight."

Before he could respond, she slipped out of the room, closing the door behind her. Tiron stared at the bands of black iron that held its boards together, then strode to the window. Inspect the Hold? He shook his head. A waste of his time. The laborers clearly knew what they were about and needed no advice from him. 

The day suddenly seemed as long and dauntingly empty as a ruined hallway. He could seek out Patash and train at sword play with the man. Perhaps ride around the lake, making sure all was well. His blade needed care and his armor sanding after four days of rain and mist. 

Nothing appealed to him. I could fetch Iskra flowers, a wild wreath like the kind I used to present to Sarah after being gone on campaign. 

Yes. The thought filled him with vigor. When had Iskra last received flowers? Lord Kyferin had never been the type. Ah, the smile she would give him! 

Tiron strode toward the door, the weariness and doubt falling from him. Could he blame her for being busy? Of course not. He had to be understanding, had to show her that his love for her was true, and that he was wise and patient enough to love her even as he waited for that fateful day when she could devote herself as completely to him as he wished to do to her. 

Tiron took a deep breath and opened the door. Let the emperor send her wardrobes and dresses. He could not compete with Tiron's devotion.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Hot, stinging pain. A wash of fire down her throat. Her whole body clenched, and she couldn't breathe, couldn't even cough. She snatched fistfuls of fabric and tore at them, but they gave easily, giving her no purchase. Her stomach roiled, liquid fire easing into her gut. A roaring filled her ears, as it had when she had last fallen from the sky with Asho, and her skin crawled, prickled, as if a million insects were stinging her at once.

"...more gone than usual, hence the more dramatic..." 

A voice. She fought to focus on it. She still couldn't breathe. Her lungs were straining like a sword flexed to its limit. She gathered more bunches of fabric, clawed at them, and felt hands on her hips, on her shoulders, pressing her back. 

Light. Refracted through tears, swimming before her. More voices. Her back arched of its own accord, and then she collapsed and drummed her heels on something soft and giving. There were hands on her head, tilting it back, and then a sudden violent pressure on her stomach, and with a shuddering, horrifying gasp, she finally managed to inhale.

Sweet air. She couldn't get enough. Deep draughts, sucked down as if she were drowning. The hands tilted her head back for a little longer, then released her. 

The prickling of her skin was starting to abate. The fire in her gut was no longer unbearable. She felt tears running down her cheeks, and then finally had the presence of mind to reach up and wipe them away.

"...if you observe, my lord, the state of evanescence is not completely undone; clearly she was far gone, perhaps too far gone, for it seems that..."

"Who?" Her voice was a rasp, a croak, unrecognizable. Perhaps unintelligible?

The lights were starting to coalesce, become multiple sources – candles, it seemed, set around her on ledges. She was in a room, lying on a bed. White walls, coffered ceiling. People around her. Strangers. 

"Relax, Kethe. Relax." A wet cloth was pressed to her brow, and she wanted to sag from the sheer pleasure of it. 

"Where am I?" Her voice came more clearly now. 

What had happened? Asho? The demons? She struggled to remember. The walls of the Hold. Agerastian Sin Casters. Screams. 

"You are in Aletheia, my dear." The voice was kindly, educated, that of an old man. "Which means you are safe."

Aletheia. Had she died? No. She remembered Asho leaping to challenge the demon lord. Audsley lifting her high up into the sky. Her blade – where was her blade? She tried to sit up, a moan of fear escaping her lips, and the blurred figures pushed her gently back down. She couldn't even resist them.

"You are near death. You must conserve your strength." The old man was standing to her right, stooped and slender. She blinked, trying to focus on him. He extended his arm, and the wet cloth returned. "We have given you a healing draught, but it is not enough to pull you completely back from the brink."

The demon lord's wings had been made of fire. She had fallen – no; Audsley had dropped her – right onto its back. The world had tilted and leaped as the demon bucked and tried to shake her off, her blade sinking into its flesh. Its terrible screams...

"Asho? Where is Asho?" 

There was a moment of hesitation, and then she could make out looks being exchanged. "Who is that, my dear?"

The very memory of how much magic she had channeled caused her bones to throb. The burning in her gut was now just a smoldering pain, but one that kept back the numbness that threatened to wash her thoughts away. She was so tired. She wanted nothing more than to sleep. But that fire – it pulsed and forced her to stay alert. 

"You are Kethe Kyferin." This voice was different, coming from her left. A young man, redolent with casual authority, almost bored, the words spoken like an indictment.

"Yes." Aletheia. How? Near death? Had her mother –?

"Daughter of Iskra Kyferin, widow of Lord Enderl Kyferin, and so on and so forth." 

Not a question. She blinked again, rubbed her eyes, then stared at the youth. White hair? A Bythian? No, pale gold, unruly, crowning a handsome face. Cruel eyes, a sensuous mouth. Not handsome. Beautiful.

"We should give her more time, my lord." The old man's voice was chiding but nervous. Fearful of evoking displeasure.

"My brother was sent to claim Mythgraefen Hold. He left a month ago. We have not heard from him since. What has happened?"

Kethe recoiled. Shrank toward the old man and his side of the bed. "Your brother?" She knew who he meant.

"Makaria. The Virtue of Happiness." The young man's eyes were a cerulean blue, cold and distant. "Where is he?"

A Virtue. Her heart stuttered in her chest. A Virtue, here, before her, and a powerful one at that, more powerful than Makaria. Oh, by the Ascendant, Makaria had been terrifying enough, but this man, this boy, he burned, he flamed...

"Answer me." He didn't raise his voice. He didn't even bend over. Yet she felt his command hit her like a whip.

"Dead." Her voice dropped to a whisper.

Silence fell. The wet cloth disappeared from her brow. The youth didn't move. She watched him like a mouse might watch a cindercat, praying, hoping that the cat had fed and would not shred it apart. 

"How?"

She saw in him a flicker of anger. A flicker of horrified pride. This man was a paragon of Ascendancy. He was the epitome of everything she had come to hate. 

"I killed him."

"Oh, dear," said the old man, and he faded back to press against the wall. 

She kept her eyes on the Virtue. His mouth thinned, his eyes narrowed but a fraction, and she thought, in time with the hard thuds of her heart, I'm going to die, I'm going to die, I'm going to die.

"You killed Makaria." His gaze was as pitiless as the glare of the sun. "What of Lord Laur's knights?"

"Defeated. Those who surrendered were allowed to return to the Talon unarmed." 

Should she be telling him this? Should she be lying to him? There was something about his intensity, his superlative confidence and expectation of being obeyed that made her wish to answer him honestly, however, and she hated both him and herself for it.

The Virtue pursed his lips and stared off into the distance, absorbing this.

Kethe watched him. It was like standing before a forge, feeling the waves of heat pouring off the coals, but instead of heat she felt a sense of power, of controlled, precise might. Which Virtue was he? How did he dwarf Makaria in power so? All urge to spit bile at him, to laugh in defiance, to put up a front, died away. She was too weak, too sick, too scared to act brave. 

The young man looked toward the far end of the room, where a servant clad in white was standing, eyes wide. "Send word of this to the Ascendant and the Minister of Perfection. Have a courier prepared to seek the Ascendant's Grace in Ennoia as soon as the Portal opens. Ask Ainos and Synesis to meet me in my chambers." 

Ainos. Synesis. Virtues both, names out of legend, figures from Myth. Even in her sickened state, Kethe fought the urge to shiver. She'd grown up hearing tales of the men and women who had born those names over the centuries, the heroes of the Empire. 

"Who are you?" The question left her lips before she could help herself.

For the first time, the young man seemed taken aback, as if the very idea that someone might not know instinctively who he was had never occurred to him. He looked down at her, eyebrows raised, and she thought she saw amusement in his eyes. No, not simple amusement. Amused pity. "I am Theletos."

Of course. Kethe felt as if she were falling down a well. Theletos the Longed For. Just as Makaria had been the Virtue of Zoe, so was Theletos the Virtue of Aletheia. The most noble, the most pure, the most everything. The leader of the Virtues. 

"Oh" was all she could manage.

"How long does she have?" 

The old man stepped back to the side of her bed and touched the side of her neck. He peered into her eyes and then shook his head. "Already the draught is wearing off. I would give her an hour at the very most."

"An hour? Till I die?" She fought to sit up. "I won't die here. Send me home, send me to my mother –" 

"Then we have no time to waste. Arrange for her escort. Send word to me after of the result."

"Escort? To where?" Were they going to throw her off the side of Aletheia? Into a dungeon? But why?

Theletos had already begun to walk toward the room's sole door, but he paused at her questions and looked over his shoulder at her. "To the White Gate, of course. You are to be Consecrated."

"I – what?" Kethe fell back on her pillow. This was all too much. She wanted to laugh, to cry. "But I killed Makaria. I hate you, all of you."

Theletos shrugged. "That is of no matter. If it is the Ascendant's will, you will pass your Consecration." He considered her. "Somehow I find that unlikely. Goodbye, Kethe Kyferin."

There was a terrible finality to his words. He doesn't expect to ever see me again, she realized, watching his back as he left the room. Despair washed over her, followed by panic, and then she drove it down with an iron will, determined not to cry, not to break down and bury her face in her pillow. She was Lord Enderl Kyferin's daughter. She had fought demons, had seen a Black Gate, had killed a demon lord. She would not cry. She wouldn't.

"There, there," said the old man rather helplessly. 

She looked up at him and saw a look of mingled horror and fascination on his wrinkled face. Wisps of white hair had escaped from under his hat, like steam from under the lid of a pot. 

"What – what does Consecration involve?" 

"It isn't for me to say, my dear. You will find out soon enough." 

He turned then to a side table on which a black leather case lay open, its interior filled with molded red velvet which held three vials of black liquid. He stoppered an empty vial that lay on the table and inserted it into the final space.

"Those vials. What are they? Can you give me another?"

He snapped the case closed and fastened the latches. "I'm afraid not, my dear. Another dose would most likely kill you. The first one almost did. No, I'm afraid I can help you no more." He didn't sound particular apologetic. 

Kethe heard the tramp of many feet, and then a man and a woman entered the room, leaving what sounded like a regiment waiting outside. The old man hurried out, passing the two with a respectful nod as they approached Kethe's bed.

"So. You're to be Consecrated." 

The young woman sounded mildly incredulous, crossing her arms over her chest and peering frankly down at Kethe. She was slender and short, with a shock of wild black hair that looked as if she had just stepped out of a gale. Her features were sharp, her brows were arched, and she had the lithe and nimble frame of a dancer.

"We were told to hurry," said her companion. "Not interrogate her with redundant questions." 

He was as slender as the girl, his hair an ash brown so pale it was almost gray, carefully arranged so that half of his face was obscured by a falling shock while the rest was done up in a tight topknot. He was wearing a complex outfit composed of many layers, ranging from umber and bronze to dove gray, over his robe and sash. There was something of Theletos' easy authority in his manner, though it was undercut by a strange melancholy on his fine-boned face.

"Are you Virtues?"

"Virtues?" The girl gave a bark of laughter. "Us? Not yet, at any rate. Come on, get out of that bed. I don't want to haul you the whole way to the White Gate."

The young man reached down and gently took Kethe by the arm. "I am Gray Wind, one of the temple's Consecrated, and a student of Makaria's. We shall escort you to the Gate while your strength yet lasts."

"Makaria's?" Kethe darted a look from one to the other. 

"Yes, what of it?" The girl helped Kethe sit up and then hurried around her bed to join Gray Wind. Together they hauled Kethe to her feet and looped her arms over their shoulders.

"I – haven't you heard –?" She searched their faces. Both of them looked at her in confusion. "Never mind." It took all her strength to keep her head up.

"Don't think we're going to drag you like this the whole way," said the girl. "There's a palanquin awaiting you outside. You're going to ride up in fine style."

They walked her down the length of the austere room. Kethe's legs felt like broken reeds, and she broke into a sweat just trying to force her feet to take one step after another.

"Am I really going to the White Gate?" The edges of things were starting to become a little blurry, and a fine glow like dawn seen through tears had started to emanate from everything. 

"Yes," said Gray Wind. "It won't take long. We are on the Second Level. It is but a short climb to the First."

They emerged from the room into a broad hallway, where a regiment of soldiers clad in white and gold was standing to one side. An escort? There had to be twenty men and women, four of whom were standing beside the promised palanquin. 

"Come on, then," said the girl. "Get in there. Though why we're bothering to rush you to the Gate when it looks like you're fit to drop dead is beyond me."

"Dalitha!" Gray Wind shot her a furious look.

Dalitha ducked her head, then scowled and glared right back at him. "What? You know I'm right. Look at her! She's nearly translucent."

They reached the palanquin and eased her into the cushioned seat. Kethe heard the two Consecrated continue to talk in hushed whispers as they moved to the fore, and then the palanquin arose and started forward.

Oh, but to close her eyes for a moment. The seat was so comfortable, and her eyelids were as heavy as stones. But no. She'd not slip so easily into this deathly sleep. Gritting her teeth, she clenched the side of the palanquin and forced herself to sit up. 

The soldiers moved quickly down the hall, then out into an open courtyard. The wind there was damp and brisk, and Kethe felt her heart expand at the sight of the golden-tinted clouds that were drifting overhead. Glorious. She lay back, eyes wide. Was it dawn, then, that they should be so buttery yellow? They were so close that she thought she could reach out and touch them.

They passed through the courtyard, down a set of wide steps, then over a narrow bridge and into a tunnel. Despite her resolve, Kethe closed her eyes, and when she opened them again they were somewhere else entirely.

Voices were raised in song, a chorus of clear, pure, harrowing voices singing the Hymn of Ascension. She was being carried down the center of a huge hall, its incredible width made to appear narrow by the soaring, impossible height of the room. She looked up, and up, and up, and still the room climbed, hundreds upon hundreds of yards high. Impossible. Eagles could have soared in those heights. She could never have imagined, never dreamed of such scale. 

Her eyes were drawn to the end of the hall, to an effulgent diamond light that blinded her without being painful. The White Gate. It was as tall as the room, a glow without form that shone through webbing of silver and steel that were arranged before it in graceful and angelic form. Hundreds of steps climbed to the light, as broad as Kyferin Castle itself at the base and ever narrowing, the light of the Gate streaming down so that the few figures moving up and down the stairs cast massively elongated shadows behind them.

The singing rose, crystalline and chilling, and still the palanquin bore her on, down the center of the hall. Kethe stared at the White Gate, mesmerized by the purity of its light, a hue beyond white, grander and more august than anything she could have imagined. She roused herself, fought the numbness that was threatening even now to engulf her, and sat up. By the Ascendant, she had never dreamed, had never thought that it could be so majestic and awesome.

The palanquin reached the first steps and tilted as the soldiers began to climb. Dalitha was to her left, Gray Wind to her right. Officials, priests, all manner of people stepped back as they climbed, up and up. This wasn't a bad way to die, she decided – to be immolated by such beauty. To be consumed by such purity. She felt her soul rising within her, a tremulous, hopeful shade, and all her doubts about Ascension, all her scorn and reasoning felt insubstantial, naive and beyond foolish in the face of this wondrous Gate.

New soldiers were swapped in for the original set, who fell to the side, gasping for breath, and on she climbed, ever upward, the walls of the hall closing in on both sides, the light filling even more of her view. Was the Gate held back by the vast webbing of silver that lay before it? Or was that mere ornamentation? Father Simeon back home had told her of this, but she had never listened, had never paid attention, and, oh, if she could go back now, could swap all those hours of swordplay for one hour of careful attention to his words, she would do so in a second.

The very air throbbed around her. There was no color this close to the Gate. The steps were gray, the walls were pale; even the gold that edged the soldiers' uniforms had lightened to polished steel. Kethe felt as if she need never breathe again. She felt light, her flesh turned insubstantial. Old legends came back to her, tales of heroes and Ascendants, the most pure of the Perfecti and the most honored of the Empire being granted the right to walk through the White Gate and attain instant Ascension without having to wait for their natural deaths. The most hallowed of honors, the highest reward, to pass directly into the arms of eternity, to circumvent all the remaining cycles in one's journey and simple Ascend. Was that what she was about to do?

The palanquin was set down. Kethe arose by herself, feeling almost as if she could float. Then Dalitha stepped up beside her and took hold of her arm. Her voice sounded as if it were coming from the far side of the hall, hollow and thin and almost inaudible. 

"Approach the Gate. If you have the strength, reach out and touch its light, and then return to us."

Kethe fought to focus, to understand. "Return? What if I can't?"

Gray Wind was standing at her other side, his face raw with wonder, his eyes wide as he gazed up at the dizzying heights of the White Gate. Kethe could barely hear his response. "Then it shall burn you, hollow you out with cleansing fire, and we will take your remains and bury them with all honors in the Temple."

Kethe shook. The white light was not a static thing, she saw; it pulsed as if in flux, pushing through the latticework of silver, seeming to reach for her, calling to her, yearning for her presence. 

She should ask more questions. She should be feeling fear. Instead, she stepped forward, leaving the other two behind.

Oh, glory. Her hands fumbled together and formed the Triangle. She faltered forward, craning her head back as she sought to keep the entirety of the Gate in view. The light was bleeding out around her. She could barely make out her own limbs; the latticework itself had grown diffuse, had been consumed.

Voices rose in song. 

Her body was dross, was filled with impurities, and the light of the Gate seared right through her, burning away the darkness. She sensed images, heard voices. The doors to her oldest memories swung open, and she was swamped with recollections of her childhood, of Asho, of the first time she had ridden Lady, of her fear of her father and her desire for his love, the time she had first touched herself in the silence of their private chapel, the heft of her blade, the boredom of feasts, the loneliness of her station, the terror of Tiron's attack. The fear and exultation of her first bleeding, regret at eating too many sugared apples, the laughter, the joy, the beauty of the world.

Her memories grew simpler. No people. Sunlight pouring through the shifting leaves of a forest, dappling the ground and setting dancing motes of dust aflame. The cold and furious pressure of a stream rushing over her hand. The feel and smell of rich loam as she dug her fingers into it looking for worms. Hunger. Thirst. Warmth. Love. Her mother. Arms holding her. Security. Red light. Comforting heat. Life.

 With a cry, a gasp that was torn from her soul by the roots, she fell back, stumbled, the world spinning around her. Her mind, too, reeled. A pang of loss echoed through her. Then a sense of oneness, of wholeness. She reached for it, sought to return, but hands held her, took her by the arms, pulled her back.

The light receded. Forms emerged, and the roaring in her ears began to lessen. Her sense of her own body coalesced. Her breath, rapid pants, burned her throat. Tears burned her cheeks. She was sobbing, wracked with sorrow, torn by loss. 

She was lifted up. Placed on something soft. The world shifted, tilted, and she began to descend. Through tear-webbed lashes, she gazed up at the White Gate as it slowly receded. She reached out for it, her hand a dark shadow before its immaculate glory, and with a spasm of useless rage she clenched her hand into a fist, seeking to capture that light, to hold on to it. 

Another hand took her own, then a second. She looked to one side, then the other. Dalitha, Gray Wind. There was in their expressions an understanding, a commiseration, a wealth of loss and sympathy that was too much to bear. Kethe turned her face away from them and buried it in the pillows of palanquin, fighting as hard she could to retain those flickering images and memories, that sensation of awe. 

But it slipped from her mind like sand through her fingers, and was gone.
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Audsley carefully lowered himself onto the flat cushion and winced as he tucked his feet in so that he was sitting cross-legged. Curse the Sigeans and their ascetic tendencies, he thought, and then forced himself to beam as if delighted at Iarenna and her clutch of attendants. 

They had returned to the Miliaka estate and there had been informed that Lord Miliaka had chosen to remain at his ancestral home in Sigea, and would not be in attendance for at least another week – much to Audsley's delight. He wasn't particularly eager to confront a dour and skeptical lord when his daughter had already proved to be far more willing to talk. 

The room in which they were sitting was minimalist and yet replete with subtle accents here and there that hinted at wealth. There was nothing so gauche for a Sigean as to flaunt material success; instead, Audsley saw there a series of intricately stitched curtains, here a low table of subtly carved Zoeian heartwood, and over on a small shelf a collection of jade and ivory carvings. Nothing ostentatious, but cumulatively worth more than all the contents of Kyferin Castle.

Vachlava knelt and poured steaming tea from a black lacquered pot into the two lotus cups set on a small tray which in turn was placed on the Zoeian table. She then proffered the cup to Audsley with both hands, and he quickly wiped the grin off his face and adopted a look of mock severity as he took the cup, bowing his head low, much to Vachlava's approval. At least she didn't scowl at him.

The lotus cup was of the finest porcelain and consequently very hot to touch. Audsley inhaled the fragrant, grassy scent, found it completely unappealing, and managed to resist asking for honey before pretending to take a sip and setting it down. Vachlava retired to the back of the austere room and knelt beside the other three ladies, all of whom were watching him with their customary disapproval. 

"You have rendered our family a great service, Magister Audsley," said Iarenna. She had changed from her many robes into a new set of three: a form-hugging ivory robe, a goldenrod outer robe, and a flowing cloak of the palest jade. 

The colors have import, said the Aletheian demon.

How helpful. Audsley smiled. "It is my deepest delight to render service to Lady Iskra's family in every way that I can. I only hope that we were able to deliver Kethe in time."

Iarenna bowed her head in agreement. "Her life is in the hands of the Ascendant. We have done our part, to the best of our ability."

The ivory indicates a desire to be honest, worn close to the body and thus without pretense. The soft gold indicates a hope that this meeting will be the beginning of a relationship worthy of all honors, and the outer green an undercutting of the last, in that she still has reserve, and hides from you like a maiden peering out through the boughs of a forest.

"Ah," said Audsley, then snapped his mouth shut. Fascinating! And do all robes and styles of clothing speak in such volume?

Yes. The greater the number of layers, the more complex the statement, and the more refined the feeling. Dependent, of course, on the degree of privacy; fewer robes may be worn in private while still directing a powerful message, whereas a similar outfit would indicate an overly simple and unrefined personage in public. Such is the Aletheian way.

"Ah," said Audsley again, and as Iarenna raised an eyebrow he snatched up his tea to disguise his embarrassment and took a sip, scalding the roof of his mouth. "Ooh. Oh, yes. Delicious. Tangy. Like straw." He set his cup down, almost spilling the tea. "Not that I've had cause to eat much, of course."

He could feel the ladies-in-waiting's disapproval thicken.

Iarenna gave no sign of noticing his maladroitness. "Will you be staying in Aletheia long, Magister, or will you rush to return to my sister's side?"

"Well, that all depends. It's hard to say. I must return soon, but first, a few questions, if I may?"

Iarenna nodded.

Audsley coughed. "The, ah, Minister of the Moon. What a delightful title, coincidentally. Could you, um, elucidate, as it were, his primary responsibilities?"

Iarenna inclined her head once more. "But of course. He is a most illustrious personage: esteemed, august, and an Aletheian of the highest order. All matters that deal with divination, weather reading, prophecies, magic, and relations with the Temple of the Virtues fall under his purview."

"I see, I see." What a wide array of duties.

Ask her which family he belongs to.

"Um. If it's not rude, do you know which family he belongs to?"

Iarenna covered her mouth as if resisting the urge to smile. " He is a member of the Fujiwara clan, first cousin to the Ascendant's Consort."

I do not know of this family. Ask them when it was raised to Aletheian status.

Bossy, aren't you? And why should you know every Aletheian family of repute? You sound almost aggrieved.

I lost much time in Starkadr.

Fair enough. "And, ah, this Fujiwara clan. An old Aletheian family?"

"Not as old as most, no." Iarenna sipped her tea. "They were elevated to Aletheian status some two centuries ago."

"Ah. So, not one of the original thirty families, then." Audsley felt a brief flash of pride. "Did they rise to replace one of the thirty?"

Iarenna nodded once more. "Precisely. They were given heavenly status in exchange for services rendered to the Ascendant himself. Since then, they have grown into the most powerful family in Aletheia. The Minister of Perfection himself is the head of the clan, while the Ascendant's Consort is his granddaughter. The family is large and claims the honor of having a multitude of minor ministers, consulates, advisors and attendants in their number. They are truly without parallel."

"Fascinating." Audsley forgot himself and sipped the tea. He turned his wince into a pained smile. It sounds like much has changed since last you visited Aletheia.

Yes, said the demon, moving forward in Audsley's mind as if making himself more comfortable. It is startling that this clan should have come to dominate the other twenty-nine families; it speaks to an unheard-of political prowess that has been passed through the generations. 

"And this revered Minister of the Moon." Audsley tried for a serious look. "Has he ever been rumored to act... strangely? Have you seen him do anything that aroused your suspicions?"

The ladies-in-waiting fanned themselves in outrage, and Iarenna gave him a puzzled smile. "Magister, the Minister is of the First Rank. My family is of the Seventh. Other than seeing him at the grandest of festivals in which all members of Aletheia take part, there is no occasion at which I might encounter him."

"Oh! Excuse me. I didn't know." I should have spent more time studying Aletheian politics than mythical stoneclouds, it would appear. Who would have thought something so boring would suddenly prove so vital? "So, there is no way to get close to him? None at all?"

Iarenna watched him carefully. "I'm afraid not. We simply don't have enough rank."

Audsley frowned. Do you know of a way?

A highly ranked lover could theoretically bring you to a private event as her consort.

Audsley had assumed a benign expression as he raised the teacup to his lips, but immediately coughed and almost dropped the cup. Green liquid splashed onto his trousers and across his fingers; he cried out in pain and set the cup clumsily down on the tray.

The sound of the fans became almost aggressive.

"I'm all right. Just a little, ah, clumsy." He went to dry his fingers on the green traveling robe and caught himself at the last moment. What? 

If you evinced enough style, grace, wit and culture, you could impress a highly ranked widow to take you on as a lover. She in turn might then be persuaded to flaunt you at court so as to titillate those who had thought her passé. 

Well, as you have made abundantly clear, I am none of things. Perhaps witty, but otherwise I doubt I could impress a jaded Aletheian widow.

"Magister? Are you all right? You look displeased."

I could guide you in the forms. Assist you in a manner that would impress even the most close-minded of Aletheians. All you need do is ask how badly you desire to root out this evil. 

"Well, ha-ha, I am quite fine, of course. I was just thinking, evil needs rooting out, doesn't it?" A ridiculous plan! Look at me – I am hardly a dashing knight like Ser Wyland, capable of wooing a powerful lady. Even if you did help me, she would take one look at my ample form and laugh in disbelief!

You know so little of Aletheian values. It is not to be wondered at. They care nothing for physical appearance, and in fact consider the naked body alarming and uncouth. It is the refinement of the spirit that they admire, the sign that one is at the peak of the cycle of rebirth.

"Evil does need rooting out," Iarenna said slowly, clearly confused. "It is an admirable impulse for all to harbor." For the first time she betrayed a moment of hesitation. "Is there any evil in particular that concerns you?"

"Me? All evil. But my, Aletheia is wonderful, isn't it?" Audsley fanned himself with his hand. "Your open-mindedness is refreshing. To think, you care more for the quality of a man's soul than the vigor with which he can wave a sword!"

Poetry, calligraphy, fashion, musical style, dance, the ability to create the most intoxicating of perfumes – all these betray the superior soul. With my guidance, you can masquerade as such and snare the heart of one who can bring you close to the Minister of the Moon. 

"Well, I am a Sigean, of course, but I do admire Aletheian virtues." Iarenna's bewilderment barely showed. "As do we all, for they are the apex of refinement, and although anything we do can be only a pale and inferior imitation, it is fine practice for our next and final life."

"Yes, yes, a wonderful ambition. I've always thought so." Audsley had no idea what he was saying. His mind was swirling. Proof. I'm making a complete fool of myself. Rescue me from this situation, and I shall believe you.

Very well. Say these words exactly: Perhaps nine-fold mists cut me off from the splendor of the moon, for I find myself yearning for the clear night skies of my youth. 

Iarenna was clearly searching for some way to respond. She hid her confusion by raising her cup of tea to her lips.

Audsley leaned forward and, in a careless manner, recited the demon's words. 

Vachlava, Stoika, Chynica and Elacha went very still, and Iarenna paused in lowering her cup, eyebrows rising, before inclining her head gracefully. "That very moon that shone in spring yet radiates in autumn, despite the cruel mists that so cruelly obscure its glow. "

"Ah, yes," said Audsley, nodding wisely. He rolled his eyes knowingly at Vachlava. What is going on?

You must prepare to depart. Rise, and then say: Living in obscurity is a burden while it lasts, but when the light of heaven dims, one may feel grateful for the gracious eleu-drop.

Audsley rose to his feet, his knees aching, and Iarenna did the same, though with infinitely more grace. Taking a step toward the door, Audsley smiled at her. "Living in obscurity is a burden while it lasts, but, um, when the light of heaven dims, one may feel grateful for the, ah, gracious eleu-drop."

From her sleeve Iarenna withdrew a fan, which she opened smoothly and placed before her face. 

Only seven folds to the fan, said the demon. Take note.

"Neglected beside the mountain path, even the humble eleu-drop may glimmer when clothed in the loveliness of a light silver dew."

"Hmm," said Audsley, nodding as if he were chewing a particularly succulent piece of tenderloin. "Yes. Very much so."

Be silent! You ruin the moment! Bow and depart!

Audsley quickly bowed from the waist and blundered backward into the curtains hanging in front of the door. He thrust them aside as if they were attacking him, and then stumbled out into the veranda. The curtains closed behind him, and he immediately heard the fierce whisperings of the ladies-in-waiting as they descended upon Iarenna.

Pryimak was standing to one side, arms crossed, and at the sight of Audsley he stepped forth, eyebrow raised. 

"Yes, I was just leaving," said Audsley. "That way?"

"There is only one way," said Pryimak, and he led Audsley out through the servant's gate so that he emerged once more onto the Honeysuckle Causeway.

Now, thought Audsley, what, by the Ascendant, was all that about?

In his mind's eye, he saw the demon lean back as if he were sitting in a comfortable chair, a pleased smile on his ancient face. I rescued the situation, just as you requested.

Audsley began to walk down the causeway toward Aletheia. Yes, yes, but what did I actually say to her?

There were many subtleties that I shall not spell out in full, but in short, you succeeded in convincing Iarenna that you are, if not a potential romantic suitor, then at least a gracious one who recognizes her worth.

Audsley staggered as his knees suddenly went weak. He lunged for the railing, startling two servants who glared at him first in horror then in anger before hurrying on.

What? I what? How? Audsley's entire body flashed from cold to hot, and he suddenly very much needed a cup of Sigean soulfire. Me?

The pride in the demon's voice was obvious. The allusions were as refined as they were subtle. To be honest, I am impressed that Iarenna caught most of them. She must have had an excellent education.

"But what did I say!" Audsley clamped his mouth shut and scowled at another servant, who shook his head and strode away.

You referenced three ancient poems most subtly, combining a yearning for spiritual purity with the sadness of no longer being able to appreciate true beauty. When Iarenna gave you a slight opening, you pivoted delightfully by acknowledging her as an eleu-flower, a rare bloom native only to Sigea, with two opposing petals shaped like hearts and thus a symbol for love, fidelity, beauty. It was an understated and exceedingly refined way of appreciating her heritage and alluding to her beauty, even amidst the splendor of Aletheia. 

I did all that? Audsley tried to recall the verses. He'd long been a lover of Aletheian poetry, but had only ever read it in the enigmatic and self-referential style of its pictograms. Understanding bloomed. So, the beauty in the verses lies not so much in the verses themselves, but in how they refer to older, more revered poems? 

In part. The beauty lies in how one combines these references with one's current situation. Mastery is then shown when one is able to respond swiftly, elegantly, playing off the previous poem while introducing new elements of your own. 

"I did all that," said Audsley in wonder, as he resumed his slow walk down the causeway. "But – look at me. Despite this fine outer robe, I have the appearance of an insincere mendicant."

Iarenna apes her betters, and seeks to divine the true quality of your soul. Should it shine with sufficient élan, she will see only its beauty and not that of your gross corpus.

"Careful, now," said Audsley, patting his sides defensively. "Well. It would seem I am a man about town! And if I were to return? Would she expect more romantic repartee about moons and nine-fold mists and the like?"

Yes, but first you must send her a written poem on exactly the right style of paper, revealing the depth of your refinement through your calligraphy. The demon paused, clearly timing his next words carefully. But it is not Iarenna you should be seducing. It is a lady of sufficient rank who can gain you admittance to the Minister of the Moon. 

"Yes, of course." Audsley fought not to feel disappointed. Iarenna was so lovely. Could he really...? No. But, then again, that was just what the demon had demonstrated, hadn't he? But what of calligraphy? Dancing? Musical instruments? I can't suddenly become a master at them merely because you tell me to.

There, my help will have to be more direct. Should you allow me, I will ensure that you write with the hand of an Adept, that you play and dance with such grace that those who observe your performances will weep.

"Ah, so there it is." Audsley narrowed his eyes and examined the demon's suddenly bland expression. "The catch."

Not at all. You can limit what part of you I can access, and take control the moment you desire. I would only ride you partially. I would not seek full investment.

"Hmm." Audsley walked on. Aletheia arose before him, the entrance to the Seventh Circum looming, its white stone and complex face rising toward the hidden spire. "Is it worth it, I wonder? To do all this to gain access to this Minister? What could I seek to learn?"

The Ascendant's Grace cheated death by drinking an illicit potion, did he not?

Audsley gave a little jump. "How do you know that?"

I have been browsing your memories. Nothing invasive. Mere curiosity, that is all. I wished to learn more about my master.

"Well, don't. Don't do that. Ever." Audsley frowned and imagined a glowing golden wall rising up between the recess where the demons dwelt and his memories. "But, what of it? Wait." He tapped his lips. "The Minister of the Moon deals with magic. Sin Casting. The Ascendant's Grace was tempted to drink a potion that restored his health, cheating him of his final Ascension. Perhaps the Minister is behind this corruption?"

Speak such words only in your mind, fool. Do you wish to be overheard?

Ah, um. Of course. My apologies. 

But, yes. That is a very real possibility. Think of the value of such a discovery. If Aletheia's leaders are being corrupted, then what peril does that portend for the Empire? Can you truly resist investigating further?

No, I suppose I can't. 

Audsley had reached the mouth of the tunnel that led into the great Circum. The flow of people and carriages was steady, but Audsley saw none of them. He turned and rested his elbows on the stone railing as he gazed out over the clouds and lower extensions of the Eighth and Ninth levels below. 

Could he do it? Seduce a powerful Aletheian noblewoman, infiltrate the highest levels of Aletheian society, reveal a hideous corruption, and save the entire Empire? He felt a little thrill as he pondered the idea. Imagine his return to Nous! Not only would he have rediscovered Starkadr, but he would have done a deed worthy of the attention of every bard from Zoe to Aletheia itself! Audsley the Magnificent! No, too pompous. Audsley the... Courageous? Better. 

Audsley, Savior of the Empire. Yes.

Then he frowned. What of Iskra and her rebellion? First he had to report back to her, alert her as to the success of his mission, and then ask her permission to pursue his investigation. Surely she would understand? Demonic corruption would have to be rooted out, regardless of who ruled in Aletheia. Didn't it?

Very well. I accept your offer. But, first, I must return to Lady Iskra to report. 

As you wish. I am your servant and nothing more. 

Audsley snorted and stepped into the tunnel. He would have to turn Sunwards. Would he recognize the entrance to the abandoned hall? He'd make a quick visit to Mythgraefen Hold, perhaps to collect some funds so as to purchase new clothing, and then with Iskra's blessings come back to Aletheia.

Audsley gazed about at the wondrous crowd, the sumptuous clothing, the haughty expressions and averted eyes. Oh, yes. He would return, and after he did, Aletheia would never be the same again. 
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The light of dawn set the upper reaches of the Five Peaks to glittering as Tharok strode up a narrow goat path above the Shattered Temple, the stones crunching beneath his boots, the scent of the smoke from the dying bonfires growing thin and attenuated. He rounded a shoulder of rock, found a suitable boulder away from anyone's view, and sat. Then he reached up, his hands beginning to shake, and with a growl of effort managed to pull the circlet from his brow.

The world spun and contracted, his mind flattened, his thoughts grew simple. He reached out to steady himself, a bout of vertigo coursing through him, and then dry-retched. Breath rasping in his throat, he held up the band and turned it before him in both hands, examining its deceptively simple and common form. 

He felt as if he'd taken a hammer blow to each temple. His very skull seemed to throb. For a long while he simply panted, great shoulders rising and falling, then he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and gazed down the sharp slope to the great camp below.

A bewildering number of huts had arisen around the temple in a variety of colors and styles, clumped together by tribe and each centered around a central fire. Never had he seen so many highland kragh gathered in one place. Already he had an army at his command. Five hundred Crokuk, perhaps a thousand five hundred more highland kragh. 

Tharok groaned and dug his thumbs into his eyes. His stone trolls were slumbering below, crouched in shadows and gulches, hunched over and inanimate. He'd spent the whole night controlling them, keeping them near him as a visible manifestation of his power. All the while, he had dealt with the warlords, expounded on his vision, heard their complaints and laid down judgements, and woven their allegiance so that by dawn there was no longer a chance of insurrection or the cowardly melting away of a tribe into the mountains. 

But, by the Sky Father, how the night had drained him. Through all of it, he had watched Kyrra out of the corner of his eye as she held her own court up on the stone stage, forcing each shaman to be dragged forth and brought before her. 

That had been the most difficult element to contain, to control, to sell to the other warlords. The kragh had watched, horrified and fascinated, as one shaman after another was given the choice of servitude. Some had accepted, mostly the younger ones, and had been given the Kiss. The others had refused. From where Tharok was sitting, he could see the great cart wheels laid across huge trunks of wood, the shattered forms of the slowly dying shamans spread-eagled across the spokes, their heads lolling as they gibbered to the spirits and waited to die.

Tharok shivered. Unnatural. Blasphemous. Yet, his own doing. He stared down at the circlet. It had told him how to awaken her, but he hadn't guessed at the consequences. Had the circlet known, and hidden that truth from him? And, if so, what else might it be hiding? How much of a pawn was he? He considered hurling the circlet away from him, but knew that it was too late. He could return below as merely Tharok, but that would in no way help him with Kyrra. 

No. He needed the circlet. Now, more than ever.

He heard the crunch of approaching footsteps. A solitary figure. Tharok sat up straighter and stretched, feeling the large muscles of his back coil like serpents beneath his leather vest. He was beyond exhaustion. He should put the circlet back on and prepare to deal with whichever opportunist warlord had followed him. But he was loath to bear that burden so soon, and instead simply turned to the shoulder of rock, composing his expression.

Maur walked into view, wearing a white wolf pelt around her shoulders. Her expression was grave, her eyes wide with lingering shock. Muscled, powerful, she was a vision that warmed his heart even as her expression made him wish to recoil.

"Tharok." She stopped a good five paces from him. "Or may I not call you that any longer?"

"Tharok is fine." His voice was a low rumble. Why did he feel so defensive?

They stared at each other until, finally, Maur lowered her gaze to the circlet in his hands. "Good. I had hoped to speak with the real you." Then her gaze traveled over his body, and he knew that she was taking in his blackened skin and the faint red smoldering glow that marked the ridges of his frame. "What has happened to you? What have you done?"

There was a sudden anguish in her voice that made Tharok rise instinctively to his feet. He didn't know where to begin, how far back to trace the events that had led him to this moment with a seeming inevitability. I had no choice, he wanted to say, but he forced that down. That was a lie. He had to take responsibility for his actions.

Maur shook her head. "Golden Crow insists on being called Death's Raven. He frightens me. And the other shamans – oh, Tharok, how could you have done this to us?"

"Death's Raven." Tharok tasted the name and found it foul. He sat back down and stared broodingly at the circlet. "I told you from the start. I told you I would shatter the old ways. That I would lead us all into war."

"Yes, but never did I dream it would be like this!" She took a quick step forward, then checked herself. "Do you know what is happening in the Shattered Temple, even as we speak? Something that's not happened since time out of mind! Kragh are gathering before that monster you unleashed! They are kneeling before her, learning sacraments from this Death's Raven!"

Tharok whipped his head up. "They worship her?"

"They are starting to. Not many. Perhaps two dozen, but where will this go?" Maur's eyes blazed. "Is this your vision of the future? Exchanging freedom from the humans for subservience to this fiend? Do you know, have you seen what they have done to our shamans? Oh, Tharok, they aren't dying. Not one of them. The spirits are so horrified that they refuse to let their souls depart their flesh. They turn on those wheels and cry out for mercy, and it doesn't come. It doesn't come!" 

Tharok rose to his feet with a wounded cry of rage, impotence, fear, disgust. This time he did throw the circlet, an overarm hurl into the rocks behind him, where it clanged and bounced back out into the air to thud onto the gravel to his left. "What would you have had me do, Maur?" He turned on her, shoulders hunched, head lowered. "Die? Nakrok was going to kill us! You, me, Nok, all of us! I had to put it on! I had to save us!"

Maur stepped right up to him and gazed up into his face without fear. "Then, why did you flee? Why did you run once the tide of the fight was in our favor?"

The memory hit him like a slap: that moment when he had exulted in his power, had turned the Crokuk against each other, that gloating sense of power that had made him wish to warp Maur's mind to his will, force her to crawl toward him through the thick of battle, drenched in blood, so that he could mount her, take her, make her his...

Tharok turned away. Shame burned in his face. "I was about to lose control. I had to leave."

He could feel Maur's eyes boring into his back. "And so you left and awoke a medusa."

"I was dying. The circlet –" Made me do it. "The circlet showed me a way to survive. I took it." He stared at the dull band. "You don't understand. When I wear it, everything becomes simple. All I see are ways to further my goals. To achieve what I desire."

"And do you? Desire this?" She moved up close behind him. "Is this what you really desire, Tharok?"

The camp below was awakening, but Tharok could hear nothing of the normal morning songs, the laughter or the bellows. A strange and eerie silence lay over the huts. 

No, he wanted to say. Frustration boiled up within him. "I can't undo what's been done. I still believe in defeating the humans and freeing our kind." He paused, searching for the right words to phrase the yearning he felt in a way that she would understand. He turned to regard her. "I want us independent. Strong. United." He looked past Maur at the vast camp below. "But not like this. No."

"Then, you have to do something about her," said Maur. "You have to stop this before it goes any further. You might not know the old legends, being male, but, Tharok, the medusas were worshipped as goddesses for a reason. What madness makes you think you can control a creature out of our worst legends?"

Tharok nodded slowly. How could he control her? Send his stone trolls against her? Would they raise their weapons to strike her down at his command? There was a bond between Kyrra and the trolls that he didn't understand. They were connected in some mystical way, united through their affinity for stone. If he sent them to attack her, and they refused? If they turned against him? 

Tharok rubbed at his jaw. He glanced again at the circlet, wishing for its clarity. But no; he didn't trust it with this. "I can't attack her openly. I don't trust my trolls to remain true to me. I must... I need to speak with her. Learn what she has planned, what she has been hiding from me. And then find a way to cut her out and destroy her." He shivered at his own words. Oppose a medusa? She was power incarnate. Deadly beyond measure. What have I done?

Something had changed in Maur's expression. She was no longer regarding him as an appalling stranger. "Nok and Shaya are below, as are Barok, Rabo, and the others. The Red River is still your tribe, though that may change soon. Will you come down to them?"

Tharok nodded. "Yes. I had planned to." And he had. He had thought of them as a tool, the means of legitimizing his claim to the title of warlord, the stepping stone to becoming the next Uniter. He had planned to continue using them as coldly and callously as before. Another pang of shame ran through him.

"What did she do to you?" Maur's voice grew soft. She reached out, her own skin a beautiful dark green that contrasted sharply with his own matte black. "Does it... does it hurt?"

Tharok held up his hand, turned it around as if examining it for the first time, then closed it into a fist. "No. It strengthens me. Makes my hide tougher. Gives me some measure of resistance to Kyrra's... charms." He sighed and dropped his hand. "And fire no longer burns me. At least, it hasn't yet."

"Fire..." Maur trailed off in wonder. "What she is doing to the shamans – converting them. You need to stop that, as quickly as you can. Golden Crow – I mean, Death's Raven – he scares me, Tharok. I can't stand to be near him. There are five others like him now. If that number grows, it may be too late for us to cast Kyrra from our ranks."

Tharok nodded. "I will deal with them. I will deal with them all." At last, his self-disgust coalesced into determination. "I unleashed them upon the kragh. I will put them back."

Maur nodded and stepped away. "I am meeting with the leaders of the other tribes' Wise Women. We are gathering in secret to see what can be done. The warlords are inflamed, however, with your speeches from last night. You have riled them up, put fire in their bellies. I don't know how well they will listen to us if we put forth an edict, especially without the shamans to back us up."

Tharok nodded. "Be careful. Don't betray your intentions yet. Wait for me to gather more information. We will talk again, and then we will decide how to act."

Maur nodded. She turned to go, and then stopped at the edge and looked back at him. "I – I'm glad you are... I had feared –" She cut herself off and looked down. Emotion caused her shoulders to shake for a moment, and then she took control of herself and raised her head briskly, eyes wide, as if defying him to notice how overwhelmed she was. "It is good to be able to speak with you like this, Tharok. You have given me a little hope that we might yet get out of this nightmare."

Tharok felt a cold, cruel hand close into a fist within his chest. The pain in her eyes cut him to the quick. "I am still Tharok, Maur. Beneath it all, it's still me."

Maur gave him a sharp nod, then strode away.

Tharok placed his hands on his hips and hung his head. Exhaustion beat at him like hammers at a sheet of iron. He wanted nothing more than to lie down in the weak dawn light and sleep, an arm thrown over his eyes as he sank into oblivion.

Instead, he stepped over to the circlet and picked it up. No mark had been made on its iron surface from its impact with the rocks. I am still Tharok. But was he? And was Tharok enough? Standing there, worn out and alone, he realized that he had no idea how to pry Kyrra out from amongst the kragh. He needed the circlet. He needed its brilliance, the incisive thinking it imparted to him. 

"You are mine," he growled at the dull metal. "You serve me. My wishes. You will help me accomplish them, and nothing else."

A low wind moaned down the mountains, seemingly in response, desolate and mocking. 

A question occurred to Tharok, spearing right through him. Had Ogri once addressed this very circlet in the same manner? Had he wrestled with its ambitions, its goals? Who had united the tribes and led them to war, Ogri or this circlet?

Tharok raised it above his head and hesitated. Closed his eyes. I must control Kyrra. I must control Kyrra. I must stop her before it's too late. Saying those words over and over again, he lowered the circlet onto his brow. 

A great, roaring wind blew through his mind, sending his thoughts blowing before it like old leaves, and for the briefest of moments Tharok felt his thoughts expand to take in the entire world, arcing over the land like the heavens themselves. Then everything contracted and fell spiraling and sinking into his skull till he was himself yet so much more.

Yes, Kyrra had grown dangerous and had played false with him. His grasp of power over the kragh was nominal; she threatened to undercut his authority by combining the roles of the Wise Women and the shamans in her own personage. 

Tharok sat down, rested his chin on the base of his palm and tapped his fingers against his tusks. She was gathering power. Recruiting the shamans to her side and destroying them as a faction in the process. What was the Kiss doing to them? Tharok hadn't felt any need to change his name after enduring it, but Golden Crow had claimed a new identity. Had the Kiss affected him differently because he was attuned to the spirits? Had it warped him more powerfully? Kyrra had to know, for she was deliberately pursuing this path, subjecting shamans instead of warlords to her Kiss.

Acolytes. Priests. She was creating a cadre of her own elite followers. 

Tharok snorted. There was little chance that Death's Raven would take orders from him. He had to learn what the effect of the Kiss was. Understand its consequences, so that he could defeat or wrest the shamans to his own will.

They had to move. Remaining in the shadow of the Shattered Temple was only playing into Kyrra's nascent authority. But where to? His plan to subjugate the Tragon brothers and then sweep out to claim the Hrakar would take too long; that was a campaign that would be months if not half a year in the making, and all the while Kyrra would be consolidating her power. No, he had to move fast, keep her off-balance, throw his kragh into war, where he could shine as their leader.

Which meant moving down into the lowlands and engaging Porloc and his ten thousand Orlokor.

Risky.

Tharok rose and began to pace, his exhaustion forgotten. The City of Gold had no defensive capabilities, but he couldn't simply swoop in and murder Porloc. Doing so would fracture the Orlokor, and while he had no doubt he could mop up their clans and force them to join his own, that would take precious time. He had to force a mass merging, but how?

And if he succeeded in absorbing the Orlokor, would that be enough of a force to take on the entirety of the Empire? Ten thousand lowland kragh. A thousand five hundred highlanders. Fifty trolls. A medusa and her group of Kissed shamans. Was that enough to defeat the combined might of the humans, to overcome their castles and fortifications?

Tharok stopped, hands linked behind his back, and once again gazed down at the ruined wreckage of the temple. He needed to learn what Kyrra's new shamans could do. He couldn't destroy them out of hand, not yet. They might prove to be the decisive factor in tipping the balance against the humans, who were famously without shamans of their own. 

The key question was this: Would her new shamans go to war? 

Golden Crow and the others would never have done so. It was understood that shamans did not use their powers to dominate others; that they, like the Wise Women, were a neutral force. No shaman had ever used his spiritual powers in battle. But if Kyrra's acolytes agreed to...?

Tharok turned abruptly and started back down the goat path. He moved swiftly, thoughts churning, eyes narrowed. When he reached the base of the path, he looked up to the crowd of waiting kragh. There were a dozen warlords among them, uneasy and resentful at being made to wait, each with questions and concerns of their own. He would have to start a court. And for that, he needed symbols of his own power. A throne, perhaps. Rituals, music, the trappings of ruling that would make obeying him easier to swallow – in time. 

"Dashor," said Tharok, moving forward and beckoning for the warlord of the Green Firs to approach. The others grumbled and fell in behind him. 

Dashor was young, not yet bulky or dark-skinned like the other warlords, the leader of a recent merging of individual clans that had finally claimed the status of tribe. As such, he was perfect for Tharok's needs: resourceful, driven to prove himself, eager to please. 

"Yes, Uniter?" he asked.

"Gather your warriors. I want the shamans taken down from their wheels and decapitated."

Dashor stumbled and fell back. Tharok didn't wait for him, knowing the young warlord would hurry to catch up. When he did, Tharok didn't give him time to speak. "They need to be put to peace. Their souls must be allowed to rise to the Valley of the Dead. Your kragh will do them great honor by ending their torment. If any seek to stop you, send them to me and carry on. Am I understood?"

Dashor made a sign to ward off evil spirits and nodded. "Take down the shamans from their wheels. Cut off their heads. Yes, Uniter."

"Good. See to it." 

The young warlord jogged off to where his tribe was camped. 

"Uniter," growled a deep voice from behind him, half-challenging, but Tharok didn't turn. He knew that voice: Uthok of the Falling Stones tribe. Massive, old, very respected. One of the most senior warlords present, and the leader of nearly two hundred veteran warriors. Tharok raised his hand, gestured for the warlord to join him, and kept walking.

There was a growl of annoyance, and then Uthok caught up with him. The kragh was large, but age had so eaten at his muscles that now he had a rangy look, hard-bitten and mean. His left tusk was broken, and his right eye had a milky hue. 

"Your father would have taken counsel with us," said Uthok. "He would not have commanded change as you now do."

"I am not my father, and he was not the Uniter." Tharok stopped abruptly to turn and face Uthok. As large as the Falling Stones warlord was, Tharok was larger. Already he could feel his own frame absorbing the authority of his position – swelling, demanding food. For all that, Uthok was only a few inches shorter. 

"Yes. But we should still summon a formal council. Last night was sudden. We must have time to deliberate your suggestions."

"There is no time, and they were not suggestions." Tharok stared down into Uthok's one good eye. Its expression was hard and flat. He won't be easily intimidated. "We break camp at midday and begin marching down the Chasm Walk. We move on the Orlokor."

The other warlords growled in surprise, and Uthok's eye narrowed. "Nakrok told us that you have become Porloc's blood-son. That you move to avenge your father against the Tragon."

"No longer. I now move to take back World Breaker. It is my blade. I will wield it. Then I will lead the kragh against the humans, with Porloc's thousands marching by my side." Tharok spoke those words with fell intent, leaving no doubt as to his certainty. 

Uthok growled again and looked at the other warlords. There were perhaps three others of equal stature, and he was clearly gauging their response. Ithar of the Half Moons, wily and morose; Bokan of the Shattered Peaks, built like a grizzly bear and wearing the skull of one as a helm; and Jojan of the Black Clouds, perhaps the subtlest and thus the most dangerous of them all. 

Tharok turned to face the assembled warlords. Enough of the most important ones were present that he could make his will known. "We strike camp today. The Convocation is over. It has succeeded; we are one in intent. We will march down the Chasm Walk to challenge Porloc and take his Orlokor. Then we will fall upon the human city of Abythos like a battle ax upon the head of a mountain goat. That is my will."

Several of the warlords growled once more. Bokan, Tharok was glad to see, nodded and reached down to pound the earth once with his fist. Ithar and Jojan exchanged a look, while Uthok shook his head. "You will attack your blood-father?"

"Listen to me, Uthok, and listen well." Tharok deliberately pitched his voice low, to force them to lean in. "The days of division are past. The barriers between tribes will fall, and with them, the need for special bonds to transcend those divisions. All kragh are now my blood-brothers, blood-sons, blood-fathers. As long as they join their ambitions to mine, we are family. We are one. But should any oppose me, should any seek to undermine our conquest, then they become my enemy. And I will crush them, no matter who they are, no matter their prestige, their authority, their blood."

Tharok turned to rake them all with his gaze. "Am I understood?"

Again Bokan pounded the earth, and this time some four or five of the lesser warlords did the same. Then, crucially, Jojan crouched down and pounded the ground, not with enthusiasm but with a wary acceptance. It was enough. Uthok and Ithar stiffened, then nodded.

"Good," said Tharok. "Spread the word. Three hours from now, I want an avalanche of kragh pouring down the Walk. Our time here is done. There is no more need to remain at the temple."

He could see the questions on the warlords' lips. They were about to ask him about the shamans, but that was a question Tharok was not yet ready to answer. So he turned and strode away, toward the great riven entrance to the temple. A clear space had opened around its walls, as if no kragh wished to camp close to it and what was taking place within. 

Understandable.

Tharok reached out and awakened his trolls. He couldn't see them, but he wanted them ready, just in case. Taking a deep breath, steeling himself, he passed through the entrance and entered the Shattered Temple. 
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Asho was walking at the head of the column. Stretched out behind him were some three hundred Bythians, their white hair luminous in the gloom, looking like refugees from some ancient war. They were wearing heavy packs, carrying baskets; some had mining tools slung over their shoulders. Infants and the elderly were riding in covered wagons hauled by their urgolthas. They had with them all that they could carry, as much weight as they could bear and still move, still run, still sprint for their lives if the worst should happen.

Asho felt a tremulous sense of pride and fear as he looked back over the column. They'd left last, allowing the other nine cohorts of the First Shift to gain plenty of distance ahead of them. The plan was simple but still nerve-wracking: at the very last, they would turn aside from the road and forge across the Badlands, hauling the infants and elderly out of the wagons and abandoning their urgolthas for a deadly sprint across the black rock. Then they would move down into the Labyrinth, following the turns to the Portal, needing only to stay ahead of any pursuit. 

It was a reckless plan, but they'd not been able to devise better. Asho had feared that the cohort would balk at the very last, but they'd come. They'd placed their faith, if not in him, then in their leader, and had dared to break centuries of slavery and close-minded thinking to strike out toward a new future.

Asho looked beyond them to where the Blade Towers rose, their cruel tips scything into the shifting aurora. Were there Ennoians and Sigeans crying out and pointing at their departing column, racing to launch a battalion to come ride them down? 

His smile turned hard. Let them. They would find nothing in the Badlands or in the Labyrinth but the occasional discarded item. Let them think that the entire shift had thrown themselves into the depths.

Kanna was marching alongside him, an imposing pack towering over her head. She noticed the direction of his gaze and also turned to take in the view, and Asho watched her out of the corner of his eye. Her harsh features and customary frown made her appear much older than she truly was. How had she risen to such authority so quickly? Perhaps one day he'd find out. 

"I think we're clear of the towers," said Kanna, lacing her thumbs under the straps of her pack. "We've come far enough that they can't catch up with us now." She squinted ahead at the entrance to the mines. "Let's just pray we're not intercepted by a Labyrinth patrol."

"Agreed." Asho shifted his own pack, taken from a stooped older woman. "How many of us are there, Kanna? How many Bythians do you think there are, all told?"

Kanna pursed her lips and looked back once more over the tumbled cubes that formed the endless sprawl of the slaves' quarters. "Hard to say. Three main shifts. Each composed of some ten work cohorts. Including family and children? Perhaps ten thousand of us. Perhaps more. Why?"

Asho didn't want to voice the foolish dream that had suddenly sprung into his mind. "Nothing. Just mad ambitions."

They were drawing close to the mine entrances. They'd passed dozens if not hundreds of similar entrances abandoned across the Badlands. Old mines, played out over the centuries. Not all the active mines were close to the Abythian Labyrinth, but Kanna had called in a favor and pulled a shift as close as she could get. Now they were getting close, and Asho stared for a while at the great entrance to the Abythian Solar Portal. 

They reached a fork in the pale path where they should turn left toward their eventual destination, set close to the Great Cavern wall, but Asho instead turned right and began to move more quickly, leading the group behind him toward the Labyrinth. It was only a couple of hundred yards, but it seemed to stretch out toward infinity. All it would take now was a challenging cry, the sounding of an alarm, the pounding of feet as guards moved to intercept...

Nothing happened. Asho fought down a smile. After centuries of obedience, why would the Ennoians expect trouble now?

"All right," he said as they drew abreast of the familiar clump of rocks. "This is it."

Kanna nodded and turned to those behind her. "Pass the word back. This is it. Get the children and old folks out. Hurry!"

Asho slowed his stride to a crawl. He saw babes and toddlers being handed down from wagon beds, old people nearly crippled by a life of brutal labor being helped down right beside them. Judging the moment right, he turned left and stepped off the path.

It was rough going. The rocks were as treacherous and sharp as ever. Heart hammering, sure they would be called out now, he led them toward the clump of rocks. He fought not to look toward the Abythian entrance and strained to hear the first cry.

None came. 

Overhead, agony vultures circled. An urgoltha lowed in confusion. People hissed and cursed as they trod over the broken rocks. They hurried on, covering the distance bit by bit. The clump drew closer, and Asho had to fight the urge to break into a run. Kanna's face showed similar strain in a clenched jaw and a gaze locked on their destination.

Asho jogged the last dozen yards, rounded the boulders and felt a ridiculously powerful surge of relief at the sight of the steps heading down. He'd almost feared they had disappeared. He knelt by the crack and drew his blade out, then turned to wave Kanna down.

The column was slowly swallowed as hundreds of Bythians marched down into the stairwell. Then... was that a contingent of guards leaving the main Abythian entrance? Alarmed, Asho waved people on. "Hurry! Go faster!"

The last of the cohort finally disappeared below ground. The six urgolthas were still standing in the path, heads swinging from side to side, placid and confused. A patrol of guards had reached them and were taking the huge reins in hand and pointing in Asho's direction. He turned and ran down the steps.

He'd given Kanna the directions, but he wanted to lead them himself. He slipped past the crowd, flashing a smile to those who called out his name, and when he reached the front, he buckled on his belt and gave Kanna a nod. There was no need for words. They rushed down the hallway, making good time now, their fear and hope joining to give them wings. 

Finally, they burst out into the large cavern in which he'd confronted the two Ennoians. Both were missing, and nobody was in their place. Thank the Ascendant for the sheer scope of this place. Even three hundred souls could disappear into its depths. Asho hurried out and led the column down the cavern's length, then into the tunnel beyond. He wanted to stop and wave the people by, encourage and cajole them to move faster, but he had to be at their head. He had to open the Portal when they reached it.

At last they reached the bridge that arched out over the chasm. Asho had expressed his concern over their crossing it to Kanna, but she'd waved his fears away. Now, leading the first of the Bythians out over its delicate span, he realized that she was right: these people had been born here, had grown up treading on such treacherous expanses. They followed him with the quiet confidence of mountain goats, and soon he was in front of the Portal itself. 

"When I open this Portal, its surface will fill with what looks like black water. That's all right. Step through. You'll emerge into a huge room, a strange and frightening place called Starkadr. Don't panic. Just step aside to let the others through and wait for me to follow. All right?"

The Bythian at the front of the column was a wiry old man, his hands swollen and hard from a lifetime of labor. He simply nodded, his eyes gleaming as he watched Asho with something akin to skeptical amusement.

"Very well. Here we go." Asho turned back, took a deep breath, then spoke the name of the demon contained within the Portal. Immediately the rough, rocky surface contained within the arch flooded with choppy black ink. "There," said Asho. "Hurry through!"

The old man's humor was gone. Eyes wide, he stepped up, hesitated, then scowled and darted through. Next was a barrel-chested young man with three fingers missing from his left hand and a crushed cheekbone. Then came a hard-faced older woman with no shoes, and then a father holding a child in each arm. On and on they came, pausing as they waited for Asho's nod, some afraid, others excited, all of them gazing at Asho with newfound respect.

They didn't really expect this to work, he realized. Not in their heart of hearts. But still, they came. Still, they risked everything on the chance it might come true.

One by one, they shuffled across the bridge, heedless of the chasm's depths, whispering to themselves and watching wide-eyed as the Portal consumed them all. Every few minutes, it would close and Asho would hold up his hand so that he could invoke the demon once more, then again the black ink would flow between the arches and the Bythians continued their exodus.

Kanna stepped up, and Asho fought to keep his expression neutral. Gone was her customary skepticism. She formed the sign of the Triangle with her hands and looked at him with the same wonder as all the others. 

Asho nodded. "Go on through."

She smiled at him then, incredulous, and disappeared through the ink. Asho felt some of his pride return. 

Shabo came last, shepherding a score of children before him. "Orphans," he said. The children ranged in age from around four to perhaps twelve, and all were scrawny but not malnourished. 

Asho nodded. "There's a new life awaiting them on the other side. Are you ready for it?"

"Yes, Asho." Shabo stepped up to the portal and reached out to touch its stone walls. "A miracle, this is." He turned to consider the children, who were standing in a bunch together, then to Asho. "Thank you."

Abashed, Asho called out the demon's name, and the Portal awoke. He wanted to say something stirring, something that would reflect the tumult of emotions in his breast, but all he could manage was a stiff nod. "You're welcome."

The children edged through, holding each other's hands, then Shabo, and finally Asho stood alone at the far end of the bridge. He gazed out into the remote purple glow, then back to the empty tunnel at the far end of the bridge. Was that voices he heard? Guards? He thought of his father and mother back in their home, thought of the thousands who were laboring that very moment deep within the rock with no hope for their future.

"I'll be back," he vowed, and stepped through.

He emerged into a different kind of gloom, a darkness made oppressive by the ambient mist that hung over the obsidian floor. Starkadr. It was only his third time passing through, but still, it made him shiver. Turning, he regarded the huge column of twisting Portals that arose to disappear into the darkness above. Where did all those arches go? To what forgotten corners of the world? One day, perhaps, when all this was over, he would find out.

Nearby, he saw the Bythians huddled in a large crowd, pressed close together and staring at him with relief. 

"Don't worry!" He raised his arms and stepped forward, grinning. "We've done it! We've left Bythos, and nobody can stop you now! You're free! There are no Ennoians here, no Sigean tally masters! In a moment, we'll go through one more Portal, and then you will be at your new home."

Shoulders sagged in relief and people exchanged shaky smiles, though Asho saw that many were still holding their children tight.

"This place – it's called Starkadr." Asho looked around as if seeing it for the first time. "It's long been abandoned, and we use it to travel from one place to the other. It's how I came to Bythos, how we'll get home. Don't be afraid. Just stay close to me, all right?"

"Asho, what are all these corpses?" A young Bythian, perhaps his own age, was staring fixedly at a desiccated corpse just a few yards from him in the mist.

"I don't know." Asho pitched his voice to carry. "They're dead, though, and they won't bother us. Some ancient war. Come on, let's get out of here!"

A ragged cheer greeted his words, and he strode happily through the mist, picking a path around the corpses to the next column, where the Portal to the Hold was set. Each hand that clapped him on the shoulder or back set his heart soaring. Behind him marched his people. Bythians, just like him.

They reached the far column, and again people began to bunch up, some craning their necks to look up the height of the pillar, others whispering to each other, several mothers soothing the crying of their babies. 

"This Portal will lead you into a series of underground rooms. They're not large enough to hold us all, so I'm going to go through first and let everyone know you're coming. Then, when I come back, I'll open the Portal once more, and your new friends on the other side will direct you upstairs to wait in the Hold's courtyard. Understood?"

"I'm coming with you," said Kanna sharply, stepping forward.

"You can if you like," said Asho, taken aback. Then it hit him. She still didn't trust him. Didn't trust that he would return. That realization and her obdurate expression soured his elation. "Come, then."

He spoke the Portal's name and stepped through immediately, not feeling gracious enough to let Kanna precede him. He emerged in the subterranean room beneath the Hold, and saw two Agerastian guards stand up quickly, one of them pocketing some dice as the other placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Asho raised his palms, stepping to one side, and the soldiers relaxed. He immediately sensed the magic coursing through the air, ubiquitous and reassuring, rich and fey and delicious. He had to fight the urge to draw on it, knowing that without Kethe it would only make him ill, but even so, its very presence settled him, like ballast in the bottom of a boat.

He wasn't powerless here.

Kanna stepped through, her face screwed tight in determination, then blinked and simply stared around her, trying to take it all in. The air was colder here, touched with a humidity that the flickering torches couldn't dispel.

"Upstairs," said Asho. He knew he should wait, give her time to adjust, but he was still piqued. She hurried to catch up, but he moved quickly in turn, running up the stairs and out the secret door, which was now permanently propped open.

The storeroom was bustling with activity. Half of the room was filled with foodstuffs, the other half with masonry and construction equipment. Agerastians were rolling out barrels and arranging sacks, and while many of them looked curiously at him, they were all intent on their work. Asho could smell roasting pork, dung, fresh sawdust and more. He nodded to some of the workers, then stepped outside into the courtyard.

Kanna followed, then gave a little cry and shrank back into the doorway, staring up in fright. Asho followed her gaze, hand going to his sword, and then felt the fool. There was nothing above them but the sky.

He remembered the first time he'd seen anything but rock overhead: the shock of it, that vertiginous feeling that he might be sucked up and swallowed by that bewildering, terrifying expanse of nothingness. He'd stepped through the Solar Portal into Ennoia beside Shaya, taken one look up and then staggered, fallen over, and retched. Lord Kyferin's Black Wolves had laughed, and he'd felt a profound sense of shame.

"It's all right," he said, moving back to where Kanna was clinging to the side of the door. Agerastians pushed past her, their annoyance changing to curiosity the moment they saw her terrified face. "Come back inside. Here, let go. Come."

He pulled her back into the storage room and sat her down on a barrel. Kanna shivered and clasped her hands tightly together, then pressed them with the insides of her knees. She hung her head and hunched her shoulders. "I knew – I'd heard about the sky, but I never guessed it would be so hungry –" 

Asho wanted to kick himself. He crouched in front of her, feeling helpless, feeling the fool. Was he no better than those Black Wolves of so many years ago?

"It gets better. The sky – it's, well, you get used to it. I promise." 

He thought of the glory of sunsets, of how terrifying a storm could be, how lightning had made him scream, how bizarre falling rain had seemed, the drenching wonder of the sun, the mystery of the moon. It had taken him almost a year to come to peace with the sheer variety of the sky, the weather, its mercurial and beautiful nature. 

"I'll see if Lady Iskra is here. I'll bring her –" 

"No." Kanna stood up. She was still clasping her hands tightly in front of her, and a band of muscle flickered into view again and again over her jaw. "I'll come with you."

"Yes, all right." Asho hesitated. "Do you want to take my arm?"

Kanna looked past him at the courtyard. "That's daylight. From the sun."

"Yes," said Asho. "It's overcast. That means, ah, that the sun – where the light comes from – is behind some clouds. Which are like the aurora. But white. Most of the time. I guess sunset – never mind." He cut himself off and forced a smile. "Daylight. Are you ready?"

Kanna licked her lower lip, then bit it and nodded. "Yes." She stepped up beside him and linked an arm through his, holding his bicep with the other hand. 

"Slowly, now." Asho walked outside, watching her as they went. She was trembling violently, and when they cleared the archway she winced, looked down, then tilted her head and looked up, as if she expected blocks to fall on her at any moment.

Asho stopped, giving her time. Kanna's shoulders were up close to her ears, and her eyes were nearly scrunched closed, but slowly she relaxed, her eyes widening as she studied the sky, her gaze darting from side to side. "It's – it's beautiful."

Asho looked up. It was a gray day, truly overcast, and the sky looked like the chalky inside of an old iron kettle. The clouds themselves didn't have much definition. But – yes. In its own way, limited as it was by the walls of the courtyard, perhaps it was beautiful. 

"How high up does it go?"

"How high?" Asho frowned. "I don't know. I don't think it stops, really."

"And the sun? I don't see it."

"It's there. Behind the clouds. On a good day, you'll see it blazing like gold before a fire, turning the whole sky a gorgeous blue."

Kanna nodded mutely. "It feels... carnivorous."

Asho laughed. "I don't think it's eaten anybody yet. Come on. Let's find Lady Iskra."

Kanna only tore her gaze away from the sky as they entered the Great Hall. There, Asho stumbled to a halt, and Kanna peered at him. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing, I don't think. It's – I hadn't realized how quickly they were working."

The Great Hall was filled with carpenters and craftsmen. They were laying paneling over the stone walls, smoothing out the uneven flagstones, bustling around the ancient hearths. Trestle tables had been set up running down its length, and a team of carpenters were assembling a raised dais at the far end. Fires were burning in two large pits down its center, over which entire swine were being roasted, filling the air with a delicious, mouthwatering smell.

Kanna was pressed firmly against his side, her eyes darting to and fro. Asho heard her swallow hungrily, and with a grin he dragged her forward, past workmen and some familiar faces, to one of the fire pits. He drew his dagger, waited for a nod from the undercook Gathis, and then reached out to cut a sliver of roasted flesh.

"Here. Try this."

Kanna took the cut gingerly. It was piping hot, but still she bit into it, and then closed her eyes and moaned in a way that made Asho almost uncomfortable. She pushed the rest into her mouth and then licked her fingers. 

"By the Ascendant." She shook her head. "What is that?"

"Pork." A giddy sense of excitement wafted through him. All the discoveries that he and Shaya had stumbled upon when they'd first arrived, the surprises and shocks, the delights and terrors – he could introduce Kanna and the others to them, could guide them, could watch as the boundaries of their worlds fell away. "There's so much for you to see, to taste, to experience! But, come. We can't leave the others in Starkadr for much longer. Let's find Lady Iskra and then welcome them home."

"The Lady Iskra's upstairs, ser knight," said Gathis. "I believe she's meeting with the Vothaks."

"We have an upstairs now? Thank you," said Asho. He pulled Kanna away from the fire, nearly dragging her back to the door and then out into the courtyard. This time she shielded her eyes, as if from a glare. "Ser knight?" 

"Yes." Asho felt a stirring of pride at the title, something he'd not felt since Ser Wyland's betrayal. "I'm one of Lady Iskra's knights."

"So, you are an Ennoian," said Kanna as they stepped into the stairwell.

Asho bit back a sharp response. "No. I'm not." He let go of her arm and began to climb the steps. "Ask any of them if they consider me one of their number, and they'll laugh at you."

Kanna trailed behind him. "But we've no Bythian knights."

"You do now."

"Do you consider yourself a Bythian?"

Her question stopped him in his tracks. Did he? "I don't know. Not yet, perhaps." He resumed climbing, and Kanna followed in silence.

The stairwell opened to the second floor. There, new beams had been socketed into old holes in the walls, supporting flooring down the length of the hall and in some of the rooms. The Hold was truly coming to life. Laughter came to Asho from downstairs, a cry in Agerastian, the sound of winches squealing outside. Hammers everywhere. Two Agerastian guards were standing outside a closed door at the end of the hall. Asho forced himself to not walk gingerly on the new wood. To think that only a week ago, this had been skeletal, rotted rafters and no more. 

He recognized the two guards, but their names eluded him. "Is Lady Iskra within?"

The guards exchanged a hesitant glance – did they understand him? – and then nodded. One knocked and pushed open the door, spoke quickly in Agerastian to those within, then pushed the door open wide and stepped aside.

Asho stepped inside. Within the room was a circular table of pale oak around which were sitting Lady Iskra, Ser Tiron, three Vothaks in their purple and yellow – he recognized Alasha amongst their number – and the Agerastian scribe, Orishin.

Asho stepped forward and bowed deeply to Lady Iskra, who arose, hands clasped before her, clad in a blue dress so rich she seemed to have been cut from the heart of a summer sky. "My lady."

"Ser Asho. You have returned to us." Iskra's voice was almost breathless with relief. "How did your mission fare?"

Asho straightened. "Very well, my lady. May I have the honor of introducing Kanna, a shift leader and instrumental ally in my success."

He turned and saw that Kanna was hovering in the doorway, one hand smoothing down her brown and dirty linen. In contrast to Iskra's dress and the resplendent robes of the Vothaks, her clothing appeared less than that of a peasant, and she seemed frozen, unable to enter the room fully.

Iskra began to round the table, but Asho reached Kanna first. "It's all right. You're with friends. I'm here."

Kanna was trembling, but she took Asho's arm and allowed him to pull her gently into the room. The guards closed the door behind them, and Kanna startled, shooting a panicked look behind her as if her sole exit from a lion's den had been cut off. 

"My dear Kanna," said Iskra, stopping before her with a gentle smile. "I can't imagine the shocks you are experiencing as you transition from your old world to the new." Her voice was soothing, but, more importantly, it was kind, and Asho saw Kanna draw strength from it and begin to collect herself. "If you have played some part in helping Asho bring help, then you are to be celebrated and deeply thanked. I am Lady Iskra Kyferin. It is an honor to have you here."

"My lady," whispered Kanna, and then she bowed in a jerky manner from the waist. 

Ser Tiron rose to his feet, his chair squealing back across the new floor. "How many did you bring, Asho?"

"About three hundred." Asho stepped forward, Iskra taking Kanna's other arm, and together they guided her to a seat. "They are in Starkadr as we speak, awaiting my return."

"Two hundred," said Alasha, nodding in approval. As a Vothak and cousin to the Agerastian emperor, she exuded a confidence and authority that were at odds with her youth. "That is a handsome beginning."

Asho placed a hand on the back of Kanna's chair. "And I assume you found no problems at the mines, Ser Tiron?" 

"None," said the older knight. "We were just discussing it. The three towns I visited are little more than decrepit relics, but we found no demons."

Iskra nodded to a servant, who poured a glass of wine for Kanna. The Bythian held the pewter goblet and examined it as if it were a gift, then took a sip, frowned, and took a second before setting it carefully on the table.

"My lady, I must return to Starkadr to gather the rest of my people." My people, he heard himself say. "Is there space set aside already for them?"

Iskra nodded briskly. "There is. We've cleared a space along the lake that should be able to house them. We've enough food to feed them for a week, but we expect more to come from Agerastos as soon as you open that Portal."

"You can't just take them out like that under the sky," said Kanna quietly. 

Asho nodded. "She's right, my lady. They'll need time to get used to the differences." 

Alasha leaned forward. "How much time? We need the mining to begin posthaste."

"As much time as it takes," said Kanna, an edge of iron entering her voice. 

There she is, thought Asho. "We'll have to see. Maybe we can convert the rooms below into a staging ground for now, and bring them out slowly in groups so that they feel safe. It may take a couple of days."

Iskra sat down in her chair. "Understood," she said. "Orishin, please convey my request to have the lower rooms converted into a shelter immediately."

The lanky scribe arose smoothly and bowed low. "As you command, my lady." He then swept out of the room, striding quickly, already calling out orders as he went down the hall.

"My lady," said Asho. "I thought it might be best if I stayed with the Bythians." No longer your people? "I can help guide them into this new life, escort them up to the first mining town, make sure that they settle in smoothly."

"Would that we could spare you, ser knight." Iskra's expression became apologetic. "But Audsley has not returned to us. We need you to open the Portals to Agerastos, and, further, the emperor has asked that we convene a war council the moment you've done so. I would have you join us, make your report, and help us in planning the next stage of the war."

"Ah," said Asho. He could feel Kanna looking up at him. Accusingly? He didn't want to check. "Of course, my lady. When do you wish to travel to Agerastos?"

Iskra tapped her lips. "Tomorrow morning will have to suffice. I have an audience with the Hrethings this afternoon."

Ser Tiron leaned over the back of his chair. "If I may make a suggestion, my lady. Why not ask Kolgrimr to assist with the Bythians? They are a kind-hearted people and nobody knows these mountains better."

Iskra nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, that could work. Two hundred, you said, Asho? We have twenty Hrethings stationed with us on guard duty already, plus the number that will be arriving soon. Yes, that may well be the solution to our problem."

"We are not a problem," said Kanna stiffly. 

"No, of course not, my dear." Iskra's smile was immediate and reassuring. "A slip of the tongue. As you learn about our situation, you will understand how pressing it is that we begin mining Gate Stone so as to fight our enemies. My apologies."

Asho forced down his disappointment. Tomorrow morning. Without Audsley's presence, they would need him to stay close and open the Portals from here on out. He'd not be able to spend time with his people, as he'd hoped. He wouldn't be able to ease them into their new life, help them adjust with kindness and a unique understanding. Bitter disappointment flooded him. He'd not be able to become one of them.

Alasha leaned forward. "One of my proposals, Lady Iskra, is meant to address our dependence on Ser Asho." She smiled humorlessly. "Our entire alliance and the future of our cause rests on his and your absent magister's shoulders. May I suggest having him train us Vothaks in the usage of the Portals?"

Iskra turned curiously to Asho. "Could you do so?"

"I don't know. Perhaps?" He felt a flutter of hope in his chest. If the Vothaks could work the Portals, then he might be able to devote his time to the Bythians. "Yes. I would be willing to try. But my lady, I must return to Starkadr."

"Yes, of course," said Iskra. "Ask Orishin for whatever you need. Please plan to attend our meeting this evening with Kolgrimr to better explain our request, and confer with Alasha later about attempting this training."

"As you wish, my lady." Asho bowed again and stepped back. Alasha watched him with a pleased, almost smug look.

Kanna stood up and bowed awkwardly once more, then followed him. The council began speaking about mining quotas before the door had even closed behind them.

Asho led Kanna in silence back down the hall to the stairwell. He stopped when he reached the top step, then half-turned to Kanna, unable to meet her eyes. "I'm sorry. I'd hoped to have more time with –" Your people? Our people? "With everyone, before being called away." He fought the urge to kick a loose rock down the stairs. "We're at war."

To his surprise, Kanna reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "Don't apologize, Asho. You have done exactly what you promised. You have brought us to a new world. You have given us a new beginning. That is more than any of us ever dreamed of."

Asho nodded, risking a glance at her face. Was that sympathy? Understanding? "You know, I had this foolish hope. This dream, if you will, that the two hundred we led out of Bythos today might one day become ten thousand. That we could all come here and escape the Empire." He laughed shakily. "Madness, I know."

"Not madness." Kanna moved past him and began to descend. "There are those back home who speak as you do."

"That's right." He followed. "My father mentioned them. Old friends of his looking to start a revolution."

"Yes. But their dreams are violent; they involve destruction and death. This –" Kanna stopped at the base of the steps, pointing out at the courtyard. "This is different. This is a clean escape. This is a new beginning."

Asho stepped down next to her. He tried to see the aspen trees with her eyes, to appreciate the washed-out light and their pale leaves as if seeing them for the first time. "Do you think more would come?"

Kanna nodded slowly. "Yes. Especially if Shabo and I were to return with you and promise them that you were speaking the truth."

Asho bit his lower lip. "This is a hard land. It might not be possible to bring thousands here. There's not enough food. But what of Agerastos? We could go there." He turned to her, heart pounding. "What do you think? I could ask the emperor. See if he would take in those of us who wish to leave."

Kanna continued to stare at the soft light that bathed the courtyard. "I would do anything to help my people, Asho. So, yes. I would return to Bythos with you to speak to the others. I would lead them anywhere if it meant escaping slavery, if it meant a chance to live underneath the sky."

"But what of Ascension?" He thought of his father. "What if they believe they are damning themselves by leaving?"

Kanna turned to him with a dangerous smile on her face. "Then they would be choosing to stay. And in choosing, they would no longer be slaves."

Asho smiled back. "I guess you're right. Then it's decided. I'll make my proposal to Lady Iskra and the emperor. And if they agree, we'll return and liberate as many of our people as wish to follow us home."

Kanna's smile widened, and in that moment she became beautiful, her expression losing its wariness and coldness and becoming animated and vivacious. "Yes. You can count on me."

For no reason at all, he thought of Kethe, and his joy, mercurial to begin with, washed away. He turned from Kanna's smile. "Then, let's fetch the others. We've not much time. Are you ready?"

Kanna took hold of his arm. "Yes. I am."

Asho felt a slight thrill at her touch, followed by a sense of guilt. Not wanting to dwell on these roiling emotions, he stepped into the courtyard and out beneath the sky.
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Iskra closed her eyes. Outside, in the central chamber beneath the Hold, everyone was awaiting her. Asho and the Vothaks were ready to open the Portal. Word had already been sent to the people of Agerastos, preparing them for her arrival. The guards were lined up, ready to escort her. The Vothaks would be accompanying them, along with Ser Tiron, Orishin and others. The hour had come. The moment was upon her. All she had to do was step out of this small, dusty library and set the wheels in motion.

This brief moment of silence, of calm, was suddenly precious to her, infinitely so. Without knowing that she needed it, she had descended to the Portal prepared to pass straight through into the cistern hidden beneath Agerastos, until the sight of the flowing black liquid heralded a desperate need for solitude and sent her into this side room. A moment to gather herself. To steel her nerves and prepare for what was to come.

Her eyes were still closed. She fought to calm her breath, silently repeating a Sigean mantra that she had been taught as a child. It failed to soothe her. Each step she took in her journey to save her son laid more responsibilities upon her shoulders, broadened the scope of the lives she was impacting, heightened the consequences of success or failure.

After a minute her breath was steady, the surface of her mind serene, the Sigean words repeating smoothly, calmly, but beneath it all, her emotions roiled. Most days, most hours, she simply moved from task to task, meeting, deciding, setting in motion the plans that were necessary for success. But every once in a while, especially when she had a rare moment alone, she felt the chaos that she was holding back only by sheer force of will threaten to cascade down upon her and drown her resolve in icy waters.

Had Enderl felt this way moments before launching his attack on Agerastos? Somehow she doubted it. Nothing but the hot-blooded joy of battle for Enderl. Thinking of her dead husband somehow made her feel at once smaller than him, but better; she was no beast of war, no howling drinker of blood. No, for her it was instead the small councils, crucial alliances, playing the odds, persuading friends, styming foes. She felt like a spider at the center of a web, carefully building it, strand by strand, laying out her scheme that might topple an empire, might lead to the deaths of thousands and the destruction of a faith centuries old.

Iskra opened her eyes. All of that for her son, Roddick. She recalled his face as she had last seen it, as he was being torn away from her: panicked, afraid, bewildered. Ser Wyland had asked her once if the life of one boy was worth this chaos and bloodshed.

To which her heart had one irrefutable answer: yes.

Calm certainty descended upon her, and Iskra turned and swept out into the central chamber. Voices engaged in low conversation went silent, and every eye turned toward her. She ignored them all, moving to stand beside Ser Tiron. She wished that she could take his arm. Instead, she nodded to Asho, who turned to the Portal, whispered something to Alasha, who then spoke a harsh series of syllables, and opened the way to Starkadr.

Iskra wasted no time. The advance guard filed through, and she came after, barely stumbling as she stepped out into the polished black grandeur of the Sin Casters' isle. She was almost accustomed to its alien architecture, and barely registered the corpses that littered the ground. Asho and Alasha were already at the Agerastian portal. She spoke, it opened, and once again the advance guard passed through. 

Iskra stepped up to the wild, surging forces of black magic that filled the arch, took a breath as if about to plunge into icy water, and stepped forward.

She felt a sweep of disorientation, the sense of impossible distances being compressed to a pinprick, and then she was on the other side, one slippered foot finding purchase on rough pumice. The first time she had emerged into Agerastos, she had stepped out onto a short platform barely a foot above dark waters, the vastness of the cistern silent with untold decades of abandonment, its pillars disappearing into the distance, the privacy total.

Everything had changed following her alliance with the emperor. The cistern's ceiling had been torn off, so that bright sunlight now poured down into the depths; the platform had been expanded by wooden extensions, the pillars had been removed, and a large ramp lay before her that led up to the street above. Agerastian guards were standing at attention, lining the entrance to the cistern, and a crowd of street folk pressed just beyond them, trying to catch a glimpse of her.

Iskra didn't hesitate. With Ser Tiron by her side, Ser Asho ahead, she walked up the ramp and out onto the street. The scents of the city assaulted her, ranging from the sweet smell of cinnamon to the rank, cloying ordure of dung; from the herbal tang of pipe smoke to the sun-baked dustiness of the city itself. Large, colorful awnings sagged overhead from poles, while the second stories of the buildings looking down upon the street beetled out so that they almost formed a tunnel overhead. 

This time the avenue had been cleared of carts, the vendors' shops were closed, and a clear passage had opened between the guards stationed every ten yards down the center of the street toward the distant square. 

Voices called out to each other in Agerastian. She saw a profusion of faces, tanned like leather by the hot Agerastian sun, but she forced herself to gaze straight ahead in a manner befitting her station and strode forward, preceded and followed by her escort. Somewhere trumpets were playing, and the heat of the day was oppressive. It had been past dusk at the Hold; here it was barely midday.

They passed through the place where Ser Tiron had originally approached Captain Patash. The Agerastian captain turned to look back at her from the head of the escort, and, if he did not quite smile, at least there was a knowing look in his dark eyes. Iskra inclined her head and they marched on, down more streets, through squares, under the spreading canopy of beautiful plane trees and acacias, past vast rose-colored domes that were now dedicated to the worship of medusas, and finally out onto the imperial boulevard that shot straight as an arrow to the palace.

Iskra ignored the sweat that beaded her brow and trickled down the declivity of her spine. She walked as if in a dream, the vivid splashes of crimson and gold contrasting with the dusty umber and ocher. The sky was a light blue, the color of a robin's egg, and the sun a perfect sphere of gold that turned the waters of the harbor to their left into hammered silver. 

They strode past the pillar at whose top stood a great statue of the emperor in his youth and went up to the first gate in the palace walls. This time, they were wide open in expectation. A thought flickered through her mind: she had never sought redress for the insults of that venal gate official who had sought to waylay her progress to the emperor. Never mind; it paid to be generous once in a while, even if only by accident.

The gardens within the palace walls were verdant and severely tended, the bushes pruned to geometry and the carp pools clear of all algae. Officials, nobles, and courtiers were standing on both sides of the white stone path that led to the second gate, and they bowed as she passed as if she were their own empress. The party went on through the second gate into a smaller garden; to their left was the palace wall, short on this side but dropping precipitously to the street on the far side, over which Tiron had leaped when she was arrested. Had that only been a short while ago? It felt like months already.

The third gate led into the palace proper, and the coolness of its halls was a welcome balm from the stifling heat outside. Their footsteps ringing on the mosaics, her escort now engorged with countless diplomats and palace officials, all of them led by the grand chamberlain, she and her retinue were led deeper into the palace complex until they reached a pair of grand bronze doors on whose front were emblazoned the heads of medusas. These doors were hauled open by six servants, her guards stepped aside, and Iskra at last stepped into the presence of the emperor. 

She had entered this hall once before, as a beggar dressed in soiled traveling clothing, defiant and willing to wager that her offer outweighed the crime of bearing the name of Kyferin, the name of the island nation's greatest despoiler. Her wager had paid off, and this time she entered, if not as an equal, then as a valued guest. 

The hall was packed, the order of assemblage carefully arranged by a political calculus beyond her comprehension: the most important notables arrayed closest to the emperor on his ivory divan, all the way down to the insignificant few at the far end of the hall. 

The emperor pushed himself upright with difficulty. His ivory mask inlaid with swirls of gold glittered in the light of the white beeswax candles, each as long as Iskra's arm and imparting upon the white cotton robes and pillows a diffuse glow as if they were part of a dream. 

There was one key difference, Iskra thought as she approached. Gone was the viper who had stood behind the emperor: Ylisa, his only child and adherent of Ascendancy. Her absence was a void, and she had not been replaced. The emperor was alone on his dais. His crippled form, almost that of a child, was a mockery of the muscled warrior who graced the pillar in the main square outside. Did that statue torment the emperor? she wondered. Did he hate the man he had once been?

Her knights stopped, and she took the last steps by herself. The silence in the hall was a palpable thing, seeming to throb with the held breaths of nearly two hundred spectators. "Your Imperial Highness," she said, inclining her head and bending one knee in a slight curtsy. "It is an honor to return to your court."

She knew what effort it cost him to remain sitting upright. That he insisted on doing so was more of a compliment than anything he could say.

"Lady Kyferin," he whispered. "My withered heart rejoices at the sight of you. I trust that you are well?"

Iskra nodded once more. "The fires of ambition drive me ever onward toward our mutual goal, Your Highness." It would be impolitic to inquire as to his own state of being, given how obvious his precarious health had become. "You do me too much honor with this reception. I hope that my news will be the equal of your generosity."

"Not at all. Our alliance is one that shall shake the Ascendant Empire from its roots to its loftiest heights. You deserve all honors and more." At long last, he lay back down on the bed of pillows. "We have matters of great import to discuss. But, first, some rituals must be observed. Is that not the way of power, my lady? The greater one's authority, the more bound one becomes by tradition."

"That is something we seek to change, I believe." Iskra smiled. "However, not all rituals should be dispensed with. I would be pleased to observe."

"Not observe, but receive." The emperor nodded to his high chamberlain, who in turn gave a glare to someone behind Iskra. Then, stepping up, he gestured for Iskra to move forward and stand at the base of the dais, looking back into the crowd.

What followed was almost an hour of gifts delivered to her by a series of obviously powerful and influential nobles. Patrician Athash, the head of the Agerastian senate, was the first, and he spoke smooth words of welcome before his servants opened a cedar chest worked with gold clasps to reveal a ceremonial curved dagger so encrusted with jewels that she doubted it could be drawn. Others followed, ranging from senators to al-Vothak Ilina herself, the leader of the emperor's Sin Casters.

The treasures mounted, and each introduction and welcome was more unctuous and effusive than the last. Finally, the last personage deemed worthy of welcoming her bowed and stepped back, and the emperor clapped his hands once, signaling an end of some sort.

"Let us repair to a more private chamber," he said. "There, we can discuss matters of state." 

Eight servants rushed forward to lift his divan, and the high chamberlain, his bald pate gleaming with sweat, bowed and gestured for Iskra and her people to follow. They left a rising cloud of conversation behind them, and passed through a series of hallways until they entered a small, octagonal room dominated by a circular table across whose surface was carved a map of the Empire.

It was beautifully executed. Iskra stepped up to its edge and allowed her gaze to trace the path of Ascension from Bythos to Agerastos, from Zoe to Ennoia, from Nous to Sige, and finally to the floating isle of Aletheia. 

The emperor's divan was lowered onto a hidden platform so that it rose to the table's edge; a score of servants hurried around the table, pulling out chairs and pouring wine, while others carried in silver platters of olives, sliced cheese, miniature puff pastries, candied slivers of meat, and other delicacies. 

Iskra sat, smiling graciously to the young woman who attended her, with Tiron to her left and Asho to her right. Orishin remained standing behind her, while Vothak Alasha joined al-Vothak Ilina and two other magic users. A number of military men and women sat to the right of the emperor, while three senators sat to his left, Athash sitting in the center, and the chamberlain remained by the door. 

"Time is our most precious commodity, so I shall set the example by not wasting any." The emperor's whisper cut through the subtle sounds of chairs scraping and drinks being poured, leaving a profound silence in its wake. "The Agerastian army has succeeded in breaching the defenses of the coastal city of Otran in Ennoia and invested it with their remaining forces. This occurred only a week before the forces of the Empire arrived, who has since settled in to lay siege to their former city. As of today, our forces have occupied the city for almost two weeks. Our scouts report that the Ennoian force grows daily, is led by several Virtues, and is in the process of building siege equipment."

Athash stirred uneasily. "Do we have an estimate as to how long they can hold out?"

A broad-chested man in the military uniform of Agerastos leaned forward. He had an impressively expansive mustache and hard, almost cruel, dark eyes. "It depends, of course, on what strategy the Ennoians choose to employ. Should they seek to starve them out, then perhaps two months. Otran was already greatly depleted by the time the walls were breached and must be without stores. But the fact that they are building siege towers indicates a more active approach. The weakened walls will not withstand a determined assault for long. I would hazard a month, at best."

"Thus, we have two weeks," whispered the emperor. "Given how old our news is. Two weeks, with the crossing to the Ennoian mainland taking even our fastest ship a week at least."

The general looked over to Ilina. "What would you hazard is the condition of our Vothaks in Otran?"

Ilina, ashen-faced and severe, shook her head. "Poor. I pity them. I do not doubt that the sudden defeat of Otran came at their great personal expense. Those who yet live must be consigned to their deathbeds. I would not count on immediate assistance from them."

The emperor nodded. "It is thus essential that assistance be sent within the week. Lady Iskra, how fare our Gate Stone mines?"

Iskra felt a jolt of tension as all eyes turned to her, but she forced a calm smile. "Very well. Ser Tiron has confirmed that the mining towns are safe for habitation, and Ser Asho has brought some three hundred experienced Bythian miners to begin the operations. Barring accidents, I expect to have a first delivery of the Stone within two weeks."

"Two weeks?" Athash looked to the others in dramatic disbelief. "What use is that?"

Iskra fought to keep her smile genial. "You forget our key asset, Senator. Starkadr."

Ilina nodded her agreement. "It is the cornerstone of any future plan of aggression. Contained within its dark halls are hundreds upon hundreds of Portals. Portals that I have just learned our Vothaks can learn to operate." She smiled coldly at Alasha, who stood against the wall and fought to retain a modest smile. "The entire expanse of the Empire is now ours to traverse at will."

"Precisely," said Iskra. "In two weeks' time, we can send as many soldiers and Vothaks as we desire through Starkadr and into Ennoia, laden with their first shipment of Gate Stone."

The general stood up and leaned over the table, his mustache quivering with furious thought. "Do we have an exact list of which Portals open up where? If we could send an army at the Ennoian force from behind, we could pincer them, encourage our soldiers trapped in Otran to sally forth, and crush them on the field."

Asho stirred. "We don't have an exact listing yet – many of the Portals are beyond our reach. But I can work on getting a list of their destinations to this council."

"Excellent," said the general, nodding vigorously. "Freed from Otran and resupplied, we can then march on Ennoia itself."

Ser Tiron stirred as if finally paying attention. "And why the hell would we do that?"

The general blinked at him in confusion. "You ask why we should attack Ennoia's capital city? Why we should capture their Solar Gates? Why we should crush the very heart of the Empire's armed forces?"

"Yes." Ser Tiron leaned back in his chair. "It seems rather a waste of time to me."

The general was clearly not used to being spoken to in such a manner. His face darkened, and he went to retort, then the emperor raised a gloved hand. 

"A moment, General Pethar. I would hear the knight's thoughts."

Ser Tiron leaned forward, raking the table with his gaze. "We have access to hundreds of Portals in Starkadr. Why send our men to die in battle with Ennoians, when we can send them directly into Aletheia to seize the Ascendant and the White Gate?"

Stunned silence answered him. 

Everyone stood and peered at the map, but instead of staring at Ennoia and its markers, they all looked at the floating island of Aletheia. 

Ser Tiron sat back, arms crossed, and Iskra gave him a subtle but approving nod.

Athash regained his composure with great difficulty. "We will still need to rescue our forces in Otran. They comprise the bulk of our army. We can't attempt another attack without them."

Iskra nodded. "We are in agreement, Senator. We should follow our wise general's strategy of breaking the siege and drawing our army forth, but then send them through a Portal back into Starkadr. Once they have been tended, fed, re-equipped, and their Vothaks cared for, we can open a Portal to Aletheia and storm the capital."

"Beautiful," whispered Ilina. "The White Gate will fall to Thyrrasskia, and with it all resistance."

Everyone around the table stirred, with several people taking up their goblets to drink deep of their wine. All eyes eventually turned to regard the emperor, whose expression remained hidden and his form immobile.

"This shall be our plan," he said at last. "I can see no fault, only advantage. We shall strike swiftly, without warning." He looked to Asho. "Can these Portals be opened at night?"

Asho nodded.

"Then we shall attack while the Solar Portals are inert, depriving them of all assistance till dawn."

Athash beamed. "What a night it shall be! With the Virtues in Ennoia, there will be nothing but a token resistance to crush. Two weeks? I cannot wait!" 

The emperor fixed Iskra with his gaze. "Do you have everything you need to execute your plans? Do you need more laborers to help open the mines?"

Iskra nodded firmly. "Yes. As wonderful as your attention to the Hold has been, now that we know the mining towns are safe, we need to flood them with workers who can open the mines, shore up the shafts, and do whatever else the Bythians deem necessary. How many can you spare?"

The emperor waved a hand lazily. "How many do you need? Five hundred? A thousand souls?"

Iskra felt her pulse beat faster. "With the food, of course, to provision them."

The emperor nodded as if that were of no consequence, but from the way the senators' expressions hardened, she knew this was a great gift. The emperor had bled his island dry in funding his invasion, had pushed it to the point of revolt. Orishin had reported that starvation was on the verge of setting off riots in the streets, and that the number of Agerastians who wished to capitulate to the Empire was growing by the day.

"Your Majesty," said Asho, placing both hands flat on the table. "I have a proposal that might serve all our purposes. It concerns the Bythians who yet toil as slaves in the mines."

He was greeted with nothing but silence. 

Iskra felt a flash of annoyance. What was this?

Asho took the silence as permission to continue. "If I were to return to Bythos, I believe I could bring many more out of the mines. Empty out the city, and leave the Empire scrambling in confusion. It might divert Ennoian forces from Otran, making your army's escape all the easier."

"I like the sound of that," said the emperor. "Why do you phrase it as a request?"

"Because they would need a new land to call their home, Your Majesty." Asho leaned forward. "The land of the Hrethings won't support so many. Would you grant them asylum? They would work hard, would be loyal to your Highness like no other, would –" 

"Peace, ser knight. I believe I understand your intent. How many Bythians do we speak of?"

"Perhaps several thousand. Maybe more."

Athash shook his head. "How would we house and feed such a mass if we can barely feed our own people?"

Iskra dug the heel of her shoe into Asho's boot, forestalling his heated outburst.

"Unfortunately, they will have to wait," said the emperor. "We must focus all our energies on acquiring Gate Stone. If they cannot mine, they are of no use to us."

Iskra knew she couldn't silence Asho again. He was aware of her displeasure. She sat back, her face cold.

"Your Majesty," said Asho. "What if they bring Gate Stone with them?"

"How so?"

"There is an entire shift of Bythians – nearly three thousand strong – who work exclusively in mines sunk around the Abythian Portal. They mine Gate Stone, which is stockpiled and used to bribe the kragh. But ever since the kragh fled the Vothaks in their first defeat against your army, they've refused all bribes and trade. As such, the Gate Stone is just piling up." Asho spoke slowly, clearly thinking on his feet. "What if I were to lead a group of Bythians and secure that cache? What if we were to return with it? Would you give us asylum then?"

The emperor sank back on his divan and said nothing. Athash drummed his fingers on the table, but a glare from the general silenced him.

"If you bring me a sizeable amount of Gate Stone," said the emperor, "then I shall give your people asylum. For Gate Stone will win the war, and then we can resettle the Bythians wherever they wish to reside." He raised a finger, cutting Asho off. "But I mean sizeable. Don't waste my time with trivial amounts. Am I clear?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," said Asho. 

"We shall investigate this opportunity," said Iskra, cutting in. "In the meantime, we are agreed. In two weeks, we break the siege of Otran, and, depending on the condition of the Agerastian army, we then launch our invasion of Aletheia."

"Much might happen before then," said the emperor. He looked around the room. "I would speak with Iskra alone."

The senators, the Vothaks and the military rose without comment and began to file out, followed by the servants. Ser Tiron and Asho hesitated, looked to her for agreement, and then left when she nodded, Asho dragging his heels. The chamberlain was the last to leave, pulling the heavy wooden doors closed behind him.

The room suddenly seemed far larger than she had thought, the emperor a disturbing figure on his divan, slender and small as a child, yet watching her with his fixed stare. She could just make out the burn marks around his eyes.

"My Lady Iskra. Your gifts are such that we now stand a chance of striking at the heart of the Empire and truly tearing it down."

Iskra nodded. Why did she feel so nervous?

"Your news and strategies have enlivened our council, but I fear that it may yet prove a temporary fervor."

Iskra cocked her head to one side. "Rebellion?"

"Not while I live." The emperor stirred uneasily on his divan. "Over the past twenty years, I have removed any individuals of sufficient mettle to contest my authority. No, I don't fear revolt. I fear death."

"Death?" Iskra rose to her feet. "Your Highness? Are you..." Her diplomatic skills deserted her. She didn't know what to say.

"Soon." He sounded, if nothing else, simply weary. "Very soon. This body cannot take much more. Even now I feel it trying to stop, to rest. Only my will keeps it moving. It is a tiresome struggle."

"Your Majesty, I don't know what to say." Iskra rounded the table and stepped up to the foot of his divan. "You have my sincere condolences."

He laughed, a rasping sound that set her skin to creeping. "Save your condolences. I don't want them, nor do I merit them. I have become a monster, Iskra. I am sure that were I to meet the man who stands on that pillar outside the palace walls, if I were to come face to face with the person I was forty years ago, why, he would not hesitate to run his sword straight through my heart."

The emperor looked down at his clawed hands, hidden beneath immaculate white gloves. "In my quest for justice, I have destroyed everything I loved. Even my daughter, the very last person I loved, was twisted by my struggle. Even she is gone now. I am surrounded by sycophants, boot lickers, the dull and mendacious. Through no fault of their own; everyone else who showed any intelligence or ambition, I ultimately betrayed or had killed in self-defense."

Iskra raised her chin. Her fear was growing.

"I tell you this so that you do not think their enthusiasm dependable or indicative of true support. The moment I die, they shall fall upon each other, each eager to fill my throne but not possessing the intelligence, will, or lack of scruples to do so. The senators will immediately seek to placate the people and end the war effort. The military will no doubt seek to seize power so as continue the invasion, but in doing so will run afoul of the Vothaks. Civil war, my dear. It stalks my empire like a bloody-handed echo of all of I have done."

Iskra took a moment to ensure that her voice remained calm. "My dedication to defeating the Empire is unshakeable." Roddick, she thought. "With or without Agerastian assistance, I will pursue my goals."

"Well do I know it, my lady. But without my armies, my Vothaks, my ships and laborers, what chance do you have? Oh, perhaps you could send an assassin against the Ascendant, but he is well-protected. And even if you did slay him, he would simply be replaced by the next in line, and all of the Empire would stiffen its resolve to crush you. No, you cannot afford to lose my empire."

Iskra pressed her hip against the table's edge. Her stomach had clenched. "Then what do you propose, Your Majesty?"

"That you marry me, of course." He watched her with idle amusement, and laughed at her expression. "Oh, don't worry, I am far too old and withered up to entertain any thoughts along those lines. It would be purely ceremonial. For if you became my empress, you would inherit my authority when I died. You –" 

He stopped talking suddenly as a spasm ran through him, causing him to curl up tightly on his side. She heard the grinding of his teeth behind the mask, saw him shiver violently. "Your Majesty? Should I call –?"

"No." He gritted out the word. "Wait." He turned his face into the pillow and for a long minute simply shivered as if wracked by pain. At last he drew a wheezing breath and relaxed. "Not long now. The prices we pay. Remember this, my lady, if nothing else: everything has a price, and that price must be paid in blood."

Iskra fought to control herself but couldn't. Her legs felt weak. She pulled out a chair and sank into it. 

The emperor watched her. "You said you would make any sacrifice to save your son. Let this be your last, your grandest sacrifice. Become my empress. And when I die, rule in my stead. Direct my empire as you know I would, make of it a spear that you shall hurl into the poisoned heart of the Empire."

Iskra couldn't speak. Empress of Agerastos. Her heart quailed. Any hopes of ever returning to her old life at Kyferin Castle would be forever extinguished. Any hopes of ever achieving peace after this war was over would be forever gone. 

And yet... 

Could she afford to lose Agerastos? 

No. The emperor was correct. Without Agerastos, she would be back where she had begun: the target of overwhelming assaults, unable to effect real change, on the run, hiding and perhaps causing a few assassinations before everyone she loved was killed.

Oh, Tiron. Forgive me.

She inhaled shakily. Empress. 

Iskra rose to her feet, and all emotion drained away from her. She would do this thing. She would sacrifice herself so that her son might go free. In the end, there had never been any doubt. Iskra smiled at the emperor. "Yes, Your Majesty. But on one condition."

The emperor didn't move. "Yes?"

"Our first target shall be Kyferin Castle."

He took a calculating pause. "Before Aletheia, even?"

Iskra narrowed her eyes.

"Very well. We shall be married immediately, and Kyferin Castle made our first target. Are we agreed?"

Iskra closed her eyes. Joy and faltering fear twined through her. "Yes, Your Majesty. In that case, I accept your proposal. I shall be your empress." 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Kethe moaned and turned to push her face into the pillow. Dreams of falling, of song, of warmth and security were fading even as she became aware of them, replaced by a harrowing sense of loss that made her fight to engrave them in her memory. She focused fiercely, but they were gone. 

She lay still. The bed was delicious, as soft as the one she had slept in back at Kyferin Castle. The pillow was clean and plump. 

Where was she? What had happened?

Kethe heard low voices coming from an adjoining room, and, suddenly alert and cautious, she cracked open her eyes. She was lying in a circular bed in a circular room. The sheets were peach, the walls were white, and the only source of illumination was a fat white candle that had nearly burned down to the base. The air was cool, the delicious, subtle kind of chill that made sleeping under blankets a pleasure. 

Where was she?

A snatch of song played through her mind, and her soul thrilled without her knowing why. Something had happened. Everything was changed. But what? Frantic, she searched her memories. 

Asho. She remembered standing beside him on the walls of the Hold. Remembered demons. The terror of the battle. Falling. And then –? A face returned to her, hauntingly beautiful, arrogant and disdainful, and along with it a name: Theletos.

Kethe sat upright in a rush as everything came pouring back. How close to death she had been! The White Gate – oh, by the Ascendant, the White Gate!

Kethe fell back in her bed and wrapped an arm over her eyes. Never had she dreamed it would be like that. So real. So personal. How many times had she cursed its name? She'd almost come to think it simply a symbol, an abstraction. But that was far from the truth. And how could she reconcile that with her recent skepticism? No, call it what it was: apostasy. She couldn't deny the Gate's existence, or the effect it had had on her. 

Did that mean...?

"Hey, she's awake!" 

The voice was brash, cheerful, and familiar. Kethe dropped her arm to her side and propped herself up. Dalitha was standing in her doorway, arms crossed, grinning at her. Her black hair was still wild, her features animated and alive. 

"Good afternoon, Kethe Kyferin," she said. "Welcome to your new life."

Gray Wind stepped up and placed a hand on Dalitha's shoulder. "Come on, leave her alone. She's just been through it. Have you forgotten the state you were in when we brought you back from the Gate?"

Dalitha scowled and shrugged Gray Wind's hand off. "I don't know what you're talking about. And it's not like lying in bed brooding's going to be of any help. Right, Kethe? I bet you're dying to meet everyone. Come on. I'll introduce you."

Kethe sat up. In fact, she did feel much better. Gone was the numbness, the sense of drifting away. She looked down at her hand. It too looked normal, the veins now barely visible, her tan returned. "Am I healed?"

Dalitha laughed scornfully. "You're not healed, you're Consecrated!" She turned to the others in the adjoining room. "'Am I healed?' You hear that, Sighart?"

Gray Wind pushed past Dalitha and approached Kethe, lowering himself into a crouch by her side. He moved so gracefully that she half-expected to hear a strain of music as he his next step became a dance. His pale, ashen hair reflected the light of the candle, and his fine-boned face was sensitive and expressive. "I don't know if you remember me, but I'm Gray Wind. We're to be members of the same cohort here at the temple."

"Cohort?" Kethe swung her legs over the side of the bed. 

She was dressed in loose white leggings and a white woolen shirt. Where was her blade? Her belongings?

"Cohort," said Dalitha, leaning against the doorway again. "That's us. We live together, we train together, and one day, perhaps, we'll all be Virtues together. Just a big old happy family. Right, Sigs?"

A new figure stepped into the doorway beside Dalitha, but he ignored her question. He's a soldier born, thought Kethe, taking in his frame, how he held himself, his sheer athleticism. Or a knight. He was of medium height, more striking than handsome, with a close-cropped beard and hair pulled back in a short ponytail. He had a presence to him, not quite brooding, but rather intense, a gravity that made Kethe doubt he ever told a joke. 

"Kethe Kyferin," he said in an Ennoian accent. "I met you once, five years ago. At a tourney at my father's estate."

Kethe studied his features. He was in his early twenties. She tried to imagine him at fifteen. Nothing came to her.

Amusement gleamed in his dark eyes. "I'm the youngest son of Lord Wroclaw."

"Oh!" Now she remembered a gangly, withdrawn youth with bad skin. He'd participated in the melee and had been knocked out almost immediately by a blow to the head. "Yes." Where had that awkward youth gone? How had he become this wolf? "I do remember."

Dalitha was watching them both skeptically, her gaze flicking back and forth. "Old friends, then?"

"Not quite," said Sighart. "She was far above me in station. We never exchanged words."

Dalitha nodded slowly. Kethe could tell she was trying to decide whether to be displeased or not. "Well, that's all changed now. Doesn't matter who we were before, does it? We're all equals here. All Consecrated."

Gray Wind rose smoothly to his feet. "That's very true, Dalitha. Now, Kethe. Do you feel well enough to rise?"

Kethe answered by doing so, tossing the sheets aside and enjoying her returned vigor. Memories of the White Gate came back to her; she firmly pushed them aside. She couldn't deal with that yet.

Dalitha pushed off the doorframe. "Come on, meet the others." She stepped into the next room. "Khoussan! Stop sulking and get out here! Akkara! Same goes for you! Come meet our seventh!"

Gray Wind sighed and led Kethe into what revealed itself to be a central chamber, as circular as her own room and carved from the same white stone. She got a sense of cushions, furniture, columns, but her eyes were immediately pulled to the large balcony that opened up from an entire quarter of the room.

"Oh," she gasped, and strode out onto it. It was broad and deep, large enough to train on, but she crossed right to the stone balustrade and leaned against it, staring out at the most glorious sunset of her life.

The sun itself was hidden below the clouds, but up here they were tinted the most majestic of hues, ranging from cinnabar and umber to gold and crimson. It was as if the clouds were a vast fleet that had caught fire, each a little darker the farther away they were, and all of Aletheia below her, with its profusion of balconies, edifices, bridges and walkways, was painted in the same dusky roses and burgundies. 

The stonecloud descended out of sight, shadows indicating where outcroppings or bridges existed just below the clouds. Kethe felt her heart rise into her throat as a flock of birds – eagles? – soared around the far side of Aletheia, their great wings outstretched as they caught the thermals. 

"It's beautiful, isn't it?" Gray Wind moved to stand beside her.

"Yes." She could only breathe the word. Looking down, she saw countless people sitting on similar balconies or in open-air courtyards, admiring the sunset, dining, some dancing to faint hints of music, others simply alone and contemplating the glorious sight before them.

A large, dark-skinned man approached on her far side and placed his hands on the balustrade. His arms were heavily muscled, his shoulders broader than even Sighart's, and his hair was a profusion of dark ropes which he had pulled back with a leather tie. Like Sighart, he too wore a closely shorn beard, though his cheeks were clean, and there was something about him that spoke of coiled anger, of a carefully restrained fury. 

He stared down at the sunset, pursed his lips, and then turned to regard her with dark, soulful eyes. 

"I'm Khoussan," he said, his voice rich and low. "Originally from Zoe."

Dalitha, Gray Wind and Sighart all had something youthful about them, but not Khoussan. He had a natural maturity to him that spoke of a life already lived, of experience and losses, of deep passions and pain – all of which had been locked away, so that she could only get the faintest sense of them in the depths of his eyes.

"Kethe," she said, and extended her hand. "A pleasure to meet you."

Surprise flickered across his face, and then he took her hand and shook it. His hand was callused, but not from wielding a blade. Had he been a laborer before being Consecrated?

Sighart stepped out onto the balcony, followed by Dalitha, who grinned at Kethe. "Akkara and Wolfker are missing, but at least you've met most of us." 

Kethe looked from one face to the other. "And we are to be a cohort?"

Khoussan crossed his arms over his broad chest and nodded. "Mm-hmm. Whether you like it or not, you're here to stay."

He doesn't like this, Kethe immediately realized. 

"We're all newly Consecrated," said Gray Wind. "As such, we are grouped together so that we may learn together. Makaria is our Virtue. He's away at the moment on a mission, but when he returns, he will take a direct hand in our teaching."

Dalitha smirked. "Even Akkara likes him, and that's saying something."

Kethe felt her stomach knot up. Her mouth was suddenly as dry as a sun-baked river stone. "He's not coming back."

Khoussan pushed off the railing. Sighart took a step closer to her. 

Even Gray Wind frowned. "What do you mean?"

Which of the Virtues had placed her in this group? Theletos? Was this his idea of a joke? "Makaria. He's not coming back. He's... he's dead."

The news hit them all like a blow. Khoussan's head rocked back. Dalitha's grin died slowly on her face. Sighart's brow lowered till his eyes were but recessed gleams in pits of shadow. 

"What are you talking about, Kethe?" Gray Wind's voice was strained. "How do you know this?"

She wanted to laugh, wanted to cry. Instead, she shook her head and crossed her arms, leaning back and preparing herself for the worst. "They didn't tell you where he was sent? What he was told to do?"

They all shook their heads.

"Well." She realized that she couldn't say it. The words just caught in her throat.

"Tell us, Kethe." Khoussan's voice was deep, urgent. 

His need eased her throat, but she suddenly couldn't meet their eyes. "He was sent along with Lord Laur's knights to kill my mother and our followers." She spoke quickly, voice low, needing to tell them, for this to be over. "He attacked us at night. My friend and I fought him on the causeway to the Hold, and we – we killed him." 

Her eyes filled with tears. She remembered Makaria's screams as Asho's black fire enveloped him and the sickly sweet stench of his flesh cooking in his armor. How nobody had wanted to touch his corpse, pull it out of the water, for days afterward.

The four Consecrated stared at her in complete shock. Then Dalitha laughed, a high-pitched wheezing sound, as she bent over and slapped her knee. "Killed him? You? You hear that, Sigs? She claims she killed him! Ha! You almost had us going there. I can see you're going to be the funny one in the group." Dalitha straightened and pretended to wipe a tear from her eye, glancing from Sighart to Khoussan to Gray Wind and back. "Ha. What a joke. Right?"

Kethe forced herself to look up and meet Khoussan's wounded gaze. His eyes widened, and she looked to Sighart, who had raised his chin, nostrils flared as if he'd been struck by a sudden stench. Gray Wind took a step back from her.

"Not a joke." She pushed off the balustrade. "Unless you think this whole setup is funny, in which case you have Theletos to thank. He's dead. I killed him. There you have it." 

With that said, she strode past them and back into the room. 

She had to get out. She couldn't stay here. It didn't matter that she'd been Consecrated, whatever that really meant. She couldn't live with these people, couldn't be part of their cohort. So she strode across the living room past a row of columns, shoved open a broad door and stepped out into a broad hallway.

None of the four Consecrated called out to her.

Tears burned her eyes. It was so unfair. Had she asked to have this power? For Makaria to come kill her? For her uncle to be so cruel and duplicitous? Yet she was the one being styled as the monster, the murderer. 

Kethe had been rushing down the hall heedlessly, but now she came to an abrupt stop. Where was she going? She couldn't just charge around Aletheia like a maddened bull. She had to have a plan. But what?

Return home.

Yes. Find a way to the Solar Gates. Seek passage to Ennoia. Then from there... where? How could she return to Mythgraefen? 

Despair swamped her, but her mind immediately jumped to a different line of thought. How had she come to Aletheia? Who had brought her? Asho? No, it had to have been through a Lunar Portal. Audsley, then. Through Starkadr. 

How long had she been in Aletheia? A few days? Might Audsley still be here? If so, she had to find him. Had to catch him before he left, so that he could take her back.

She began to stride down the hallway again. After all, nothing had really changed. She was still her mother's daughter. She still wanted to help her mother in every way she could.

Nothing had changed.

She stopped again. The distant sound of voices raised in song reached her ears, and a memory of white light flashed through her mind. Her knees gave so that she sank against the wall and down to the carpeted floor. By the Ascendant, what had happened to her? 

She steeled herself and finally allowed the memory of the White Gate to unveil itself. The memory of its impossible height, her flood of emotions, her desire to sink into its glory, to give herself up to its annihilating purity.

Nothing had changed? Foolish girl. Everything had changed.

Kethe closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the cool stone wall. Only days ago, she had made brave speeches about the falsity of Ascension. How a Bythian was the equal of an Aletheian, how the whole system was unjust, how she refused to follow such corrupt leaders. 

But how could she explain away the White Gate? Or the Black, for that matter? Did the fact that there were two Black Gates to hell make hell any less real? 

Her mind spun. What had her Consecration done to her? It had healed her; of that there was no doubt. Forever? She didn't know. 

Anger flickered through her like tongues of flame over dry leaves. She didn't want this. She didn't want to be Consecrated, locked up here in this stonecloud, torn from her friends, her cause, her family...

"Are you all right?" The voice was quiet, almost a croak. 

Kethe realized somebody had been standing there for some time. Wiping at her cheeks, she turned and saw a woman – a Bythian – watching her with haunted eyes. Those eyes made her catch her breath. They glittered like those of a lover betrayed, flat and wary, as if the woman expected life to deliver only more pain. They were almost glazed in their remoteness, and her whole body, her expression, spoke of a defiant fragility.

"I – yes." Kethe wiped her other cheek again. It was only then that she saw the bastard sword in the Bythian's hand, hilt down, scabbard tucked up behind her back. Was she bringing it to her master? Her hair was cut as short as a boy's, close-cropped and as white as her skin, but the front was worn long and to the side in a style similar to Gray Wind's. 

The Bythian nodded. Kethe sensed regret on her part for having asked. Wait – she was wearing a sword belt. 

Kethe blinked. The Bythian took a few steps back and then turned to go.

"Wait," said Kethe, rising to one knee. "Are you Consecrated?"

The Bythian woman froze, hung her head, then shot a look over her shoulder at Kethe. "You must be the new member of our cohort."

What had the names been? Akkara and Wolfker. "Akkara?"

The woman turned back to Kethe, reluctance writ large across her delicate features. "Yes." A grudging admission.

Kethe felt a wave of lightheadedness pass through her. "I might as well tell you now. I killed Makaria, your Virtue. It was self-defense, but that doesn't seem to matter. Everyone seems to think he was a wonderful person, and maybe he was, but he just wanted to kill me, you see, which isn't – which isn't that wonderful – when you –" 

Kethe covered her face and slid back down the wall. Her shoulders heaved, and she sobbed silently, gritting her teeth, trying to stifle each cry as it fought its way up her throat, hating her tears, hating her weakness. 

Akkara made no move to comfort her. But neither did she walk away. When Kethe finally lowered her hands and gasped, opening her eyes wide so she could blot them with her sleeve, the Bythian was just standing there.

Kethe inhaled, held her breath, then risked a glance up at Akkara's face. There was no surprise there. No shock, no pain, no sense of loss. Kethe was tempted to wonder if Akkara felt anything at all, but then realized that the hollow stare spoke of too much pain, of too much emotion, of someone who had been burned out already. Perhaps, to her, this news was merely more confirmation that the world was a terrible, ghastly place.

"I'm headed down to the training pavilion," said Akkara at last. 

"Oh," said Kethe, then realized it was an invitation. "Do I need to bring my own weapon?"

Akkara glanced down at her scabbarded blade and shook her head.

Kethe nodded and pushed herself to her feet. She wiped her face again, then followed as Akkara turned and strode away down the hall. 

She moves as silently as a ghost, realized Kethe. No wonder I didn't hear her approach.

The hall terminated at a large wooden door that led out to another circular chamber at the center of which descended a broad spiral staircase. Kethe followed Akkara's light steps down and around, then out into a larger hall through which a number of people were striding. Could they all be Consecrated? No; many of them had the look of servants or academics. She saw a knot of Noussians drifting by, deeply engaged in argument with a long-suffering looking Sigean. Akkara wasted no time, and slipped through the crowd like a shadow. Kethe hurried after as she passed down a side hall and out into a cloister that circled around a broad expanse of flat white stone. 

There, Akkara hesitated, drawing back, so Kethe did the same. Unsure why, she watched Akkara's guarded expression as the woman searched the training floor, and realized that she was either searching for someone she wished to avoid or was by nature supremely cautious. Then Akkara nodded to her and stepped out into the dim light of dusk.

Moving in her wake, Kethe looked up, marveling at how one side of the grounds rose up and up in a sheer cliff face whose side was broken by windows and small balconies, while the other looked out onto the evening sky, the columns of the cloister dark bars against the final crimson hues of the sunset.

"A beautiful place to train," said Kethe, following Akkara to a weapons rack. 

"Do you wish to spar or work by yourself?" Akkara's voice was pitched so low that Kethe almost didn't hear her.

"Sparring would be fine." 

Kethe turned to the rack and saw a wide array of mock weapons, some carved from wood, others of dull steel, and a selection at the far end that seemed to be real weapons. Biting her lower lip, she walked down the length of the rack, scanning the assorted axes, hammers, spears and blades until she saw a steel blade with a hand-and-a-half grip like her own.

She pulled it free and flexed it. It bent easily and sprang back to true. She extended her arm and sighted down its length. Straight enough. Then she tried a few practice swings. Well-balanced, neither heavy at the hilt nor at the tip. 

Akkara was watching her carefully. "You know your way with a sword."

Kethe nodded. "I'm Ennoian. My father was a warlord. I trained in secret for several years before presenting myself as his knight."

Akkara nodded slowly, and Kethe wasn't sure if the Bythian had understood. Then the other woman drew the scabbard from her bastard sword, set it by the racks, and walked out a few paces before turning to face Kethe, blade held in both hands at waist height, point aimed at Kethe's face.

Kethe hesitated. Akkara's stance was too wide. Should she tell her? "How long have you been training?"

A thin vertical line appeared between Akkara's eyes. "Seven weeks."

"Is that how long you've been Consecrated?"

Akkara only nodded in response.

Kethe shrugged and reversed her blade so that it swept out low behind her like a tail, pommel pointed at Akkara. She began to approach her slowly.

"That's the low guard," said Akkara, not moving.

This time it was Kethe's turn to nod.

"I was told not to try it till I've mastered the other forms."

"Good advice." Kethe glided closer. 

With a sudden burst Akkara surged forward, thrusting her sword at Kethe's face. Its length was such that it almost caught Kethe by surprise; with a cry she swept her sword up and deflected Akkara's neatly, her own sword swinging up into a high guard then chopping down to smack Akkara in the shoulder as they passed each other by.

Kethe turned quickly, dropping into the low guard once more. Her heart was hammering, though from excitement, not exhaustion. Her strength was back. And what was more, she could feel her power lurking just within reach. Not the exultation she had felt with Asho, but rather a sense that she could drink deep and move faster, be stronger, more resilient than was normally possible.

The other woman had yet to turn. Instead, she straightened, stared at her blade as if accusing it of something, then turned and again lowered herself into the middle guard. 

"Wait," said Kethe, lowering her sword. "I've been training for years. This isn't fair."

Akkara's expression grew tight. "We're Consecrated. We have to learn fast."

"Yes, but – look. Who is training your cohort?"

"Our cohort."

"Ours?" Kethe placed her hand on her hip. "I killed your Virtue. Doesn't that disqualify me?"

"No," said Akkara, also lowering her blade. "Everything that happened to you before Consecration happened to someone else." This was said with an almost wooden intonation, as if Akkara was repeating it by rote. "We are born anew after we're Consecrated. The you who killed Makaria is gone. We are equals now. We are the future of the Empire." Akkara grimaced, and Kethe saw pain burn in the Bythian's eyes. "Nothing you could have done could disqualify you."

Kethe took a step closer. She wanted to ask what had happened to Akkara. Who she had been before she was brought to Aletheia. What had wounded her so. She's Bythian. She was a slave. That's what happened to her.

But not quite. The Bythians at her father's castle were worked hard day after day, the first to rise and the last to sleep, but were otherwise ignored. She'd heard Bertchold, their old steward, comment once that there was no sense in abusing a Bythian; it wasn't their fault they were barely better than animals, and abusing them only impaired their ability to work.

The memory made Kethe's cheeks burn with shame – she'd accepted his words as fact at the time. But those Bythians hadn't had Akkara's wounded eyes. What had happened to her?

Kethe's thoughts must have betrayed themselves, for Akkara brought her sword up and lowered herself into her stance. "Defend yourself," she whispered, then lunged forward once more with the exact same thrust.

This time, Kethe didn't even bother parrying. She simply swayed aside and let Akkara's momentum carry her past. 

The Bythian staggered to a stop and lowered her head, breathing hard. 

"Akkara –" 

The other woman just shook her head, a sharp gesture of absolute negation. She could hear Kethe's concern. And what right did she have to pry? None.

"Akkara, you didn't tell me who's training you."

Akkara seemed to harden, locking herself under control once more, and then turned, her face expressionless. "The Virtues lead our training. Most of them are away. In the meantime, we are meant to learn from each other and the weapons masters."

"Hmm," said Kethe. "And who taught you to wield that blade?"

Akkara looked at her sword. It was incredibly long, narrow, and with a diamond-shaped cross-section. Perfect for thrusting through plate armor, terrible at cutting. "I wanted a large sword."

"All right. But why?"

Akkara lowered her gaze.

"Look, larger doesn't mean better. You want something lighter, something you can control more easily. Like my blade, for example."

Akkara frowned at Kethe's sword, then nodded reluctantly. She walked back to the weapons rack and swapped her own for a similar blade.

"Now, stand beside me. Like so. Middle guard, feet closer together. When you fight without a shield, you have to avoid thinking in terms of attack, block, attack, parry. Doing so will make your movements mechanical, will make you easier to predict." Kethe mimed doing just that. "Instead, you have to flow. Focus on your feet. Your positioning is crucial. Flow in to strike, flow back to recover, step out to the side, step back in like so."

Akkara was staring intently at Kethe's feet. "But, what of the guards?"

"The guards – well." Kethe lowered her blade. "They're shortcuts. They're points of reference, but you don't just sit in one. Look. I'm starting in the low guard. Now I flow forward, parry, and up! To the high guard. I can't parry from here, just strike, so I sidestep, swing, and bring the blade to a close guard. Back, block, then immediately forward and thrust, and down goes my blade to the low guard again. See?"

Akkara nodded slowly. "I think so."

Kethe smiled. "I only really started progressing after I figured that out. Before that, I was just mimicking movements. Come on. Just follow along with me. Blade down and back. Now, forward and sweep up to cut their knee! Back into middle guard. Thrust and recover. Sidestep –" 

For half an hour, they simply drilled together. It had been too long since Kethe had just danced with her blade. The last time had been interrupted by Asho, and Kethe smiled at the memory, how they had sparred between the aspen trees. Even then she had been too angry, too depressed over her fate to enjoy it. 

Now, however, with the last of the clouds to her left turning a deep slate gray, with the other combatants on the training ground filling the air with the comforting sound of blades clashing, with the beauty of Aletheia rising up to her right and the pain and solace and impossible glory of the White Gate fueling her every step, she danced. 

Akkara followed along, sometimes smoothly, other times tangling her feet, but Kethe simply would smile, stop, wait for her to adopt the new stance, and then begin flowing again. Slowly, she allowed her power to seep into her body, to build up her speed. Forward and back, riposte and then parry, sidestep and thrust, back and then back again. High guard, downward chop, all the way to low guard, only to swing the blade all the way behind and around to the high guard again and sweep down with a lethal, tremendous blow.

Akkara stopped and simply stood to one side, watching, but Kethe didn't mind. This was what she needed – this release, this oneness with the blade. She pushed herself a little harder, moving faster, controlling the blade, spinning and smiling as she recalled Brocuff's old admonitions that fighting wasn't a dance.

Oh, but it can be. At its best, it's nothing more than a lethal dance with a stranger.

The sound of swords clashing had come to a stop. Blinking sweat away from her eyes, Kethe lowered her blade, turning to smile at Akkara, and saw that everyone was watching her. Watching her, and darting nervous glances at a young black woman with wild, natural hair puffed out like a storm cloud who was glaring at Kethe.

The intensity of her stare was formidable. Kethe fought the desire to raise her blade, expecting an attack. How old was the girl? Younger than Kethe – perhaps fifteen? Sixteen? Yet she stood there as if she owned the place, glaring at Kethe as if she'd been caught stealing the silverware. 

"You." The young woman's voice laden with venom. "You're the one who killed Makaria."

Kethe stepped back. The other trainees all stared at her in sudden shock. Kethe tried to think of something to say, but nothing came to her lips.

"Watch yourself, girl." 

It should have been ridiculous, to be so accosted by a slip of a girl. Yet her self-possession and simmering anger were formidable, and suddenly Kethe realized why she was so taken aback – power was radiating off the girl like rays of light from the sun. 

The stranger narrowed her eyes, then, through what looked to be an act of will, turned and strode away. 

Kethe turned to Akkara. "Who was that?"

"Synesis, the Virtue of Intelligence." Akkara's voice was subdued, though whether with awe or resentment, Kethe couldn't tell. "The youngest Virtue in recorded history. She only just became herself a few months ago."

"But I thought – I thought you said my past life was behind me?"

Akkara hesitated and then shrugged one shoulder. "That one will be difficult. Makaria was like a father to her."

"Oh," said Kethe, watching the young woman stride away. 

"You're not going to have an easy time here," Akkara warned, watching her carefully.

Kethe's shoulders sagged. "Doesn't look like it."

"Are you going to try to leave?"

Her bluntness caught Kethe by surprise. She looked up, startled, and Akkara met her gaze with her own glittering, burned-out stare.

"I... no." The truth surprised her, hit her so hard that she felt tears gather in the corners of her eyes. "No. Not yet." Not until I know how to get home. 

Akkara nodded. Kethe saw a raw and wounded sympathy there, a true understanding. "It's because of the White Gate, isn't it."

It wasn't a question. 

The memory came back to her. She'd been Consecrated. She'd always thought that meant being cured, being shown how to handle her power. Now she realized it was so much more.

"Yes," whispered Kethe. But that felt like a betrayal. A spark of rebellion arose within her, and she pushed back her shoulders. "For now."

Akkara snorted. "That's what I say each morning." Her smile made her next words all the worse. "And I still haven't killed myself." Then she moved past Kethe and returned the blade to the rack. "Come. I'll show you where they serve dinner."

Kethe stood, mute, watching the Bythian woman walk away from her. She shuddered and hugged herself tight. What's happened to me? 

Lowering her head, she followed Akkara off the training grounds, ignoring all the way the stares of the other trainees.
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A call from within prompted the servants to open the doors to the council chamber, and Tiron filed in alongside the others. Something was wrong, he realized immediately. Iskra was standing beside the emperor's divan, her hands clasped in front of her, and to anyone else she might have appeared at ease. But Tiron knew her too well. There was a stiffness to her carriage, an intensity to her expression that had not been there moments before. Tiron hesitated, wanting to rest his hand on the pommel of his sword, to move toward her. 

No. This was the emperor's council chamber. 

He forced himself to walk toward his seat and sit down. His heart was beating quickly, and he felt the exhilaration that always came before battle. What could have happened? A betrayal? Had the emperor taken advantage of his position to leverage concessions, an unfair trade agreement on the Gate Stone, or...?

Once everyone was seated, the emperor stirred. "You all know that this union between the forces of Lady Kyferin and Agerastos has been to our immense mutual advantage. We were both in perilous circumstances, but by reaching out and forging an alliance, we have been able to not only overcome our problems but plan an ambitious attack that may topple the very Empire."

Tiron's gaze darted from the emperor to Iskra. She wasn't looking at him; she was staring fixedly ahead, so he looked to Asho. The young knight was also studying their lady carefully, his eyes narrowed a fraction. Good. He'd be ready to move when the moment came.

"This union heralds the dawn of a new age. Agerastian will fight beside Ennoian." The emperor gestured toward Asho. "Bythians take the sword. We are making the future in this very room. We are forging a new destiny for our people. History will mark this council as a turning point for the world, a day on which the affairs of the Ascendant Empire were first struck a mortal blow and began to slide from true."

Everyone was waiting. Tiron saw Athash sitting seemingly at ease, but he was as coiled as a snake, trying to anticipate the blow before it came. The Vothaks were as still as statues and as expressionless, but Ilina's lips were pursed with impatience. 

"Which is why it is all the more fitting that our alliance be formalized." 

Blood was rushing in Tiron's ears. Formalized? A treaty?

"I have asked Lady Iskra Kyferin to be my empress, and she has agreed."

Tiron felt as if a mighty blow had been dealt to his spirit, knocking it out of his body and leaving him sitting there stunned. Empress? 

"Given the urgency of our current situation, we deem it fitting that the ceremony take place almost immediately. As such, my chamberlain will be tasked with setting in motion the various..."

The emperor's words were drowned out by the roar that filled Tiron's mind. He sat rigid, staring at Iskra, willing her to look at him, to give him some sign that she was being coerced. Look at me, damn it, turn and look at me and tell me you wish this too...

Iskra closed her eyes, and he thought she was about to faint. Then she opened them again and looked right at Tiron, and he realized she hadn't been about to collapse; she'd been gathering her strength, preparing herself to meet his gaze.

Each beat of his heart was a hammer slamming into his ribs. She held his gaze, and he saw in the depths of her eyes fear, anguish, pain – but also resolution. 

Tiron felt a hand clamp around his wrist. The grip was like iron, the fingertips digging into his tendons and forcing him to let go. He looked down. Let go of his own sword. Had he been about to draw it? 

The hand was as pale as milk. Asho's. He looked up at the other knight. Asho sat relaxed, not looking at him, giving no evidence that he'd reached down and gripped Tiron's wrist tight.

Tiron sat back. Bands of iron were clenching tight around his chest. Squeezing. He could barely breathe. 

No, Iskra. What had the bastard said to force her to agree? What blackmail? She couldn't want this, she couldn't...

Still holding his gaze, her eyes glassy with suppressed emotion, Iskra gave him the subtlest of nods. 

The gesture speared him through and through. He knew what she meant. She was claiming her part in this. 

Several people were glancing at him. Control yourself. Now. He leaned forward, elbows on the table, and pressed his mouth against his clasped hands, then stared down at the table and willed his mind to stillness. Discipline. Hold fast. Do nothing else but hold.

People were rising to applaud, and the doors were thrown open. Music filled the room, and voices blended into a babble. 

Asho was by his side, intercepting questions, answering for him. Tiron found a goblet of wine passed to him and drained it in one quaff. 

Iskra was on the far side of the room, receiving congratulations with stately dignity. He couldn't stay here, but he had to remain. He was her escort. His duty as a knight was more important than his heart. 

Another goblet was pressed into his hand. He barely tasted the wine as it sluiced down his throat. The rushing roar that spiraled within him didn't abate. By the Black Gate, did he have to stand here all evening and then escort Iskra home? He couldn't. He couldn't last that long.

A third goblet. Or was it his fourth? What did it matter? Only children counted their cups. 

The whole party left the council chamber, moved down a series of halls and out into the gardens. There, lights hung from the branches of trees, music flowed, and now the crowds pressed in, dressed like birds, an endless procession of well-wishers.

Asho pulled Tiron aside into a secluded area, with a thin screen of bushes between them and the festivities. 

Asho said something. Tiron blinked. "What?"

"You're leaving." Asho's face was stern. When had the Bythian runt decided he'd become a man? "You're going back to the Hold to bring news of the alliance to the others."

"Fuck the others," snarled Tiron, and he tried to push Asho aside so he could step back out into the party but was stopped cold as Asho planted his open hand on Tiron's chest and pushed him right back. Tiron staggered, caught himself, and welcomed the fierce anger that raged up within him. "Get out of my way."

"What are you going to do, Tiron?" Asho's voice was as flat and cold as a blade.

"Get out of my way, you Bythian whoreson."

Asho's eyes narrowed a fraction. "Offensive, but it doesn't answer my question. What are you going to do?"

"I'm – I'm going to protect her," said Tiron, not knowing what else to say. Tears flooded his eyes. Protect her? From what? She was going to be the damn empress. She'd be protected by legions now. But what else could he do? Yell at her? For what? Being a politician? For doing exactly what Audsley had warned him about in the depths of Starkadr – parlaying her hand in marriage to accomplish her goals?

Athos watched him, pity in his eyes, and that was more than Tiron could bear. "All right," he said, pretending to relax. He raised both hands and stepped forward. "I'll fetch my –" 

Without warning, he cracked his elbow hard across Asho's jaw. The Bythian staggered back into the bush, and Tiron darted past him.

He scooped a goblet off a side table and drained it dry, then tossed it aside and strode into the crowd. Where was she? 

There, where the crowd was thickest. Sitting up on a platform beside that twisted, masked monkey as if she were already his wife. How would he even fuck her? She'd have to do all the work.

The thought filled him with a sick, twisted, black rage. He imagined her carefully peeling off the emperor's mask. Leaning in to lick his scarred flesh, to kiss the man's lipless mouth, to groan as he pushed his claw of a hand between her thighs...

No. He had to speak to her. Now. Had to hear it directly from her. He wouldn't believe it till she said it to him straight. 

Tiron began to stride forward, pushing roughly past courtiers and nobles. Their soft cries of outrage died the moment they saw his face. 

The crowd thickened as he drew closer. Would they block him from reaching her? Dark amusement filled him. Not while he had his blade.

A hand slipped around his arm, catching him just as his foot was about to touch the ground and pulling him away. 

Tiron stumbled, nearly fell, staggered upright and went to elbow his attacker, but the man was gone, faded away like mist. Momentum kept Tiron walking on in his new direction as he cast furious glances around to see where his assailant had disappeared to, only for his other arm to be taken.

"It seems to me," said Orishin, "that tonight is a prime opportunity for me to introduce you to the worst place to drink in all of Agerastos."

Tiron hesitated. He needed to talk to Iskra. He looked over his shoulder to find her almost glowing in the light of the torches around the platform. The torches whose light set the armor of the Agerastian palace guards to smoldering. Ten? Twenty of them, around the platform? 

Tiron's heart sank. He'd never make it past them, sword or no. 

Another man took his free arm. Captain Patash. He said something in Agerastian, and Tiron went to yank his arm free. If the captain thought he could arrest Tiron, he had another think coming. 

Orishin snapped a response, and they came to a stop. Patash pursed his lips, twisted his head from side to side, said something back. Orishin considered it and then nodded. 

"The captain," said Orishin, pulling Tiron forward again, "knows of a worse place than I do. He will take us."

Tiron took one last look behind him. Iskra was smiling now, rising to her feet to receive the embrace of an older lady. She looked at home, in her element, surrounded by the finest of the Empire. 

This was where she belonged. 

Not with him. 

 

The drinking hole was down by the bay. It was wretched, dark and foul, lit by crude oil lamps that filled the air with greasy smoke, little more than a rat's hole. No sign out front. They marched in and began drinking, standing at the center of a bar that was little more than a warped plank of wood laid on barrels.

The alcohol was muddy and burned in all the right ways as it went down, bringing tears to Tiron's eyes and scalding his throat. He didn't know how long they'd been there, Orishin translating for Patash. They didn't speak much. The night began to grow blurry around the edges, the oil lights growing their own ghostly coronas, and Tiron felt a savagery arise within him, something dangerous and fell, an instinct that he only ever unleashed on the battlefield. 

He began to exchange heated words with a crowd of sailors, but the other two took hold of his arms and dragged him out. 

The moon wheeled in the sky. The flagstones glistened. Lights left streaks behind them as he turned his head. Shadows danced and houses dipped. Patash and Orishin sang a song he didn't understand, but he joined in anyway.

They brought him to a large house with flowing curtains, as sheer as silk, white like Iskra's skin. He sat on a chair beside the window, waiting as people talked. When he touched them, curtains felt strangely coarse between his fingers. 

He was weary unto death. Where was he? 

He lifted his head to look around. A large room. Dim lighting. Low voices. Where had his friends gone? He leaned forward, one hand on his knee, trying to find them amongst the people lying on cushions and smoking strange pipes. 

A woman walked up to him, and he sat back. Oh, how she moved. Hips and thighs lush and full... and that smile. He leaned his head back against the wall, ready for her to pass on by, but instead she sat on his knee and leaned in to him, smelling of flowers. 

She whispered to him in Agerastian, but he understood her only too well. Her hair was done up. Her skin was warm, smooth.

Pain ran through him like a crack through a block of stone. Suddenly, there was a fire in his loins, a sudden and desperate need for release.

She rose and took his hand, pulled him across the room and up a set of stairs into a bedroom. 

She was adept at removing armor. His sword belt – where was it? He interrupted her and searched across the floor till he found his scabbarded blade. He had to keep it close. He propped it on a chair by the bed in case he was called for. In case she needed him.

The woman pulled his tunic up over his head and pushed him back on the bed. 

The sheets were smooth, the room was spinning, and he wanted to just close his eyes and enjoy her touch, the feel of a person beside him. 

A memory intruded.

Sarah. Celebrating their fifth year together. Their son was staying with her parents a day's ride away, so that night was all theirs. 

Candles. Too much wine. They had laughed and fallen into bed. Their bed, which had been his father's, and his father's father's. He remembered rose-colored light, Sarah leaning beside him afterward, tracing patterns on his chest as she listened to him ramble on about something. His skin had been smoother then. Less scars.

She'd leaned over and stopped his lips with a finger. Had smiled down at him and said – and said – he couldn't remember the exact words. Something about how she no longer needed dreams. How he'd become her one dream, a real one, but how had she said it...

Tiron sat up with a gasp, legs falling over the side of the bed. The woman asked him something in Agerastian, her voice sharp. 

He couldn't breathe. The incense in the room was cloying. He stood and saw a set of doors leading to a balcony. He pushed his way out, nearly breaking the handle, and stepped into the cool night air.

Sarah. What had she said? He'd sworn he'd never forget those words. 

A dream. Her dream. He started to laugh, a pained sound that cracked, and then he buried his face in his hands. When he'd last seen her, she'd been lying dead, legs spread wide open on their bed, her face black and mottled. Choked to death by Enderl, the husband of the woman he now thought he loved.

"Oh, Sarah," he whispered, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the railing. His shoulders hitched violently, but no tears came. 

The woman came up beside him, spoke gently to him, but he ignored her. 

What kind of a fool was he, to think he could just continue living after what had happened? To think he could just step into another life, fall in love with another woman, pretend nothing had existed before two months ago?

Pain tore at his heart like eagles scoring his flesh, and he convulsed, hands turning into claws, and cried out, a bellow of rage that rang out across the rooftops. Oh, for a fight, a battle, a final act of violence in which he could lose himself, drown himself, impale a blade in his heart even as he skewered one last foe in turn!

He staggered back and sat on a stool in a corner of the balcony. Stared down at his hands. So much blood on them. He remembered the face of the first man he'd killed. Man? A boy. A boy his own age. He'd almost been unable to swing. So had the other. Then, finally, they'd screamed and battered at each other until a lucky blow caught the other in the neck. The boy had fallen, bleeding like a stuck pig.

Tiron closed his eyes, but he still saw the boy's face. The skirmish had continued around them, but Tiron had dropped his sword and fallen to his knees beside the dying boy. He'd stared, horrified, sick to his soul, as the other had choked on his own blood and died. Then Tiron had thrown up and staggered away from the fight, leaving his sword behind.

And if fortune had shifted her favor? If he had died and not that other? Would that boy have grown up to be a worthier man? 

Orishin stepped out onto the balcony, wary as a cat entering a hunting hound's kennel. "Ser Tiron?"

Tiron didn't respond. He simply sat staring down at his hands.

Orishin sighed and moved to the railing, looked down at the street, then turned to regard the knight. "Perhaps it is time we go home."

Home. He laughed darkly. "I have a home. A thousand miles away from here. My family home. It is a ruin." He wanted to tell Orishin about the bed. He fumbled for the words, then let it go.

"My home, then, if only for tonight. Come. Let us get you into your clothing."

"What am I to do, Orishin?" 

The scribe hesitated, then stepped back to lean against the balcony. "You are Lady Kyferin's knight, no?"

"Yes." He rested his forehead on the base of his palms. "Her knight. Nothing more."

"Come. We both know that is not true."

Tiron closed his eyes. He felt exhausted. "Where will I go?"

"You will not continue to serve your lady?"

Tiron sat up. "Serve her? Watch her as she marries another, as she goes to his bed, as she spends her life with him?" Anger flared briefly, and then guttered and died. 

"My master, the revered scribe Hakis, once told me that there are no right or wrong decisions. No better or worse choices." Orishin watched Tiron's face carefully. "There are only opportunities for you to define what manner of man you are in this world. Are you a man who steals when he's hungry, or continues to search for work? Are you a man who sleeps with that plump, tantalizing neighbor, or who remains faithful to your wife of fifteen years?"

Tiron stared at him dully. 

"What I am saying, friend Tiron, is that you are faced with a chance to define yourself. You can leave or stay. There is no right or wrong. There is only the kind of man you wish to be. So ask yourself: are you the kind of man who deserts his lady in her time of need, or who remains loyal and steadfast, no matter how much it pains him?"

Tiron exhaled tiredly. "Damn you, Orishin."

"Yes, yes, that is exactly what I said to my master." Orishin smiled. "Now, come. Elysa is a most generous host, but she charges by the minute. Let us get you dressed."

Tiron stood. He was, he realized to his surprise, completely naked. 

Orishin regarded him frankly. "You, friend Tiron, have been cut too many times. It cannot be healthy."

Tiron looked down at himself once more. An old scar curled over his belly like a fishhook. Other white ridges traced their courses over his thighs, along his ribs. A hard, knotty star sat on the right side of his chest, and his left shoulder was mottled by a severe burn from years ago. The latest wound that he'd received in his side was still an angry red. "I guess I'm bad at dying."

"Bad at dying!" Orishin laughed, delighted. "I will have to remember that phrase. Now, please, do hurry. It pains my heart to think of how much money we are going to have to give Elysa without a single sacred orgasm in exchange."

Tiron followed Orishin inside, grateful to see that Elysa had tactfully left the room. He dressed mechanically, swaying carefully like an old sailor on a pitching deck, and finally buckled on his blade. What kind of man was he? He wondered as he stared down at its pommel. Would he run?

He sighed, realizing that he'd never truly been in doubt. "Lead on, Orishin. I must rise early tomorrow to return to the palace."

"Good man," said Orishin, opening the door. "But, first, I need your help. It will not be easy to pry Patash out from amongst the four ladies he has paid for."

"Four? By the Ascendant," muttered Tiron, following Orishin out onto the landing.

"Yes," said Orishin. "He has told me he desires to die a happy man. It would seem he is taking matters into his own hands."

Tiron moved toward the stairs. "I'll wait for you outside." 

He descended heavily, then made his way through the large room, down a hallway, past four armed guards, and at last out onto the street.

There, he leaned against a wall, arms crossed, chin lowered. Iskra. Could he serve her as nothing but her knight? He didn't know. Did he truly love her? He didn't know that either. A deep and overpowering weariness fell upon him like a leaden cape. Who was he? Without his vengeance, without Iskra, what was left? An empty suit of armor and a sword?

"If ever there was a dream," he whispered to the night, "it has surely ended."
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Tharok strode through the ruined entrance of the Shattered Temple into its cavernous interior. Gone was the assembled horde, and dead were the massive fire pits. Thin, wavering lines of smoke were ascending to the Sky Father here and there, the huge trunks burned down to charcoal skeletons. The taste of terror was still hanging in the air, a flat, sour tang that reminded Tharok how close he'd come in his wager last night to losing it all. How close the Convocation had come to turning on him and tearing him limb from limb.

The reason he had been able to sway them so completely to his side lay coiled on the stage, her brilliant scales smoldering in the dawn. Tharok slowed and stopped, still within the shadows, and watched the proceedings.

Perhaps some thirty kragh were kneeling before her on the cracked and heaved flagstones, foreheads pressed to the ground, muttering something in unison. Five shamans were standing in a loose cordon in front of Kyrra, their flesh blackened. They watched the supplicants and led them in their chanting, a droning, irritating sound that seemed without pitch or inflection, without rhythm or reason. 

Death's Raven was standing at their center, a large staff in one hand, a kragh's skull freshly bleached and tied to its top. He was wearing black robes now, and a hood had fallen over his face so that only his lower jaw was visible. Even from where Tharok was standing, he could see how the air shimmered around him, as if it were lacquered in some way.

A large kragh stepped out of the shadows to his left, surprising Tharok and eliciting a growl from him as his hand went to his belt knife. It was Nok. His clan mate was in bad shape, thick bandages wrapped around his waist and a wicked cut still healing across his arm, but he was as imposing as ever, his skin perhaps a fraction lighter, his hair tied back in thick ropes.

"Tharok-krya," rumbled Nok. "I thought you'd come through here sooner or later."

"Nok." Tharok tried to read him, but the other kragh's face was closed. "You survived the Crokuk ambush."

The last time Tharok had seen Nok, he'd been roaring as lowlanders bore him to the ground. Tharok had given him up for dead. Had he grieved? No, he'd been too focused on survival.

"Barely. What you did at the end – turning the Crokuk against each other – it shattered their morale. We Red River were able to limp back to our camp. Barely."

Tharok nodded. He still couldn't tell what his clan mate's attitude was. He saw Nok glance up at the circlet, and on impulse reached up and pulled it off.

The world rushed and hissed away from him, and he staggered. Shook his head as if recovering from a blow, and then scowled down at the circlet. "The Sky Father curse this thing. It's all that's keeping me ahead now." He looked up to see that Nok's eyebrows had risen in surprise. "It's good to see you alive, Nok. By the Sky Father, it is."

Still acting on impulse, he swung his arm out. Nok did the same, and they clasped forearms, both squeezing hard. Nok's arm was as hard and dense as an oak root, his clasp as strong as a bear's jaw, but Tharok grinned and squeezed back harder till Nok laughed and released him. 

"There you are," rumbled Nok quietly. "I'd thought you gone for good."

"Almost. But there's still some of me left. I'd throw this circlet aside now if I could, but I need it to stay ahead of the medusa." He stared at the distant stage. "I swear to you, I did not know she intended any of this. My mistake. But I'm going to make it good now. Will you come with me?"

"I am of your clan," said Nok. "Need you ask?"

Tharok looked down at the circlet and grimaced. "Yes."

"Your trolls?" It was asked with a certain measure of wonder and incredulity.

"I don't dare use them against her. Too big a risk. First, I try talking. I'm good at it when I wear this thing."

"Then lead on. Talk. I'll be ready to swing my ax if talking fails."

Tharok nodded grimly. There was no need to mention that Kyrra's gaze would kill them both long before they climbed onto the stage. Nok knew that; his promise was simply a testament to his loyalty. 

Tharok slipped on the circlet, inhaled deeply as his thoughts expanded, then walked out of the shadows and approached the stage.

Kyrra was coiled up, her snake's body curled in on itself, her torso rising from the center. She was perilously beautiful. Her eyes were closed. Was she sleeping? 

Death's Raven raised his hand, and the chanting stopped. The thirty kneeling kragh rose up and looked back at him with a mixture of curiosity, fear, and uncertainty, but mostly indifference. 

He was their warlord. Kyrra was their goddess.

"Golden Crow," said Tharok, coming to a stop a good fifteen paces from the stage, hands on his hips. "You're looking well."

"Tharok." The old kragh's voice was a rasp. "I have chosen a new name. You are to call me Death's –" 

"Raven," cut in Tharok. "Yes, I know. Very dramatic." 

It was hard to speak so casually to the shaman. Tharok might not have managed it without the circlet. The old shaman was surrounded by a palpable aura of power the likes of which he'd never had before, which prompted a dread that caused Tharok's gut to tighten.

Death's Raven grimaced. No – it was a leer, Tharok realized as the shaman raised a hand. It began to burn with green fire, and Tharok heard the distant sound of screaming. It came from all around them. A spirit, he realized with a shudder. 

"I do not appreciate your mockery, warlord," said Death's Raven. "I am more than willing to demand the respect I deserve."

Tharok sensed Nok shifting uneasily beside him, but he never looked away from the old shaman. "You abuse the spirits."

"Yes," agreed the shaman. "Much has changed. I am more than willing to show you."

The other four shamans stepped up beside Death's Raven, and as one they raised their hands. Green flame cloaked their fists, and the sound of screaming multiplied, as if now a throng were in torment. 

Nok unshouldered his ax.

"Kyrra!" Tharok barked her name, looking past the shamans to the slumbering medusa. "Call off your dogs. I've come to talk."

Her eyes slid open, and Tharok's flesh crawled at the sight of her serpentine eyes. All it would take for her to destroy him was sliding back that final protective membrane – then he would immolate for what felt like an eternity before turning to stone. 

"My dogs, Tharok? Why such animosity?" Her tone was almost playful.

It would be futile to protest, to complain that she'd not warned him, hadn't told him of her plans to convert the shamans into her creatures. That she would begin to undercut his authority by returning to the old ways. No, doing so would achieve nothing beyond revealing his weakness. He had to regain the initiative.

"We break camp in three hours."

"So soon?" She sounded indolent, almost petulant. "This temple brings back such delicious memories. I would stay a while longer and savor them."

"In three hours," said Tharok. "The warlords are already taking down their huts."

"And to where do we march?" She rose higher, swaying as she did so. Her shamans lowered their hands, letting the green fire mercifully dissipate. The screaming stopped. "The Tragon?"

"No. Word will be reaching Porloc about our rise to power. As soon as he hears what you have done to our shamans, he will know that he must oppose us." The excuse unfurled in his mind even as he made it. "We cannot let him prepare his ten thousand Orlokor, cannot let him march them to his wall at the base of the Chasm Walk."

Kyrra hissed as she studied him, a low and pensive sound. She was a fitting opponent for his brilliance. Tharok kept his expression neutral, his eyes locked on her own, showing no fear. She knew that they were now at odds, knew that he might be lying to her – but would she understand the true reasoning behind his strategy?

Death's Raven leaned on his gruesome staff. "The shamans will unite against us. Of that, there is no doubt. Even now the spirits fly to them, wailing of our coming."

Kyrra never looked away from Tharok. 

He placed his hands on his hips. "It is time for war, Kyrra. As I promised you, we shall defeat the Orlokor before they have time to gather their strength. We will sweep down on them while they slumber in Gold, and then press on to destroy the human city of Abythos."

"Very well, warlord." Kyrra's voice had lost its petulance. That had been nothing more than an act, then. "We will be ready to move. I shall hold a ritual before the horde to bless our venture."

"Most fitting, Kyrra. I will let the warlords know that you are doing so in here. If any wish to delay their leaving to attend, they are welcome to."

He began to walk away. Kyrra's silence was heavy behind him, and he could feel her gaze burning between his shoulder blades. He fought the urge to hurry. When he was finally outside the Temple, he let out a deep sigh and pressed the bases of his palms against his eyes. 

Nok scowled. "That medusa is going to destroy us."

"She's going to try." Tharok dropped his hands to his sides. "I mean to prevent that from happening. Come: I need to speak with the Red River. There is much to do."

Nok fell into step with him. "You are our warlord. They will follow you down the Chasm Walk."

"I'm not going down the Chasm Walk," said Tharok.

Nok almost tripped. "You're not?"

"No. Come. I will reveal all to our tribe when we are gathered."

The kragh parted before them, many bowing their heads, some even pounding the ground with their fists, but they all wore a look of wariness if not fear on their faces. Nok led Tharok to where the Red River was camped, isolated from the other tribes, a small group compared to the might of Uthok's or Jojan's followers.

Tharok let out a roar as he approached, a summons, a claim of mastery, and Nok lent his voice to the cry. Immediately, the Red River kragh turned out of their huts or rose from where they'd been crouched beside their fires. Tharok strode forward into the camp, nodding to some, clapping others on the shoulder, but moving with purpose. That purpose reassured his tribe; though they were wary, they felt his leadership and returned his nods.

"Barok!" The one-armed weapons master had been conversing with Rabo, another respected warrior from their tribe. "Rabo!" Tharok called out. "Both of you, follow me. Nok, go fetch Shaya, then humbly ask the Women's Circle to attend as well. We gather in my hut. Go!"

It was as if the Red River had been stunned into apathy by his absence, and his return and roared commands put fire back into their step. They may not trust me, he thought. They may not like me, but they know that I am their warlord.

Soon, everyone was gathered inside his hut, the largest in the camp. The Women's Circle stood to one side, united in their anger and disgust, their eyes slitted and their arms crossed. Rabo and Barok stood with Nok on the other side, while Shaya, the pale human Tharok had rescued along with Nok at Porloc's slave market, appeared to be the only one who was glad to see him.

He gave them no chance to ask questions. He began speaking the moment the tent flap was closed. "What is done, is done. I have returned, and I was only able to do so with the medusa's help. Without her, I would be dead, and my dream of liberating our kind from the humans would be dead with me."

"Then you should have died," spat Iskrolla, the oldest of the Wise Women. "What have you unleashed upon us? What have you done?"

"I have done what was needed. Not long ago, I was a slave to the former warlord of the Red River. Now I not only lead our tribe, but I have two thousand kragh following my banner. I have accomplished everything I set out to do!" His voice was just shy of a bark. "There is nothing I will not do for the glory and honor of our tribe and our people! Which is why I tell you this: I am going to stop the medusa from perverting our kind. I am not going to let her return us to the old ways."

"So you say," said Rabo, sitting on a wooden chest. His voice was quiet, his gaze penetrating. "Yet she is gathering worshippers about her already. Our shamans are dead. You do not seem to be in control."

A murmur of agreement went around the tent.

"Kyrra is dangerous beyond even my understanding," said Tharok. "I underestimated her power and ambition. But what is done, is done. I will not apologize for my mistakes, but instead rectify them."

"How?" Iskrolla stamped her walking stick against the ground. "Words! Words, as Golden Crow stands before the medusa, changed – destroyed – become an abomination!"

"Golden Crow is dead. That thing is not him. It will die before we are done, and I shall lament the loss of our shaman in time." The kragh around Tharok began to hiss their displeasure, but he overrode them. "We are at war! Did you think our rebellion would be without cost? That we could change our ways, that we could unite and become free of human meddling without a single death? Open your eyes! Golden Crow has died for our cause. More will die! You might die, Iskrolla, or I! We shall grieve for him, but we shall continue."

Barok rested his hand on the pommel of his curved blade. "How are you going to defeat her, warlord? She will turn you to stone before you get within a hundred yards of her."

"Yes," said Maur. "The medusa were driven away by our shamans. Without them, how can we oppose her?"

"She is cunning beyond measure," said Iskrolla, with something akin to grudging admiration. "She struck down the only ones capable of defeating her before they could gather their strength."

"I am capable of defeating her," said Tharok, his voice cold. "And we shall do so by keeping her off-balance and not allowing her to consolidate her grip on our people. We march in three hours to descend the Chasm Walk. I have told her and the warlords that we will do so as to catch Porloc unaware. That if we wait, if we strike at the Tragon and Hrakar first, Porloc will rise up, gather his shamans, and meet us in battle. We kragh would destroy ourselves in the greatest war of our kind."

There were grudging nods all around. 

"That is what I have told them, but that is not what we will do. Nok, you and Shaya are to take our fleetest mountain goats and descend the Chasm as fast as you can. You are not to rest till you reach Gold. There, you will tell Porloc of our coming."

"What?" Barok scowled. "What madness is this?"

"I want Porloc to martial his ten thousand Orlokor and gather them in one place. I want them lined up and ready for battle at his great wall." Tharok smiled. "I want our two thousand kragh to reach the wall and realize that we cannot win."

Iskrolla clutched at her face. "I cannot handle your insanity. Do you toy with us for your own amusement, Tharok?"

Rabo was studying Tharok carefully. "There is a reason for your choosing this. I can almost sense it. You want our kragh to taste defeat?"

"Yes, because I shall not be with our horde. It will be led by Kyrra, who will have grown confident in my absence. When she reaches the wall and finds it overwhelmingly defended, her leadership will crumble. And in that moment, I will strike."

"Strike?" Maur's voice had grown tense with curiosity. "How so?"

"I am going up to the Five Peaks with my trolls. I need to redress the balance between Kyrra and me. Currently, we are at a stalemate. Her shamans, my trolls. I need to tip the odds in my favor. I will return from the mountains with a new weapon. A weapon that will overpower the Orlokor, that will demonstrate my mastery over Kyrra and cement my place as the leader of the horde."

A thoughtful silence filled the tent. Kragh exchanged glances. 

Krilla, the largest of the Wise Women, gave a doubtful shake of her head. "What if Kyrra uses her new shamans against the wall?"

Tharok shrugged. "Then she loses them, and Porloc loses a few Orlokor. All the better for us. Now, Nok. You and Shaya are not to stay in Gold. You are to press on with all haste toward Abythos."

Shaya had been a pale ghost at the back of the group, a slender shadow behind Nok. She stepped forward now, eyes wide. "Do – do you still want me to go to Bythos?"

"Yes," said Tharok. "Once we have absorbed the Orlokor into our ranks, we are going to fall upon Abythos and destroy it. I want you both to have been working in Bythos all that time, riling up your people, encouraging them to revolt, so that the humans will be unable to reinforce their soldiers in Abythos. Can you do that for me, Shaya? Can I count on you?"

Shaya's expression grew firm, and she nodded decisively. "Yes, I can. And I will."

Nok rumbled. "It won't be easy to get through Abythos. Porloc has ordered that no kragh accept Gate Stone in exchange for serving the humans."

"You have lived in Abythos, Nok. You will have a human with you. Together, I know you can get through. I will be assaulting Abythos in..." He paused, gauging the time he needed. "Six weeks. Have your revolt in full swing by then."

Barok laughed. "Six weeks?"

"Yes. Two weeks to scale the peaks. A week to absorb the Orlokor. Three weeks to march on Abythos."

Iskrolla shook her head. "You believe yourself clever, but you cannot even calculate distance and time. Two weeks to the peaks, two weeks to return. A month, then."

"No, old one." Tharok grinned, showing his tusks to best effect. "Two week to the peaks. No time at all to return. You will see. Nok, Shaya, I need you to leave now. Barok, Maur, you are to lead the Red River in my absence. I am going to speak with the other warlords before I depart, but I will leave as soon as I see the tribes heading toward the Chasm. Are there any questions?"

Again, his kragh exchanged dubious looks. Only his having pulled off the impossible already made his plan seem at all feasible to them. 

"Good. Prepare the Red River to leave. I must speak with the warlords." Tharok turned to the tent flap, then hesitated and turned back. "But I promise you this. I am your warlord. I fight for you. I am Red River. I am Tharok. We will defeat the medusa, we will unite the kragh, and we will wage a war such as the humans have never seen. This, I promise you."

Rabo reached down and punched the ground. Nok and Barok did the same, and Maur gave him a stern nod. Iskrolla muttered, but Tharok could tell he had won her over. At least for now.

Outside, he stopped and released a deep breath. A crucial step had been taken. The Red River was a key element in his plan, and they had been set in motion. Now, to confront Uthok, Ithan, Jojan and the others. 

He felt a cold and calculating joy. Everything was once again going exactly as planned.
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Audsley emerged into the rooms beneath Mythgraefen Hold and shivered. Passing through Starkadr had become an unutterably dismal experience, with each shadow seeming to hold a hint of movement, the flash of a wing, the glint of a jeweled eye. Each time his heart leaped and peered closer, however, he'd realize it was nothing but his imagination; his firecat was nowhere to be found, and his hoarse calls, in a voice broken with emotion, had produced not even the quietest of mhrkaos. 

Shoulders slumped, Audsley shook out his sleeves and adjusted his hair. How Aedelbert would have enjoyed taking the Aletheian social world by storm with him! He would have been the perfect accomplice, sly, but not malicious; subtle, but not mendacious; elegant, but not proud. Well, perhaps a little proud, but didn't he have cause to be?

Audsley sighed, suddenly dejected. The animation which had fired his steps suddenly seemed more ash than fire. He patted his reinforced shoulder pad where Aedelbert was wont to perch and felt his breath hitch. He'd replenish the bowls of water and food that he'd left out in case Aedelbert had any trouble finding the sleeping quarters they'd stayed in last time, with their stocked kitchen filled with delicacies. 

"One day, my dear Aedelbert, I shall cleanse myself of these demons, and you shall find me fitting company again."

But not just yet, whispered the Aletheian demon, his withered face appearing in Audsley's mind's eye.

Shush it, he thought angrily, and then realized he was being watched. The doorways to the side rooms were filled with Bythians who were staring at him curiously, children as well as adults. 

"Oh, hello." He tried for a smile. "I'm Magister Audsley."

The Bythians whispered to each other and faded back into their rooms. Peering from where he stood, he saw that the former studies were packed with pallets, entire families crammed in together cheek by jowl. "How strange. An eruption of Bythians."

Tapping his chin, Audsley strode forward, circling around the dark patch where Kitan's life blood had bled out onto the stone. Nobody had seen fit to scrub it clean, he saw. Ah, well! Perhaps Iskra had deemed it a sharp rebuke to all who would dare corner her with a knife. 

He moved up the stairs, round and round, and then out into the storage room. There he stopped, taken aback. "Oh, my, we have been industrious." The last time he'd seen the room, it had been near empty, Kitan's confiscated goods pushed up against one wall. Now it was packed with building materials, crates, barrels, and who knew what else. 

He saw a pale flash out of the corner of his eye: a malignant little creature, hunched and vicious, running away through a wall with an apple in its hand. Audsley smiled. "Yes, good to see you too, Ser Naugrim! Say hello to the missus!" 

Had he once been terrified of the little pests? No longer. Now, they reminded him of past adventures, his first true accomplishments. Finding himself a little cheered, he picked his way through the piles and out into the courtyard. That too had changed – perhaps twenty tents had been pitched around the aspen trees, several of them glowing from the light of candles lit within them. Voices pitched in low conversation blended with each other, along with snores, whispers, and the occasional giggle. 

Audsley stopped short. "The Hold is proving bountiful! More Bythians? I step away for a few days, and suddenly it has become the most populous spot in all the mountains!" He felt a moment's indignation at not being informed as to what was going on, and then brushed away his annoyance as pure irrationality. 

He walked carefully along the edge of the courtyard, but not carefully enough; he kicked a tin or pot of some kind and sent it clanging across the flagstones. "Oh!" His cry of alarm was nearly as loud. "I am sorry! My apologies!"

Heads popped out of the closest tents. More Bythians! Audsley forced a smile. "Good evening! Welcome to the Hold. Um, I'm not a thief, I promise. Ha ha, but might a thief not say that?"

The Bythians looked at each other and then back at him. Audsley's smile turned into a grimace, and he quickly hurried into the Great Hall.

"I scarcely recognize the place!" He stopped, taken aback. "Wood paneling! Fire pits! Trestle tables! And what interesting tapestries." He walked over to the closest one. "Agerastian, perhaps? Wonderfully profane motifs, to be sure. Nice weft. Quite nice, quite nice."

"Magister?"

Audsley whirled around and saw Iskra rising from where she'd been sitting alone by the central fire pit, a fine shawl wrapped around her shoulders. "Audsley! Praise the Ascendant, you've returned!"

"My dear Lady Iskra, please, forgive my tardiness." He hurried over and took her hands. "But you are looking so worn! Concern for Kethe? But of course. Have no fear – she was safely delivered to the Temple of the Virtues and received most graciously."

"She was?" Tears glimmered in Iskra's eyes and she closed them, squeezing Audsley's hands so tightly that he almost protested. "Thank you. By the White Gate, thank you." Audsley went to demur, but realized she wasn't thanking him.

"Yes, your younger sister proved a delight." He sat down on a stool, Iskra doing the same. "Iarenna is poised, decisive, and absolutely charming. She took matters straight into her own hands, just like you would have. A good thing, too. I was almost ejected from your family estate, but she saw your magister bravely protesting the direness of his mission and swooped to my rescue."

Audsley's smile faltered. Iskra's face was carved with exhaustion – and grief? She was hiding it well, but the magister saw that her eyes were red and her lips were pale. "But what has happened? You look distraught!"

"Oh, Audsley." She smiled wearily and looked into the flames. "So much has happened. How I've missed you." The flickering flames were reflected in her eyes. "I scarce know where to begin." She inhaled, shaking her head, and then smiled. "But she is with the Virtues. That is the best news. Please, please, let her be Consecrated. Let her live, let her flourish, even if I never see her again. Please."

There was such an intensity in Iskra's voice that Audsley felt abashed. The love of a mother, of course. And had any mother ever loved as intensely as Iskra? Well, quite possibly most of them, or at least some, but Iskra was a wonderful case of maternal loyalty. Absolutely splendid. 

"Yes," said Audsley. "But... please. Tell me. What has happened?"

"I'm to be wed to the emperor of Agerastos," she said, quietly, naturally, with a soft, pained smile. "I agreed this afternoon. I should probably still be at the palace, but I insisted on leaving, on having some time alone."

"Oh." Audsley blinked. "My dear lady. Congratulations, of course, but... but why?"

So she told him. She explained the emperor's reasoning in quiet, measured words, and when she was done, she simply stared into the flames. 

"I... I see." Audsley took off his spectacles and polished them. " And – may I ask – Ser Tiron?" He winced in anticipation.

Iskra didn't react, and he thought that perhaps she hadn't heard him, until suddenly she covered her face with both hands and pressed her fingers against her closed eyes. 

"I see," said Audsley.

She dropped her hands to her lap, her eyes glimmering with tears. "His face... I didn't even get a chance to explain to him, to tell him face to face. The announcement was made immediately, and then it was a string of officials, and I was a coward, a wretched coward. I could have torn myself away, but I was so afraid of facing him, trying to make him understand, hurting him further."

"Ser Tiron, my dear lady, is a grown man." Audsley sat up straight. "I warned him, back in Starkadr, that the day might come when you would be forced to make precisely this sort of decision. He understood and, I thought, decided to not pursue your affection."

"Yes. I recall. He was so cold when he returned. So distant." Her voice had become hollow. "But after he saved my life, he – he threw all caution to the wind, and I – I was a fool. How could I have enjoyed his affection so irresponsibly? Audsley, I'm a callow, selfish woman. I turned to him in my pain, never dreaming that I might wound him a thousand times worse for it."

Audsley sighed. "Where is he now?"

"I don't know. Asho told me he left the palace in the company of Orishin and Patash."

"That's a relief, at least. Patash is a good man. Sober, reliable. He'll ensure that Tiron doesn't get into too much trouble."

"Perhaps."

They lapsed into silence. Audsley wrung his hands, trying to think of a way to comfort her. An educational reference to history? No, no, too academic. Perhaps a jest? Inappropriate. A hug? Not out here in the Great Hall, and he was terrible at giving hugs. He never knew where to place his chin. 

Tell her this: So poignant is the pain caused by the separation of your hearts, that one may believe you shall be bound in your final life to come. 

Audsley shifted forward and took Iskra's hand. "My lady. If I may venture a line of Aletheian poetry: 'So poignant is the pain caused by the separation of your hearts, that one may believe you shall be bound in your final life to come.'"

Iskra's eyes widened. Tears brimmed and then ran down her cheeks, each a pearl of flame in the light of the fire.

Audsley froze. Had he trusted too completely in the demon's erudition? 

Then Iskra smiled tremulously, wiped her tears away, and looked down, her hair cascading forward to obscure her features as she gazed once more at the fire.

Audsley went to speak but was cut short. Silence! She contemplates your words. You have planted a seed, suggesting that she and Ser Tiron are ra erenkai, a couple fated to experience true bliss only in their final life before Ascension. She knows it to be an old-fashioned romantic conceit, but still it gives her comfort. Let her speak when she is ready. 

Audsley sat back. Ra erenkai. Yes, he knew the old tales. Souls destined to pursue each other across the cycles, their love always thwarted by an envious third soul or by fate, each encounter destined to end in tragedy until their final reward: a heavenly match of true love in Aletheia. 

Iskra sniffed, dabbed at her cheeks once more, and sat up straight, combing her hair back and smiling at Audsley. "Thank you, Magister, for the comforting thought."

See? She feels better, due in part to the conceit itself, but also, due to her Sigean education, to a wry superiority over its contrived nature; this allows her in turn to distance herself from her own pain. 

That's awfully manipulative of you, thought Audsley in dismay. 

She feels better, and the idea of ra erenkai is a pleasing one. Focus on that, then.

He'd been silent too long. "Of course, my lady. A question: I was worried that you would be unable to use the Portals without me, but it seems you have devised a means to open them?"

"Yes," she said quietly. "Asho has figured out how to open them."

"Asho?" Audsley sat up in surprise. "Fascinating! A new Sin Casting ability?"

"Perhaps. He's been loath to discuss it in detail, and I've chosen to respect his desire for privacy. Fortunately, he was able to share the secret with some of the Vothaks. Your initial deduction that the Portals are powered by demons has led to the unraveling of their secrets." Iskra paused. "I wonder, did you read anywhere the means by which they were created?"

Audsley sighed. "Alas, no. I'm sure the secrets are held within some hoary tome hidden deep within the library of Starkadr. But I would hazard to guess it is simply a way to compel a demon to inhabit a prepared archway. The means, however, elude me."

"Interesting," mused Iskra. "Now, tell me of your own adventures."

"They can wait till morning, if you prefer?"

"No, it's quite all right." Her smile was brave, and cut Audsley all the deeper for it. "I don't think I'll be sleeping tonight. Give me something to distract myself with."

"Very well." Audsley rubbed his hands together. "I have discovered that the Minister of the Moon has been corrupted by a demon."

Iskra's eyes widened. "Are you sure? How do you know?"

"Oh, yes, quite sure, quite sure indeed. As to the how? Um..." Audsley paused, suddenly caught flat-footed.

"My dear Audsley." Iskra reached out and placed her hand on his own. "I've pieced together much which has remained unsaid. Asho told me about your newfound powers. I can't begin to guess at the details, but – well. I want you to know that I still trust you. And I understand that your resolve to root out corruption in Aletheia may stem from very personal motivations."

"Ah. Yes. Well." Audsley looked down, unsure how to continue. Iskra gave his hand a squeeze, which gave him enough confidence to look up and smile weakly. When she smiled in return, he took a deep breath and sat up a little straighter. "Either way, this new fact reminded me of Asho's tale about the Ascendant's Grace escaping death. It all leads me to conclude that there is some terrible corruption at the heart of the Empire. A corruption that I would ask your permission to root out."

Iskra's gaze became distant. "The current Minister of the Moon. He is of the Fujiwara clan, is he not?"

Your lady is sharp, said the demon.

"Yes. As is the Minister of Perfection. We must trace this corruption to its source, my lady, and cleanse Ascendancy of its evil."

"Cleanse Ascendancy..." whispered Iskra. "There is so much to tell you still. We mean to strike at Aletheia as soon as we have rescued Roddick from Kyferin Castle. The emperor has agreed. His army is to be pulled from Otran and sent through Starkadr at night, into the heart of Aletheia."

"Into the heart –" Audsley stood up abruptly, then sat down. He ran his hands through his hair and then covered his mouth. "You – that would – ah. Of course. Military efficiency. Decapitate the Empire."

"Yes," said Iskra. 

"But do you truly no longer believe in Ascension?" Audsley stared closely at Iskra, taking her hand again. "Have you lost all faith?"

"I – I don't know." She looked down at his hand. "I find myself thinking in the old manner all the time. Understanding the world in terms of Ascension. But is that habit or truth?"

"But, my lady. What you and the emperor plan to do will affect hundreds of thousands of people. Every inhabitant of the seven cities. Everyone. Do you – do you mean to kill the Ascendant himself?"

Iskra grimaced. "That is what the emperor intends, yes."

"And you? If the decision was yours alone?"

"I – I don't know. The Empire has done nothing to help me in my struggles. If anything, it has countenanced Laur's betrayals." Iskra spoke slowly, frowning. "I still believe in Ascension, at its core, as it was promulgated by the first Ascendant. But its current incarnation, with its trappings, ministers, rituals, with the layers that have allowed this corruption to sink in – that, I don't agree with." She looked at him with sudden intensity. "It is the venality of men like the Ascendant's Grace who have brought us to this pass."

Audsley sat forward. "What if I were to uncover the source of this corruption before the Agerastian army attacks Aletheia? Do you think you could convince the Emperor to make a surgical attack, excising the rotten flesh and leaving behind the good?"

Iskra hesitated. "I don't know. I honestly don't know if the emperor would listen to such a plan, or if I even believe it possible. But. If you found a way, I would not hesitate to present it to him."

"I shall, my lady!" Audsley nodded enthusiastically. "I shall do exactly that. Armed with my information, I know you will be able to persuade the emperor to see reason." He pushed his spectacles back up his nose. "My dear Iskra, this is the only sane and righteous approach – for what does the emperor propose to replace the faith with?"

"Nothing." Iskra's voice grew hard. "He sees no further than the destruction of all that he hates. I think – I truly believe – that he would pass away quite happily as soon as he saw the streets of Aletheia running red with blood, leaving the consequences to the rest of the world."

Audsley felt his fear solidify into determination. "That is all the more reason to purify rather than destroy. Yes, yes, I shall be your most faithful hound, nose to the trail, tracking down the villain who has brought this evil to pass. You can count on me, my lady! Your magister shall reveal all! Then, when you lead your forces into Aletheia, we can remove from power those who are truly corrupt and liberate the inherent forces of good within Ascension once more." 

His heart soared. To think that he was in the center of this incredible moment in history! That he, a humble Noussian magister – though Noussians were quite high-born, all things considered – should be tasked with the most holy of missions! 

"You don't have much time, Magister." Iskra's face was grave. "We plan to capture Kyferin Castle immediately, and then rescue the Agerastian army within the week. They will need time to rest and be re-equipped, but the attack on Aletheia will happen on its heels."

Audsley nodded and stood up. "I shall go at once!" He sat back down. "But if I am to be effective at my task, then I must ask for funds." He smiled apologetically, suddenly feeling incredibly awkward. "I must dress the part, buy the right paper for sending letters, and so on and so forth."

"Of course." Iskra's grave expression melted into a warm smile. "What I would do to see you dressed in such finery, Audsley. You shall cut a dashing figure."

"Well, perhaps not dashing, but I do hope to attain at least a slight degree of – ah – shall we say élan?"

"I'm sure you will. I would be happy to provide you with ample funds. Will my sister be aiding you?"

"Assuredly. Iarenna is a key element in my plan."

"Do you know that I've never met her? She was born shortly after I left Sige."

Audsley smiled sadly. "Perhaps you shall yet have the chance. She truly is lovely. You would be very proud of her."

"I'm sure I would. And my father? Did you meet him?"

"No. Perhaps fortuitously, he was otherwise engaged at his estates in Sige."

Iskra nodded. "If you do see him, could you tell him – no. No, never mind." Iskra shivered suddenly, as if she had been seized by a brisk chill. "Will you at least spend the night?"

"My lady, not all the poetry in Aletheia could pry me from your side tonight. For as long as you need company by this fire – ah – pit, then I shall remain. Incidentally, did you know that there are some hundred or so Bythians camped outside in the courtyard?"

Iskra laughed lightly. "My dear Audsley, where have you been these past few days? I have missed you."

"No, I'm serious." He leaned forward. "There are hundreds of them out there!"

"Yes, yes, I'm quite aware. Why don't you fetch us some wine, and I'll tell you about Asho's adventures? He's proving to be a most resourceful knight. I'm starting to depend on him, just as I once..." She trailed off and frowned.

"Ser Wyland will get his comeuppance, my lady, never you fear. Now, wine. And then you must tell me all that I've missed, and I shall tell you about Iarenna's horrid ladies-in-waiting. If they were as deadly with the sword as they are as scathing with their glances, your sister would be able to conquer the world. One moment, please."

Audsley rose and stepped away, moving toward a sideboard on which several bottles and goblets stood. He felt wide awake, completely and almost terribly alive, filled with a righteous purpose and proud of his friends. What more could a man ask for? This was living. This was living such that he would never have imagined was possible before his exile.

Oh, Aedelbert! If only you were here to see me now!
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Asho crouched behind the outcrop beside Kanna and gazed out over the Badlands. Ten cohorts were returning to their homes, some three thousand Bythians all told strung out across the trails, their pale forms obscured by the dust, their weariness evident in the slowness of their march. Overhead the agony vultures wheeled, their great wingspans visible as dark cutouts against the ever-shifting aurora. 

"Does Mikho work in the mines?" He glanced sidelong at his companion. She'd become even more taciturn since their foray into the Hold. 

"Mikho? In the mines?" The derisive curl of her lips was all the answer he needed. She was resting easily on the balls of her feet, one hand on the ground in front of her, long fingers tented, the other hand resting her on thigh. There was no softness to her, nothing but whipcord toughness born from a life of brutal labor. 

"How does he get away with it, then? Doesn't his name show on the tallies?"

"Of course. But Mikho makes it worth more for them to overlook his absence than to report it. He's the heart and soul of the Fourth Shift."

Asho bit his lower lip and frowned out over the plain in time to see a distant figure trip and fall. She almost pitched face-down onto the brown dust, but was helped by several of her friends, hauled back up to her feet, her arm pulled over a shoulder. 

The agony vultures that had dipped down cried out their frustration and beat their wings, gaining altitude once more. 

"Fourth Shift?" He felt foolish for even having to ask, but clearly no more was forthcoming unless he pushed for it. "There's only three."

"Officially, sure. But there's a fourth, a secret shift composed of thieves and would-be rebels and people amoral enough to survive between the cracks." Kanna's voice was soft. "People like Mikho. People who move from one part of the cubes to another as each shift goes out to work. You'll come home sometimes after a day in the mines to find that people have stayed in your cube. Fourth Shifters. They've eaten your food, maybe left you something else in exchange, maybe not. They're like ghosts. But when you need a special favor, when you need to deal with a problem, they're the ones with the connections. They're the ones who can get things done."

Asho pondered that. "Have you ever met Mikho? Dealt with him?"

"Me?" Kanna raised a single dark brow. "Why would I?"

"I don't know. There must be people who have. You could have been one of them."

"No. I'll never deal with Mikho." Her voice grew cold. "Fourth Shifters are interested in one thing alone: themselves. It's why their 'rebellion' has never gained a serious following. People don't trust him. Don't trust his promises."

"But he's the one we're going to meet," said Asho. "If he's so nefarious, why are we seeking him out?"

Kanna sighed. "Mikho might be a snake, but he knows all the right people. He's made it his business to be connected to every cohort leader, to know the schedules, to become friends with the right overseers. If anybody can help us hit the Gate Stone cache, it's him."

Asho nodded. "So, we'll use him quickly and move on. Pay him and forget him."

"It won't be that easy," said Kanna. "Nothing with Mikho ever is."

The tail end of the column was finally clearing the plain, disappearing amongst the cubes. "Come on," said Asho. "Now, while there's still some dust in the air."

They hopped over the ridge of rock and ran hunched over across the desolate plain. Asho clapped his hand to his waist to steady his blade, only to realize with a start that he wasn't wearing it. It was stored back in the same crack. Old instincts died hard.

It took nimble steps to dance over the shattered black rocks as they ran. Kanna took the lead, her lithe form fleet, easily pulling ahead of him. A few minutes later, they joined the very back of the last cohort, pulled their hoods down low, and were ignored again by those tottering on their last legs. Wrapping a cloth over his mouth and nose, Asho slitted his eyes and stared at the ground as they marched slowly toward the town. At the very last, he and Kanna veered to the right and entered between the cubes at a different angle. 

Running now between bone-white cubes, following Kanna as she slipped through the shadows, Asho felt excitement arise within him like the wings of an eagle opening for flight. He was forging the destiny of his people. He was setting in motion the events that would lead to their liberation. No longer would they stagger across the plains under the hungry eyes of vultures. No longer would they sacrifice their children to the desires of the Empire. This was the beginning of their independence, and he was the catalyst. 

He hurried to catch up with Kanna. "Why are we in this part of the city? There's nobody here."

"Exactly. The Second Shift just headed out," said Kanna, slowing down as she reached a corner and then pressing her back to it. "Which means there's nobody's around to watch us, or at least, nobody who might be tempted to ask questions." She peered around the corner. "But there's a certain distribution house here we're going to be paying a visit to. Come on."

She slipped around the corner and he followed, walking now, watching the dark windows as they stepped out into a large and empty square. There were no stalls, no well, no benches or anything else that might have marked this as a communal space, only a single fortified building in the very center. It rose above the other cubes, rectangular and imposing, one lower wall composed of a metal grate that looked like it could be raised to give general access to the ground floor. There were windows on the second floor, barred and dark.

"Distribution center?" Asho kept his voice to a whisper as they approached. He felt terribly exposed out in the open. 

"There's one in every square. Don't you remember?" She eyed him. "I thought you lived here till you were twelve."

"Well, yes, but that was a long time ago." He felt his face flush. Did he remember? "My mother might have come here to collect food."

Kanna nodded. "Food, clothing, all the basic things we need are distributed to us here."

"That's right," said Asho, and memories began to swim to the front of his mind: his mother returning home with tunics, belts, and loose pants once a year for them to replace their old clothing with. "I remember a festival – when meat was given out?"

"The Ascendant's Benevolence," said Kanna, nodding. "Once a year. "

"I remember looking forward to that," whispered Asho as they drew up to a side door. "My mother would cook the meat with –" 

Kanna raised her hand, cutting him off. She moved up to the closed door and rapped three times, paused, then rapped twice more.

Nothing happened.

"How do you know that code?"

Kanna shrugged, not meeting his eyes. "Everyone knows it."

"Not very secret, then, this place of Mikho's."

Kanna looked at him askance. "It would be hard for cohort leaders to ask him for favors if it were."

A wooden slat slid open, revealing an old man's suspicious glare. "Yes? The center's closed."

"Two pilgrims with empty bowls here," said Kanna, her voice tight with impatience.

"Kanna!" The old man's eyes opened wide, then his gaze slid over to Asho. "And who's that?"

"That's Asho, Zekko's son. Come to have a word with Mikho. Now, open up, Jhago, or I'll kick this door in."

"Temper, temper," said Jhago, chuckling as he slid the slat closed. 

A moment later, Asho heard a crossbar being lifted, and the door was pulled open. 

"All bark and no bite, this one," said Jhago to Asho, giving him a wink.

Jhago was a stooped old man, his back curved so badly that it was nearly parallel to the ground between his shoulder blades. His head jutted forward, all pointed chin and nose, and his eyes gleamed with a cruel amusement. He was dressed well, however: fine woolen garments, plain but of rich material. 

Kanna stepped up to enter, but Jhago refused to step aside. "How come it's been so long since you last come visiting us, hey, Kanna? Mikho misses you. Misses that temper of yours."

Kanna stared past Jhago's stooped shoulder. "Get out of my way, Jhago."

The old man reached up to finger Kanna's hair. "Is that how you speak to an old friend? Come, let this boy go on and talk to Mikho. Stay here with Jhago and entertain him a little, hey?"

Asho didn't know what was going on, but he'd seen enough. He stepped in and pushed Jhago firmly aside, pinning him to the door with a hand pressed hard to his chest. "She said step aside. What part of that don't you understand?"

"Let go of him," hissed Kanna, pulling at Asho's arm. 

Surprised, Asho did so, and Jhago coughed and stepped away from the door, giving Asho a venomous look.

"Who is this boy, Kanna? You bringing filth to Jhago's door? Perhaps I won't let you through. Perhaps I'll close the door, and you can –" 

"Peace, Jhago," said Kanna, her voice strained. "I know you don't want to force the issue. Let it drop, and we'll be on our way."

Jhago eyed Asho. "Your time will come, boy. Just wait." He sniffed, however, and stepped aside.

Kanna strode briskly part him and entered the building, but Asho stopped right before Jhago and stared down at him. The old man bristled, but finally looked away. Asho nodded and followed Kanna, his heart thumping, not knowing what was going on, not knowing if he was making a grave mistake, but determined to follow his conscience.

The ground floor was large, a third of it given to the public space where Bythians would enter once the grate had been lifted and line up at a broad counter, the other two-thirds dominated by shelving, boxes, and rough hemp sacks. Stairs went up, but Kanna went over to a dim corner and levered up a trap door.

"We're going down," she said when Asho caught up. "And you're going to need to control yourself from here on out. At the Hold, you might be Iskra's fancy knight, but here you're nobody, and you'll get us killed if you keep shoving people around. Understood?"

Asho fought down the urge to protest. "Fine. Just stop lying to me."

Kanna looked as if she was about to flare up, but then the fight went out of her, and she shook her head. "It's none of your business. Now, come on."

The stairwell was steep and dark. Kanna drew a tallow candle from her belt and lit it from a wall sconce, then led the way down until they finally stepped out into a narrow passage, so narrow that Asho had to walk with his upper body at an angle, his shoulders brushing the sides, his head ducked down low. 

The walls bore the marks of large chisels. The edges of the exposed rocks were sharp. Recent work, done within the past few years, and illicit.

Ahead of them, the passage sloped down. As they followed its claustrophobic course, Asho grew ever more impressed; it had taken a serious amount of work to carve this out and dispose of the rubble discretely. His estimation of Mikho rose with each step, till finally they reached a heavy wooden door banded in black iron.

Standing behind Kanna, Asho saw murder holes on either side of the tunnel beside the door, close enough that the defenders wouldn't even have to fire an arrow – they could simply stab through with blades and cut Asho and Kanna down where they stood.

Kanna rapped the same signal on the door. Moments later, Asho heard movement through the murder holes, the sound of approaching feet, and the silence around them came alive with a subtle sense of people pressing close, just out of sight. Asho could almost hear their breath. 

A second slat opened on this door, and this time the eyes of a young, brutish man appeared. He peered out at Kanna, then gave a grunt and the slat closed tight. A heavy bolt clunked back, and the door swung open.

"Kanna," said the guard. "Thought you'd become too good for the likes of us."

"Batou," said Kanna, her voice tight.

The young man was as broad in the shoulders as Elon the blacksmith, with a deep and powerful chest and heavily muscled arms, but his waist was narrow, and he moved lightly on his feet as he stepped aside, smiling mockingly at them both. 

This man's had combat training, thought Asho. He's dangerous.

Batou had a plain, nondescript face, with a square chin, a flat nose, small eyes, and pale hair cut short, the kind of face that would easily become lost in the crowd but for his prodigious frame.

"That's all you have to say to me after all this time?" He leaned against the open door and admired Kanna openly as she walked past him. "You're breaking my heart and dashing my dreams, you are."

Asho stepped into the doorway. He didn't say anything; he just stood there and gazed levelly at Batou, who eventually deigned to notice him and straightened. Asho didn't move; he just raised his chin a fraction.

"So, who's this, then?" Batou's humor sluiced away as he examined Asho, looking him up and down. "New friend of yours?"

"I'm Asho, son of Zekko," he said. 

He didn't back away, even when Batou leaned in so that their faces were only a few inches apart. Batou frowned. Asho could read the man's desire to impose himself physically, to break him. But Asho simply smiled.

"I don't like you," said Batou at last. "Coming in here like you own the place."

"Is that so?" Asho didn't feel the need to talk. Instead, he simply stood there, smaller than Batou but unafraid. There was something about killing a demon lord that made regular pummelings less intimidating.

"It is." Batou looked over at Kanna. "He going to be a problem?"

That was precisely the moment when Asho would have head-butted him. Sloppy of the man, turning away like that when he was so close. But, then, he probably hadn't spent the past seven years training to be a professional killer. So Asho simply forced himself to relax. To wait.

"No, he's not. Asho, get over here. Now."

Batou smirked. "Run, little pup. Your bitch is calling you."

Asho grabbed Batou by the balls and squeezed hard. Batou's eyes bulged. He gave out a croak and immediately started scrabbling ineffectually at Asho's hands, slapping and clawing at his fingers.

"Apologize." One word, reasonably said.

Batou was on his tiptoes, wheezing, with both hands clamped around Asho's wrist now, squeezing hard, but he was unable to do anything about the killer grip Asho had on his privates. "Sorry," he gasped. "Sorry!"

"Not to me." Asho nodded to Kanna. "To her."

"Kanna. Sorry. Oh, by the Black Gate, I'm sorry."

Asho let go and moved farther into the room, giving Batou room to bend over and cup himself. "Better." 

The guard propped himself up against the door, his face scrunched up in pain, and then with a hiss he forced himself to straighten. "You bastard," he gasped, and grabbed a stone-encrusted club that hung from the wall by a leather thong.

"Batou, he didn't – damn it, Asho!" Kanna ran her hands distractedly through her hair. "Damn it!"

"Alright, you whoreson," said Batou, slipping his hand through the loop and gripping the club tight. "I'm going to tear off your balls and feed them to you."

Asho was impressed. That kind of pain would have had most men on their knees weeping for their mothers. 

He backed slowly away, into the room. It was small, little more than a guard room, with a table and chairs on one side and a cot on the other. There was no obvious weaponry with which he could defend himself. A buglight was glowing on the wall, shedding a rich emerald hue across the room, its abdomen bright and brittle. He could shatter it across Batou's head, perhaps, burning him blind.

Kanna hurried to the far door and opened it. She called out something to those inside, but Asho kept his focus on Batou. The other man was still moving gingerly, but a grin had appeared on his face that was all teeth and feral excitement. Was the pain actually goading him on? It looked like it.

Asho lowered himself into a slight crouch and reflexively reached for his magic, but nothing happened. Damn, he thought. He was so used to its power, so used to wrapping himself in its might. He sensed again that faintest of wisps, that hint of magic – a candle compared to the raging bonfire that was the land around the Hold. Still, he'd take it. He drank that trickle into himself and felt just a fraction more power seep into his limbs.

Batou hopped forward, knees bent, both feet coming down at once. His arms were spread wide, club to the left, his eyes alight with joy. "Come to Batou, little boy. Come on. You've made a bad mistake, but I'm happy you did." Again, he made an aggressive hop forward.

Asho stepped back again. Sweep a chair up into the man's face, perhaps? There was nothing but a deck of cards on the table. Throw that as a distraction? Retreat into the next room? Dive into the man's legs?

Batou made an exploratory swing, whistling the club through the air toward Asho's head. At the last moment he jerked it back – a feint. Asho lurched aside as the real attack came, a forward kick launched from the hips that would have sent him flying back into the wall. 

By the Black Gate, this Batou was fast. And that was with a half-crushed set of balls. 

"Enough, Batou." 

The voice was soft, but it carried an undercurrent of authority that cut right through the guard's rage. Batou straightened, blinking, as if he were emerging from a dream. "But he grabbed my rocks."

A lean, older man was standing slightly in front of Kanna in the doorway. He had to be Asho's father's age, his white hair worn long and yellowing at the ends. His face was cadaverous, his eyes sunk deep but still blazing with a fierce will. He was wearing clothing that would have befitted an Ennoian noble: a fashionable tunic of forest green with gold buttons down the left side of his chest, and brown leggings that disappeared into soft and supple boots of fine suede. 

"Asho. What a delightful coincidence! Such impeccable timing. And why am I not surprised that Zekko's son would be starting trouble the moment he stepped through my door?"

Asho didn't know how to address the man. He felt an urge to give him a shallow bow, but that was absurd. "Mikho."

"You don't look much like him, truth be told." Mikho approached Asho, scrutinizing him as one might a horse. "You're built slender, like your mother. But that doesn't mean you're delicate, does it, Batou?"

The guard had moved back to the door. Asho could feel him glaring at his back. Kanna had also drifted forward and to one side and was hugging herself tightly, watching them both with hooded eyes.

"Now, what does the son of a dear friend wish to discuss with me? Does Zekko know you're here?" Asho's hesitation caused the older man to smile. "He doesn't. My, my. This must be something good, then. Have you come to try to convince me to abscond to your hidden castle in the clouds?"

Asho coughed, taken aback. "My – how do you know about that?"

"Come, Asho. Information is my business. Did you really think you could address so many and not have word get out? Most of Bythos is already aflame with your secret, doubly so since the Ennoians lashed out in response. We've been suffering in their place."

"'We'?" asked Asho, his voice dry.

Mikho nodded in acknowledgement. "Most of us, at any rate. Did you think the disappearance of nearly three hundred Bythians would go unnoticed? Or that the Sigeans wouldn't react?"

"What did they do?"

Mikho waved a hand lazily. "They're interrogating some people. Your mother and father have gone into hiding, as it's certain that eventually the Sigeans will figure out that they were involved. At some point, they will realize there's nothing they can do other than be more watchful, but until then, their brutal crackdown is actually serving our purposes quite nicely."

A ball of ice began to take shape in Asho's gut. "Where are my parents?"

"Safe. I reached out to Zekko, and he had the wisdom to accept my help."

Kanna stepped around so that the three of them formed a triangle. "What do you mean, serve your purposes? What are you up to, Mikho?"

Mikho grinned, revealing long, yellowed teeth. "You know me, Kanna. Always working an angle. But this time, everything is coming together quite nicely. Come – I want to introduce you to someone."

"Wait." Asho felt as if everything was spiraling out of his control. "What about the purpose behind our visit? We haven't even told you yet."

"I imagine it can wait, whatever it is. Will you trust me on that?" 

Mikho gave Asho an enigmatic smile, then walked into the next room. Asho exchanged a look with Kanna, who shrugged, and together they followed Mikho. 

The room beyond was the first of nearly a dozen, all of them closely connected by short tunnels or high archways. The complex was large, but not stunningly so; as Asho moved through the rooms, he guessed that perhaps a dozen people could reside down here comfortably.

And comfortable the rooms were. Mikho's taste for luxury was on clear display, and even Asho was taken aback. Sigean tapestries were hung over the stone walls; Noussian furniture, low and comfortable, was placed strategically throughout the complex; and the smell of a Zoeian dish cooking from a side room made Asho's mouth water. 

They reached what seemed to be a final room, and Mikho paused at the door. "Oh, this is delicious. A moment to savor! Well, come on, then. Come on through." And he pushed the door open and gestured for Asho to enter.

Asho hesitated, expecting a trap, perhaps a jail cell or the like – but saw instead a circular table of rich cherry wood, beyond which loomed a monster that would have fit in with the demon lord's army. It was huge, standing easily seven feet tall and built like an oak tree, covered in muscles that looked to have the density of huge tree roots. Its skin was a green so dark it was nearly black, and its heavy head was bestial, large ivory tusks rising from its lower jaw. It put Batou at the entrance to shame.

Kragh! Asho's hand went for his missing blade even as his eyes widened. It was huge! 

"Asho?" 

The voice, full of shock, was strangely familiar. It seemed to arise from the depths of his oldest memories.

Then Asho saw the slender figure at the kragh's side. 

"Shaya?"

She'd grown, but it was her: a beautiful young woman now, her face more mature, her eyes wide but betraying a wisdom and resolve that jarred his memory of his sister, the young girl he remembered from his past.

She edged out around the table, not looking away from him, and then she was running forward into his arms. He held her tight, as if a piece of himself had been returned against all the odds, thrilled and laughing at the sheer wonder of the moment. She squeezed him warmly, then he pulled back to study her face and grinned, marveling at the sight of her.

"Look at you!" He felt dizzy, overwhelmed, filled with a joy that was pure and true. "But – you're free? Not a slave? What – oh, Shaya, when Mother told me, I –" 

Tears were running down her face. "Asho, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

"For what? What are you talking about?"

"For leaving you. Abandoning you in Kyferin Castle. I swore that one day I would find you again and apologize." She laughed weakly. "I never thought I'd actually be able to, but you're here! I'm so sorry. I've never forgiven myself."

"No – how did I let you go? I should have come with you, but – what happened? Father said you were banished?"

Mikho walked over to a side table and poured himself a glass of wine. "Yes, indeed. Our Shaya uncovered a most terrible secret. She was just telling me about it when you assaulted my doorman."

Asho wanted to step protectively in front of his sister, but his eyes were drawn to the kragh. It was massive, its eyes gleaming like wet river stones, its hands large enough to crush rocks. Asho doubted he'd even be able to lift the ax that hung over the kragh's shoulder, much less swing it.

"Asho, this is Nok." Shaya moved closer to the kragh, extending her hand as if he'd have trouble knowing to whom she had referred. "He's been a true friend to me since I was freed."

"Asho," rumbled Nok, and nodded. His voice was like stones being ground to powder beneath the world's largest mill wheel. "Friend of Shaya."

Shaya smiled, wiping away the tears, and spoke a spate of harsh syllables. 

"Asho," said Nok, nodding once more. "Brother."

"This is all very touching," said Mikho. "And, normally, I would sit down to enjoy the show, but we don't have much time. The Ennoians are patrolling the streets for now, but I fear that their crackdown won't last much longer. We must move quickly."

Asho ignored him. "Shaya, what are you doing here? Are you free?"

"Yes," said Shaya, and she fairly glowed with happiness. "I have so much to tell you, but, yes, I'm free. I was freed by a kragh warlord called Tharok. He also freed Nok, and since then we've been traveling with his tribe. I'm part of his clan, and he's gathering so many kragh – you wouldn't believe it, highland kragh, just like Nok here – to come and liberate our people."

Asho blinked. "Wait. An army of kragh? You've joined one of their clans?"

Shaya grinned, delighted at his shock. "I knew you wouldn't believe me. But it's true. They're – I don't even know how to tell you, Asho, how amazing and hard and rewarding these past few months have been. Tharok freed me, but I chose to stay with them because of what I had seen. There is a nobility to them that's completely lacking here in the Empire. They respect their women. They – never mind. The point is that, yes, Tharok is coming, and at the head of a huge army, like nothing the Empire has ever seen."

Asho heard her words, but he couldn't process them. Couldn't make sense of what she was saying. Shaya stepped forward and took his hand, squeezed it tightly with both of her own. "Tharok is coming, Asho. He's asked me to prepare our people. He's going to smash through Abythos and crush anyone who stands in his way." There were tears in her eyes. "He's going to liberate us, Asho. You, mother, father, all of us. At long last we're going to be free."

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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By slow degrees, Kethe came to know the other members of her cohort. Each morning she awoke refreshed and energized despite the brutal training regimen of the day before, and each day she felt herself becoming ever so slightly more integrated with the group. She grew to expect Dalitha's boisterous call for the group to gather for breakfast, and to catch Khoussan on the balcony at dusk, alone and brooding with his thoughts. She met Wolfker, the other Ennoian Consecrated, who was a blond and vulpine counterpart to Sighart's concentrated lethality. 

At first Makaria's death lay like a shadow over their interactions, but beyond that, looming over their own hesitations and resentment, glittered the memory of the White Gate. That memory would come to her at strange moments – that feeling of absolution, of how close she had come to dissolving into the... divine? She wasn't sure what to call it. But that sensation still thrummed through her core like a sheath of white fire over her bones.

The White Gate. Each of them had touched its glory and managed to walk away, and that fact above all others pulled them together. Kethe could catch Gray Wind looking out into the distance, fork raised to his mouth, and know what he was thinking. A moment of hilarity would be followed by a pensive silence as their thoughts turned from their jest, for no reason they could discern, to the monumental nature of the White Gate above them.

It overshadowed the group's initial resentment, it defanged their horror. It forced them in time to accept her rebirth, according to Ascension's doctrine. It broke down the barriers between them without even being mentioned. Its existence was all that was needed to eventually bring them together.

One evening Kethe stepped out onto the broad balcony and found Akkara alone in the corner, sitting in a chair with her knees bent under her chin, gazing out distractedly at the setting sun. Of the group, only Akkara seemed to actively resist mingling. Or perhaps she was simply too different, too fey, to blend in with the others.

Kethe leaned against the balcony, gazing out over the crimson cloudscape, marveling as always at the magnificence of the view, and waited. She'd learned that Akkara spoke when she was ready, if at all.

"Doesn't it terrify you?" The Bythian's voice was pitched low, almost hushed.

"Does what terrify me?" Kethe could think of a half-dozen things that might qualify.

"Being this close to divinity." The Bythian's eyes glittered with fear. "Knowing it's up there at this very moment. That we were chosen to serve it. Doesn't that responsibility fill you with fear?"

Kethe hesitated. Did it? Her thoughts strayed constantly toward the Gate, it was true. But she'd managed to marvel at it without allowing her mind to wander down the lines of consequences, the implications of what she'd felt. The classes she'd begun taking on history and theology seemed academic, abstract; she refused to let them become personal. "Maybe," she admitted.

"It does me." Akkara coiled up a little tighter. "They say we're chosen because we are the perfect receptacles for the Ascendant's vision here on Earth." She bit her lower lip and shook her head. "But what does it say about the Ascendant if he'd pick tools as poor as us?" 

As me, Kethe heard.

"I don't know," said Kethe. "I don't know what to think." I don't want to think, she almost said. Train, yes; listen to lectures, fine. But absorb the implications? What they might mean for Asho? For her mother? For the Agerastians? No.

Khoussan came out onto the balcony, saw the pair of them and almost turned around. Kethe straightened and gave him a hopeful smile. Of the group, Khoussan was the one she felt the most at ease with. It wasn't that the others judged her, more that she felt a need to portray herself as something worthy in their eyes. 

"Evening," he said, his voice a low and mellow rumble. He walked up to the railing and rested both hands on its broad surface. "Am I interrupting?"

"Yes," said Akkara quietly.

"No," said Kethe at the same time. "We were trying to understand what it means to have been chosen by the Ascendant."

Khoussan frowned. "Our teachers have made it clear."

"Yes, but their words don't satisfy me." Kethe suddenly wanted to know what Khoussan truly felt. What thoughts smoldered behind his dark eyes. "I know the official dogma as well as anyone at this point. But it doesn't make sense in here." She tapped her chest over her heart.

A flock of white feathered birds flew slowly past. Behind them, the sun's dying rays rose in great golden beams as the clouds parted for a moment and then faded away once more. Khoussan was staring in that direction, but Kethe didn't think he was really seeing anything.

"Khoussan?" She felt as if she were walking on ice. "What do you think?"

Akkara was listening intently, her mouth hidden behind her crossed forearms, her eyes trained on the dark-skinned man. 

"You don't want to know what I think," he said at last. It was clear he was picking his words carefully. "My opinions are not accepted around here."

"That's exactly why I want to know," said Kethe. "Mine aren't either. I don't –" She looked around quickly to make sure they were alone. "I don't – or didn't – believe in Ascension anymore."

Akkara's head rose, and Khoussan half-turned to her, brows raised.

"I didn't. And maybe I still don't." Kethe looked down at her hands, freckled and callused and nicked with healing cuts and pale scars. "I know that fairness isn't supposed to have anything to do with it, but when I was at Mythgraefen Hold, thinking about all the events that had my mother and I cast out of our home, I came to understand new truths." Even as she spoke, she thought about the overwhelming beauty of the White Gate. Her words came with great difficulty, as if she were wading thigh-deep in mud.

"Bythians aren't one step above animals. Ennoians aren't noble warriors. Aletheians aren't the purest of us all. Asho – my Bythian friend – he saw Aletheians do something that shocked us all to the core." She felt cowardly for not mentioning the Grace's betrayal outright. "And if the people who are meant to be more evolved aren't –what does that say about Ascension?"

Khoussan opened and closed his left hand, causing the tendons to ripple along the back of his muscled forearm. "You're right about one thing. Ascension has got nothing to do with fairness."

"Unless you're at the top," said Akkara. 

Khoussan nodded. "Agreed. You asked me why I think we were picked to have this power?" He clenched his jaw, pursing his lips as he dredged up what he was about to say next. "Cruelty. A reminder that Ascendancy doesn't care about people as people, that it doesn't care about our actual lives. That it cares only for its soul-cleansing cycle, at any cost. It plucks men and women from their lives not because they're special, but because it can. It shows that we're all at its mercy. From the highest Aletheian like Gray Wind to a Bythian like Akkara."

Kethe listened, eyes wide. "What happened to you, Khoussan?" Her voice was almost a whisper. "Who were you before?"

"Me?" He laughed. "Nothing. Nobody." He paused, and she thought he might walk away. Then he hung his head, his ropes of hair spilling down over his shoulders. "That's not true. I was someone. I was a husband. A father. No one special, other than perhaps in how much I loved my life. My wife Eitani and I owned a small cobbler's shop, just off of Iokaja Market, down by the bay. I bought it for almost nothing. A burnt shell, but I bought it repaired it with my family. We lived in a small apartment above it. My children..." He trailed off, his eyes glazing over, mouth thinning with pain.

The silence stretched out between them. Kethe didn't know what to say. Finally, Khoussan sighed, the tension leaving his powerful frame. "When I started to develop this power, I denied it. I knew it was a death sentence to the person I was. I didn't tell Eitani or my children, my mother or my best friends until I was nearly dead. Eitani had me carried to the wise woman, who knew what was happening. I don't remember being taken to the Solar Gates. I don't remember saying goodbye to my family." He stared down at his fists. "I just remember waking up here, and being told to learn how to fight, to kill, all for the Ascendant's glory."

From inside the apartment, they heard Dalitha's excited cry as she came in through the front door. "Everyone! Hey, everyone, get in here!"

Kethe wanted to curse, but Khoussan had already turned away. That raw vulnerability was gone, hidden once more behind a calm mask of iron control. A family. Children. How else could he see his powers but a curse? 

Akkara rose stiffly to her feet, wary and awkward, and shared a look with Kethe. Her glittering eyes betrayed nothing, and together they followed Khoussan inside.

Dalitha was almost vibrating with excitement. She grinned widely at them all, then darted to Gray Wind's door and banged on it. "Get out here, Gray! You've got the rest of your life to meditate. Come on!"

"What is it now, Dalitha?" Sighart crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against his doorframe. Wolfker was sitting on a bench against the wall, a blade across his knee, the hilt and pommel removed so he could inspect the tang. 

"News! Theletos has issued a summons! He's recalling the Virtues from the field. They're all going to be back here by tomorrow. All of them!"

Gray Wind's door opened and he stepped out, his hair undone, a number of clips in his hand. "Even Henosis?"

"Yep." Dalitha rose to the balls of her feet and back down. "The Grace will have to do without her. They're all coming back to pay witness and judge!"

"Judge what?" Kethe moved forward, still uneasy about speaking up with everyone present. "What's going on?"

Gray Wind looked surprised. "Theletos isn't wasting any time. I suppose that makes sense, given the crisis we face in Otran." He looked over to Kethe. "There's to be another Quickening. One of the Consecrated will be elevated to fill Makaria's position and become the new Virtue of Happiness."

Dalitha clapped her hands. "At last! Sighart, I know you're going to win." She mimed holding a blade, fell into a deep backwards stance, then leaped up to spin neatly in the air, cutting out with a slash. "No problem!"

Sighart snorted. 

Kethe felt a fluttering in her stomach. "What's this Quickening? Does it involve the White Gate?"

Dalitha rolled her eyes and was about to respond, but Wolfker spoke up first. "It's a trial by combat. All forty-nine of the Consecrated will battle each other, the winner proceeding to the next round, until only six are left. Those six will each fight a Virtue. The one who puts up the best fight before losing will become the new Makaria. We just had one a few months ago to find the new Synesis."

Kethe blinked. "But how does that make any sense? Virtues are chosen solely on their ability to fight?"

Gray Wind reached up and began fastening his hair. "Think about it, Kethe. Combat for us is a combination of martial skill and our ability to wield our power. The winner will have demonstrated a mastery of both."

Dalitha nodded vigorously. "You can't hope to win just by being good at one part of it, see? You need to be lethal with the blade and also steeped in righteous power."

Kethe bit her lower lip as she thought about it. "But it's not fair. Any Ennoian Consecrated will have years of training under their belt."

"True," said Sighart. "But no amount of training will overcome a Consecrated with a mastery of their power."

Kethe looked around the group. "And how do we measure up against the other cohorts?"

Dalitha punched her fist into the palm of her other hand. "Pretty good! Sighart and Wolfker are lethal. Sighart advanced to the final round last time. I'm not too bad, either. Akkara and Khoussan are kind of useless, but that's not their fault. They just got started."

"I think you have a chance," said Sighart to Kethe. Dalitha's eyebrows shot up, but Sighart nodded. "I've seen you train. I wouldn't be surprised if you went far."

Kethe spluttered. "What? No. No no no." She stepped back, fighting the urge to run out onto the balcony. "That makes no sense. I killed Makaria. I can't – how would –?"

Khoussan grunted. "That would fit my understanding of Ascension perfectly."

Gray Wind finished twisting his hair into a knot and patted it once to make sure it remained in place. "We've told you a hundred times, Kethe. What you did before your Consecration literally doesn't matter. Our pasts are forever gone. Only the present and our future remains."

Kethe hugged herself and ran her hands up and down her arms. "Tell that to Synesis."

Akkara's voice slipped in, cold as a knife. "I hope you don't win, Kethe. The Virtues will punish you if you reach the final round. Not just Synesis."

"No, they won't," Dalitha snapped immediately. "That's nonsense."

Akkara shrugged and looked away. 

"Regardless," said Sighart, pushing off the doorframe. "We'll find out tomorrow."

Kethe nodded glumly. The group began to splinter, each person moving off to their own space to contemplate the situation. Akkara gave Kethe a knowing look before she returned to the balcony. 

"Hey, cheer up, Kethe," said Dalitha as she moved toward her room. "At least that means we get to skip some lectures tomorrow, right?"

"Right," Kethe said, and shivered.

 

The Quickening began the following day, an hour after dawn. The training ground had been converted into a small arena, with staggered seating rising up on both the northern and southern wings. Important Aletheian figures had been arriving to claim their seats since before dawn, with ministers and counselors seated in the lowest front seats, their retinues extending up and behind them like glorious capes of scintillating colors. There had to be several hundred spectators already in place by the time Kethe and her cohort emerged from their tunnel. To the west arose a simple dais with seven seats along its length. It was clear who would be sitting there.

The other Consecrated were already moving into place, lining up in columns across the arena from the chair of their Virtue. Wolfker led Kethe's group to the empty space across from Makaria's chair and stood at the front. Behind him stood Sighart, then Gray Wind, followed by Dalitha, Khoussan, and Akkara. Kethe slipped behind the slender Bythian woman and hunched her shoulders. 

She was known by the other Consecrated. How could she not be? She'd killed a Virtue. Dark looks, sidelong glances and some outright stares came her way. She ignored them as best she could and instead watched the stands. It was like watching a thousand peacocks settling in to roost. She'd never seen anything like it. Here and there, stringed instruments were strummed, never quite breaking out into music, but building the excitement, as if a great song were on the verge of being played.

Glancing behind her, Kethe saw that the sky was clear of all clouds. Brocuff's words came back to her as if from a different life: Always mind the position of the sun, lass. It's as important an element in combat as your weapon. It can become a weapon, if you use it right. 

Suddenly, the crowd fell silent, an unexpected hush that tugged at Kethe's nerves like a fist grabbing at her hair. Why were they all going quiet? She peered around Akkara's narrow frame and saw that everyone was looking toward an archway that disappeared into the stonecloud behind the dais. Six figures emerged from the tunnel, and for the first time Kethe saw the Ascendant's Virtues all in one place.

Theletos the Longed For walked in the lead, indolent and at ease, the light catching his unruly hair and handsome features. He gazed out over the assembled Perfecti of Aletheia with a private smile on his lips. Clad in a crimson robe over gray clothing, he was effortlessly elegant. He could have come out wearing sackcloth and he'd still be breathtaking, Kethe realized. He had that kind of raw charisma. 

Behind him came a tall woman, her blonde hair thick and curled about the nape of her neck. She was a mature woman, handsome and stern, and though she appeared to be in her forties Kethe had heard she was actually much older. A Virtue's power slowed their aging. This was Ainos the Praised, the Sigean Virtue. Kethe had seen her once or twice in the halls of the Temple. Stately, serene, she appeared all the more matriarchal compared to Theletos' irreverent appeal.

A familiar figure came next. Slender, painfully young, her black hair radiating out like a storm cloud behind her striking features, Synesis the Virtue of Intelligence seemed to burn with an intensity that seared the air around her. She was wearing the deep blue of Nous, which contrasted beautifully with the rich darkness of her skin. Though she'd been born in Zoe, she had been chosen to represent Nous. Another mystery.

A massive man towered behind her, almost as wide as he was tall, his rough features and bald head looking to have been chipped out of granite. He was the only Virtue who was wearing plate armor, and even from where she was standing, Kethe could see how heavy it was. Only the man's formidable strength allowed him to move within that suit; the metal looked to be more than an inch thick. Akinetos the Immovable, Virtue of Ennoia.

There was a purposeful gap behind Akinetos. That was where Makaria should have been walking. The murmuring in the audience became a respectful silence, and Kethe curled her hands into fists and stared down. She could feel the other Consecrated staring at her again. She thought of Makaria: his handsome features, his determination, his stunning skill with the blade on that moonlit causeway outside Mythgraefen Hold. How he had fought both her and Asho off until Asho had risen into the sky and engulfed the Virtue in black flame. She could still hear his screams, and remembered how the water of the lake had hissed as he fell back into it. How the sickly sweet stench of his cooked flesh had filled the air. 

What am I doing here? Oh, by the White Gate, this is a mockery.

Next came Henosis, the Virtue of Oneness. Kethe looked up and was taken aback. Henosis was gorgeous. Her skin was like honey; her hair was golden and shaped into ropes like Khoussan's. She had a heart-shaped face, a small nose, striking blue eyes. She was almost as short as Synesis, but she prowled forward, her movements leonine and fluid. Suddenly it made sense as to why the Ascendant's Grace always had Henosis by his side. 

The last Virtue came forward. Kethe had been looking forward to seeing him the most. Compared to the others, he at first made little impression; his white hair was wild, tied in a topknot that spilled down his back in disarray, tendrils of pale hair flickering around his face like white flames. White stubble covered his raw jawline, and he was wearing a rough, slate-colored robe and gray trousers. 

The more Kethe watched him, the more unnerved she became. There was a burning intensity to him akin to a wolf's. It was in his sullen manner, the way he almost dragged his feet, as if he could barely muster the energy to walk. Yet she was certain it was deceptive – she could imagine him exploding out of his false lethargy into a whirlwind of violence: Mixis, the Bythian Virtue of Commingling.

The Virtues stepped up onto the dais, each standing before their chair. As one, they turned in the direction of the White Gate and bowed. The entire audience rose and bowed as well, along with the Consecrated. Kethe followed suit smoothly enough, her pulse racing, but soon realized that the ceremony was just beginning. 

For the next hour, speeches were given by important figures, and then Sigean and Noussian priests stepped forward to bless the Quickening and summon forth the spirit of Makaria so that he might invest a suitable vessel today.

Finally, Theletos rose and stepped to the front of the dais. He placed his hands on his hips and stared at the Consecrated. Kethe almost shook her head. She had never seen such sublime arrogance. No, it went beyond that: she had never seen such deep-rooted self-assurance. Only her father might have rivaled him in confidence. 

"Consecrated!" His voice was a clarion call, perfectly pitched to carry, stirring with its power in that single word alone. "The day has come! Amongst your number stands Makaria. I speak to him. To you. Welcome, brother. Welcome, sister. Your sword shall swing true, your glory will shine, and soon you will be recognized for that which you are. I look forward to embracing you. I have missed you these past weeks as your soul transferred from the Ascendant's glory down toward your newest vessel. I welcome you, for there is great need in the Empire for your guidance, your strength, and for the joy you will engender in the hearts of those who follow you."

Theletos continued to search amongst their number with his piercing eyes. "To the remaining Consecrated, I say this: fight to your utmost. Today, no matter how well you perform, you will do glory unto the Ascendant. You will bring glory to your Virtue, to your cohort, and to yourself. Fight! Make this a Quickening to be remembered!"

He nodded and then stepped back to sit in his chair. He pushed back with a heel to rock onto the rear two legs. "Let the Quickening begin!"

Kethe's breath caught. She almost expected everyone to begin swinging at each other. Instead, four officials stepped out, clad in yellow robes with orange sashes. A master of ceremonies moved to stand before the dais, a sheaf of papers in her hands. "The first combat of the first round!" Her cry caused the large audience to stir in anticipation. "Wolfker of Makaria's cohort! Kasmi of Synesis' cohort!"

Wolfker strode toward the weapons rack, a slender, pale Sigean youth stepping out as well. Kethe wanted to break ranks and move to the front to have a better point of view, but she restrained herself. It had finally begun. Something within her thrilled. Now, this she understood. This she had been bending her mind and heart and soul toward for years.

Wolfker selected a simple one-handed sword with a broad blade for excellent cutting. Kasmi picked a long spear, and both moved to the center of the arena.

"Smart," Kethe heard Dalitha whisper. "Kasmi doesn't have a chance if Wolfker gets in close."

The two combatants stopped in the center of the arena and faced each other. The master of ceremonies raised a crimson flag, and the whole arena held its collective breath. Then the flag was whipped down, and both men burst forward.

It was over almost before it had begun. Wolfker ducked low, parrying the spear and rushing in even before Kasmi could react. Oh, thought Kethe, marveling at Wolfker's speed. The blond Ennoian was wickedly fast, crossing the distance in a blink of an eye. There. That's what you get when you combine skill with our power.

Kasmi let out a cry and leaped up and back, soaring some three yards up into the air, but Wolfker came right after him, leaping up even higher and then falling faster to collide with Kasmi and drive him down to the ground. They hit hard, Wolfker's knee on the slender youth's chest, blade pointed at the boy's face. 

"Yield," gasped Kasmi, and it was over.

Dalitha whooped, and even Akkara cracked a smile.

Wolfker helped the Sigean up, they both bowed to the Virtues, then returned their weapons. Kasmi went to stand to one side, his face dark with shame, while Wolfker returned to the front of the column. Sighart clapped his shoulder, and Kethe felt a burst of pride.

The fights continued. There was no logic to the pairings; sometimes the combatants were evenly matched, other times it was a rout. Gray Wind defeated a burly Zoeian woman from Ainos' cohort after a hard-fought battle, while Khoussan and Akkara lost their fights to superior opponents. 

When Dalitha was summoned to fight, Kethe saw her start to shake almost uncontrollably. She picked a slender blade and stood before her opponent, a tall beauty from Theletos' cohort. When the flag was whipped down, Dalitha didn't move. She simply stood there, ashen-faced, and was dealt a wicked blow to the temple that caused her to crumple without a sound. 

As a pair of stretcher bearers ran out and carried Dalitha off the arena floor, Kethe felt her heart thudding with confusion and anger. What had happened? Dalitha hadn't moved so much as a muscle in her own defense! 

Sighart tapped her on the shoulder. Kethe blinked and looked at him. "What?"

"Your turn," he said gravely. "Good luck."

Kethe's stomach twisted into an acidic mess. She stepped forward, out into the open, and immediately whispers ran like wildfire through the audience. Had the arena floor always been this huge? With wooden legs she walked to the weapons rack, where her opponent was selecting a long-hafted ax and a circular shield. She'd seen him around – a handsome Ennoian, his dark brown hair falling to chin length, a rare combination of strength and lightness of foot. He gave her a polite nod and walked out to the center of the arena.

Kethe picked out her favorite blade. Slender, of medium length, equally useful for thrusting and for slicing. It had an extended hilt in case she needed to use both hands for extra strength. Heart beating rapidly, fear coiling in her belly like a snake, she followed the man out into the center of the arena. Her mind was whirling, a thousand thoughts flashing through her head but none remaining long enough to make sense.

The Virtues were examining her with a variety of expressions. Jaded interest from Theletos, patience from Ainos, anger from Synesis, and indifference from Akinetos and Henosis. Mixis, however, was glaring at her with such vicious spite that Kethe nearly shrank back. What had she done to him?

The Ennoian, Otmar, lowered himself into a fighting stance, shield raised front and center, ax held up in the high guard. 

Clear your mind, she hissed at herself. Focus! 

Kethe gripped her blade with both hands and swept it back behind her into the low guard, turning to present him with a three-quarters profile. Deep, slow breaths. Ride the fear; let the terror be your source of strength. You've fought demons. You've killed a Virtue. Calm the fuck down!

She thought then of Asho. Saw him in her mind's eye, arms crossed, smiling in wry amusement, his eyes filled with compassion and encouragement and something more – that fiery intensity that he'd looked at her with during their last days together. She felt his presence ground her. 

She swallowed. All right. I've got this.

The flag whipped down. The crowd roared.

Kethe opened herself to her power. Ever since she was Consecrated, it had become easier to bring it forth, let it suffuse her limbs, boost her strength and speed and resilience like never before. 

No white flames clothed her body, however. This was nothing like when she'd joined with Asho and become the conduit to his magic. This was her own power, gifted to her by the White Gate. Hers and hers alone.

Otmar began to move toward her calmly, his eyes narrowed, ax held up and at the ready. He was a seasoned fighter. She couldn't even tell if he was nervous. 

She'd seen him train. He knew what he was doing.

But so did she. 

With a cry, she swept forward, sweeping her blade up in a vicious arc to attack his knees. A feint. He dropped his shield, but her blade was coming up high instead, cutting across at his face. He blocked with his ax, hooked its blade over her sword and yanked. 

Kethe laughed, threw herself into a forward roll, was past him and up. The fire in her soul was beginning to roar. This, she understood. This made sense. Let all the philosophy and religion and truths go hang – this she could do and enjoy. Her sword came hissing around, a lateral strike with every ounce of strength she could put behind it. She swung from the hips, whiplashing the blade across.

Otmar ducked behind his shield, confident in his defense. She sheared the upper third of it right off, cutting through the metal rim, splintering the boards, sending wood and twisted metal sailing into the air.

There was sudden silence in the audience, but they were background now, masked behind the roaring in her ears. Fear, doubt, anger – they all swirled into one thing: the joy of battle. 

Otmar was no novice, however. He pressed his attack, chopping at her with wickedly fast cuts. He had plenty of power from the White Gate at his disposal as well. She could barely track his attacks, but that only heightened her excitement. She didn't try to block. Instead, she stepped back as he pressed forward so she could remain at exactly the right distance for him to strike her, teasing him, luring him on, sidestepping each downward swing. 

The ax blurred. She could see him losing his self-control, his lips writhing back in a snarl as he missed over and over again. 

"Hold still, damn you!" His voice was a clotted cry of fury.

So Kethe complied. She stepped in just enough that the haft of his ax cracked down onto the muscle between her neck and shoulder, the tip of the blade scratching a light cut down her back. She buckled even as she pinned the haft with her head, trapping it there, and met Otmar's eyes.

The blow should have shattered her clavicle. It should have driven her down to her knees. Instead, she slowly straightened till she was standing erect in front of him, defiant, his ax held firmly in place. Her sword was down by her side.

Memories came roaring back to her. An ocean of the shadow-dead swamping her and Asho in the caverns of the Black Gate. Lord Laur's knights charging her in her first tourney, lances pointed at her heart. The demon lord hovering outside Mythgraefen Hold, wings of fire sending wafts of heat at her with each beat. 

She smiled at Otmar and reached up to close her hand around the haft of his ax. The power of the White Gate poured into her, and she clenched her fist. The haft of his ax snapped into splinters.

Otmar staggered back, gaping, as his ax head clattered to the stone behind her. Kethe raised her blade and pointed it at his heart.

"I yield," whispered Otmar. 

Part of her expected the crowds to explode into cheering, but an eerie silence followed instead. She lowered her blade and turned to face the Virtues. Mixis had risen to his feet. Akinetos and Henosis were leaning forward, eyebrows raised. Even Theletos was no longer slouched in his chair.

Otmar stepped up beside her, still shaking, and together they bowed. 

Kethe stared at Theletos. He raised an eyebrow, and she felt a surge of triumph. Then she straightened, ignoring the other Virtues, and strode toward the weapons rack. 

Nobody made a sound. The Virtues, the Consecrated, the hundreds upon hundreds of Aletheia's elite – they all simply watched her in silence. She stepped behind Gray Wind, who turned to stare at her, wide-eyed. 

Kethe didn't averted her eyes. She could sense the six Virtues still staring at her. She lowered her gaze to the ground and focused on calming her breath. A storm was building up within her. She was just getting started. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Tiron splashed freezing water onto his face, then again, then pressed the tips of his fingers against his eyes. He scrubbed at his beard and stood with a gasp, the water running down his neck. Then he took up a rough cloth, dried his face off, and walked over to the narrow slit of a window so he could gaze out over Mythgraefen Lake.

The icy wind that whistled over the lake's choppy surface chilled his face, but he relished the sensation. Ground me in my flesh. Drag me down into the physical realm. No thoughts, no feelings. You are an iron blade. You are a weapon. Nothing more.

He'd seen Iskra several times since his return from Agerastos, but had kept his distance. It had taken a brutal discipline to close down entire sections of his soul, to quench the flames that gave light to pain and despair and hope, to seal the doors and throw away the keys. 

Tiron slitted his eyes and looked out over the lake's expanse. Would he return to the Hold again after this mission? Probably not. He felt a quiver in his chest and snuffed the emotion. He wouldn't seek out death, he told himself. But nor would he run from it.

His mail and sword were laid out on the woolen blanket on his bed. The room itself was small enough that he could reach out and touch each wall without taking a step. It had been a simple storage closet, but it was exactly what he needed: a bleak niche in which to store himself until he was needed.

Tiron knew he should start pulling on his mail, but instead he looked down at his hands. Dirt was engrained in the seams of his palm and under his nails. Thick ridges of calluses rode along the half-moon of the base of his thumb, along the insides of his knuckles. Scars crisscrossed his knuckles, the backs of his hands, the lengths of his fingers. Nicks and whorls, dimples and smears of white tissue. 

Had he once caressed soft skin with these hands? If so, that had been an aberration. These hands were made for one thing and one thing only: the meting out of death and destruction. 

He closed his hands and squeezed them until his knuckles whitened and his fists shook. 

A weapon. An empty suit of armor and a blade.

Moving quickly, efficiently, he pulled on his mail, belted on his scabbard, and yanked on his black leather gloves. No plate. He'd be moving quickly today, and speed was more important than defense. He attached his dagger to his other hip, then left his room, not bothering to close the door, not bothering to look back.

He went down and out into the courtyard. The Bythians had been cleared out and were being led by the Hrethings up into the mountains to begin their mining. In their place stood fifty Hrething warriors, clad in the mail and helms that they had captured from Lord Laur's first invasion. They wore them well. The Hrethings were mountain men, hardy as gnarled roots and used to privation. Ser Wyland had led them in drills for nearly six weeks before his desertion. He might be a coward and a hypocrite, but Wyland knew his way with troops. Now, the Hrethings stood smartly to attention. Ready, watching Tiron, prepared to follow.

Lady Iskra was standing to one side with Orishin, a number of Agerastian political figures, and her new imperial guard. Ten strong, their shields emblazoned with the head of the medusa, they were tough, competent men. Iskra wouldn't miss his protection.

Beyond them stood Captain Patash and fifty more of his guard. The captain caught his eye and gave him a nod. Tiron returned it, then strode up to where Lady Iskra was standing, a half-dozen Vothaks by her side.

"My lady. I'm ready to leave at your command."

Lady Iskra gazed at him with dry eyes. She looked drained, almost haggard, but he locked down a surge of concern. She was not his to worry about any longer. She was his lady, and he her sword. Where she directed him to go, there he would ride, and there he would slaughter. 

That was all.

"Very well, Ser Tiron." Her voice was formal, stilted, as if a thousand other words were crowded in behind them, unspoken, restrained. "The Hrethings and Captain Patash are ready to follow your lead."

"Our mounts?"

Alasha, the fair-headed Vothak and niece of the emperor, gave him a bloodless smile. "They await you in Starkadr. Not the monstrous horses that you Ennoians are used to riding into battle, but our own breed. You will find them as brave as they are swift."

"Excellent," said Ser Tiron. "Then, we shall be on our way."

"My blessings on your venture, Ser Tiron." Iskra hesitated, then stepped forward. "Please bring Roddick back to me. Bring back my son."

His throat constricted. Tiron coughed harshly and looked over her shoulder. "I shall see it done or die trying, my lady."

He couldn't take any more. The raw emotion in her eyes was too dangerous. He stepped back, bowed stiffly, then gestured to where Kolgrimr was standing, nodded to Captain Patash, and led the way down to the storerooms, Alasha and her Vothaks beside him.

Alasha moved to the Portal and stopped a short distance in front of it. With far more drama than Tiron thought was needed, she spread her arms and intoned a long supplication to the medusa Thyrrasskia which culminated in her spitting out the Portal's command word. 

The Portal's interior flickered and filled with that dark, surging liquid. Tiron didn't hesitate. Others might be impressed by Alasha's theatrics, but not him. Hand on the hilt of his blade, he strode through.

Arriving in Starkadr brought back old memories. How fared the magister? His one regret was missing Audsley's visit. Who would have thought he'd come to count the portly Noussian as one of his few friends? Tiron stalked forward through the mist, stepping over the desiccated corpses, heading toward where a large herd of horses were being held by their attendants. The mounts were nervous, shying and stepping to the side, occasionally throwing back their heads and whinnying in fear.

Starkadr was not made for horses.

Tiron went up to the attendant in the lead and took the reins from his hands. The horse was beautiful, with an arching neck, a long face, and delicate hooves, but a deep chest. She was as black as the Gate through which he knew he was destined to pass, but her eyes were fierce and proud.

"Her name?"

The servant understood that much, and ducked his shaved head. "Jhavasha, ser."

"Jhavasha." He moved in close, murmuring to the mare. Young and filled with fire, she stood at fifteen hands. Built for speed indeed. "You and I are going out to weave legends, Jhavasha. Come – we shall leave ruin and blood in our wake."

He led his horse to the Portal, where Alasha and the Vothaks were awaiting him, their steeds brought to them by attentive servants. Slowly the Hrethings and Agerastians gathered their horses, and soon a mass of stamping feet and determined men was standing behind him. Tiron nodded to Alasha, who once more enacted her ritual and opened the requisite Portal.

Tiron led Jhavasha up to the Portal, but the horse would go no farther. Tiron soothed her, then realized she needed guidance. Leadership. He placed his foot in the stirrup and mounted smoothly. As if that were a signal they had been waiting for, the hundred other soldiers did the same. Gathering the reins in his fist, Tiron dug his heels sharply into Jhavasha's flanks, and she leaped forward, startled, and plunged through the Gate.

An army awaited him on the far side. Some two hundred Agerastian soldiers were sitting astride their horses, lined up ten across, General Pethar mounted at their head, his standard bearer to his side. 

The sky was tumultuous, storm clouds scudding in from the west, and a dank wind was blowing in with them, promising rain. The ground was muddy, churned up by hundreds of hooves, but just beyond where they were standing, emerald grass swept down a gentle dale. A dense and dark forest covered the far slope, and a river plashed and cascaded down over lichen-covered rocks to their right.

Ennoia. 

Tiron breathed in deeply of the cool air, the scents of moss and loam and imminent rain stirring a deep and primal satisfaction. He was back home, back in his land – the land in which he had fought and bled his entire life.

"Ser Tiron," called General Pethar, urging his horse forward. "Have you your bearings?"

"I do, General." Jhavasha danced in her eagerness to ride. Tiron pulled her head aside, controlling her easily, enjoying her vigor, eager to feel her gallop. "One hour's hard ride to the northeast. I know this land well. Are you ready?"

The general gave him a wolfish grin. "Always, Ser Tiron. Always. Lead on!"

Tiron rose in his stirrups and gazed behind him. The last of Captain Patash's soldiers were riding out of the Portal, which was embedded in the trunk of an ancient and long-dead ironwood tree. He gave them a minute, then raked them all with his eyes. Kolgrimr nodded, as did Patash. 

Good. There was nothing left to do but hunt.

Tiron knew that Ser Wyland or his like would have given a stirring speech, would have captured the hearts of these men and set their minds aflame. But that was not his way. Instead, he drew his sword, his family heirloom, and held it high, the blade catching the dull light and gleaming fitfully. Turning Jhavasha, he pointed his blade at the horizon, and with a cry he dug his heels into her flanks. She leaped forward, grateful to finally be allowed to run, and with a roar the hundreds of men behind him came after.

This was what he needed. Release – the exhilaration, the black madness of imminent combat. There were some who came to love this anticipation, who became addicted to the thrill of coming violence. Tiron had thought himself above this vicious addiction, but today, here, as he thundered at the head of the largest host he had ever led into war, he felt it grip him tight by the throat. He welcomed the fire it sent coursing through his veins. 

They pounded down the dale, along the stream, around the wood, and on, three hundred mounted warriors with murder on their minds. They passed into the next valley, and then the next, the land swaybacked and humped, the hills old and worn down, the forest hoary and dense. Tiron avoided the roads. He wanted complete surprise. He knew he was close to Otran when they started riding through fields, leaping the low stone walls, sending farmers scattering away from them. 

The clouds closed, grew darker. The wind blew fitfully, promising a drowning rain. The colors of the land grew muted, but Tiron found in them a dark beauty that matched his savage mood. He had to fight not to give Jhavasha her head. To pace her, to reserve her strength.

He caught the smell of campfires and the sudden tang of salt water and marshes. Otran was a coastal city, defended by the ocean on one side and brackish mire on the other, connected to the mainland by an arching causeway that rose ten yards over the swamp. The Ennoian forces would be camped in a mass before that causeway, bottling in the Agerastians, deliberating their attack. 

Tiron rode over a final rise, and Otran hove into view below. It was a small city, insignificant compared to its military value, its ancient stone walls rising ten yards high, the spaces between the merlons bristling with Agerastian troops. The ocean was hammered slate beyond it, low waves rolling in at all angles, colliding with each other under the whipping of the winds.

And there they were: the Ennoian forces. Tiron felt a surge of exultation. There were more troops than he had anticipated. Perhaps a thousand five hundred, the tents forming a city to rival Otran in size, the cook fires sending up a hundred smudges of smoke into the air, the spaces between the tents churned to mud, filled with camp attendants, dogs, and equipment. Each tent bore its own heraldic flag, the younger sons and brothers of those men who had died during the first Imperial engagement with the Agerastians so many months ago.

The pickets let out a cry of alarm. Tiron laughed – a fell, almost maniacal sound. The poor fools. Yet who could blame them? Why should the Ennoian forces have expected an attack from inland? The sentries had been placed too close to camp, too close to do any good. Tiron raised his blade as Jhavasha began to gallop down the slope toward the enemy, overtaking the first of the pickets as the man leaped onto his horse and dug in his heels.

It was no good.

Tiron rose in his stirrups and leaned out wide, swinging his blade at full gallop. The picket's head sailed free of his body, trailing a gout of blood, and his corpse fell over, dragging the horse down by the reins. Tiron rode on, and now Alasha and her Vothaks caught up and formed behind him, forming the point of the spear they were hurling into the heart of the Ennoian army.

Panic was burgeoning ahead of him. Men were rising from cook fires, scrabbling for their weapons. A hundred yards to go. Sixty. Forty.

Yells, trumpets, and the frenzied banging of drums rose around them, and Tiron realized that he was screaming along with the rest of his soldiers. General Pethar's one hundred were directly behind him, the mounted archers falling back, Kolgrimr sweeping out to the right, Patash to the left – three arrowheads striking into the soft underbelly of the army. 

Twenty yards to go. A thin line of soldiers had formed up, militia with pikes, men desperately trying to load their crossbows. Tiron guided Jhavasha directly into a crossbow man and with a savage yell rode him down. The man's scream was cut short, and then Tiron was amongst the tents.

His sword flashed down to the left, then down to the right as he sped on, hacking and slicing at soldiers as they strove to collect themselves and to form up, not giving them time. Dogs howled and ran from them, women screamed; soldiers emerged from tents, pulling on their leather, their mail, lifting their shields. 

But Tiron was the tip of the spear, and nothing could stop him. On they plunged, Alasha and her Vothaks ready on both sides of him, waiting for the moment of truth.

With a cry he tore free of the camp and hurtled at the sieging army where it was lined up at the mouth of the causeway. Knights were racing for their mounts, only to give it up as a lost cause and turn to face the onslaught with their bastard swords held before them with both hands. Regiments of archers were turning and tangling with each other, sergeants screaming themselves hoarse. Infantrymen were fighting to turn, their neat blocks becoming irregular, collapsing in confusion. 

There, at last: a worthy enemy. Thirty heavy knights, cantering into view from the east, crying out in excitement, lances raised, pennants fluttering. Tiron grinned savagely. He knew their thoughts, for they matched his own: At last. Open combat. No more siege. No more waiting. Time for honor, time for combat, time for death!

Tiron rose in his stirrups as Jhavasha, indefatigable, streaked forward. He rode right at the center of the knights, roaring his defiance.

The heavy knights lowered their lances, closed ranks, and broke into a gallop. The dinner-plate-sized hooves of their destriers shook the very earth. They were thirty across, a wall of death in heavy plate, and Tiron laughed as he rode into their center. He held his blade aloft. This was madness, to ride at lances with no plate, no lance of his own, nothing but his family blade and his complete lack of fear.

The world narrowed to a point. There was only a small segment of knights ahead of him, their flanks fading into obscurity. He prepared to bring his sword cutting down from above and to the side, shearing off the point of the lance, then sweeping past it so he could collide with the knight, perhaps to knock him down or burst past him. A slim hope, next to impossible, but Tiron didn't care.

Let me die here. Let me die here and now!

Black fire split the world. A sheet of terrifying energy crackled out and sliced through the knights as if they were clad in spider webs instead of plate. They toppled from their mounts, their destriers screaming in pain and fear, their line broken.

"No!" Tiron howled his fury, turning to glare at where the Vothaks were unleashing hell. "No! They are mine! Mine!"

More black fire, more havoc, and then Tiron was through the ruined line of the enemy, his heart in his throat, robbed, his fate stolen. He screamed again, could hear the sounds of war behind him, the sound of three hundred men falling upon almost two thousand in surprise – the massacre, the clash of blade, the ring of shields, the screams and curses and pleas and sobs. 

From the back of their host the Agerastian trumpets played, plangent and filling the air: the call for aid, the summons for reinforcements. Up ahead, at the far end of the causeway, Tiron saw the portcullis begin to rise. He buried his fury and despair and wrenched Jhavasha to the left, leading her and the Vothaks away from the marsh toward which they were hurling themselves and into the flank of a square of pike men, standing front and center at the end of the causeway.

Black fire spat out once more, and the pike men screamed and collapsed, smoking and sheared into pieces. Tiron rode into their midst, swinging down on all sides, thrusting and hacking, Jhavasha rising up and lashing out with her hooves. Tiron wanted to leap down, to wade into combat where it was thickest, to discard his sword and grip the heads of the enemy and bury his thumbs into their eyes, to kill them from a distance of inches, to embrace them all and welcome every sword point and arrowhead as it buried itself into his body in turn.

But he couldn't. Not yet. He had sworn to Iskra that he would rescue Roddick.

So he wheeled Jhavasha around and waited in the bloody wreckage of the pike square, and when the Agerastian army poured forth from Otran, he swung his sword in a great loop through the air, the pre-arranged signal, and the trumpet calls blared forth the retreat.

Breath burning in his throat, Tiron dug his heels into Jhavasha's flanks again and raced back, directing her so they would skirt the camp and gallop right past it and back into the Ennoian hinterlands. 

Arrows darkened the skies and fell whistling around him, thudding into the loam. A Vothak screamed and fell. An arrow punched into Tiron's shoulder and bounced off his mail, knocking him onto the pommel of his saddle, nearly twisting him right off. He held on grimly and then laughed, a sound that caused Alasha, who was riding five yards to his left, to stare at him in horror.

Looking back, Tiron saw the Agerastian army being vomited forth from Otran, riding emaciated horses, the men wrapped in old bandages, their faces gaunt, their mouths open as they howled like the damned. How many? Three hundred? Five hundred? Not much more than that. 

Tiron gritted his teeth. They'd overestimated the number of survivors. They'd hoped for a thousand, were getting half of that. Had the rescue been delayed any longer, who knew if there would have been anybody to ride out at all.

"Kolgrimr!" Tiron's roar was almost lost in the chaos, but the Hrething warrior still heard him and twisted in his saddle. "Retreat!"

He saw that a number of Hrethings had leaped down to fight on foot. Damn! They couldn't wait. Escape now depended purely on speed. The monster that was the Ennoian army was finally fully aroused, and Tiron saw regiments emerging from the camp by the hundreds. 

"Kolgrimr, ride!" Tiron dug his heels into Jhavasha's sides once more and burst ahead.

Patash? Where was he? The far side of the camp, the third arrowhead. Tiron rose on his stirrups to see, and an arrow punched into the back of his helm. He saw a flash of white light, then spun and fell. The world darkened as he hit something vast and unyielding. Bright pain burned in his ankle. Where was his sword? 

He was buffeted over and over again, slammed about the shoulders and head. Jhavasha was still galloping. His foot was trapped in the stirrup. He was being dragged along the ground. The world spun. She veered around a campfire and Tiron lashed out, tried to clutch at anything, but missed.

A horse rode up beside his. Kolgrimr leaned out, desperate, and snagged Jhavasha's reins. She whinnied and rose up. Kolgrimr tried to bring her under control, but then he let out a jagged cry as an arrow appeared in the center of his back. Reeling, the Hrething released the reins and slashed his blade right through the stirrup. 

Tiron fell to the ground, rolled away, sat up and fell over. Yells surrounded him, and he drew his knife by instinct. His vision was swimming, but slowly returning. He heard a wicked hiss of arrows all around and people collapsing in screams. 

Tiron took a deep breath, let out a cry of rage, and staggered to his left. His vision focused just in time for him to see a knight come pounding toward him, lance leveled in his direction. Tiron laughed, spread his arms wide, then changed his mind and hurled his knife overhand at the knight. The man flinched his head to the side, the knife missed, but the lance jerked up and Tiron ducked under it just in time to see Patash riding right at him, arm extended.

Tiron hurled himself forward, clasped Patash by the forearm and nearly tore the smaller man from his saddle. Momentum whipped him around, his leg going over the back of the saddle, and then he was on, hugging Patash tight. They raced ahead, around the far flank of the Ennoian camp, the bulk of the Agerastians ahead of them.

"There!" Tiron pointed off to the left, where a charger was standing beside a fallen knight. Patash nodded, veered, sawed back on the reins. Tiron leaped down and his knees gave way. He fell to all fours, but forced himself back up, breath sawing at his throat. The charger shied back, but Tiron didn't give it a chance – he lunged forward, ankle almost giving out, grabbed the reins, threw them over the horse's head and hauled himself laboriously into the saddle.

Just in time. The Ennoians were galloping toward him, a hundred knights in a broken wave, screaming their outrage and desire for destruction.

"Come on, now," rasped Tiron, leaning forward and digging his heels into the charger's flanks. "Fly!"

It was a true destrier, bred for war: massive and able to carry a man in full plate. Tiron weighed but a fraction of that, so the horse surged forward, huge haunches rising and falling beneath him. It felt like riding atop an avalanche. Patash fled before him, but slowly Tiron pounded up beside him, then overtook him.

The Ennoian camp fell behind, and they struggled to climb up the ridge. The Ennoians were right on their heels, their screams of hatred curdling the air. Come on, thought Tiron. Come on! Now! Now!

Pethar's hundred horse archers appeared at the top of the ridge and unleashed a flight of arrows. The fletched shafts hissed over Tiron and punched into the charging knights. He didn't look back, but the screams were sweet. Another cloud of arrows, a third, a fourth – and then Tiron gained the ridge, the horse archers wheeling around to race away with him, and they were pounding down the far slope.

Tiron kept shooting glances over his shoulder, watching that empty ridge and waiting. It all depended on this now. Either the shock of the surprise attack and their heavy losses would break the enemy's morale, preventing a leader from mustering their counterattack, or they would come boiling over that ridge and give chase, running Tiron's knights down before they reached the Portal.

Hope began to stir in Tiron's chest. Not for himself, but for the thousand men who were riding madly away ahead of him.

Still nothing. 

He dared to grin. 

And then the first wave came pounding up into view. A hundred knights, easily. Tiron rode on, still watching behind him, letting his mount pick its own path. Two hundred. Then a third wave, this one more massive than both that had come before. Too many knights and light horse troops to count.

Grimly, Tiron turned back and focused on trying to catch up with his host, only to see the four remaining Vothaks peel away from the soldiers, riding out to the left and turning in a tight circle. 

"Damn you, Alasha!" His cry was torn away by the wind. 

A rumble filled the heavens, and Tiron felt a cold, wet wind cut across his face. There was a flash, and then, almost immediately, a second rumble. The Vothaks completed their turn and began to gallop right at him.

Tiron clasped at his empty scabbard. Even his dagger was gone. He had nothing with which to help them. Alasha was screaming something as she rode toward him, her eyes wide with terror, but still she rode on, black magic crackling around her fists as she raised them both to the sky. 

Tiron wanted nothing more than to turn and ride with them, but without even a blade there was no sense at all in his doing so. Instead, he raised his fist as the Vothaks rode by, a mute salute to their sacrifice and bravery. He looked back to watch their doomed attack. Alasha rose up in her stirrups. Tiron could feel the ground thundering as the Ennoians drew close.

Another flash, and this time the lightning split the heavens, a fractured bolt of the Ascendant's fury lashing down and catching the raised tip of an Ennoian's lance. He screamed, flailed, and fell from his horse, and then the thunderclap BOOM that followed almost knocked Tiron from his horse.

Alasha chose that moment to strike. The black magic had been building into a vibrating arc between her hands, the other three Vothaks doing the same. For a moment Tiron swore that the arc of magic reached out and connected all four of them into a demonic ribbon, and then they flung it forward and as one fell from their saddles, blood pouring from their eyes and noses and gouting out of their mouths.

There was another thunderous rumble, as if the world was shivering itself apart, and then a heavy rain began to fall just as the black fire scythed into the knights.

It was horrendous. Forty knights were shorn into bloody halves, the upper halves of horse heads falling free, the center of the line collapsing in a welter of blood and ruin.

Tiron felt his gorge rise, felt madness seize his mind with icy hands and try to pry his sanity apart. He turned away from that slaughter and forced himself to stare numbly ahead, at the Agerastians who were riding steadily on in the rain. Hollow, spent, his mind devoid of thoughts, he chased after them, leaving his former countrymen dead and dying in the mud. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Wolfker was brutally beaten down in the next round by a young, clean-shaven Sigean youth whose power allowed him to wield a sledgehammer as if it were a toy. The Ennoian fought valiantly, refusing to give up until he was driven to the ground. Sighart dispatched a heavyset woman from Zoe after three minutes of frenzied fighting, while Gray Wind was beaten after a breathtaking aerial combat, each leap seeming to leave him and his opponent hanging in the air for an impossible amount of time.

Kethe's name was called after a long pause at the end of the second round. Her assurance and battle high had given way to trepidation; what was she doing? Should she throw the next round so as to not risk winning? But when her name was called she saw Theletos' mocking gaze resting on her, and sensed that he knew exactly what she was thinking. That he was waiting to see if she would crack under the pressure.

His mockery stiffened her spine. Chin high, she walked to the weapons rack along with her opponent, a surprisingly old man with a deeply lined face and hands swollen from a lifetime of labor. His head was shaved, but his goatee was iron gray, and he looked like he should have been resting in the sun with a pipe instead of preparing to do battle.

Kethe picked up her blade, swirled it once on either side of her body, the blade hissing through the air, and then snapped the blade still, front and center, to march to the center of the training grounds. The old man selected a wooden staff and trailed after her.

Kethe tried to remember who this Saadak had fought in the first round. It had been a quick, unimpressive bout, with his foe stumbling past him several times before a swift tap to the back of the head knocked him out. Not memorable at all. And yet here he was, in the second round.

Kethe studied Saadak as they stood facing each other. The old man had a gentle smile on his face. His eyes were almost hidden in a web of wrinkles, and his back was stooped. He held the staff before him, relaxed, and waited for the signal to begin.

The crowd was hushed. Kethe could feel hundreds of eyes boring into her back. Despite the cool morning air, she felt sweat running down her spine. Why was she the nervous one? The more placid Saadak looked, the more tense she realized she was becoming. They stood face to face, waiting, and Kethe forced herself to breathe slowly and easily.

The flag whipped down. This time the crowd remained silent and expectant, everyone leaning forward to watch.

Cautious, but not knowing exactly why, Kethe glided forward, her sword held in a low stance. Saadak didn't move. Kethe paused, gulped, and raised her blade to the middle stance, ready to parry at a moment's notice. Still, Saadak did nothing. She began to circle to the left. He turned to move with her.

Enough! Kethe darted forward, putting a burst of power into the attack, leaping forward and thrusting her blade at his chest. 

He wasn't there. He was to her right, having stepped aside at the very last moment. Instinct screamed at her, and she turned her attack into a forward dive. His staff whistled through where her head had been moments ago. Her shoulder hit the ground hard, and her roll was clumsy; then she was up, wobbling, but he was gone. 

She turned just in time to realize he'd moved behind her. Impossible. His staff caught her in the ribs with such force that she was thrown off her feet, her ribs blazing with pain, knocked aside as if a battering ram had slammed into her. She flew a good five yards before crashing down, rolling like a rag doll, and coming to a sprawling stop.

The crowd roared, people rising to their feet to applaud furiously. Kethe blinked in pain, gasped, tried to stand up and couldn't. They were cheering her defeat. The knowledge stung her. Why? Because she'd killed Makaria? Because of who her mother was? Because she'd won so easily in the first round?

This was it: the perfect moment to stay down, to concede defeat. To not draw any more attention. Kethe gritted her teeth. Had she broken a rib? Three? 

She thought of her father, Enderl. The Black Gate take him, would he always haunt her? She saw his looming form, felt his scorn. Stay down, girl. Stay down if you are broken, if you are weak.

With a grunt she rolled onto her side, then took a deep breath, felt a flush of fury, and rose to her feet. Saadak hadn't moved, hadn't approached her. She got the sense that he never would, would always wait for her to attack. She bit her lower lip as the cheers died down. It was going to take more than one blow to keep her down. 

Kethe walked forward, focusing on her breathing. Brocuff's words returned to her, seeming to come from another lifetime, a different world – their time of training in the forest glade outside Kyferin Castle. You're still relying too much on your eyes. I told you, in a real battle, you won't be able to keep everyone in sight. You're bound to get surrounded. Enemies on all sides. You need to relax. Sense 'em.

Kethe stopped, took a deep breath and held it. Saadak stood at ease, watching her. When she slowly exhaled, her breath hissing out, she saw him lower his brow a fraction. Kethe gave him a nod and approached. He's impossibly fast. He's steeped in the power. He can move quicker than I can track with my eyes. Well, all right, then. I've got power too. 

Something told her he wouldn't attack, so she abandoned the middle guard for the high, blade raised up for a vicious downward slash. She approached, not rushing, and stared through Saadak. She focused on her breath, and when she was close enough, she picked up speed and hacked down at him.

He was gone. Kethe didn't panic, didn't seek to spin, track him, react. A split second before the attack came, she sensed it, her whole body tensing – to her right. She pivoted and parried the blow from his staff, went to riposte, but he was gone. It was so hard to stay calm, to fight back the urge to see. From behind. She ducked. The staff screamed over her head. Down and left. She blocked, blade whipping down, but this time she put force into the parry, chopping with it, and sheared through the staff, lopping a good third of it off.

The staff's end bounced on the training grounds and she saw Saadak stepping back, his narrow chest heaving for breath, his frown visible to all. Kethe smiled at him. "My turn."

Fire roared through her veins. She didn't try for a killing blow. She simply unleashed her sword so that it spat at him like a viper's tongue, flickering in from all sides, a storm that pressed him from all angles. 

And, oh, he was good. He was beyond fast. He didn't parry, but simply moved, dodged and swayed aside. But he was running out of stamina. His age was working against him, while Kethe felt as if she were just getting started. Over and over, she sliced and chopped, thrust and cut, driving him back until, without expecting to, she slapped the flat of her blade across his temple.

Saadak let out a cry and staggered back, fell to one knee, fought to rise, then collapsed. 

Kethe stepped over to him. Her heart was pounding like a boulder racing down a steep slope. "Yield?"

Saadak blinked, his eyes unfocused, then smiled and nodded. 

Kethe grinned and helped him up. He weighed next to nothing, and she bent to collect his fallen staff. "Good fight," she said.

He rubbed the side of his temple. "Indeed. I look forward to seeing how far you will go."

Before she could answer, the official called out sternly, "Kethe of Ennoia proceeds to the next round."

Scattered applause surrounded her. Kethe thought of making an irreverent bow, but the piercing eyes of the Virtues arrayed before her stilled any desire at mockery. She returned her blade and stood behind Sighart, who gave her an approving nod. Only twelve Consecrated remained to fight the next round, and then the winners would face off against the Virtues. 

"You're doing well," said Sighart.

"You're not doing so badly yourself," said Kethe, a flash of joy racing through her. 

The third round began. These were now the elite of the Consecrated, and Kethe watched wide-eyed. The battles were as intense as they were fast. Men and women from across the Empire matched their martial skills and control of their power in furious displays that were a thrill to watch. Kethe had grown up loving her father's tournaments, but these displays of prowess put every thundering joust to shame. She stood beside Sighart, simply watching and marveling. Did she move as quickly as these others? She kept glancing sidelong at the remaining contestants. Which of them would she fight?

Sighart was called forward. He faced off against a muscular woman from Zoe, her skin gleaming in the morning sunlight, her face intense with deadly intent. She chose a sword and shield and fought cautiously, giving ground, seeking her chance to launch a blistering counterattack. Sighart never gave her that chance. He battered her shield to pieces, drove her in circles around the training ground, and eventually forced her to one knee to yield. Kethe let out a whoop of excitement, heard Dalitha do the same from the sidelines, and then looked over to the other girl and shared a grin with her.

Sighart returned, breathing heavily, and clapped Kethe on the shoulder. "Let's see you do better."

Kethe's name was called. Her heart fluttered with excitement. "Just watch."

Her opponent was Richolf, a hulking Ennoian from Mixis' cohort. Kethe felt her heart sink. He'd dominated every one of his fights thus far, combining his muscle with terrible speed and intimidating power from the White Gate. Handsome in a brutally striking way, he chose a plain longsword which he held with both hands. His brown hair was cut short, his chin was dark with dense stubble, and his nose was broken in two places. He watched her with a steadfast stare, his eyes unreadable, his mouth set.

Kethe fought the urge to gulp. 

The flag whipped down, and instantly he was upon her, crossing the distance between them in the blink of an eye. It was all Kethe could do to parry and avoid his blows, desperately bobbing and sidestepping, lurching back, knocking his blade aside with her own. Sparks flew whenever their swords touched, so hard was the contact.

He gave her no time to think, to plan, to react. She was driven back, and back again, her hands and forearms growing numb from the shivering force that ran down her sword each time she stopped his blade. His attacks came from below, both sides, overhead, thrust right at her face and chest.

Sweating, wanting to curse, she put a flood of power into her legs and threw herself back, retreating ten yards in one swift leap, but he followed right after her, giving her not a second to react. She was driven to one knee by a wicked overhead blow, then rolled to her left to avoid the return cut. She came up just in time to deflect a thrust, staggered back as a swipe nearly took off her head, and then nearly lost her sword from a vicious disarming flick of his blade.

Panic flooded through her. He was a wall without a chink for her to exploit. His speed was equal to hers, his strength much greater. Was she simply outmatched? She couldn't think, couldn't respond. Fear opened its wet, cloying wings in her throat. She was going to lose.

Richolf was grunting with each blow, swinging his sword two-handed, putting all his strength into each attack. Both of their blades were badly notched. Kethe raised her sword high to block a descending blow, and Richolf rammed his fist into her gut, lifting her right off the ground with the force of it. 

The world contracted as she fell back on her heels, unable to breathe. She couldn't bring her blade to bear. Couldn't move. She saw him bring his sword around to finish her off.

Her panic was replaced by rage. No thought, no images, no memories; just a sudden flaring of world-consuming black berserker fury. She would not be defeated. She would not go down. 

Grasping her blade's hilt with both hands, she stepped forward and swung right at Richolf's descending sword. Not to parry, not to block, but an outright strike. For a second before their blades met, she saw white fire run up the length of her weapon, felt herself become a channel, a conduit, heard the rushing roar of the White Gate's consuming ecstasy, and then their blades met and Richolf's shattered.

Kethe swung right through it, staggered and nearly fell, then turned to level her sword point at Richolf's throat as he stared at the foot of tortured steel that emerged from his hilt. Wheezing, gasping for breath, Kethe fought to stand straight. 

The white fire was gone from her blade. Its tip wavered in the air. Richolf looked up, struck dumb with shock, and then dropped the remnants of his sword. It clattered on the rock.

"Kethe of Ennoia proceeds to the final round."

The official's voice barely penetrated her thoughts. She wanted to vomit, the blow to her gut having roiled her innards. It was all she could do not to drop her sword and place her hands on her knees. 

Dalitha was calling her name. Kethe looked up, vision swimming, and saw her cohort cheering her on. Surprised, taking strength from their support, she straightened. 

Richolf was simply staring at her. "How did you do that?" His voice was filled with wonder.

"I don't know." Her voice was clotted with pain. She should say something witty, something smart, but nothing came. Instead, she limped over to the weapons rack, returned her nearly ruined blade, and walked back to Sighart.

"Are you all right?" His voice was hesitant, his whole manner changed. "Do you need to sit?"

"No. I'm fine." She gritted her teeth and forced herself to push her shoulders back, spreading her bruised abdominal muscles. The pain was already easing. That white fire – how had she summoned it? When she was connected to Asho, it had seemed instinctive, a confirmation of their bond. But alone, without him? What did it mean that she'd felt the White Gate so close?

Theletos stepped to the edge of the platform. "Only six Consecrated remain. No matter how the remainder of the Quickening progresses, you have all earned great honor. We salute you – and, through that, know that you have earned the approval of the Ascendant himself. We now progress to the final round. Each Virtue will select a Consecrated with whom to do battle. When all the Consecrated have lost, we will confer and determine which of you showed the greatest merit. That Consecrated will have proven themselves to be the next Makaria."

Conversation and excitement swirled through the audience, but Kethe wanted to groan. She felt horribly depleted. She wanted to lie down, to rest, to sleep.

But Theletos wasn't done. "I shall go first. As my opponent, I call forth Selena of Nous from Henosis' cohort."

Kethe lowered herself into a squat. Despite how awful she felt, she wouldn't miss this for the world. Theletos leaped down easily from the platform and strode out into the center of the square, his silver blade in hand.

Selena, a wiry fighter who had demonstrated a lethal combination of speed and tenacity in each fight, rushed to the weapons rack, terror on her face, and selected her blade. She then ran to stand before him, her brown face ashen, her lips a bloodless line, and when the official called the fight, she nearly dropped her sword.

Kethe didn't know what to expect. She half-thought Theletos would toy with Selena, would humiliate her, but instead he began with an almost nonchalant series of attacks, warming Selena up, allowing her to shed her fear and focus on the battle. 

He then began to press her, moving faster and faster, striking with greater force, until finally he was driving her back. She attempted several different attacks, ranging from high flying attacks to cunning ripostes, but Theletos calmly parried and pushed her till her defense became ragged, her blows went wild, and at last she was completely unable to keep up with his pace and her blade flew from her hand to skitter across the stone.

Selena, gasping, beamed in pride and at the thrill of the fight, and bowed low to Theletos, who nodded with a bemused benevolence and returned to the platform, never having broken a sweat. 

Kethe frowned. That had been almost chivalrous of him. Worse, he'd in no way shown what he was truly capable of, which was chilling; Kethe hadn't even been able to follow the final attacks he'd launched at Selena. 

Next came Ainos of Sige, who, while less generous than Theletos, made no attempt to embarrass her opponent, defeating him in a swift and efficient manner. Thirty seconds and the man was down, hand to his head, nearly concussed from the force of the blow.

When Sighart was called to face Synesis of Nous, Kethe breathed a sigh of relief. The slender young girl was dwarfed by the Ennoian. She wielded twin short blades, each more akin to a needle than a sword, and Kethe felt a strange sense of surrealism at the match-up. Sighart, however, was taking the fight with deadly seriousness, and when the flag dropped, he launched himself forward with a roar.

Synesis disappeared.

Sighart stumbled to a halt and began to cast around frantically for his opponent. Instinct told Kethe to look up, and there she was, the Virtue of Intelligence dropping down upon Sighart from a fearsome height.

"Sighart! Above you!" 

Kethe's cry cut the silence, and Sighart didn't hesitate. He threw himself into a dive a split second before Synesis landed, her blades having missed him by a hair, and gave Kethe a furious glare.

Kethe grinned and shrugged back, but then the Virtue disappeared again as Sighart charged right through where she'd been standing. 

Sighart staggered to a halt, fell into a deep crouch, sword held back in the low guard as he sought to catch sight of Synesis – who streaked in from the left, low and blurred. Kethe bit back her cry as Sighart caught sight of Synesis just in time. 

His parry was too slow. Synesis' blade passed his defenses and caught him in the ankle, whipping his foot out from under him. Sighart went down hard, rolled away and came up panting only to take a series of blows across the chest and shoulders. He didn't manage to block any of them. 

Battered, he stumbled back, and back some more. It was clear Synesis was simply tagging him over and over, driving him to lose his temper, roar, and attack. When he finally did, she somersaulted right over him, striking him on the back of the head as she did so, and he collapsed to the ground, knocked right out.

Kethe stood silent, her grin gone now. That wasn't even speed. That was something more – Synesis seemed to flicker from place to the next without crossing the space between. Was she simply that fast? No, that was impossible.

Akinetos and Henosis fought next, demolishing their opponents with ease. Confusion was arising inside of Kethe. None of the Consecrated were coming even close to fighting back against the Virtues. These battles were on a whole different level. How, then, were any of them to become Makaria? 

If only Asho were here to connect with her, to imbue her with that terrible power they shared. Then she'd be able to take on these Virtues and have a chance of landing a blow. 

As Henosis defeated her opponent with an almost lazy grace and force, Kethe looked up at the platform, at Mixis. He was to be her opponent. He was ignoring the battle, staring at her with a cold intensity, a pure sort of hatred that completely unnerved her. Even when Kethe looked away from him, she could feel his glare boring into her. Why? What had she done to him? Had he been a close friend of Makaria's as well?

Finally, her name was called. On leaden feet, she moved to the weapons rack. Her sword had been replaced with a new blade. The leather grip felt unfamiliar in her palms. She made some experimental swings and was relieved to find that the sword to be nearly identical to the first. A little heavier in the hilt, perhaps.

Mixis dropped silently to the training ground. He didn't draw his blade, but simply moved to stand across from her. His wild white hair was unruly; his eyes were narrowed and locked on her. Though he didn't move, she could feel menace burning off him. Her instincts told her to flee. This man was death incarnate.

Her mouth gone dry, Kethe held her blade before her with both hands. Middle guard, the best pose with which to defend herself. She adjusted her feet and took a deep breath. 

Still, Mixis didn't draw his blade. His hands simply hung by his sides, and his chin was lowered as the breeze stirred the tendrils of his hair. His eyes were locked on hers, flat, cold, and without remorse.

Run! 

She had to fight to stay still. This was like facing down an avalanche. The world around them seemed to fade away, and she became aware only of the cool wind across her cheek, the way her skin was crawling, the sour taste in her stomach. 

Draw your weapon, she pled silently. The sight of him standing there unarmed was more terrifying than if he'd sworn and waved his sword around him in fury. Draw!

The flag whipped down, and her vision went blank. The world span. She hit the ground, rolled, came to a stop. She couldn't think. 

Then, slowly, the world came creeping back, and with it, a flood of pain – a splitting headache, a pounding, terrible agony, as if her skull had been cracked in two. 

She was on her side. Her sword was gone. She blinked hard, but she could only make out the blurred outline of the flagstone beneath her cheek. Were people roaring? 

She tried to push herself up, but her arms were too weak. She heaved herself up barely an inch and then collapsed. She gritted her teeth, fought back the pain, closed her eyes, and tried again. She could dimly hear the official in the process of naming Mixis the winner, but as she sat up, the voice stopped. 

So did the cheering.

She was at the edge of the training ground. How had she gotten here? Her thoughts were thick and slow. She had to get up; that was all that mattered. But... someone was yelling for her to stay down. It sounded like they were calling down an impossibly long hallway. Dalitha? She got up to her knees, then, fighting back the urge to vomit, managed to stand.

She swayed in place. The crowd was a distant ocean, their faces blurring into each other. Where was her sword? She needed her blade if she was going to fight.

There. 

Hand to her head, pushing it as if she could dampen the pain through pressure alone, she staggered up to her sword. Bending was going to be hard. She gritted her teeth and reached down, nearly blacking out again as she did so. 

Blood dripped onto the stone ground. Her blood. 

She straightened, blade in hand, and touched her forehead. The pain spiked, and she felt her gorge rise again. Her fingertips were bright red. 

What had he done to her? 

A low, feral growl rose in the back of her throat. Her mind was slowly clearing. Where was he? She took her sword in both hands and turned. 

There.

Mixis was watching her, a slight frown marring his otherwise expressionless face. His sword was sheathed. A gust of wind pulled at his face and robes.

Kethe inhaled deeply, fighting to settle her nausea. Blood was running down her face, between her eyes, down both sides of her nose. She swallowed, took a shuddering breath, and forced herself to bare her teeth. "That all you got?"

She began to walk toward him. Only his eyes moved, tracking her approach. 

She didn't know what she was doing. Didn't have a plan of attack. All she knew was that she had to move toward him. That if she stopped for even a second, she'd fall and not get back up. 

The rest of the world had disappeared again, and all she could see was Mixis' narrowed eyes. The loathing in them. She'd taken barely half a dozen steps when he moved. He blurred, disappearing toward her right. She blinked, turned to track him, but then he crossed right in front of her, flashing past to her left, and in the process her world turned white once more.

The dull boom of her pulse was a hammer beating against the world's greatest drum. Marking time, each beat bringing her closer to death. She seemed to float in the void. Only the sound of her pulse kept her company. 

She could stay here, in this darkness. It was deep and warm. All she had to do was let go, close her eyes and drift away. There would be no shame in that. She'd already gotten up once, defying all expectations in doing so. She'd not lose honor now. 

Just rest. Just stop. All she had to do was lose.

Then she thought of the White Gate. Thought of the Black Gate in turn. Thought of Asho and her mother. Home. Roddick. All gone. All taken from her by her power. Torn from her forevermore, leaving nothing but a void into which poured her fury. 

Was there no plumbing the depths of her rage? She almost felt like smiling. Maybe she was, when all was said and done, her father's daughter. There was always more fury to be tapped. It was a font that would never fail her. As long as she had a choice in the matter, she would carry on, no matter the pain, no matter how futile the cause. 

And then, for the first time, she thought of her mother in similar terms. Iskra was the same. She'd never give up. She'd never admit defeat. She'd do anything and everything in her power, make any sacrifice, for her family. 

For the first time, her father stepped back into the shadows of Kethe's mind, and it was her mother's face she saw. Cool. Calm. Collected. Resolute and utterly unbreakable.

People were around her. She couldn't make out their faces. A hush had spread out around her as she rose to her feet, like ripples from a stone dropped in a pond. 

"Where is he?" Her voice was thick.

An arm was extended, pointing to her left. She turned to find a dark-robed man with pale hair, confronting half a dozen others. The Virtues? Everyone had turned to stare at her.

She closed her fingers around the hilt of her sword. She felt like she was hovering above her body, its agony not touching her. 

She took a step toward Mixis. A second. A third. 

Voices called out, furious. Others answered, but Kethe didn't care. Only the sight of Mixis kept her going. And with each step, the song of the White Gate rose louder in her ears. 

Her sword was dragging behind her, tip scraping along the stone. 

The crowd around Mixis stepped away. Was that reluctance she sensed? 

Mixis didn't move. He just watched her approach.

Her fear was gone. Her pride. She was reduced, simplified. Step by arduous step, she approached him. The song grew louder, drowning out the beat of her heart.

When she was ten yards from him, she gritted her teeth and raised her blade, the sword weaving back and forth drunkenly before her. The song was echoing in the halls of her heart, in the vastness of her soul. 

She took a deep breath and willed her power to rise, gave it the slightest of nudges... and her blade caught fire.

She heard a gasp tear itself from hundreds of throats. She clasped the burning blade with both hands, held it steady, and stared right at Mixis. 

"Is that all you've got?"

Mixis drew his blade. His eyes never left her own. His movement was slow, deliberate. 

There. At least I got you to do that, you whoreson. 

He held his blade out to one side and began to walk toward her. 

Kethe simply stood there, swaying, a broken reed, her sword a burning brand of white sunlight. Let him come; she felt no fear. She was light, empty, devoid of all emotion. 

He was perhaps ten yards from her when he flickered – blurred – and was gone.

Kethe closed her eyes, and time dilated. She hovered between two beats of her heart, between two breaths. Time slowed, nearly stopped, then it snapped back and she whipped her sword up and to the side and the clash of metal shook the heavens themselves.

Mixis had appeared to her right, driving his sword two-handed toward her, but somehow her own blade was raised, blocking it one-handed. The flames raged along the length of her sword and dripped to the ground, disappearing inches above the stone. 

Mixis' eyes bulged in disbelief as they stood facing each other in silence. His whole body was bent behind his blow, and his arms were shaking. 

She held her sword aloft with one hand, effortlessly. The song of the White Gate reached a crescendo, carrying her aloft, mixing her agony and ecstasy. 

But Kethe knew that she was done. That last block had drained her of everything she had. 

Mixis let out a cry, whirled his blade around, and her sword was torn from her hand, its fire immediately quenched as it crashed to the ground. Mixis reversed his sword, clasped it with both hands, and went to plunge its tip into her chest, rising to the balls of his feet. 

Kethe dropped her arms to her sides. The song of the Gate made her immune to terror. It called her, welcomed her. 

Mixis' blade came hissing down toward her open chest, and then Theletos was there, arm extended to catch Mixis by the wrist and stop his attack cold.

"You go too far," whispered Theletos. "Enough."

Mixis let out a cry of rage and fell back.

The song grew faint and fell away from her. Kethe felt a pang of remorse. So she was not to die. She wanted to call out to the White Gate, to call it back, but instead it was oblivion that came to claim her. 

Without a sound, she fell, and knew no more. 
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Tharok strained. He reached up, precariously balanced, and dug his claws into a crack in the rock face. That secured, he grunted and leaped, hauling himself up so that his other hand could clamp onto a whisper-thin ridge of stone. The air this high was thin, and the wind was perilous; a fall would see him dying on the jumbled boulders far, far below. 

No matter. Such an end would be mercifully swift. Perhaps he would even enjoy the fall. But until then, he would climb.

The trolls were arrayed below him, forming in an invisible net that reached out a mile wide and several miles back. He'd loosened the strictures on their minds so that they were now semi-autonomous but still compelled to follow him; they fed, they rested, they sat and gazed out into the void beyond their ledges – but they always rose to keep pace, to remain within reach of his mind.

Climbing did not require much thought. Tharok had always been adept, but now, with the circlet enriching his mind, he realized that it was almost a form of meditation, allowing him to ponder and free-associate as his hands and toes moved instinctively from ridge to knob to crack. Always, he thought of his plans. Endlessly, he turned them over as if they were a weapon in his hands that he was examining for defects. Inspecting it from all angles, pondering the psychology of the pawns – how they might react, how they might surprise him, and in doing so affect the actions of the other pieces on the board.

He had to trust. He could not control everything, and had to believe that the odds would work in his favor. Kyrra had already shown him that plans laid by necessity could prove to be a snake underfoot, rearing up to bite him at an inopportune moment. But, still, he had to trust that Shaya and Nok would be able to gain access to Porloc, would whisper exactly the right words into the Orlokor warlord's ear, and galvanize him into action. Whether they managed to enter Bythos or not was of lesser importance; a human revolt would be useful, but was not essential to his conquest.

With a grunt, he hauled himself up to sit on a ledge, legs dangling into the abyss below, back pressed against the lichen-stained rock. His heart was beating powerfully, his lungs pulling in air in deep, regular inhalations, and his muscles were fired up, feeling at once liquid and strong. 

He stared at his black hand. Turned it so that the fiery depths imparted by the Kiss shimmered in the evening sunlight. 

What precisely had the Kiss done to him? His endurance, strength, and agility had been increased, yes, but those were almost superficial enhancements. Something had been wrought upon his very spirit. But what? He still felt like himself. Why had Golden Crow changed so dramatically when he had remained the same? His thoughts tugged at this problem endlessly. What was the difference between himself and Golden Crow? They were both highland kragh, both male; they both held relatively the same morality and religious beliefs. The obvious difference lay in Golden Crow's affinity for spirits. 

Tharok closed his hand into a fist, the skin over his knuckles glowing a faint crimson instead of turning pale. It was the job of the shamans to watch for kragh children who showed a sensitivity to the spirit world, who seemed "touched", who would at times converse by themselves, look at things nobody else saw, who had strange and prophetic dreams. Those children were nurtured and, when they were deemed old enough, were blinded and sent to spend the night beside the Dragon's Tear, where spirits dwelled and future shamans either went mad or emerged tempered and ready to serve the tribes.

An eagle was soaring below him, wings tilting expertly from side to side as it rode the drafts of air. Tharok watched it, musing. 

Very rarely, a young kragh would escape a shaman's notice, usually through living within a remote and insular clan, without any oversight. That youth would grow haunted by the spirits, would have ever greater difficulty in interacting normally with the world, until at last he was driven insane, babbling and laying curses without discrimination, living like an animal and unleashing horrific gouts of spirit fire. He would be hunted and killed, put down for his own good and that of the land and the tribes.

Tharok frowned. If shamans naturally went mad, then it could be argued that the mystic forces within them were inherently chaotic and had to be balanced by their time at the lake amongst the spirits. Could the Medusa's Kiss destabilize that balance? Shatter the seal placed by their night by the Tear? 

Tharok shuddered and stood, one hand against the cliff, looking up to plot his next course of ascent. If that was the case, then Golden Crow – no, Death's Raven – would be bound for destruction, his mind eaten by the same madness that destroyed those chaos-touched youths. 

Tharok gripped the next handhold, then paused. Unless the Kiss not only removed the inhibitions of the Tear, opening the shamans to the destructive power of their gifts, while also insulating them from the consequent madness? 

Tharok pursed his lips in thought. What could a truly powerful and mature shaman like Death's Raven accomplish without the restraints of the Tear upon his soul? He shuddered, and resumed climbing.

It was almost dark when he heard his first wyvern. He was scaling a chimney in the rock face, hands wedged into a deep crack, his body weight pulling him to the side even as he walked his way up, when suddenly the dusk was rent by a raucous cry. Tharok was so startled he almost let go, a primal reaction that his thoughts barely whipped into submission before he would have gone plummeting to his death. 

Gazing out, he searched the slopes and cliffs below and saw the wyvern. It was rising with great wing beats, a young mountain goat clasped in its claws. Tharok watched, mesmerized. It was nothing like a true dragon, lacking forelegs and with the intelligence of a vicious beast, but it was the greatest predator of the peaks. Few in number, powerful beyond comprehension, wyverns were as revered by the kragh as they were feared.

The wyvern continued to climb, lurching up with each huge sweep of its wings, the mountain goat hanging limply from its claws. Tharok tracked its progress, craning his neck to keep it in view, and saw it disappear overhead as it swooped into the cliff itself. 

Perfect. He had perhaps only a hundred more yards to climb. Repressing a shiver, refusing to let his base kragh thoughts begin to shriek in fear, he set his jaw, tusks jutting out belligerently, and resumed climbing. 

Half an hour later, he pulled himself up and rolled onto a broad ledge. The air was freezing, but he could still smell the wyvern stink, a musky, dry scent of leatherine scales and ordure. He lay completely still, his every instinct telling him to simply roll right back over the ledge even though it would mean his death. 

The ledge was broad and irregular, its surface scarred by years of claw marks as wyverns had landed and then hopped into the caverns that yawned darkly beneath a great overhang. He couldn't see any from where he lay, but he could hear them: the croaks and hisses of numerous adults moving about in the gloom, the high-pitched yawps of their young. 

A wyvern rookery. The circlet could tell him nothing about how many to expect. At best he thought there might be a dozen individuals present, based on the sizes of the cave entrances and the scarcity of prey. 

The croaks and hisses suddenly went silent. They had spotted him. 

Tharok's hide crawled as he saw movement in the deep shadows. The wyverns crawled forward, walking on the elbows of their wings as they wriggled forth, not yet emerging from beneath the overhang, making of the deep evening shadows a writhing mass of necks and burning eyes.

Any other being in his place would die now. Tharok's throat constricted, and his whole body shook. He wanted in his core to remain frozen, to hope that stillness would lead the wyverns to ignore him, but he knew that was the failing of his own flesh. It was too late now to avert his fate. He had climbed up into the maw of destruction. Simply lying still would avert nothing.

Carefully, Tharok rose to a crouch, the fatigue and burn of his muscles forgotten. The wyverns' hissing became longer, more venomous, and then the first female emerged into the twilight. It was bigger than the wyvern that had saved him up in the Valley of Death; this was the leader of the rookery, and, even hunched over, it rose almost five yards tall, its shovel head swaying on its thick neck, the deep muscles of its chest and shoulders rippling as it used its wings to crawl free of the overhang and rear up to its full height.

By the Sky Father, it was glorious. Part of Tharok mused over what it would be like to gaze upon a real dragon if simply viewing a wyvern up close was so mesmerizing. Dull bronze scales cloaked its body, growing broad and scalloped down its neck and belly, becoming small and rimmed with copper along its back, where huge black spines were now flared in aggression.

The wyvern trumpeted its fury, but no flames emerged from between its jaws. The crest behind its head flared out, and its eyes burned a hideous, famished yellow that spoke of hatred and hunger and untrammeled aggression.

Other wyverns were emerging from behind their leader. Two, four, six of them in all, with hints of smaller creatures behind them. The leader was poised to attack, fanning her wings as she rose higher and higher, ready for a whipcrack lunge forward of its head that would crunch Tharok into a pulp.

Tharok inhaled deeply, drew in the storm to the center of his mind, and reached out to the wyvern. It might be the circlet's power to connect and dominate other creatures' minds, but it was his thoughts, his imagination, and his power of will that allowed it to do so. 

Time seemed to slow. He gazed up into the wyvern's burning eyes and sought to pierce them, to flow through them into the predator's being, to understand the very essence of its spirit.

Then, there was fire, the flickering dance of tongues of flame, ever rising, ever leaping, weaving in a dance without end. Tharok could imagine within it the joy of burning, of consuming, of devouring. Heat, hunger, the furnace in one's core, a molten savage delight in satiating that appetite for flesh that was all-consuming, never-ending, that drove each and every waking thought. 

Tharok closed his eyes. To be clothed in such a suit of sleek muscularity, to inhale till one's chest creaked and to then extend your wings to their fullest reach, encompassing the world, blotting out the sky. To be a cinder in the Sky Father's eye, to defy the sucking force of the ground and soar.

Tharok pushed deeper. He was still only skimming the surface. 

His body began to clench in anticipation of the blow. He felt fire and fury – and an awareness that they were incomplete, that they were not the final form, that they were clay and awkward, that they were strong but not sublime. A deep, ancestral awareness that there were others out there who were truer expressions of something of which they could only ever be rough approximations. Wyverns, not dragons; beasts, not legends; predators, not gods.

But, ah! That moment of dead-drop when you fell off a cliff's edge, that dive into the abyss – the speed, the howl of the air, the sudden snap of wings, the lift! The world of wind, of currents, of hot, spiraling masses and deep, cool declivities; the sensation of power as one flew over the ravines and mountain meadows, as one hunted, as one sought prey. 

Yes: Quick thoughts. Sharp, bright jabs of need. Impulses. The cry of desire, the roar of defiance, the chirp of pleasure. They might not be the greatest of creatures, but their lives were glorious nonetheless. To bask in the sun, wings extended, tail curled around an outcrop of rock, belly full of fresh meat, the world extending out before you, thoughts slowing and stilling, hunger abated for but a moment. The leaping flames reduced to a smolder. Clothed in strength, wrapped in might, unparalleled, bowing to no other creature, ruling the world from the highest peaks. 

Tharok felt himself expand. He felt his own body change, felt the supple interplay of scales sliding across each other as he moved, the dexterous undulation of his neck, the clenching might of his claws digging into the rock, the eager ache of his wings for flight. He felt the fire in his gut, the power in his jaw, the sharp, inquisitive, dominating lancings of his thoughts. 

Tharok opened his eyes. The great wyvern was standing before him, wings furled, eyes narrowed, watching him. Its brothers and mates were still, bronze shadows under the overhang. The light of the moon glimmered on the wyverns' multiplicity of scales. Tharok felt removed from his own concerns, anointed by his own accomplishments. Regardless of what befell him hereafter, this moment, this endless second during which he gazed into the wyvern's eye – this was justification for everything he had done up till now. A deep and abiding satisfaction flowed through him like a turgid river, something greater than pride, a swelling of the soul, an elevation of his own self-worth and power.

He took a step. Then a second. The wyvern watched him, towering above him. Tharok could feel the press of its burning mind against his own, the weight of the others just behind it. Where the trolls were cool, glacier-heart-blue depths of stillness and silence, the wyverns smoldered and burned like spheres of copper and vermillion flame. 

Tharok stopped a short distance from the great wyvern and raised his hand. The monster considered him, then slowly lowered its head till it was level with Tharok's chest, and joy blossomed in the kragh's heart. It was magnificent. The curved beak that could tear a mountain sheep in half. The minute scales around its eyes, soft and akin to hide. The bony ocular ridge, the growing spikes that ran up its snout, the breadth of its brow, the quiescent crest. 

Tharok laid his hand on the wyvern's head. It was warm, like a sunbaked stone. The scales had a smooth, strangely leathery texture, sharp-edged in places and blunt in others. The wyvern cocked its head slightly to one side as it regarded him, and Tharok felt a deep rumble through his palm, emanating from the depths of the wyvern's chest. Up close, it smelled of cinders, the sharpness of metal shavings, the warmth of something akin to cedar and cinnamon. 

Intoxicating.

Acting on instinct, Tharok reached up and took hold of one of the two great horns that swept from the back of the wyvern's skull. He moved quickly, before his fear could assert itself, before his own trepidation could weaken his hold on the wyvern's mind. He hoisted himself aloft, swinging a leg over the monster's neck, and settled back on its shoulders. 

The wyvern snorted, shook itself in a reflexive manner that almost dislodged Tharok, and then hopped to the edge of the cliff. Tharok held on with desperate strength, clenching his thighs and leaning forward to wrap his arms around the beast's neck. 

Saddle, he thought in a panic. Reins. Stirrups!

Then, before Tharok could rue the idea, the wyvern simply tipped forward, flaring out its wings, sending the muscles beneath Tharok rippling, and leaped out into the night.

Tharok felt his stomach rise up inside his ribs. His braids pulled at his scalp as the wind filled his mouth and made his eyes tear up. Down they plummeted, speeding ever faster past the bone-white cliff-face which Tharok had so laboriously climbed, hurtling toward the black valley floor below.

Rise! His command was half panicked scream, half jubilant roar. With a subtle flexion of its wings, the wyvern tilted them just so, the membranes filling, and they leveled out, rose in an updraft, and then the wyvern began to beat its wings and they climbed, flying out over the shattered rocks and stunted highland trees. 

Tharok let out a roar of delight, sat back recklessly and gazed above them, where the other wyverns were following. A spate of fireballs erupted in his mind, prickly and demanding, testing him but obeying his will. Tharok gripped one of the spines that ran down the wyvern's neck and closed his eyes, focusing, extending his control, and once again the pale blue of the trolls appeared: distant, dim, almost beyond his reach. The circlet burned on his brow, searing his skin, but he bore the pain and gathered the trolls into his net, turning them toward his purpose. 

The sweet affirmation of his will was sublime. Tharok relaxed, riding the great muscles of the wyvern's shoulders as they bunched and extended with each beat of its wings. The night was not yet over. He had more work to do, more rookeries to visit, more minds to capture. 

But the hardest part was done. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Audsley was sitting on a narrow bench off the Fourth Circum, a paper cone filled with Ennoian chestnuts grilled in Zoeian truffle oil in one hand, a cup of Noussian elanchi juice in the other. It was hard to remain actively focused on the taste of each chestnut, hard not to enter a distracted state where he simply crunched away without noticing the delicacies that were passing through his mouth. It took focus, determination, a single-minded perseverance and dedication to gastronomic pursuits. 

Audsley tipped the cone into his mouth, enjoying tremendously how a chestnut rolled free on a scattering of herbs and salt. 

"Delicious," he said, smacking his lips.

There. Most interesting. He would appear to be of at least a consular level, yet he wears his sleeves with a hint of disarray, as if he rushed from the bedchamber without time to properly accouter himself.

"Hmm?" Audsley peered around the square. The demon had declared this location ideal for people watching; the confluence of officials, nobles, merchants and Sigean servants was perfect, apparently, for deducing how fashions had changed since the demon had last caught up with the clothing habits of the elite.

Yet he carries himself with assurance and poise. Note how those two ladies regard him, each with nine folds in their fans. His state of dishabille is approved of, not denigrated as it would have been in my time.

"Who, him?" Audsley leaned forward to study the man. He appeared wonderfully dressed in the typical seven layers of a Perfecti, his hair immaculately coifed, his sleeves trailing, his feet clad in simple sandals. "Plum baseline, meaning, ah, don't tell me, that he is – plums are symbols of wit, are they not? When matched thus with the ivory over-layer, he's saying – he's saying..."

The more I examine the fashion of today, the more I detect the chaos that is engulfing the Empire. A degeneration in taste? A loosening of the forms? Perhaps they play with fire, advertising their disregard for norms and strictures with those pressed ruffles and irregular sleeves.

Audsley pushed his spectacles up his nose and watched the man in question depart. "He looks quite fashionable and well put together to me."

That means nothing. You have the understanding of a pickled herring. Note how his third sleeve obscures the fourth, so that we only catch hints of its color. Gold? Copper? Resplendent yellow? Imperial sunflower? Impossible to say. And yet, the technique does cause arousal, a piquancy that is nearly erotic. One longs to view the fabric and color, and the very fact that we can't, when it is presented by such an eminent young man, proves frustratingly alluring...

Audsley sighed and sipped his elanchi, enjoying its tart, refreshing flavor. "I used to pick elanchi berries myself when I was young. I'd climb out on the southern face with the best of them, little basket tucked under my chin, the gulls flapping around me, seeking a chance to steal my profits..."

I have seen enough. Rise. Let us see if Lavender Dusk is still in business after all these years.

"Thank the White Gate and all the Virtues," sighed Audsley, rising to his feet. He drained his elanchi, poured six chestnuts all at once into his mouth, and, feeling a little guilty, allowed the paper containers to fall to the ground. "Om. Ver choo?" It was becoming a source of pleasure to torment this demon.

Must you speak like a snake choking on its own tail? Follow the Circum sunward. 

Audsley chewed with relish, then swallowed and cleared his throat with a cough. "So. We are prepared? What is this Lavender Dusk? Are you quite sure you've seen enough?"

Lavender Dusk was the preeminent tailor when I last walked these streets. And, yes, I believe I have seen enough to understand the undercurrents of what is driving fashion and perhaps even the Perfecti themselves. 

"Hmm, good, good." Audsley nodded in agreement, then patted the heavy pouch filled with gold at his side. "And what have you deduced?"

All is not well in Aletheia. Much can be excused as the excesses of youth or the bold attempts of those with poor taste to stand out from the crowd, but I have seen enough examples of wildness and deliberately clashing styles to be convinced that undercurrents of dissatisfaction, depravity, and possibly even delinquency have begun to stalk these halls.

"Lovely alliteration," said Audsley, smiling benignly to a plump lady and her two guards, completely at ease at this point with being ignored.

I know for a fact that you are more intelligent than this, said the demon. Why do you play the fool?

"One must derive one's satisfaction where one can, don't you think? Just as I am your captive, so too are you mine. I don't want you to get too comfortable."

The demon subsided with a grumbling snarl, sinking back between his two silent companions. Audsley marched on, swinging his arms, enjoying the fresh breeze as it blew in through the arcade to the left, bringing with it a scent of roses and orange blossoms from the blooms that thronged about the pillars.

Fifteen minutes later, he stopped before the façade of an ornate and elegantly decorated shop. Lavender Dusk was written in classic Aletheian over a door of Agerastian sun pine. Large casement windows allowed Audsley to peer into a world of color. Stepping in close, he saw swaths of fabric like the waves of the ocean, draped from one mannequin's arm to the next, a small gem of a store where everything seemed to scintillate and smolder with exquisite color.

Audsley coughed once to clear his throat, then smoothed down his old coat, opened the door and stepped inside. It was like entering another world, from the delicate scents of clove and cinnamon to the rich undulations that draped the walls in hues ranging from magenta to emerald to creamy gold.

A slender man of advanced years was seated at a writing desk, wearing, Audsley noted, only four sheer robes, each of them a subtle variation on pearl and cream. His nose was as angular as a hawk's, and his spectacles glimmered when he turned to stare at Audsley, his expression of sympathetic curiosity hardening to disdain. 

"You have entered the wrong establishment, good sir." The old man waved a hand, as if Audsley were a malodorous scent. "Please, see yourself out before you soil my carpets."

Quickly now: Pity the fallen blossom, blown cruelly by the capricious southern wind, its petals ragged yet still bedecked with the dawn's sparkling dew.

Audsley, accustomed to these orders, smiled and delivered the words with gravity.

The old man stilled and looked over his shoulder at Audsley, eyes narrowed. He was a canny old man, Audsley saw, his gaze sharp, his mouth a pensive slit. "The wind blows as fortune dictates, and only a fool would mourn the fall of each petalled flower."

Hard-hearted man. Attend: When the falling blossom falls in shadow, might not its scent yet recall the glories of spring despite the bleaching of its hue?

The old man scoffed but turned now to face Audsley full-on. "Woe the flower that lands in a dank and shaded corner, for its precious scent might be masked by that of a saddened world."

Audsley didn't know why, but his earlier complacency had been shattered. The way the older man was staring at him had him unnerved. Can't we just offer him gold? 

And deal him a mortal insult? No. Turn toward the door. Attempt a manner at once saddened yet brave. Speak: Indeed, the poor zefir tree makes this truth known to all: even the most glorious spring blossom cannot last long in this fleeting world.

Audsley found that his eyes had actually filled with tears, so forlorn was the demon's voice, so caught up was he with the poetry. He placed a hand on the door handle and turned his face away and whispered his lines.

A single tear ran down his cheek, and he opened the door to go.

Excellent! More pathos! Hang your head! Slowly – give him a chance to enjoy the emotion before being forced to call out!

Audsley moved as slowly as he could across the threshold, feeling faintly ridiculous, yet the sudden clearing of the old man's throat caught him by surprise. The old tailor sounded profoundly moved.

"No matter this blossom's fall, when amongst these hills its sad sojourn has brought it amongst the bright hues of leaves in autumn."

Success! Now, none of your bovine beaming. Stand still, just so. Hang your head. Appear to be overcome with emotion. Now, carefully, go back into the shop, close the door, and wipe away your tears as if you wished him not to notice, but make sure he sees you. 

Audsley finally turned and stepped up to the old man, whose own cheeks were now wet with his emotion. 

"Come," said the tailor. "Please, do me the honor of taking a seat. In what manner does your flower seek to array itself with new blossoms?"

The demon began a long list of requests, and Audsley dutifully relayed them: seven under-robes of different colors and fabrics, followed by fifteen garments for the middle layers; finally, twenty more outer robes, some of solid colors, others with subtle patterns that would only appear when seen in the correct light.

The demon scrutinized each fabric as it was brought out, turned some down, had others changed from an outer to a middle layer. The tailor, Audsley was pleased to see, became ever more impressed with his selections, and when Audsley finally left his shop, the old man was nearly bowing as if he were the emperor himself.

"Well!" Audsley rubbed his hands together with animation. "A resounding success! But wait." His face drained of color. "We didn't pay for the order!"

It was a sign of his sincere respect that he did not request your payment now. He will find a way to gently remind you of how much you owe when your order is complete.

Audsley let out a low whistle. "That is a first. I do believe we have earned ourselves a ten-course meal. Do you think your poetry can avail us of the finest dining as well?"

Of course. The demon's scorn was dripping. But we are not done. 

"We're not?" Audsley's heart fell. "But we just spent almost three hours ordering clothing!"

Now we need to buy inks, cards, papers, musical instruments, shoes, and perfumes. We do not have time for you to mix your own distinctive scent, so we shall have to hope we can find something of value amongst the most exclusive of vendors.

Audsley's shoulders slumped. His stomach gave a forlorn gurgle, and he patted it consolingly. "If we must, we must. I suppose every soldier must spend his time in battle. Very well. Where to now?"

During my day, there were only two stores from which any distinguished gentleman might purchase paper. Let us see if they still remain. Begin moving Sunward...

 

 Three days later, Audsley was riding in a palanquin toward the Miliaka estate, exhausted, depleted without measure, a trembling wreck of the man he had once been. Five times since his arrival, he had engaged in what felt like poetry duels with sneering men and women of the highest class, and each time he had conquered, uttering lines whose meaning often escaped him, resorting to imagery whose import seemed to hit his interlocutors like hammer blows while he himself felt only mildly moved.

After each interaction, he was treated as a prince; the less he spoke or showed emotion thereafter, the more obsequious his hosts became, so that by the time he left their shops, he had not only failed to pay for anything, he often was laden with gifts and blessings without measure. Accommodations were arranged for him at a superlatively fine inn on the Fifth Circum, and his days since then had been filled with endless visits for further fittings and renewed inspections of his goods.

Demon. 

The Aletheian man appeared in his mind's eye, stooped and patient, yet betraying a new arrogance he had lacked before. I don't understand. I have conquered the most exclusive haberdasheries, stationery stores, and perfumeries, and have done so without any letters of credit, character references, or even the need for coin.

The demon remained silent, listening.

Audsley struggled to sit upright, the bouncing of the palanquin making him want to do the exact opposite. But, how can this economy function in this way? If any man or woman can simply walk in off the street and requisition the most expensive of goods, what's to stop a host of charlatans or silver-tongued devils from doing the same?

You are a passingly intelligent man, Audsley.

Thank you. Audsley tried not to sound petulant.

But you would never have been able to accomplish today's achievements without my help. You revealed to these merchants a wealth of culture. You were able to blend references to ancient poems with pleasingly apposite metaphors for each circumstance. You knew when to press and when to withdraw, when to be bold and when to weep. In short, you displayed the qualities of a truly refined Perfecti, the mastery of a pure soul, the acumen of one who has dedicated his life to the pursuit of cultural perfection.

Audsley tapped his fingers on the windowsill, gazing out with a frown at the splendors of the Seventh Circum. "Quite possibly true."

That very exclusivity of culture is a bastion which no pretender can penetrate. The only way to mimic a Perfecti is to be a Perfecti, which is why, bewildered as they were, each and every merchant treated you as nobility upon divining the purity of your soul.

The palanquin reached the base of the causeway, and the runners turned to begin trotting toward Iarenna's estate. "I see your point. And yet... and yet... " Something within him rebelled against this delicate wall. He'd never encountered a defense so ephemeral, yet so intransigent. "But, then, if one must be a Perfecti to act as one, how did you come across such a welter of cultural riches? Do they compose Aletheian poetry in hell to pass the time?"

The demon recoiled, his features growing forbidding as he sank into the back of Audsley's mind. I was exposed to these forms centuries ago and, being a superior being, absorbed them fully. A demon I may be, but even my mind can derive pleasure from symmetry, assonance, meter and rhyme.

"Yes, yes." Audsley sighed. The demon's recalcitrance to discussing its past was a persistent nuisance. 

Leaning his head out, Audsley espied the estate hoving into view just ahead, its form a series of dark outlines as a cloud engulfed it. Audsley retracted his head just before his palanquin plunged into the nebulous mist.

The servants' gate?

No longer. Direct your man to the main entrance. 

"Well, that's an improvement." Audsley tapped his ivory-tipped walking stick against the ceiling of the palanquin, and in response, a slat slid aside to reveal his richly dressed driver. "To the main gate, good man."

The driver nodded, and moments later they turned down the gravel entrance, the feet of the eight runners crunching as they slipped like a fish through a sea of gray. Beads of moisture formed on the windows, and Audsley recalled how the clouds had had the same effect on the glass panes of Starkadr's control center, that high throne at the top of the stairs that gazed out upon eternity. 

The palanquin was set down, and his door slid open. Audsley climbed out, scooping up his many layers of robes as he did so, and then let them drop behind him as he straightened. Seven layers of clothing had a strange effect upon one's sense of self; there was an unaccustomed stiffness to the assemblage, which both encouraged a finer posture and made Audsley feel as if he were in a play, costumed for the entertainment of an invisible audience watching him with critical eyes.

Pryimak hurried forward, bowing numerous times only to freeze when he realized who stood before him. Audsley flicked out his voluminous sleeves to full effect and stood still, gazing out into the cloud fog as the overseer drank in his finery. 

"Welcome, good master," stammered Pryimak, his confusion quickly disappearing in favor of decorum. "Our lord is yet absent from the estate. Might I offer you refreshments in the main hall?"

Audsley gave a stiff nod, still not deigning to look at the Sigean. How strange! He, a Noussian, treating a Sigean as if he were a Bythian. But such was the lot of Sigeans; they lived only to serve in Aletheia, and in doing so, paved the way for their final ascension. 

Pryimak looked past the palanquin to the numerous carts that were being drawn up by placid mules, all of them an immaculate white. His eyes widened. "Will you be staying with us long?"

Audsley inhaled and did his best to appear languid and supercilious. For effect, he examined his fingernails, stretching out his arm to gaze upon them from a distance. "That, I do not know. Is the Lady Iarenna in attendance?"

Pryimak bowed deeply. "I shall let her know that you have arrived. If you will please come this way."

Audsley pretended not to notice the overseer's glares and hisses as he directed his staff to spring into action, directing the numerous carts to the servants' square while, turning to bow every fifth step, he led Audsley up into the main home, through the double front doors, and into the grand hall.

Nicely arranged, said the demon grudgingly. Audsley sensed him gazing around the interior of the house. Master Miliaka has a keen eye for restraint and decor both.

The hall was low-ceilinged, its floor composed of parquet planks that glowed like honey. Refined tapestries depicting abstract scenes of clouds and mountain peaks lined the walls. At the far end was a stunningly beautiful circular window, the glass as clear as pond water, which looked out over a manicured private garden contained within the center of the home. 

Several house servants bustled in, bringing with them cushions, a low table, plates of small delicacies and steaming plum wine. Audsley felt his mouth fill with saliva, but managed to swallow without anybody noticing.

Soon the tableaux was set, and Audsley lowered himself onto the cushions, flipping his trailing robes aside and wishing he could cut off his absurdly long sleeves. Should he lie down or sit upright? No doubt an elegant courtier would lounge, but Audsley's portly form made that too challenging a pose.

A young woman entered and sat in the corner, where she began to play mournful notes on a wind instrument, holding each so that it quavered and then faded away. It was masterfully done, invoking deep emotion without being heavy-handed. A light rain began to fall outside, and Audsley sat, enrapt, eating pickled fruit and small wedges of cheese as he watched the leaves in the small garden dance in the falling rain.

A side door opened and Iarenna entered, clad in a simple robe of white with cobalt leaves printed in an intriguing pattern across its form, a second layer of white beneath that, followed by soft yellow and finally a subtle rose. 

And? What do those colors signify?

A hint. A possibility of more than is strictly decorous. That touch of rose is the color of intimacy and the heart; that she wears it at home with you while burnishing it with soft gold means that she holds you in high esteem, as asserted by the imperial white. Finally, the outer robe declares her to be your official host; the Miliaka birds are a signal that her father is absent and she acts in his stead.

Audsley controlled the urge to shake his head in wonder, and instead smiled warmly at Iarenna as she sat on the cushions across from him.

"Good evening, Magister Audsley." She was too educated to study his clothing openly, but he knew that she had taken in its arrangement, its superior cut and quality. Word would have reached her already of his arrival, his many carts, his rise in station. To her credit, she treated him just as she had before, with a sincere smile and a thoughtful gaze.

"My dear lady Iarenna." Audsley wished he could give her a hug. After facing suspicious and hostile strangers all day, she was a sight to soothe the soul. "Thank you for allowing me to visit. Yours is an arbor under which even the most well-traveled pilgrim might find solace."

See? I did that one by myself. 

The demon made no comment, which to Audsley's mind was high praise.

"I'm afraid my father is still held in Sige by his business interests. I know that he will bitterly regret missing your visit."

"To be honest and cast all decorum aside, I must admit that I came in the hope of speaking with you." Audsley raised his cup of warm plum wine and inhaled the aroma, then set it back down. He felt quite accomplished. "I have visited your older sister to tell her of our success, and she asked that I send her love and sincere gratitude for your timely aid."

Iarenna nodded and lowered her eyes modestly. "It is almost unseemly for family to thank family for assistance. Especially when Kethe's rise has brought such glory on us all."

"Oh?" Audsley felt unsure for a moment and covered his confusion by popping a small pickle into his mouth. "Do you mean her admittance to the Temple?"

"Oh, no," said Iarenna, her eyes opening wide with excitement and surprise. "Have you not heard? Kethe participated in the Quickening to fill Makaria's place – and won."

Audsley dropped his cup, spilling plum wine all over the table, then knocked over a number of small platters with his sleeve as he jerked his hands forward to catch it. The clatter and tinkling arrested the music, and the young lady set down her instrument to hurry over and help clear the table.

Audsley stared at Iarenna, shocked. "What are you saying?"

Iarenna met his gaze boldly, her eyes shining with pride. "Exactly what I have said. Kethe was chosen to replace Makaria. She is said to have collapsed during her final bout with the Virtue Mixis, and I have heard that she was gravely wounded in the fight, but such was her spirit that she was announced to be the new Makaria only hours later."

"Gravely... wounded?" Audsley's mind spun. "So, she passed her Consecration? Oh, praise the Ascendant! But – but wait – why did the Virtue wound her so? Are they not all past masters of their weapons? Did he seek to kill her?"

Iarenna lowered her gaze to her hands. "It is said that Mixis and Makaria were lovers. The death of the previous Makaria must have... stirred deep passions in the Virtue of Commingling."

"Ah..." Audsley sat back, trying to absorb this information, his mind reeling. "Um. You're saying that our Kethe, the, ah, young woman we delivered to the Temple – she is to be the new Virtue?"

Iarenna nodded enthusiastically. "I was unable to watch the Quickening, being of far too low a station, but I have asked everyone I know for details. She fought from Makaria's cohort, which is needlessly cruel of her superiors, but did so with incredible skill and ferocity. She defeated three other Consecrated before facing off against Mixis, and it's said that she manifested the White Flame in her final defense against his attacks! What better sign of her worth than that?"

"This White Flame," said Audsley, reaching out to place a number of small, errant pickles back in their bowl. "What is that, exactly?" 

"It is the sign of the Ascendant's true favor," said Iarenna. "When the very power of the White Gate manifests externally, clothing the Virtue's blade in fire. Only Virtues can perform this feat. That Kethe did so while only a Consecrated... I have never heard the like."

Audsley nodded, deciding not to mention the white flame that had engulfed Kethe when she fought beside Asho at the last – or his black flame in turn. 

Only then did it truly hit him. Kethe had survived. All this talk of Virtues aside, she had survived! A tremulous bubble of joy rose in his chest, and he squeezed his hands together, closed his eyes, and simply savored the pleasure, the delight he felt at her success. Oh, he had to send word to Iskra! 

Finally, he relaxed with a sigh. "That is the best news I have received since before my lady's banishment. Truly, what a world! To think: little Kethe, the new Virtue of Happiness! It's no coincidence, then, that I feel such joy!"

Iarenna bobbed her head, smiling right back, and looked to be all of twelve before her self-control reestablished itself and she sat up straight once more. "Yes. Truly wonderful news. Soon, perhaps, we will be able to visit her to give her our congratulations in person."

"Yes." Audsley's smile grew stiff. Not with these demons in his soul, he couldn't. "Which reminds me. I've come on a mission of some grave import. I – well – I don't know quite how to put this. It's the kind of thing that there's no tiptoeing around, so I'll just say it straight out."

Iarenna nodded her encouragement.

"I have a unique talent – though the less said about it, the better – to detect, shall we say, corruption. And – brace yourself, this is quite shocking – I believe the Minister of the Moon to be deeply steeped in evil."

Iarenna looked at him blankly.

"I'm quite serious. I noticed it when I first saw him. Do you recall how I asked all those questions right after?"

"Evil?"

"Evil. Yes. Dangerous. Incredibly corrupt. Which is why I must get close to him to learn more."

This time it was Iarenna's turn to gape at him. She stared, completely taken aback, and then finally caught herself and swept up a handful of olives, which she plopped into her mouth in a manner most unlike her.

Audsley leaned forward. "I swear to you, Iarenna, that this is not in jest. I'm willing to risk my life in an attempt to get close to him. Can you help?"

"Help?" Iarenna let out a helpless laugh and then covered her mouth, blushing as she did so. "No. Absolutely not. But not from lack of desire – I simply can't get anywhere close to the Minister of the Moon. He is of the First Rank! I might be able to see him at a grand festival or the like, but get close to him? Not a chance."

"Hmm." Audsley sat back. "Not even if one were refined enough?"

Iarenna hesitated, then shook her head. "Some circles are exclusive to those of high birth."

Ask her if she knows of any famous widows. Any ladies of the First or Second Rank who have been bereaved for over five years.

Audsley blushed and drank his plum wine in one gulp. "Now, this might sound strange – again – but, um, do you know of any widows from the First or Second Rank? A lady of distinction who has been bereaved for five years or more?"

Iarenna blinked, frowned, then looked away, deep in thought. "Perhaps. Let me see. The Ascendant's family... perhaps someone from the Fujiwara clan..." She trailed off. Audsley watched her, enjoying her fierce focus and the pout of her lips as she sought to think of someone.

"Perhaps – the only lady I can think of is the Red Rowan, widow to the former Minister of War."

So? Now what?

Ask if she has suitors.

Audsley blanched. Why?

We must determine our competition.

Audsley poured himself a cup of wine, drank it, then poured himself a second, smiling shakily at Iarenna all the while. "What can you tell me about the Red Rowan?"

"Not much, I'm afraid, but it is said she has a very striking personality and was once heavily involved in politics. She is said to have been a true beauty, but now rarely leaves her home. I believe she resides on the Second Level."

Perfect.

"Ah. Delightful."

"Why do you ask?"

Audsley moved his cup an inch to the left, then moved it an inch back to the right. "Ah, just, you know, curiosity."

Iarenna narrowed her eyes. "We have enjoyed great honesty between us thus far. It would be a shame to lose that frankness."

Audsley sighed. "She might be able to help me get close to the Minister of the Moon, I suppose."

It was a ridiculous statement, but Iarenna didn't laugh. Instead, she regarded his exquisitely tailored robes and then nodded thoughtfully. "If you can work such a transformation as you have already done once, then perhaps it can be done. But you cannot visit her estate. You will have to send a messenger bearing a line or two of your poetry. She will gauge the depth of your soul from that message alone."

"I know, I know." Audsley fought the urge to sigh. "Don't worry, I've already spent a small fortune on elaborately colored cards and all manner of inks. If the Red Rowan's home is a fortress, then I have assembled as elite a military force as the world has ever seen."

Iarenna studied him. "An elite force needs an exemplary commander. Conversing with one such as the Red Rowan is a completely different affair from impressing a humble Sigean girl of the Seventh Rank."

Audsley didn't need to be prompted by the demon. He reached forward, took Iarenna's hand in his own, and gazed into her eyes with new boldness. "A different affair, perhaps, but without the depth and meaning that I've come to appreciate already." Then he realized precisely what he was doing and blushed. His face burned as he sat back and looked everywhere but at Iarenna. "If, ah, I may be so bold. Ahem."

Iarenna was silent, and then rose to her feet. "I shall see about procuring a suitable messenger, one who can enter the Second Level and deliver your missive with fitting dignity. In the meantime, your guest room has been prepared. I hope you enjoy your stay at the Miliaka Estate, humble as it may be."

Audsley opened his mouth, trying to think of a fitting response, half-expecting the demon to prompt him, but nothing came. In the end, he simply watched as Iarenna padded softly from the room and closed the door behind her. Then he sat back, nonplussed, and turned his gaze to the falling rain. The dolorous sounds of the wind instrument rose to match the tenor of this thoughts, and then, with a sigh, he too stood up.

I presume that you have a fitting message already in mind for this illustrious widow?

Oh, yes. Our Red Rowan's life is about to become very exciting indeed.

Audsley considered the door through which Iarenna had exited, and sighed. Very well. 

For the first time, the thought of climbing to the heights of Aletheian society failed to thrill him.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY
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Asho took three steps to the closest chair, pulled it out from under the table and sat down. The huge kragh was watching him with inscrutably dark eyes, while Mikho had crossed his arms and was standing patiently in the background, listening intently. Shaya was watching him too, her expression torn between joy and concern. 

"Asho?" She crouched in front of him and took his hand. "There's nothing to fear. Tharok's made it clear that he intends to liberate us."

"A kragh army." He had so many questions, but he felt as if he were floating with the shock of the revelation. "But – Shaya. Wait. What's he going to do after he's freed us?"

"Do?" Shaya sat back on her heels, her touch cool on his callused palm. "Don't be naive, Asho. You know what it will take to free our people."

"So, he means to destroy the Empire." Asho nodded slowly. "Conquer it."

Shaya nodded.

"And then? Once he's conquered Aletheia, destroyed Ennoia's castles, sacked Zoe and placed all the other cities under his control? Are we to be ruled by kragh?"

Shaya rose to her feet, releasing his hand as she did so. "I don't know exactly what he plans to do. And, to be honest, I don't care. All that matters is that he's given me his word. That he means to set us free." She shook her head, a growing look of bewilderment on her face. "Why aren't you happy? This will change everything!"

Mikho stepped forward, inserting himself smoothly into their conversation. "He's not happy, my dear, because he has other loyalties now than to simply serve us mere Bythians."

"Is that true? Lord Kyferin. Do you still serve him? Prefer his rule to our liberty?"

"No," said Asho sharply, not liking the way Mikho was looming over him. The elder Bythian smiled and took a step back. "Enderl is dead. I serve his widow instead – Lady Kyferin. And she is worth serving. Under her, I've already helped free some three hundred of our people. Ask Kanna, here. They've left Bythos altogether to live under the open sky."

Shaya's shoulders sagged with relief. "Then perhaps we can all work together?"

Mikho tut-tutted. "Only in the short term, dear Shaya. I don't believe this Lady Kyferin will be glad to welcome your Tharok. Unless I am mistaken, Asho?"

Asho glanced at Nok, the highland kragh. How was he so huge? He looked to have been carved from the trunk of an old oak, ridged with muscle and without an ounce of fat on him. His arms were as thick as Asho's thighs. Would Iskra welcome an army of these, intent on conquering the Empire? "No. She means to overthrow the Empire, to free us Bythians and destroy the faith of Ascension. But she won't want to replace the Ascendant with a kragh warlord. She won't want to place her people under his authority."

Mikho smiled apologetically to Shaya. "It's not hard to understand, unfortunately. What Ennoian warlord would rather serve another? No, she means to rule herself."

Asho ignored Mikho and kept his eyes on his sister instead. "Shaya. You can ask Kanna about Lady Kyferin. She's not like that. She's putting together an army with the Agerastians and means to attack the Empire soon. She's been exiled, she's lost her children, she's suffered unspeakably – but it's only brought out the best in her. You can trust her. I do, with my life. Help us take down the Empire – but not for the kragh."

Shaya looked over to Nok and spoke to him in a series of harsh, clashing sounds. Nok's response was a low rumble, like the first warnings of an avalanche. They spoke for a while longer, Shaya's tone distressed, Nok's calm, till finally she sighed and frowned. "Tharok is coming, Asho, whether I help him or not. Even if I were to break faith with him, even if I were to help you and your lady, he still means to invade and destroy the Empire. The only hope for our people is to align with him so that he sees us as allies and not enemies. Helping Lady Kyferin would only doom us all."

Asho smiled mirthlessly. "You don't think we'd have any chance of rebuffing him?"

"No," said Shaya quietly. "I don't. He's uniting the tribes, Asho. I don't think you know what that means."

A chill went through him. "Like Ogri the Destroyer?" 

Shaya nodded. "When last I saw him, he already had most of the highland tribes under his authority, along with a large lowland clan. You don't know him, Asho. You don't understand what he's capable of. He frightens and awes and inspires me. He's going to do it. He's going to conquer the lowland kragh next, and then break through Abythos. There's no stopping him. We need to be his allies when he comes."

Asho fought the urge to shiver and hunched his shoulders instead. Could it be true? Ogri the Destroyer come again? Though he'd never paid close attention to Audsley's history lessons, any tales of campaigns or war had always caught his attention. The name of Ogri had always captivated him. What page or squire would ignore the tale of the greatest threat to the Empire since the destruction of the Sin Casters? 

"Ogri broke his promises to Ilandra. He had her raised on a wooden cross and left her to die along with her thirty followers."

This time it was Shaya's turn to scowl. "Tharok isn't Ogri. And I'm not Ilandra. This time it will be different."

"Oh? It will?" Asho looked at Nok. "Do you see the kragh ruling us wisely, enforcing just laws and respecting our rights? They're kragh, Shaya. They live like beasts in the wild. They don't have laws. They only respect strength. Tharok will burn our cities to the ground and kill thousands upon thousands of innocents."

Shaya pushed her shoulders back. "Again, you don't know of what you speak. And, yes, there will be war, and death, and tragedy. But how else can you defeat the Empire? Will your method be any different?"

"You said yourself you don't know what our world will look like after Tharok's done. Do you think he'll just go back home and leave us to rebuild?" Asho fought to keep his voice calm. "No conqueror abandons the spoils of war. He'll stay. He'll lodge himself in Aletheia, and his kragh will have free run of the Empire. You can't help him, Shaya. You can't help him destroy everything to free our people."

"You don't get to tell me what I can and cannot do, Asho." Her voice became hard. "I'll repeat myself one last time for your benefit, but I can tell it won't matter. Tharok is different. He saved my life by buying me from a slave market – and then freed me. He said my future was mine, and I chose to stay with him and his people. They've treated me with respect, with dignity. When Tharok asked me to help him, I asked him if I had a choice. And he said yes, that he wouldn't force me to lead this rebellion. That no kragh forces a woman." She was trembling with emotion. "Do you know how that felt, Asho? Of course not. Because, even though you're a Bythian, you're still a man. Well, I'll tell you – it was a defining moment in my life. To be asked, and to know my decision would be respected, even though it would affect the fate of countless thousands."

Shaya took a sudden breath, cutting off the flow of words, and crossed her arms over her chest. "So, yes. I trust him. And, yes, I'll help him. Because even at his worst, Tharok's shown himself to be better than any other ruler I've seen here in the Empire. I'll take his rule and his respect and the kragh ways over our broken system and your widow Kyferin any day of the week."

Asho was taken aback by her words. Their passion. Their fire. He didn't know how to respond. He couldn't make her understand, not after what she'd apparently been through. 

"I'm happy for you, Shaya." He smiled brokenly. "I'm glad you met this Tharok, and that he's treated you well. I can't tell you how much that means to me. I had thought you lost forever, and instead I find you here, leading an invasion and as powerful and determined as Kethe Kyferin."

Shaya's scowl slipped. "I'm glad you're doing well, too, Asho. And I'm glad Lord Kyferin is dead."

They were only a few yards apart, yet Asho felt a chasm lying open between them. He wanted to step over it, to hug his sister, but although the kragh Nok was standing to their side, he seemed to rise between them, a symbol of the gulf that now yawned open at their feet.

"Asho, you never said exactly why you came to visit my humble abode," said Mikho, breaking the silence. "Though, at this point, I can hazard a guess."

Asho sighed and looked over to Kanna. The other Bythian woman was standing as still as a shadow near the door, watching him with pensive eyes. He turned at last to Mikho. "We came to ask your help in stealing the stockpiled Gate Stone. We need it to bolster our attack."

"How familiar those words sound! Almost word for word the plans I was discussing with your sister but half an hour ago. Oh, dear. What am I to do?" Mikho's smile was cold and predatory, and his face betrayed not an ounce of indecision.

"You'll pick kragh over humans, Mikho?" Asho felt a great weariness settle over him.

"In this case, I believe I shall. Shaya has made a number of excellent points. Shall I elucidate?"

Asho nodded grimly. He didn't think he could stop the man, regardless.

"For one, I have greater faith in Tharok's conquest over your mythical lady's. Just look at Nok, here. He could probably take down a regiment of Ennoian knights by himself. Second, your lady is the widow of a hated Ennoian warlord, while Tharok is a mystery. I might be a fool, but I'm not so foolish as to think that swapping out one set of Ennoian overseers for another will make that much of a difference."

"And you think Tharok will be a gentle taskmaster?" Asho didn't even bother to put venom into his voice.

"We mean to leave Bythos, Asho." Mikho leaned forward, eyes glittering. "It is an old dream of mine: to leave the Empire altogether and strike out into the land of the kragh. There's true freedom there. True independence. We can form a city state of our own, where none will lead us but ourselves. Shaya tells me the land of the kragh is as broad and far-ranging as the Ennoian mainland itself. We shall find our corner there and begin anew."

"And, let me guess." Asho had to struggle with the appeal of that vision. "You are going to humbly suggest yourself as a candidate for our first benign ruler?"

Mikho's eyes half-closed and he leaned back, his expression hardening. "Your cynicism speaks volumes. Clearly, you have no depth of feeling or appreciation for the wonders we are about to discover."

"You're right. I have grown cynical," said Asho. "How many of our people have agreed to this plan? How many have signed on to this exodus?"

Mikho's smile was as cutting as a knife. "That is what leadership is for, Asho. To show others the best way forward into the future."

"Don't trust this man, Shaya." Asho looked at his sister, ignoring Mikho. "He'll use you and then toss you aside."

Shaya's expression was guarded. "I'm not so easy to use, brother. I can take care of myself."

Asho nodded. "Well, it looks like there's nothing more to be done here."

"Asho." Shaya stepped forward and took his hand. "We can work together on this. We can free our people together. I remember how cold and distant Lady Kyferin was when we were children at her castle. How she never stepped in to stop the abuse. Why are you so loyal to her? Why do you choose her over your own sister?"

Asho hesitated as old memories came roaring back, and with them that old pain, that wounded anger. He took a breath, composed himself, and then took Shaya's hand in both of his. "You're right. Even a year ago, I wouldn't have fought for her like this. But Enderl's death changed everything. It changed me, it changed her, it changed our world. We've all suffered, but in that suffering, we've discovered our true selves. I'm a knight, Shaya." He smiled. "Not like the Black Wolves or Ser Wyland, but in here, in my heart, it means something. It means I'm willing to die for what I believe is right. Lady Kyferin has justified that loyalty by having the same values." 

A deep frustration rose within him, a desire to share all of his adventures with her, to talk of demon armies and ruined castles, the Black Gate and Kethe's speech to the castle folk, about the way Kethe had looked at him, and the Agerastian Empire.

Instead, he sighed. "I love you, little sister. But we're on different paths. You won't betray Tharok, and I won't betray Iskra. I don't know how this will play out, but even if we end up completely opposed, I'm happy you're here. I'm happy you're free. It's good to see you again."

Tears filled Shaya's eyes, and for a moment she looked like her old self. She stepped into his arms and he squeezed her tight, cheek pressed against her hair, like he'd wished he could through all the long years she had been gone. He wanted to tell her so much, to share how her memory had kept him strong, had kept him from being swept away by bitterness and rage, but he could feel Mikho's eyes on them, could see Nok out of the corner of his eye.

So he pulled back and smiled sadly at her. "Goodbye, Shaya."

Pain wavered in her eyes like a solitary tongue of flame. "Goodbye, Asho."

"Kanna," said Mikho. "You know the way out, don't you? Please escort Asho out. I've much to discuss with my guests."

Kanna pushed off the wall. "I'm not your servant, Mikho."

"But you'll do what you're told, regardless. Now, go." Mikho waved his hand dismissively and turned to Shaya.

Asho resisted the impulse to seize Mikho by the front of his shirt and instead walked past him, nodding to Kanna, and out into the hall. He felt numb and exhausted, but filled with a bittersweet sadness. As he followed Kanna's lithe form through the complex, he marveled at how his little sister had grown. Gone was the waif with a mop of pale hair and big solemn eyes, her mouth always closed unless they were alone, at which point she'd ask him a hundred questions. Gone was the meek girl who had bowed her head whenever she was yelled at in the Kyferin kitchen, the girl who had fled Enderl's home before she grew old enough to attract a completely different kind of abuse. 

Their parents would be so proud of her. Asho realized with a start that he was overflowing with pride himself; he might disagree completely with the path she had taken, with her allies and her goals, but he could see the goodness in her eyes, see his little sister within this determined and fierce young woman. 

The path ahead of him suddenly burst into a field of white light tinged with gold as he fell forward, pain erupting in his head. Before he had a chance to recover, a foot caught him in the ribs and knocked him onto his side.

Gasping, blinking over and over in an attempt to clear his vision, he looked up and saw Batou holding his stone-notched club. "Thought you'd just walk on out of here, did you?" Batou grunted.

Asho didn't bother to respond. Other men were crowding in around them, other guards, all of them holding weapons. Six more? Maybe ten? His head was ringing, the pain making him see double. Should he get up? Should he fight from the ground?

"Now, calm down. I'm not going to kill you," said Batou, drawing laughter from the others. "Maybe I'll just pulp one of your knees. Bend it the wrong way, you know, so that you learn respect. So that you learn who your betters are. Pukho, Randou, take his arms. Hold him steady, now."

Asho lashed out, but strong hands gripped his wrists tight, and two other men grasped his ankles and spread him out on the cold floor. He gritted his teeth, refusing to cry out, but the pain caused a flood of nausea to roil through his belly, and he almost vomited. He reached over and over again for the Black Gate's magic, wanting to burn these cretins into wisps of ash, but there was nothing there.

Batou licked his lower lip, took his club in both hands and raised it overhead, eyes locked on Asho's left knee. 

Then a knife appeared at his throat, curved and wicked. It pressed a dimple into his neck, and a bead of blood flowered and ran.

"Easy, Batou." Kanna's voice was a whisper. "Don't tempt me. You know how much I'd enjoy pressing this just a little deeper."

"Kanna," hissed Batou, all tension leaving his arms. "Get the knife away from me. Now."

"Drop the club."

"Last warning. You're not getting out of here alive if you don't."

"Neither will you. Now, what's it to be? You want revenge on Asho so much you'll die for it?"

Batou released his club, and it fell with a hollow clatter to the ground. 

"Smart. Now, Asho, get up."

The other men released him. Asho climbed to his feet, swaying just a fraction, and before the man to his left could protest, Asho took his stone-notched club from him. It was surprisingly heavy. A swing with it would easily crush bone.

Asho fought to keep his voice level. "All of you. Move to the back of the room."

The crowd of guards glared at him but did as they were told, shooting glances at Batou for a sign that they should resist. He gave them none. When they were all crowded near the back entrance, Asho nodded and stepped up to the entrance to the complex. He saw two men slip away into the hall.

Kanna turned Batou around so that he was facing his men, then stomped her foot hard into his calf, driving his knee down to the ground. Before he could react, she pulled her foot back and booted him between the shoulder blades with all the force in her hips, driving him face-down onto the ground. 

"All right, go!" She ran past Asho and was gone, a flitting shadow in the long tunnel leading to the distribution center. 

Asho ran after her, not bothering to cast a look over his shoulder. Doing so would only slow him down, and his balance was precarious enough as it was. The soles of his boots slapped the ground, and he occasionally brushed against the tunnel wall. The world stopped spinning at last, and by slow degrees his nausea receded. His head was still throbbing, though, and when they finally reached the steps leading up, he felt a sharp, visceral pang of relief.

Kanna hurried up the steps to the trapdoor, then glanced down at Asho. "Don't waste your breath on Jhago. We need to go to ground. All right?"

Asho nodded wearily.

Kanna thrust open the trap door and stepped up and out of sight. Asho pulled himself after. He heard Jhago's mocking protests and saw Kanna striding right past him toward the front door. 

"Nothing? No help from old Mikho? Oh, more's the pity. Perhaps you didn't give him enough in exchange, hey, Kanna?" The old man stopped and stared at Asho. "That blood?"

Kanna unbarred the front door and thrust it open. Asho followed her outside, ignoring the old man's protests. Without any hesitation, Kanna took off running across the open square and disappeared down a side alley. Asho ran after her. 

Was that a trick of his ears, or did he hear more footsteps ringing out after them? Still not bothering to look back, he ran into the shadows and was gone.
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Tiron sat to one side, Starkadr's thick mist swirling over his knees, head hanging low, waiting for his pulse to slow, his breath to steady.

He stared at his hands. At the dried mud on them, the splashes of blood, the dark arcs of dirt under his nails from when he'd tried to escape being dragged along the ground, fingers digging furrows in the mud. His body ached. His head felt as if it were filled with eels sliding over each other in a bucket of dirty water. His shoulder where the arrow had hit his mail throbbed. His whole back felt lacerated, and the joints of his knee and ankle felt filled with broken glass.

He was getting old. And yet, he'd survived, despite his best attempts not to. He'd made it back, and men had looked to him for guidance, for leadership. Damn them if he'd give it to them. He'd stalked off into the mist to collapse against the black wall, to let his pains immolate him and think of Kolgrimr. Kolgrimr who hadn't returned with them. Dead, no doubt, back on that battlefield because of him.

The curt call of orders being given and the whinnies of horses echoed in the great chamber, which was filled with the hundreds of men who had ridden through the Portal and back into Starkadr. General Pethar was imposing order, sending as many as he could back into Agerastos to relieve the press. 

Let them handle the next phase, Tiron thought. Let them handle the attack on Kyferin Castle. He could barely stand, much less lead an invasion.

He heard footsteps, swift and purposeful, and looked up to see the sole remaining Vothak. What was his name? Ashkalar? He'd remained with the soldiers to open the way home. Tiron watched him approach with lidded eyes. 

"Ser Tiron." Ashkalar's voice was flat, peremptory, even. "I've been ordered to heal you."

Tiron leaned his head back against the wall. "Ordered by whom?"

"General Pethar. You're needed."

Tiron studied Ashkalar. His face was pale, and his eyes were bloodshot. A smear of red covered his upper lip. Nose bleed. He'd already been Sin Casting too much. "And what will that do to you?"

"Make me lose what's left of my lunch." Ashkalar crouched in front of Tiron and extended his hands. "With your permission?"

He could just tell the Sin Caster – no, Vothak – to leap through the Black Gate. Could tell everyone to go to hell. He felt spent, and not just physically. The fever of violence had snapped when he realized Kolgrimr hadn't made it. When he realized the man had died trying to save him. What a waste. The very thought sickened him. Kolgrimr had been a good man. He'd had a future. His people had needed him. Now he was dead on some muddy field, eyes being pecked out by crows, and for what? So Tiron could seek out death somewhere else? 

"Ser Tiron?"

He closed his eyes and thought of Iskra. Could she know how painful his duty to her was becoming? How deep it was forcing him to go? Perhaps. Perhaps not. Did it matter? He was her knight, and nothing more. 

Self-pity washed over him, a self-pity that was poisoned with self-loathing. What had he become? What manner of man was he? Reckless, foolish, irresponsible, causing the deaths of fools who cared for him. A shadow of his former self.

"Ser Tiron?"

He cracked open his eyes and looked at Ashkalar's knees, at the mud splattered there, and a thin cut that had split the leather. What was left of him? Loyalty? Honor? 

"All right." His voice was a rough rasp, an iron file caressing a rusted blade. "Get it over with."

Ashkalar leaned forward and placed a hand on Tiron's forehead. There was no preamble, no ritual, no muttered incantation. The Vothak simply stiffened, fingers pressing against Tiron's scalp, and with a rush the knight felt the pain fall away from him, felt something in the back of his head knit closed, felt his shoulder loosen.

With a gasp the Vothak released Tiron and fell back onto his rear. His eyes were wide with shock. "So much pain," he gasped. "How?"

Tiron stood. Even the stiffness was gone. He swung his arms and cracked his neck. He'd not felt this good in some time. The new energy even helped with his black mood. 

"You get used to it," he said. "If you live long enough. My thanks."

He strode past the fallen Vothak, leaving him behind as he entered the ranks of soldiers and made his way to the front. There, he found General Pethar with his advisors, along with Captain Patash and Orishin. They all turned to him, eyes lighting up with relief.

"There he is," said the general with false joviality. "Good. Now, the Vothak said he can open an Ennoian Portal that is only an hour's ride from Kyferin Castle. You know the land, the castle, the guards. Are you sure we should proceed as planned?"

Tiron frowned. Kyferin Castle was formidable. No siege would break through its walls in time. Their only advantage lay in surprise 

"Yes. There's no other way." Tiron looked from one man to the other. "Surprise. We'll attack through Mythgraefen's Raven Gate at the same time. It's our only shot. That, and my wager that Kyferin is undermanned, with the majority of its soldiers away at Otran."

General Pethar sighed and scratched vigorously at his sideburns before nodding. "All right. I'll give the command. I've picked the troops myself."

The order was given, and immediately servants began to rush to and fro, pulling the selected soldiers out of their ranks and ushering them to a staging area where full suits of armor lay in careful piles. Tiron stalked over, frowning, running his plan over and over in his mind. It would have to do.

An hour later, about sixty men were clad in the suits of full plate armor that had been taken from Lord Laur's first assault on Mythgraefen Hold. More importantly, the soldiers were also wearing the tabards of those knights, a host of minor lords and vassals who were known to serve Lord Laur. Tiron scrutinized them. Many of them were still fussing with their armor, seeking to tighten straps on plate that had been molded for different men. But in the dark, from a distance, it just might work.

Purpose fired him. Fifty-eight men were following him into battle. This was the size of engagement he'd grown used to partaking in with the Black Wolves. He clapped his hands and gestured for everyone to crowd around. Orishin stepped up to translate.

"All right. From a distance we might fool them, which is why we're going to ride in fast. Once we get within sight of the walls, keep your visors down, lances up. I want those pennants flying. There will hopefully be enough confusion with the attack taking place on top that they'll let us in. Now, this is important. We're not going to stop at the gatehouse, even if they try to fight us. We're punching through. We're also not going to let them bog us down in a fight in the bailey. Remember: we're punching all the way through into the barbican."

He waited as Orishin translated. The men were focused on him, some of them even mouthing Orishin's words so as to better memorize them. Tiron waited patiently, then resumed. "The barbican has a single hallway in it, shaped like a capital 'L'. We'll abandon our horses in the bailey and head up the ramp. The ramp is actually a second drawbridge. It's kept down normally, and should still be down if we move fast enough. Then we'll move through the hallway, which is riddled with murder holes. We'll have guards firing arrows at us the whole way. We'll only go into the side rooms if they drop the portcullis at the end of the hall. Otherwise, we'll head out over the third drawbridge and up the steps into the keep."

There was no need to tell them about the twin drum towers that watched the approach to the keep, or the arrows or worse that would fall on them from there.

"Again, we can only pull this off if we move fast. We approach calmly and stay calm for as long as they don't raise the alarm. With luck, we'll be able to walk through most of their defenses. As soon as the alarm is given, however, we run. We stop for nothing. A friend falls? Leave him behind. A man attacks you from the side? Run past him. Understood?"

These men had been hand-picked from thousands. They had been selected by their sergeants, pulled from the most elite and veteran squads, some of them even from the Emperor's Hundred Snakes cohort; looking at the hard faces that stared back at him, Tiron felt a small measure of reassurance. This might be a death trap they were walking into, but these men had made their peace with death. Tiron got the sense that they would hold, they would fight, and they would die if need be to accomplish this mission. 

"Now, our hidden ace lies in the Raven's Gate. That's the Lunar Portal located outside Mythgraefen Hold. We'll be opening it tonight and attacking through it. We're going to time our approach to coincide with that attack. With a little luck, that attack through the Gate will distract our enemies enough to give us a fighting chance of breaking all the way through. Understood?"

He received a series of grim nods in reply. Tiron waited, letting the silence play out, watching the men carefully, looking for pale faces, wide eyes, rapid breathing, nervous movements, but saw nothing of the kind. The men around him stood there stolidly. They weren't excited what they were about to do, but they weren't on the verge of panic. 

Good.

***

Fifty-six mounted men were arrayed in a tight column behind him, their armor glinting in the light of the moon. The air was chilly, and Tiron felt a building urge for release, for violence. Perhaps that fever for destruction hadn't left him after all. Perhaps it could never break. Was he cursed with it? Blessed? 

Tiron's horse sidestepped, snorting, and he quieted it reflexively, hand on the pommel of his sword, eyes on the moon.

They'd cantered up ten minutes ago, every step exquisitely timed. Their horses had been pushed, but not too hard; carrying men in full plate was something the beasts were meant to do for a brief time in battle, not for hours crossing fields and skirting the edges of forests. Still, they'd made good time, with only one horse pulling up lame, forcing them to leave a suddenly very nervous knight behind them.

He heard no whispers amongst the ranks. They were good men. They were all watching him, waiting for his mark. The road shone bone-white under the horses' hooves, cresting a final rise up ahead them before revealing Kyferin Castle. Five minutes at a canter would take them up to the main gate. Which meant, if possible, giving their allies' attack on the Raven's Gate a couple of minutes to grab their full attention before riding into view.

The storm that had smothered the skies of Otran hadn't reached this far south. The moon was clearing the horizon. A vague certainty began to coalesce within him. The Portal should be flickering now, its interior filling with black ink. 

"Now," whispered Tiron, raising his lance. He spurred his steed forward, and the column lurched forward behind him, harnesses jingling, hooves clopping against the dirt. Tiron's breath plumed out before him, and his heart began to beat faster. What was his responsibility to these men? They were following him on something that was nigh on to a suicide mission. Should he shoulder the responsibility for their fates? Resign himself to losing many, if not most, of them?

Tiron gritted his teeth and rode up over the rise. He inhaled deeply at the sight of Kyferin Castle, so familiar after a lifetime spent riding home to it, and lowered his visor. Never before had its walls seemed so daunting, its high keep so impenetrable. All comfort that he'd once taken in its might had turned to fear. 

He tried to pierce the night and make out the top of the keep. Was a battle underway? He couldn't tell. It was hard to hear anything over the sound of sixty men riding at a canter. 

The pale road led up the huge gatehouse. The portcullis was down, but guards would be watching, would have seen them already, would have marked that they were approaching in a calm manner, a gentle canter. Friendly. Nothing to worry about. Allies.

On they rode, ever closer. Sweat ran down the back of Tiron's neck. He sat up straight, waiting for a cry of warning, for a hail of arrows. It was possible the gatehouse was being defended by men he had once known, guards who had opted to remain and serve Lord Laur in Iskra's time of need. As such, he felt little regard for them. They had chosen their new master. He would see how loyally they served him now that they were to be put to the test.

The massive gatehouse loomed ahead, flanked by towers that bulged out of the curtain wall. The arrow slits were lit from within by the light of torches. No arrows came flying out. Tiron forced himself to breathe easy. 

Convince them you're a friend by believing it yourself.

Tiron slowed his horse and stopped just shy of the great drawbridge. Who could ever storm this castle? They'd need a hundred siege engines, a thousand soldiers, a year's worth of supplies to outlast the stocks held within. Impossible.

"Who goes there? Is that you, Ser Dirske?"

Tiron felt his heart flutter with relief. "It is. By Lord Laur's command, I've brought sixty good and righteous knights to assist in the defense of the castle and the garrisoning of Mythgraefen Hold. "

"And welcome, my lord!" There was stark relief in the man's voice, followed quickly by the rumbling of the portcullis mechanism. Men stepped out into the gatehouse tunnel, burning brands held aloft so that horrific shadows danced and leaped on the walls around them.

The speaker ducked under the portcullis and ran up to Ser Tiron's side. "The Ascendant be praised! The Raven's Gate is being attacked – nobody knows what's happened!" The man's face was flushed with fear and excitement. "They're fighting on the keep's roof! We heard the cries, but Constable Brocuff told us to hold the gate –" 

"Make way!" Tiron kneed his mount forward. He pitched his voice to carry. "The keep is under attack! We must assist them!"

Ragged cheers followed his party as they thundered over the drawbridge into the tunnel, a dozen guards pressing their backs to the walls as they watched them pass.

It's working, thought Tiron breathlessly, riding out into the bailey. 

It was almost painful to return here, most wonderfully strange and surreal. He'd grown up serving Lord Kyferin, knew this castle better than his own hands. He threw his lance to one of the stable boys who had run out to greet them and then leaped from his horse, armor crashing around him as he hit the ground. 

His men were riding in behind him, crowding and filling the bailey. The drawbridge leading up to the barbican was down. Perfect. 

He drew his blade and turned as if to rally his men, his voice a terrible roar. "For Lord Laur! For the glory of the Ascendant! Let's send these heretics back through the Raven's Gate and into hell!"

Without waiting, he charged up the ramp. Now he could hear it: the clash of metal, the screams, the shouts of anger. A moment later he was inside, racing down the L-shaped corridor, the gleam of flames and notched arrows showing through the murder holes as men watched him proceed.

"Who goes there?" cried out a familiar voice, but he ignored it. He ran around the elbow, and then he stopped. The third drawbridge was up, and he wanted to curse himself for a fool. Of course! With the keep under attack, they'd raise the only way out of it in case the keep should fall. 

With his men piling up behind him, swords gleaming in the torchlight, Tiron turned and peered into one of the murder holes. "Lower the bridge! We're here to relieve the keep!"

"Who goes there?" The same voice called out its challenge, not swayed by the urgency of Tiron's demand. A side door opened up, spilling out a half dozen guards into the cramped hall. A squat, powerful man moved to the fore, blade in hand. "Who sent you? What is going on?"

Tiron froze. It was Brocuff, wearing a suit of chain, his heavy features made grotesque by the firelight, cutting through the excitement and panic with the calm confidence of a seasoned veteran. He forced his way to the front of the group and stopped, staring at Tiron in confusion.

"Ser Dirske?" The constable shook his head and took a step back. "It can't be. You were killed at the Hold!"

Tiron pushed his visor up. "Hello, Brocuff. Lady Kyferin wants her castle back." 

Before the other man could overcome his shock, Tiron stepped forward and thrust his blade straight into Brocuff's chest, his left hand palming the pommel to help it punch through the chain. And punch through it did, sinking in nearly six inches.

Brocuff's eyes snapped open wide, and blood burst from his mouth. He grasped Tiron's blade with his left hand and swung his own blade at Tiron's head. Tiron lowered his chin and turned his head, taking the weak blow on his helm, then twisted his sword and yanked it free. 

Brocuff staggered back, trying to speak, trying to call out, then fell. The darkness swallowed him, and pandemonium erupted as his guards realized what was going on. They had no chance, though – Tiron's knights had been waiting for just this eventuality, and they fell upon their victims without hesitation. There was a flurry of stabs, thrusts, and screams, and then Tiron broke through the door into the room inside the barbican. The guards within stood frozen, aghast, and Tiron rushed to the winding mechanism that lifted the portcullis. 

Six of his men joined him, while the others set to massacring the guards. Tiron turned, about to roar a command that they simply be captured, but futility stopped his mouth. Most of his knights wouldn't even understand him. Flooded with bitterness, he showed the men where to haul, and they winched up the portcullis rapidly. It creaked and groaned, then they felt it shudder up and hammer home. He then unlocked the drawbridge's mechanism so that it unwound with terrible speed, sending the massive drawbridge crashing down.

"To the keep!" 

Tiron forced his way to the fore once more and led the men across the drawbridge. Arrows hammered down into the wood around them. Tiron flinched but kept running, gaining the small tunnel that ran under the drum towers and shouldering it open even as two guards sought to shove it closed. The wood splintered, and Tiron staggered through to the far side, where he cut one man down before the guard could even draw his blade. The second went to attack Tiron's flank, only to be undone by another attack. Tiron caught a glimpse of Patash's armor, but then he turned and raced up the steps to the keep.

Had the sounds of violence above abated? It was hard to tell from inside his helm. His breath was loud, a storm behind his visor. Up he ran, screams sounding behind him as the arrows continued to rain down. He reached the keep's great door. Nobody was there to guard it, and Tiron whispered a brief prayer of gratitude to the Ascendant before he caught himself.

He turned at the top of the steps and saw that his men were being attacked from behind. Their ruse was up. Laur guards were spilling out from the barbican to swamp his knights from the rear, forcing a good quarter of them to stop and fight. Archers at the tops of the drum towers were raining death upon them with wicked ferocity. 

"Damn!" Those men were doomed. Tiron thought briefly of trying to capture the drum towers, returning to their base and forcing their doors, then gave it up for lost. "To the keep!" He hauled the great doors open and ran inside, cut immediately to the left, then pounded up the winding staircase embedded in the keep wall.

His breath was burning in his throat and the muscles of his thighs were aflame with effort, but still he ran, sword in hand, his knights behind him. Tiron passed the second floor when he heard knights running down the steps toward him. A second later, a massive man wearing dark green armor and a red plume charged into view, the curvature of the spiral stairwell favoring his right arm and working against Tiron's.

They collided with a crash. Tiron's knights shoved at him from behind, keeping him from spilling backward even as more knights shoved from above. Metal clashed, and Tiron heard his enemy's frantic grunting as they wrestled for leverage. With a cry, they both toppled to the side, through an archway and out onto the third floor, crashing to the ground of the Lord's Hall.

Oaths rang out as unarmed men scattered. Tiron dropped his sword and drew his dagger. His opponent had done the same. He could hear the deadly clash of knights frantically battling in the stairwell, and moments later the battle spilled out into the Hall, men backing away from others as they fought, swords flashing and hammering at each other.

Tiron rasped out a curse. He was on top, his blade hand caught by the wrist, his other hand trapping his enemy's dagger hand in a similar manner. Even though he had the advantage, his enemy was stronger. Somehow, he was bending Tiron back. 

Sweat burned in his eyes. He couldn't breathe. The man's knife was inching toward Tiron's gorget. Discarding all finesse, Tiron levered his blade beneath his chest, where it could only helplessly scrape at the man's breastplate, then flopped onto it with all his weight.

His own breastplate slammed against the dagger's pommel, hammering its tip through the man's armor and into his heart. The knight's scream became a choke, and all strength fled the man's limbs. He collapsed, and Tiron sagged onto him; then Tiron pulled on his reserves of strength and looked up.

Roddick. He had to get to the bedrooms above. He had to safeguard Iskra's son. That was all that mattered. 

The stairwell was the only way up, and it was plugged with battling knights. There was no way up but through the maelstrom. Tiron rose to his feet, panting, and scooped up his blade. He rammed it into his scabbard and crossed to Lord Enderl Kyferin's trophy wall, swaying calmly aside from one attack and almost getting hacked by a second moments before it was parried by one of his knights.

He stopped in front of the wall. Iskra had meant to take these trophies down, but she'd never gotten the chance, praise the fucking Black Gate. These were Enderl's prized weapons. Some of them were beautiful. Some were trophies from fallen enemies. All were wicked, all were vicious, but none so much as the Black Star.

Tiron took down the huge flail. It was a two-handed weapon, its haft three feet long, topped by a heavy chain that ended in an iron orb a full four inches in diameter. Enderl had taken it off a kragh he'd killed. The spikes on its head were cruel, its weight prodigious. Tiron tightened his gauntlets around its handle, then turned to survey the battle. 

He swung the spiked ball around once, quicker the second time, then a third, and by the fourth, it was blurring. 

There. He burst forward, swung the Black Star horizontally and buried its ball into the side of a knight's helm. The iron crumpled, blood spurted out, and the man screamed and dropped like a sack of potatoes. Tiron planted his foot on the man's chest and yanked the ball free, ignoring the melee that was rushing and roaring around him. 

The Black Star sang again, and this time, Tiron didn't stop. He kept moving, tearing the flail free, smashing it into one man's back, taking out another by the knee, crumpling the visor of a third. 

Almost every knight here was fighting with a blade. Blades, unless reinforced and used for thrusting, were almost useless against other knights.

The Black Star was perfect.

Time lost all meaning as Tiron fought. At one point, he fell, but someone helped him back up. The tide of battle was turning. He could sense it, as could his allies. The enemy knights began to retreat back up the stairs. Many could no longer even swing their swords, undone by exhaustion.

Tiron threw the Black Star away. It had grown too heavy and would be useless in the stairwell. Heaving, gasping, he followed three of his knights up the steps, round and round. The enemy knights fought desperately, backing up past the final floor below the keep's roof. 

Tiron broke away. He slammed his shoulder into the fourth floor door, once, twice, then burst the lock and staggered into the large room beyond. He'd never been in here, but he knew what it held. Enderl and Iskra's bedroom. A private chapel. Kethe's old room. A privy chamber. 

He caught a glimpse of rich crimson carpets, white tallow candles in wall sconces, tapestries, the trappings of wealth. And, in the center of the room, Ser Wyland, holding a blade to Roddick's throat.

Tiron froze.

Ser Wyland's visor was up. Blood was splashed across his armor, but he appeared unhurt. "Who are you?" His voice was cold. 

Tiron pushed up his visor. A greasy, cold fear settled in his gut. "Let Roddick go, Jander."

Wyland blinked several times in shock and then relaxed. "Ah. A Portal to somewhere close. Upstairs was just a diversion. Iskra's plan?"

"My own." Tiron spread his hands out. "Now, let the boy go. We can fight this out. But he's just a child."

"No, he's not." Wyland tightened his grip on the back of Roddick's tunic. The boy whimpered and clamped his eyes shut. "He's the only reason Iskra's attacking the Empire. Call off your men or he dies."

Tiron stared Wyland in the eyes. "You wouldn't kill an innocent boy."

"He's not a boy. He's the only thing standing between the Empire and Iskra's madness."

Horror made Tiron's blood run cold. "I can't. It's too late. We've taken the castle. You know we have. The last of your knights are being cornered upstairs. Brocuff is dead." He spread his hands again. "Listen. I'll grant you safe passage out of here. You can ride to rejoin Lord Laur. I swear it."

Wyland looked up, as if he could stare through the stone ceiling. Indeed, the sounds of battle were becoming more sporadic. As if to underscore what Tiron had just said, two of his knights stepped into the broken doorway, bloodied swords in hand.

Tiron saw something go out in Wyland's eyes. A fire, a flame of defiance, his hope that he might still turn these events to his advantage.

"So, it is done. You've taken the castle by trickery and foul betrayal." Wyland's voice had become flat. 

"Put the knife down, Wyland. You can live to fight another day."

Wyland shook his head, a sad smile appearing on his face. "To what end? The best service I can render the Ascendant, his Grace, and Lord Laur is right here."

"Wyland." Tiron took a step forward, hand outstretched. "You can't believe you're serving the Ascendant by killing an innocent child."

"Oh, but I do." Wyland shook his head pityingly. "I'd willingly damn my soul if it meant saving the Empire. And if killing this poor boy stymies Iskra's mad drive for destruction, then it is a crime I am willing to commit. I'll die loyal to my faith."

"No, Wyland, stop! Don't –" 

Ser Wyland cut Roddick's throat open in one smooth slash, then shoved the boy face-down onto the rug.

Tiron bellowed in outrage and fell to his knees at the boy's side, knowing it was too late, knowing it was over, but still he clamped his hand over Roddick's throat and pressed as if he could staunch the wild jets of blood. 

Roddick drummed his heels on the floor, wriggled and croaked, then went still.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Iskra's stared at the Raven's Gate, ignoring the stream of wounded men tottering back through it, ignoring the curt commands and the barked orders of those seeking to impose order upon the roiling chaos that was this vicious engagement. A silk scarf was knotted between her hands, held as tightly as a garrote, and she felt as if she need not breathe, that she had entered a state between life and death and would only return to herself when word was given that Kyferin Castle had fallen.

The Raven's Gate stood on the grassy bank outside Mythgraefen Hold, and an emergency field hospital extended below its walls. Wounded and dying and dead men were being laid out with equal care, Agerastian physicians rushing and sawing and gritting their teeth as they did the best they could to prevent further casualties. Another line of men, composed of Hrethings and Agerastian palace guards, were waiting grimly, weapons at the ready, slowly shuffling forward so they could step through the shimmering black surface of the Gate. Each time the Gate closed, an Agerastian Vothak cried out a command, and it opened anew.

For ten minutes, they'd been feeding soldiers into the death trap that was the keep's rooftop. For ten minutes, her forces had been fighting against unknown odds who knew how many thousands of miles away, holding a pocket into which reinforcements could flood. Those who had limped or fallen or been dragged back out spoke of fierce resistance, a large cadre of knights standing at the ready, of blood-slicked stone and a crowded melee where there was barely enough room to swing a sword.

Each death caused Iskra's stomach to twist into a tighter knot. Had Tiron been successful? Was their pincer movement being executed this very moment? And where was Roddick? Hiding under his bed? Under guard? What had seemed a logical and cunning plan now seemed like a fool's gamble. But how else were they to take back the castle? How else were they to rescue her son? 

Would she hold him soon? How was he? She trembled in anticipation. She would whisk him to Agerastos, to stay in her own suite of rooms. She imagined holding him tight, kissing his thick, tousled mop of brown hair, and then she ruthlessly curbed those thoughts. 

Not yet. He's not safe yet. The fighting yet rages. 

Ravens cawed in the branches of the twisted oak in front of Mythgraefen Hold's main gate, and their unease sawed on Iskra's nerves. She tried to blot out the sound, but even over the cries and screams of dying men she heard them, a bruising panoply of mocking caws. 

She unwound the scarf, then slowly rolled it up once more in her fists. Eleven minutes, surely. Sixty men had entered the Portal. Nineteen had emerged. Where was Tiron? What was happening?

A Hrething emerged from the Portal, unwounded. He was wearing badly dented plate armor, and his sword was deeply notched. He hesitated, searching the crowd, and then he saw her. 

And she knew.

She saw it in his gaze, in the way he recoiled at the sight of her. The knowledge hit her like a stone fist right over her heart, causing it to miss a beat. 

Someone had her by the elbow. Had she almost fallen? No, she would not fall. She thrust the help away and strode forward. The mocking cries of the ravens was all that she could hear. 

"My lady," said the Hrething man. His face was familiar. One of Kolgrimr's lieutenants? "My lady, the castle is secured..."

Iskra thrust him aside. Armored men stepped back, none of them daring to meet her gaze as the Portal flickered and died. She didn't even glance at the Vothak as she stepped up to the archway and waited as he called out the command in a hoarse and weary voice. 

The moment she saw the black waters, she plunged through.

That familiar disorientation swept through her, that sense of gulfs being traversed, of her whole sense of self being inverted, and then she was on the keep's rooftop. 

The same moon was shining down but from a different position in the sky. No clouds dimmed its glow, and the stone roof glistened in the pale light. Nearby, bodies were being hauled aside by the heels. Men turned to stare at her, their faces made young by a horrible awareness of what was to come.

She didn't need guidance. She could walk through this keep with her eyes closed. 

Her soldiers parted before her, opening a passage to the trapdoor. She crossed to it, her skirt growing heavy as its hem thickened with blood. A hand helped her descend to the first step, then into the gloom. 

No. No. No. No. The word rang out in her mind as she descended toward her quarters, around and down, one hand brushing the stone walls, stepping over discarded blades, a hacked-off hand. Her head spun. No. No. No.

She emerged through the archway onto the fourth floor. Torches burned luridly. The walls pressed in on all sides. Men were standing around, at a loss, and as one they seemed to notice her and pull away. 

A small body lay in the center of the room, a sheet pulled over it. One end was speckled red. 

Iskra stumbled to a halt as if a huge, invisible fist had been rammed deep into her stomach. She tried to cry out, but could produce only a hissing wheeze. Some essential part of her cracked, and its essence bled out into the world. Nobody moved. She felt the moorings of her mind loosen. She swayed, feet locked in place, the light smearing around her, the voices becoming a dull roar that melded with the pounding in her ears.

"Roddick." It was a whisper, all that she could manage. Then a hand touched her elbow, and it was as if a spell had been broken – she staggered forward and fell by his side. 

He was so small. "No. Oh, no. Please no."

Someone was speaking to her, asking her a question, but she ignored them. Instead, she reached down with shaking hands and pulled back the sheet. The sight of his pale, waxen face was beautiful, overwhelming, shattering. The world went away, and there was only his face, so cherished, so familiar... but wrong. He was gone. It was true, he was gone, and nothing was left of him but these white lips, these sunken eyes, the blood vivid across his jawline. 

She didn't know how to touch him. Her hands fluttered ineffectually around his head, as if she might still harm him if she held him wrong. Then she brushed her fingers over his hair, and that sensation, so familiar, so ingrained in her soul, unlocked her grief and she keened. She lifted his head onto her lap, and when it flopped to one side, everything inside her convulsed. 

His throat had been cut. 

She bent over him and screamed, giving vent to her rage and horror. 

Time lost all meaning as she bowed over her dead son. He was so frail, so delicate. How had this happened? She had thought herself wise to the ways of the world, experienced in pain and depravity, but this, this... How? How could this happen? How could this be allowed to happen?

She looked up. Searched the faces around her. "Tiron. Where is Tiron?"

"He is gone, my lady," a stranger in bloodied plate replied, his voice a shadowed whisper. 

"Gone?" That made no sense. She turned, sure she would see Tiron, standing at the back, perhaps. She needed an explanation. Needed to hear his words. 

Then she saw the one she truly needed to see. Hands bound behind his back, flanked by two soldiers. Ser Wyland, pale and haunted, his lips as bloodless as her son's.

"You." Iskra rose. A maelstrom of emotion began to spin inside her, shredding her sense of self, becoming far too large for her frail body to contain, consuming her, devouring her, lifting her out of herself. "You."

Ser Wyland flinched as if she had struck him. 

Iskra pointed at him. "You did this?"

Wyland fought to meet her gaze. His eyes skittered from side to side, but at last he managed a nod. 

Never taking her eyes from him, Iskra reached out and drew a dagger from a knight's belt. It weighed nothing in her hand.

"Do what you will," said Wyland, and there was loathing and fierceness in his voice, madness in his eyes, a sneer on his lips. "What I did, I did for the Ascendant –" 

No sound could possibly channel her horror, so she made none as she flew at him. Men roared out, hands sought to catch her arms, but there was no denying her. She fell upon Ser Wyland in seething, virulent silence, and buried the dagger in the side of his neck, punching between the thick tendons and muscles and scraping bone. 

His eyes flared wide with shock. He writhed from side to side as he sought to free a hand, to clamp something to the wound, but both hands were bound. Iskra watched him distractedly as he stumbled back, chest heaving; his spattered blood was thick and warm on her face. 

He dropped to one knee, choked, and rose again. 

Silence clamped down on every man within the room. Nobody moved. Iskra felt nothing – no sympathy, no satisfaction, no pleasure, no guilt. She bore unflinching witness to his death. 

Wyland fought mightily to live. His cries were guttural, protests without words, smothered by his own blood as he collapsed to the floor. 

It took him over a minute to die. Finally, he lay still, and a pool of blood began to extend out from beneath him. 

Iskra took a step back. Her legs had turned to wood, were jointed strangely. Her sense of balance had left her. The room began to rise and fall as if she were at sea. 

The torchlight began to dance over the familiar tapestries. The heat was suffocating. With a wounded gasp, she fell down beside Roddick once more and caressed his cheek with a shaking hand. She knew he was gone, that he felt nothing, that he didn't know she was here, that her touch could soothe him no more, but she couldn't stop. 

She couldn't stop stroking his cheek. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Stillness. Silence. 

Kethe felt as if she were floating, her limbs lost amidst deliciously cool sheets, her body cradled as if in the palm of a giant hand. No pain. No aches. She stirred, languorous, and opened her eyes. She was lying in the center of a large bed, impossibly soft sheets of ivory draped over her. The ceiling rose high overhead, and the white walls were divided into great vertical panels, some inlaid with complex, abstract geometric patterns woven in gold, others starkly blank. Windows ran along the left wall, the stained glass tinted with vibrant colors and depicting holy scenes from the rise of the first Ascendant. A rich plum carpet covered the floor, and elegant gilt furniture was placed in the corners, serving less to humanize the room than to emphasize the sheer scale of it.

A door at the far end opened, and Ainos the Praised entered, clad in an elegant white robe, a gray scarf wound around her shoulders, a belt of plaited gold around her waist. Kethe sat up and watched as the Virtue approached. The older woman's expression was hard to read; a subtle smile played at the corners of her lips, giving her a welcoming expression, but her eyes were liquid and wise and calculating.

Ainos was more handsome than beautiful, a stately woman in her mid-forties, her blonde hair cut short and framing her face elegantly. She had wide cheekbones, a firm mouth, a patrician nose. She had the air of one used to authority, certain of her place in the world, calm and confident and maternal.

"Good afternoon, Makaria," said Ainos as she reached the side of Kethe's bed. The older woman's eyes traveled across Kethe's face and body with open frankness. "You are looking much recovered."

"I am not Makaria," Kethe said, fighting not to sound petulant and childish. "My name is Kethe Kyferin. I'm proud of that name. I don't need a new one."

"I remember how strange it was when I became Ainos," said the Virtue, sitting gracefully on the edge of Kethe's bed. "Strange and surreal both. It took me years to start thinking of myself as such. It's normal to feel resistance at first."

"This isn't 'resistance'," said Kethe. "I'm not Makaria." Frustration and bewilderment bubbled up within her. "And I didn't even come close to defeating Mixis. He wiped the ground with me. So, why...?"

"You evoked the White Flame, for one." Ainos folded her hands in her lap. They were strong hands, Kethe noted. The hands of a fighter, veined and callused. "You stood twice after taking direct blows from a Virtue. Not unheard of, but exceedingly rare, to be sure." Kethe opened her mouth to protest, but Ainos spoke on, gentle, yet firm. "And, finally, you blocked Mixis' final attack. Believe me when I tell you that that is nearly unheard of. The personal feelings of the other Virtues aside, there can be no doubt that you are Makaria come again."

"But – but – Makaria was a man. I killed him. How could I kill myself? It makes no sense!"

Ainos' smile was infuriating. "It is a wonderful world, is it not, that can encompass such death and rebirth? Show me a man or woman who claims to know the mind of the Ascendant, and you show me a fool. I won't attempt to understand the why of what has happened, but neither shall I resist it."

Kethe scrunched up the sheet in both fists. "But you don't understand. I don't believe in Ascension!" She stared at Ainos, waiting for her outrage. "I don't accept it as true! How can I be Makaria if I'm an apostate?"

Ainos crossed one leg over the other and leaned on her left arm, utterly unalarmed. "And why do you eschew the faith of your forebears?"

"Why?" Kethe almost spluttered. "Because I've seen with my own eyes how it's false! I've met heroic Bythians and monstrous Ennoians. It's unfair, enslaving an entire people while another lives in luxury up here in Aletheia!" 

Ainos nodded casually. "I see. What you are experiencing – or have experienced – is the difficulty inherent in reconciling what we can accept in abstract but cannot swallow when it is seen in the flesh. Did you have any difficulties with Ascension as a child?"

"No." Kethe hated how surly she sounded. "But I was a child. I didn't question it."

"And then you met someone who challenged your beliefs. You were wronged, you saw injustice, you met men and women who didn't behave as Ascension dictated they should."

Sensing a trap, Kethe nodded reluctantly. "Exactly."

"But, my dear, that is not a flaw in Ascension. Rather, it is a flaw in people. A violent and greedy Sigean will be punished by being born a Noussian in the next life. A heroic Bythian will be born an Agerastian and have to overcome the challenges of heresy if he is to continue through the cycles of rebirth."

"That's just a way to justify everything!" Kethe sat up straighter. "A good person shouldn't be punished just for being born in the wrong city. Their virtues should be rewarded, not their station in life!"

"And they will be rewarded, by one greater and wiser than we." Ainos cocked her head to one side, smiling sadly. "But let us leave that for another time. You have been Consecrated. You touched the White Gate. How do you explain its power, and the effect it had on you?"

Kethe flushed and looked down. She could almost hear the distant call of voices raised in song and feel the thrum of its enervating power as it drew her into its sublime embrace. Worse; she had felt it close when she resisted Mixis. There was no doubting that it was the source of her power.

Ainos watched her with a bemused patience. "Precisely. Inevitably, all arguments against the theology of Ascension run aground on the reef that is the White Gate. Not to speak of the Black and its demons and horrors."

Kethe shook her head, feeling furious and frustrated and at a loss for words. "No. It can't be true. It can't be right that all Bythians are born slaves. That we privilege Aletheians over everyone simply because they were born on a stonecloud. That's not fair."

"Fairness." Ainos sat up and examined her nails cursorily. "You will think me cynical when I say that the concept of 'fairness' loses its appeal as you grow older. You will find yourself instead accepting that this is at heart an unfair world, and will concern yourself with making what little difference you can while you are alive and able to influence events."

Ainos sounded so wise, so world-weary, so experienced and horribly patient. Kethe stared down at her hands, feeling childish, feeling a fool. Could it be? Could her railings against Ascension be those of a naive youth? It had existed for four centuries, after all. Were her objections all that original?

"Dear Makaria. Nobody ever said being a Virtue was easy, or fair, or pleasant. You channel the power of the White Gate, which is the most terrible responsibility anybody could be asked to bear. Your life will be solitary but for the companionship of your fellow Virtues. It will be dedicated to violence, and will end in the Withering, no matter how well you take care of yourself." Ainos nodded soberly. "Yes, even we Virtues must fear the leaching effects of the White Gate in time. There are ways to safeguard our health – you have already benefited from one such potion – but nothing that will guarantee our longevity."

Oh, Asho, thought Kethe. Why was everything so clear when you were by my side? "I'm not Makaria," she said in a low voice, but even to her it sounded like an admission of defeat.

"We both know that isn't true." Ainos stood up smoothly. "No one expects you to adapt to your new life overnight. But the more stubborn you are, the harder it will be for you. Just as there is no escaping your power, there is no escaping who you are."

Kethe glared down at her sheets.

"Now, let me ask you a personal question. When was the last time you had your moon's blood?"

Kethe startled. "Excuse me?"

Ainos smiled. "I believe you heard me quite clearly."

"I – I don't know." Kethe frowned. It had been several months, in fact. A welcome abeyance, but now that she tried to calculate the actual amount of time, she found herself growing worried.

"I would guess that it's been months, perhaps even half a year. Am I right? I see that I am. Don't worry. Nothing is wrong with you. It is simply something that happens to all women who are called by the White Gate. I don't know what your hopes were for a family, dear Makaria, but you will have to set those hopes aside. We Virtues cannot bear children."

"I'm barren?"

Ainos nodded, and there was a sadness in her eyes, a tenderness that made Kethe want to turn away. "Yes. As are the men." She reached out and squeezed Kethe's hand. "It is a sacrifice that may grow heavier as you grow older, but for now I imagine you barely know what to make of it. So, put it aside and focus on the present."

Kethe nodded numbly.

"Now." Ainos pulled back her hand. "There are suitable robes in your wardrobe over there. When you are ready, a servant waiting outside your suite will bring you to where the others are awaiting you."

Kethe felt a jolt of panic. "But – Mixis. He hates me. Synesis as well."

Ainos smiled sadly. "No, my dear. They hated Kethe, the girl who killed the being they loved. Perhaps they even erred in hating you as a Consecrated. But now? Now that you have proven yourself to be Makaria, they cannot help but love you in turn."

Kethe shivered and rubbed her hands up and down her arms. Ainos' smile was perfunctory, and with a nod she turned and strode down the length of Kethe's bedchamber. Just as she reached the far door, Kethe called out, "Ainos?"

"Hmm?" The older woman turned, one eyebrow raised.

"Thank you. For coming to speak to me."

Ainos inclined her head. "Of course." Then she walked out and closed the door behind her.

Kethe scooted to the edge of her bed and stepped down to the floor. The intricate patterns of gold and silver thread sewn into the luxurious rug caught her eye and held it. How long, and how many people had it taken to make this rug? It ran the entire length of her room. A dozen expert seamstresses over the course of a whole summer, perhaps? Maybe a year? 

She went over to a window and pushed the panes open. Brilliant shades of incarnadine, canary yellow and azure slid over her arms from the stained glass, and then she leaned out and gasped. The entirety of Aletheia was spread out below her, descending into the clouds; tiers and filigree bridges and plazas and towers without end. She had to be at the very top. The First Level? Surely not. That was the realm of the Ascendant and the White Gate itself. She turned and looked up, but the stonecloud receded out of view above her. 

Sighing, she rested her chin on her palm and took in the view once more. It was stunning, and she felt her chest expand with emotion. Was she truly Makaria? Or was she Kethe? Was there a difference? Had Kethe grown into Makaria, or was the entire conceit false? She still felt like herself, but then again, what of this new confusion over the White Gate, her Consecration, and her doubts? Were those natural developments of Kethe's philosophy, or a reflection of Makaria's influence on her soul?

It was all too much. She was a Virtue, one of the seven legendary warriors who fought in defense of the Ascendant and his Empire. She still felt loyalty to her mother. But to her cause? If she could help Iskra destroy the White Gate and tear down Ascension, would she?

The question hovered in her mind like a musical note, and Kethe felt shame over her indecision. Of course she'd help her mother, and Asho. Without a doubt. And yet, there was no denying that her certainty was gone. 

Kethe sighed and walked over to her wardrobe. It was both monstrously huge and a fascinating work of art; its doors were replete with incredibly complex geometric inlays, and the wood was rich, with fiery depths. Had she thought herself privileged in Kyferin Castle? How little she'd known back then. 

She opened a door and saw a wide array of robes, dresses, and other assorted items of clothing hanging inside. 

Kethe sighed. She hated having to select a dress.

 

Fifteen minutes later, the handsome guide who had awaited her outside her suite of rooms – and it really was a suite, six rooms in all, and all of them hers – stopped outside a grand set of double doors. No guards were standing outside them. The young man bowed deeply and stepped back.

Supremely self-conscious, Kethe smoothed down the smoky gray tunic she had chosen. It was wide at the shoulders, allowing ample room for her athletic frame, but tight around the waist and chest. Buttons ran down the left side from shoulder to hip; it had taken her an embarrassingly long time to realize that the right side was meant to be pulled around to the front and buttoned there. At the time she'd thought it flattering, but now she felt strangely vulnerable. But, no matter. There was something martial to its high neck and long sleeves. 

She raised her chin, inhaled deeply, and shoved open the huge double doors. They opened easily, and were so perfectly balanced that her forceful push sent them swinging rapidly around to slam into the walls. They bounced back, shaking on their hinges, and the six Virtues inside all turned to stare at her with narrowed eyes.

"Oh," Kethe muttered. She knew that ducking out of sight would only make the situation worse, but the urge was almost overwhelming. "Excuse me." She smoothed down her tunic and tugged at the hem, then darted a glance around the room. "Hello."

The room within was circular, its walls lined with bookcases that extended up three stories, gleaming bands of bronze reinforcing the shelving. It had to be housed within some kind of tower or outcropping, for vertical windows were interspaced between the bookcases all around, looking out over the clouds. The floor was made of a deeply waxed wood, and Kethe's eyes widened as she realized that the rings that extended out from her feet circled the whole room – the entire floor was a single cross section from some ancient tree of mind-numbing proportions. 

A rectangular table was dwarfed in the room's center, though nobody was sitting there. Instead, the other Virtues were standing at the windows or reclining on chaise longues, having apparently been relaxing until Kethe's dramatic entrance.

Theletos slipped a leather-bound book back onto its shelf. He was wearing his crimson coat with a dove gray tunic and leggings beneath, and his gaze was half-speculative, half-annoyed. "Welcome, Makaria. I assure you that after your performance at the Quickening, you have no need for further dramatic entrances."

"I – yes." Kethe caught herself tugging at the hem of her tunic again and snatched her hands away. 

Synesis was perched, cat-like, on a small ledge perhaps ten yards up a bookcase, no ladder close by, a huge book opened over her crossed legs. She stared down at Kethe with cold, hard eyes. So much for loving me, thought Kethe. 

Akinetos was standing in his monstrous full plate beside Ainos and Henosis, the three of them grouped by a window, flutes of golden liquid in hand. Mixis was lying on a chaise, ankles crossed, fingers interlaced behind his head, eyes closed. 

Theletos strode into the center of the chamber and placed his hands on the back of the chair at the head of the table. His position, realized Kethe. The leader of the Virtues. 

"You will have many questions," Theletos said calmly. "And in time, they will all be answered to your satisfaction. Your doubts will be laid to rest, and you will stand as unwavering by our side as you did before."

Kethe blinked and looked at Ainos. Had she shared their conversation? But Ainos' face was bland and betrayed nothing.

"Your situation is unique in that you've spent precious little time as a Consecrated, and thus your education and training are only just beginning."

Kethe raised her chin. "I did well enough without this training, I would think."

Theletos raised an eyebrow, looking amused instead of annoyed. "There is far more to being a Virtue than one's skill with a blade. The soul must be as tempered, as sure, as resolute. Regardless, you will not be taking the field anytime soon. Instead, you will remain here in Aletheia, training your cohort and learning in turn what it means to be a Virtue in service to the Ascendant."

Kethe nodded, then paused. "Wait. Training my cohort?"

"Of course," said Synesis from above, not even looking at Kethe as she turned a huge page. "Makaria's cohort. Don't tell me you've already forgotten about them?"

"They are yours now," Theletos continued evenly. "And your responsibility. Their attitudes, their martial training, their discipline and outlook are solely your responsibility, and will reflect on you to your glory or shame. They have had a hard time of it as of late and need guidance."

Akinetos drained his glass and set it aside with surprising delicacy; his massive gauntlet looked easily capable of crushing the flute by accident. "It's a good group. Wolfker, Sighart, and Gray Wind are talented. They will do well if you push them."

Kethe nodded. Her cohort... "And the rest of you? Will you be returning to the field?"

Mixis snorted but didn't open his eyes.

Theletos' smile was patient, but his eyes glittered. "I never leave Aletheia. My sole duty is to the Ascendant. I am his last and ultimate line of defense."

"Oh, of course," said Kethe. She smoothed down her tunic, realized she was doing so and locked her hands behind her back, only to realize that doing so made her chest strain against the fabric. She immediately brought her hands back to the front. "I meant everyone else."

Henosis rested her glass before her lips, her elbow propped on her other arm. She looked ineffably at ease in her own skin, beautiful and powerful and predatory. "I return to his Grace's side tomorrow."

Akinetos rumbled deep in his chest. "Mixis and I are deliberating what to do. Now that the heretics have broken free of Otran and disappeared, our army is at a loss."

"Wait, what?" Kethe took a quick step forward. "The Agerastians have left Otran?"

Theletos leaned his elbows on the chair back, as languorous as a cindercat. " Our army was attacked from behind by a strike force of some seven hundred cavalry. They broke our siege line and allowed the heretics to escape."

"And disappear," rumbled Akinetos. "Against all odds, deep in the Ennoian countryside."

Mixis shook his head slowly, eyes still closed. "Come morning and the opening of the Gate to Ennoia, I'm sure we'll receive word of their location."

Synesis turned another page. "Unless they timed their attack so as to escape through a Lunar Portal." A thin vertical line appeared between her brows. "But, even then, it couldn't have stayed open long enough for them all to escape." She turned yet another huge page. Kethe caught sight of what looked like a strange map, crisscrossed with arcs and bright red lines. "And I'm not seeing any sign of a stonecloud passing through the area that they could have climbed onto."

Theletos straightened abruptly, the first sign of impatience that Kethe had ever seen him make. "Seven hundred heavy horses would leave a trail a hundred yards wide. Come morning, we'll hear of where they went. Akinetos, Mixis, report to his Grace as well. I'm sure he'll have you follow that trail and destroy the enemy."

Mixis sat up, eyes opening at last, and gave a curt nod. "You can count on it."

Kethe realized she had been holding her breath. They didn't know about Starkadr or its multiplicity of Portals. Of course not! That army was no doubt already secreted away, possibly back at Mythgraefen Hold, possibly in Agerastos. Should she tell them? She was Makaria, was she not? 

An image flooded her thoughts: the White Gate, burning with divine light, filling her with an impossible longing for something she didn't even understand.

The Virtues were watching her. Kethe blinked. Had she given her thoughts away? "What?"

"You were part of the enemy force until only a few weeks ago." Ainos' voice was calm, almost quiet. "Is there anything you wish to share with us?"

"Yes," said Synesis, closing her book and laying it flat across her knees. "How did you come to Aletheia? My understanding is that there are only two Lunar Portals from the land of your Mythgraefen Hold. The Raven's Gate and Lord Laur's Talon Gate."

"I don't know." Kethe wanted to turn away from their prying eyes. Instead, she fought to tell only the truth. "I was unconscious when whoever brought me here did so."

Theletos looked up at Synesis. "Find out who dropped Kethe off at the Temple. They would have given a name. I want them brought in for questioning."

Kethe felt her throat tighten but kept quiet.

Mixis was staring coldly at her. "What were your mother's plans before you left?"

"Honestly?" Kethe laughed, though it was more of a croak. "Survival. She knew Lord Laur would be sending a second force to avenge the first. We estimated we had two months to prepare. She was finalizing an alliance with the local mountain folk and fixing the Hold as best she could."

Theletos' eyes glittered, and she had to strain to hold his gaze. There was no judgement there, but he seemed to peer into her depths in such a disturbing manner that she was forced to look away before she blushed once more.

"And this surprise attack on our forces at Otran," said Mixis. "You know nothing about it."

She felt a prickle of anger. "I do know that the Agerastians can Sin Cast. Maybe they've found a way to magic their way past your defenses."

The silence that followed was broken only by Theletos' voice. "Our defenses."

Kethe looked down again. "Right. Our defenses."

Henosis set her glass down on the windowsill with an audible clink. "Enough. I know our situation is difficult, but you are ringing the poor girl like a pack of vultures."

Theletos narrowed his eyes. "The Empire's safety is –"

"Yes, yes, Theletos, I know, I know." Henosis strode forward, rounding Mixis' chaise, and approached Kethe. "But, enough. Her head must be spinning, and she needs time to adjust. Come." She took Kethe's hand in her own and pulled her toward the double doors. "Let's go."

"I – ah – all right." Kethe followed, trying not to feel as if she were being rescued, ignoring Theletos' frown and the strange impact it had had upon her. Why did she care whether he approved or not of her actions, her words? 

Henosis' hand was warm and dry, strong and callused. They walked out into the hall, the doors swinging shut behind them, and there Henosis released Kethe's hand only to link her arm through Kethe's instead. The Virtue of Oneness was shorter than her by several inches; she was just shy of being petite, a fact that Kethe would never have guessed from watching her in battle.

"Theletos is so full of himself that he often forgets that others have feelings of their own." Henosis led her down the hall and out onto a small balcony. When she reached the stone railing, she turned to lean on one elbow and face Kethe. "How are you doing?"

"How am I doing?" Kethe laughed and laid both hands on the railing, stiff-armed, ignoring the grandeur of the cloudscape. "Overwhelmed?"

Henosis nodded, her coiled snakes of bronze hair gleaming in the dying sunlight. "It takes years to come to terms with who you have discovered yourself to be. A word of advice: don't tell your cohort to call you Kethe."

"What? Why?" And how had Henosis known she'd intended to do just that?

Henosis' smile was lazy. "It was my little act of rebellion when I first became a Virtue. Your cohort is yours to train and treat as you wish. I thought I could maintain a sense of identity outside of being a Virtue by having them call me by my own name."

"And?"

"It didn't go well. It confused them, made it hard for them to obey me as they should. You are a Virtue now. Not their equal, not their friend, but their mentor. And should you ever lead them into battle, their successes and failures will be a direct reflection of your leadership."

"Lead them into battle?" asked Kethe. "I thought they never left the Temple."

"In times of true crisis, they will. It's happened a half-dozen times that I know of, over the centuries. So, understand this. The amount of respect and obedience you command on the training grounds will be a precursor of how they will respond to you in battle."

Kethe hesitated, then nodded. "Are you telling me this because you think we'll be taking them into battle?"

"Honestly? No." Henosis looked over her shoulder at the world below. "This Agerastian rebellion is proving difficult to suppress, but now we have their measure. The Empire can be slow to gather its forces, but we are pulling soldiers and commanders from the hinterlands of Zoe and suspending the Black Year to keep Ennoians on the field. We're drawing down our Cerulean Elites from Sige and recalling the expedition we sent out last year into the Ymergardian Wastes north of Ennoia. No matter how bravely the Agerastians fight, they will be crushed within three months." 

The copper-skinned Virtue sighed. "Then comes the clean-up. The shipyards along the coast of Ennoia are already hard at work building frigates and warships. By my guess, we'll be invading Agerastos by this time next year." She frowned, considering unknown variables, then shook her head. "So, no. We'll not be drawing the Consecrated from the Temple. But we should always be prepared."

"Oh," said Kethe. She wanted suddenly to ask about her mother's fate and the alliance the Grace had made with Lord Laur, but that remained treacherous ground. Instead, she blurted out an observation without thought: "Mixis and Synesis seem to hate me." She instantly wished she could draw the words back, but went on, "Is there anything I can do to help them get over the fact..."

"The fact that your former self killed their lover and mentor?" Henosis shook her head. "By all rights, they should forgive you your prior sins. But you'll soon learn that we Virtues are just as human as everyone else. Give them time, and give them the opportunity to get to know you, to see your value. We have the rest of our lives to get to know each other. In time, they will forgive you, and will come to know you as Makaria, a new version of the person they loved."

"Do you believe that?" Again, Kethe felt hesitant. With Ainos, she had been defiant, but she found now that she wanted Henosis' approval, and was afraid of asking foolish questions, betraying how ignorant she truly was. "That we're an extension of the prime Virtues? That you're really Henosis?"

The Virtue rolled her head from side to side, considering, then nodded. "It's complicated, but yes. The way I see it, each incarnation brings with them their own life experiences, values, and personality. But the Virtue shines through them, like a light might glow through a pane of painted glass. I'm not an exact replica of the previous Henosis, but over time I've come to see that I share some fundamental qualities. I am Henosis, but I am a unique expression of the Virtue of Oneness."

"And I'm the Virtue of Happiness." Kethe laughed shakily. "I don't feel happy."

"You once told me, years ago, that nobody should strive to be happy. Instead, they should fight to feel fulfilled, to be whole, and only then will happiness come of its own accord. It will take time. You have years of tedious studying ahead of you. I envy you not." Henosis grinned. "You – the previous you – exemplified a joy in living. You lit up the room, not in the sullen pretty-boy way that Theletos does – though don't tell him I said that – but more. You lived each moment to its fullest. You drank deep from the cup of life, and whether its waters were sweet or bitter, you relished the drinking. You were fiercely alive, and simply being close to you made one feel more alive as well."

Henosis stopped abruptly and stared down at her hands.

"He was your friend," said Kethe, feeling young and stupid and awkward. "And here you are, talking to me nicely." Guilt flashed through her. "I'm sorry."

"I do miss him." Henosis' voice grew rough with emotion. "We Virtues – we are a complicated lot. Arrogant, prickly, and often a chore to work with. But Makaria – he pulled us together. We all feel his absence. This is the first time we've gathered without him, and it's almost as if we don't know what to do without his laughter and camaraderie to pull us together." 

Henosis sighed and straightened. "But we will continue. And, perhaps, in time, when you mature and reach your full expression as a person, you will exemplify that virtue of his. Perhaps, years and years from now, you will be the center of our group, its beating heart."

Kethe wanted to shake her head, to laugh bitterly, but the gravity behind Henosis' words precluded such quick denials. "Perhaps."

"I'll tell you what the previous Theletos told me when I was Quickened. She told me that there is little comfort and certainty in being a Virtue. That it is a hard and lonely road, and while we walk it in the company of the other six, each of us is truly alone with our doubts and fears. In the end, she said, the only comfort, the sole source of solace that she returned to over the course of her long life, was that she was more than she could perceive. You are now more than you ever were as Kethe Kyferin. You are Makaria, the Virtue of Happiness, and the full meaning of that, the true role you play in this world and the consequences of your actions, will be forever beyond your grasp." 

Henosis reached out and tapped Kethe's sternum with two fingers. "But believe it in here. You are a servant of good. For all your power, you serve. So, when you doubt, when you fear, when you feel weak, remember: you are more than you know. You are greater than you can comprehend. You are a Virtue of the Ascendant, from now until you die, and you will change the world for the better, even if you do not see those changes, the consequences of your actions, yourself."

Kethe shivered, goosebumps running down her arms, and she hugged herself tight. For the first time it felt real, her being a Virtue. For the first time, she felt like she was starting to grapple with the reality of what had happened, and it awed and terrified her. 

Henosis smiled. "Give yourself time. It will come. Until then, learn to put up with Theletos. Especially because he will always be here in Aletheia. He's so earnest and self-assured and caught up in his own supposed divinity that the only thing that makes him bearable is the fact that he really is as good as he thinks."

"He is? He's better than Akinetos?"

"Oh, Makaria." Henosis' smile was laced with pity and sadness. "If Theletos believed it was necessary, he could defeat the six of us all at once. There is no touching him. And that, in the end, is his curse."

Kethe realized that Henosis' pity wasn't for her, but for Theletos, and shook her head in incomprehension. "His curse? But why?"

"One day you will understand. Now, I need to see to my cohort. I've spent precious little time with them since the Agerastian invasion. If you ever have need of me, send word. If I can, I will always come to your aid."

Tears came to Kethe's eyes. "Thank you, Henosis."

The other Virtue stepped forward and gave Kethe a tight hug. "Be patient. With yourself, with us, with Ascension itself. All will become clear in time."

Kethe wiped the tears away. She didn't know if she believed Henosis, but she nodded regardless. "I will. Thank you."

Henosis moved toward the doorway, then turned back to Kethe with a smile. "It's good to have you back with us, Makaria. I've missed you." 

Then she was gone.
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Tharok was flying. The rhythmic beat of the wyvern's wings was entrancing – the continuous upbeat, hang, and then descent into the next powerful flap of the leatherine wings. This was no graceful glide, but a muscling through the air, an ongoing combat with the forces that sought to pull them down. He thrilled at the prodigious, terrible strength that coiled and released and coiled once more beneath him, and at the great muscles of the wyvern's shoulders that wrapped around its chest. He could almost feel its serpentine tail undulating out behind him. With his mind melded with the beast's, it took little effort to imagine that it was he himself who was flying. 

Mentally, he was holding on to more than fifty wyvern minds, while far below, surging across the land like a horizontal avalanche, came another sixty stone trolls. It pushed him to his limit, strained the fabric of his mind, caused the iron band to burn and sear into his skin, a continuous wound that only the Medusa's Kiss allowed him to resist and heal. It felt akin to a fever dream. It was hard to focus on anything, any one thought, to keep his goals clenched firmly at the front of his mind. 

It was as if his presence had been distributed among all the creatures under his dominion; as if his spirit were shuttling through a network of corralled souls, enforcing his will, goading them on, leading them toward a destiny alien to their kind. He fought to encompass the enormity of what he was seeking to accomplish, to keep the burn that seared his mind from turning into a conflagration and destroying him. 

And, wing beat by wing beat, he managed.

They flew high over the Chasm Walk. Looking down past the wyvern's neck, he could see an ocean of shadows flitting across the land beneath him. He was the spear point of the flock. The air thrummed with the sound of wings and was rent asunder by the occasional trumpet as a wyvern expressed its frustration at not being allowed to veer away and hunt.

They were his. They would fly where he willed. His mind was more powerful than theirs. He grinned, tusks bared, eyes slitted against the cold wind. 

There.

The Chasm Walk had been gradually widening beneath him as it levelled out, the lowlands appearing in all their rich greenery just beyond. Below, he could make out a great bottled mass that filled the very tail of the Walk: a seething sea of kragh packed shoulder to shoulder, held in check by the great expanse of Porloc's wall. 

They hadn't broken through. They had been held back. Nok had succeeded in warning the Orlokor. 

Perfect.

The vast wall was bristling with lowland kragh, and beyond it stretched the assembled might of the lowlander tribe – enough to dwarf the two thousand highland orcs and Tragon who had marched down to challenge Porloc. 

Tharok leaned forward, knees clenched tight around the wyvern's neck, and tried to guess the number of Orlokor who had assembled. Four thousand? Five? It was nearly impossible to tell. They had pitched an endless number of huts, organized by clan, and created a new city beyond the Wall, the size of which matched Porloc's Gold. 

Tharok felt a spike of sheer joy lance through him. He nudged the wyverns with his mind, and as one they began to descend. The wind tugged at Tharok's hair, brought tears to his eyes, and dried out the insides of his mouth, and it took all his strength not to bellow a war cry in his avalanche voice. Down they went, and he could make out a huge central platform raised on kragh shoulders in the midst of the highlander forces: Kyrra, recumbent in her glory, no doubt glaring with frustration at the impregnable wall that defied her.

At this sight, Tharok laughed. Had she seen him? Did she understand what the flight of wyverns overhead portended? If anyone below did, it was her. But, no matter. Some things were beyond her control. She had not had the foresight to understand and manipulate them. She was a piece to be played, like all the others. 

Down they flew, and now kragh were pointing at him and crying out from the top of the wall, panic surging through their ranks like fire. The highland orcs and Tragon noticed and looked up, and their bellows and roars filtered up thinly to where Tharok was flying. Ancient instincts were compelling the kragh to flee, to find shelter. The shadow of one wyvern caused terror. What might fifty such shadows do?

Tharok leaned back as the wyvern's descent grew more precipitous. He was riding the largest female, an ancient brood queen whose life had to span centuries. Her wings stretched out to guide and cup the wind, and now panic had given way to terror on the top of the wall and lowlanders were hurling their weapons aside, diving behind the crenellations, screaming and shoving at each other. 

Tharok roared, the sheer uprush of dominance making him feel invincible. With a whoosh he skimmed right over the wall's edge, fifty more wyverns right behind him, darkening the land. In the blink of an eye he was over and the wall was behind him, out over the massed Orlokor who had gathered behind the main gate, thousands of them in rough ranks, so low he could have leaned over and swept his blade down upon them. 

He saw the whites of their eyes as they threw themselves to the ground, all discipline, all self-control, all resolution withering in the face of the impossible. Tharok felt himself a god, touching the sheer glory that the Sky Father himself had to wield every day. The wyverns trumpeted, and he allowed some to snatch up kragh as they flew over their heads, wrenching random soldiers skyward, tossing them cartwheeling through the air to land on their fellows.

Up, he ordered, and the great matriarch beat her wings ponderously, fighting for altitude, her downdraft scattering more soldiers as she flew out over the first huts. Up they went, curling off to the left, slowly gaining height, the other fifty following, a morass of scaled death fighting for sky. 

Tharok felt the first trolls reach the far rear of his own army. They were in full sprint, their long legs having devoured untold miles, and he bid them roar, bid them force their way to the fore of his force. All sixty of them plunged into the ranks from behind, opening up bloody channels as they knocked kragh aside, crushed them underfoot, and waded ahead like rogue boulders punching through herds of sheep. Let his own forces remember who led them, who their true warlord was. Let them leap and curse and scream at the sight of his trolls. Let them see his mastery close up and know him unbeatable. 

Tharok leaned into the curve, flying higher and higher. He glanced behind him to see that the wyverns had formed a column some two or three wide, twenty long, a great tail of beating wings. He grabbed hold of the largest horns at the rear of the matriarch's head and climbed up, balanced on her back, drew his blade and pointed it at the sky. 

Every eye below was riveted on him. The Orlokor on the walls had turned their backs to their enemy so they could gaze at the unfurling might of his wyverns as they circled and climbed. He could feel the eddies of fear washing over them slowly turn to wonder as they realized the wyverns were under his control. That wonder turned to awe as they marveled at his power. 

Tharok exulted, leaning out over the void, holding on tenuously to the single horn, the floor beneath his boots live flesh. He wanted to leap out, to fly under his own aegis, to be dependent on no living thing. He wanted his roar to be a wyvern's air-shattering trumpet, or a stone troll's ground-cracking cry. 

But there were limits, and it was time to bring an end to this display. He whipped his command into the minds of forty of the wyverns, and they broke off from the flight and swooped down with sudden and terrible speed toward the wall, fanning out to form a line. Wind plucked the sweat from Tharok's brow as he focused, guiding, nudging, forming them as he desired. Then, with another roar, he had them land as one on the top of the wall, wings and tails lashing out to topple Orlokor down to their doom, claws scrabbling on rock, jaws snapping, covering the entirety of the wall in bronzed flesh.

Down, he urged. Down, old one. 

The matriarch furled her wings, rolled over to the left, and for a terrifying, exhilarating second Tharok's feet came right off her back and he was holding on solely to her one horn, his body in free fall, his stomach lurching up, black terror trying to claw for purchase in his mind. He rebuffed it, held on, and her barrel roll resolved itself into a downward dive, pulling him faster than he could fall, causing him to flatten out against her back as they plummeted, flashing down in a few seconds what had taken minutes to climb. 

The ground rushed up toward them, the kragh swelling in size, those directly beneath him hurling themselves aside so that an open space appeared like an anticipatory crater. At the very last his wyvern trumpeted, a deep, reverberating bellow that deafened Tharok. She snapped open her wings, pulled out of her dive and landed, huge haunches taking her weight as she sank low to the ground, wings sending out stinging walls of dust and dirt, her tail scything through the ranks of remaining kragh.

Tharok unlocked his legs from around her neck, knowing this moment was critical, that only a hair's breadth separated victory from bedlam. Chest cramped from tension and lack of breath, he climbed up the wyvern's broad neck, right up to her crest of bone and horns, and there steadied himself, rocking gently from side to side as the matriarch swayed her head, sword in hand, lungs heaving, grinning madly at the overwhelmed Orlokor who lay and sat and cowered in a circle around him, eyes wide, ears drooping, weapons gone from their hands.

Silence, he ordered, and as one the trumpeting of the wyverns was cut short. They stilled where they were perched, not even hissing, all eyes locked on him, waiting, hungry for his next command. 

The confusion and cries of the Orlokor subsided into awe once more, and the incipient stampede away from him died as the kragh slowed, looked over their shoulders, and wondered at what was to come. The silence became contagious, spreading out just as quickly as the fear had done, and though the ranks had been shattered, though their discipline had been shredded, the Orlokor once more stood still, eyes wide, waiting, watching, unable to tear their eyes away from where Tharok rose high above them, riding the head of their most ancient predator.

"Porloc!" Tharok put everything he had into his roar, straining to summon every reserve of his avalanche voice, bruising the very air with his punishing volume. "Porloc! It is I, Tharok! Come! Your blood-son summons you!"

The kragh around him tore their eyes away from where he was standing and looked toward the huge gate to the wall, the massive entrance to the rooms and passageways and stairwells carved into the vast wall's guts. 

The gate didn't open. 

Tharok grinned. "Porloc!" He pointed his blade directly at the gate. "Come forth! Don't make me pry you out! It is I, Tharok! Tharok the Uniter! I have come for what is mine. I have come for World Breaker!"

As one, every wyvern let out a trumpeting cry, necks rising, snouts pointing toward the sky, wings flaring out wide. Instinct led most of the Orlokor to cower, some throwing themselves face-down to the dirt. 

Power rode through Tharok's veins. The circlet seared his brow, burning and blistering his hide even as the Medusa's Kiss healed his flesh. 

He had not been able to foresee whether Porloc's cowardice would bring him forth or cause him to cower. He had not known if he would need to tear the wall apart in his quest for the Orlokor warlord. Yet he had no fear. He could sense his trolls gaining the far side of the wall. At his command, they would begin tearing at the rock face, opening up huge rents through which they would climb and begin to search for his quarry. Porloc could not hide from him. Nobody could.

Finally, the gate opened. With a huge, shuddering creak, it parted and swung out to reveal Porloc sitting astride his horse, which skittered and side-stepped in fear. The warlord looked shrunken, his eyes wide, his mouth a thin slit. He was holding World Breaker in his right fist, raised it high, and with effort he urged his mount forward.

"Tharok!" Porloc's voice was thin and insubstantial compared to Tharok's avalanche roar. "You are no blood-son of mine! I turn my face from you!"

Tharok grinned. It was not cowardice that had brought the warlord forth. What a surprise. 

"Tharok!" Porloc rode forward, ungainly on the overlarge horse. "World Breaker is mine! Mine!" The lowlander's voice nearly broke. His horse sidestepped violently, bucking and tossing his head, but Porloc held on, lent unnatural strength by the blade he bore. "You want it? Come tear it from my hands!"

"With pleasure, warlord," rumbled Tharok. "With pleasure. Come at me!" 

So saying, he leaped down to the wyvern's shoulders, wrapped his legs around the base of her neck, and urged her forward, Wyverns were not made for walking, could at best hop before taking off, but Tharok had no intention of jousting with Porloc. The wyvern trumpeted again, the sound causing the closest kragh to wail and cover their ears, then hopped forward, once, twice, thrice, and with a great beat of her wings left the ground.

Porloc screamed, pointed World Breaker at Tharok, and charged. His horse, half-maddened by terror, fought him, but could not resist the warlord's urgings. It shrilled and burst forward, breaking into a gallop although it ran with its head turned away, staring at Tharok with only one wide, rolling eye.

The wyvern beat her wings furiously, pounding the air, but not in an attempt to gain height. Instead, she skipped forward, gaining speed, claws touching down to clutch and tear at the rocky ground before launching herself at Porloc and his mount. Faster she went, powering ahead, straight into the oncoming horse. 

They collided with horrific force, and Tharok heard bones crunch and snap within Porloc's steed even as the wyvern shot its head out to snatch the Orlokor warlord straight out of his saddle, her jaws closing around his chest.

Porloc screamed as he was lifted up, and even in his death throes he raised World Breaker high to sever the wyvern's neck. 

Tharok roared and leaped, allowing the wyvern's arrested momentum to throw him right at Porloc, and some ten yards above the ground he brought his own sword scything down and through the warlord's bicep, cleaving straight through muscle and bone and shearing his arm clear off.

Tharok fell, dust roiling up and blinding him, hit the ground hard and tucked into a roll. Stones dug into him, and the blow nearly knocked the breath clear out of his lungs, but then he was up and turning. The matriarch was screeching as she bit deep into Porloc, and then she threw her head back, tossed the dying warlord's body high, opened her gullet and allowed him to slide headfirst into her throat. Tharok watched, spellbound, as she coughed and distended her lower jaw. Porloc's legs kicked, he slid in further, another few feet, and then he was gone.

Silence descended around them, and the dust clouds drifted away. Porloc's massive horse was dead, its proud body broken and bent, eyes gazing up unseeing at the sky. Tharok saw World Breaker a few paces away and walked toward it. It was a great scimitar made of black metal, broad and fell, with a cross guard made of crimson metal. Porloc's hand still clenched the hilt of black sable.

Tharok's breath came in sharp hitches. He squatted and picked up the blade by the cross guard, and slowly, methodically, pried Porloc's fingers open till the arm fell with a thud to the dirt. Tharok raised World Breaker up high and stared at it, marveling, knowing that this was a turning point, a portentous moment in the history of his race. 

With a cry, he reached up and closed his fingers around the hilt. Strength flooded through him, strength beyond even that which the Medusa's Kiss had granted. His heart surged, began to pound mightily in his chest, and he could almost feel his frame buckle as it sought to encompass the energies that boiled through him. His bones creaked, his joints groaned, and he felt himself growing more massive, his shoulders broader, his chest deeper. 

Tharok shuddered. Had any kragh ever worn Ogri's Circlet, borne World Breaker, and been blessed with a Medusa's Kiss all at once? Surely not. Surely the world would have been riven by such a being long ago, and all would bow and pray and worship that kragh's name.

Tharok shuddered once more. His body felt alien to him. Larger. A weapon of war. 

He began to march toward the wall, toward the gates that still stood open. The Orlokor parted before him. The matriarch hobbled and hopped after him, walking on the elbows of her wings and two great claws as he strode to the gate and gazed into the gloom beyond: the short passage that led to the exterior, to the far gate, barred and sealed against his kragh.

Two dozen Orlokor warriors cowered beneath his gaze. Tharok raised World Breaker and pointed it at them. "Open it," he growled. 

They hurried to obey. The main crossbeam, as broad as a tree, was lifted with great effort and allowed to crash down to the ground. More were removed, and then with a cry they hauled on the chains that pulled the reinforced doors apart.

A sliver of sunlight appeared down the center of the gate, then yawned wider. With his wyvern following, Tharok strode through the passage and out to the other side, where he gazed upon the mass of highland warriors. His stone trolls were ranged out to his left and right, just in front of the walls, though now they turned to track his passage. The matriarch dipped her head as she passed through the wall, then hopped out into the sunlight.

Tharok ordered her to lower her head, seized a horn, and had her raise him up high, swinging out and around to mount behind her crest as he had before. He could hear his wyverns shifting overhead as they looked down upon him. He gazed out over his two thousand kragh – the numerous clans and tribes, faces familiar and strange. He allowed his gaze to wander until at last he deigned to stare at Kyrra in the center. The medusa had uncoiled and risen to her full height, her head of serpentine hair wavering and hissing in fury.

With a roar, Tharok thrust World Breaker into the air, and at that same moment every wyvern screamed its fury and each troll bellowed its cry. The kragh flinched back, then, as one, pounded the ground and roared back, two thousand kragh screaming themselves raw in wonder and approval and a frenzy of blood lust and joy. 

The sound was like nothing Tharok had ever heard. It washed over him like a blessing of war as he gazed out over his warriors, his soldiers, the kragh who would change the face of this world. He rode his wyvern's neck as she wove her head back and forth, still trumpeting, and then pointed World Breaker through the gate.

"Follow! Follow me to Gold! Follow me to Abythos, and then through its Gates into the Ascendant Empire! Follow me to death, to blood, to slaughter! Follow me to ruin, follow me to glory, follow me into legend!"

The kragh surged forward, forking around his wyvern to pour through the gate into the lowlands. Weapons clashed against shields, thousands of boots stomped the dirt, war cries and chants broke out everywhere as the kragh poured through the gate, an unstoppable tide of unleashed lust and ferocity.

Kyrra's platform remained where it was, not joining the flood. Her whole body wove much like the wyvern's neck as she gazed out at him over the army, flanked now by some dozen shamans in robes of black. 

Tharok grinned, displaying his lower tusks to best effect, and then purposefully, cuttingly, turned his back to her and whispered to his wyvern. She squatted, lashed her tail, and then leaped up into the air, wings beating mightily. His kragh roared at seeing him fly, their cries following him up, and he ordered the other wyverns to take flight as well. It was time to take Gold, to consolidate his army, to prepare it for their first true test. 

Tharok slitted his eyes and strained to see over the misty horizon, to make out his destination. To see the mighty walls of Abythos. 

Elation surged within him at the thought. Abythos! he wanted to roar. Your doom approaches!
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Tiron was riding alone along a narrow country lane between two high banks that spilled blooming heather down their sides in luxurious quantities. The purple flowers stirred as a cold wind blew over the moorland that extended west of Castle Kyferin all the way to the Osterling Forest. He was riding alone, but his mind was crowded with memories, riven and near breaking. 

He sat slumped in the saddle, his steed walking forward slowly, each clop of its dinner-plate-sized hooves sending a shock through Tiron's body. He'd been riding all day, driven at first by a mindless ferocity which had by degrees dwindled to a bloody-minded determination, then to a haggard resolve, and finally eroded down to base stubbornness that kept him in the saddle.

He'd cut his plate armor off over the course of the day, simply slicing through the leather straps so that sections of it fell by the wayside, leaving him in his quilted undershirt and leggings. If there were brigands waiting by the roadside, they could stab him to their heart's content. He'd not fight back.

Morose, eyes half-lidded, head swaying from side to side, Tiron gazed ahead. He knew this road well. Up ahead, it would curve to the left, climb a final hill, then descend through a pretty copse to reach the farthest edge of his old estate. 

It was easy to summon memories of this road. Through narrowed eyes, he saw himself riding Farthest, his roan palfrey, when he'd first set off to serve the old Lord Kyferin as a squire some twenty-odd years ago. His mother had set a bowl on his head and sheared all the way around it, leaving his ears pale and exposed and the back of his thin neck prickly with stubble. But he'd felt like a true knight already. It almost made him laugh now, the foolish pride with which he'd ridden forth.

He could also see himself returning home with Sarah sitting athwart his saddle, the peals from the Ascendant's Temple still ringing in his ears, Sarah's arms around his neck, her body pressed against his chest. He'd felt so terribly alive, so filled with hope and joy, so determined to relish every moment with her, so eager to begin their new life. Her hair had come unbound, a glorious wave of black he had loved so much. He'd snagged a sprig of purple heather for her to tuck behind her ear, and the light and laughter in her eyes had spurred him to a gallop, so eager had he been to reach their marriage bed.

That had been, what, ten years ago? A lifetime. The image faded to gray, the memory of his joy turning to ash in his mouth. 

A final memory came galloping toward him. Himself, three years ago, his face carved deep by new lines of grief and madness. He'd found Sarah and their boy lying dead in the old estate, their bodies left for vermin and crows. Up ahead, Tiron saw himself with bloodshot eyes, horror festering in their depths like swarming maggots. He watched himself approach at a mad gallop, full of pain and screaming vows of vengeance, then pass right through him and disappear, racing to his fateful encounter with Enderl's armed escort, followed by his years in the pit beneath Wolf Tower.

A lifetime ago.

Tiron lowered his head. And now he was returning, at long last, a final journey down this old country road. Old and battered and broken. 

His horse struggled up the rise, its coat dirty with dried lather, its head hanging low. Tiron felt a stirring of pity. Treat your horses better than you do yourself, his father had always said. They're nobler creatures than we can ever hope to be. 

Tiron pulled gently on the reins and slid down from the saddle. Pain jarred its way up his body. The terrible beauty of plate: it diffused all blows across the surface of your body, but that punishment still sank into the flesh like water into dry soil. The entirety of him ached, bone deep. 

Tiron took the horse's reins and led it up the final rise. The copse was still there, two dozen slender birch trees. As a boy, he'd...But no. Be done with the memories. Enough. 

As he trudged down the far side, his lands opened up before him. Not a massive estate, by any means, and now, with the fields years in fallow, it was hard to tell where the ground had once been tilled. Tiron could trace the hidden stone walls, however, and did so absentmindedly before forcing his eyes to take in his old home. 

It hadn't weathered the years of abandonment well. Someone had pillaged its western side for its fine masonry, causing the kitchen, the pantry, and half the great hall to collapse in a chaos of broken beams and tumbled rocks. The windows and doorways gaped darkly, as if the place was still shocked by the crimes that had been committed within its walls. The stables looked fit only for rats, and the well in the central courtyard was nearly hidden under creepers.

"Father, you'd not be pleased," he whispered, then urged his horse to follow him down. The bodies of his slain servants were gone, he saw. He'd felt guilt during all the years he'd been kept in the dungeon for not interring them: old Ahane, who had served his family for three generations; Bartisch, the groom, drowned in a rain barrel; Cuno, whose head had been missing. Agathe, Nyse, and Ennelin had been laid out in the great hall, their throats slit and their legs still parted. The knowledge that the Black Wolves had helped with the raid had been bitter fuel for his hatred. 

But the bodies were gone. Their relatives, perhaps, had come to collect them so as to perform their Mourning. Weeds now grew knee-high from the cracks between the flagstones, and when he finally reached the main courtyard he stopped, releasing his horse.

Sarah's plants were still growing on the windowsills, overflowing their pots, and the sight of them drove a knife deep into his heart. His beloved Sarah, with her green thumb, her passion for the wilderness. She had loved to take long, rambling walks along the moors, dragging him after her, showing him hidden wonders that he'd never have seen had she not bent down and lifted a leaf or pointed them out to him. 

"Oh, Sarah," he sighed. "I'm home."

The silence was broken only by the sound of the horse walking to the rain barrel in which Bartisch had been drowned and slaking its thirst. 

Tiron bowed his head and entered his ancestral home. Ruin met him at every corner. The place had been stripped of all value. Only a husk remained, with leaves and weeds and dirt blown in across the floors. Even the iron torch brackets had been pried from the walls. 

Tiron walked through the shadows and gloom, his boots creating a crunch with every step, his hand on the hilt of his sword, till at last he stood in the doorway to his old bedroom.

He'd avoided this room when he'd last visited, after he'd been freed by Iskra from his dungeon a week before the tourney. He'd come back and labored at the forge behind the house, mending his armor with crude skill, and each night he'd vowed he'd visit the bedroom, but each dawn his will had failed him.

The old bed stood like a ship marooned in the center of the floor, its huge posts and massive frame having defied the pillagers. The mattress also remained, as fresh and plump as the day he'd slept on it last. 

Tiron's heart began to pound. 

Sarah was lying across the bed, her dress bunched up around her hips, blood on the sheets around her, her face turned to the left, her throat livid and swollen. 

Fresh, as if not a day had passed. 

His legs grew weak, and he grasped the doorframe so that he would not fall.

She turned her head to face him with sunken eyes and pale gums, her lips torn and opening to speak, to croak forth some indictment – a welcome, perhaps... 

Tiron screamed, and the image disappeared. Only the bed frame remained. 

He sank to his knees and covered his face with his hands. His chest was heaving, his heart racing, and a cold sweat bathed his brow. "Oh, fuck," he moaned. "Oh, Sarah. Oh, Sarah." 

He sagged over and fell against the wall, then slid down till he was sitting, hands wrapped over his head, and deep, scraping sobs broke free at last, hacking cries like an ax being sunk into a tree stump again and again and again.

When he finally looked up, the shadows had lengthened, and the daylight falling through the window had become pale and attenuated. He felt like a husk, a dry and discarded thing, a shadow of the man he had once been.

Treat your horses better than you do yourself. 

He rose and left the house. 

His mount was cropping grass at the edge of the courtyard. He took its reins and led it to the stable, and there undid the cinches and heaved the saddle onto the hitching rail. He peeled the sodden blanket off its back, then scrounged around till he found an old cloth and a brush. He toweled the horse down, cleaned its face and muzzle, then brushed away the riding marks. He checked the hooves for pebbles, then removed the halter, reins, and bit. 

For a moment he hesitated, unsure what to do with it all, then simply dumped the mess on the hitching rail. He clapped the horse on the shoulder, and it turned and walked to the closest clump of grass. 

Tiron watched it eat. He felt no hunger himself, though he knew from years of campaigning that he should force himself to eat. But why? To what end? 

After all, he'd come here for a reason. He didn't expect to leave.

Tiron turned and left the courtyard. The old trail behind the house was barely visible, but he followed it without hesitation: along the ruined wall of the western field, then up the steep slope of the far hill to his old lookout rock. It took him twenty minutes to climb, and he was puffing by the time he found the weathered stone half-hidden in the heather.

He wiped its flat surface with the palm of his hand, revealing his family crest chiseled crudely into its face, then sat and rested his chin on his hand to watch the sun die gloriously beneath the western horizon. His old home was a dark shadow, the horse barely visible in the gloom. 

Birds resumed their songs, and the wind caused the heather and the long grass to ripple like waves across the ocean in the fields below. Tiron felt a kind of peace settle over him. Nobody needed him. He had no more duties to fulfill. He was neither wanted nor loved by any living soul. He was alone, and that very solitude was a balm to his wounds, a release from the drive he had felt ever since swearing his fealty to the old Lord Kyferin.

At long last, he allowed his mind to turn to what had happened in the keep. He closed his eyes as he saw Wyland draw the blade, grimaced at the horror of it. 

Roddick. 

He thought of his own son, Mertt. A few years younger than Roddick, his throat slit in the same manner. What manner of creatures are we, he wondered, that we can kill our own young, not once, not twice, but over and over again? 

A great weariness settled over him. A lifetime of campaigning with the Black Wolves had filled the vaults of his memories with horrific images. Burning villages. The innocent dead. The crippled, the screaming, the maimed, the grieving, the wounded, the raped, the murdered. Legions of the dead. All their bodies gone to ground, moldering and returning from whence they had come. Had their souls moved on to the next cycle? Fallen to the one below? Had they been rewarded or punished by the Ascendant? 

Did it matter?

Tiron rested his face in his hands, thinking of Iskra. He was a coward. That was his final sin. In the end, he had been unable to face her, had been unable to stand before her and meet her eyes, to tell her himself that he had failed to defend her son. Instead, he'd fled. He'd left her alone with her grief, her pain. He'd abandoned her in her time of greatest need.

Tears gathered in his eyes, brimmed, and ran down his cheeks. He didn't bother wiping them away. 

He was a coward. An old, broken, discarded coward with no home, no family, no friends, no honor, and no future. 

The sun dipped below the horizon, swaddled in bloody clothes like a savaged corpse being wrapped for burial. 

If his father were here now, what would he say? To see their old home so abandoned, their line ended, their reputation sullied, all their dreams come to naught?

Tiron hung his head. What was he waiting for? Why prolong his agony? He'd come here for one reason and one reason alone. 

Hand shaking, he drew his dagger and held it in the palm of his hand. The tip was warped where it had punched through someone's armor. Its blade looked like dull lead in the dim light of dusk, but he knew its edge was sharp. Sharp enough, at any rate. 

A quick, very deep cut. Then he'd sit and wait and let his pain finally fall away from him forevermore.

Tiron pulled up the sleeve of his quilted shirt and stared down at his wrist. His forearm was muscled and strong from years of wielding the blade. He'd have to push deep.

He placed the tip of the dagger against his skin. 

He saw himself again as a youth, riding out on Farthest to serve his first day as squire. He vaguely recalled that young man's enthusiasm. His naiveté. His determination to become the greatest, the noblest, the toughest knight who ever had lived. 

What a fool. Within a week he'd suffered a broken wrist, and within a year he was well along the path toward becoming a Black Wolf, a man grim and bleak, without illusions as to the nature of the world.

Tiron bared his teeth and tightened his grip on his dagger. Foolish thoughts. None of that mattered now.

A pale shape flitted across the fields below, ghostly and silent. An owl. Tiron followed its passage and saw it dive down into the murk, wings beating furiously, then lift up and fly away, something writhing in its claws.

Farthest had broken his leg badly a year after Tiron had arrived, when he stepped into a rabbit hole while galloping over the moors. He'd been put down that night, Tiron watching with tears running down his face, jaw set, forcing himself to watch. 

The only thing that yet survived that first ride to Kyferin Castle was his family blade. Tiron set his dagger on the rock beside him and drew out the sword. It hissed smoothly from its scabbard, catching the faint starlight along its length. It was a thing of wonder, a thing of beauty. Its edge was perfectly straight despite its tremendous age, devoid of those curves and undulations that all old swords suffered due to endless resharpenings. 

Light, supple, and perilous. He'd worn it then as a callow youth of sixteen, and wore it now as... what? 

Tiron stared down at the blade. How many had he killed with it? And how many lives had this blade taken while in the hands of his forebears? When had it changed from a symbol of righteousness to a butcher's tool?

A wave of grief crashed over him, grief for the death of the young man he had once been. For most of his life, he'd looked back at that youth with scorn. Now he felt only longing. Oh, for that certainty, that determination, that clarity of view! When right and wrong had been so clearly delineated, and when he had believed himself strong and true and destined for greatness.

Tiron closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He didn't truly wish to be that naive young man once more. Not really – but he yearned for that sense of purpose, that sense of holding the world in his hands. Instead, he'd lost everything. All he had left was his blade and the ability to use it. 

But to what end? After Sarah had died, he'd sought revenge. Then he'd fallen in love with Iskra, and had sought to impress her, protect her, make her love him in return. Here, alone on the windswept hill, the birches whispering behind him, his family blade lying across his knees and his death perhaps a hair's breadth away, he could afford to be honest. Had he truly loved Iskra? Perhaps not. 

Perhaps she had been a means to an end. A new purpose. A new reason to live. But when she chose to marry the emperor, that reason had died, and so had his resolve to fight on. He'd tried suicide by combat, but by perverse luck and the sacrifice of his friends had failed.

As a youth of sixteen, he'd had no lady, no need for vengeance. He'd been buoyed by a noble purpose, one nurtured at the family fire as he listened to countless tales of Virtues and Ennoian warlords who had fought for justice, for the good of the people, for truth and honor and peace. 

Exactly the kind of tales to amuse a young boy. But they had shaped him, inspired him. They'd led him to train with a practice sword long before it was expected of him. He remembered breaking holes in the ice on frozen ponds as a boy of nine so he could dive in and toughen his body – only to emerge gasping and shivering and cursing his own weakness. He'd clobbered every tree within a mile during his flights of fantasy, had attacked clods of earth in the fields with a wooden flail his father had made for him, delighting in how they exploded into chunks of dirt with each blow.

Justice. The good of the people. Truth, honor, and peace. His ideals had lasted not six months under the tutelage of the elder Kyferin. And yet, as he sat here alone as dusk became night, in the ruins of his life, bitter and broken, those ideals took on a new luster. They seemed more wondrous and valuable than any goal he had fought for during the many brutal campaigns of his life.

Could he take them up again? 

Tiron laughed, shifting uneasily on the stone. Could an old whore wish herself to be a virgin once more? Was he growing senile in his old age?

Tiron pursed his lips and raised his sword up in front of his eyes. Perhaps it was foolish, worthy of scorn. But he had no pride left, no self-regard. He was a worthless man. Why turn so quickly from the dreams of his youth?

Seized by a suddenly restlessness, he rose to his feet and began to pace, sword held down by his side. What would it mean, to fight for such values? They were words outside the vocabulary of the real world. What did the Empire care for truth, when its rulers crushed all dissent? What did Agerastos care for honor, when its emperor was willing to sacrifice anything and everything for revenge? 

Tiron stopped. What did Iskra care for peace, when she was willing to set the world aflame to rescue her children?

He lowered his head. Poor young Roddick, killed by a grown man who truly believed that doing so protected the Empire. Countless thousands like Roddick died every year. Again Tiron saw the burned villages, the dead, the smoke-filled sky; he heard the cawing of ravens and smelled the rotting of flesh.

He brought his blade back up. It flashed, catching the light of the rising moon. Only moments ago, he had been ready to open his wrist, admit to the ultimate defeat and slip away into the void like a true coward. But now? Now, a thought glimmered at the back of his mind. An idea. 

All his mockery and cynicism rose clamoring to the front of his mind, urging him to discard it.

But why? In what way was he superior to the dreams of his youth?

"Not a knight," he whispered. "Not superior. Not..." He trailed off, trying to find the words he might have spoken twenty years ago. "A champion?"

He went to laugh, but bit the mockery back down. A champion. Not in the sense of a tourney winner, but one who fought for others. "By the Black Gate," he said. "If I ever try to explain this to anybody, I'll be laughed right out the door."

And yet, as he stood there alone and bereft, the idea of dedicating his worthless life to others had a strange appeal. His sword could become more than a butcher's tool. And if he failed horribly and died face-down in a muddy ditch somewhere, what would it matter? At least he'd be dying for something, for someone. 

"Bloody fool," he rasped. But when he slid his sword back into his scabbard, he felt a modicum of comfort, a soft glow of purpose, like a torch detected by its corona of light from around a corner. 

He walked back to the weathered stone, picked up his dagger, and turned it over in his hands. The idea of opening his wrist seemed hollow now, devoid of its promise of release and peace.

He sheathed the small blade and stared down at his ruined home. He had no desire to sleep under its sagging roof. The stable, then. If his horse could stand his company.

Tiron began walking back down the hill. His body was still aching, and his soul was still throbbing with regret, but he held his head up as he descended into the gloom. 
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Iskra stood in the castle bailey, a burning brand held out to one side, her gaze on her son's pyre. The bailey was filled with people, all silent, their faces grave, their eyes drawn in the dawn light. 

Iskra stared at the pyre. It rose three yards high and was built of rowan and ash and oak. It would burn furiously when lit. Her son was draped in a thick white cloth the corners of which were adorned with the Ascendant's silver triangle. She'd sat by his side all night. Had sent the faltering Father Simeon from her sight, and ordered the pyre built an hour ago.

Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. A spell lay upon the bailey, cast perhaps by her, perhaps by the sight of the forlorn corpse. Iskra looked up, past the castle walls, at the clouds that hung in the dark sky. Gray masses whose eastern edges were lightening to rose and salmon, cinnamon and umber. Whose highest edges were already being limned in buttery gold. 

Tears came to her eyes. Such beauty in this world. Such thoughtless grandeur. A dawn that Roddick would never see, and for some reason, by some ineffable logic she couldn't grasp, that only made her more appreciative of the sky's raw beauty. 

The time had come to say goodbye to her youngest. The brand weighed more than the world, the flames licking up its length. Iskra stared at the pyre, searching for strength, rooting for it in the wreckage of her soul. She found it, stepped forward, and lifted the brand. She'd spent all night studying his waxen visage, had etched his death mask into her mind, but even now, at this very last, she could only think of him laughing, hear his eager cries echoing through the castle's halls, of the patter of his small feet as he chased after Kethe. 

Grief threatened to crash down upon her again, to break her. Prevent her from accomplishing this final task. 

"Goodbye, my son." Her words were soft, for him alone. No ritual, no Mourning, no speeches. Nothing was fitting but the irrevocable goodbye of flames. Eyes raw and dry, she thrust the brand into the matrix of logs, plunging it into the kindling hidden at the center of the pyre. Shavings curled as they caught fire and filled the air with the smell of cedar, then crackled and spat and raced up the oiled logs.

Iskra didn't retreat. She watched as the white cloth darkened then caught fire, thick smoke like soft gray wool rising in eddying plumes around her son's body. The heat quickly became oppressive. She felt it baking her face, searing the backs of her arms, but she didn't mind, not truly. 

She welcomed the pain – and understood for the first time the appeal of following a loved one into death. The madness of that devotion, the ending of grief, the enervating bliss of becoming undone.

"My lady?" It was Orishin, a half-step to one side, voice pitched low.

Iskra stared through the flames, the pyre, the smoke, into her future. A life lived without Roddick, without Kethe, without a husband, without a home. It was a dark and joyless path. Was it worth walking? 

The flames were burnishing her skin. 

"My lady?"

That dark and crooked path faded away. Iskra glanced back at Orishin, nodded, and stepped back. She had thought to watch the pyre be reduced to cinders, but couldn't remember why. She felt no compunction to do so now. Her son was gone, his body soon to follow. 

The urge to act seized her by the throat. 

She was surrounded by an ocean of strange faces. Tiron. Wyland. Asho. Kethe. Brocuff. Audsley. Kolgrimr. Maeve. They were all gone. The Hrethings were standing to one side, a somber contingent. She walked up to the man standing at their fore, an imposing Hrething who looked more bear than human, massively shouldered, his arms as thick as most men's thighs, a beard as black as perdition reaching down nearly to his belt. 

"Who leads the Hrethings?"

The man nodded his head respectfully. "I do, my lady, though not by choice." His voice was harsh, almost a growl. "I am Tóki."

"Tóki." Iskra didn't want to concern herself with details. She wanted movement, wanted speed, but the man's tone arrested her attention. "What do you mean, not by choice?"

Tóki turned to look at the fifteen Hrethings gathered behind him and grimaced. "They look to me for commands, whether I give them or not."

The wind shifted and brought with it smoke from the pyre and the smell of her burning son. All desire to learn more was clawed from her mind. "Gather your people. We ride forth. Now."

An Agerastian officer stepped forward. "Lady Iskra. We are commanded to escort you."

"No," she said, and the man clenched his jaw. "No," she said again, softer. "No."

The Agerastian nodded, bowed, and stepped back.

Tóki rounded on his contingent. Iskra strode into the crowd, which parted for her. The castle's steward – Bertchold – pressed forward, mouth opening to address her, then paled and stepped back. 

The sight of the steward prompted thoughts. Iskra's mind whirled. There was so much to address, too much to do, but she couldn't focus on any of it. Couldn't bring herself to care. "Orishin," she said. The Agerastian was one step behind her. "You are the new steward. Appoint an Agerastian commander as constable."

"Yes, my lady," said Orishin.

"I will return. Until then, nobody is to leave the castle unless it is to return to Mythgraefen." 

"Yes, my lady."

Iskra stopped. Closed her eyes. "And... collect my son's ashes in an urn. Please."

Orishin pressed his hands together and bowed once more.

The stables were nearly bursting with mounts, the horses shying and stirring as the smell of smoke reached them. Someone familiar stepped forth, his beard now more white than black. 

"My lady," said Thiemo, the marshal. He bowed low.

Questions of loyalty assailed her and were brushed aside. "Prepare seventeen horses."

"At once, my lady." He hesitated, like Bertchold clearly wanting to speak, then bowed his head and hurried away.

Ten minutes later, Iskra galloped through the main gate, the Hrethings behind her, some clinging roughly to their mounts. 

She galloped down the castle's hill to the main road. The speed was a blessing. She almost thought she could outrun herself, her thoughts, her grief. The horse lengthened its stride, and she was a wisp clinging to its back. She closed her eyes, felt the horse surging beneath her, wanted to release the reins, to press her face to its neck.

Tóki rode up alongside her after she'd slowed to a trot, making the great destrier between his legs look like a palfrey. "Where are we going?"

She welcomed his directness. "A half-day's ride. I seek Ser Tiron."

"And you know where he is?"

"I do." 

Tóki hesitated. "Will there be a fight?"

Iskra shook her head. "No."

"Good," Tóki grunted, and fell back. A few moments later she heard him give a gruff command, and two young Hrethings who looked more comfortable in the saddle galloped past her, only slowing down when they were several hundred yards ahead. Outriders. 

Iskra wanted to gallop, but held their pace to a trot. A warhorse, Enderl had told her once, would be blown after covering three miles at a gallop, but could trot five times as far without undue strain. 

Enderl. How would he have taken Roddick's death? He'd have reacted in the only way he knew: with violence. He would have buried his grief in blood. And was that so wrong? For the first time she missed having him by her side, wished he were here, astride his old warhorse, riding with her to seek vengeance.

It was midafternoon by the time they reached the Tiron estate. Iskra had visited once, ten years ago, to attend the Mourning of Tiron's father. The old man had once been one of Enderl's father's prized knights. The evening had been solemn, and she recalled being impressed by how neatly kept the estate had been. How handsome Tiron had been, dressed in a suit of black, and how lovely his wife had seemed as she stood by his side. It was then that her feelings for Tiron had begun, that night when she'd seen how, even in the depths of his grief, Tiron had treated Sarah with such tenderness.

She crested the final rise, rode through the copse of birch trees, and emerged beside the outriders to gaze down upon the ruin of Tiron's home. She halted her horse and looked upon the fallow fields, the tumbledown estate, the weeds and vines and destruction. 

A thread of weary melancholy wormed itself through the wall of her pain. Her husband had brought this ruin upon Tiron's head, had destroyed his estate and family in a jealous rage. Jealous because she had thrown Tiron's love for Sarah in his face one night, had lashed out at him for being a hollow excuse for a man compared to Tiron's goodness.

A man stepped out from a dark doorway. There was no mistaking him, and Iskra felt a powerful surge of emotion pass through her. Relief, fury, a resurgence of her grief and pain. 

The man stood in his courtyard, arms hanging at his sides, watching her. 

Iskra clucked her horse forward. 

Tiron was dressed in black, an old suit of clothing that was gray at the creases and loose at the shoulders. His face was ashen and lined with weariness. His eyes, so familiar, looked sunken, the crow's feet stark at their corners. He'd cut his hair, had hacked it down close to the skull. He was apprehensive, she realized, but not broken. Far from it. There was a new solidity to him that she'd not sensed before.

"My lady," he said, and in his voice she heard his matching grief. 

"Ser Tiron." She was a dry river bed, a scorched hearth, a bleak horse skull on a field of war. 

Tiron stepped forward and lowered himself to one knee. "Iskra. I'm so sorry."

"Why, Tiron?" She stared down at him. "Why did you run?"

He looked down at the dirt-covered flagstones. "I was afraid, Iskra." He spoke plainly, his voice hoarse, hiding nothing. "I was afraid of your loss. Of the pain brought on by my failure. So I ran."

Iskra studied him. Her control, her dry eyes, her febrile calm – it was all a lie. Her grief loomed massively just beyond her tenuous self-possession. Watching. Waiting. Ready to overwhelm her at a moment's notice. But for now, in this moment, she felt almost indifferent. "Tell me what happened."

Tiron took her through the attack, the surprise, Brocuff's death, the melee in the keep, right up to his confrontation with Wyland, in sparse detail that conveyed all she needed to know. 

"He demanded that I call off the attack." His voice was a rasp. "But it was too late. The keep had all but fallen. I couldn't have obeyed if I'd wanted to. When he realized that, he – he took Roddick's life." Tiron shuddered. "He said that in breaking your spirit, he was protecting the Empire."

"He's dead," said Iskra. Why did it feel like a confession? Tiron looked up, shocked. "Wyland is dead. I killed him."

"You had him killed?"

"No, Tiron." She felt callous, almost cruel. She could still feel the initial resistance of Wyland's skin, the sliding punch between his muscles, the scrape against bone. No one had ever told her how intimate violence was. How infinitely ghastly. "I killed him myself."

Tiron rose to his feet, wincing as he did so, and nearly staggered. Something was wrong with his knee, apparently. He caught himself, grimaced, and then mastered his pain. "Iskra."

"Don't. I don't want your pity." She remembered Wyland's eyes as the light in them had dimmed and felt her insides quiver. "It was wrong. He was defenseless. But so was Roddick." Tears threatened, and she remembered Roddick's body lying beneath the shroud. Had she left because she was too weak to watch him burn? 

She half-expected Tiron to move to her side, to reach for her. Would she rebuff him or break and fall into his arms? 

He didn't move. "I understand." 

In that moment, to her surprise, she realized that she didn't fault him for fleeing. His steadfast manner now, his quiet resolve, and his complete lack of desire to excuse his actions made further recriminations unnecessary. 

Where had this calmness come from? What had happened here during the long night he'd spent with his dead and his memories? 

A wave of weariness passed over her, carrying the weight of everything she'd done to save her son. Her rebellion. Her resistance. The battles, the strategies, the alliances. Each and every desperate moment. All so that she could save her child. 

And now he was gone. 

Why fight on? 

Iskra felt new grief come crashing down upon her. Roddick. This one she couldn't surmount. It swamped her; it crushed her throat even as she felt a heart-wrenching sob fight its way up from her core. 

Instantly, Tiron was there by her side. He reached up and eased her off the saddle, then guided her to a plain wooden chair set against the stable wall. She sank onto it and covered her face. All pretense at control, calculation, and calm broke, was torn asunder, and the tears poured out.

Tiron remained crouched by her side. He didn't reach out to hold her, but instead kept one hand on her knee. He was simply there, giving her room, waiting. 

Like a cruel tide, the grief receded. Only for a time, she knew. It would return, again and again. 

She turned to Tiron, not bothering to wipe away the tears. "You failed me when you fled," she said. "But I still have faith in you. I still want your sword by my side."

"Then it is yours, my lady. As long as your cause is just."

"Just? What could be more just than avenging Roddick?"

"Wyland is dead."

"But not his lord. Mertyn Laur must answer for this murder."

"Iskra," said Tiron softly. "Wyland acted alone."

"No," she said. "Mertyn may not have wielded the knife, but none of this would have happened without his machinations. He is the one who held Roddick hostage, who forced us to defend ourselves when he sent his knights to kill us. He is the one who has set me on this path, this path that has ended with Roddick's death! There must be an accounting."

She searched Tiron's weary face but didn't see the affirmation she'd hoped for, had needed. 

"How do you think to achieve this revenge?" he asked.

"We must move quickly," said Iskra. "I've learned from those we captured that the Ascendant's Grace is visiting Mertyn. It's the perfect opportunity to bring justice to their door."

Tiron stilled. "Assault Castle Laur?"

Iskra smiled bleakly. "Nothing so grand. We don't have time for a siege. I've set upon a simple plan that will allow us inside the walls."

"And how will we do that?"

"Audsley can help us. I must speak to him. If he agrees, we should be able to enter Castle Laur without much difficulty."

Tiron mulled that over. "His newfound abilities."

Iskra nodded. "If he can fly over the walls and open a gate from within, then we should be able to slip inside while the castle sleeps."

"Getting soldiers close would be difficult." Tiron rubbed at his chin with his thumb. "It would have to be a small force, fifty to a hundred men at most."

"That's fine. I don't seek to hold Laur Castle, merely confront Mertyn and the Grace."

"Iskra..." 

She knew from his tone, his expression, that he was going to seek to dissuade her. 

"This plan. It's incredibly dangerous. The Grace will have a Virtue with him, and an honor guard. Laur Castle itself will be packed with knights and militia. You risk everything on this assault."

"I would risk everything and more if it avenges Roddick's death!" 

Tiron shook his head. "The greatest revenge you can take is to capture Aletheia and end the Empire. Then you can take your revenge on Mertyn for his deeds. Take him to court, try him and convict him. But this? Iskra, this isn't justice. This isn't even revenge. It's madness."

"Call it what you will. I would have thought you'd have more sympathy for madness, given your past." Iskra felt a raw need arise within her chest. Her body seemed too frail to contain her fury. "None of this would have happened without Mertyn's betrayal. I swear to you by the body of my dead son that I will make him pay. His time has come. Now, I am asking you, Ser Tiron, once and for all: are you my knight? Will you aid me in my time of greatest need?"

Sadness was all she saw in his eyes, and it tore at her, inflamed her anger further. 

"No, my lady," he replied. "Forgive me, but I find no justice here. Ask me to storm the walls of Aletheia, and I will charge them alone if need be. But lead a hundred good men and women to their doom to kill a man for a crime he didn't commit? I am sorry. I can't do that."

Iskra stilled. A rushing roar filled her ears, and all her fury sluiced away. She stared at Tiron, and saw him as if from a great distance, her mind and body left cold and numb. "Very well. Then I discharge you from my service. Take your notions of justice and honor where you will. If they do not compel you to avenge Roddick, then I have no use for them or for you."

Tiron's face paled. "Iskra. Don't do this. Strike at Aletheia!"

"Goodbye, Ser Tiron." 

Iskra strode past him toward her horse. The Hrethings were standing there, arrayed around Tóki, their hands resting lightly on the pommels of their swords. Tóki took the reins of her horse and led it forward.

Tiron didn't follow her out into the yard. He stood in the shadow of the stable, looking old and worn and stricken. She swung smoothly up into her saddle and turned her horse away from him. Iskra shuddered, clenched her reins tightly, and fixed her eyes on the distant trees at the top of the hill. So be it, she thought in a chill voice that was barely her own. I shall go it alone.
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The night air filtered in through the curtains and brought with it the scent of moon flowers in bloom as Audsley swayed back and forth inside his palanquin. Huddled at the heart of his layered cocoon of sumptuous robes and expensive perfume, he had ample time to bitterly regret a nocturnal assignation; Aletheia's altitude made of its night a bitter time to explore romantic pursuits. He sighed and rested his chin on his palm. Such were the sacrifices he was willing to make for Ascension.

At his insistence, the demon had outlined the events that were to unfold: the overseer of the Red Rowan would even now be examining his palanquin as it slowed, gauging its finery and deliberating whether or not it was sufficiently distinguished to allow onto the widow's property. 

The world of nocturnal romance was governed by the moon, the demon had explained, a time when the strictures of the sun could be allowed to slip and the rules of propriety bent if not broken by hands sufficiently wise and bold. Men in search of distraction, love, amusement, or heartbreak would take to the streets, their palanquins passing each other like dreams in search of their own particular dreamer; for an overseer to question, to arrest, to interrogate such a visitor would be to shatter the illusion that made of the lunar realm such a magical and exciting place. 

Audsley's bearers were well-trained in such matters and knew just how much to slow down as they passed before the overseer, how to be respectful of his or her station while remaining true to the dignity of their passenger. When the palanquin began to move more quickly, Audsley smiled with relief; the Red Rowan's overseer had approved. They were now on the imperial widow's estate.

None of this would have been possible without her tacit permission and expectation of his arrival, framed artfully through a beguiling and enigmatic response to his own poetic overture. Audsley removed her letter from the inner pocket of his third or fourth robe and opened it to read once more. The penmanship, the demon had assured him, was exquisite, yet also dissembling; there were hints in the angularity of the pictogram, in the bold thickness of certain lines that hinted at a stronger personality than the widow was trying to convey. The demon had spent nearly half an hour trying to determine the order in which the slashes and curves of the pictogram had been drawn, teasing out the author's approach to the missive, her sense of priorities, and through that her true state of mind. 

His one-word assessment had frozen Audsley's smile on his face: dangerous.

Gravel crunched underfoot. The palanquin turned and was lowered so gently that Audsley barely felt a bump. His nerves tangled into a tighter skein, and he slipped the letter back into one of his pockets. This is it, my good man! Time to enact a seduction. He mopped at his brow with a silk handkerchief, then picked up his kot with damp hands. The three-stringed instrument looked like nothing so much as a spindly stick insect's neck. 

Audsley realized the palanquin bearers were waiting for him to emerge. He stuck his head out through the curtains and blinked, smiling hesitantly at the men who were standing by the shoulder poles. 

Should I thank them?

Ignore them utterly. And stop simpering. The demon's tone was brusque.

Audsley immediately scowled and levered himself out of the palanquin, pausing only to smooth down his many robes. By the White Gate, it was smothering to wear so many layers, but in this chill, he felt grateful for their warmth.

The Red Rowan's estate was carved out of the side of the stonecloud in a charming series of descending tiers, each crisscrossed by small streams that plashed their way over white rocks to fall into pools the next tier down. Cypress trees rose like forbidding guardians here and there, while marble statues on raised plinths appeared like figures frozen in horror, entombed for all time within casements of stone. 

The tenor of your thoughts is not suitable, said the demon. You must project a languorous, amorous attitude.

Audsley nodded, allowed his body to sag, and slouched forward, kot held by the neck in one hand. 

Don't drag your feet. You are a prince amongst men, not a louche returning home from a night spent in his cups.

Audsley hesitated, then pushed his right shoulder back and attempted to glide forward, imagining himself spearing nobly through a series of waves.

The house was imposing, surrounded on all sides by a deep verandah which was accessed at different points by broad, shallow steps. The pillars that supported the overhanging eaves were painted a deep crimson, and lanterns were ensconced here and there behind worked screens of bronze and silver so that they cast intriguing patterns of light across the walls and floor.

Audsley reached the first step that led up to the main entrance and hesitated. There was nobody in sight. 

Is this home abandoned?

No. Your poem has created an opening, however, for you to present yourself in privacy. Do not step up to the veranda; rather, seat yourself there on those cushions.

Audsley looked around and saw that, to one side on the grass, a small area had been prepared to receive a visitor. An elegant square mat had been furnished with sumptuous cushions and was lit by small candles cupped within bowls of bronze.

He cast a worried glance at the shuttered windows, then picked his way over and carefully lowered himself onto the cushions. They were quite comfortable, actually, and he adjusted himself so that he was quite at ease.

All of the demon's instructions had quite fled his mind. Audsley gulped as he looked around the dark gardens. His palanquin had been withdrawn to the edge of his vision. He felt, for the first time in crowded Aletheia, quite alone.

Will she be coming out to join me?

Hardly. She is waiting, listening, attempting to discern whether the caliber of your soul is truly aligned with the qualities you displayed in your letter. You must play the kot and impress her with your depth of feeling.

Ah, thought Audsley, examining the slender instrument. I am not quite as adept at the kot as might have been wished.

I know. Which is why you have to give me control of your arms and hands so that I may play through you.

Audsley bolted upright. This, the demon had not mentioned. Sweat immediately beaded on his temples. Give you control? Of my arms? Never!

Come, Magister. You can take back control at any point. How else did you think to impress such an elevated widow? It will be only for perhaps forty-five minutes; if you wish to pry open this exalted door into the world of the First, Second, and Third Levels, you must allow me to help.

Audsley gulped. He flexed his hands. Only my arms. 

Yes. 

And how do I do that?

Simply allow me to flow into them. Like so.

Audsley felt the demon's presence expand, flowing through his shoulders into his arms and hands, which immediately became numb. In a panic, Audsley snatched control back, causing his hands to play a discordant twang on the kot's strings. He flinched, ducking his head, and shot a glance at the house. 

If you intend to ruin everything, let us simply return to the Miliaka estate. The demon's tone was short, barely concealing its fury.

Ah, no. Just a reflex, just – you know. A little terror for my immortal soul.

Let us proceed. You have set the odds against me with your buffoonery. 

Once more, Audsley's hands became numb, but this time they moved with new confidence. They took up the kot and set to tuning it, doing so with smooth, practiced adjustments and quiet plucks of the strings that almost sounded like a form of music in and of themselves. 

Finally, his hands settled, kot held in the left, right raised like an eagle at the apex of its flight, poised to descend upon its prey. Audsley bit his lower lip, and then felt his heart leap as his hands played the first note.

And, oh, what a desolate sound. It was high-pitched, a faint cry that was allowed to fade away into silence, aching and throbbing with emotion. It was followed by a pause, then a second note, and a third. There was no rush, no need for rhythm or anything approaching music as Audsley knew it. Instead, the demon drew forth a series of plangent tones, each playing off the last, a medley of melancholy and world-weariness that spoke of grief, resignation, and solitude, all of which were somehow underscored by a crystalline beauty that memorialized that pain.

Audsley listened, entranced and bemused, as his fingers moved with skill over the strings. Soon he began to add vibrato to each pluck, and the tone moved from despair to a more haunting beauty, slightly quicker, a medley of drawn-out notes followed by rapid arpeggios and descending chords. 

The music stilled the night. It rose and fell, and Audsley was fascinated by the pathos and depth of feeling he sensed rising from the kot. Three simple strings, but they might as well have been attached to his heart for how they tugged at his emotions.

Tears brimmed in Audsley's eyes, and he found himself thinking of Aedelbert, the emotions of the song celebrating and mourning his loss. He thought of his cindercat alone in the depths of Starkadr, in the company of centuries-old corpses, bereft and heartbroken. Then his thoughts moved to Iskra, for her sacrifices, and to Tiron, for his anguish. He thought of Kethe, lying waxen and dying in his arms. 

So much pain. So much loss. 

Finally, the song drew to a close. The notes were allowed to hang longer in the air, were followed by greater pauses, until Audsley realized that no more were forthcoming.

The demon withdrew from his arms of its own accord, and immediately Audsley's fingertips blistered with pain. He wanted to shake them out, stick them in his armpits or suck on them, but forced himself to remain still. 

Gently, almost reverently, he set the kot down on a cushion at his side. Ah, what a life. What a world, that he might sit on cushions outside the home of a widow of the Third Level, surrounded by such beauty, haunted by such pain. He felt tears brim, but also felt a strange, nostalgic pleasure in his own tender sadness. Somehow, the evocation of loss had served to make him feel all the more alive. 

A shutter slid up with the gentlest of scrapes, allowing a series of layered curtains as thin as gauze to undulate outward in the breeze.

We have accomplished our goal, said the demon quietly. He sounded morose, almost reserved. Had playing that kind of music touched even his own damned soul? We are invited to approach. Sit before the curtains.

Audsley grunted as he rose, his knees aching, and fought to glide elegantly up the steps onto the veranda while the boards creaked beneath his feet. He lowered himself cross-legged onto a cushion set diagonally across from the tall window.

He could not see inside the room. The curtains – four layers, he noted – completely obscured his view. A hint of a straight-backed form? Feminine, to be sure. At times, when the breeze blew the curtains almost aside, he could make out her silhouette. 

His heart raced. How was her shadowy outline so alluring? 

"You play the kot with rare feeling." Her voice took on a different lilt. "So lovely is the music that penetrates my home that I almost believe it could catch the moon and stay its wandering path."

And so we begin, whispered the demon. Respond: If my music could twine a net to capture that errant moon, then I would play forevermore in the hope of making this night eternal while it lasts.

Audsley did as he was bid. Silence followed his words, but not, he thought, a disapproving one. 

"What net could seek to bind the moon, whose ever-changing face presents a challenge to even the most adept of fishermen?"

She questions your identity. Let us respond with boldness and depth. Speak thusly: Each night shall the moon slip free of the Ultuan Woods, taking on whatever guise is necessary so that it may visit the heavens wherein the Eighth Cloud is said to dwell.

Audsley heard the fluttering of a fan. The silence seemed to become more intimate. 

He and the Red Rowan exchanged several more lines of poetry, and Audsley contented himself with simply repeating whatever the demon bid, allowing his attention to wander and focus on the quality of the woman's voice itself.

She spoke Aletheian with distinction, her voice husky and mature. Could she be in her forties? Perhaps. There was a poise and clarity to her words that made him think she wasn't yet in her fifties or sixties. Thank the White Gate! And more... her tone reminded him of Maeve. Of a certain arch confidence, amused and interested and toying all at once. Audsley started to imagine the Red Rowan as a great cindercat, beautiful and lethal, unsure whether to sever his spine with a nip of her teeth or allow him to run free.

Dangerous, the demon had warned. Dangerous how? 

Arise, said the demon. We are finished.

We are? Audsley blinked, trying to remember what he'd just said. He climbed to his feet, brushing off his knees, and somehow sensed that the Imperial widow had retreated from the window. He was alone. And yet he'd only been sitting here for a brief span of time.

That was all?

The first visit is always brief. Both sides seek to intrigue and avoid satiation. One must strive to arouse ever-greater curiosity and desire. Now, we must return to the Miliaka estate and pen our morning-after note. She will be looking forward to it with some eagerness, I believe.

"I see," said Audsley, descending the steps. His palanquin bearers were already marching toward him. He climbed in without even glancing at them, playing the encounter over in his mind. How did we do?

Very well. She is sufficiently educated to pick up on my more refined allusions; the wordplay was amusing. If all goes well, she should invite you back soon, and then you will be given the opportunity to consummate your relationship.

Audsley coughed violently, face burning with shock and embarrassment. Consummate? As in – ? Me? And her? Already! We only spoke for fifteen minutes!

The demon laughed dryly, and Audsley was dismayed to hear the other two demons join him in his mirth. Such is the way romance is played amongst the Perfecti of Aletheia, Magister. You have surpassed her expectations in every way thus far, conveying yourself to her as a man of rare distinction and élan. She is no blushing maid seeking to ensnare you in hopes of marriage; she is a confident woman who has already drunk deep of the cup of life and now thirsts for another sip. If we continue to play our hand correctly, she will welcome you into her bedchamber soon, and then shall begin our true game.

"Oh," said Audsley queasily. "And. Ah. The, um, bedchamber 'activities'. Is there a, shall we say, method to how they must be, um, executed?"

Oh, yes. You will not ravage her like a warthog rooting for truffles. I will guide you through the expected steps so that you will convince her you are a lover of rare gifts.

"Oh, dear," moaned Audsley, covering his face. "Oh, my. I can't. I couldn't possibly."

If you wish her to escort you to the festivals and events where you may come into close contact with the Minister of the Moon, then you must. Do not worry. I have heard it said that most humans look forward to coitus. Indeed, some are said to seek it out above all other pursuits.

Audsley slumped down in his seat, then had to sit back up as his many robes began to choke him. But I haven't even see her yet! She hasn't even seen me!

Irrelevant. Have you learned nothing? Your appearance is almost beside the point, as is hers. What matters is your appreciation for the refinement of each other's souls.

"Well, that may be," said Audsley sulkily, "but when it comes to rooting for truffles, I find an attractive face and figure to be of great import."

I have seen into your memories, Magister. There is no need for lies. We both know you have never rooted for truffles in your life.

"Silence!" 

Audsley clamped his hands over his mouth. His bearers must have heard him. Did it matter? Probably not. Maybe they were used to carrying rich, eccentric nobles around in the middle of the night who randomly yelled out curses and orders. 

Enough! I will not have you pawing through my – my most sacred of memories. And, for your information, I – but why am I defending myself? I have done or not done precisely what I have wished over the course of my life. And if I happened to be saving myself for precisely the right set of truffles to – ah – go rooting after – then – then –

Audsley sighed and let it go. He slumped down, chin on his palm again, and pulled aside the curtain to gaze out into the street. They'd already entered the stonecloud and now were traversing one of the radial streets that connected with the Third Circum. The memory of the music from before returned to him and mingled with his current sense of outrage, leaving him in a state of dejection.

Oh, grow up, Audsley, he said to himself. Did you think to penetrate – oh, wait. That's the word the widow used in her first poem. Did she mean -? Was she inviting -? Oh, dear.  

He felt suddenly and completely naïve and out of his depth. Could he go through with this? How awkward, how terribly humiliating! To be talked through his first time by a demon, with an older woman he hadn't even seen yet!

Audsley jutted out his lower lip. Do it for Ascension, he told himself sternly. All sacrifices are noble when made for the right cause. And – well. Perhaps it won't be all bad? He squirmed in his seat. Maybe it will be – enjoyable? The Red Rowan possessed an exceedingly alluring voice, husky and confident and wry. Perhaps – perhaps -?

Audsley blushed furiously once more and covered his face with his hands. Oh, by the White Gate and the Seven Virtues. What a world.

He rode in silence back to Iarenna's estate. When his palanquin emerged from the stonecloud on the Seventh Level, he heard a gentle patter on the palanquin roof. It was raining. The curtains grew dappled with dark spots that spread, merged, and soon led them to hang heavily, the cold, mineralized air blowing in whenever they swayed aside. Audsley took pleasure in the sweet melancholy of the rain; perhaps, he reflected, all the poetry was starting to get to him.

They entered the Miliaka estate, and to Audsley's surprise he saw that Iarenna's wing was still illuminated despite the atrocious hour. Was she entertaining suitors? Or was she awaiting his return? 

The palanquin was set down and Pryimak stepped toward it, a canopy held above his head by two unfortunate servants.

"Magister Audsley," said the overseer with alarming humility. "Lady Iarenna respectfully requests the honor of your presence."

"Oh, um, she does? But of course. I am ever, as you no doubt know, her obliging servant. In all matters." 

Pryimak nodded his head solemnly. "Please, this way."

Audsley stepped under the canopy, and together they hurried across the gravel to Iarenna's veranda. The screen door was stood open, and Audsley entered quickly, removing his shoes and spectacles as he did so. He dried his glasses on one of his many interior robes, then placed them on the bridge of his nose and smiled in a manner that he hoped was not entirely fatuous.

"My dear lady – Iskra?" 

His voice rose half an octave in surprise. For indeed it was she, Iskra Kyferin, clad in somber traveling clothes, her auburn hair bound in a simple braid, her face stark with emotion, her eyes large with barely restrained grief. She was sitting across a low table from Iarenna, whose maids were seated along the back wall, all of them alert and fairly quivering with tension.

"Audsley." Iskra rose. What had happened? It was as if the skin had tightened around her skull, making its angularities more prominent. "Thank the Ascendant you've come. I was worried my visit would be in vain."

"You came in search of me?" Audsley cast Iarenna a troubled glance, but received no comfort from her. Iarenna was clearly upset as well. "What has happened?"

Iskra gestured, and Audsley sat down between the two sisters. Iskra lowered herself back down onto her cushion. "My son is dead, Audsley." The words were harshly spoken, as if Iskra sought to spare herself no pain, disdained hiding from the horrific truth. "Killed by Jander Wyland during our assault on Castle Kyferin."

Audsley rocked back and raised both hands to cover his mouth. "No! He wouldn't. But why? Ser Wyland is a good man – isn't he? Oh, Iskra, I'm so sorry." 

These lines would be appropriate now, whispered the demon. Repeat: When the –

Silence, snarled Audsley, and the demon fell quiet.

His concern seemed to be undoing Iskra's self-control. Her throat bobbed, and she blinked rapidly. "Wyland sought to break my will. No doubt in furtherance of Lord Laur's plans. I can only imagine that they would have eventually used Roddick against me so as to force me to quit the field. Wyland simply executed Mertyn's plan sooner than expected."

"Lord Laur –?" Audsley felt as if he were lagging behind the conversation, each revelation stopping him in his tracks. "His own nephew?"

Iskra nodded. "I now seek revenge. I will have Mertyn's head for this crime. None of this would have happened without his betrayal. Toward that end, I must take Laur Castle while the Ascendant's Grace is visiting."

"Take – oh, my. But isn't it terribly defended? Replete with every nasty martial thing under the sun?" Audsley fought the urge to wipe his spectacles again. "And – and I thought the plan was to take Aletheia by surprise? Won't conquering Kyferin and Laur Castle tip your hand as to our newfound abilities?"

"Perhaps." Iskra raised her chin. "But I will avenge Roddick. Mertyn will pay for his crimes."

Audsley sighed and sat back. "I see. Of course. Of course. So, it is to be a siege?"

"Not if I can avoid it," said Iskra. "Our forces are depleted. The Agerastian army we rescued from Otran is near collapse. Our Hrethings have had grave losses. The Vothaks are also reeling from their sacrifices. I cannot risk a protracted siege."

Audsley blinked. Again, he glanced at Iarenna. The younger sister had lowered her gaze to her cup of tea. "Then...?"

"Audsley." Iskra seemed to steel herself. "I've come to ask you a very personal favor." Iarenna seemed to have been waiting for this moment, for she turned and nodded to her maids. The four women rose silently and filed out of the room, closing an internal door behind them.

Alarmed, Audsley waited, trying to imagine how he could help. "Yes?" Perhaps a diplomatic overture?

"We need to bypass Castle Laur's defenses. Asho told me how you fought alongside him at Mythgraefen against the demon lord."

"Oh, right." Audsley did remove his spectacles then, and rubbed them furiously on the hem of his damp robe. "Quite. Yes."

"He told me that you flew. That you threw great bolts of fire. We have danced around this subject, but the time has come to speak candidly. You did not wield the instruments of the Starkadr Sin Casters. How were you able to do this?"

Audsley felt the demons in the back of his mind writhe in consternation. It was akin to the sensation of maggots roiling in the belly of a dead toad. He blanched. 

Reveal our presence and we all die, growled the Zoeian demon. 

Dissemble. Buy time, step outside, and flee, urged the Sigean demon.

Fools, sighed the Aletheian demon. You waste your words.

Audsley placed his spectacles back on the bridge of his nose and sat very straight. "I, ah, very nearly died while fighting the demon in the bowels of Starkadr. It, well, it was really quite gruesome what it did to me, and doesn't bear describing, but I was dying. Of that, there can be no doubt." The memory of Lania pulling his intestines out of his body made him break into a sweat, and his stomach cramped. "The, ah, demons inside the tools crafted by the Artificers spoke to me. I was wielding their powers through the tools, but they offered me a bargain. Allow them into my mind, and they would heal my body." 

Audsley couldn't bear to meet the women's eyes. He stared down at the flame of the sole candle on the table. "I accepted. Lania – the demon, that is – was trying to free the demons bound in the bowels of Starkadr. I couldn't let that happen. So I accepted, and they healed me, and I destroyed Lania, and, well, now I have three unwelcome houseguests ensconced within my skull."

He grimaced and looked up. "So, yes. I can fly, and shoot flame from my hands, and even see in the dark if pressed. I've, um, simply chosen not to, since that fight. For fear of my immortal soul, and all that." He gave a little wave. "You know."

Iarenna was gaping at him, and he ducked his head and again covered his mouth with his fingers. "Oh. That's right. You, ah, didn't know about Starkadr. And, um, the demons. Or did you?"

"No," whispered Iarenna. "Starkadr? The Sin Casters' stonecloud?"

Audsley shrugged apologetically. "It's not nearly as nice as the legends make it out to be."

Iarenna let out a startled laugh, froze, then laughed again. 

"Is that why you agreed to come to Aletheia so easily?" Iskra's voice cut through her sister's helpless mirth.

Audsley sighed. "Yes. I had entertained vague hopes of a cleansing. Who knows. But, then, the Minister of the Moon – and events took on a life of their own."

"Audsley." Iskra leaned forward. "I need you to fly over Laur Castle's wall and open a postern gate. I will have soldiers ready to enter the moment you do."

"Oh, dear." Audsley tried to imagine it and shook his head. "You make it sound so very simple."

"It will be," said Iskra firmly. "There is no magic in Ennoia. The Vothaks have only ever thrown black fire, and Lord Laur will thus not expect an attack from above. You are the only one who can do this. Will you help me?"

Audsley felt something twist within him – part fear, part horror at what he was about to do, but then he laughed weakly and smiled a broken smile at Iskra. "Need you ask? My dear, dear Iskra. Of course I will. Was there ever any doubt?"

"Oh, Audsley. You are a true friend. Thank you." She took his hands in both of hers, her eyes glimmering with tears. "Thank you."

"Yes, well, we magisters – you know how it is. Terrific training. Grueling apprenticeships, covering everything from the ordering of libraries to the nocturnal infiltration of enemy castles. All in a day's work, really."

Iskra didn't laugh, but her smile was reward enough. How could she be bearing up under that grief? He'd seen for himself how her single-minded devotion to Roddick and Kethe had given her the strength to achieve the impossible. What an incredible woman. 

"One question," said Audsley. "The Grace. Do you, ah, have plans for him?"

"No overt ones. Mertyn is my target. But the Grace has shown himself to be corrupt. Asho's own testimony proves him so. If he intercedes, I will not hesitate." Iskra paused. "Do you object?"

Audsley bit the inside of his cheek worriedly. Everything within him wanted to protest, to prevent such sacrilege. To even consider it made him feel nauseous. But then again, Asho had seen the Grace take an illicit potion, and Audsley knew for a fact that the upper echelons of Ascendancy were corrupt. 

"I will reserve judgement, for now." He looked at the table. "When I see the Grace, and I have a better sense of where he stands. But this is all so horribly confusing. Can we absolutely attempt to avoid as many unnecessary deaths as possible?"

Iskra nodded gravely. "I have only one goal. Mertyn. I hope to spare all others."

"Good." Audsley sat up straight. "Oh! Kethe! Iarenna, did you tell her? Kethe is a Virtue!"

"Yes!" Iskra laughed, incredulous and wondering all at once. "I can't believe it. But then again, why not? My little Kethe, the Virtue of Happiness. Never was a Virtue so well-named. The happiness it has brought me is without measure."

Iarenna beamed. "I will be speaking with her soon. I've been summoned to the Temple to speak with the Virtues. I go tomorrow morning. No doubt it's Kethe who has asked for me. Shall I give her a message?"

"Yes," said Iskra. "Actually, I would have you deliver a note. May I write something down?"

"Write something down?" Audsley slapped his stomach loudly. "Oh, my dear Iskra, you are speaking to the right man! I have hundreds of different card types. Oval, rectangular, undulating, star-shaped, coarse, fine; ivory, red, green, magenta, olive, or silver? Do you want it scented? Have a plant, sprig, or branch affixed? I tell you true, I can do it. I have an entire office hidden in several chests in my quarters. I have become a veritable treasure trove for calligraphy enthusiasts and devotees of paper."

Audsley paused, blinked, and realized that both women were staring at him. "What?"

"Actually," said Iskra, looking him up and down. "When did you develop such a rarefied taste in fashion? You look almost unbearably sophisticated." She hesitated. "Gray for melancholy, or perhaps iron for resolve? An interplay of both. Brown for groundedness, being of the earth, a man with his feet on the ground, which is then undercut by silver for the moon, for dreams, for madness and magic? A modest light green for youthful energy, and is that rose? Audsley." Iskra blinked. "Were you on a romantic assignation?"

"Oh, you know." Audsley coughed, wishing for an overcoat. Confound these robes! "Just, ah, a night out on the town, as it were. A little, ah, investigating of potential avenues that might lead me to the Minister of the Moon."

"Potential avenues," echoed Iarenna, her voice deadpan.

Audsley blushed. Was she mocking him? Wait. Was she accusing him of metaphors? "I – ah – you could say that I was – how did he put it? Rooting for truffles, that is all, or seeking to, as they say, um, under the light of the celestial moon –" 

Both women began to smile, and as he continued to bluster and seek to defend himself, they dissolved into silent laughter. For the first time, Audsley was struck by the similarity between the two sisters. He stopped, blushing still, but pleased with himself that he'd been able to amuse Iskra in her moment of woe.

"Well." Iskra straightened, still smiling, and pressed the base of her palm to the corner of her eye. "Do you think your investigations can wait two days? I have need of you tomorrow night."

"Yes. Yes, of course. I'll just toss off a quick line of poetry to appease the widow. On – let's see. One moment."

What kind of paper?

Vellum, muttered the demon. Silver. Black ink. Juniper perfume.

"On silver vellum, of course," said Audsley carelessly. "Black ink, with a hint of juniper to underscore my intent."

Iarenna and Iskra exchanged a look.

"Oh, he is good," said Iskra. "Watch out, little sister. Magister Audsley is on the prowl."

"Prowl?" Audsley waved his hands frantically. "Hardly! You make me out to be some kind of common womanizer, hunting the streets –" 

Iarenna cut in smoothly. "You mean investigating potential avenues?"

"I – yes, precisely. I mean, pardon me?"

Both women shook with laughter again, Iarenna covering her eyes, Iskra looking at him with affection and bemusement. 

"Yes, go on, laugh at your poor suffering magister." Audsley couldn't help but smile. "I don't know how I'm to get the Red Rowan widow to take me seriously if I can't speak two sentences without you both collapsing into the most unseemly titters."

"Oh, Audsley," said Iskra, rising to her feet. "You are priceless." She turned to Iarenna. "My dear sister, I can't thank you enough. I will pen my note to Kethe, and then I must depart. But I will see you again soon."

Iarenna came around the table and hugged Iskra tightly. "Of course. I only lament that Father wasn't here to greet you."

Iskra pulled back. "That's just as well. I'm not sure how flexible his allegiance to the Ascendant might be. Audsley, will you lead me to your study?"

"At once, my lady." Audsley bowed solemnly. "We can write our notes together. It will be just like being back at the university in Nous, working side by side with my colleagues late into the night." He turned to Iarenna. "And thank you, my dear, for not running screaming into the night at my revelation."

Iarenna took his hand in her own. "Dear Audsley. Your words are so filled with innuendo that I do pity the Red Rowan widow. She will find herself disarmed and her avenues investigated before she realizes what's going on."

"Let me save you, dear Magister," said Iskra, pulling him by the arm. "I need you in fighting trim tomorrow. Come."

Audsley spluttered, but the dangerous gleam in Iarenna's eye set his heart to racing. Was he imagining things? Was that a look of interest? 

No, surely not. 

Stunned, he allowed Iskra to lead him outside. 

Iarenna? No. Impossible. Wasn't it?
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Kanna set a grueling pace, never looking back, never giving Asho time to question her or hesitate. Through the winding labyrinth of cubes she ran, making turns seemingly at random. Asho grew increasingly bewildered; his memories of his childhood had these anonymous blocky homes the color of bleached bone as background, but he'd forgotten all about the people who lived here; the deeper they went, the less he understood how to navigate amongst these abstract and interchangeable homes.

Finally, Kanna slowed and climbed a wooden ladder that was propped against the face of a cube. It was crudely built but sturdy, but all the same, Asho waited until she had disappeared onto the cube's roof before he followed her. He climbed, gazing up at the swirling, incandescent aurora, and then hopped off the last rung and saw Kanna waiting for him near a narrow door leading into a smaller, second cube set atop the first.

The inside was dark. A pallet lay to one side, two wooden chairs shoved under a small table on the other. A corner of the room was blackened and filled with neatly laid logs, with a small iron pot hanging a foot above them from a chain. 

A few shelves. A tiny roll of clothing, bundled and held together by a wire belt. Little else.

Kanna moved to the pot and withdrew a small bundle. She sat down and unrolled it, and immediately Asho smelled the rich, earthy scent – with just a hint of sweetness – of dried fireroot. He stood in the doorway, uneasy, and glanced out behind him, half-expecting Mikho's men to come scrambling over the ladder-top.

Kanna rolled a twist of fireroot in a rectangle of paper, then struck sparks with a flint and steel till its end caught. Only then did she seem to relax, pushing with her foot off the table edge onto the rear two legs of her chair, narrowing her eyes as she inhaled deeply and held the smoke in her chest.

Asho crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. He waited, watching her, until finally she exhaled, the smoke leaving her mouth in a silky, almost serpentine plume. 

"So." She inhaled again, her voice dropping a register as she held her breath. "That went well."

"You lied," said Asho. "You said you'd never dealt with Mikho before. They clearly knew you."

"I played word games," said Kanna, eyes narrowed as she watched him through the smoke. "I said I'd never deal with Mikho. I just left out the 'again'."

Asho crushed his annoyance and forced himself to keep his tone level. "Why did you lie?"

Kanna tsked in irritation and flexed her leg, pushing her chair backward almost to the tipping point. "I owe you no explanations of my past. I'm willing to help you. That should be enough."

"Not if your silences lead us into trouble."

"You don't have to play the Ennoian knight with me, you know." Her voice was pitched low, almost dangerous-sounding. "I don't need you looking out for me."

"I didn't like the way they were talking to you."

"I'm not yours to protect."

"You don't have to be mine for me to insist on basic decency."

"Basic decency?" Kanna laughed. "Who are you?"

"I'm Asho, son of Zekko," he said, pushing off the doorframe.

"You might have been once, but you're not now." She canted her head to one side, studying him. "No, you're more Ennoian now than Bythian. Look at you. You stand like you're ready for a fight. You're almost asking for it. No Bythian does that."

"My father did. He killed a cavekiller. Are you saying he's not a Bythian?"

"Your father is a good man, and I'll not speak badly of him. But I know he wasn't walking around looking to get into a fight with a cavekiller. He was forced by that Ennoian lord of yours."

"He wasn't mine."

"You served him long enough."

"I served him so that one day I could stick my dagger in his gut and watch him die," growled Asho. "You don't know anything about me."

"See?" Kanna was unimpressed. "There you go again. What Bythian would even think of murdering an Ennoian?"

"One with spine," said Asho. "Which you clearly don't seem to have. Am I wasting my time here?"

Kanna exhaled mockingly but remained silent. After a moment, she looked down and aside.

Asho felt his anger ebb. "Why are you trying to pick a fight with me?" She ignored him, so he took a step into the room. "How do Mikho and his men know you?"

She smiled bitterly and shook her head, flicking her burning twist so that ashes fell across her lap. She didn't seem to care. "You wouldn't understand, lordling."

Asho inhaled slowly, looking up as he let the insult pass. She's fighting you. Trying to drive you away. Hold on. Be patient. "Did Mikho do you a favor once?"

"By the Black Gate, you don't know how to shut up, do you?" She suddenly leaped to her feet and began to prowl from one wall to the other. "Why do you care? Seriously? You're not one of us. You may look like a Bythian, but you're not. So, why are you down here? Guilt? You felt bad for us mud-grubbers, slaving away in the depths while you drank wine and ate clean bread? Is that it?"

It was Asho's turn to laugh bitterly. "Do you really think that? You really think I was some pampered lord's pet, nicely dressed and eating off silver plates?"

Kanna hesitated. "As good as. You surely weren't down in the mines."

Some measure of his sense of self began to return to him. "Do you want to compare stories of abuse, Kanna, and see which of us suffered more? Pull up our shirts and compare scars? Debate whether it was worse to dig ore for twelve hours or be beaten to near unconsciousness by Ennoian squires who were trying to break your will?"

Kanna froze. 

"Because we can," said Asho, moving toward her. "I've got horror stories for you if you want them. My sister chose to return to slavery over continuing the life we led. Think about that. But I stuck it out. I was too stubborn. Perhaps too stupid. I thought I could actually get even for all the pain I had suffered. For a long time, I kept track, and then the list grew too long and I learned to simply hate everyone." 

Kanna backed away from him, eyes wide. 

Asho smiled. "Do you want to talk about not belonging? About always being self-aware in the midst of a crowd? Do you want to hear what it's like to be the only Bythian in a group of Ennoians? The scapegoat, the butt of every joke, the inferior? To never feel at home, never be able to relax with a friend, to have nobody to cry to, nobody who needs you, who wants to be close to you? To always be completely and utterly alone and know that it will never, ever get any better?"

Kanna hit the back wall and startled, glancing from side to side before locking eyes with him again. Asho stopped a few yards from her with his hands on his hips. "Let's do it. Come on: let's see whose life has been the worst and award that person a crown made of excrement. Is that what you want?"

Asho watched her wrestle with her emotions, with old pain, furious at having been cornered.

That strange bout of euphoria, almost a mania, left him. He sagged and walked back to the door. "I'm sorry. I have no right to bully you in turn. Thank you for your help. It was freely given, and I'll remember that. I won't bother you anymore."

But after he left the cube, he had to stop. Where to? Not his father's. Zekko would never countenance his stirring up violence. Back to Mythgraefen, to seek another ally who could help orient him? No; if he had to make this happen by himself, so be it. 

He had reached the edge of the roof when he sensed movement in the doorway. "Wait," Kanna called out softly. "Come back."

He hesitated, one foot already on the highest rung. Kanna was little more than a black shadow, the cherry-red tip of her twist shockingly bright between her fingers. 

"Are you sure?"

"Are you going to make me ask twice?" That said, she disappeared.

Asho returned to the doorway but didn't enter. Kanna was pulling down two cups from a shelf, along with a black iron bottle that she uncorked with her teeth. She poured a dram into each cup, then held one out to him.

Her hand shook.

Asho took the cup. It was simple, made from smooth clay and painted black. The liquid inside was pungent, harsh, some kind of hard liquor. Blackroot, he recalled. A memory came back to him, of how his father's breath used to smell of this back in the day.

"Mikho helped my mother when my father died in the mines." Kanna sat down again and stared into her cup. "I was twelve. This was fifteen years ago. My mother was a beautiful woman. She couldn't earn enough in the mines by herself to support us both, so she was Mikho's lover for two years." A band of muscle flared into view across the joint of her jaw, then she raised her cup. "To be honest, it wasn't so bad. Mikho treated her well. I think – toward the end – she even began to like him."

"But then?" Asho pulled out his chair and sat. 

"On my fourteenth birthday, we found out that Mikho had arranged for me to be passed over for my Choosing. Everyone said I'd be taken for sure and sent to Sige or the like because of my looks. I'd thought of cutting myself up so I could stay home. When Mikho told us he'd bribed the right people so I could stay, we couldn't believe it. We'd never been happier."

Asho sipped the blackroot and nearly spat. It left a trail of fire down his gullet. 

"We thought Mikho had done us that favor because he liked my mother." Kanna's grip on her cup tightened, and the dark liquid inside it sloshed over the lip. 

A dull anger began to grow within him. "But you were only fourteen."

Kanna stayed quiet for a while. "I turned him down, time and again. He got angry and cast my mother out. We tried to lie low, to avoid his attention, but it was impossible. Anyone who helped us was punished. He paid guards to pick on me during my shifts. He always made it clear how we could alleviate our punishment. I just had to spend one night with him."

Kanna suddenly tossed the cup back, drinking the blackroot in one smooth pull. "He had my mother arrested on false charges. I slept with him that night, and she was freed the next morning." She set the cup down on the table with a sharp click. "The abuse stopped. We were left alone, for the most part."

"Kanna," said Asho. He was at a loss for words. "I'm so sorry."

Her gaze flicked up to him, and he was startled by the anger and venom in her glare. "I don't want your pity. I'm not a victim. I chose to sleep with that snake so that my mother would go free."

"Yes, but –" 

"But, nothing. I'm not a victim. I used that anger to get ahead. I shamed others for not helping me. I formed coalitions, created a new system of alliances within my cohort for people to turn to instead of going to Mikho." She paused, breathing heavily, then rubbed her eyes. "We never expanded beyond my cohort, like I'd hoped, but I made it. My mother helped. We made a difference. It's because of that that I became cohort leader. I started with nothing and now I have respect, authority, and people's trust."

She dropped her hands and glared at him. "Understand? I don't want your apologies. I don't want you to start planning how to avenge me. I don't need you beating up Batou in my name. I can take care of myself. And if protecting my people means turning a deaf ear to Mikho's mockery to keep him from moving against us, then it's a small price to pay."

Asho leaned back, both hands held up in surrender. "All right. Understood. I'll no longer try to be a gentleman."

"You don't get it, do you?  This is Bythos. There are no gentlemen here because there's no room for them. They get broken. Used. Taken advantage of. You look out for your own, and you turn a blind eye to everyone else's problems, because if you walk around looking for a fight, you're going to end up dead."

"You looked out for your whole cohort. What does that make you?"

"A fool, maybe. But it was my cohort. I didn't try to save everyone."

"Oh, no? Then why did you come back with me?"

Kanna wheeled away, snatched up her cup and strode up to the shelf where her blackroot bottle stood. 

"Seriously," said Asho. "If you're so set against altruism, why did you come back with me? Why not stay with your cohort and help them get used to their new home?"

She poured herself a generous measure and slugged it down. Asho almost winced, imagining how that must taste. 

"I don't know." Her voice had changed. The fire was gone, and she sounded morose now. Weary. Almost bleak. "Seeing the sky – it did something to me. It was like... like, for a moment, the chains that had bound me down had broken." She poured a third drink, this time slowly, carefully. Her hands were no longer shaking, he saw.

"Maybe your naive enthusiasm infected me. Or maybe I'm as foolish as you are."

"No," said Asho. "You might be many things, but I doubt foolish is one of them." He knocked his own drink back and almost gagged. "You saw the world outside and you saw – no, you felt – how wrong it was for our people to be down here. It finally hit home in a way that all of Mikho's talk never did. You knew it was evil. And maybe that overcame your survival instincts, your instincts to keep your head down."

Kanna laughed weakly and shook her head. "The Black Gate take me, I'd not have come if I thought you'd be lecturing me like this."

"Am I wrong?"

"Look, are you going to start figuring out how to get that Gate Stone or just keep badgering me till I scream?" 

"Fine." He sighed. "Fine. Any ideas?"

"Well, with your sister showing up and talking about a kragh invasion, things have gotten really fucked. How long did she say we have till this Tharok shows up?"

Asho got up long enough to take possession of the bottle, then sat back down. The first dose had started to warm him up nicely from the pit of his stomach. "I think she said about a month."

"All right. So, in a month's time we're going to have Ogri the Destroyer breathing down our necks and forcing his way through Abythos. All that time, she and Mikho are going to be trying to prepare everyone to welcome him with open arms."

Asho poured himself a cup. The blackroot had left an unpleasant taste in his mouth like burnt tar, but he still felt like having more. "Do you think people will listen?"

Kanna sighed. "Mikho's been talking about this revolution forever. Destroy the Solar Portals, retreat to the land of the kragh, so on and so forth. It won't be a new idea."

"And now the kragh are actually coming," said Asho. "And Shaya's got a highland kragh with her to prove it." He paused. "Did you see that size of that thing?"

"Nok?" Kanna nodded and sipped her drink. "I've seen kragh traveling from the Abythos gate to the Solar Gates. That Nok monster was unlike any kragh I've ever seen. Almost twice as big. I can't imagine anybody stopping an army of kragh as big as him."

"Yes," Asho said despondently. "We're going to have to move fast." 

Kanna cocked her head to one side. "That had to be a bitch, seeing your sister for the first time in ages and then learning she's the enemy."

"She's not the enemy," Asho said immediately. "She's – she's just got different allies."

"Your Lady Iskra's not going to welcome this Tharok with open arms, is she? If he breaks through into Bythos, she's going to have to fight him. If she defeats the Empire first, of course."

Asho pursed his lips and said nothing. 

"Which means you're going to fight him. Which means you're going to have to fight Shaya." Kanna leaned forward to refill her cup. "Sorry, darling. Looks like she's your enemy."

Asho scowled and pushed back his chair. The cube was suddenly too small, too confining. He moved to the doorway and looked outside, at the shifting aurora. "Wait. If this is your home, where's your mother?"

"Dead," said Kanna, pouring herself yet another drink. "Two years ago. Wasting disease."

"Oh," said Asho, feeling stupid. Should he not apologize for that either? The blackroot was starting to hit him, he realized, and he'd only drunk two cups. How many had Kanna had? Five? Her eyes looked a little glassy, but otherwise she seemed fine. Asho didn't know whether to be impressed or dismayed.

"Welcome to Bythos," said Kanna, raising her cup as if to toast him. "Where life is cheap, life is short, and you're guaranteed a bad end. Which is why we Bythians always say, 'Enjoy yourself while you still can!'"

"You say that?" 

"No, we don't." She drained half her cup and sat back, smiling at him. "Ha. To think."

"Ha," said Asho, at first without amusement, and then he snorted. "Do I stand out that much as a stranger?"

"Like a candle grub in a pile of cinders." She paused. "You don't even know what a candle grub is, do you?"

"Yes, I do." He didn't. "It's a white maggot-looking thing." 

"Educated guess. You've never seen one in your life."

"Maybe when I was a child." He sat back down and poured a third cup. He tossed it back. It burned less this time around. "I need to tell Iskra. She needs to know about this Tharok."

Kanna shrugged. "Not like there's much she can do about it."

"No, but she still needs to know. In the meantime, where do we start? Who do we speak to?"

Kanna sighed. "I don't know. Maybe the others who turned you down to begin with. Shaykho, maybe, though he'd be a tough sell. None of them like Mikho. If we can work with them, then we have a chance of gathering some momentum. People follow each other. We just need to get a group to start the avalanche."

Asho nodded, went to pour from the iron bottle and found it empty. 

Kanna winked at him. "See what happens if you spend too much time talking? Tragedy."

Asho shook the bottle over his cup. A few drops fell out. He didn't want this moment to stop, he thought. There was something in the air between them that had him feeling alive, on edge, provoked and tense, as if he was about to go into battle. It was in the lazy way Kanna was watching him, her amused, cynical smile, the way the muscles of her thigh flexed as she rocked back and forth an inch on the rear legs of her chair. Suddenly he was intensely aware of being alone with Kanna in her home.

"So." He coughed, clearing his throat. "Should we go now?"

"Now? No. Wrong timing. We need to wait till Shaykho's shift ends and then give him time to rest." She set her cup down. "So, tell me more about yourself, Asho. Surely your life couldn't have been all tragedy. Did you never manage to connect with someone?"

"Connect with someone?"

Her eyes glinted. "You're a man grown, Asho, son of Zekko. After all we've shared, am I prying too much?"

"Oh," said Asho. "No. I mean, you're not prying. There's just nothing to share." 

Why was she staring at him like that?

"Nothing? Forget the bottle, then. That's the true tragedy." Her voice was wry. "But I suppose it explains why you're so adept at wielding your blade."

"All right," he said, annoyed and embarrassed and at a loss for words. He stood up abruptly. The room was so small, there was nowhere for him to walk. 

She watched him, still amused, still flexing her leg back and forth, back and forth, a subtle rocking motion that made it hard for him not to stare.

"I'm going to get some fresh air." 

Did that even make sense in Bythos? He stepped outside before she could make some sarcastic comment, then rested his back against the wall and slid down it till he was seated. He listened intently. After a moment, he heard the creak of Kanna's chair, then the soft tread of her feet. A few clinks, then the rustle of cloth. A sigh of relaxation, then silence. 

Asho rubbed his face and thought of Kethe. Where was she? Was she still alive? Even if she was, would he ever see her again? If Shaya was his enemy, then if Kethe became a Virtue, would she become his enemy as well?

Asho gazed over the sprawl of cubes. Voices echoed up to him, along with the tread of feet, the sounds of life. A shift was returning home.

What if he went inside right now and lay beside Kanna? 

The thought made him intensely uncomfortable and aroused. Had she been inviting him to join her? Of course not. But where was he supposed to sleep? 

He suddenly missed Kethe terribly, not just in the abstract, but a physical longing for her that transcended the uneasy ache that Kanna had caused in him. He wanted Kethe here, not just for her fierce beauty, but because she understood not just him, but everything. He wanted her to be there, sitting beside him, maybe holding his hand, their shoulders touching as they looked out over the cubes, companions in arms and so much more.

Just thinking of her by his side, working on this mission with him, gave Asho strength. He tried to imagine Batou being crude to her face and almost laughed. The doorman wouldn't have dared. 

A powerful mixture of bitterness and pride and longing and sadness suffused him. 

Oh, Kethe. Will I ever see you again?

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Kethe didn't appreciate the sanctity and importance of her new station until she woke on the dawn of her presentation to the Ascendant of the Empire himself. 

Music swelled and flowed into her chambers, rousing her from her dreamless slumber into a panic. Sitting up, fistfuls of her sheets in her hands, she stared as her doors were opened and a stream of people began to enter. Had they come to evict her, incarcerate her, indict her for her heresy?

The music grew louder, sublimely played, and, one by one, the thick curtains of her windows were swept aside as the crowd approached, allowing the diluted and delicate light of the rising sun to sweep into her hall. Kethe swallowed tightly, unsure what to do, all instructions vanishing from her mind, leaving her immobile as the servants, officiants and court nobles approached. 

There had to be thirty of them, a column of silks and white cloth, gilt scarves that hung past the knees and faces immaculately painted in a style that seemed at once farcical and terrifying. A style, she recalled, that had been popular when this ritual was inscribed in stone.

The Sigean servants reached her bedside, all of them chanting, and without hesitating they drew her sheets away, sliding them smoothly to the floor. Kethe wanted to scoot back against the headboard, but some innate dignity forced her still.

They didn't see her, she realized. They didn't see Kethe Kyferin, but rather a figure, an eidolon, a testament to their faith. They saw Makaria, a Virtue, the Ascendant's blessing made flesh. When they eased her from the bed, took her by the hands and led her to where a great bath had been set up, she felt her resistance dissolve beneath the impersonality of the moment.

She was stripped gently but firmly, and the ceremony of her cleansing was played out by various actors. Golden horns filled with scented water were poured out over her body, flowers were cast into the basin, the chanting continued apace, and always, on and on like some great river, flowed the music, entering her room through the doors and windows.

The water was warm, the oils luxurious, the massaging fingers on her scalp and shoulders expert and relaxing. Not one man gazed at her in a carnal manner. If anything, they seemed to be looking through her. Raised as she had been in privilege and power, she still had trouble accepting this level of veneration, this level of beatification in their eyes. 

The urge to cry out, to shake one of the servants, to send a great wave of water splashing out of the basin, shook her. To ruin and strike and bring a drop of her humanity to these proceedings. But what if they carried on, unperturbed, completely undismayed? What if she reduced herself to screaming and thrashing at them, trying to change their expressions, until they wrestled her down and clothed her regardless, sublimely assured of the righteousness of the acts they were performing?

She was led from the basin and toweled dry, and each step was part of a choreographed dance. The water had awakened her wits, and now she knew what was to come. The instructions Ainos had passed on to her the night before blazed across the darkness of her mind, and yet they were of no use; she was to do nothing but allow herself to be prepared, and a precognition of each step did nothing to change her expected passivity.

She was clothed in thick, delicate robes of white, a sash wound around her waist and then more robes were added, seven in all, each more sumptuous than the last. Her hair was brushed out and oiled. She was led to a chair, and there her hair was intricately braided, her face painted, her nails tended to, her body anointed with perfume, slippers placed on her feet.

The crowd parted. The music rose in urgency, and soldiers entered her hall. An endless stream of them, fully armored, four across and row upon row of them, nearly a hundred men entering the room before the front rank reached her, and upon doing so they knelt as one, down to one knee, left hands over their hearts.

The man at their front, armored like the rest and perhaps in her fifties, was the first person that morning not to gaze at her with a wondering and distant stare. Instead he examined Kethe with sharp scrutiny, his green eyes flinty and discerning. Rangy, his iron hair bound back into elaborate braids, he bowed low.

"Greetings and blessings upon the Virtue of Happiness, Makaria!" 

His voice was a whipcrack. Kethe raised her chin, heart hammering. There was something in this man that spoke of war, of a profound understanding of violence and its consequences, no matter how bitter. This was a man who had lived, a man who had suffered, lost, conquered, and lost again. Something about him reminded Kethe of Ser Tiron. That same battle-tested edge, that same cutting derision for all the inessentials of life. That he was leading this ritual spoke volumes about the importance of Kethe's ascension to Virtue.

"I am Kade Irone, captain of your Honor Guard, and my life will be dedicated to your own upon your confirmation. I bring you your blade, unclean, for you to present to the Ascendant for his blessings."

A soldier stepped forth, a scabbarded sword laid across his palms. Kethe felt herself thrill at the sheer beauty of its form, the purity of the white leather, the wire-wrapped hilt, the silver spherical pommel. It was the exact length that she preferred fighting with, and the hilt was a hand and a half long. Perfection.

Kethe retrained the urge to draw it and admire its edge. Instead, she simply nodded, as was expected, and the blade-bearing soldier withdrew. 

Kade then intoned the rest of the ritual, promising loyalty and bravery and commending his soldiers to Kethe's consideration. After doing so, he bowed sharply and stepped back, upon which a series of other nobles stepped forward to give brief speeches of their own. 

Kethe heard none of their words. The Master of the Chamber, the Master of the Wardrobe, the several minor ministers, all spoke their piece. Always and on the music played, undulating and adding tension to the proceedings, making all of this a preface of what was to come. 

Finally, the last speech had been given, and the soldiers parted, forming a passageway for her, and she strode down their length, Kade a step behind and to her left, most of the servants and courtiers remaining behind, their role finished, and she was ushered out of her chambers and escorted into the great halls beyond.

On she was swept, her sleeves brushing the floors, the sound of a hundred slippered feet whispering back from the vaulted ceilings, torches burning, the music ever playing, though she never saw a musician. Onwards and into ever larger rooms, until finally she reached the Hall of Adoration. It was thronged with Aletheians, what looked like thousands of them lined on both sides, all dressed in their greatest finery, resplendent and overwhelming. The air throbbed with their breathing, was stifling with their heat, and Kethe felt sweat running down her back, between her breasts, making her scalp tingle, threatening the coherency of her thick makeup. 

Her Honor Guard escorted her down the length of the Hall of Adoration. They were the only ones walking, and all eyes were on them – no, on her.

Kethe felt panic worm itself up within her. This was it. Every Aletheian of note, every noble of power, every citizen of the Empire worth their salt was here to watch her confirmation as one of the holiest warriors in existence. There was no going back. And behind them, roaring and rushing like the sound of a great waterfall, was the White Gate, unseen by all but her, looming invisibly above them, blessing this occasion, summoning her, compelling her to this duty. This sacrifice. This dedication of her life to a cause and faith she still did not understand, agree with, condone.

The far end of the Hall terminated in a vast series of steps that rose as if into the heavens, carved into the rock of the stonecloud and climbing to the Ascendant's Palace. This stairway was massive and flanked by the glittering elite of Aletheia, the true rulers of the Empire. Kethe didn't see them. Her gaze rose, and rose, and fixed itself on where another group was descending. 

The Ascendant.

The Ascendant himself, the most holy and powerful living being in all the world.

Primitive fear and faith hammered at her, made her want to stumble to a halt. This was divinity. This was holiness made flesh. She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think. In the center of what appeared to be a glittering cloud of gold cloth and silver, of elegance and finery, descended a young man. Serene, his head shaved, face long, expressionless, radiating a confidence and calm that seemed unassailable, the Ascendant had descended from his palace to meet her, recognize her, lay his blessings upon her head.

Kethe reached the first step. The music grew soft, wind instruments that resonated rhythmically as if giving voice to Aletheia itself, its breathing, its presence all around them. Kethe placed her foot on the first step. The vast Hall of Adoration seemed to lean in toward her. The Ascendant was far above. She gazed upon him, and saw him look down at her. Their eyes met, and she felt a desire to wail rise within her, a desire to shred the robes and rake her hair asunder. 

He will know me for a pretender, she screamed in the fastness of her mind. He will decry me; he will point and order me torn apart!

And yet Kade's presence at her side was a steel assurance that compelled her on. She began to climb. Her breaths were coming fast and shallow. There was no escape. The Ascendant stood still now, flanked by the other Virtues: Theletos, Ainos, and Synesis. All were gaudily dressed, armed with only their blades, their faces bearing the same elaborate and exaggerated makeup as her own.

Kethe climbed. Her Honor Guard remained on the main floor. Kade escorted her to the designated seven steps, then stopped. Kethe continued on alone. Not even her ascent to Skarpedrin Range with Asho and Maeve had seemed so perilous. 

She passed her Consecrated students to the left: Sighart, Wolfker, Gray Cloud, Akkara, Dalitha, Khoussan. Their faces betrayed myriad emotions, from Dalitha's excitement to Akkara's mute absence of being. Kethe didn't stop to exchange glances. Onward she climbed. 

The Virtues stepped aside as she drew close. How far up had she come? Only one man remained by the Ascendant's side. She'd never seen him before. Though old, he retained the vigor and presence of his youth, broad-shouldered, face patrician and carved deep with lines of authority and dignity. His hair was steel gray and pulled back into a disarmingly simple knot. Clad in subtle hues of black and purple, he watched her approach with eyes so dark they appeared almost black.

The Minister of Perfection, she realized. The most powerful man after the Ascendant, the head of the Fujiwara clan. It was a testament to his authority that he remained beside the Ascendant after all the others had stepped away. Kethe almost faltered. She'd been told she would meet the Ascendant alone. Should she wait?

No. At the very last, the Minister gave the slightest of nods and stepped aside. Kethe's heart thudded even louder. It was just the Ascendant now. She didn't want to meet his eyes. She wanted to stare at the ground, at his shoes, anywhere but meeting his gaze.

And yet, she felt her father's sneering disdain. Felt his pride and strength. Had he respected anyone in his whole life? Had he truly ever bowed to another? But she was not him. In her heart, she felt instead her mother's dignity, a different strength, a quieter power, and with that she looked up and met the Ascendant's eyes.

He was so young. Fourteen? Fifteen at most? Smoothly shaved, he had no eyebrows or lashes, giving him a subtly alien look. He was handsome, though still boyish, his frame lost within the multiplicity of his robes that were a complicated labyrinth of wonder and glory that would have beggared a lord.

He watched her, making no expression. Watched, and waited.

Ainos' instructions came back to her. This part of the ritual was almost painfully simple. Perhaps, Kethe thought almost hysterically, out of an awareness of how terrified most of its practitioners would be by this point.

Kethe took the last step and then flipped back her robes. As they settled, so did she, lowering to one knee, then the second, then placing both hands on the step just below the Ascendant's feet and pressing her brow to the smooth stone.

I don't believe in you, she found herself thinking, over and over and over. I don't, I don't, I don't. 

"You are come to us, Makaria." The Ascendant's voice was surprisingly soft and warm. Surely nobody else in the Hall of Adoration could hear him. "My heart lifts at the sight of your perfection, and with your return I find my soul once more at ease. The safety of my Empire is assured. You shall live and you shall die for me and mine. You are the embodiment of all that is best, even as you continue to wear your human form and experience its temptations."

Kethe's tongue felt thick, her mouth parched. She rose to kneeling and gazed up at his face. "My mind, heart, and soul are yours," she croaked. Lies. "I shall fight and die for you and the Empire." Lies. "I shall safeguard the roads to Ascension, shall enable each man and woman and child to rise as is their right, and shall dedicate myself to this sacred and sole duty."

The Ascendant was supposed to speak, to intone the next words of the ritual, but instead he simply gazed upon her. His eyes seemed to swell. She felt as if she were falling up into them, as if the ties of gravity were loosening around her. Why wasn't he speaking? Her eyes filled with tears from the sheer effort of meeting his gaze. The silence was louder than any cymbal crash. Her whole body was shaking. 

The Ascendant reached down and cupped her chin. She heard the gasps that tore themselves from myriad lips. His touch was smooth, soft, akin to that of a babe. Firm, gentle, he lifted her face so that she fully met his gaze and smiled.

"I know," he whispered, and those two words skewered her though her core. She felt her whole body freeze, then go numb. His eyes encompassed her – her weaknesses, her failures. His smile pardoned them. It was impossible; it was too much. 

The moment lasted an eternity. It was just the two of them, and then he withdrew his hand, and her sense of self came crashing back. He spoke the final words, but she didn't hear them. She rose woodenly to her feet and lifted her arms so that Kade could lay her blade across her hands. Her sword was blessed. Kade took the sword and belted it around her waist. The Ascendant invoked his blessing on all present, and a cheer arose as he announced her shrived, cleansed, and ready to perform her duties for the rest of her life for the Empire.

Kethe bowed and retreated slowly down the steps, Kade hovering and ready to take her elbow should she trip. Down she went, the Ascendant watching her retreat, and then, as she stepped down into the Hall proper, he turned, the Fujiwara Minister of Perfection joining him, and together he and his company climbed once more to the Palace on the First Level. 

People crowded in around her, calling out their blessings and asking for blessings in return, seeking to touch her robes, to catch some indirect wisp of her brush with divinity. Kethe knew she was expected to go out into the Hall and be embraced, to touch hands and spread the Ascendant's good wishes with one and all, but she simply wasn't capable of doing so.

Kade caught her eye. He saw the helpless panic glimmering just beneath the surface, and gave one curt nod. He followed this with a sharp command, and immediately Kethe's Honor Guard formed a circle around her. The courtiers and nobles fell back, dismayed. The music rose in volume, voices pitched in an ecstasy of celebration, and Kade, iron-haired and indomitable, forced a swath through the pressing masses, caring nothing for the cries of dismay and outrage. 

Kethe strode forward, seeing nobody, avoiding all eyes, and hurried back to her rooms, surrounded at all times by her guard. The burnished golden flames of torches smeared across her vision, voices slurred, the walls tilted and came at her like waves. Her mind was thrown into the arms of chaos. They passed through doorways, then she heard the fierce stomp of her guard lining up before her doors and, with Kade by her side, she entered her suite.

Darkness, passages, then sunlight. Early morning, her personal hall, the gleaming basin, her vast bed, the windows, silence. 

Kethe stumbled to a halt, chest heaving, and suddenly had to be quit of her robes. Gasping, she clutched at them, tore at the belts and sleeves, but their sheer complexity defeated her. The more she pulled, the tighter they seemed to form, and she was on the verge of crying out in rage when she saw Kade coming at her with a drawn dagger.

"Damn robes," said the older man quietly. "Stay still."

Trembling, Kethe stood frozen as her captain cut through silk and cotton and cords. Robes fell from her like orchid leaves. Kade cut with sure, firm strokes, and after only a minute Kethe stood clothed in a single layer of white, sweat-soaked silk. 

She stepped out of the ruined nest of clothing and went over to the basin, where she dunked her head and washed vigorously at the makeup, over and over again till the water from her face ran clear. She stood still, hands on the basin's rim, staring down at the mascara-muddied water, then went to the window.

It was glorious outside. The view, as always, was incomparable. And yet, no mortal beauty would ever match the resplendence of the White Gate. No stunning vista would ever make her feel the same sublime terror she had felt in the Ascendant's presence.

She turned to glance at Kade, wondering if the captain had remained, might become a confidant, but the older man was gone. Kethe was alone. She shivered, then covered her face with her hands. What had she done?

The door to her chamber opened. Kethe dropped her hands and saw Theletos entering as if the rooms were his. He was wearing his innumerable robes and stylized makeup with casual ease, with a confidence and elegance that would have made him stunning whether he was wearing sack cloth and ashes or the finest clothing of the Empire.

Kethe pushed back against the windowsill. "What are you doing here?"

Theletos stopped at the pile of torn clothing, considered it with bemusement, then flicked his gaze up at her. She recalled suddenly Henosis' words: If Theletos believed it necessary, he could defeat the six of us. "Hello, Makaria. I've come to congratulate you."

"Get out," whispered Kethe. He was standing completely at ease, but she felt imperiled. If he attacked her, would she even see her death coming?

"That was quite an exit," he said, completely unperturbed. "Your captain must be commended for his loyalty, even if his tactics and subtlety leave much to be desired."

Kethe thought of placing her hand on the hilt of her sword. But to what end? She couldn't defeat him. She'd barely been able to block one blow from Mixis. 

The silence grew long, and Theletos stepped up slowly to stand beside her, gazing out over the clouds. "I've witnessed six Quickenings in this life," he said. "Two as Consecrated, four as Theletos. Yet never have I seen an Ascendant break with the ritual."

Kethe stiffened but held her tongue. 

"What did he say to you?" Theletos looked at her sidelong, his smile slight and quizzical. "We all heard every word but those two he whispered. Would you share them with me?"

Kethe shook her head mutely.

Theletos nodded. "I can't say I'm surprised. But I can guess."

"Oh?" Should she draw her blade? The indecision was killing her.

"Oh, yes. Perhaps not his exact words, but the sentiment." Theletos leaned an elbow on the broad stone sill and turned to her, languorous, indolent. "These are perilous times for the Empire. Portents abound. Hints at dissolution. The stench of decay in the Empire is such that it reaches even these rarefied heights."

Kethe couldn't read him at all, couldn't divine a single emotion beyond mocking amusement. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Why? Because you are Makaria, my brother and sister in arms." His smile grew wry. "You have my complete confidence. There is nothing I would not share with you."

Kethe blinked. Was he mocking her?

"The Agerastian army that escaped Otran has disappeared. They passed through a forgotten Lunar Portal." Theletos looked at his nails. "During the day, no less. Quite impressive. No comment?"

Kethe shook her head.

"There's more. We've learned from a young Sigean woman – your aunt, I believe – that your mother plans to lead an attack on Lord Laur this evening. It is surely no coincidence that the Ascendant's Grace is currently staying at Laur Castle."

"What?" Kethe felt her paralysis shatter. "My aunt? Iarenna?"

"Yes. We had her brought in for questioning to learn how you came to the Temple. With a little pressure – well, suffice to say we were able to convince her to share all she knew. We learned that you were brought here by a Magister Audsley, who traveled, apparently, through Lunar Portals housed within a legendary stonecloud. That your mother was in Aletheia last night and recruited this Magister to attack Laur Castle to avenge your dead brother."

His words hit Kethe like a fist in the gut. "Roddick?" She pressed her hands to her stomach as pain lanced through her. "You're lying!"

"No, unfortunately." Theletos turned to stare melancholically out the window. "He's dead, it seems. Killed when your mother retook Castle Kyferin. Yet she blames us for his death."

Kethe leaned against the wall and slid down till she was sitting. Roddick. Castle Kyferin taken. A strike against Castle Laur. The Ascendant's Grace. Had she thought the world would stop while she trained and was exalted here in Aletheia? Her mother was fighting on. Her poor brother! Tears filled her eyes, and then her grief was swept away by a wave of rage. She struggled to her feet. "You animal." 

Theletos turned to her, surprised. "Hmm?"

"How could you just tell me like that? Do you think it humorous? Does my pain amuse you?"

"Humorous?" He looked genuinely confused.

"Did you expect to surprise some confession out of me?" Oh, if she could but strike him!

"Confession?" He stood straight. "What are you talking about?"

"All of this, these casual hints, this – this horrible way of telling me about my own brother's death – is this a game? Is this how you amuse yourself in your boredom?"

"Hardly, Makaria. If I have offended you, then you have my apologies. These events that I relate to you belong to your old life, a life that ended when the Ascendant blessed you today. Perhaps it was cruel of me to tell you so. But –" He stopped, struggling for the first time to find the right words. "I find it ever harder to remember – or care for, to be honest –emotional subtleties. I have been in Theletos for too long." He looked down. "I wish I could explain, but it is something that requires experience to understand. Still, these facts are as I have stated them."

Kethe struggled to keep her fury simmering in place, but Theletos' sudden apology caused her anger to collapse upon itself, leaving behind a sour and sunken pain that threatened to consume her. Roddick. "And – tonight's attack on Castle Laur?"

Theletos shook his head. "We've learned about it too late. Henosis left immediately for Ennoia, and is riding as fast as she can to reach the Castle, but without this secret of the Lunar Gates, she won't reach them in time."

Kethe hugged herself. "So, there's nothing we can do."

"No, there isn't." Theletos frowned briefly, then sighed. "Unless we learn the secret of using the Lunar Portals during the day."

It wasn't an expectant pause. Surprised, Kethe realized he honestly wasn't fishing for information. She relaxed a degree. "And you don't think I know?"

He shrugged a shoulder. "How many times must I tell you, Makaria? I trust you. If you have something to tell me, I know you will tell me. I won't waste our time with pointless questions."

"Oh," said Kethe, feeling suddenly young and cynical and a fool all at once. She wanted to hide, to duck down into a dark corner and cover her head, to grieve for Roddick and herself and bid the world go away.

But she knew it wouldn't. And she was, for better or worse now, Makaria. So she steeled herself, forced her grief down, and tried to marshal her thoughts. "Where is Iarenna now?"

"Your former aunt? She is in a cell in the Temple, resting," said Theletos. "She's to be stripped of her titles and imprisoned for treason. Her family will be spared. It seems only she and her immediate servants helped in this betrayal."

"Oh," said Kethe, and this time it was a small sound, almost lost. "Can I ask for her to be set free?"

"Of course. But I'll ask why you wish it."

Kethe's bit her lower lip. What reason could Makaria give? Inspiration struck. "What if we released her in the hope of drawing further dissidents out? They might try to meet her, not knowing she'd been arrested."

Theletos nodded thoughtfully. "A good idea, but her life is already ruined. Her social rank, even if we press no charges, is forever destroyed. Her father, her family, her servants – none of them will pretend that nothing has happened. Which makes it unlikely that other traitors will seek her out blindly."

"Oh." It seemed to be all she could say.

Theletos sighed. "All of this is to say that I believe I understand what the Ascendant said to you. Events are coming to a head. Your past is inextricably linked with what is to come. But you are Makaria now, and whether you know it or not, whether you still believe, that makes all the difference. We accept you amongst us not blindly, but with a wisdom born of faith and experience." His eyes fixed her, held her rooted in place. "We know you will not fail us. That your every action will serve only to further the cause of the Empire, whether you know it or not. From now on, your every action serves the Ascendant."

Kethe wanted to shrink back against the wall. She stared at Theletos wildly, feeling like a cornered animal. 

"A word of warning," said Theletos. "We will no doubt soon be mobilizing all our forces to strike a final blow against the Agerastians – or be receiving one. With their new usage of the Portals, they have perhaps become the gravest threat we have ever faced. You and your Consecrated will be called upon. It would be good if you took their training in hand immediately. Do you understand?"

Kethe nodded. She found that she couldn't speak. Her words had run dry.

He smiled. "So. Welcome. It is good to have our numbers complete once more." He placed his hand on her shoulder, squeezed, then let it drop and strode past her.

Kethe stared out the window blindly. She heard the door close behind her. She was alone, but her mind was crowded with fear, doubts, and pain. 

Oh, Roddick, she thought. Oh, Roddick.
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As Tharok approached Gold, he steeled his heart and walled off his emotions. This was easy to do. The circlet made cold calculation the preferred method of approach to any situation, but what was about to take place in Porloc's ramshackle capital was going to test his resolve, even with the circlet, even with the logic of this move made clear and self-evident by what he wished to accomplish. 

The mountains had fallen back after several days of hard marching, becoming blue smears the heights of which were hidden in the clouds. The sky was a peerless blue, and he ached to explore it by wyvern-back. But he rode down the road to Gold on the back of a mountain goat, his horde a wall of iron and green flesh behind him, their myriad marching chants rising to heckle the sun. 

Ahead of them lay Gold, a circular agglomeration of shacks and huts and the occasional human-built stone house and tower. Tharok recalled his first and only visit well. The tour Porloc had afforded him. The glimpse into the chaos of a poorly run city. The reek of filth in the streets, the leather awnings, the lashed poles, the cess pits, the slave markets, the raucous screams, the ever-shifting and roiling mass of kragh brought down from the mountains to swelter and stew and rut under Porloc's eye.

Tharok pulled his mountain goat to a halt, and his horde split around him, marching on, the warlords having drilled them the night before as to what was expected of them. It was the simplest of maneuvers. Those marching to his right would swing out to march around the right flank of the city. Those on the left would complete the encirclement, trapping all within the confines of Gold.

Tharok waited, arms crossed, watching as his thousands of warriors loped around the city like wolves encircling a trapped goat. Their cries were savage with expectation, and those kragh who had retreated before them into Gold watched from the rooftops and alleys, unsure, frozen, struck into passivity by this shocking turn of events.

Word of Porloc's death had no doubt reached Gold days ago, but no one had risen to replace him. Tharok could imagine the chaos, the contests, the deaths – one Orlokor warlord challenging another for supremacy. Eventually, given enough time, a new Porloc would have arisen. But Tharok hadn't waited. With the vast bulk of the lowland kragh already at his command, any resistance he might find in Gold would be easily crushed.

All that remained was to close his fist and claim his prize.

There was another goal, however, a greater purpose to the encirclement. Certain key individuals he needed to capture.

The human merchants. 

Most of them would have already fled by now. But the avaricious, those ruled by the hope of one last transaction, those grown cynical, who laughed at the idea of another Ogri, the last remaining few – he wanted them. He needed them caught and brought to him. He had made that point clear the night before, had demanded that the word be spread: he would pay a fist of gold for every human brought to him alive.

The ranks of his kragh finally slowed and then stilled. They had met at the far side of the city. Gold was now completely surrounded by his warriors. 

Tharok nodded to a kragh who had walked by his side, a massive goat horn wrapped around his chest. The kragh inhaled deeply, chest expanding to its limit, and then blew powerfully into the horn. Its note sang out, deep and mournful, like the shadowed clefts in the mountains that never received a ray of sun. Its glacial blue note echoed out over the army, tremulous and vast, and with an answering roar the kragh raised their weapons and began to march into Gold.

Tharok leaped down from his mountain goat and urged his trolls to follow him. They were massed at his back, a block of lethal power that would not be denied. Overhead, his wyverns circled, letting their interweaving shadows strike terror into the hearts of Gold's kragh. Drawing World Breaker, Tharok marched down the last of the road and entered the city.

The kragh fled before him. To his left and right, Tharok saw his warriors moving through houses, trampling tents, upending carts, battering down hovels. Kragh children and elderly hurried ahead of that line, while those discovered cowering were kicked and lashed until they too ran deeper into the city. Not a corner was left unexamined, not a dwelling unexplored. Tharok heard the sounds of battle off to his right but couldn't see what was taking place. He sent a dozen trolls to investigate. 

On they marched, deeper into the stink of Gold. Tharok understood the benefits of a city: centralized command, the ability to raise industries to new levels, a fixed market to which traders could bring their wares and find buyers. A symbol of power, of authority, of permanence. 

And yet, it offended his highland sensibilities. His boots squelched in ordure. Vermin-infested hounds ran yelping from him. He saw several bodies pushed to the side of the road and left to rot. Kragh were not meant for a sedentary lifestyle. They were meant to roam, to live off the land, to never exhaust any one area, to move with the seasons. The clans circled the women's camp, which dictated the where and when of their habitations. And then, at the height of each season, the males would return to the central camp to vie for the right to mate with those females who were in season. 

Tharok's lip curled back in disdain as he stared at the endless tide of hovels around him. Where were the women? How did these lowlanders know when it was time to mate? They had lost their connection to the land, to their traditions, to their past and thus their future. There were no Women's Councils amongst the lowlanders. Their tribal structures were flawed and broken. Only thus had a fool like Porloc managed to rise to power – by breaking that which he sought to rule.

Thirty Orlokor males came running around the corner, blades in hand. They slowed and stopped at the sight of Tharok and his trolls. Blanched, cursed, then turned and ran back toward the heart of the city.

Tharok stifled his regret. He wanted to kill. He wanted to vent his fury on some unwitting idiot, because for all the disgust he felt for Porloc, he knew he was only going to have to wreak further violence on the substance of these people, do such damage to their traditions that their lowlander habits would pale to insignificance. If he felt such disgust for what Porloc and his Orlokor had done, how would he feel about himself after his changes had been wrought? 

The clamor and cries were building. Tharok could hear roars coming from the central square, where the citizens of Gold had gathered in their thousands, could sense the tightening of his cordon. He urged his wyverns to fly lower, to lace the crowd with their mind-numbing fear. The buildings here in the center were larger, better built, designed by human architects to last more than a mere handful of years. Some were two, even three stories tall. 

He was close. The time had come. 

He saw the line of the crowd up ahead, everyone facing out toward him, pressing back against each other, cramming into the central square. Tharok cast about and saw a suitable building. He ordered his trolls to keep moving forward, packing the Orlokor tight, and entered what might have been an inn or tavern. His warriors were clearing it of the last lingering lowlanders, throwing them out the windows, cutting down those who were making a final, mad resistance. 

Tharok climbed up to the third story, kicked open doors till he found a suitable balcony, and stepped out into the morning sun.

The citizens of Gold were massed below him, a crowd such as he had never seen, pressed shoulder to shoulder, their sheer weight having toppled the market carts, crushed the temporary shelters, flowed up over the slave platforms. Wiry kragh had even climbed up into the branches of the few trees.

"Silence!" He roared that one word in his avalanche voice, and ordered his trolls and wyverns to shriek and bellow at the same time. The cacophony stilled the crowd, and eyes oriented on him. Kragh were being killed on the outskirts of the crowd, those who had sought to flee, to slip through his cordon. A tree, overburdened with bodies, toppled with a crash into the crowd, killing dozens.

"I am Tharok, warlord, Uniter! I wield World Breaker!" He drew his sword, felt the thrill of its power course through him, and held it aloft. His words echoed out over the crowd, mesmerizing all who were gazing up at him.

"Porloc is dead! Gold is mine! You are mine!"

Wails and cries rose up to greet him. He waited, giving the crowd time to pass his words back to those who couldn't hear, and then he ordered his wyverns to screech together once more. The horrific sound struck a primal dread even into his own heart, and the crowd cowered and went silent.

"These are my commands! All humans are to be delivered to Porloc's compound. All shamans are to be delivered to Porloc's compound! All warlords are to gather tomorrow morning in Porloc's compound!"

Again, he waited. Again, his words were passed back through the crowd. Cries, questions, and roars sounded, but the crowd remained still, waiting, listening, staring up at him.

"No one may leave Gold! Death awaits you outside! You are mine! One tribe! One kragh! One horde! Tharok the Uniter has come!" The crowd was too vast for him to do anything more than let loose his roars. "Shamans! Humans! All must be brought to Porloc's compound! Now, return to your homes!"

His orders to his warlords had been clear. Once all of Gold's citizens were gathered, allow them to filter out. Keep back all humans, keep back all shamans. Kill anybody who resisted. Kill anybody who questioned. Kill anybody who sought to lie or otherwise challenge Tharok's authority. This was Porloc's city, the last bastion of his old authority. That authority had to be broken.

The crowd churned beneath his gaze. At the edges, where the market let out into the dozens of roads, some broad, others narrow, kragh had begun to stream back into the city of Gold. Tharok stood and waited, arms crossed, watching as the market slowly emptied. Watching as humans were taken into custody. Watching as knots of resistance were crushed. A melee broke out in the western half that touched off the last spirit of rebellion, leading several hundred of Porloc's most loyal warriors to throw themselves at Tharok's soldiers.

Tharok gazed at the skies and commanded his wyverns. They began to swoop down, one after another, their great wings buffeting the crowd with blasts of wind. Each snatched up a kragh, crushing them in their claws, fought for altitude, then dropped them down on their fellows.

The fires of rebellion were quickly clenched, but Tharok's kragh had been ordered to give no quarter. All who had raised their weapons were slaughtered, even as they cast their weapons down and covered their heads, crying for mercy. Tharok's trolls waded into the heart of the Orlokor warriors and lay about them with their hammers. The sound of bones snapping could be heard even where Tharok was standing. In a matter of minutes, several hundred lay dead, their bodies crushed and broken. 

The shock rippled through the remaining Orlokor. Tharok could sense their anger turning to fear. Could sense their outrage turning to despair. Could feel Porloc's spirit departing. Could sense his own authority manifesting. Yes, it was authority built on terror, but after this, there would be no doubt as to who ruled. Who owned Gold. Who led the kragh.

Tharok descended to the streets and, surrounded by his trolls, he made his way to Porloc's compound. Those who had already been released from the market watched him from their windows, shrinking back as his glance passed over them. When he reached the compound, he found it deserted. He strode in through the huge gate, and a memory came to him: Porloc celebrating his acquisition of World Breaker, the courtyard filled with warlords and bonfires.

The memory disappeared. Tharok turned and saw that the Red River had gathered here as instructed. He set about giving orders, sending Barok and Rabo along with a score of Red River warriors to clean out the compound, even as he had his trolls haul carts toward the left side of the courtyard and then ordered other kragh to lash them together and thus form a stage.

The humans began to arrive, herded by warlords loyal to him and their men. Tharok directed that all the humans be penned on the right side of the courtyard, and he ignored their cries and strange language. 

Tharok had a stool brought out and placed on the stage. On this he sat, one hand on his knee, the other resting on World Breaker's cross guard. He positioned a troll at each corner of the stage, and sent the others to either guard the compound or wander the city. 

The first shaman was brought in. A wizened old kragh with a paunch and a caustic sneer, he was gingerly escorted by a dozen warriors, who touched him with only the greatest reluctance.

"Greetings, wise one," said Tharok. "Welcome."

The shaman hawked and spat on the dirt. "That is what I think of your welcome."

Tharok nodded affably. "I understand. When all of your number have been gathered, I will speak with you, and you will understand the cause of my affront. I gather you here to protect you, to safeguard you from the medusa. We will speak anon."

The shaman scowled, clearly not wanting to believe Tharok, but he was led to the great hall within the complex.

Tharok searched for a translator amongst the kragh who had brought the humans, and, having secured one, positioned the elder to his left and began the process of interrogating his new prisoners.

There were some thirty humans assembled in a tight knot, their bodies slender as willow trees, their skin ranging from fish belly white to burnished bronze and black. Their coloration did not seem tied to their power and authority; some of the darkest skinned ones appeared to be the poorest, while one woman with skin as pale as a peeled apple held herself with as much dignity as a warlord. 

Each was brought forward. Each was interrogated. Tharok had one interest, and one interest only: Abythos. 

Slowly, an image emerged in his mind's eye. Coalescing from dozens of accounts, he formed an impression of the castle's layout. But all of the accounts were those of simple merchants, moving from the main Solar Gate underground, up the main ramp to the central courtyard, and then out the front gate to the world beyond.

Finally, an older human was shoved forward. He had but one eye, his face was lined by years of exposure to the sun, and he was clad in the leather armor of a human soldier. He scowled back at the kragh who had dragged him forth and then straightened and glared at Tharok.

"He has spirit, this one," said Tharok to his translator. "Begin."

The translator set about asking the human his name, trade, and what he knew about Abythos. The human responded curtly, crossing his arms, but what he said seemed to excite the translator, who turned to Tharok eagerly.

"His name is Enchus, or something similar, and he is a caravan guard. He claims, Uniter, to have been an important soldier in Abythos for many years!"

"At last." Tharok leaned forward and stared down at the human. "Ask him more about his background. Why is he a mere caravan guard now?"

The human responded with the same curt, proud language, and the translator nodded. "He was caught smuggling shaman stone from Bythos to our land. Branded and cast out. It was all the work he could find."

"Good," said Tharok. "Is he bitter against the humans?"

The translator hesitated. "It is hard to read the humans. But I would guess yes."

"Then he is our man. Take him aside. Give him food and clean clothing, and allow him to bathe himself if he wants. I will speak to him later, once he has been led to understand that we value his knowledge. The more he reveals to us of Abythos' defenses, the more he will be paid."

The translator explained what was to happen to the human, who failed to hide his surprise quickly enough. Several of the other humans cried out in anger, but Enchus merely turned around and made what looked to be a crude gesture at them with his fingers. Tharok ordered guards to escort the man inside, and watched as Enchus strutted past the other prisoners, chest puffed out, an arrogant sneer on his face. Then nodded to his translator. 

Their interrogations resumed.
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Audsley was hovering. It was a still night, for which he gave thanks, not wanting to hang and be buffeted by capricious zephyrs. A beautiful night, gorgeous and serene, the air pellucid albeit rather chill, the moon glorious and near full, its face looking so close he felt he could reach out and caress its cheek. 

He'd never risen this high up before. To be quite honest, it was probably unnecessary to have done so, but something had compelled him to keep rising, drawing on the power of his demons, spearing up into the heavens, through a thin layer of clouds and out below the firmament, to become one with the constellations, to pass beyond the realm of the eagles and commune with the infinite.

He'd wobbled a few times, at first, the sheer scope of the sky around him causing his stomach to twist and feel queer; but by keeping his eyes on the stars, he'd regained his sense of equilibrium and internal equipoise, and now he was quite enjoying just drifting up here, like a boat silently drifting in the center of the greatest lake imaginable. Alone. Inviolate. Above it all.

Audsley sighed. Tóki would be getting impatient. Tóki and his band of Agerastian and Hrething cutthroats. Waiting, poised, ready to charge across the fields to the postern gate as soon as Audsley gave the sign.

He looked down. He could barely make out Laur Castle through the diaphanous clouds. A neat little square. It hardly seemed real. Audsley swallowed. 

For what do we wait? 

There was a terrible eagerness in the Zoeian demon's voice. Audsley had almost forgotten that the other two were sequestered inside his skull, and now, having quit the parlor games of Aletheia, he was adjusting to their return.

Nothing, I suppose. He sounded glum even to his own ears.

The Zoeian demon pressed forward, its bloodlust evident. Have no fear. 

Well, it's not fear, per se, but rather... well. It is fear. But not of what you think.

The Sigean monk appeared in his mind's eye beside the Zoeian, his face grave, hands hidden within his sleeves. You cannot involve yourself with the affairs of the world without stepping into the mud.

Audsley sighed. Precisely so. It's just...

Why not seize the glory? Descend in a corona of unholy flame. Lay waste to your enemies. Become vengeance. The Zoeian demon's voice was a horrific mixture of pleading and arrogance. No one below can withstand you. 

Audsley pursed his lips. No. That is precisely what I don't wish to do. Now, before I have to listen to this any longer – descend!

He dropped. Having eschewed the manifold robes of Aletheian custom, he was dressed now in his old Noussian garb, which rippled and fluttered as he fell into the clouds, through that interstice of occult dampness, and then back out into clarity. Down he went, and Laur Castle surged up to meet him. 

Huge walls. Not nearly as big as Kyferin Castle's, but massive nonetheless. Towers every fifty yards, built in the old square configuration around a central keep, brutal and without feature, the whole of it reeking of horse manure and waste, with human life and smoke. Its sheer size was to prove its undoing. A smaller castle, a tidy keep, would have made it impossible for him to find a likely locale; as it was, Audsley angled his drop so that he was descending into a dark corner where a building had been erected against the curtain wall. 

Enhance my vision, if you will. Immediately, the darkness became a smoky gray, the world becoming strangely flat as he developed the ability to pierce the heaviest shadows. My, there truly is a formidable number of soldiers present. The wall bristled with them, a surfeit of weaponry and vigilance that was, understandably, all directed outward. Nobody was watching the sky for errant magisters. Audsley eased the speed of his descent, fearful that the sound of his clothing rippling would give him away, and slid down into the gloom, dropping down past the top of the wall and then hugging its side, down along its pebbled hide till he reached the packed dirt of the bailey.

He was in.

Audsley crouched, heart racing like the riffled pages of a book, one hand on the cold wall, the other adjusting his spectacles as he peered through the dark desperately in search of trouble. He'd come down beside the stables, and the reek of hay and manure was interwoven with the smell of horses and dust. And urine, he realized, wrinkling his nose. The air in this dank corner was acrid and foul with years' worth of piss. 

Making a face, Audsley breathed shallowly through his nose and took in his surroundings. The stables were huge, easily large enough to house some sixty or seventy horses, and even at this hour he could hear activity within: murmurs of annoyance, the stamping of hooves, a bark of vicious laughter. 

He bit his lower lip. There was far too much activity going on for a regular night. Looking out into the bailey proper, he saw wagons being loaded by torchlight, piled high with oats and feed and bundled weapons. Some thirty or forty servants, half of them Bythians, were working under the eye of an important-looking man, racing back and forth as they fetched supplies. They were preparing to march at first light. Was the Ascendant's Grace planning to move on? 

Audsley crept along the stable's side, leaving the great wall behind. All it would take for disaster to strike was for one servant to come around the corner to relieve himself, but he needed to get a better lay of the land before opening the postern gate. 

Mouth dry, throat clamped shut, Audsley peered around the stable's corner. The entirety of the bailey came into view, including the front of the keep. Audsley's heart sank. Horses were being led out of the stables, yawning squires taking the reins from exhausted stable boys. These were being led to the front of the keep, where already a good thirty animals were lined up. 

There was too much activity for Audsley to pull off this attack. Tóki's plan to sneak in through the postern and take the castle by surprise would come to naught if the castle was already on high alert. They'd simply crash into a melee in the bailey and slowly become swamped. 

Audsley stepped back into the shadows and bit his lower lip. What to do? The postern gate was a dozen yards to his right, a small, doubly barred gate used to muck out the stables onto the slope of the hill.

You know what you have to do, whispered the Zoeian demon.

I am not going to torch this entire castle, Audsley hissed in his mind.

The Aletheian demon stepped forward. Have you learned nothing from me, Magister? Appearances are all.

Audsley paused, chewing on the inside of his cheek. Appearances? Perhaps he didn't have to torch everybody to accomplish this mission. Maybe he just had to make them think he was willing to.

The thought terrified him. It would mean subjugating an entire castle filled with knights. Enough! You fought an army of demons! What are a few dozen – or a hundred – knights?

Sweat ran down the back of his neck as he hurried to the postern gate and carefully opened it, propping each crossbeam against the wall. Casting nervous glances over his shoulder, he cracked the door open and extended his hand, and there summoned a small puff of flame, a flash and nothing more. Invisible to the forces above, but carefully watched for by Tóki and his soldiers.

Stay calm. Stay calm. You're the one who can throw demon fire, not them. They're the ones in trouble. Remember that! You're the force to be reckoned with!

Five minutes passed, and then the postern gate eased open and what looked like a bear stepped through. Tóki the Hrething. "Report." 

By the Ascendant, this Hrething was almost as intimidating as Tiron! "The castle is fully awake! They're preparing for a dawn expedition." Audsley felt like apologizing, as if this were all his fault. "Mounts are being prepared. Wagons loaded."

Tóki was scrutinizing the bailey, taking it all in. He cursed under his breath, little more than a rumble, and then slipped past Audsley to stalk alongside the stable wall. He moved surprisingly quietly for such a large man. He reached the wall's corner and peered out and around. 

A moment later, he was back. "Knights are coming out. This is no dawn expedition. It looks like they plan to ride out before it grows light."

Audsley felt as if his stomach were full of broken glass. "So, ah, do we proceed?"

Tóki scowled and shook his head. "Against so many? We don't have the numbers."

"I, well, perhaps I could help?"

Tóki's attention was absolute. "How?"

"Well." Audsley took a deep breath. "I can, ah, how shall I put it, with my, um, abilities, shall we call them –" 

"Speak, Magister!"

"Fire. And, ah, intimidation. If – well." Audsley closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, and forced himself to ignore the grinning faces of the demons. "Call your men in, Tóki. Have them follow me. I will do the rest."

An aching eternity passed as Tóki considered him, then gave him a curt nod. "Very well." He turned to the gate, gave a low whisper, and soldiers began to file in, all of them clad in black armor like Tóki. 

This was it. Audsley pushed his shoulders back. Now was his time to act. Tóki was watching him. More and more soldiers were filing in. How had they crept up to the wall without being noticed? From the amount of dirt and mud on their armor, he guessed they must have crawled. 

Audsley took a step away from the wall, then a second. Nobody yelled. He fought the urge to cast panicked glances in every direction as he kept walking. The whole point now was to be noticed. So, just walk out into the bailey? That would get him noticed pretty quickly. His stomach was twisting itself into knots. Every instinct told him to keep to the shadows, to run back. Instead, he bit the inside of his cheek till it bled and kept walking, feeling with each step as if he were entering his own personal nightmare.

He left the last of the shadows and rounded the corner of the stable, out into the open. He braced himself for screams, yells, an onslaught of arrows – but nobody reacted. A few stable boys shot him incurious glances as they hurried into the stables but said not a word. Audsley looked down at himself. Well, he did look like a shabby magister. Hardly a lethal threat. 

Hands clenched into fists, he kept going, farther out into the bailey. Numerous people glanced over their shoulders at him, but nobody made a comment until at last one of the Bythians loading a wagon looked past him, let out a cry and dropped his end of a crate. It crashed to the ground, splintering loudly. Curses erupted, then were cut short. Everybody was staring past Audsley. He turned and saw that Tóki had emerged at the head of his warriors, blades drawn. 

"Intruders!" The cries swept from servant to servant, voices raised in horror and alarm. "Intruders in the castle!"

"Audsley!" Tóki roared. "Act!"

"Yes, ah –" But how? Nobody was looking at him! How was he supposed to intimidate anyone if they were ignoring him so completely?

A bell began to ring somewhere, its clangor splitting the night, and all along the walls dozens if not hundreds of archers and sentries wheeled in shock to stare down into the bailey. Servants were scattering, dropping their goods and fleeing in every direction as guards began to pour out of the bases of the towers and knights spilled out from the entrance of the keep.

"Circle!" Tóki's bark cut through the din. "Circle!" His soldiers, perhaps a hundred in all, quickly formed into a single mass, three deep, shoulder to shoulder. "Wait for the magister, damn you! Hold fast!"

Audsley heard, somehow, the distinctive yawning stretch of countless bows being drawn. The next second would see Tóki's group slaughtered where they were standing. Audsley felt insignificant, helpless, flustered beyond belief. Torchlight glittered off drawn weapons, horses were rearing and kicking at the air, Laur guards were still rushing out into the bailey in a great mass, and knights were charging down the keep steps, screaming their defiance. 

Time slowed. 

A hundred arrowheads gleamed. 

Tóki's hundred men were surrounded by a tightening cordon of death. 

Now, whispered a tiny voice from the deepest recesses of Audsley's mind. Now.

Audsley pointed both hands toward the heavens. Flame – a riot of crimson, vermillion, incarnadine and cobalt yellow – roared upward in a thunderous explosion that thickened as it rose up past the curtain wall. Audsley sagged beneath the pressure of the forces he was unleashing, knees bending, face turning away from the heat. 

More, he whispered to the demons. Give me more!

The flames redoubled. The echoing, shattering roar resounded off the walls, as if every stone were collapsing inward to bury the bailey. The coruscating light was such that the very night was banished, every man, woman and beast casting shadows so absolute that they were incisions into the void. Audsley dropped to one knee, unable to breathe, the heat parching his lungs. He screwed his eyes shut, felt the skin flaking off his palms, felt the burn reaching down through the flesh to the bones of his hands. 

And yet, there was something powerfully alluring about the burn, about the thought of letting it consume him. Feeding his very soul to that fire. Succumbing on the altar of power. How much could he channel? How much could he destroy before he was himself reduced to ash? What would happen if he swung that column of flame down and to the left? How many lives would he snuff out quicker than he could snap his fingers?

With a cry, he cut off the blast, dropped his hands, and looked up to see the last wave of flame roll up the column, unfurl into the air high above the castle, then go out in a puff of smoke.

The silence that followed was deafening. Perhaps that was just his ears ringing. 

Audsley gasped for breath, sweat soaking his clothing from head to toe. A huge wind blew down into the bailey, swirling around and around like a cyclone, sending hay and dirt flying before dying down and fading away.

Audsley climbed to his feet and looked down at his palms. They were horrifying, but he felt no pain. Leathered flesh had given way, revealing gleaming bone which was swiftly being covered by glistening new skin. He was healing before his own eyes. Gulping, he dropped his hands and looked up.

Every single person was staring at him. Tóki. His soldiers. The hundred archers who ringed the walls. The countless guardsmen. The dozens of knights. Each and every cowering servant. 

Staring. At him.

"Ah," said Audsley, adjusting his spectacles. "Um. Yes." He flexed his legs and jumped up.

Up he flew, a good ten yards, turning slowly as he ascended so he could stare across the ranks. "Hello!" His voice echoed in the silence. "My name is Magister Audsley, and now that I have your attention, I – ah – command to you to listen!" Redundant, he cursed himself. Avoid redundancy! "Your, ah, Castle Laur has been, shall we say, taken! By force! You are all to lay down your arms! Or, well, you've seen what I can do, have you not?"

He searched the faces of those closest to him. Slack-jawed, some nodded, others just stared. Nobody dropped their weapons. 

"I assure you, I am quite serious! There's more flame where that came from. In fact, that was just a little part of my power! Oh, yes, yes, indeed, I can unleash much, much more! If I wanted to, that is. I could melt the very stones!" Audsley found himself getting into the swing of it, and even adopted a fearsome scowl. "Blast down the towers! Send them shattering and falling upon your heads, each great block a fallen star dislodged from the heavens, knocked asunder by – well, never mind." 

Tóki stepped forward. "Drop your weapons! Now!" It was a vicious bark, his voice sharp and brooking no denial. Weapons slipped from nerveless fingers. 

Audsley decided to accentuate the command with a few bursts of flame, mere puffs that he sent in various directions as he spun. More weapons dropped to the dirt. 

Tóki growled out orders, and immediately his soldiers split into groups, rushing out to herd the guards into groups and move them toward the wall, away from their weapons. 

Audsley took a shuddering breath of exaltation. He'd done it! He'd really done it, shown them what he – well, his demons – were capable of! 

To your left!

What happened next took place so quickly that Audsley could barely tease apart the sequence. 

A flare of urgency and appeal from the Aletheian demon. A flicker of fear, an awareness that he would not grasp the situation, the danger, in time. An understanding, a request and permission given, and Audsley's arm whipped up and to the left to unleash a gout of flame. 

An arrow cindered mid-flight. Audsley looked up to where the archer was standing: a young man, fierce-eyed and pale, his fellows shrinking back from him. He'd tried to kill him. 

You must kill him, said the Sigean monk gravely.

I can't, said Audsley, staring with sick fascination into the young man's eyes. He had a high forehead, eyes close together, hair cut roughly short like a boy's. Eighteen? 

If you do not, you lose all authority, whispered the Aletheian. It must be done! Your lives depend on it!

Audsley flew up slowly till he was level with the man. The people on the wall around him cleared out so that he stood alone. Why? Why did you do this? Why must I reward his bravery with death?

But he knew. Deep in his gut, he knew that the young soldier had crossed a line. That every soul now was watching to see the expected consequence carried out. 

Unhurried, the man raised his bow and drew a second arrow. The arrow shook. He knew he was dead. Still, he nocked the second arrow and drew it back.

"Oh, you poor, brave soul," Audsley whispered helplessly. "Forgive me."

Tears shone in the archer's eyes, but he pulled till the fletches of the arrow were alongside his ear. 

Audsley couldn't breathe. He'd never killed a person before. Couldn't he let the archer go with a warning? Hadn't burning the arrow been enough?

The archer inhaled, held his breath, then let the arrow go.

Audsley brought up his hand and let loose a gout of flame. The arrow burned and disappeared in its center, then the fire rushed out and enveloped the young man. He screamed, the sound rising in agony before it was cut short. The force of the flames knocked him back between two crenellations, and he fell from view.

Audsley cut the flames, hands shaking. He wanted to vomit. The archer's expression was branded into his soul. What bravery! And yet he was dead and charred, his life cut short by his demonic power. Oh, Ascendant, if you are still listening to my wicked soul, please, please grant that you man Ascension. Please reward him for his nobility!

"Sin Caster!" The voice cut through the night, just as powerful as Tóki's roar. Surprised, shocked out of his misery, Audsley turned in mid-air to stare down at the keep steps. A man in resplendent armor had emerged, his plate a pure, enameled white, his cloak the deepest ivory. He was holding a helm molded into the face of an angel with a white horsehair crest under his arm; his own face was stern and surprisingly young, his blond hair cut close to the scalp. 

The Ascendant's Grace, Audsley realized with a shudder. The second purest and most holy man in the Empire. 

Audsley floated down. "I am no Sin Caster, your Grace."

The man lifted his chin, nostrils flaring in anger and disdain. "I know evil when I see it."

"As do I," Audsley said softly. He hung in the air above the steps, level with the Grace but fifteen yards away from him. "I've heard of your corruption."

The Grace's eyes narrowed. "Coward. Striking at me and mine while my Virtues are away!"

Audsley shrugged. "Cowardice or wisdom, I'll not quibble. Still, the time has come for you to pay for your sins. Where is Lord Laur?"

A figure stepped out from the crowd behind the Grace, tall and saturnine, dressed hastily in fine robes and barefoot. A weak chin stopped him from being handsome, but he had the dark eyes, thick hair, and broad nose of a Kyferin. There was something inscrutable about him, a masterful sense of control, and he met Audsley's gaze with flat confidence. "You summon me as if I were a stable boy?"

"Magister Audsley, my lord." Audsley gave a half-bow. "We've met before, though you might not recall."

Laur frowned. "Audsley. Iskra's man. This is her doing."

A new voice cut through the night. "It is." 

Strong, perilous and fair, it caused an ocean of heads to turn and stare at the postern gate. Lady Iskra strode forth, clad in white, surrounded by her Agerastian honor guard, a sword belted at her hips. 

"All mine. I have come for justice, Mertyn. And by the blood of my son, I shall not leave these walls before I have had it."
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Iskra crouched at the base of Laur Castle's hill, enveloped in a fuligin cloak, one hand tented on the grass for balance, the other resting lightly on her thigh. She was poised as if at a starting line, prepared for a race, eyes locked on the distant postern gate, waiting for the signal that would indicate that the castle was theirs, that she could approach, that justice was in the offing.

She'd lost track of Tóki's soldiers as they snaked their way up the hill, every buckle blackened, a writhing column that humped and crawled its way along right under the eyes of the sentries, a hundred strong but looking insignificant beneath the beetling mass of the castle. She'd waited, not thinking, not worrying, but simply intent, her world narrowed to a point, a single fleck of focus that was the postern door. 

Time passed. Seconds, minutes, or perhaps hours; she couldn't tell the difference. She existed in an eternal now, an eternal moment of breathless anticipation. Within that castle were the murderers of her son: her brother-in-law and the Ascendant's Grace. Two untouchable men. She closed her hand into a fist, clenching at mud and grass. Tonight she would prove them otherwise.

Suddenly, violently, flames erupted from within the castle. Iskra stiffened, eyes going wide as she stared at the conflagration that rose like a fountain's plume of water into the air high above the castle's walls, and for one terrible second she thought a single dread word: dragon. 

A second later, the roar washed past her and her guards, a rumbling cacophony that was so unnatural she had to fight the urge to turn and run, to race away into the dark. She had to clench at the ground again as if it were a branch and hold firm. The flames rose higher and higher, searing the night sky, defying the heavens, then just as suddenly burnt out, their source cut off, leaving a final uncoiling ball that darkened to crimson and died.

"By the Ascendant," growled one of her guards, shifting beside her like he too wanted to turn and run. "What the hell was that?"

Understanding dawned. "Our magister," whispered Iskra. "Or, more accurately, the demons that ride him."

The man hawked and spat. 

Cries and shouts filtered down through the distance, and then she saw the signal – two quick flashes near the postern gate. Her guards began to hustle up the hill, the other three Hrethings following her, the Agerastian Honor Guard a loose circle around them. Iskra's chest tightened as if bands of iron were being welded around her ribs, but she clenched her jaw and hurried alongside the others, her feet sinking into the loam, moving closer and closer till they reached the high wall and passed through the narrow portal.

The scene inside the bailey was fragile and fraught with peril. Audsley was hovering in the air, gazing down upon a knot of knights and lords gathered at the head of the keep's stairs. Tóki's men had moved out to control the other guards, but despite the fiery display, Iskra could immediately tell that the situation was still precarious; a man in enameled white armor was standing defiantly in front of Audsley, a second moving to join him. 

Iskra's entire being coalesced into utter hatred. Mertyn Laur, the man who had usurped her rule of Kyferin Castle, had banished her and then sent men to murder her and her own. 

Laur was frowning at her magister. "Audsley. Iskra's man. This is her doing."

Enough. More than enough. It was time for these men to learn the meaning of consequences. 

She pitched her voice to carry and strode forward. "It is." Hundreds of heads turned to regard her, but she ignored everyone but the Grace and Mertyn. "All mine. I have come for justice, Mertyn. And by the blood of my son, I shall not leave these walls before I have had it."

Fear flickered through Mertyn's expression, but it was immediately masked beneath a veneer of disdain. "Iskra." He turned to the Grace as if they were sitting at a high table and she was approaching from the back of a hall. "You were correct. I should have killed her when I had the chance."

Sublime rage scalded and scoured her from within. If only she had Audsley's power; if only she could unleash her fury in a great and cleansing wash of fire! 

She stopped at the base of the steps, her entire body trembling, and glared up at the two men. "I've taken Kyferin Castle, Mertyn. Jander Wyland is dead, but he killed Roddick before I could cut his throat."

The words hit them like blows. Mertyn's eyes opened wide, while the Grace raised his chin, mouth narrowing to a hateful slit. 

Silence surrounded them all. Hundreds of armed men and women watched, riveted, from the tops of the walls and their base. 

The Grace recovered first. He was barely older than Kethe – in his early twenties – but steeped in an arrogance born of a life of privilege and worship. He stared down at her and smiled with a confidence that looked strange on his youthful features. "Then, your son's death rests on your head. Regrettable as it is, one should not play at war unless one is willing to suffer losses. Especially when you're so clearly on the side of evil."

Mertyn nodded. "While I regret Roddick's death deeply, I agree with the Grace. Your attack was no doubt as treacherous and underhanded as this one. Your pain is nothing more than justice for your sins."

"Is that so?" She understood in that moment how limited revenge was, how the actual act could never live up to the dream. There would be no sincere regret, no honest admission of their wrongdoings. No, men such as these were incapable of repenting, of understanding, of seeing events outside their own limited points of view. That was their true failing. 

"If this is an avalanche, then it is you who set the first pebble in motion, Mertyn. Your treachery. Your choosing to make my son a political tool. None of this would have happened without your betrayal. Did you think I would wait quietly for you to kill me? Did you honestly expect me to give up my son and accept death?"

Mertyn smiled coldly. "I swore to you that I would treat Roddick as my own son, and indeed, I treated him with every courtesy. Wyland was a broken man. If I have made a mistake, it lies in having trusted him to oversee Kyferin Castle. I am sorry for your loss, Iskra, but I agree with the Grace. This tragedy is your doing."

Iskra struggled to remain calm. "Because of you, my son is dead."

"Both our sons are dead," he responded. "But you don't see me throwing a tantrum like a child. This is what happens when you vie for power, Iskra. If anything, my acceptance of these realities only proves that I am more suited to rule. Now, come. Let's speak of practicalities. You cannot hold my castle with your paltry force. You've made your point but overplayed your hand. The time has come to draw this farce to an end. I'll allow you a full retreat and a day's march to escape my wrath."

Iskra laughed. To her great satisfaction, something in her mirth chilled Mertyn and silenced him. She put her hands on her hips and smiled. "Oh, you poor, stupid man. You think I want anything to do with Laur Castle?"

Mertyn exchanged a confused glance with the Grace. "What are you talking about? We're at war. You've captured Kyferin, and now you clearly seek to seize Laur. Have you lost your wits, woman?"

"No. I care nothing for Laur Castle or its soldiers. They are all free to go home as soon as I leave, as those who are loyal to you at Kyferin will be when I abandon it. I want nothing of your castles. I want nothing of your petty way of conducting war. I've come for one thing, Mertyn. I've come for your head."

"Women," sneered Mertyn. "I made the mistake of thinking you a rational being. I see now how my error has brought about my downfall."

Iskra stilled. Mertyn stood above her, hunched and resentful, looking both pathetic and defiant, sullen and petulant. The fire of her anger died inside her chest, and the urge to voice some cutting rejoinder died with it. There was no moral victory here. No besting of the man. There was only dragging herself down into the mud with him, a trading of insults that would change nothing. Mertyn was simply who he was: a bloody-minded, political beast of a man who cared nothing for others and lived his life according to rules set down from up on high.

"Audsley," she said quietly.

The magister looked down at her. "Now?"

Iskra nodded. 

Audsley extended his hand and sent forth a brief gout of flame. It slammed against Mertyn's chest, knocking him back, searing his robes and charring his flesh. The lord fell onto his back, writhed, kicked his heels, made a horrific choking noise, then lay still.

The Ascendant's Grace swallowed audibly as he stared down at the dead lord. Then, to his credit, he drew himself together and turned to glare at Iskra. "What may seem a victory to you, Lady Iskra, is but an invitation to be judged by the Ascendant. This murder and all your other perfidies will be revisited upon you a thousandfold when you die."

"Perhaps," said Iskra, feeling weary and cold and sad and grim. "But this murder pales in comparison to the sins I am contemplating. You cannot grasp the scope of what I am about to attempt. I blamed Mertyn, you see, for Roddick's murder. Now I see he was a victim himself. A victim of this world, of his upbringing. A world that made his actions not only permissible, but admirable." She smiled tiredly up at the Grace. "The world you represent. A world, I might add, which I plan to destroy."

The Grace drew himself up, but before he could speak, a guard from their far left let out a wild cry. "For the Ascendant! Defend his Grace!" 

And he led a wild charge forward.

Audsley spun around, fire streaking from his palm and scorching a line in front of the feet of the dozen or so guards who had broken free of Tóki's cordon. "Enough! I will burn you where you stand if you take another step!"

The Grace looked around the courtyard and raised his arms in supplication. "You heard the woman! She plans to destroy Ascendancy! This is your hour of glory! Will you not defend all that we hold dear?"

"Shit," said Tóki.

"For his Grace!" the same soldier screamed, and ran forward. 

Audsley grimaced and rained fire down upon the man and the band that followed him. For a second they were dark silhouettes within a curtain of crimson, and then they collapsed.

"For his Grace!" The cry was taken up on all sides around them. "For his Grace!"

"Lady Iskra," said Tóki. "We have to leave. Now."

The Ascendant's Grace was grinning wolfishly at her. "You thought me but a man? No, I am a symbol carved into the heart of every man, woman and child in this empire." He turned again to the hesitating ranks teeming along the walls, surging fitfully toward their weapons, only to fall back when menaced by Tóki's soldiers. "Now, my children! For the Ascendant! For the glory of your souls! All who die tonight shall Ascend, this I swear!"

"Please stop!" Audsley's voice was nearly a wail. "No, you there – stop!" 

Fire washed down and engulfed a second group that had begun to run forward. Screams filled the air. 

"Iskra!" Tóki took her by the elbow. "We have to go!" Then he paused, looking past her and up the steps. "But first –" He pulled out his dagger with lethal intent.

The Grace took a step back. "Do you know who I am?"

"I'm a Hrething," growled Tóki. "You're nothing to me." Then he hurled his dagger at the man, grunting with the force of his overhand throw. The blade reappeared a second later in the Grace's throat.

Everybody stilled.

The Grace staggered back, hands scrabbling at his neck. He pulled the dagger free, and blood geysered out, spraying over the steps. He swayed, trying to speak, then his legs gave way and he collapsed.

"All right," said Tóki, voice tight. "Now it's time to go."

The knights who had stood clustered around the Grace stared down at the dead man, then looked up in shock. A heavyset older man raised his blade. "For the White Gate! For the Ascendant! Charge!"

Iskra ran. 

Screams of outrage echoed around her. The thin thread holding back the soldiers snapped. They poured ahead, engulfing Tóki's soldiers, tearing them down and racing toward Iskra and Tóki.

"No!" Audsley slapped his hands together and unleashed hellfire upon the closest group, immolating a dozen men and women. Then he raised his arms and swung them about, bathing the battlements. 

Huge arms snatched Iskra up. Tóki cradled her to his chest, pressing her head against his beard as he pounded toward the postern. 

"Put me down!" Iskra struggled, but Tóki held her firm. "Now!"

The darkness was lit every few seconds by a new blast. Heat rolled over them, again and again, accompanied by screams and the scent of roasting flesh. Iskra gripped Tóki's jerkin and pulled herself up so she could look over his shoulder just before he ran through the gate. Her last sight was of Audsley, sobbing, his face gleaming with tears as he killed again and again and again. 
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Tiron was riding east. To the north lay the coastline and Otran. To the southwest lay the capital city of Ennoia, while straight west lay Lord Laur's lands. The choice thus was simple. He'd saddled his horse after Iskra had departed, taken one good last look at his ruined estate, and then ridden away.

At first, it had felt strange to ride with no destination, no urgent goal, to be free for the first time after years of obsession and rage, devotion and despair. So he simply rode. The path was broad and smooth, the countryside given to farmland, and the weather was fair. He was wearing no insignia, no armor, only a dark woolen cloak and his family blade at his hip. He was nobody, not even a knight. Simply a traveler in a countryside torn by war.

Always, his thoughts turned to Iskra. Had he made the right choice? Should he have cast his high ideals aside and ridden at her behest? Didn't Laur deserve to be paid back for the crimes he had committed? Tiron turned those questions over and over in his mind, and doubt began to assail him. Where was his certainty, the clear conscience of a man dedicated to justice? His younger self might have ridden away without any hesitation, but Tiron had lived long enough to know the world was dappled in gray. 

He'd made a choice. Would he regret it?

He left the Kyferin lands and entered those of Lord Nyclosel. There were no obvious markers, but Tiron knew these lands almost as well as his own. He'd bled in a field only half a mile to the north six years ago, when Enderl had ridden to Nyclosel's aid against a rampaging band of bandits. The land was steeped in memories, and he was eager to be quit of it.

He camped that night under the branches of an evergreen, his bed made of heaped needles, with only the soft blowing of the wind through the trees to keep him company. He lay for hours with his fingers interlaced beneath his head, staring up at the branches, listening to his horse stomp and shift its weight. 

He was surrounded by silence but for the crickets and the call of some night bird. Nobody knew where he was. Nobody needed him. Solitude – he found it to his liking.

The next morning, he rode on an empty stomach, his cloak wrapped tightly around him as a fine mist seemed to float down from the gray skies. He didn't mind the cold. Decades spent campaigning had long since inured him to such privations. His horse walked through the mud, hooves slurping with each step, head hanging low. 

Tiron saw the ruins of Mad Nyclosel's keep far to his left, an ancestor of the current lord. The legends of what had happened in those dungeons were as infamous as they were improbably. He was reaching the border of Lord Ramswold's lands. The farmland would be coming to an end, the mountainous wilderness beginning. 

Tiron sat up and surveyed the road ahead. It was empty, and no wonder. Lord Ramswold had been a fearsome enemy of Enderl's father. Decades ago, that was. Tiron's own father had ridden into battle against Ramswold's knights several times, and as a young boy Tiron had expected to do the same one day. But twenty-five years ago, the Black Wolf Ser Haug had cut the old Lord down in the midst of battle, and that had put an end to the rivalry. The widow Ramswold had pulled what remained of her forces back into the rugged hills and gulches, had ceded the contested lands to Nyclosel, and the age of vendettas and bloodshed had drawn to a close.

Still, the old stories came to mind: Tiron's father recounting the ambushes and skirmishes, the ploys and uneasy truces. Ramswold's land was too wild to be farmed, the old Lord's wealth having come from secret iron and silver mines. 

Tiron rode on, a frown on his face. What had happened to the widow Ramswold and the babe she was said to have borne her lord husband? Tiron couldn't remember. 

The mist soaked through his cloak. He was glad to be quit of his plate armor and chain. He drew his hood low over his face and rode on, enjoying the melancholy beauty of the land as the fields came to an end and he entered a second-growth forest. 

It was almost midday when he saw the wild tracks churned in the mud ahead of him. He'd ridden deeper into the hills, the path cutting around their bases and following the bottoms of gorges, often plunging Tiron into gloom and shadow as trees leaned out overhead like inquisitive neighbors. That he could make out the tracks in this steady mist meant that they had been made recently. He touched his reins, and his horse came to a stop.

The violence of the impressions meant the riders had been traveling at speed, yet for some reason they'd halted abruptly just ahead of him and then clearly had ridden off the trail. Tiron scanned the underbrush, then looked behind him, but could see no reason why a party of men would stop here in the middle of the wilderness.

He knew he should ride on, but curiosity and a stiff rear end caused him to swing a leg over his saddle and drop down into the mud. It squelched thickly over his boots, so he stepped off the path onto the grassy shoulder. Leading his horse by the reins, he walked up to the tracks. Four riders, he guessed. Not destriers, but good horses, judging by the length of their paces and the size of their hooves. Twelve hands, perhaps. 

Tiron pushed his hood back and scratched at his beard. The four riders had galloped to this spot, then turned aside. Why?

Tiron led his horse after them, moving slowly and carefully, peering through the bushes and past the trees in an attempt to spot his quarry before they saw him. 

He'd only gone a dozen paces when he saw the horses. They were all tied up at a fallen tree. Tiron stopped, patted his horse's neck, and looped its reins over a branch.

The four horses were standing with their heads down. No effort had been made to take care of them in anticipation of a longer stay. There wasn't enough room for a camp, nor had any attempt been made to make one. 

The mist dampened his sense of smell. Still, Tiron sniffed, trying to detect a campfire, but found nothing. He stood still for a while as the mist drizzled down, drops falling from the leaves overhead. The horses occasionally nickered. Otherwise, all was silent.

Was it curiosity that impelled him forward, or a premonition? He couldn't say. But an old instinct urged him on, an itch that he could only scratch by investigating further. He circled around the four horses and found the men's tracks. They'd hurried through the woods, but not in single file. He saw a broken branch here, a footprint there. Strange. They'd moved forward in a horizontal line. Were they searching for something? Hunting?

Tiron ghosted after the tracks. The land here was sharply folded, rising to high, sharp ridges that gave way to ravines and clefts before rising once more. The ground was thick with fallen leaves, slick and matted to the forest loam, and the trees were slender saplings, obscuring vision only a good twenty paces out. An innocent landscape, but Tiron moved quietly with his hand on the pommel of his sword, alert, his gaze flicking from side to side.

The tracks led up a sharp rise that grew so steep, Tiron had to grasp at tree trunks to haul himself up. He saw foot-long gouges in the dirt where a man had slipped, the toes of his boots digging into the loam.

The rise turned into a rocky ridge that overlooked a narrow path some eight yards below. Another ridge on the far side was almost close enough to leap onto. 

Tiron crouched and considered. He'd not crossed this path yet on the road he was taking. It had to intersect ahead, which meant the men he was tracking had ridden past it, then doubled back to this spot. 

Moving slowly, taking his time, he crept along the ridge, weaving slowly around the slender trees, pausing to crouch behind boulders, freezing when he saw movement ahead. Still the mist fell, making his boots heavy, and his cloak dragged at his neck. Tiron reached up and unclasped it, then laid it down carefully behind a rock. Instinct bid him draw his blade. He didn't argue, didn't try to rationalize why he shouldn't. He drew his sword and moved forward.

There: a hunched form waiting behind a rock. Dressed in browns and greens, he blended in neatly with the forest, and would have been invisible if Tiron hadn't been looking for him. He was a young man, perhaps nineteen, clean-shaven and pale, and he was holding a loaded crossbow down at his side, which meant he was expecting to fire it soon. 

Where were the others?

Tiron scanned the line of the ridge, cautious and patient both. Something moved perhaps five yards beyond the man with the crossbow. A boot – that was all, extending out from behind an old and wizened apple tree. 

Tiron heard the sound of horses approaching. He leaned out and looked up the length of the narrow path below. A small force was trotting their way. Another young man rode at the front astride a beautiful white horse; he was clad in shining mail, with a burgundy and crimson cloak flowing from his shoulders.

Those were the Ramswold colors.

The first man in green and brown swung his crossbow up and aimed it at the lead rider. 

There was no more time to think. Tiron drew his dagger. He took a step forward and threw it at the other man's side and immediately began to charge after it. 

The dagger hit the assassin pommel-first and bounced off. The man stiffened in shock and turned to stare at Tiron, his eyes wide with surprise. Tiron didn't give him a chance to react; he slammed his fist, with all his weight behind it, across the young man's jaw. The man twisted down and around under the blow. Tiron ignored him, taking the crossbow from his limp hands before he could drop it.

The riders were nearly below them. Tiron raised the crossbow to his shoulder, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.

The bolt thocked into the ankle of the second man, who let out a strangled cry and fell backward, his crossbow suddenly tangled in his arms. Tiron was already moving, having dropped the crossbow, loping forward, ducking under tree limbs and leaping over rocks. 

He saw movement out of the corner of his eye. The far ridge. The two remaining men were rising to their feet, crossbows in hand.

Shit.

Tiron threw himself into a rolling dive as the second man fired his crossbow at him. He heard the bolt whine overhead. He came up, nearly lost his footing as his right knee twinged in sharp protest, and slid the point of his sword into the man's chest. It punched through the leather armor and sank down till it hit rock. 

The man gasped, wrapping his hands around the blade with a question in his face, but Tiron withdrew the sword and stepped back to eye the distance across the ravine. Five yards. The other two men were lining up their shots. Either they'd not heard him, or they were remarkably disciplined. 

"Watch out below!" Tiron's cry was muffled by the rain, but he'd grown used to giving orders over chaotic battlefields. His bark echoed, but he wasn't done yet. He was accustomed to fighting in full plate; at the very least, with chainmail. Today he was wearing rain-soaked clothing and nothing more. He backed up three yards, to where the slope became sharp, then threw himself forward into a desperate sprint.

Both men had already taken their first shots. Tiron heard hoarse yells from below, cries of outrage and panic. His boots barely touched the dirt, and then he reached the edge and hurled himself out over the void, both hands clutching his blade overhead.

The man across from him was in his thirties. He was down on one knee, desperately reloading his crossbow, drawing the metal string back. He looked up at Tiron, jaw going slack in shock, and raised his crossbow and fired it empty just before Tiron landed on him. 

Tiron's sword cleaved down between the man's shoulder and neck. The sheer force of the blow lodged the blade a foot into the man's chest. Tiron's feet landed on the edge of the ridge. He felt himself falling backward and clutched his blade, hoping it would anchor him, but it pulled free and he fell back. 

His desperate flail caught hold of a tree that beetled out over the gorge just as his sword fell from his fingers onto the path below. Tiron arched his back, straining to keep his boot heels on the crumbling ridge, clutching that blessedly solid branch with his left hand.

The fourth man – the oldest of the four – had paused in loading his crossbow, stunned by Tiron's arrival, but he set to doing so now, winching back the wire with everything he had. Tiron strained, grunting, and managed to swing his right hand over to grab the tree. His whole body was arched over the void. 

Tiron hauled himself along the tree limb, hands slipping on the wet bark, his body almost at a forty-five-degree angle. He watched the assassin load a bolt into the crossbow. He yanked himself closer to upright, grimly focused on each handhold.

The man raised his crossbow, grinned, and squeezed the trigger. Tiron froze. The bolt hissed past his ear and shot over the far ridge into a tree. Tiron heard it thunk into something hard. They both remained still, staring at each other, the assassin's expression almost comical in its dismay. Then he dropped his crossbow and dragged his sword clear.

Tiron hauled on the branch and pulled himself up onto the ridge just as the older man charged him. He swayed to the side, avoiding the thrust, and smacked the man hard in the shoulder with an open palm, knocking him off-balance.

That was all that was needed. The man teetered on the edge of the ridge, let out the beginning of a curse, then fell headlong into the gorge below.

Tiron bent over, breathing hard, hands on his knees, and stared at the leaves and rocks between his feet. He could still hear the quarrel flying just past his head. At that range, it would have burst his skull open like a rotten piece of fruit. Tiron ignored the shouts from below for a few moments longer, then pushed himself upright, heaved in a final breath, and turned to look down.

The party had drawn to a halt. It was only a dozen strong, and the path was too narrow for the horses to do anything but walk single file. The young Ramswold was sitting on the ground, surrounded by his retainers with their blades drawn. At the sight of Tiron, a short young woman whose mousey face was completely at odds with her glare and chain armor pointed at him with her blade. "You there! Who are you? Come down here!"

Tiron arched an eyebrow at her, surprised to see a woman in armor, then sighed. He stepped up to the edge of the ridge and looked down. It was a fair drop, and his knees were already complaining. He squatted, took hold of an angled root, and swung himself over the edge. He made his way down carefully and dropped the last yard with a wince. 

Tiron could hear the young lord protesting ineffectively that he was fine; his retainers were insisting on removing his chain to make sure. When he reached the ground, the young woman stepped up to him, sword lowered by her side. She was short, with a rounded figure, her face speckled with birthmarks and her light brown hair tied back in a functional bun. She bristled up at him, her shock at the suddenness of the attack seeming to have made her aggressive. The mark of a fighter, he noted, and began to search for his sword.

"You, good ser! Your pardon!" She didn't sound apologetic as she dogged his heels. "What just happened? Who are you?"

Tiron saw his sword half-buried in a patch of clover and took it up. The young woman and her followers drew back at the sight of the bloodied blade. Tiron pulled out a cloth and wiped the sword clean, taking his time to examine the company. They were young, all of them, terribly young. Their chain and leather armor looked new, their scabbards were clean, their shields were free of dents and notches. Their horses were fine beasts, steady and calm, and probably more experienced at combat than the lot of them.

"I'm Tiron," he said, giving his blade a final wipe before sliding it into his scabbard. "That would be Lord Ramswold?"

"That is correct," said the young woman. "I am Osterhild, his boon companion and member of the Order of the Star." She said this defiantly, as if she expected him to scoff. "We are all sworn to his protection." She paused and surveyed the scene. "Though we haven't done very well on our first outing."

"Let me guess," said Tiron, thinking of Kethe. "You were also inspired by the legend of Lady Otheria and the Order of the Ax."

Osterhild's face flushed scarlet. "And if I was? Do you doubt my skill with the blade?"

Tiron was saved from having to respond by a cry from farther down the gorge. "Lord Ramswold!" One of the young soldiers was crouched by the fallen assassin. "It's Elbel!"

A shock seemed to run through the small crowd, and Lord Ramswold elbowed himself free of his attendants to rise to his feet, tugging his chain back into place. He was a slender man, with a long nose and a high brow; his hair was golden and fell in almost childlike curls down to his shoulders. His skin was pale, almost waxen, though there was color high on his cheeks, and his eyes were gleaming as if he was fevered. 

He strode up to the dead man and stared down at him, then looked over to Osterhild. "It's Elbel."

Osterhild's face grew hard. "This will be Lord Warmund's doing. He's gone too far, my lord. Too far by half."

Ramswold took a deep breath and then strode up to Tiron. "It seems you've saved my life. You have my thanks, good man."

Tiron inclined his head. "Just luck, my lord. I was riding by when I saw the tracks. They looked suspicious. Or at least, intriguing enough to warrant my stretching my legs."

Ramswold looked up at both ridges. "You are alone, then? You had no help?"

"Help?" Tiron shook his head. "No help."

A tall, gangly young man in ill-fitting chain stepped up. "He leaped right across the gorge, my lord. I saw him do it. Blade held over his head like some avenging Virtue."

The other young men and women nodded their ascent. Ramswold eyed Tiron, then looked at Osterhild. "Send people up top to collect the bodies. We're bringing them with us as evidence. Hurry."

Osterhild gave a sharp nod and turned, barking out orders and setting men scrambling up the sides of the gorge.

"You knew these men, my lord?" Tiron nodded at the dead assassin.

"Yes, more's the pity." Ramswold stared at the corpse with something akin to horrified fascination. "Elba was one of my foresters. Did I say mine? No, clearly he belonged to Lord Warmund."

"Warmund?"

Ramswold grimaced. "My guardian. He has ruled my lands in my name since my father died."

Tiron grunted. "How old are you, my lord?"

Ramswold narrowed his eyes. "Precisely. I am twenty-six, and therein lies my problem. Warmund has exhausted both my gratitude and my patience. Now he has exhausted my good will as well. I had not thought he would stoop to such measures as this."

Tiron crossed his arms. "Your father used to have a good fighting force under his command."

Ramswold flushed. "Yes, that's true. They still exist, though they're more loyal to Warmund than to me. This mission of mine – supposedly clandestine – was an appointment with Lord Nyclosel. I was going to pay him to help me depose Lord Warmund. Clearly, I trusted the wrong men to bring me to my meeting."

Tiron felt old and cynical and weary. He stepped back and sat on a protruding root. "Lord Nyclosel was probably only too glad to be of assistance."

"Yes, he was." Ramswold paused. "Why? He understands the injustice that's taking place. He speaks the same language I do, of honor and birthright."

Tiron snorted, and when Ramswold's jaw clenched, he held up his hand. "Forgive my amusement. Wygand Nyclosel knows as much about honor as I do about poetry. I've no doubt he was willing to help you depose Warmund. He probably promised you all his knights for the effort, did he not?"

Ramswold nodded reluctantly.

"Ask yourself. How would you have forced Nyclosel to leave once he'd conquered your land for you? That is, assuming he didn't wish to go?"

"I, ah – assuming?" Ramswold flushed again, the color on his cheeks growing even brighter. "I would have ordered him out. They are my lands. He is a lord. He would never enact such gross villainy."

"Right," said Tiron, nodding thoughtfully. "Lords are all chivalrous. Just like in the songs. Just like your Lord Warmund, I suppose."

"My good man," said Ramswold, raising his chin. "You have done me a profound service, but do not think that gives you the right to judge your betters."

Tiron raised an eyebrow, and Ramswold took a step back. "My apologies," said Tiron, levering himself up to his feet. "I'll leave you to it, then. Best of luck with Wygand and your guardian." 

He began to walk down the gorge toward the road. At the same moment, he heard exclamations of surprise from above. They'd found the surviving forester.

He'd only taken ten steps when he heard Ramswold hurry after him. "Wait, Tiron, a moment."

Tiron sighed and honestly considered ignoring the youth. Then he thought of himself at that age, and wheeled around. "Yes?"

Ramswold faltered to a stop before him, seeming far younger than his twenty-six years. "My apologies." The words clearly didn't come easily. "I spoke like a bore. I'm finding it a challenge to navigate this world of ours. It is completely unlike the world I grew up in, the world of books and grand tales." He smiled, but there was in his eyes a glimmer of panic, of desperation. "Deciding to take my power back from Warmund has proven much easier than actually doing so. I don't lack for support and good friends, but my Order of the Star is, how shall I say, not experienced with arms and military contests."

Tiron bit back the first comment that came to mind and simply nodded.

Ramswold cast around for how to continue. Tiron could see what was coming. "And then you appeared. The Ascendant himself must have sent you to my aid. You saved my life. You are clearly extremely wise in the ways of war, and not only that, you've betrayed a familiarity with the local lords that tells me you're more than a wandering man at arms. Tiron – Ser Tiron, I would presume – do you have it in your heart to help me regain my lordship?"

Tiron would have snorted had Ramswold not looked so earnest. Instead he sighed, ran his hand over his hair, and then scrunched up his face in annoyance. Two days of anonymity was all he'd managed to steal. And yet, hadn't he sworn to uphold justice? 

"I'm not promising anything," said Tiron. "But I'll at least give you some advice. Don't meet with Nyclosel. The man is a rat."

Ramswold nodded eagerly. "I see how naive I was being. Yes, I'll send him a message immediately telling him his services are no longer needed."

"Lord Ramswold, wait. You need to start thinking several steps further into this game you're playing. Imagine you were Lord Nyclosel and you were planning to steal this territory. And then, suddenly, you received a curt and dismissive letter. What would you do?"

"I... I don't know. Fume?"

"Undoubtedly. And perhaps seek revenge for the insult. I wouldn't put it past him to send a message in turn to Warmund, alerting him to your communication and offering to ally with your guardian against you."

"Ah," said Ramswold, blushing furiously. "Of course. So – what do you suggest?"

Tiron shrugged. "Tell him something innocuous. That you have to delay the meeting while you amass even more gold to pay him. Appeal to his greed and put him out to pasture. There is no need to tell him the truth. All we need is his ongoing silence."

Ramswold considered that, then grinned. "Excellent. Yes! I see it now. We must be as cunning and sly as our enemies. But, how are we to recapture the Red Keep without Nyclosel's knights?"

"That will take some thinking," said Tiron. "But, first, I have to retrieve my horse, cloak, and the mounts of your four foresters. Then we'll make camp somewhere secure and see what plans we can devise."

Ramswold nodded tightly, his lips thinned with determination. "Yes. The Ascendant be praised. You are but one man, Ser Tiron, but I have the sense that the odds have shifted in my favor."

Tiron snorted and clapped the young lord on the shoulder. "Don't be so sure, my lord. My life has brought nothing but death and ruin to those closest to me."

Ramswold raised his chin. "Then perhaps this shall mark a turning point in your fortunes."

Tiron stopped, wanting to laugh the young man down, wanting to wither him with scorn. Instead, he simply nodded. "Perhaps," he said as he walked away, more to himself than to Ramswold. "Perhaps."

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Audsley was sitting on the edge of his bed in his old room in Castle Kyferin's Ferret Tower. He'd climbed up here by himself, waving aside questions and ignoring the fearful stares, resisting the urge to simply fly up the steps and instead forcing himself to take them one by one, hand latched on the handrail, hauling himself up as he had done countless times over the years.

His old room had been ransacked. Where before the sight of his pillaged pigeonholes and missing books might have awakened within his breast a pang of horror, now he saw the theft as merely a dull confirmation of the nature of the world. In a way, obscure and cruel, he was relieved that his maps and tomes were gone, that his old carpet was torn and muddied, his bed had been stripped to its frame, and some of his favorite paintings had been torn and lay in tattered strips along the edge of the walls. 

Audsley closed his eyes and inhaled. There: a faint scent of spices, coal dust, and parchment. A hint of the past, but it was too easy now to recall nothing but the rich and tantalizing smell of flesh burning and roasting. Of fat crackling beneath burnt skin.

He let out a choked sob and covered his face with his hands. Had he hoped to escape what had happened by retreating to the past? Aedelbert was still gone, and in his place were three contented demons, watching him silently from the recesses of his mind. Oh, if he could only scour them from his skull; if he could trepan himself and scoop them out, mewling and hideous!

He was beyond exhausted, existing now in a state of enervation and stupefaction. Only the demons' vitality kept him from collapsing, but he was afraid to sleep, didn't dare to face his dreams. He deserved a lifetime of nightmares for what he'd done, and no doubt they awaited him, a personal oubliette where each form twisted and blackened in gouts of flame, forever engraved in his memory, dozens if not hundreds of the dancing dead.

Audsley shivered and hugged himself, feeling pathetic and foul. Had he thought his demonic powers a boon? Had he thought himself heroic, destined for greatness? He recalled now his naïve exaltation and wanted to retch. But he'd had no choice, no choice at all. Could he have simply let Iskra and Tiron and all the others be slaughtered by the outraged troops? Of course not. 

There was a hesitant knock at the door. Audsley stared morosely at nothing, not answering, but the door creaked open anyway and Iskra stepped inside. He didn't look at her, looked down at his hands instead. Where was the blood that should be caking them, that should ring each nail, that should be engraved in every seam and knuckle?

"Audsley." 

Her voice was little more than a whisper. Then there was silence, as if she didn't know how to go on. An old instinct made him want to turn and smile at her, perhaps pat the bedframe next to him, inviting her to sit, but he just couldn't be bothered.

"Audsley, I'm so sorry." Her voice was raw with grief and pain and an exhaustion all her own. "I'm – what happened. The responsibility lies with me. All of it."

He did look up then. Iskra had aged. Her eyes were red and her skin was chalky, the lines carved deep into her face. She looked frail and unsure. 

"I let my grief control me." She took a step forward, then took it back. " I thought that if I only took volunteers, I could salve my conscience of what might take place. But I was wrong. I was blind and a fool, and you have born the brunt of my folly."

"Not I, Iskra." Audsley's voice was a croak. "The men and women I torched are the ones who have paid the price."

Iskra flinched, but then steeled herself and nodded. "Yes, you're right. I never thought of them. The men and women who would be loyal to Ascension, who would be willing to die for their faith. For the Grace." She passed a hand over her face, fingertips brushing her brow. "I thought – I don't know what I thought. I just wanted revenge. And now that I have it –!" She laughed, her voice tinged with bitterness and perhaps even hysteria. "What good has it done me? Roddick still lies dead, and now so do countless others."

"Mertyn is dead," Audsley said woodenly. "He's paid for his crimes."

"Yes, but he never even understood them." Iskra lowered herself onto a stool. "How could he? What fantasy was I living where I thought I might wring contrition from his stony heart? Audsley, I've been a fool. More than a fool. I'm not suited for any of this."

Old instincts arose, urging Audsley to comfort her, but he let them go. "No, perhaps you're not. But if it's any consolation, I don't think anybody is. We're all sinners. We're all murderers. None of us is any better than the others." He looked down at his pale hands, still trying to see the blood. "Just like Mertyn, we're all trying to do what we think is best."

Iskra didn't respond. They sat in silence for a spell, then, finally, she roused herself. "I'm returning to Agerastos. I must marry the emperor. What will you do?"

"Do?" Audsley stared flatly at her. "What I was doing before, though now the why of it has become opaque. Continue to root out evil in Aletheia, I suppose. Though to what end? After all, you mean to come and lay waste to everything in a matter of weeks, do you not? So why bother?"

Iskra flinched. "You touch on a matter that I've been unable to stop thinking of. After we've torn down Ascension, what then? I remember asking the emperor the same question. I asked if he'd seek to install his medusa-worship, and he just laughed and said he didn't care. That all he wanted was vengeance." She looked down at her hands. "Well, I've seen what that brings, and I can't do that. I can't tear down the Ascendant and cast the empire into ruin. Civil war would follow. Madness. Massacres. A hundred Laur Castles."

She swallowed and looked up, a new light entering her eyes. "I won't run from what happened yesterday. I will learn from it as best I can, and temper the emperor's goals with this newfound wisdom. We can't simply march into Aletheia and destroy. We must create. We must replace."

Audsley found himself growing interested, despite himself. "And what will you replace Ascension with?"

"I don't know. Maybe we can't destroy it. Maybe the cost in human suffering would be too high. My mistake has been to think of the Ascendant as a supreme ruler whose administration can be replaced. But the Grace showed us all last night that that is fatuous thinking. The Ascendant is a symbol, the heart of a religion. We cannot expect hundreds of thousands to turn apostate simply because we've removed him. Instead, we'd turn him into a martyr and face an entire empire hell-bent on avenging him. No, we can't do that. We have to do better. We have to be smarter. Wiser. More compassionate."

She stood then and began to pace, and Audsley felt a grudging sense of respect return to him. Here he had sat, wallowing in his misery, but Iskra was rising above her own and forcing herself to think, to divine a solution. 

Her brow was furrowed with thought, her eyes darting from side to side. He waited, that tickle of curiosity growing into a small flame of wonder. What was she thinking?

"We cannot kill the Ascendant," she said, stopping at last to face him. "We cannot even remove him. No, we must force him into dialog." She laughed at the absurdity of her words. "Force him at sword point if need be. There must be change, but it cannot be mere destruction. We will have to find a new path, a new way of living. A new way of ruling. But he has to be part of it. Only then will the people follow. Only then will we improve lives, and not cast the empire into chaos."

Audsley sat back, his mind shuttling back and forth as he considered her words. "The Agerastian emperor will refuse."

"Let him." Iskra raised her chin. "I shall insist. I will appeal to his mind, his pride, his hope for a fitting legacy. I'll find a way to convince him."

"The Virtues will fight you. The Ministers. The entire leadership of Aletheia."

"Then they will die." Iskra's voice turned hard. "Or be imprisoned."

Audsley leaned forward. "Kethe is a Virtue."

"I – yes." Iskra lost her poise for a moment, then took a deep breath. "I can no longer place my personal goals before what is best. I've seen the consequences. Kethe will have to agree. I'm sure she will. She will understand, and side with me. I am sure of it."

Audsley nodded slowly. "Perhaps. And if the Ascendant simply refuses to change?"

"Then we will depose him and elect a new Ascendant who is more amenable." Iskra smoothed down her rumpled, filthy dress. "It has to be this way. We have to change, not destroy. We have to improve, not simply cast down. Laur Castle has taught me that. We can still make things better, Audsley. We can still help. We don't have to be like Mertyn. We can find a better path."

Did he believe her? He didn't doubt her intentions, but would events play out as they hoped? "Oh, Iskra." He felt weary, a soul-deep weariness that made him feel twice his age. 

"Will you help me, Audsley?" She crouched in front of him, taking his hands in her own. "Will you help me? I can't do this alone."

Audsley closed his hands over hers. "Of course," he said, and this time a flicker of his old smile returned. "Events are in motion. We can't stop them now, weak and unworthy as we are. What choice do we have? I'll help you."

"Thank you, Audsley." Her eyes filled with tears. She made no effort to wipe them away. "I feel so weak. So blind and foolish and sick with guilt. I think of Roddick, and Kethe, and I – " She hung her head, the tears now overflowing. "If there were anybody else, anybody I trusted, I'd give them the responsibility and hide away from the world. But I'm to be an empress. I have a role to play. So I'll do my best, and I swear to you –" She looked up, eyes blazing. "I will do everything within my power to avoid more mistakes. To avoid senseless deaths. I swear it."

Audsley's throat tightened, and he could only nod.

Iskra searched his face, then sighed, shoulders drooping, and stood. "Very well. I'm done making promises. Will you return to Aletheia soon?"

Audsley nodded and got up to stand with her. "Now, in fact. If we're to change the Empire, then perhaps my mission is of greater importance than ever. I must remove the demons who pollute the leadership to allow the greatest chance for change." Audsley pushed his shoulders back and realized to his surprise that he did feel better. No, not simply better – purposeful. "Yes, I have to return to my machinations. I must prepare the grounds for your arrival."

"Thank you," Iskra said. She hesitated as if she was about to say more, then simply nodded. "Thank you, Audsley. Good luck."

"And to you, Iskra."

She nodded gravely and left.

Audsley sighed as he looked again around his old chamber. The sight of Aedelbert's resting pad sent a shiver of pain through his heart. Thank the Ascendant for small mercies. He'd not be able to bear facing his old friend. Perhaps it was best that they had separated. 

There was nothing here for him now, nothing that he wanted or needed. He went to his old wardrobe and found hanging inside it a few of his old sets of clothing. He exchanged his smoke-laced robe for simple traveling garb, then left his old room, descending the steps quietly and stepping out into the bailey.

The morning light was bright, and he blinked, raising a hand against the sun that had just cleared the castle wall. Iskra was leaving a skeleton force behind to hold the castle, with orders to retreat through the Raven's Gate the moment a besieging force appeared. As such, a strange lethargy and confusion had gripped the castle's inhabitants, robbing them of their usual vigor and purpose. Servants were standing in small groups whispering, while stable boys watched in bemusement as the recently arrived invaders assembled and prepared to march up into the keep.

Audsley stepped up into the barbican, avoiding the smears of blood that still festooned the corridor, and made his way up to the roof of the keep, sidestepping busy groups, avoiding attention, averting his eyes from the private chambers on the fourth floor where Roddick had died. When he reached the keep roof, he inhaled deeply, savoring the clean air. The roof was packed with soldiers, all of them shuffling forward as an Agerastian Vothak, plainly on the verge of collapse, opened the Raven's Gate again and again to allow them through.

How quickly we become accustomed to miracles, thought Audsley as he joined the line. 

A few minutes later, he stepped through into Mythgraefen, the moment of disorientation causing him to stumble a little. The island was bustling, completely different from the ghostly and abandoned place it had once been. All the trees and undergrowth had been cleared from its shores, and tents had been pitched everywhere. Campfires were lit beneath cooking pots, and around him he heard voices raised and speaking Hrething, Agerastian, and Ennoian. 

Audsley, feeling melancholy, wove his way through the encampment, up through the front gate and into the small courtyard beyond.

The aspens, he saw, had all been sawed down, the paving stones leveled, the damage done by the fight with the demon lord's army repaired. It was a different place altogether. He realized that he felt almost nostalgic for the old Mythgraefen Hold, and laughed mockingly at himself.

Down he went into the rooms beneath the Hold, and there he identified himself to a set of Agerastian scribes who checked his name against a list of permitted travelers and nodded him through. He waved aside the Vothak, an ashen-faced old man sitting sprawled in a chair, and spoke the portal's name himself. Emerging in Starkadr, he spared but a glance for the army that was recovering there, filling the vast room and disappearing into the mist. It was an incongruous sight; their clamor was made hollow by the room's vast dimensions, but their presence drove home the reality of what Iskra was taking on: this army was destined for Aletheia. As he walked up to his portal, ignored by the hurrying messengers and patrols, the scribes and aides, the diplomats and eunuchs, he cast a considering gaze over the crowd. Could Iskra control the destruction they were about to unleash?

He spoke another demon's name and left the bustling expanse of gloomy Starkadr for Aletheia. There, the faded elegance and silence of the hall brought his sadness to a peak. He hurried away from the portal and sank onto a beautifully carved marble bench. The silence was a balm to his wounded soul, the faded beauty of the frescoes like a cold compress on his fevered brow. Exhaustion pressed down on him like a leaden cape. How, he wondered, did soldiers campaign for years on end? How did people fight season after season, without time to recover, to repair the frayed fabric of their souls?

Audsley knew he had to stand, had to make his way to Iarenna's home and once more enrobe himself in the mysterious persona with which he was seducing the Red Rowan, but that was too much to take on. Chin nodding, he closed his eyes. 

He needed a moment. Just a moment in which to rest.

 

Audsley awoke with a cry, a curdled scream. From his hands had poured forth a terrible stream of fire, and in its path everyone he knew and loved had writhed and charred but not died. Asho, Kethe, Tiron, Iskra, Aedelbert, Roddick, his old teachers at Nous, his former master at Kyferin Castle – all of them had screamed in agony as their skin blackened and sloughed off to reveal the glistening flesh beneath.

Panting, his face slicked with sweat, Audsley climbed frantically to his feet and sprang away from the bench on which he'd slept as if it were full of scorpions. He wiped his brow, blinked frantically, removed his spectacles and pinched his eyes, and slowly the nightmare faded away. 

"Oh, forgive me, forgive me," he moaned. How did men like Tiron slay and then continue on about their lives, unaffected?

You will not wish to believe me, said the Aletheian demon. But, like grief, the burden of killing others grows lighter in time. 

Of course you come slithering out of your hole, said Audsley with disdain. Offering your horrific wisdom.

Not my wisdom, said the demon, unperturbed. Truth. You will remember your first kill for the rest of your life. But your tenth? Your hundredth?

Audsley scowled. I'm already deep into my own personal list. In one night I've matched the worst of the Black Wolves.

The demon shrugged. You have proven yourself willing to further your cause in the ways that matter. Now, let us proceed. Get dressed. The widow will be wondering why you have not written.

Yes, let us proceed. Audsley sighed. I'll not waste my time reasoning with you. 

He went to where he'd left his robes and changed into them carefully, one after the other. He tightened sashes, hitched sleeves, and when he was finally ready, he felt a certain measure of – what? Resolve? As if the robes were a form of armor, and donning them had girded his own resolution.

When he reached the Circum, he sent a messenger to fetch a palanquin with the requisite haughty disdain. A minutes later one hove into view, a team of eight carrying it swiftly, their stride admirably in lockstep, the palanquin elegant but not gaudy. Audsley stepped forward at precisely the right moment, gazing off to the left as if he was disinterested, and the men slowed and lowered the palanquin to the ground.

Their leader, a muscled young man in the prime of his health, went to the door and opened it courteously. "To where does the noble gentleman wish to be conveyed?"

Audsley entered and sat down gratefully on the upholstered seat. "To the Miliaka Estate."

The young man hesitated.

Something is amiss. 

"The Miliaka Estate? As you command."

"Hold." Audsley fought to keep his tone disinterested. "I am only now returned from a sojourn to a Sigean monastery. What events have I missed?"

The young man bowed deeply. "It is not for one such as I to gainsay your commands, my lord. But I shall risk censure by telling you that great misfortune has befallen the Miliakas, and visiting them may besmirch your own honor."

Control, hissed the demon. School your expression!

"Misfortune?" Audsley tried for an airy tone. "What manner of misfortune?"

"I do not know the details, my lord. But it is said that Lady Iarenna has been sequestered by the Virtues, and her father has closed the estate and now resides permanently in Sige in disgrace."

"Oh," said Audsley. "What a pity. I did so like their tea. Well, no matter." 

What now? What now?

The Red Rowan is your only hope, unless we seek out an abandoned estate in which to hide like beasts. Tell them to take you to the Gilded Lily on the Fourth Level. We will spend the day there and arrange to visit the Rowan come nightfall.

"To the Gilded Lily on the Fourth Level," said Audsley. "And be quick about it."

"Yes, my lord," the young man said with obvious relief, and hurried to his pole. 

The palanquin rose smoothly, turned, and then began to slide forward through the sparse crowd. Audsley closed the curtains on both sides and pressed his hands to his face. Iarenna! Sequestered?

Held for treason, said the Aletheian demon. Tortured, no doubt, into revealing all she knew about yourself and Lady Iskra. 

"Oh, the Ascendant shield her," whispered Audsley. Horror pulsed through him. Tortured? He thought of her bright, intelligent eyes, of the demure manner that hid a rich, strong spirit, her selfless help, her generosity, and felt nauseous. 

How can I help her?

You cannot. Perhaps a highly placed Minister could ask the Virtues to release her, but you? Impossible. 

It was all too much. Audsley focused on his breathing. Iarenna! Could he storm the Virtues' Temple and use his powers to break her free? 

Madness. The Virtues would slay us in a moment. 

Then what? Audsley searched for a solution. Turn himself in? No, that would not absolve Iarenna of her guilt. 

Kethe. 

Kethe was a Virtue. She might be able to help. But how could he reach her? He couldn't visit the Temple; he'd risk being detected and killed. He had to get word to her through a messenger. Arrange for a meeting. 

Do so from the safety of the Red Rowan's home. A message from her will not arouse suspicion. 

Audsley nodded. Very well. I shall do whatever it takes. 

I shall do everything within my power to help you liberate your friend, said the demon. There is yet hope for her.

Thank you, said Audsley, and for the first time since Laur Castle, he felt grateful for the demon's presence. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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Tharok sat alone within a bare room inside Porloc's old compound. Distantly, he could hear the city of Gold convulsing as his thousands upon thousands of kragh infested it. He could smell smoke and cooking flesh, could sense the euphoria and terror, the primal lust for power that was on the verge of being truly awakened amongst his kind once more.

But all that came at a remove, sensed only dimly. His entire being was focused on absorbing and understanding what he had to do next. How he could encompass the enormity of the task ahead of him. He sat with his huge shoulders hunched, breathing shallowly through his nose, chin on the backs of his hands, seeking to master the scope of his task.

The circlet burned. Never had it felt so oppressive, so heavy on his brow. World Breaker lay across his knees. He felt the ebb and flow of fire through his blood, the curse and gift of the Medusa's Kiss. Errant thoughts bubbled up in his mind: amidst such power and blessings, where was Tharok? Who was he? What was he?

Enough. There was no time for foolishness. 

Great, roiling thoughts were coalescing in his mind, as if a storm of black energy shot through with crackling crimson lightning were spiraling down from the heavens into his mind. His whole body was braced to absorb its impact, and occasionally shivers would pass through his muscles as he groaned and tensed and then relaxed.

He had succeeded in awakening the kragh, and they had passed a tipping point. There would be no returning to the old ways now, barring his death. More tribes were streaming into Gold to join his horde by the hour. His numbers were swelling beyond count. Soon they would have to march, compelled by nothing less than hunger as they devoured Porloc's vast herds. But before they marched, Tharok had to accomplish the impossible.

He had to forge his horde into an army.

Ruling, administration, campaigning with such large numbers – none of that was the kragh way. The kragh were a force of nature that, when unleashed, spilled out across the land like a flood. They cared not for logistics, preparation, scouting, chains of command. To them, there was only the warlord and those who obeyed his orders. 

And yet, they were going up against the Ascendant Empire. They were a wave that was going to throw itself against the rock of Abythos, the sole entrance to the Empire, one that had been endlessly fortified ever since the demise of Ogri the Uniter. They were a wave that would crash and fall back unless it struck with enough force and direction.

Enchus' description of Abythos – of its defenses and the centuries of work that had gone into preparing it for the next kragh attack – had sobered his bloodlust, had dismayed and appalled him. Abythos was no fortress. It was a deathtrap, perfectly calibrated to annihilate the kragh. It mattered not if he marched with ten thousand or a hundred. Without the perfect plan, he was doomed to failure.

How could he strike the perfect compromise between organization and kragh ferocity? He needed to be able to bring all his resources to bear as he needed them when entering battle, not simply watch helplessly as his tribes streamed onto the field of war in chaotic fashion, ignorant of strategy and coordination.

But how? 

He had to weld existing kragh power structures into a new framework. Worse, he had to compel tens of thousands of kragh to accept and adopt this new structure in a matter of weeks. 

Warlords. Clan chiefs. Wise Women. Shamans. The lowlanders had discarded the role of their Wise Women in their degeneracy, gutting the councils and breaking with the seasonal mating cycles as they adopted human cities and rhythms. The shamans were under siege, their numbers being scythed down by Kyrra as she claimed them for her own. The warlords remained, the most visible arm of military might, but insufficient to the task.

Tharok groaned and sat up straight, thumbed his eyes and stretched his back. Rose and began to pace.

There was a way. In this tangle of loyalties, alliances, spiritual beliefs and kragh nature, there was a path toward military success. He simply had to find it. 

Clans could range from five to fifty individuals. Tribes could range from a hundred to a thousand. That numerical variability rendered them unfit to be used as the building blocks of an army. It wasn't that the kragh would rebel if they were forced to break down those societal units, but rather that they simply wouldn't understand what was being asked of them. It would be like trying to teach mountain goats to fly. 

Tharok stopped in front of a blank wall and stared at its smooth expanse. Here were the Five Peaks. The Chasm Walk descended so, down to Porloc's Wall, and then the expanse of the southern lowlands. The Orlokor territory stretched from here to here, encompassing some ten thousand kragh. He narrowed his eyes and visualized where the greatest clans lived within those areas. He located the smaller groups, each glowing a different color in his mind's eye. 

Fifteen thousand kragh were his to command. He would divide them into units of a thousand each. Tribes large enough to compose a single unit, like the Crokuk, would need no restructuring. Others would be merged until they were of sufficient size. That done, he would rework the clans so that each tribe was composed of ten. Ten, one hundred, a thousand. The units of his future army.

Tharok laughed and waved his hand, and the imaginary map vanished. Might as well teach goats to fly! 

But no, there was a way to compel obedience, to break down the basic society of the kragh and reforge them as he saw fit.

Tharok stilled, staring out into the middle distance. Of course – he simply had to wield the one power that could instill the blindest of loyalty: religion.

Not the spiritual oversight and benign guidance of the shamans. The old shamans were now his enemy, huddling in his great hall, awaiting his decision, praying that the spirits would guide Tharok toward wisdom as they saw it. 

He had to turn Kyrra to his purpose, had to reconcile her to serving him and enforcing his will – which meant embracing her religion. Which meant returning to the bad old ways of blood and sacrifice, fire and burning. It meant enslaving the kragh to their old gods, purposely placing a slave collar around each neck and forcing them to bend knee to the medusa. 

Tharok shivered again, a core fragment of his soul seeking to rebel, to roar in outrage. He shook, grimaced, and ground his teeth against that moment of weakness.

With a gasp, he relaxed and opened his eyes. There was no other way, nothing as effective and quick. With only two or three weeks left, he needed Kyrra. She was his sole solution, a means to an end. He would wield her as he would a poisoned blade, for only as long as he needed her, then, when the time was right, he'd snap that blade over his knee and wrest his people from their mindless serfdom. 

The decision made, he strode to the door and placed his hand on the knob. All he had to do was open it, give the command, and his people would be changed – and yet, he couldn't turn the knob. He gritted his teeth and stared at his hand, willing it to turn, but it wouldn't move. 

This is necessary, he thought. This is but a step, one of many. Now, open the damn door.

With a groan, he hauled it open. 

The hallway outside was filled with kragh seeking an audience, and they startled and turned to him, mouths opening to cry out their requests. Tharok didn't give them the chance. He turned to Barok, the Red River's weapons master. 

"Clear the hall below. Take the shamans into side rooms. Light the bonfires. Summon Kyrra. Tell her I have a proposition to make."

Barok blinked, his craggy brow lowering in surprise. "Kyrra? You are sure, warlord?"

Tharok didn't bother to answer. He stepped past Barok and began to stride down the hall, with kragh shoving themselves aside to make room for him. His mind had already turned to other matters.

 

Half an hour later, he was sitting high on Porloc's throne, looking over the empty hall, waiting. Crudely cleaned tree trunks served as pillars lining each wall, holding up the barrel ceiling from which hung war banners from past campaigns. Weapons of Porloc's dead foes were crossed over shields. The ground was covered in animal skins ranging from huge bears to lush mountain goats to the hides of great lizards. Braziers were burning beneath the pillars, sending up as much black smoke as fire. 

Tharok waited. He knew that events outside demanded his attention. Gold was ready to burst into violence, ancient grudges and tribal rivalries having been pushed to the breaking point by close proximity. Only his low-circling wyverns kept hands away from weapons.

The two great doors at the end of the hall were pushed open. Tharok sat up straight as the black-robed shamans entered, Kyrra undulating in their midst. She was glorious. By the Sky Father, seeing her flaming colors and the perfection of her body never failed to take away his breath.

Regal, cold, radiating a predatory menace that boded poorly for this meeting, Kyrra moved forward, flanked by her shamans, her gaze locked on Tharok, its weight burning him where he sat.

Tharok rose and stood silent, waiting. She moved up the center of the hall, not glancing around, plainly not worried about this being a trap. When she was perhaps five yards from him, she stopped, coiling her great serpentine body beneath her.

"Tharok. You've done well. Better than I had thought possible."

Tharok waved his hand as if dismissing her words. "We both want power, Kyrra. When you employed the Medusa's Kiss on our shamans, you surprised me. I reacted aggressively and retook the initiative with my wyverns. I am now the undisputed master of this horde, while you are but a growing threat."

Anger flickered in the depths of Kyrra's gaze. "You've not had your pets seek to kill me. You know the danger in letting me come this close. I could kill you now, where you stand. Yet you don't fear that. Why not? What new stratagem has your circlet concocted, Tharok?"

"You could kill me." He shrugged. "Though, perhaps not. With World Breaker and your own Kiss, I might resist long enough to take off your head. But I have a new stratagem, and I must confess, it pleases me not to have to mince words."

Tharok ignored the shamans, though it was hard to do so; their burning, fevered gaze made his hide itch. "We have less than three weeks before we march on Abythos. I need to change the fifteen thousand kragh under my control into a fighting force that will crush the Empire. I cannot do that without your help."

Kyrra swayed back, her serpentine hair hissing softly. "Go on."

"I wish to divide them into fifteen tribes, some old, some new. Many warlords must be convinced to either step down or be killed. Clans will be broken and merged. I need the full support of each chosen warlord, and they in turn need the support of their underlings."

"And this in three weeks." It wasn't a question, but rather a wry statement of fact. 

"Yes. You will bestow the Medusa's Kiss on each of my chosen warlords. You will do the same to ten of their chosen underlings. They will then enforce my new laws."

Black Raven shifted his weight at the forefront of the shamans. Was his conscience stirring within him? Some vestige of Golden Crow, screaming in protest?

"And in exchange?" Kyrra's tone had become dangerously light. "Why should I dispense such favors at your command?"

Tharok leaned forward, baring his tusks in enjoyment. "In exchange, I shall make worshipping you the official religion of the horde. I will turn over my shamans to you, and all who hide will be declared the enemy of the kragh."

Kyrra's eyes widened a fraction and then grew heavy-lidded with pleasure. The hundred small serpents growing from her scalp hissed loudly. "A full return to the old ways?"

Tharok nodded grimly. "You will oversee the spiritual care of the kragh as you see fit. But know this: I am the warlord, and I will monitor your words, your message, and your power. If I see you overstepping your role, I will call down death upon you without hesitation."

Kyrra's lip curled.

Tharok pressed on. "But I know you to be of sufficient intelligence to await my death before incurring my wrath. Why risk provoking me when I shall no doubt die in combat within the next few years? Even if I live the full span of my life, another twenty years or so, what is that to an immortal such as you? Build, sow your field, so that when I die, you may reap full measure." He smiled. "Am I not right?"

"Oh, you are a canny one, Tharok of the Red River." 

Kyrra moved forward, pushing past her shamans to rise up before his throne, close enough to touch. She gazed down upon him with her bronze eyes, and he sensed once more the potential for destruction that burned behind them. 

She reached down and cupped his chin in her warm hand, her skin burning his much like the circlet did, a pain that was one shade shy of ecstasy. 

"You seek to partner with a goddess. Such ambition. Such hubris. It is a delight." She traced his cheekbone, the line of his jaw, then swayed back. "I accept, because you are correct. Your death would sow only chaos. It is much easier to ride your success and depend on your death. Though I admit, I may miss you once you are gone."

Tharok shuddered. "Very well. We will need to find accommodations befitting your new role in my horde. A suitable stage on which you may perform."

"And your shamans? Those you have hidden from me? When will they be delivered?"

"Tomorrow at dawn. We will consecrate your new temple with their deliverance." 

Kyrra laughed, and the sound stirred up dread in his soul. Then she turned and began to slither away, her great snake's body catching the braziers' light and glinting in the shadows. "Very well, warlord," she said over her shoulder. "You will find in me a most willing ally. And your kragh will discover the joys of worship once more."

The shamans folded behind her, all but Black Raven, who remained where he stood, staring up at Tharok. Was there a glimmer of something else in his dark gaze? A hint of Golden Crow? No, Tharok decided. He watched as the black-robed figure turned and followed Kyrra out of the hall, and after they had gone, he sat down, taking hold of World Breaker's hilt to benefit from its surge of strength.

This was his means of success. This had to be done so the humans could be defeated. This had to be done so the kragh could rise to preeminence. And once they had accomplished Tharok's goals? He would cut Kyrra's head from her beautiful neck and display it for all to see, for all to understand that there was no power greater than his, that there was nothing and no one worth worshipping more than their own triumphant warlord. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Iskra was sitting by herself in front of the fireplace in Mythgraefen's Great Hall. Servants were moving in the shadows behind her, and guards were standing at the door, but for the moment she was enjoying an island of tranquility. Chin resting on her fist, she stared into the leaping flames, hollowed out by grief and pierced by regret.

She should have returned to Agerastos by now. She was no longer merely herself; she was betrothed to an emperor. It wasn't fitting for her to remain here without the accoutrements of court, but she found she didn't care for the fineries and fripperies that were hers by right. 

What she needed was to devise a way to change the emperor's mind, to bring him around to her way of thinking. After dedicating his life to the ruin of the Ascendant, he would be slow to come around, if he came around at all.

She heard footsteps approach her high-backed chair and straightened, stifling her annoyance as a familiar form stepped into view. 

"Asho!" She rose and took his hand in hers even as he lowered himself to one knee, pushing his sword out behind him so it wouldn't catch on the carpet. "I didn't expect you back so soon. Is all well?"

"My Lady Iskra," said Asho, and then he stopped, frowning as he studied her face. "What has happened?"

Iskra released his hand and sat down, motioning that Asho should take the closest chair and do the same. Then, staring into the flames, she told him of Roddick's death. How she had cut Wyland's throat, then sought out Tiron, only to dismiss him from her service. How she had pulled Audsley down from Aletheia to lead her attack on Laur Castle, and a massacre had ensued. 

Asho sat straight-backed through all of it, hands on his knees, listening intently without interrupting. When she had at last recounted her final conversation with Audsley, she turned to him, a sad smile on her face, her grief threatening to spill over once more. 

"All is changed, Asho. Through my foolishness, my blindness, my stupidity. Tiron is gone, and I don't know where to find him to apologize. Audsley – poor Audsley. And Roddick." Her throat tightened, and she clutched the arms of her chair. This grief – it was like being swept overboard and assailed by monstrous waves. Just when she thought the worst was over, another wave crashed down upon her and sent her tumbling down into the depths.

"Oh, my lady," said Asho, slipping from his stool to one knee before her. 

She watched him search for the right words and prepared herself to thank him, but instead he clenched his jaw, looking profoundly distraught and dissatisfied, and shook his head. 

"I'm learning that there's often nothing I can say to make things better. Even apologies can be useless. So I won't. But I still have faith in you. I am still yours to command. I believe in our quest. And while I grieve for Roddick, I know the best thing I can do is continue to serve you well. This, I vow to do."

The intensity of his stare and the burning commitment in his eyes sobered her, helped rouse her from her melancholy. She forced a smile. "Thank you, Asho. You are my truest knight. I don't deserve such service." She raised a hand to forestall his denial. "No, enough. I am so glad to have you here by my side. I've made so many mistakes, lost so many loved ones. All I have left is my sense of duty, my desire to do some good in this world before I leave it. Though of late, I question whether I even know what that means."

"Undoing the Empire is good, my lady. Seeing my people slaving away in the mines has brought that back to me like never before. Their slavery is evil. What we're doing is right."

"Yes." Iskra gestured for him to rise and return to his seat. "But Laur Castle has opened my eyes. We are dealing with faith, Asho. Not reason, not politics, not money. Faith. It cannot be argued with; it cannot be forced. Hundreds died in Audsley's fires, but there was nothing we could do or say that would have stayed their hands. If we depose the Ascendant, cast down his Virtues, and declare Ascension destroyed, what do you think will happen?"

"The Bythians will rise up and praise your name for eternity."

"Would they?" Iskra felt a wounded kindness, a gentle pity. "Would they really? Think of your conversations with them. Kanna followed you out of the dark, but what of the others?"

Asho looked away.

"You see what I mean. From the highest to the lowest, everyone has their place in Ascension. It is their reality, their faith. We cannot destroy it with a sword. Doing so would only lead the people of the Empire to rise up and declare holy war upon us. We would become embattled on all sides. We would lose, and in our place anarchy and chaos would reign."

"My lady," said Asho. "Speaking of chaos. The reason for my visit – the kragh are rising. They are uniting under a new warlord. They plan to assault Abythos in less than a month's time."

Iskra's head reared back. "Are you certain?"

"Yes, my lady. I heard it from my own sister. She's been sent by this warlord to stir the Bythians into open revolt so that the Ennoian forces will be tied down when he attacks. I tried to change her mind, but I failed."

Iskra turned to stare into the flames. "A kragh invasion. Word will no doubt soon be reaching the Aletheians. They will have to pull their forces from the field and send them to Ennoia. They cannot risk another Ogri the Destroyer."

"What would you have me do, my lady? I am arranging to speak with my people. I was planning to follow the emperor's orders and convince them that Ascendancy isn't real, convince them to raid the Gate Stone cache to distract the Empire while you launched your attack. Do you wish me to continue?"

Iskra tapped her lips, still staring into the fire. She could almost hear the screams of Laur's soldiers as they writhed and burned. "No. We no longer preach the destruction of Ascendancy, especially not with an Ogri marching upon us. Change your message, Asho. We will improve Ascendancy, change it for the better, remove the rot that has infected it."

"But, my lady, Ascendancy is a lie," said Asho, moving to the edge of his seat.

"It may very well be. I don't presume to know, not anymore. And, to be honest, I'm not sure I care." She smiled at him, amused by his shocked expression. "If it is real, we will be judged when we die. If it is false, then we won't. Regardless, I plan to occupy myself with one thing only: improving the quality of people's lives. If they let me without demanding my head."

Asho sat back, absorbing her words, staring down at the floor as he mulled them over. "We Bythians won't remain slaves," he said at last.

"No," agreed Iskra. "That is one of the fundamental changes that must take place. The Bythians will be allowed to leave Bythos if they desire, or stay if they wish. They will be offered wages, as will anybody else who wishes to take their place." Iskra fought back her overwhelming sense of inadequacy. "I haven't yet detailed the entirety of every step, and will no doubt consult with Noussians and Sigeans galore as I seek to understand the Empire's economy and how not to wreck it – but certain changes are non-negotiable. The freedom of the Bythians is one."

Asho relaxed a fraction, then sighed. "So we don't destroy Ascendancy. And perhaps you're right. Maybe we could never have done so to begin with. I will change my message. But to what end? Should I still seek to capture the Gate Stone?"

Iskra realized that her shoulders had rounded forward, that weariness was pressing her head down. She sat up. "Yes. We need that Gate Stone. But, most importantly, we need to prevent your sister from gaining a following. Preach this change. Gather Bythians to your side if possible. We cannot allow this Ogri to garner a fanatical following within the Empire."

"As you command, my lady," he said.

"And one thing more. Before you leave, I would appreciate your connecting with the Vothaks who operate the portal to Agerastos from within Starkadr. Identify and show them how to open new portals to the cities of Aletheia and Ennoia. They cannot divine the names without your help."

"Ennoia, my lady? The capital?"

"Yes. We must be alerted when the Empire moves against this kragh horde. We must time our strike carefully, and it is only by watching their movement through Ennoia to Bythos that we may be certain."

"Very well." 

"Oh, Asho." Iskra felt the tears come again and rose to her feet. He immediately did likewise. "You have my blessings and my thanks. Please, take care of yourself. I cannot afford to lose another good friend."

He hesitated. "And you, my lady? Who is going to take care of you?" 

All Iskra could do was hold onto her smile and shake her head. The tears in her eyes refracted the firelight like prisms. 

Asho's jaw grew hard. He stepped back, bowed low, and was gone.
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Kethe had sent instructions that her cohort was to be assembled on the training grounds at dawn. She knew that her command would prove unpopular, but something told her she had to break the bonds of familiarity, push them and get them to see her differently. She was no longer Kethe, the new arrival, but Makaria, the Virtue of Happiness and one of the most lethal warriors in the Empire.

Even if she didn't quite believe that herself.

She then made them wait ten minutes, deliberately arriving late to see how they were behaving. Stepping out through the archway that led to the Virtues' quarters, she paused, hands on her hips, and studied the six people awaiting her. 

Dalitha was doing a handstand, and as Kethe came into view the lithe young woman swayed over onto one hand and laughed, raising her other arm to parallel. Gray Wind was off to one side with Khoussan, while both Sighart and Wolfker were seated on the cold stone, arms locked around their knees. At first, Kethe thought that Akkara was missing altogether, and then she saw the young Bythian by the weapons rack.

Sighart nudged Wolfker with his elbow and stood. The blond Ennoian did the same, prompting Dalitha to crane her neck and spot Kethe, at which point she flipped onto her feet.

Kethe walked up to them with her heart hammering. She was wearing a new outfit of white trimmed with gold – elegant and functional, and clearly speaking of her new station. It was tight and loose in all the right places. She stopped in front of them, watching Akkara as the Bythian walked hesitantly to rejoin the group, looking as if she might spook and run at a moment's notice.

No one else was out this early. The sun was only just starting to lighten the underbellies of the dark clouds into a luminous gray. The air was bitingly cold, and a steady wind was gusting into the training ground and circling there as if trapped in the form of a cyclone.

Everyone lined up, shoulder to shoulder. They all studied her, taking in her new outfit. Everyone was serious except for Dalitha, who gave Kethe a little wave. 

"Hi, Makaria! Or is it Kethe? Kethe-Makaria? You look great!"

"It's Makaria," Kethe said, fighting to own the name. It didn't matter if she thought of herself as such; it only mattered that they did.

Dalitha's eyes went round at Kethe's tone, and she covered her mouth in an exaggerated apology, then ducked her head and snuck a look at Sighart to see if he was amused. The Ennoian ignored her, and instead watched Kethe, half-guarded, half expectant. 

"Good morning," said Kethe after the silence had dragged out long enough. "You are my cohort now. Your training and survival are my responsibility. I mean to take that responsibility seriously."

She could see questions in their eyes, but they held their tongues. Kethe fought to keep her expression grave, to keep up this charade; fought to look stern and forbidding and not dwell on the fact that until a few days ago, they had shared meals and jokes, and she had striven to be part of their group. 

"I saw you all fight during the Quickening. Some of you are good. Others need more work. All of you need to deepen your understanding of how to weave your power into your attacks and defenses. So, we'll begin with an examination. Everyone but Sighart, sit down over there. Sighart, fetch us two single-grip blades."

After their initial surprise, the group did as they were told. Sighart remained as still as a tower, then nodded and marched to the weapons rack and returned with two gleaming swords. Kethe took hers and examined it, sliced it a few times through the air and stared down its length. 

"Now, come at me. Don't hold back." She lowered herself into the middle guard, blade held at her hip, point raised toward Sighart's face.

The Ennoian rose to a high guard and approached. Kethe felt a warm flicker of anticipation and was surprised at how quickly she felt the infusion of the White Gate's power. It was as if it had been waiting for just this moment, this summons, to pour itself into her frame.

Had something changed after the Quickening? She'd not noticed any difference, but now, with Sighart approaching and live steel in her hands, she felt a thrill at the liquid power that ran through her limbs. Had she somehow widened the channel between herself and the White Gate? 

She remained still until Sighart attacked with a sudden but expected downward blow, which she sidestepped, rising and parrying with a diagonal block and easing into a flurry of blows, testing Sighart's defenses and allowing him to strike her in turn. She moved around, circling him as they fought, causing him to remain rooted in one spot and constantly shuffle his feet as he fought to keep her in front of him. All the while, the White Gate sang inside her, so that after five minutes she felt barely taxed while Sighart was sweating and panting for breath.

"Enough." She lowered her blade. "Take a seat. Well done."

Sighart stalked back to the others, clearly not pleased with his performance. His whole body was tense with anger. They'd both reached the final round of the Quickening, but he hadn't managed to pressure Kethe at all.

"This is the first and most important lesson for all of you." She rested her sword over her shoulder, her other hand on her hip. "Engrave this in your minds. You are not soldiers. You are not warriors. You are not swordsmen and women. You are Consecrated. You can only reach your full potential after you realize that it involves equal parts skill with the blade and connection to the White Gate. If that bond is unbalanced, you will be too."

They stared at her, some frowning, all of them intent, but she saw that her words weren't sinking in. "Look." She lowered her sword and rested its tip on the ground, then crouched down beside it with both hands on the guard. "I'll be honest with you. I'm still figuring a lot of this out, but one thing's become evident – we're here because of the White Gate, not because we were great fighters. Can you feel it, calling within you? I hear it as a song. I can feel it glowing and burning in my core. When I fight, it reveals itself as if it's been illuminated. Do you feel it too?"

The cohort shared glances, then Gray Wind raised his hand. "I do. It comes in snatches, sometimes, while I fight. But never for long, and never when I want it."

Kethe nodded and looked to the others. Akkara looked away, shaking her head. Khoussan frowned. Dalitha bit her lip and gave a slight nod. Sighart and Wolfker both nodded as well.

"This balance is crucial. Sighart, when you fought me just now, how close was the White Gate?"

His jaw clenched. "Not at all."

"I thought so. You were fighting like a normal man, like the soldier you were raised to be. You're an excellent fighter – it's what's given you an edge over everyone else. But you're going to hit a ceiling in your training now if you don't start hearing that song."

Dalitha raised her hand. Kethe fought to not show her amusement at their sudden politeness. "Is that what you heard when you fought Mixis?"

"Yes," said Wolfker, leaning forward. "How did you do that? I couldn't even follow his attacks, much less imagine blocking them."

Kethe nodded. "It was. I wasn't just hearing the White Gate, though. I was drowning in its light. It was consuming me. I didn't think; I didn't know what I was doing. I just acted on instinct. No amount of training could have saved me then, without its power. Which is why we're going to focus on our skills with our weapons, but also our connections to the Gate." A thought occurred to her. "We can visit the White Gate whenever we please, correct?"

They all nodded.

"Then we'll do so daily." She felt a surge of excitement. "We won't get too close. But seeing it, feeling it, might help us all with our connection to it. We'll spend mornings training with weapons, and afternoons, when you're done with your lectures, in the Gate's presence."

Khoussan hunched forward. "Doing what?"

"Nothing." Kethe smiled at them. "Sitting in silence, maybe. We'll each find our own corner, and just sit there." She hesitated. She hated sitting and doing nothing. But maybe this was necessary. "At the very least, it will be a daily reminder of what you need to be focusing on. Now, let's continue. Dalitha, you're up. Take Sighart's blade."

Dalitha's smile froze, then she rose slowly to her feet, took the sword and moved to stand in front of Kethe. 

Kethe lowered herself into the rear guard, sword extended like a tail behind her. She watched Dalitha carefully. The slender girl was holding her sword with both hands in the middle guard, second hand cupping the base of the first. But it was her expression that Kethe examined. It was suddenly tight with fear. 

"Let's start slowly," Kethe said, and moved in to swing her sword up in a gentle arc at Dalitha's knees.

Dalitha swung her blade down almost in a panic, hitting Kethe's with its cutting edge and smacking it away. 

Again Kethe pressed her, slowly, and each time Dalitha struck out at her sword, knocking it back in a frantic manner. Each time, her feet were too close together and she stutter-stepped back. Her shoulders were constantly hunched, and she maintained a white-knuckled grip. 

After a few more swings, Kethe stepped back and nodded. "Very good. Khoussan, you're up."

"That was it?" Dalitha was sweating, despite the brevity of the bout. "But we didn't even –" 

"That was it," said Kethe. She felt equal parts curiosity and pity. There was no sense in hounding Dalitha in front of the others. "You did well. Take a seat."

"Oh," said Dalitha, and then she gave a shaky laugh. "All right!"

Khoussan fought with greater skill, showing no fear but also no drive; he defended himself adequately enough, but only launched the occasional swing when Kethe left herself wide open, and then only half-heartedly.

After a few minutes, Kethe decided to test him. She waited for his guard to open, then smacked the flat of her blade on his shoulder. He grunted and brought his sword back up. A few moments later, she smacked him on the other side. Then across the ribs. Each time, he frowned more deeply. She kept needling him, slipping past his guard to provoke him with annoying hits, and she could see his temper rising.

Come on, then. Let it out. Come at me. Give me a real attack. Come!

But Khoussan suddenly blinked and then gave her a crooked smile. He'd realized what she was doing. Instead of boiling over, he immediately cooled off, relaxing and stepping back, sword returning to a conservative guard position. 

Kethe straightened. "That's enough. Akkara."

She sparred with the three remaining Consecrated in quick succession, testing their defenses, leaving herself open to provoke attacks, circling them and checking how nimble they were on their feet. Akkara fought like a scarecrow, all elbows and sudden, jerky movements. Gray Wind was much better; his movements were fluid and he was clearly drawing on the most of the White Gate's power out of the group, but he was lacking in confidence and overthinking his attacks. Wolfker surprised her, coming at her strong the moment she gave the signal and actually driving her back with a combination of hard, fast blows. She laughed and gave ground, then, at just the right moment, somersaulted over him and smacked him with the flat of her blade before landing.

Wolfker stumbled, turned, and then grinned appreciatively. Kethe smiled and gestured for him to take a seat. 

She stood before them in silence. The scope of her challenge was starting to dawn on her. Arising from her bed this morning, she'd been filled with plans for how to drill her cohort: how to work the basics, correct their footwork, talk about the importance of guards and the fallacy of depending on them too much, pairing them off, and so forth. It had all seemed simple and clear and should have led over time to excellent results.

And yet, standing there and looking over their faces, she realized that drills, while necessary, were hardly going to unlock their true potential. Each was a puzzle in need of solving. Was she up to that task?

She needed time to think. 

"Very well. Let's start with our footwork. None of you were particularly adept at moving and fighting at the same time. They should be intrinsically linked. There's no need for weapons. Just line up in front of me, watch my feet, and follow."

Three hours later, she dismissed them for lunch and returned to her quarters. She felt, if not dejected, at least stymied. Her cohort had done as she'd bidden, had moved through the drills, had paired off, listened to her, been respectful. But she felt as if none of them had truly heard her. Khoussan had remained aloof, almost disdainful, acting as if the training was all a charade and he was doing her the favor of following along. Akkara had no confidence, no killer instinct; she seemed paralyzed by the enormity of the person she was trying to become. Dalitha was brash and eager and leaped into each exercise with a strong will, but Kethe had always sensed a skittish terror lurking beneath the surface. Gray Wind was almost painfully graceful and superlatively quick, but hesitant in every attack, while Sighart quietly fumed over having to work such basic drills, his movements becoming stiff and perfunctory. Only Wolfker had seemed at ease, but that lack of fierce drive had tested Kethe's patience in a completely different way; he'd coasted through the morning, never pushing himself and thus never learning.

Deep in thought, wrestling with problems beyond her experience, she approached her quarters. The grand doors that led into her waiting room were watched now at all times by her Honor Guard. Six of them were standing at attention, three per side, and at the sight of them Kethe felt self-consciousness return to her, an awkwardness she had yet to overcome when she was being gazed upon with such stern and unflinching loyalty and devotion.

"Good morning," she said quietly as she passed between them. One of them stepped over to open the left of the double doors, and she nodded her thanks and passed inside. Within was the waiting room, where a sparse crowd always awaited her, hoping for an audience, a chance to beg for blessings or consult her supposedly infallible wisdom.

Over the past few days, she'd hurried through, smiling and avoiding eye contact, but this time Kade himself was stationed there, clearly awaiting her. Kethe sighed, slowed her pace, then fixed a pleasant smile on her face and walked over to where her captain was standing.

"Good morning, Virtue," Kade said dryly, one eyebrow arched. 

Damn it. He'd clearly caught on to Kethe's reluctance. 

"If it pleases you, there are some matters here that require your attention."

"Yes, of course," said Kethe, turning to the sumptuously dressed young man standing at Kade's side. The handsome youth was immaculately turned out and looked fit enough to run all the way to the Seventh Level and back without breaking a sweat. "Whom do I have the pleasure of meeting today?"

Kade gave a curt nod to the young man, who immediately fell to one knee, gaze locked between Kethe's feet, and extended both hands to proffer a scroll. "Esteemed Virtue, I come on behalf of the Red Rowan, widow of the former Minister of War, honored and prized amongst the elite of Aletheian society. She bade me give you this scroll, a duty that does me, a humble messenger who is assuredly not worthy of the responsibility, far too much honor."

Kethe managed to repress a smirk and took the scroll. Kade gave the young messenger a second nod and the young man backed away smoothly.

Kethe examined the scroll tube, made of fine ivory with a crimson seal and festooned with multicolored ribbons. "And why this messenger, when so many others have wanted to talk to me?"

"The Red Rowan holds considerable power at court, my lady. Though she is no longer directly connected to the government, she remains influential in all matters military. You would be wise to cultivate her favor."

"I thought," said Kethe, cracking open the seal, "that as a Virtue I didn't need to cultivate anything except my own personal devotion to the Ascendant."

"Very true. But the forces that govern Aletheia are complex and frequently at odds." Kade turned, hands linked behind his back, and led Kethe away to a quiet corner of the room. "Policy is supposedly set by the Ascendant, but in reality is dictated by the Minister of Perfection, patriarch of the Fujiwara clan. You saw him, I believe, standing beside the Ascendant when you were blessed?"

Kethe frowned. "Yes."

"He is nearly unopposed in all matters, but not completely. There are small factions that yet conspire to wrest influence back from him and his clan. The Red Rowan is a significant member of such a group, though the murder of her husband has greatly reduced her power."

Kethe was in the act of popping open the tube, but she stopped to stare at Kade. "Murder?"

Kade nodded smoothly, his expression sober and grave.

"And why was nobody arrested?"

Kade's eyes narrowed. "The Imperial Guards are overseen by the Minister of the Sun."

"Yes?"

"Who is married to a Fujiwara."

"Ah. Oh." Kethe frowned. "Then, why didn't a Virtue step in? Theletos, for example?"

"Theletos?" Kade's smile became gently mocking. "Why would he?"

"Because – because he's the prime protector of the Ascendant and the foremost Virtue?" 

"Theletos is the grandson of the Minister of Perfection."

The words hit Kethe like a blow. "The grandson?"

Kade gave another one of his curt nods. "The Minister has many, many grandsons. But none have shone so brightly as Theletos."

"But our lives, everything we were before our Consecration – that's all supposed to have died and been left behind."

"As you say, Virtue."

Kethe scowled and opened the scroll. Her mother had forced her to learn Aletheian, but still, she could only barely understand the rudiments of the message. "It's an invitation? To come visit her?"

Kade refrained from peering at the scroll. "Insofar as my opinion has any weight in these matters, I would urge you to accept."

Kethe scanned the letter a second time, then rolled it back up. "Very well. It can't hurt." She paused. "Kade. Whom did you serve before being chosen as the captain of my Honor Guard?"

Kade smiled for the first time. "A good question, Virtue. I was a general under the former Minister of War."

"A general?" Kethe stared at Kade anew. "Wait. Kade Irone. Not General Irone of Aletheia?"

Kade bowed from the waist. "I was known as such once."

"My father loathed you." Kethe quickly covered her mouth. "I mean – well, he did. He cursed you every night for a year after he was denied the right to re-invade Agerastos."

"I imagine he did. The former Minister of War was one of the few still influential voices that gainsaid your father's ambitions. I was glad to support him."

"And now you're my captain?"

Kade bowed low once more. "It is an honor to serve a Virtue in any capacity."

"Yes, so I'm told. What a coincidence that you brought this particular messenger to my attention."

Kade straightened, expressionless, though his dark eyes gleamed.

"How does one become the captain of a Virtue's Honor Guard?"

"Through an almost unseemly amount of effort," said Kade. "Many favors were called in – old debts, near-defunct political alliances."

"Orchestrated in part by the Red Rowan? Why?"

"The Quickening of a Virtue in a new body is a rare occurrence. You wield great political power simply by being who you are. Though your previous self was not interested in politics, it's possible you might be. If so, we thought it crucial that you have a voice by your side who could speak the truth."

Kethe frowned. "Are you my captain, Kade, or the Red Rowan's tool?"

"Your captain first and above all." There was steel in his voice. "I would die for you without hesitation, a hundred times over. If you command me to never speak of these matters again, I will carry them to my grave."

Kethe studied her captain, then sighed. "All right. I believe you. And I appreciate your candor. I'll meet with this Red Rowan, but I make no promises."

"None are expected, Virtue. I will let the messenger know." Kade bowed once more, then turned and walked away.

Kethe watched him go, deep in thought. She tapped the scroll against her lips, eyed the other hopefuls watching from a respectful distance, then turned and strode deeper into the privacy of her own suite.
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"Word's being passed around," said the old woman with the lazy eye. She'd stepped up beside Kanna and latched on to her arm, fingers like pincers, so she could pull Kanna down to her level. "Mikho's putting it out that you're working for the Ennoians. He's telling folks to steer clear."

Asho looked around the small cavern in which they'd gathered. They were deep in the Eternal Spring shaft, eleven levels down and far enough along the seam that no overseers were likely to notice the gathering. Buglights had been hung here and there, smuggled in by the various Bythians, and they cast a soft green glow that made the cavern appear more like an underwater grotto from his favorite Kyferin tapestry than a cave. Some three hundred Bythians were assembling, faces haggard and drawn, hands and forearms dark with dust, risking more than he could understand for these fifteen minutes with him.

He and Kanna were standing to one side, up on a shallow ledge, a mere couple of feet above the cavern floor. Other ledges ringed the cavern walls, and Bythians were shuffling and sitting along them, legs hanging down, peering at Asho and Kanna with reserved curiosity. Their voices were little more than mutters, and Asho couldn't even begin to read their mood. If anything, they seemed content to have an excuse to sit and rest for fifteen minutes.

"Is that so?" Kanna said, not trying to untangle her arm from the old woman's grip. "It would seem, at least, that Shaykho's shift is willing to listen."

The old woman grunted. She was a wizened, dour old creature, the left side of her face strangely flattened by an ancient blow. Asho couldn't tell her age. A hard-lived forty? An indomitable seventy? She was all creases and wrinkles and rawboned resilience. "I heard Shaya sister gave a speech to Jhago's cohort last night. Heard a monster stood by her side. That more of them are coming."

Asho crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. He fought for calm. It had taken two days of Kanna's cajoling to gather this audience. Two days of covert meetings, while Asho had traveled to and back from Mythgraefen, his heart heavy with Iskra's news and his new mission. Try as he might, he couldn't reconcile himself to preserving Ascendancy. Couldn't accept that it could be meaningfully changed. The Empire would only accept Bythians as equals if it was forced to by the sword. 

"All true," said Kanna. "But enough. The time has come."

Asho looked up and saw Shaykho enter the cavern, flanked by several other elders, all of them grimy, all of them ashen-faced from a day's labor. Age was no shield against work in the mines. You worked till you could work no more, and then you became a burden. 

Shaykho stopped, lips pursed, and stared at Asho. The murmurs and whispers ceased, all eyes drawn to their shift leader, and when the old man finally nodded, a subtle tension relaxed and Asho felt a knot unbind itself in his stomach. Despite the promise of an audience, he'd half-expected the old man to renege at the last moment.

Kanna stepped forward. "Shift Shaykho, I am Kanna, leader of Shift Kanna." Her words were sharp, pitched to carry, almost aggressive. "You've heard of my cohort's disappearance. What you've heard is true. We chose to follow Asho, son of Zekko, and he led us out of Bythos. We walked through a lost Portal and emerged in a different land. A land underneath the sky."

Murmurs sprang up. Kanna pointed at the ceiling. "This rock, this roof over our heads – I saw it go away. If you've gazed into the deepest chasm, then you have a hint of the feeling you'll get when you look up at nothingness. It hungers for you, that sky. It wants to pull you up, devour you."

Asho blinked. Was she trying to scare them? Then he looked at the crowd and saw how riveted they were. Each and every person was waiting for her next word. He subsided. Waited. He had to trust.

"My cohort is living under that sky right now, and I can tell you this from personal experience: after the terror comes a joy so fierce it bewilders. My cohort is now high up on a mountainside, working hard, mining, but coming home to their families and closing doors. There is privacy. There is fire and food and water that runs along the ground, clear and fresh and good to drink. Living trees, green grass, hope, laughter – it goes on. And, yes, hard work, because we have to earn that freedom. But it is freedom."

She lowered her pointing hand, curling it into a fist. "I've come back with Asho to tell you about it, to tell you Asho spoke the truth. We can escape. We can take control of our lives. We can live under the sky, and drink that water, and climb those trees, and build our own homes, and protect our families, and be paid for the work we do."

More murmurs rose around them, and Asho saw people exchanging glances. "Listen to him," Kanna said. "Give him five minutes now, and he might give you your life."

There was no applause, merely an intricate silence, a textured expectation composed of curiosity, alarm, anger, and fear. Gone was the reservation. Kanna had cracked that wide open.

Asho stepped forward, Kanna squeezing his shoulder as she moved to the back of the ledge. He stood still, hands by his sides, and simply looked around at the hundreds of people who were waiting to hear his words. His speech was completely gone from his mind. His eyes finally settled on Shaykho.

"Am I a heretic?" He asked this quietly. "I was lifted out of Bythos when I was a child and given a sword and a seat at a castle table. Am I a Bythian? I've not worked in the mines. I've not been a slave. So I don't know. But everything Kanna said is true, along with one other fact: if I can live a different life, if I can taste freedom and wear a sword, then why can't you?"

Shaykho narrowed his eyes. He'd not expected this line of approach. Nor, Asho, saw, had the rest of the audience. People were thinking. 

"My Lady Iskra is a fair woman in unfair world: a Sigean noble who married an Ennoian and now finds herself hunted by the Empire for daring to try to defend the lives of her children. For refusing to allow her brother-in-law to steal what was rightfully hers. For that, she has been branded a heretic. I followed her into exile, and thus am a heretic twice over. My life is worthless to the Empire. According to them, I'm bound for the Black Gate."

By the Ascendant, what was he saying? Was this all meant to get people to follow him out? Was he sabotaging his own goals? He didn't know, but it was coming through raw and true and he wouldn't stop now.

"Lady Iskra is going to fight the Empire. She refuses to bend a knee to a system of belief that punishes some and elevates others simply due to where they were born. She's going to fight, and I'm going to fight with her. Anybody who comes with me is also going to fight, one way or another, even if that means just helping by mining Gate Stone."

Asho felt sweat trickle down the back of his neck. The air was stale, and he couldn't breathe. Everyone was staring at him, their faces implacable. Had he lost them? "But we're not fighting to destroy Ascendancy. We don't want to cast it down. We want to cleanse it, improve it. Change it so that our children won't be punished for being born to us, so that we all benefit from Ascension's guidance equally. Mark my words: Lady Iskra is going to take Aletheia, and after she does, she is going to usher in change such as the Empire has never seen – change for the better. Will you be there to benefit from it?

"Because you can choose to turn away, to hold to the old unfair faith. Believe that you will be rewarded for a life of slavery and deprivation after you die. Pin your hopes on the future, and sacrifice today. Sacrifice your children, and their children, and so on into eternity. Accept that we truly deserve this fate. That we are no better than what they say."

There were more whispers now, people once again exchanging looks, leaning over to murmur in each other's ears. Asho felt a slight thrill of hope. 

"What I'm saying is this: work with me to bring change to the Empire. Work with me to keep the best of Ascendancy while removing the worst. Change is coming, either in the form of a kragh horde that seeks to destroy our world, or Lady Iskra, who seeks to improve it. Now is your – "

Asho choked off. A couple had entered the very back of the cavern, the man with wooden stumps beneath his knees and crutches under his arms. His parents, Zekko and Khayya. How had they made it all the way here? His father's face was neutral, his eyes sharp. Asho felt a flash of cold panic race through him. He'd not told them he'd be back. 

People followed the direction of his gaze and saw his father. The murmurs swelled. Asho coughed into his fist, tried to regain his momentum. What had he been saying?

"I – I'm just here because I want to give you a choice. We deserve better. If you want it, then follow me." A weak ending, faltering and pathetic. 

Shaykho stepped forward. "What of your sister? What of Mikho? Why should we listen to you and not her?"

Again the voices died down. Asho hesitated, then stepped right up to the edge. "I love my sister, and I rejoiced to see her alive and well. I'll speak no ill of her. But she serves a warlord, a kragh called Tharok. He comes to burn the Empire to the ground. I'll not –" 

"I'd rather live under a kragh than a Sigean!" The voice rang out from somewhere overhead. 

Asho searched out the source but couldn't find it. "Then do so! But I know Iskra to be good. I know her to be kind and fair. I'd rather serve her than risk everything under a warlord kragh I've never met!"

A middle-aged Bythian woman sitting one ledge up rose to her feet. "Who is this Iskra to gainsay the Ascendant? Who made her so holy?"

"Have you even seen the Black Gate?" This from another old man whose pale hair was dark with dirt. "You think it don't exist?"

Asho didn't know whom to respond to first. Kanna stepped up beside him, but before she could speak, another voice cried out from the back of the crowd. "He's risked his life to come help us. Treat him with respect!"

The middle-aged woman swung around. "Risked his life for free labor, more like it!"

"Is it true you're working for the Ennoians? Hey? What of that?"

"He isn't even a Bythian! Said it himself! Lapdog of the Kyferins!"

Asho felt something within him grow cold, almost numb. People weren't even looking at him anymore. They were yelling at each other. He felt helpless. He'd trained his whole life to cut people in half, not unite them. He'd spent his life sulking and nursing his wounds, not learning to inspire and lead strangers. What was he doing up on this stage? Had he thought himself their savior?

"If you want to spend your life grubbing down here in the dark, then –" 

"I say we go ask the overseers what they think about his words. Ask 'em if Asho's really in their pay –" 

"Sixty years I've worked to purify my soul! Sixty years, and if you think I'll toss that all away now –" 

The crowd was jostling before him, some men shoving at others' shoulders, some waving their fists as they yelled in each other's faces. Asho took a step back, and shrugged off Kanna's hand. "We're wasting our time here," he said, bitterness flooding through him. "I don't why I thought they'd listen."

Kanna searched the crowd, her expression bleak. "Think of what you're asking them. They need time."

"They don't have time." Anger was rising inside him. "They need –" But again he cut himself off. Several strong men had shoved their way to the front, pushing back the crowd. Asho's hand reflexively went to his swordless hip. Mikho's men? No – his parents. His mother helped his father, and when they reached the front of the ledge, several hands helped his father up onto the platform.

Asho reached out and helped his father steady himself on his wooden stumps, his bitterness compounded now with shame. The voices around him fell silent once more. Those who shouted were elbowed and shushed. For the first time, Asho saw the respect accorded his father, something akin to reverence. Zekko didn't raise his hands, didn't call out; he did nothing more than turn to face the crowd, head lowered, and wait.

He didn't have to wait long. When the room was so quiet Asho could hear people breathing, his father finally looked up. "My name is Zekko, son of Thesku." He didn't even pitch his voice to carry. Across all the ledges, Asho saw hundreds lean forward to catch his words. 

"Ten years ago, I sacrificed my legs to save Lord Enderl Kyferin's life. I didn't do it because I thought him a good man. Though I came to respect him for his bravery and strength, I knew him to be greatly flawed. But my faith was in crisis. I needed a symbol. A sign. A reason to follow Ascension, when my entire being told me to reject it as wrong."

Zekko looked up and slowly searched the ledges. He seemed to be in no rush; he allowed his gaze to drift over the sea of faces, then down to the general crowd. "I chose to believe in Ascension. I chose to make Enderl that symbol. But it was a choice, and ever since, I have sat with these worthless legs and a heavy heart, unsure of whether it was the right decision."

Asho realized he had been holding his breath. Many others seemed to be as well.

"My memory is not what it used to be. I don't remember the original thoughts, but rather the memory of them, and what I've told myself over the years ever since. The story I've created to explain to myself why I sacrificed my children and my legs and my life for Enderl Kyferin. Why he deserved it."

Zekko lowered his head. "Ever since, I've been true to that decision. I committed to it, not because I knew it to be right, but because I was too scared of the consequences of being wrong. I was full of fear. Fear of a life lived in waste. Fear of having dedicated myself to a lie. And now, here we are." Zekko turned to regard Asho. "My son stands before us, offering us a choice. For some, this is your first time consciously choosing your path. For others, like me, it's a test of past decisions. If you choose to remain a slave, are you a slave in truth? I don't know." He looked back out over the crowd. "But my son is risking everything to give us this chance to choose. And I say to myself, how can I choose fear when I'm confronted with his bravery?"

Zekko smiled, a sad and broken smile. It smote Asho to the core. "Perhaps my life has been wasted. Perhaps I threw away my legs. But I won't let a life of waste justify squandering what little I have left. I chose the old Ascendancy before. This time I choose to improve it."

The shock caused loud murmurs to race through the crowd. 

Zekko's smile faded away. "Each of you must choose. But ask yourself what guides that choice. And if it is fear, I ask you to learn from my example. Learn from my failures. Don't make the same mistakes as this broken old man you see before you. Spare yourself that fate. Choose life. Choose hope. Choose change. Listen to my son."

And with that, he turned, his eyes gleaming with tears. Asho felt his throat clamp shut, felt pain quiver in his chest, and then he was hugging his father, as roars broke out, cries and shouts and chanting. 

Asho squeezed his father tight, then pulled back, smiling and feeling something he'd never felt before, something wondrous and precious and fragile and magic. He couldn't put a name to it, but in his father's face he saw it reflected and he laughed, amazed, proud and humbled all at the same time. His mother climbed up onto the stage and hugged them as well, and then Shaykho was there, clasping Asho's father's hand. The shift leader turned to the crowd and placed a hand on Asho's shoulder, raising his other fist into the air.

The crowd shook and trembled, and then a piercing pipe was blown. The change was startling. The Bythians immediately ceased their yells and turned toward the tunnels, some of them grumbling or arguing softly still, but all of them shuffling along the ledges and across the cavern floor toward the exits. 

That sobered Asho; no matter the height of their passion, they were still aware of their duties and the consequences of failing them. Could a people so ingrained in their ways shrug off the yoke of the Empire? 

"You're sure of this?" Shaykho was speaking with his father in soft tones, something akin to wonder and disbelief on his ancient features. "You're sure?"

Zekko leaned expertly on his crutches and took Shaykho's hand in his own. "Sure? Yes, I'm sure."

Shaykho sighed. "Very well. I'll confer with the others over the next few days. Damn it. Damn it all to the Black Gate." He scowled worriedly. "Our souls, our lives, our children and our future. But, fine." He turned then, clambered down stiffly from the ledge, and followed the last of his shift into the tunnels.

Asho watched the old man go in amazement. "I thought he'd never agree. How? Why?"

Zekko watched Shaykho leave with a pensive look in his eyes. "Back when Mikho was all for revolution, Shaykho was ready to join him. He'd just lost his wife to Ennoian brutality. My decision to stay true pulled him back from the brink. We spent long nights talking. In a way, what I said today was a continuation of those talks."

"Father –" Asho didn't know what to say. He felt young, foolish, proud, wanting to grin as much as hang his head. "I should have told you I was coming back."

Someone jostled him from behind, and then his mother was there, pulling him into a hug and kissing his forehead. "Yes, you should have, you foolish boy." She released him. "Did you really not think we'd hear?"

"I – no? But –" Asho's words died away, and he found himself smiling at his parents, who were smiling back. It was the strangest feeling. "But I'm glad you found out."

"Yes," said Zekko. "Oh, my children. You're changing the very world. How could we stay away?"

"So, you've heard? Of course you've heard! I met Shaya and her massive kragh. Father, you'd not believe the size of the thing! Seven feet tall at least. But what are we going to do? How can we change her mind?"

His parents exchanged a private look, then his mother slipped in under Zekko's arm, taking some of his weight on her shoulder. "Why should we?"

Asho blinked. "She's calling for our people to support a kragh warlord. Who knows if he can be trusted? And even if he can, Lady Iskra will have to fight him if he means to conquer the Empire. Which means our fighting him. Which means our fighting Shaya."

Zekko hitched his weight to his left foot with a wince. "Son, you cannot force. You can only persuade. If Shaya will listen, then she will change her mind. If she won't, then she will remain true to her cause. You must respect that."

"All right." Asho hung his head. "I just wanted us all to work together. But have you seen her? Spoken to her?"

His parents nodded. "We have," said Khayya. "Last night, in fact. We attended her first speech." Her eyes glimmered with tears. "She's grown strong. Seeing you both taking control of your lives so bravely – it's something. Something special."

Zekko looked fondly at his wife. "We spoke afterwards. She was very happy to see us, but we couldn't agree to support her. It's my own ignorance, I suppose. I can't see living under the kragh. I can't imagine their creating a society. So I would rather choose Lady Iskra."

Kanna had been standing to one side, arms crossed, waiting politely. Khayya smiled and beckoned, and the young woman stepped in close and was immediately engulfed in a hug. 

"Thank you, Kanna," Zekko said. "For helping my son."

Kanna tensed, then relaxed and hugged back. She stepped back with an expression that was wry and mocking and pleased all at once. "He's lucky I decided to. He doesn't even know which end of a pickax to hold."

Zekko laughed. "He's beyond needing to, I'd wager. These days its swords for him, not pickaxes. We're going to return to where we're hiding now. I need to rest. Son, you had better lie low. I've sent word to Mikho to stop harassing you, but I don't think he'll listen. Stay out of sight until your next speech. Don't tempt him."

"Tempt him?" Asho bridled. "Hide?"

Khayya laid her hand on his arm. "Yes, Asho. Mikho works by different rules. He's going to come after you at some point, but let's try to make that a public debate and not a brawl with knives, yes?"

Asho deflated. "All right."

"Oh, come on," said Kanna. "I'll find you an abandoned hovel fit for a Bythian emperor." She turned to Zekko. "I've asked Lhoja to assemble her shift two nights from now, and Zhahgo has agreed to let us address him in five nights."

Zekko nodded. "Good, very good. I'll see what other doors I can open for you. There are still some who listen to me. I'll be there when you speak."

"You will?" Asho felt a thrill. "You'll join me again?"

Zekko's eyes twinkled. "Of course. I've already made a fool of myself once in public tonight. Why not again?"

"Thank you, Father." Asho hugged him tightly once more, painfully aware of how his father's large frame had wasted away, feeling the bones beneath his clothing. "I will see you then, in two nights' time?"

"Yes, you will." His father clapped him gently on the shoulder, then smiled. "You've roused me from my slumber, my boy. For the first time since you children left, I'm excited about the future. Thank you."

Asho didn't know what to say, so he said nothing and leaped down instead to the cavern floor to help his father descend. They left through a narrow side tunnel, then followed it to an old service shaft with a battered supply elevator waiting for them. Zekko explained how a favor had been called in, then tugged on the signal rope; a moment later, the elevator began to ascend, the raw rock face scrolling by as they climbed up the snug shaft. A few minutes later, they emerged on the surface to find a group of Bythian laborers waving to them from the large wooden screw wheel they'd turned to bring them up.

The laborers shouldered their packs, and then without comment allowed Asho and his group to join their ranks as they marched back across the plain to the distant cube city. They moved slowly, giving Zekko ample time to make his way, one man always at his left to assist while Asho never relinquished his father's right side. Watching the old man cross the distance without complaint, his face carved deeply with lines of pain and exhaustion, Asho felt both ennobled and humbled by his father's efforts. Hope, fierce and proud, spiked within him as he looked at the distant cubes. With his father by his side, he was going to succeed. He just knew it. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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Evening was falling when Tiron approached the surviving forester. The man had been bound to the base of a tree, his legs kicked out before him, ankles bound, the right side of his face swollen and bruised from the force of Tiron's blow. His right eye was squeezed shut, the skin shiny and mottled. Tiron was holding a small pot of coals in his left hand, his bare dagger in his right. The forester saw him coming and squirmed up, kicking furrows into the leaves with his heels, face growing pale.

"Good. You remember me, then," said Tiron, squatting in front of the man. The forester was perhaps in his late thirties, with long greasy hair pulled back into a ponytail. His eyes were dark and bright, like those of a rat, and his mouth was a thin slash without lips. 

The forester gulped but didn't speak, his eyes darting down to the knife and the coals, then back up to Tiron. 

"Now, you know you're in trouble. You decided to betray your rightful lord at Warmund's behest. Maybe you were coerced. Maybe Warmund has your wife and children in his dungeon. Or maybe you just like the feel of gold coins in your palm. I don't care." Tiron slid the point of his dagger into the coals and stirred them around slowly. 

"Listen, please, I can explain. It wasn't my idea –" 

"Shh," said Tiron, not bothering to look up. He continued to stir slowly. "I told you I don't care. You made a mistake. Now, there's a chance for you to exonerate yourself, to make things right. But first, you have to convince me to trust you."

"Trust me? You can trust me. I swear by the Ascendant and the Seven Virtues, you can trust me –" 

Tiron flicked his eyes up, and something in his stare made the forester go silent. They were alone, a good thirty yards away from Ramswold's camp. The only sound was that of the evening wind rustling through the canopy overhead. 

"There's nothing you can say that I'll believe, so save your words. Instead, I just need you to listen."

The man nodded rapidly. "Listen. Yes, I'll listen."

"Warmund is a dead man. When he only had Ramswold and his Order of the Star to contend with, he was doing all right. He was a little sloppy in hiring you four, but he would have probably gotten away with it. No longer. I'm involved now. That means he's dead." Tiron spoke softly, still stirring the coals. "You might be inclined to laugh. After all, Warmund has twelve knights in the Red Keep with him, along with thirty men-at-arms. I'm just a single man out in the woods. Laughable, am I right?"

The forester's eyes were locked on his blade, which had begun to glow a dark crimson. 

"But perhaps you're thinking about how I killed your three companions by myself. How I came out of nowhere and took you down. You're wondering if I might not be able to do the same with Warmund, and I'll tell you this. I can."

The forester's eyes looked like poached eggs. He raised them to Tiron, his face gone pale. Tiron smiled at him, and the man paled further. "Now you're wondering what I'm going to do with this knife. Take an eye? Cut off your balls? Slide it up your arse till it cauterizes shut, and then leave it for you to decide when to pull it out and tear it back open?"

The man shrank back against the tree.

"None of those, my good friend." He left the dagger in the pot and rolled his sleeve up his muscled forearm. "I brought it to underscore a promise. A simple one, and one I hope you'll remember."

He drew out the dagger. The blade bled to crimson, then lightened to bright yellow at the very point. Tiron pressed it to his forearm. The hair there singed, and his flesh began to burn, but he drew the blade across his arm slowly, never flinching, never letting his smile falter. "This is my promise. If you betray my trust, neither the Ascendant nor or the demons beyond the Black Gate will stop me from hunting you down and doing such despicable things to you that you will weep for your death days before I am through."

The man's eyes darted from Tiron's arm to his face and back again like crazed mice trapped in a barrel. 

Tiron lifted the blade and held it between them. "That is my oath to you. Nothing Warmund has promised or threatened will come close to the misery I will inflict upon your body should you break faith with me. Do you understand?"

The man was frozen. He seemed to have collapsed in on himself. He managed a jerky nod.

"Tell me your name," said Tiron.

"Wi – Wigant, my lord," whispered the forester.

"Wigant. This is what you are to do. You will ride from here on your own steed, straight to the Red Keep. You will tell Warmund that you and your companions killed Ramswold and his Order, but four of his soldiers fled before you could kill them. Do you understand?"

"Killed Ramswold. Four fled. Yes."

"You will take Ramswold's Triangle as proof of your deed. The four who escaped will return shortly after you to report to their liege lord and corroborate your tale, though they will claim it was bandits."

"Triangle. Proof. Bandits."

"Yes, Wigant. Warmund will ask about your three forester friends. You'll tell him they chose not to believe in his promises, and took the armor, mounts, and weapons of the dead as payment and fled. You alone have returned. Now, repeat that back to me."

Wigant did so in a faltering voice. Tiron made him repeat it five more times before he was satisfied. "When you are done, leave the Red Keep. Doom is coming to it. If you stay any longer than you need to, you will die. Am I clear?"

"Yes," whispered the forester, mesmerized by Tiron's gaze.

"Good." Tiron watched the man. Made no move. Waited till the other stilled, till Wigant's breath ceased hitching and became shallow, till he was sure, or as sure as he could be, that the man would do as he was told. Tiron leaned forward and sliced through the ropes. "Now, get up."

Wigant hobbled to his feet, limping badly and clenching his jaw against the pain. He followed Tiron down the path, moving from tree to tree for support. The four horses were ready, their reins held by members of the Order. 

"Here, traitor," said Osterhild, holding out Wigant's belt and dagger. "Can't have you returning home unarmed."

Wigant fumbled the belt back on, then mounted his horse. 

Tiron took hold of the horse's halter and stared up at Wigant. "Mark my face, my friend. Picture it if you're tempted to betray me. Picture it and remember my oath."

Wigant gave a jerky nod once more and then took Ramswold's Triangle and stuffed it into a pouch. Tiron released the halter, and the forester turned his horse around, got his bearings, then rode off down the path into the darkness.

Osterhild stared after him. "What did you say to him? He looked near ready to soil himself."

Tiron allowed himself to hiss in pain at last and stared at his forearm. The welt was already swelling and sending pain radiating up to his elbow. "I can be charming when the need arises."

Osterhild stared at the wound, and her nostrils flared as she inhaled sharply. "Ah. Does that need tending to?"

"Eventually. But we don't have time. You four. Your names?"

The four members of the Order that Ramswold had chosen for this part identified themselves: Ulein, Stephke, Siffrid and Petran.

"Now, remember. You're panicked and grieving for your dead lord. You're returning to the Red Keep since you don't know where else to go. You were en route to meet with Lord Nyclosel, but you don't know why. You're ashamed for leaving Ramswold's body, but you ran to save your lives. You're cowards. You saw a force of twelve, maybe fifteen crossbow men shooting down at you from the ridges. It was a massacre. Am I clear?"

They nodded stiffly. They looked stiff and apprehensive, so Tiron walked up to Ulein, a stocky, kind-looking young man and slapped him hard across the face.

Ulein staggered, stunned, and pressed his hand to his face, his eyes wide with pain and shock, but Tiron wasn't done. He cuffed Siffrid across the back of the head, sending the willowy youth staggering, and then feinted at the other two, scattering them back onto their heels. Petran tripped and fell.

"Your lord is dead!" Tiron bellowed right into Ulein's face. "You're a coward! You will never live this down!"

"I –" began Ulein, staring to nod, and then Tiron slapped him again. 

"You feel that? That surge of fear, of anger?" He rounded on the others. "The alarm? Your panic? That's what you're feeling. That's what you're carrying with you. Cowards! You're going to slink up to Warmund and confess that you abandoned Ramswold, and when he looks at you in disgust, you'll remember this moment. This shock, this humiliation, this fear. Do you hear me?"

Siffrid helped Petran to his feet. Ulein dropped his arm and nodded. Stephke slowly shuffled back up to the others.

"Good. Warmund must fear nothing from you. Your family connections will keep you safe. He'll commiserate and then plan to send you whimpering back to your family homes the next morning. Just stay quiet, endure the taunts, and, when the time comes, be ready to draw your blades. Am I clear?"

"Yes, Ser Tiron," said Ulein. The others echoed their agreement.

"Good," said Tiron, then took hold of Ulein by the back of the neck and gave him a reassuring shake. "Your lord chose each of you for this mission because he trusts your ability to carry it out. Don't fail him. Don't break his trust."

The four men nodded and stood a little straighter. 

"Give Wigant perhaps ten minutes before timing your arrival," said Tiron. "Clatter in like the Black Gate's open behind you and steal the show. We don't want Wigant having to endure Warmund's scrutiny any longer than is necessary. Now, go."

The four turned and hurried through the trees toward where the horses were tied up. 

"Do you think they'll fool Warmund?" Osterhild's voice was quiet.

Tiron flexed his left fist, trying to squeeze the burning pain in his arm into nothingness. "Perhaps. Wigant will have predisposed Warmund to believing them. Their claiming it was twelve attackers when Warmund knows it was only four will only confirm his contempt for them."

"And if he sees through their lies? You don't know how canny Warmund is."

Tiron shrugged. "Even if they're caught out, they can't reveal our plans." He grinned wolfishly at her. "It's why we didn't share them. Now, come. I want to scout out this location Ramswold has chosen for us."

 

It took two hours to ride up the main road toward the Red Keep, and another to skirt around it to the high trail that led to the silver mine. Tiron rode at the head of the column alongside Ramswold, who insisted on peppering him with questions Tiron couldn't answer. 

Finally, he sighed and turned to the young lord. "Enough. We're playing the odds. I think they're in our favor, but if not? We'll find out soon enough. Now, tell me again about the silver mine. Start with the overseer and work your way down the command structure."

"I've already told you," said Ramswold. "I haven't visited it since I turned eighteen."

"But you recall the layout well enough, and know the names of those in charge. So, repeat them for me. My memory's not what it used to be."

They rode on, Tiron drilling Ramswold and several others of the Order of the Star until they finally reached the stretch of road that Ramswold had selected.

Tiron dismounted. It was a good spot. To the left, the road gave way to a sheer drop, a steep incline of broken rock that culminated in a bank of wiry bushes some fifteen yards down. A belt of trees and underbrush lined the right bank, but it wasn't deep; the mountainside climbed back up into view just behind it. Tiron walked the length of the path, then entered the belt of woods. He selected the best trees and told the Order to get to work. 

Finally, he returned to Ramswold, who was standing out under the light of the moon. Under its light the path was a luminous trail and the valley below them a dark and mysterious ocean. 

"My lord, we have cast the dice. Warmund won't be expecting so bold a ploy so quickly after this attack."

"Yes, I agree, it's just – I don't know." Ramswold stared out over the forest below, at the disc of the moon hanging over the horizon. He rubbed his palms on his clothing. 

"My lord." Tiron moved up beside him and crossed his arms. "Don't be hard on yourself. I felt much as you're feeling before my first battle. It's natural. Only monsters and idiots feel nothing before a clash."

Ramswold laughed nervously. "Yes, so I've read. But it's so sudden, when it happens. And so – banal? Horrific? I don't know what I expected. But that ambush knocked all the romance out of my point of view. I thought – well, I don't know what I thought. That combat would be more glorious? More ordered? Not just a mess of bucking horses and trying not to get unsaddled as people yell and curse."

Tiron smiled. "I'm afraid that's how it usually goes. But, with a little luck, it will be our enemies who are confused and trying not be unhorsed." He clapped Ramswold on the shoulder. "You're seizing your destiny with both hands. Take pride. It's better to die walking your own path than to waste away in the shadows."

Ramswold swallowed, then gave a decisive nod. "Yes. Quite. Thank you, Ser Tiron."

"I'm no knight," said Tiron. "And don't thank me yet. We're just getting started. Now, I have to introduce myself to Warmund. If you'll excuse me."

He went back to his horse. He unbuckled his sword, wrapped it in a blanket, and lashed that beside his saddle, then swung up onto the horse. He surveyed the path once more, then turned his steed around, dug his heels into its ribs and urged it into a gallop.

Tiron pounded down the mountain path, leaning forward in the saddle, urging his horse ever faster. He needed it to be nearly blown by the time he arrived, needed it lathered and foaming at the mouth. The moon was a constant to his right, until finally the path plunged back down into the forest and obscured it from view. His horse began to flag, and still he urged it on, till at last they broke out into a small clearing and the Red Keep reared before them, squat and impregnable at the top of a high cliff.

The Keep looked like a mailed fist raised in defiance to the world. Tiron had seen its like scattered across all of Ennoia, powerful bastions that were usually taken only by protracted siege. This one was wickedly placed, set high over the path that climbed up to its base along the cliff face, approachable from the rear only if an attacking force were willing to navigate the treacherous mountain paths above. 

Its arrow-slit windows were ablaze with light, and shadowed figures were walking behind the high crenellations along its battlements. A number of small buildings were set off to one side – stable, smithy and the like – but Tiron ignored them as he charged the great gate.

"Ho, the keep!" He pitched his voice into a ragged cry, infusing it with as much fear and panic as he could muster. "Hello, the keep!"

He reined his horse in savagely just in front of the two guards, who lowered their spears and glared at him. His horse stomped and breathed raggedly, the lather along the length of its neck gleaming in the torchlight.

"Who goes there? What's going on?" The guard's voice was tight with barely controlled anger, likely born of fear.

"Pesold, come direct from Teardrop! We're under attack! We need help!"

The guards exchanged looks, then raised their spears. One hauled open the gate and disappeared inside, while the other walked up to Tiron's side and took hold of his horse's halter. "Attack? What are you talking about?"

Tiron ducked his head respectfully. "Brigands, ser, leastwise I think so. A large band! They surrounded the mine head and were calling out demands."

"Brigands, hey?" The man looked Tiron up and down. "How many?"

"I didn't get a good count. Twenty? They were well-armed, and mounted, all of them."

The man canted his head to one side. "And how did you get away?"

Tiron ducked his head again. "I was out playing cards at the warden's shack. I'm Pesold, Clessel's new quartermaster. Pesold!"

"Doesn't matter how much you shout your name, I've still not heard of you." He looked at the horse, then nodded. "Looks like you came at a fair clip, though."

The second guard appeared in the doorway and beckoned. "Come on, then. Old Warmund wants to hear your report directly."

The front gate led straight into the main hall. The entirety of it was lit by a great fireplace along one wall and numerous torches burning within black iron sconces. Three tables were laid out in the shape of a horseshoe, and the floors were covered with rushes and great wolfhounds. Old war banners and rusted weapons hung from the walls, and a good number of armed men were seated at the tables, many of them rising to their feet as Tiron entered.

At the head of the tables sat a powerful man of advanced years, his white hair pulled back into a knot with twin locks streaming down past his sideburns to his jawline. His craggy face seemed cast into a permanent frown. He was an intimidating presence, the years seeming not to have diminished his vitality or his glowering menace.

"Silence!" he roared, slamming his fist on the trestle board. 

The arguments and shouted questions immediately ceased. Tiron cast around and saw Ulein and the others seated at the very foot of the table, all of them watching him guardedly. There was no sign of Wigant.

Warmund leaned forward on one elbow, chewing something with his molars. "You, there. You claim to have come from Teardrop?"

Tiron hunched his shoulders as he was led up between the arms of the tables to stand before the lord. He stared at the filthy stone floor and nodded. "Aye, my lord. Brigands, by the look of them, some twenty or more. They came storming down the River Path. I reckon they must have spent the night on the far side of Iron Pass. I was playing cards with the warden and some others. Soon as I saw them coming, I leaped on the messenger's mount and came galloping to warn you."

Warmund tongued the inside of his lower lip in thought, scouring Tiron's frame and face with his eyes. Tiron went on staring at the floor, doing his best to appear like nothing more than a fearful laborer. Given the beating his pride had taken over the past few weeks, that wasn't too difficult.

"I don't recognize you. You've not the look of a miner. What did you say your name was?"

"Pesold, my lord. I'm Clessel's nephew by way of his mother's side."

"And how come you took the horse and not Ortlip?"

Tiron shrugged. "Ortlip was piss drunk, my lord."

Warmund nodded slowly. "Twenty men, you say? What kind of armor? What were they wielding?"

Tiron scrunched his face up in thought. "Chain, I think, my lord, though they were wearing big cloaks as if to hide it. Black shields. They had blades drawn. I think I saw one large man with a big ax, but not the wood-cutting kind."

Murmurs ran down the length of the table, and a man rose to his feet behind Tiron. "Let me lead the relief force, my lord. I'll teach them to meddle with the true lord of the Red Keep!"

A number of cheers followed this announcement, but Warmund was still studying Tiron. "Black shields? Chain? That doesn't sound like brigands."

Tiron gave a helpless shrug. "It's what I saw, my lord. I'm guessing they were brigands. Though in the torchlight I made out the shape of a tree on one of the shields, embossed like, as if it had been painted over."

"Tree?" Warmund sat up. "Nyclosel. His men?" He scratched his chin. "Could Ramswold have been so damned naïve? You, there! Ulein, was it? Why did Ramswold go to meet with Nyclosel?"

Ulein rose sullenly to his feet. "I told you, my lord. I don't know. He didn't confide in us."

Warmund cursed, took a bone from his plate and hurled it at Ulein, who ducked just in time. "Ramswold's not done plaguing me. Very well. Ser Nickl, take eight knights and ride to the Teardrop's relief. Tell the constable to assemble a force of thirty men to march right after you."

Tiron bobbed his head and began to shuffle back, but froze as Warmund pointed at him. "Where do you think you're going? Lead Ser Nickl back and warn him when it's time to slow down. I'll not have them blundering into the Teardrop by accident in the middle of the night."

Tiron bowed. "Of course, my lord."

The main hall erupted into activity, a number of knights beseeching Ser Nickl to take them with him. He was a short man with a fiery complexion and a sharp, brusque manner that quelled the cries of favor as he rattled off his chosen companions. Men rushed from the chamber to don their arms, and Tiron was pleased to see that they weren't too steady on their legs. He'd timed it right, interrupting their celebration just as their drinks were starting to get to them.

Fifteen minutes, later he climbed back onto his steed. She'd been curried and well taken care of, but the ride back was going to push her hard. Tiron watched as the nine knights climbed onto their horses. They had donned their chainmail but eschewed their plate in favor of swift riding. At Ser Nickl's command, Tiron dug his heels in, and his horse cantered forth.

It was a long ride back up the mountain. Tiron stayed just ahead of the knights, allowing them to jest and boast amongst themselves, but soon they fell silent and focused on the business of riding hard.

The land to the left dropped away, becoming a sheer descent. They were close. Tiron rode fast around the great bend and saw just ahead the blockade that Ramswold's men had created. Six or seven tree trunks had been laid atop each other across the path, their branches extending high and forming a formidable blockade.

Tiron continued cantering right up to the barrier as if it didn't exist; the knights, depending on him to alert them, noticed the fallen trees in the dark until too late. They came to a stop, immediately tense, hands going to the hilts of their swords.

Tiron swung his leg over his saddle and dropped to the path. It was the signal the Order had been waiting for. Immediately, four crossbows twanged from the underbrush, and quarrels punched through mail to knock three men from their saddles.

Tiron drew his sword from his bedroll, turned, and spitted it up into the armpit of the closest knight. The man screamed, dropped his blade, and fell over the far side of his horse. 

In just seconds, half of Ser Knickl's force was down. To his credit, Ser Knickl remained calm, roaring out for his knights to retreat, but they were packed in too close to turn their horses around.

Four of Ramswold's followers came running out from the underbrush, Osterhild at their head. "For Lord Ramswold!" they screamed. "For the Order of the Star!"

Tiron was a shadow between the horses, moving quickly, stabbing and cutting as he went. The mounted knights fought to control their horses, who were snorting and pushing against each other, and then Ser Knickl ordered them to dismount just as the crossbows fired again.

Only one man fell, but that was enough to even the odds. Tiron saw Ser Knickl leap to the ground with surprising agility and charged him, not bothering to waste his breath on a war cry. The knight saw him coming and grinned, acknowledging Tiron's duplicity, and then their swords met with a clash.

Ser Knickl was skilled with the blade. He'd cast aside his shield and clasped the sword with both hands, weaving it in a series of feints that kept Tiron back. Fighting by moonlight was a dangerous proposition, making fortune as important as talent, but Tiron kept calm and waited, ignoring the hacking that was taking place around him, the jostling of the mounts, the screams of pain.

Ser Knickl didn't waste his breath on insults or questions. He just kept coming, his guard exquisite, his blade a flickering tongue of silver fire. Tiron could feel himself growing tired. It had been a torturously long day. He stepped back and smacked the flat of his blade against the muzzle of the horse to their left. The beast screamed and reared, kicking its legs over Ser Knickl's head. The knight raised his sword as if to parry a hoof, and Tiron stepped in and stabbed him in the neck. Ser Knickl cried out and fell.

The battle was over. 

Tiron pushed his way through the panicked horses to the forest bank. The remaining knights had fallen before the Order's charge, though one of Ramswold's followers lay dead and Osterhild was cradling a badly cut arm. They were ebullient, however, and Ramswold himself emerged from the forest with his other three companions, crossbows raised, his stunned smile reflecting the light of the moon.

"Listen up!" Tiron used his sergeant's bark, and the seven men and women immediately turned to face him, their faces going blank with surprise. "We're not done yet. You and you, gather the horses, calm them down, and bring them to where your mounts are tied up. Osterhild, see to that arm. The rest of you, help me drag the bodies up onto the bank. We have to move fast. Strip them of their armor and tabards, and find the closest fit to your own frame. Move!"

Sobered by Tiron's urgency, the Order set to work, calming horses and hauling dead knights by their heels. It was grisly work, and more than one of the young men had to step aside and take deep breaths before returning to his task.

Ramswold worked alongside Tiron, sitting up Ser Knickl's corpse so that his tabard could be pulled free. "How did it go? What was the situation in the keep?"

"Just as I'd hoped," grunted Tiron. "They were celebrating your death and already well into their cups. I'm glad." He tossed the tabard aside. It was fortunate that the knights wore crimson. It masked the blood. "Had Warmund been any more sober, I think he might have ordered me spitted."

Ramswold shuddered. "I'm surprised he didn't. But then again, your plan is brilliant. One for the sagas!"

Tiron sighed. "No, not brilliant. I copied part of it from a ruse my former liege used once to set up an ambush of her own. The rest? Just improvisation and luck."

"You're too modest, Ser Tiron. Who knew to rush our plan to take advantage of Warmund's inevitable celebration? Who thought to send Wigant and Ulein ahead to convince Warmund to accept Nyclosel's attack on the Teardrop mine? Hardly your liege."

"Well, perhaps." Tiron grunted as he rose to his feet. "But, as I said before, we're not done yet. Now comes the final test. Are you ready?"

"I could ride all night," said Ramswold, his voice full of youth and conviction.

"Well, I can't." Tiron pressed his hands into the small of his back and stretched till his spine popped. "Now, let's make sure Osterhild hasn't made her wound worse and then get everybody ready to ride. Warmund has celebrated enough for one night. It's time to take back the Red Keep."
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Kethe descended upon the Red Rowan's estate with minimal pomp. Only six of her Honor Guard accompanied her, led by Kade in his enameled green armor the color of lush field grass. Kethe had refused to ride in a gilt palanquin, and instead walked in the center of her guards, clad in the softest clothing and a gorgeous cloak that fell sumptuously from her shoulders. Her blade hung at her hip. 

Halfway through her walk to the Red Rowan's estate, she regretted her decision. Word of her appearance had spread ahead of her, and people everywhere stepped aside and bowed. It was ridiculous, and Kethe sported a low-level blush the entire way. Only too late did she understand the benefit of curtains; not only would they have protected her identity, they would have saved everyone on the street from having to genuflect.

Kethe practically jogged the last third of the trip, slowing down only when Kade signaled that they were close. She stopped, adjusted her cloak, smoothed down her shirt, wiped her brow, then strode forward. 

The Red Rowan's estate was gorgeous. The road approached it in a grand curve along the outside of the stone cloud so that the series of ascending tiers appeared gradually, drawing the eye up past endless cypress trees and statues to the home itself, which was subtle and elegant, expansive and clearly ancient.

The great gate was well-lit with torches. An honor guard had been assembled, and the chamberlain of the household was awaiting her in his finest robes. Everyone seemed to be wearing at least six or more layers, for some reason, but the combinations of colors were pleasing. Kethe smoothed out her expression and prepared herself for the formalities.

It took almost half an hour for Kethe to exchange greetings, accept gifts, and make her way up to the house itself. Flower petals were cast before her, dancers leaped and twirled alongside the path, and voices were raised in song, though she couldn't see the singers. Somewhere, someone was playing a plangent, almost wailing tune on a stringed instrument of some kind.

When they finally stepped up onto the veranda and passed into the house, Kethe was struggling with her impatience and annoyance. She'd never visit anyone again if it took this long to simply make it past the front door. Still, she drew on her mother's schooling and managed a passably neutral expression as she stepped into the main hall.

The air was deliciously scented with cedar, and made cool not only with the falling of dusk but with a subtle moisture added by a waterfall that splashed its way down a wall of unworked stone. It was part of the stonecloud itself, Kethe realized, and was intricately manicured with tiny wizened trees and expanses of the most brilliant moss. Small bronze animals had been perched on miniature ledges, giving the wall the scale of a mountain. It was delightful, but a sudden sense of foulness caused Kethe to tear her eyes away to greet her host.

"Audsley?" 

She blurted out the magister's name before she could control herself. It was him! Audsley was approaching beside a voluptuous woman who looked to be in her late forties, clad in rich robes, cradling a thin-necked instrument idly in his hands and radiating a thick sense of foulness that made her gag.

Audsley smiled at her, but there was something different about him, something wrong in his expression. His eyes – they were haunted, almost hollow, and his very demeanor had changed. Gone was the anxious, stammering pleasantness. The Audsley before her seemed older, more mature, and in some way she couldn't pinpoint, he appeared to be less of the man that he had been, as if he had been eroded by great forces, assailed to the point of breaking. 

What had happened? Why was she so repulsed by him?

Collecting herself, she tore her gaze away from her mother's magister and greeted the Red Rowan, who was gazing at Audsley with a complex expression, part calculation, part surprise. She was clearly taken aback by his being recognized by the new Virtue. Which meant that Audsley hadn't revealed their shared history. Why not?

"You honor my humble home, esteemed Virtue," said the Red Rowan. Her thick hair was unbound, and if she was wearing more makeup than Kethe thought was strictly necessary, well, so did almost every other woman she'd met. 

"The honor is mine, my lady." 

Kethe returned the bow, then settled into the exchange of titles, honorifics, greetings and lines of poetry that Kade had insisted she memorize. She did passingly well, fumbling over certain words only a couple of times, and by the time they were done, she was as weary as if she'd just finished a practice bout with her Consecrated. 

Finally the extraneous servants withdrew, leaving only Kade, Audsley, the Red Rowan and herself seated on large cushions. 

"Kade has been very honest about how he achieved his position," Kethe said, setting down her cup of tea. "He's spoken very highly about both your husband's and your own continuing role in Aletheian politics."

The Red Rowan paused for a moment and then smiled, setting her own cup aside as well. There was something leonine about the woman, a reserve of authority and confidence that made Kethe feel like a teenage girl – which she was. But she was also a Virtue, so she smiled and waited.

"Indeed. Have you heard of cycuolins? It is an old concept, a belief that there occurs from time to time in the spiritual realm a gathering of coincidences, a storm of events that align perfectly to bring about great change. I believe that we are in the midst of a cycuolin, that the time is propitious for change." The Red Rowan smiled wryly, as if mocking her own words, then continued, "My consort has provoked –" 

Kethe nearly choked and fought strenuously not to stare at Audsley, who had remained silent this entire time. Consort?

" – Many interesting thoughts and ideas over the course of our conversations. The Empire is on the brink of catastrophe. The Agerastians present a terrible threat to our way of being, but beyond that, our politics have brought us to such a depth of decay that we may not be able to rebuff them."

"Is that so?" asked Kethe.

The Red Rowan leaned forward. "Makaria, I am risking much by speaking so bluntly with you. But my consort and I are in agreement: you represent a unique opportunity to effect change in a time of crisis. The Fujiwara clan have long wielded great influence over the Ascendant and his Empire. We have but one year before our Ascendant passes into divinity through the White Gate, and the Minister of Perfection will be charged with guiding a new Ascendant, a prince who is but five years old. If we are to effect change, it has to be now."

"Please, I am ignorant of much that you take for granted. Why, exactly, is the Minister of Perfection such a problem?"

The Red Rowan looked to Audsley, who leaned forward slightly, hands on his knees. "The tradition of Apotheosis is only a century old. Before that, the Ascendants ruled until death. Now, each one passes through the White Gate at the age of fifteen."

Kethe frowned. "So?"

"Who do you think instigated this tradition?"

"Let me guess. The Fujiwaras?"

"Precisely," said Audsley. "I have been studying the records. The first Fujiwara appeared in Aletheia two hundred and fifty-seven years ago. Given that the original Thirty Families that accompanied the First Ascendant in his conquest have been here for nearly five centuries, it is remarkable that the Fujiwara clan, relative upstarts, have gained such ironclad supremacy in such a relatively short time."

Kethe stirred uneasily. "So, they're good at politics."

Audsley smiled sadly. "It goes beyond that, I'm afraid. They have an unfair advantage. Before the arrival of the Fujiwaras, Virtues died at a young age despite their Consecration. The eldest was an Akinetos who lived to reach forty-three. But the lifespans of those Virtues who did not die of violence nearly doubled after the arrival of the Fujiwaras."

Kethe felt a jolt of alarm. "Doubled? What does that mean? Are you saying the Fujiwaras...?"

Audsley nodded. "The numbers are all a matter of public record. I'm sure I'm not the first to remark on it. But the Virtues have always been secretive about this means of extending their lives. It's only recently that I have heard tell of others in high levels of government benefiting from this secret."

A cold hand clutched tightly at Kethe's heart. "The Ascendant's Grace."

Audsley nodded again. "Precisely. A black potion, I was told. Now, Makaria, the puzzle pieces begin to form an image. The Red Rowan has shared information with me that has helped me make sense of these secrets. There is a formula, both secret and most potent, that helps the Virtues resist the draining effect of their own powers. This formula was introduced by the first Fujiwara, and because of it, they gained such power that today the Minister of Perfection can compel the young Ascendant to pass through the White Gate before he matures and becomes a threat to his authority."

The Red Rowan placed a hand on Audsley's knee. "That is why we oppose him. I've always known that the Fujiwaras had an unfair advantage, but it took my consort to help me put the pieces together. Now that we know what is taking place, we must expose this secret to the world so that we can destroy the Fujiwaras' noxious control and investigate what is corrupting our society."

Kethe fought the urge to gulp. "But – wait. How are you going to do that? How are you going to depose the Minister of Perfection?"

The Red Rowan sat back. "That is our challenge. His might is unassailable, in no small part due to his familial connections. Our only hope is for you to help us. Can you bring us a sample of this secret formula for us to examine?"

Kethe frowned. "A sample? I've only seen them once. When I was dying." She felt almost guilty. "I was fading when Auds – ah – your consort, I mean." She coughed into her hand to cover her confusion.

The Red Rowan smiled benignly. "Fear not, esteemed Virtue. I've already realized that the two of you know each other. It only raises my esteem of my consort further, while also deepening his mystery."

"Ah," said Kethe. "Yes. But, as I was saying, a potion was given to me when I was dying. And it healed me, for a time." She bit her lower lip and stared at Audsley. "All right, I'll bring you a sample. If I can get one."

"Thank you," said the Red Rowan. "We seek only to learn the truth. If you help us, Makaria, then I know we will succeed."

"Yes, well, I'll do what I can." But Kethe's mind was spinning. How, by the White Gate, was she going to pull that off?

The Red Rowan then began to speak the phrases that signaled the end of their conversation. Kethe was too distracted to get her responses correct, but nobody seemed to mind. A few minutes later, she stepped out onto the veranda, overwhelmed and upset. 

"Kethe." 

The whisper came from a shadow at the side of the house. Kethe startled, surprised at hearing her own name, and felt the foulness pollute the air even before she saw Audsley beckoning. She gave Kade a firm nod, then hurried over.

"Audsley! What's going on? Consort? What?"

Audsley gave her a wry smile. "A sacrifice I have to make for the good of the Empire, and not, I will admit, a terribly onerous one. The Red Rowan is... well. But we don't have much time. I need your help."

"I've already agreed to help," said Kethe, lowering her voice and stepping in closer. "You realize we're being watched?"

"Yes, but the Rowan's household is now quite taken with me. We're safe here. But even my special status only allows me to bend protocol so far. You need to save Iarenna."

"Yes, but how? Theletos has told me I need to present him with a good reason before he'll agree to let her go – and the fact that she's already socially ruined means I can't come up with one."

"Don't go to Theletos. Take her out yourself. The guards won't stop you. Bring her to me, and I'll get her to your mother. She'll be safe there." Audsley took her hand and squeezed it tightly. "You have to help her, Kethe. Nobody else can."

Kethe hesitated. Could she? What would it do to her standing as a Virtue? Then she scowled. What did she care? She wasn't Makaria! She was Kethe, and Iarenna was family. If she could simply escort Iarenna out, then she would do so. "All right. Where should I bring her?"

"Good. To the Sixth Level. There's a statue of an acorn on a pedestal right in the middle of the Circum. I'll meet you both there."

"Audsley, wait." Kethe suddenly felt panicked. "How is my mother? I heard about Roddick! Is it true? Is he –?"

Audsley nodded. "I'm sorry, Kethe. It's true. Wyland did it. Your mother – well. She visited justice on them all. Your uncle is dead, as is the Grace."

"Yes, I heard." Kethe shivered. "I heard it was terrible. A massacre. My mother did that?"

Audsley's face paled. "She had help. But, yes."

Kethe hugged herself. "Are you going to see her?"

"Not any time soon. We're operating along parallel lines. We no longer seek to remove the Ascendant, but rather seek compromises. To that end, we have to get rid of the Fujiwaras so he can speak directly with us and agree to change. You have to get us that formula, Kethe. I'm going to continue to investigate, but having a sample would be invaluable."

"All right, I will." Kethe hesitated. "Everything has grown so strange, so horrible. I don't even know who I am sometimes." She bit her lip. "How is Asho?"

"I haven't heard from our young Bythian friend in some time. He's been charged with stirring up rebellion in Bythos. As far as I know, he's there now, preparing his revolution."

"Oh." She tried to repress a twinge of disappointment, a sudden hope that he might have sent a message. "All right. I'm going to Iarenna tonight. I'll go to the acorn immediately thereafter."

Audsley nodded. "Thank you. Please do what you can for her."

"I will." Kethe turned to leave, then forced herself to ask, "Audsley. What's happened to you? You feel wrong. You feel... awful."

Audsley's blinked rapidly and took off his spectacles. "I, ah, well, perhaps it's not me who's changed, but you. You're a Virtue now. You can sense... well. Demonic possession."

"Possession?" She stared at him in incomprehension, and then it suddenly made sense. "Oh – oh! Your powers. You're – they're from –?"

Audsley nodded sadly. "Yes. There's not much to be said. I'd doing the best I can, but I'm not – well." His eyes filled with tears, and he took off his spectacles again. "I'm trying to hold up, to not think about some of the things I've done, but –" 

"Oh, Audsley." Sadness and pity welled up within her, and she pulled him into a tight hug.

Audsley let out a cry and squirmed free, hissing in pain. Where her skin had touched his, his flesh had turned red as if he'd been burned. "Ah! That stung. Quite – quite terribly." He stared at his hand, then touched his cheek. "The touch of a Virtue. I shouldn't be surprised."

Kethe wanted to apologize, but the glassy look in Audsley's eyes made her hold her tongue. She watched, helpless, as he gave her a broken smile, bobbed a quick bow, then turned and rushed away into the shadows.

Reluctantly, she returned to her escort. They left the Red Rowan's estate, Kethe blind now to its beauty, and strode back toward the Third Level's Circum. 

There was traffic in the Circum even at this time of the evening: scores of messengers bearing scented missives rushed back and forth, while mysterious palanquins bearing hopeful suitors glided past. 

"Kade." Kethe spoke quietly, so that only her captain could hear. "Where are the Temple's prisoners kept?"

"They have their own wing, Virtue." Kade's voice was crisp. 

"Heavily guarded?" 

"Not at all. The men and women kept there are small in number and bound by a guilt more potent than any chain. And who would assault the Temple of the Virtues?"

"Very well. When we arrive, take me there."

"As you command."

They rose to the Second Level, where the nocturnal activity dwindled, and emerged once more into the night as they followed the road to the Temple's outpost. Though she was steely-eyed, even Kethe was touched by the moonlit beauty of the Temple's grounds, the way the stone seemed almost luminous when bathed by a moon so large and near she felt she could reach out and touch it. 

Kade guided her without hesitation. He ordered that a palanquin be prepared to await them outside the gate, then led Kethe through the entrance, along broad hallways, and down three separate flights of stairs, their footsteps echoing loudly as they proceeded. They passed the Consecrateds' quarters, circled around the training ground, and reached an area that Kethe noticed seemed even quieter, more remote and still. The halls were diminished in size, and the ornate tapestries and intricate metallic patterns in the walls disappeared. A stark simplicity defined this area, and when they reached the entrance to the wing in question, Kade slowed, allowing Kethe to take the lead.

Two Temple Guards were standing at the entrance to a hallway off of which were numerous doors. Torches were burning in plain iron sconces, and it looked less like a jail than servants' quarters.

The two guards had been leaning close together against the wall, engaged in soft, whispered conversation, but they almost leaped to attention at the sight of Kethe, the second guard blushing profusely as he stumbled back to his side of the hallway entrance.

"Virtue," said the first, unabashed. 

Kethe stopped, trying for a disapproving expression but not really caring. "Guards, which is Iarenna's cell?"

"Third on the left," said the first guard. 

"Thank you," said Kethe, and, deciding that boldness would carry the day, she walked between them and down the hall. Neither guard objected. Kade followed her, but the other four Honor Guards remained at the hallway's mouth.

The door was slender and had no keyhole. Kethe tried the handle and found that the door opened easily enough, giving her admittance to a simple room with a tall, narrow window that gazed out into the night. She took note of smooth walls, a plain, white-sheeted bed, and a chair set by the window from which a woman arose, turning to face Kethe.

Kethe saw the ghost of her mother in this woman's face and knew her immediately to be her aunt. Iarenna looked unhurt; no bruises or lacerations were visible on her skin.

"Kethe?" Iarenna's voice betrayed her confusion. "I mean – my pardon. Makaria?"

"Aunt." And with that one word, Kethe affirmed her identity, her mission, her intent. "Come. Audsley's waiting for you."

"But – but I can't. I mean, now?" Iarenna wrung her hands, and Kethe saw that something had indeed been badly wounded within her aunt. Fear shone in her eyes, and she shrank back.

"Yes. Now." Kethe wanted to reassure her aunt, give her time, but there was none to be had. She spoke forcefully. "We have to go."

Iarenna gave a trembling nod. "All right. I'll come."

Kethe stepped forward and took her hand. "That's good, because you don't have any choice. Now, hurry!"

Kethe pulled Iarenna out into the hall and down toward the Temple guards, who were watching her in confusion. Kethe avoided making eye contact, ignored the half-voiced protest on the first guard's face, and brushed right past them with a forbidding expression.

Kade and her other guards fell in behind her, and Kethe linked her arm with Iarenna's and hustled her down the hall. Iarenna felt impossibly light, as if her bones were hollow and her flesh made of mist.

"Audsley's going to take you to Iskra. You're leaving Aletheia. Do you understand?"

"Iskra? Leaving?"

"Yes," snapped Kethe. "This is a rescue mission. You do want to be rescued, don't you?" Unfair, she thought, but something about Iarenna's timidity was causing her anger to spike. 

"I – yes, I suppose so." Iarenna lowered her gaze. 

They hurried up a flight of steps, retracing their passage to the front of the Temple. 

"What happened to you?" Kethe kept her voice quiet, though her anger made her words curt. "What did they do?"

"Do?" Tears glittered in Iarenna's eyes, and she wiped them away with her sleeve. "They took me to the White Gate and asked me to consider my damnation. That's all. After that, I told them everything they wanted to know." More tears spilled and ran down her cheeks. "Everything. I betrayed my friends and family for fear of my soul."

Kethe didn't know what to say. Her throat knotted closed. Could she judge her aunt for this? If she'd been asked a question while she was bathed in the Gate's radiance, would she have had the presence of mind to dissemble? 

They hurried up the second flight of stairs, down a short corridor, made a turn, then continued up the third flight. They were almost out, and Kethe fought the urge to run. Moments later, they reached the great entrance hall, stepped out into the moonlight, then hurried down the wide steps to the courtyard. Clouds were drifting across the sky, momentarily blotting out the field of brilliant stars. When they cleared, Kethe saw a single figure leaning against one of the ceremonial front gate's pillars. 

Her heart sank.

"Impossible," she whispered, and slowed to a stop.

Iarenna gripped her arm with surprising strength. "I knew it," she whispered. She sounded almost relieved. "I knew it."

"Virtue?" Kade stepped up beside Kethe. "Your orders?"

Kethe bit her lower lip, then shook her head. "Stay behind me. Don't do anything. Now, come." Holding fast to Iarenna, she walked forward, crossing the last of the open expanse before reaching the gate.

The lithe figure had been waiting with one foot hiked up and propped against the pillar and his arms crossed. Now, he pushed away and stepped into the moonlight, his pale golden hair appearing almost pewter, his skin as luminous as the marble. 

"Makaria." He glanced over to her aunt. "Iarenna."

"Hello, Theletos." Kethe felt a wave of acceptance pass through her, felt her tension bleed away. If there was to be a fight, she would simply accept it. 

"I asked the guards to tell me when you returned to the Temple." Theletos didn't sound upset. His eyes were almost feline in their mysterious opaqueness. "When they reported that you had ordered a palanquin and which direction you had taken, I thought it expedient to await you here."

Kethe disengaged her arm from Iarenna and gently pushed her back. "Very well. You've found me. Now what?"

"Where are you taking Iarenna?" His voice was almost casual, but she couldn't miss the intensity of his gaze.

"Out. I have my own reasons, and I won't share them." Kethe felt tremulous, her heart pounding within her. Was she about to die? Would she even see him draw his blade? He wasn't wearing one, she realized. Could he kill her with his hands?

"No?" Theletos rocked onto his heels, mulling that over. "All right."

"All right?" Kethe couldn't disguise the shock in her voice. "You mean you're not going to stop me?"

Theletos frowned. "I grow tired of repeating myself, Makaria. Your every action serves the Ascendant's will. If you decide you must free Iarenna, then she must be freed."

Kethe didn't know what to say. He really believed it. Really, truly believed that she was an instrument of good and justice. 

"I – well. Good." She sounded churlish even to herself. 

"Do you plan to return to the Temple?" His voice was deceptively mild. "Or were you going to escort Iarenna personally to your mother and stay there?"

Kethe blushed furiously. "I – what? I mean, pardon? My mother? What – how, I mean, of course not –" 

Theletos did nothing, but his irritation suddenly seemed to sear the air, and his slender frame radiated menace. 

By the White Gate, this is Theletos the Longed For, the prime Virtue, the most dangerous man in the Empire. Had I thought to bluff him so easily?

"I ask that you return," he said. "You're needed in what's to come."

"What's to come?" She felt as if she were floundering, several steps behind in this conversation. "The Agerastians? Have they revealed themselves?"

"No." Theletos shook his head dismissively. "Put them aside for now. A new danger has appeared, a threat that dwarfs the heretics and their Sin Casting. I've sent messengers to recall Mixis, Akinetos, and Henosis from Ennoia. We are marshalling our forces as rapidly as we can. The kragh have risen under a new warlord."

Kethe's blood ran cold. "A new warlord? You mean, like Ogri the Destroyer?"

Theletos nodded. "Traders have brought word to Abythos. The kragh are gathering in the Orlokor city of Gold. The old leadership has been killed, and now dozens of tribes are united under one leader. He seems a figure from legend, and is described as fifteen feet tall and descended from dragons. Whatever the truth may be, it's clear he's coming for the Empire. That he means to attack Abythos within a matter of weeks."

Kethe gulped. Ogri the Destroyer was a childhood tale, a bogeyman used to frighten children, and was frequently cast as a foolish monster in puppet shows at the fairs. She used to love watching him get bopped on the head by each of the Virtues before being cast off the stage. But an unease has always lurked beneath the laughter and ridicule, an unease born of the knowledge that those same kragh who now served the Empire could rise again, could unleash ruin upon the world of humans, and that all it would take was a new warlord to lead them in an unstoppable wave.

Theletos was watching her calmly. "Will you join us, Makaria? Will you lead your Consecrated in battle?"

"My Consecrated..." 

Her voice trailed off. She thought of how much they still had to learn, to grow, to master themselves and their power. Akkara in actual battle? Dalitha? The thought made her stomach churn with fear. 

"Every Consecrated and Virtue is being moved to the walls of Abythos." Theletos' voice was uncompromising. "We have to stop the kragh, prevent them from gaining access to the Empire's Solar Gates in Bythos. That is the line that must be held, and we need you there. So, I ask you one more time. Will you stand with us?"

Kethe felt her soul being torn in twain. Audsley had said that her mother would be attacking soon. Should she tell Theletos? Did the rise of a new Ogri supersede the importance of revolutionizing the Ascendant Empire? 

She would tell Audsley. He'd communicate this news to her mother and the Agerastians. Then, what they decided would be up to them.

Which was how Kethe realized that she'd already made her decision. She wouldn't be there to explain the situation to her mother, wouldn't have the chance to hold her, to mourn Roddick, to grieve and pay her respects. 

"Yes," she whispered. "I'll lead my Consecrated to Abythos."

Theletos didn't seem surprised or relieved. It was almost as if he'd known all along what she would say. "Good. You march tomorrow morning at dawn, so as to pass into Bythos as soon as the Solar Gates open. I'll look for you then."

"You're not coming?"

Theletos' smile was wry. "Of course not. My place is and always shall be by the side of the Ascendant." He stepped aside. "Good evening, Makaria. May the Ascendant be with you."

Kethe nodded numbly and moved forward, Iarenna and Kade just behind her. A palanquin was awaiting them just outside the gate as instructed, large enough for Iarenna and Kethe to ride in. This time Kethe made no complaints and climbed almost eagerly on board. She sat back and stared out the window, not wanting to talk, lost in her thoughts. Iarenna also seemed glad for silence.

When the palanquin was finally set down alongside a plinth bearing a marble acorn at its apex, Kethe stirred and opened the door herself. She'd found no peace during the ride down, and several times had almost changed her mind and decided to accompany Iarenna home.

Audsley stepped out from a shadowed recess in the wall, a gray cloak cast over his round shoulders. At the sight of Iarenna, he let out a gasp of relief and stepped forward to bow deeply to her. Iarenna hesitated, then seemed to regain some of her poise and sank into a deep curtsy.

"A thousand pardons will never suffice," Audsley whispered, his voice husky with emotion. "I'll never forgive myself for what's happened to you."

Iarenna's expression remained grave. "There is nothing to forgive. I take responsibility for my every action."

Audsley hesitated, then moved forward to take her arm with the utmost delicacy. "Come. Let's leave this city for more welcoming climes. Kethe? What's wrong?"

"I have news," she said. "Theletos just told me that the kragh are on the march. A new warlord has arisen and united them. They'll attack Abythos in a matter of weeks."

"I see," Audsley said in a small voice, and went very still as he internalized that information. "Oh, dear. Weeks?" He frowned and looked down, deep in thought. "I'll have to relay that to Iskra. She'll have to confer with the emperor. How is the Empire responding?"

Kethe laughed mirthlessly. "By abandoning the war in Ennoia and moving everybody to the Abythian walls. I'm to lead my Consecrated and Honor Guard to battle."

Audsley shuddered. "What rotten timing! Or perhaps not. Perhaps this is perfection itself. With every sword on the walls of Abythos, we can effect a bloodless coup. Perhaps." He frowned worriedly again, then sighed. "Iskra will know best." 

Kethe nodded. "Please tell my mother I wanted to come home. I wanted to –" To hold her, be held, to cry, to weep. "I wanted to see her. But I can't. Not with this happening."

"I understand." Audsley reached out to take her hand, and at the last remembered himself and recoiled. "I'll tell her. She'll understand too."

"Goodbye, Aunt Iarenna." Kethe turned to her. Words seemed hopelessly inadequate, and she felt ashamed of her earlier anger. "Thank you for helping me, for everything you've done. I hope one day we'll have a chance to meet again, to talk. To introduce ourselves properly to each other."

Iarenna nodded gravely, her eyes liquid with sorrow and emotion. "I would like that. Good fortune, Makaria. May the Ascendant's blessings always be with you."

Kethe stepped back stiffly, a wild tempest of emotions arising within her. Denial, anger, fear, panic, horror – and over it all, a fierce determination. As she climbed into the palanquin, she thought she heard a soft strain of the White Gate's song, but when she focused on it, the voices faded away and were gone.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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Iskra glided through her own wedding like a disinterested spectator, remote and untouchable, unimpressed by the gilding and the gold, the crowds and the declarations of love. Her body had been bathed and anointed, her robes wound about her frame, her hair styled and her lips painted. Her eyes were traced with kohl, her fingers and neck and arms adorned with bands of bronze shaped like serpents, their eyes gleaming like beads of blood.

There were no friends anywhere that she looked. No allies, no sources of comfort, no touchstones from her past. She was surrounded by strangers whose words she didn't understand, whose cries of passion she knew were feigned, who stared at her with cold eyes when they thought she wasn't looking. 

The populace filled the streets with a clamor that rang false. Each time she passed before them, they frenzied and surged forward like a rising tide, only to be beat back by the guards that formed a cordon three deep. There was in the cries of the masses a note of hysteria, of despair, of adoration that had nothing to do with her person and everything to do with her persona. She gazed out at them through stony eyes and felt herself an eidolon, a construct, a false image that could only fail them, time and again, until they tore her down at some point in the inevitable future.

Food passed her lips, but she tasted nothing. Glazings and sauces, pickled flesh and candied fruits. Endless flutes of wine and fermented juices that failed to turn her head. She sipped and curtsied and bowed. She sat, back erect, and gazed out into the middle distance, seeing nothing but appearing to see it all. Her cheeks grew sore from holding her faint smile, and after a while she desisted in smiling at all. Her apparent severity seemed to enchant the people – the courtiers, the senators, the patricians, magistrates and Vothaks – all the more.

The wedding lasted three days. She would have wept over the waste had she not understood that this was another kind of sustenance for the city, the island, the people. She was becoming a symbol whose meaning was beyond her control, but whose value was intangible and priceless. For every loaf of bread and pomegranate that was wasted at her feast, a heart somewhere was lifted with hope that she might inject vitality, youth, and success into their failing empire.

Pledges of loyalty were declaimed without surcease, along with prayers for her prosperity, fecundity, wisdom, tolerance, temperance and long life. She was blessed in three days more than she had ever been in her whole life, and yet none of the good wishes gladdened her more than the sight of each sunset, bringing with it the knowledge that she had survived another day, had walked with some modicum of success a tightrope over a chasm of estrangement and peril.

She saw the emperor infrequently at first. He was regaled and praised by his own retinue, by generals and decorated soldiers and wise men and people she did not recognize. Occasionally they were seated together and carried aloft on portable thrones, displayed to the crowds, set down in churches devoted to long-dead medusas, asked to perform obscure ceremonies whose meaning escaped her. They donned crowns and doffed them. They poured libations on dust. At one point, she washed the feet of a beggar who couldn't stop staring at her breasts. She bowed before graven images, she chanted, and on her last night she was purified.

And all by strangers. At times, she almost forgot why she was doing this, who she was, the reason she had agreed to this madness. All that existed was who she was becoming. Empress. Mother of Agerastos. Royalty, imperial majesty, queen, sovereign, inhuman, august, the repository of hope and the wellspring of future successes.

The final day dawned, and she arose. She had slept but did not feel rested. Her eyes were dry, her soul was parched, her resolve had been tested to its limit. Today would see the consummation of the ceremonies, the conclusion to the rituals, and when the sun set, she would become empress in truth.

She didn't sleep alone, not any longer. Maids and handmaidens, some of them the highest nobility, moved like wraiths about her room, preparing, laying out her clothing and drawing her bath, ignoring her as if she were an ornate vase under their care.

She was being fitted for her morning gown when she heard voices raised outside her double doors. To her surprise she recognized Audsley's voice amongst them, brought to bay at last by the emperor's most formidable chamberlain, and with a gesture ordered her doors opened.

Her maids responded with shock, for she was only half-dressed, her breasts wrapped, her hips and thighs sheathed in muslin, only half of her dress sewed about her body. She cared not. Her body had been venerated to such an extent these past few days that it seemed no longer hers, an object she took neither pride nor shame in. Her expression brooked no denial, and so the doors were pulled open, and she saw Audsley and Iarenna without, the chamberlain angrily denying some claim but falling silent with shock and awe at the sight of her.

"Enter, Magister. Iarenna. Everybody else, leave." She didn't raise her voice, and a translator's quiet words were immediately obeyed. Maids streamed from her side like blood from a wound, and the chamberlain himself, massive and obdurate, backed down and bowed, baffled and perplexed as if vouchsafed a vision of the sun in the middle of the night.

Audsley stepped forward, and it spoke volumes that he did not blush and stammer at the sight of her bare limbs and torso. Iarenna, wan and exhausted, her eyes sunken and ringed with purple, moved as if in a dream, looking about Iskra's sumptuous royal quarters in disbelief. 

Iskra was caught as if in a web by her half-finished dress, stitching trailing all around her, rolls of metallic cloth unspooling around her feet. As such, she did not move forward as she wished, but instead opened her arms wide and hugged her younger sister as she stepped trembling into her embrace, let her rest her head on Iskra's shoulder and weep tears that were brought on by exhaustion, both physical and emotional. 

Iskra held her close, and when at last Iarenna pulled away, wiping at her eyes, she was gladdened to see her a spark of light to her hollow gaze. 

"Iskra," said Iarenna. "You look as if you're stepping out of a dream."

"No dream, this," she said, looking down at her body. "Mere stage play. I am but a prop in the emperor's last and greatest production. Sit. You look half starved. Please, eat some of the food before it is thrown to waste."

Iarenna moved tentatively over to a side table and took up a slice of fruit the name of which Iskra hadn't learned. Audsley was standing to one side, hands linked behind his back, his face grave. 

"My lady," he said, "Kethe gave me grave news. She heard from Theletos himself that a new Ogri the Destroyer is rising in the land of the kragh. The Empire is pulling its armies and Virtues from the field and sending them to Abythos. The threat is very real, and they say he will attack within weeks."

Iskra nodded. "Asho told me as much but a few days ago. His sister Shaya is recruiting the Bythians to the kragh's cause. Your thoughts?" 

Audsley frowned gravely, jutting out his lower lip, and rocked from the balls of his feet to his heels. "We are faced with a choice. If we withhold our attack and the Ascendant's forces rebuff this Destroyer, then their position will be unassailable for generations to come. They will return as heroes, loved by the people, and our hopes for reform will never be welcomed. If instead they are defeated, it then becomes a question of how much damage a loosened horde could do upon the people of the Empire before we could launch our own forces against them."

Iskra nodded. "And if we do not withhold our attack?"

Audsley sighed. "Then we take advantage of the Empire's moment of sacrifice and will be assured of a near-bloodless coup. We could take Aletheia while every eye is turned in consternation upon the walls of Abythos. Then, fail or succeed, we would be in a position of strength to fight either the returning Virtues or the forces of the kragh."

Iskra looked down at her arms. Threads of gold and silver glittered in patterns across her skin, precursors to the cloth that would soon be bound and sewed around her. A glittering net. 

"There is a third way," said Iarenna. "We could join forces with the Empire against the kragh. We could send your Agerastians to the walls of Abythos to fight alongside the Virtues." She hesitated, then pressed on. "It would be a righteous thing to do."

"Righteousness." Iskra examined the word as if it were a jewel, turning it about in her mind. "I don't know what that means, if I ever did." She considered her sister's words. "Join forces. Heal the rift. The wayward cousin come back to the fold. We fight together, prove our worth in battle, and then are hailed as heroes alongside the Virtues. Peace and love flow in equal measure, and the reforms are spontaneously undertaken to ensure that such a rift will never appear again." 

Iarenna dropped her gaze. 

"Would that I could trust the leadership of the Empire more than I can trust myself," said Iskra. "Would that I could trust them to treat us as friends after they have used us. But I don't. Further, my husband-to-be would never agree to such a plan. He would never agree to send Agerastians to defend the Empire."

The ensuing silence was broken only by a knock on the door, then a second, and then the silence returned. 

"We attack as planned," Iskra decided. "We effect as near a bloodless coup as we can manage, and pray that the Virtues are up to the task of defeating this warlord. If they are not, then the Agerastians will form a wall against which they will crash."

Iarenna replied, "If the Virtues and armies of Ennoia fail at the greatest castle in the Empire, what hope do you have of defending seven cities, each of which can be reached by the kragh through massive Solar Portals?"

"Agerastos is not mine to do with as I wish, dear sister." Iskra felt no anger, no rush of emotion in response to her sister's words. "I am going to wrestle mightily with my husband just to convince him to reform and not destroy. But to ask him to save the Empire? I fear that's impossible. He would rather bury a knife in my heart than accede to that request."

Iarenna trembled, then nodded. "Of course. I understand." 

"I'm making progress with rooting out the evil in Aletheia," said Audsley. "I believe it centers upon the Fujiwara clan." 

He then relayed his discoveries: the potions, the history, duplicity and manipulations that had taken place. Iskra nodded, not shocked or surprised, simply accepting that the shadows that lay across their world were deeper and darker than she had surmised.

"Very well. My husband intends to launch his invasion two weeks from now. He would attack sooner, but is limited by the supply of Gate Stone that is emerging from Mythgraefen and the weakened state of both his army and the Vothaks. They need time to recover, and so he waits. Two weeks, Audsley. Is that enough time?"

Audsley shrugged. "Who can say? But tomorrow I escort the Red Rowan widow to the Festival of Prosperity, which will be attended by the highest-ranking ministers. It's the perfect opportunity to learn more."

A powerful knock sounded on her door, and Iskra smiled at her sister and friend. "Duty calls. I must be wed. Iarenna, will you stay with me? I have no friends or family to witness the occasion."

"Of course," whispered Iarenna, moving forward to take Iskra's hands. "I'll stay by your side until they threaten me with swords."

Iskra's smile turned wry. "Those swords will soon be mine to command. You need never fear them."

Iarenna squeezed her hands, then turned to gaze at Audsley. "Must you go now?"

Iskra saw complex emotions flash through Audsley's gaze – surprise, sorrow, and longing – but then he bowed in a manner most mocking. "Duty calls. This most unworthy man must challenge the Ministers of Heaven with his soiled hands. Wish me luck."

Iskra stepped forward. Threads snapped, and sections of her dress gave way. She disregarded them even as she trailed ruin behind her. Audsley's eyes opened wide, and he stood frozen as Iskra moved before him and then knelt, slowly, with stately grace, and reached out and took his hands in hers.

"These hands could never be so soiled that I would not deign to kiss them." She pressed her lips to the back of one and then the other, then, holding them both, she looked up at Audsley. "Most courageous and noble and gentle man, never doubt your own worth. If your soul is alloyed with darkness today, I believe that tomorrow it will once again glow in a state both true and pure."

"I, ah, Iskra, thank you, but, ah –" 

Tears brimmed in her eyes, though she knew not why. She rose to her feet and kissed his cheek, then turned to the doors. 

"Enter!" 

Her voice was clear and strong, and the doors swung open immediately, allowing the maids and servants and nobles to hurry back in, many of them crying out in panic at the sight of Iskra's ruined clothing. She allowed them to usher her back to her platform, and ignored them as they set about fixing the rents and tears.

She looked over their heads at Audsley, but he gazed not at her. Instead, he held Iarenna's gaze, and in his eyes was a promise that warmed Iskra's heart for the first time since the wedding ceremonies had begun. She closed her eyes and bid herself dig deep for patience for this one last stretch of ritual.

 

The day seemed interminable. She endured parades, processions, assemblies, feasts, gifts, and speeches without end. She grew numb and lost track of the hours, moving mechanically where she was bidden, until at last she found herself within the great temple to the medusa Thyrrasskia. There, she knelt on the cold stone and gazed up at the terrifying statue, studied those cruel and inhuman eyes, and vowed to never offer up a prayer to that monster.

She was crowned and repeated the ritual words, and only after that did she turn to truly gaze upon her husband-to-be. Frail, warped, barely able to stand for this final crucial segment of the ritual, Emperor Thansos II devoured her with his eyes even as his whole body trembled. They spoke Agerastian vows, and then she leaned forward and pressed her lips to the cold ivory of his mask, a chaste kiss that made her skin crawl. The crowd that filled the temple to bursting erupted into applause, and when she leaned back she saw a hunger in the emperor's eyes that belied his earlier disavowal of carnal desires.

They returned to the palace, feasted for three hours, and then at long last ascended to the privacy of the emperor's rooms. They were attended until the very last second by dozens of people, each striving to be the last to leave their side, but finally the great doors were pulled closed and they were alone, the emperor standing stooped and leaning heavily on an ebony cane, his massive bed arising behind him like a battleship, wide enough for a dozen men and women to rut without ever risking rolling over the edge.

A hundred candles were burning in glass bowls, and the air was touched with rich and overpowering perfumes. Dust and decay lay beneath their smell, however, and she knew its source stood before her, his body rotted and ruined by his quest for power, a quest that had devoured everything and everyone that had stood in his path.

"Iskra," he whispered. "My wife."

"Thansos," she said. "My husband."

They stood in silence, regarding each other. Iskra felt stupefied by the day's proceedings, barely aware of herself, and thought then, without reason, of Tiron: of his dark, savage eyes, the calluses on his palms, the strength that corded his arms. She gazed at the wizened emperor and forced herself to move forward, undoing the seams and knots that kept her dress affixed to her frame. Though she never smiled, neither did she weep, and this she clung to as a victory over the course of the next three hours. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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Asho helped his father to the chair Kanna had pulled out for him. Zekko was pale, his brow damp with sweat, his breath coming in shallow pants, but when he looked up at Asho, there was a gleam of excitement there, of victory.

"Two speeches a night is too much," said Asho. "We can't push you this hard."

"Nonsense," said his father, adjusting his weight and levering his legs up onto a second chair. He began to knead them, working his broad thumbs into the knotted flesh. "This is living, boy. You want me to stay home while there is work to be done?"

Asho raked his fingers through his hair and sat on the table's edge. He gazed around the abandoned overseer's office with curiosity, taking in the stout wooden furniture, the empty weapons rack, the bare cupboards and desks. "Yes, but I want you to live long enough to enjoy the fruits of our work."

"Live for the moment," Zekko said, then froze as he dug his thumb into a mass that crunched under his skin, his whole body tensing until he sighed with release and relaxed once more. "Damn bug light powder keeps forming into crystals." He looked over at Kanna. "Did I tell you that story? How Enderl Kyferin himself healed my legs by spilling buglight into the wounds, cauterizing the flesh?"

"Yes," said Kanna, moving to the door and cracking it open to peer out into the hall. "Twice now, and I'd already heard it before. Everybody's heard it."

"Yes, well, it's a good story." Zekko resumed kneading his thighs, apparently not put out by her tone. "And it makes it easier to accept the pain."

"What is it?" Asho moved up next to Kanna. "Did you hear something?"

"No. Not yet." She glanced down the empty hall and then closed the door again. "Nobody out there. Just as it should be." She hesitated, searching for a lock or crossbar, but there was nothing there, so she simply crossed her arms and turned to lean against the door. "We're pushing our luck."

Zekko shook his head. "Mikho won't do anything. It's too risky. The backlash could ruin his movement."

Asho returned to the table and sat on its edge again. "Shaya's movement."

Kanna snorted. "She might think so, but everyone else knows different."

"Do they?" asked Asho. "I've heard that she speaks more than he does."

Zekko sighed. "I sent a message again asking to speak with her. She said there's nothing left to discuss."

"And there isn't," said Kanna. "She's smart enough to know that there can be no reconciliation. One side must win, the other lose."

Asho rubbed his fingertips across the old wooden surface of the table, then dug his nail under a splinter and began to pry it free. "And who do you think is winning, Kanna?" 

"In terms of numbers?" Kanna looked exhausted, and no wonder. She'd been sleeping just a handful of hours each night; she was always on the go, networking, speaking, cajoling. "She is. By my last count, we have five cohorts on our side. Shaya and Mikho have perhaps eight, with the remaining fifteen yet to declare. But my friends tell me that a large block may be about to break for Shaya."

Zekko smiled grimly. "Your friends don't have the latest news. I met earlier today with a number of elders. Shaykho brought them, men I barely know from the Third Shift. My whole life, they've worked while I slept, but they came. We exchanged words and reached an understanding. I meant to tell you, Asho. We're to speak to delegates from four whole cohorts in two days' time. If we can finalize the understanding, they will break for us."

Kanna pushed off the door. "You tell us this now? Which shifts?"

Zekko laughed. "I'm getting old, Kanna. I meant to tell you both when we met up, but we were rushing. Which shifts? Akkho, Oshina, Khanto, and Jhasso."

"Akkho, Oshina..." Kanna trailed off. "Those are the largest shifts from the third. If they break for us, they'll bring with them another four or five of the smaller ones."

"Wonderful news, isn't it? I was quite proud of myself. Khayya told me I was insufferable for a good hour."

"This isn't my revolution," said Asho, grinning. "It's yours! Father, you're making it happen!" 

He laughed and hugged Zekko, then turned and hugged Kanna, pulling her into an embrace without thinking about it. She hesitated, then closed her arms around him as well. They'd not touched, not like this, ever. She smelled of mining dust and sweat and something else, something that impregnated the pillows she'd given him and her blankets, a smell that was all her own. She was wiry and tough and her hair tickled his nose and he became supremely aware of her breasts pressing against his chest.

With a cough, he stepped back, blushing and feeling like a complete idiot. He avoided her eyes, knew she was grinning at him, and turned to face his father, who was watching with one eyebrow raised. By the Black Gate! 

"Well. Good. We just need to give a good speech, then, and we should have the majority."

Zekko smiled again. "And don't you worry. I should be able to last a few more days."

"And Shaya? What will she do? Do you think she'll try to return to her warlord?"

Zekko's smile faded away. " I fear she won't give up. She'll argue till her kragh are battering down the walls of Abythos." He shook his head. "Khayya worries about her every night. As do I."

That was a problem Asho couldn't solve: how to bring his sister back into his orbit, how to change her mind. She was impassioned, painting vivid accounts of the kraghs' innate sense of justice and fairness, extolling their Wise Women and their spiritual nature, their respect for each other and their reverence for the natural world. There was no dissuading her, he knew. Not a chance.

The office door opened. Lakho, the man who was to guide them to the surface, fell forward, face bloodied, hands tied behind his back. Behind him stood a group of Ennoian guards holding short swords. Asho recognized their leader right away: Andris.

Kanna skittered away from the door to Asho's side, and Zekko swung his legs down, but Asho knew it was no good. Hope died before it could even flare in his chest. He was without his blade, and the confines of the office were such that he'd not have been able to fight effectively even if he'd had it.

Andris grinned, showing broad, strong teeth. "It seems our source was correct. Conspirators, and a certain special someone. You three will be coming with us."

Only three of the other guards had entered the room, the others being forced to remain in the narrow hallway outside. All of them were tensed up, and Asho knew they were ready to fight from the way they were breathing, how they were standing on the balls of their feet, from the loose, dangerous way they held themselves. 

"And if we decline?" 

Andris made a face of mock dismay. "Now, what makes you think that was a request? It's an order, slave. Get over here."

Zekko levered himself to his feet, a crutch under one arm, holding the back of his chair with the other hand. "Who sent you here? Was it Mikho?"

Andris turned to the man to his left. "Will you look at that? These Bythians think we're here to chat." 

Then, before Asho could react, Andris took a step forward and kicked Zekko's crutch out from under him. Zekko fell, hissing as his legs twisted beneath him.

There was no time for thought, for calculation. Asho leaped forward, a cry of wordless rage erupting from his mouth. His attack was clearly expected, because three blades swung at him. He managed to dodge one blow by contorting himself at the last moment, but the flat of the second and third connected with his shoulder and ribs. He heard something crack, and his breath exploded out of his lungs. 

A fist was buried in his gut, and a second rocked across his jaw. He heard Kanna scream in anger, then in pain. Asho blocked a third punch more by luck than skill, and lashed out with his foot, smashing it into somebody's knee, but the fight was over. He took a blow to the back of the head, dropped, rose, and then something cracked against his temple. 

He went down and didn't get up.

 

Pain. Thudding, nauseating pain. 

Asho woke up by slow degrees, blinking blearily. He was manacled to a wall. A single candle flame shone in the dark but illuminated nothing. It simply gave the darkness around him texture. 

He could hear rasping breath to his left, coming from a familiar shape, little more than a shadow. It was his father, chained to a chair. 

"Father?" 

No response. 

"Father!"

Nothing. Zekko was out cold. 

Rage surged up, pushing back the worst of the pain, and Asho threw himself against the manacles. They rattled, but there was no give. They were cruelly tight around his wrists, and the chains attaching them to the wall were only six inches long.

Asho closed his eyes and forced himself to inhale slowly. Control. Master yourself. They've kept you alive. That's good. 

A door opened in the darkness across from him, and dancing crimson light flared in the small cell. Mikho entered bearing three candles on a simple wooden candelabra. He set it on a shelf, then closed the door before he turned to regard Asho.

They stared at each other in silence. Every fiber of Asho's being vibrated, wanting to be set free, wanting to close the distance between them and pound Mikho's face into pulp. But he moved not a muscle. Mikho's eyes glittered like a bird's, black and without humanity. Then he smiled and sat on a simple stool.

"Hello, Asho."

"You whoreson." Asho's voice was little more than a rasp. "How could you do this? I thought you were my father's friend."

"And I am," said Mikho, feigning surprise. "A dear friend. Did he tell you how I offered to support him after his legs were destroyed? And he accepted. It's not my fault that Lord Kyferin showed up and made Zekko rich. My offer was genuine."

"Then, how could you treat him like this?"

"Ah, Asho, there is much for you to learn about this world. Perhaps, if you show some wisdom here tonight, you will have the chance. The matters we are dealing with supersede friendships. We're talking about the destiny of a people, of an empire. How could I put my own personal preferences before such weighty matters? No, I must make the most terrible sacrifices for the greater good."

Asho spat on the floor.

"Eloquent," said Mikho. "It's a wonder you've convinced anybody to follow you. I suppose Zekko has done all the talking."

"Where is Kanna? Where's Shaya?"

"Kanna? Oh, don't worry about her. We're becoming reacquainted. Did she tell you we're old friends? It's been a long time, but that makes our reunion all the sweeter. As for your dear sister, well, the less she knows about these hard matters, the better. I wouldn't want to distract her from her crusade."

Asho forced himself to relax, to lean back against the stone wall. "Speak your demands."

"Demands?" Mikho blinked. "What demands?"

Asho rattled his chains furiously. "Enough with the games! What do you want?"

Mikho leaned back with an unctuous smile. "But, Asho, I have what I want. You and your father are under lock and key. All I need do is keep you both here for a few weeks, then, once Tharok has liberated our people, it will be too late for you to cause me any more trouble. Simple."

Asho sagged back. 

"I know it will be a boring few weeks in comparison to what you had hoped for, but consider this: you are alive. Such is my respect for your father."

"It is a pity, then, that I have none for you." Zekko had raised his head, eyes half-lidded, his expression cold.

"Ah. Zekko." Mikho stiffened where he sat. "I came to apologize for this inconvenience."

"I don't want your apologies, Mikho." Zekko's voice was a rasp. "They're worth less to me than my legs."

Mikho's smile grew forced. "I see you're going to take this personally, Zekko. Why am I not surprised?"

"You are worthless," said Zekko. "A farce of a man. Once, I counted you as my friend. Now I look at you and see a coward, a shirker, a small man who dresses like a fool."

"Easy now, old friend," said Mikho. "Don't test my hospitality."

Zekko sat up with a sigh of pain. "You know what the saddest part is? That you actually still think you're helping our people, despite years of preying on them. You still somehow see yourself as their secret champion." Zekko's mouth twisted into a grim smile. "They loathe you, Mikho. They would laugh at you if they didn't fear your thugs."

"Enough," said Mikho, rising to his feet. "All I have done, I've done to reach this point. To survive long enough to one day bring us freedom. Yes, yes, I've cut some corners, but who hasn't? Who wouldn't, if they had my cunning? But now the moment is here, and I am going to lead our people to safety. Me. Not you, Zekko, but me. Mikho." 

Zekko laughed, a dull croaking sound. "Pathetic. Cutting corners? At least have the courage to be honest with me, with yourself, for once. You're worse than the Ennoians. You know that? They at least are honest in their abuse. You? You swindle, you cheat, you blackmail, you rape, you steal, you intimidate and bully. I've heard about the murders. Izhko and his sons."

Mikho stilled. "Shut your mouth."

"Father," said Asho, seeing the murderous light in Mikho's eyes. "Enough!"

"I've been waiting to have my say for years," said Zekko, now relaxed and contemptuous. "You think I'm afraid of you, Mikho? After all I've been through? You think because you have me tied up, I'll grovel and be polite?"

"I'm helping our people," said Mikho, fist clenched.

"You're a plague on our people, and every single one of them knows it. That's the irony of it, don't you see? You're working for a goal that will see you destroyed. Don't you realize that it's the Ennoians who keep you safe?"

"All this time, I've done what's necessary to keep the rebellion alive –" 

"Stop lying, Mikho!" Zekko's roar cut him off. "The rebellion has been your excuse since the beginning! Admit it! Between you and me, just this one time. Just admit that you've used this idea of a rebellion to your advantage." Zekko's grin was predatory. "Trust me. Bare that maggoty little soul of yours. Admit that you've never truly cared about our people, that you're no good, that you're scum. It will feel good to finally say what you've known all along."

Mikho stood completely still, his mouth a thin slit. Then, with a cry, he pulled out his dagger and fell upon Zekko and stabbed him in the chest. 

Asho screamed. 

Mikho's face contorted in anger and determination as he pulled the blade free. Blood gushed out from the wound, and Zekko stared down at it blankly.

"There," said Mikho. "How about that for a confession?" He was breathing hard, his eyes feverishly bright. "Sanctimonious bastard." 

Asho threw himself against the chains, his whole body one agonized flare of fury. He sought to drink in the magic of the Black Gate, to pour it into his soul and find some greater strength, but only a trickle came. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

Zekko's head slumped forward. Mikho lifted it by the hair, then tightened his jaw and plunged his blade slowly into Zekko's eye. 

Asho's father writhed slowly and then went still.

"I'll kill you!" Asho's screams were inchoate. "Kill you! I'm going to kill you, you –" 

The door to the cell opened and Batou stepped in, eyes wide. Mikho shoved the bloody dagger into his hands. "Shut him up," he said curtly, and left.

Batou stared at Zekko, not understanding, then grunted deep in his chest and stepped over to Asho. He shoved Asho with an open palm against his chest and slammed him back against the wall, then buried his blade into Asho's gut. 

White fire flared, and his whole body recoiled in shock. His screams turned into a wretched gasp.

"You had this coming." growled Batou, his face inches from Asho's own. "I'm just happy it gets to be me that deals with you."

He tore the blade free, and Asho felt almost nothing, the pain disappearing before the enormity of the wound. He floated, his vision narrowing to a tunnel, locked in on Batou's face. 

The thug turned away. "They're both done for. Come on, help me get them out. And somebody wash up this blood. Don't leave any sign that they were here." 

He said a few more words, but they faded away.

Asho gasped. He wasn't getting enough air. 

Father. 

His vision narrowed further, and Asho clung to the trickle of magic that was still there, held on to it like a lifeline lowered into the deepest chasm. 

He felt his manacles being unlocked. Felt himself fall forward and crash to the stone floor.

Father... 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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Audsley stepped down from the Red Rowan's carriage into a shimmering dream. The Minister of the Moon's estate was lit by a thousand candles cradled inside fragile paper lanterns, some of them floating on oil-black pools, others hanging from wind-warped branches. Female servants dressed like alabaster statues were moving about languidly, lanterns in hand, slowing and freezing in place, while massively muscled young men were wearing huge cartwheels around their necks, the spokes of which terminated in more lights.

Music wafted across the garden on the faint breeze, bringing with it the scent of burning incense, countless mingling perfumes, the sweet tang of honeyed meats, the tinkling of laughter, the plashing of waterfalls, and the moan of the wind as it played across the curved eaves of the ancient home.

Turning, Audsley extended his hand so the Red Rowan could descend. She was dressed in a form-fitting black robe, severe but for the profusion of crimson that cascaded from her sleeves and which was revealed in the thigh-high slit. Her hair was lacquered and ornately arranged, gleaming pins making it seem almost a weapon, and her face was expertly made up so that she seemed ten years younger.

"We have timed our arrival well," she whispered, stepping down beside him. 

A line of carriages and palanquins were waiting behind them to deposit their charges, and even as the door to her carriage was closing, the driver urged his oxen onward, causing them to rumble into the darkness.

A huge gate greeted them, easily fifteen yards tall and ten yards white, its crossbeam inscribed with blessings inlaid with gold. The white gravel glowed in the moonlight, fragmenting into a dozen directions into the sprawling garden. Above it all loomed the house, a riot of light, its verandas filled with guests.

Audsley turned and took a small boat from one of the Red Rowan's attendants. He almost felt as if he needed to display the yard-long model as proof of his right to be there. It was cunningly made, a dozen unlit candles affixed down its length, an empty bowl set in its center. At the height of the festival, around midnight, all the guests would place their boats in the many streams, fill the bowls with gold, incense, fruit and written prayers, then release them to flow downriver and over the waterfall into oblivion, falling down to the lands below in a glittering rain of wasted wealth.

It was, Audsley had been told, propitious for the humble masses below.

They drifted forward, Audsley doing his best to keep his outrageously fashionable sleeves from dragging, and entered the Minister's estate. The Red Rowan was determined to introduce him to a number of important personages, but he had eyes only for the house that rose above them. Being on the Second Level meant that there was little more to top the Minister's home; only the Ascendant's own palace was higher, and the White Gate itself.

"Shall we pay our respects to the Minister?" He tried to keep his tone light.

"In due time. We have no interest in him, recall; we are here to meet with his enemies. Let's not waste our time fawning over those who don't deserve it. Now, come. That's Pale Oak, I believe, there in the ivory robes. A former envoy to Bythos. He no longer holds an active post, but his connections nearly match my own."

"Ah, delightful." Audsley forced a smile. "But, here. Let me set our boat on the banks of the river. I shall return shortly."

Before the Red Rowan could protest, he bowed deeply, backed away, then turned to hurry toward the small lake along the edge of which a miniature wharf had been built. Slipping past languidly moving personages of extreme importance, he hurried to the lake, set his boat down, tied it to a post, then turned to find a way up to the house.

Your plan is ludicrous, said the demon.

Perhaps, but there is no time. No time at all. I shall seek inspiration in the moment.

You will be ejected from the estate. The Red Rowan will sever all ties with you in shock at your gaucherie.

Perhaps, perhaps. Audsley didn't waste time arguing with the demon. What use were endless maneuvers if he was still fiddling at the sidelines when Iskra invaded? Now was the time for bold strokes. And, to be honest, the endless ritual and courtesies were growing unbearable; the Red Rowan had been seeking an advantageous position ever since her husband died. To think she'd accomplish anything in a matter of weeks or even months was ludicrous.

Audsley hurried up the path, winding around manicured bushes, shaking his head frantically at servants who sought to serve him choice delicacies and continued to climb toward the house.

You are passing willfully through zones of exaltation, said the demon. You insult yourself simply by approaching the estate without a suitable escort.

Yes, yes, thought Audsley. By the time anybody composes a suitably cutting poem, however, I'll be long gone. 

The music was subtle and plangent, and grew louder as he drew closer to the house. He avoided eye contact, tried to keep a benign smile on his face and not pant, and soon reached the side of the house. It was a massive, rambling estate, disparate wings and outbuildings connected to each other by covered walkways. Pools, miniature trees, statues and wind chimes were everywhere, along with countless servants and the most powerful people in the Empire. 

Audsley slowed and came to a stop. Now was when inspiration was supposed to strike. He didn't dare actually enter the house, so he stopped by the side of a veranda and gazed through the complex, trying to catch sight of his Minister. There were simply too many sumptuous robes, too many servants. How long could he wander about before somebody asked him his business?

He needed a vantage point from which to observe the entire house. Perhaps he could simply find a quiet corner to fly up into the night? No. Too risky. Where, then? 

Audsley scanned the area, and his eyes alighted on a waterfall that cascaded down the side of the stonecloud itself. A series of steps had been carved up its side that ended in a viewing platform. Perfect.

He slunk over, crossing two of the covered walkways, left the house behind and climbed up the steps. They were broad and slick with spray from the waterfall. He labored up, reached the small square platform, and hurried to its far edge so as to gaze down at the house.

He was sufficiently high up that he could see not only the building in all its rambling complexity, but the gardens as well, along with the gleaming streams, the hundreds of lamps, and the drifting guests in all their finery. It was a stunning view, a glimpse into the very heart of the most privileged society in all of Aletheia. 

A crawling sense of wrongness washed over him, causing the skin between his shoulder blades to itch and his throat to close up. Audsley gripped the railing to steady himself, then slowly turned. What had he missed? What had he overlooked when he climbed up here?

A young woman stepped out of the shadows. She was stunning. Nineteen, twenty at most, wearing an aggressively fashionable set of robes that were actually torn along one sleeve, the tear revealing six layers of robes beneath.

Oh, whispered the demon in throaty delight. Now, this is high fashion. Note the clashing of plum purple with canary yellow, the disingenuous way she allows the left sleeve to cover her entire hand, the strands of hair that fall from her coiffure as if she has just arisen from a lover's bed. "Daring" is to put it too lightly. This is aggressively –

Audsley almost covered his ears to block out the demon's voice. There was something ineffably languid about the young woman: an attitude just shy of bored, a cruel amusement in her eyes, a pout on her lips, a marvelous poise that spoke of a lifetime of privilege. And she was beautiful, almost painfully so. He met her smoldering gaze and bowed.

Demon-touched?

Assuredly, said the demon. And she can no doubt sense the three of us within you as well. 

The young woman stepped past Audsley, not acknowledging his bow, and laid a hand on the railing. She gazed out over the estate and sighed. "Have you come to escape as well?"

Audsley turned and stood beside her. What do I say?

Nothing. Stay quiet.

Audsley fought down the urge to apologize for something, and instead linked his hands behind his back.

The young woman finally gazed up sidelong at him. "I've not seen you before. I would have remembered you."

Nod your head. Don't speak.

Audsley nodded, his face grave. 

She studied him, then reached out and touched his robe, rubbed its fabric between her fingers.

Oh, I worship this hellion, sighed the demon. What a delicious insult! And yet she will not find us lacking. There is no one better dressed here than yourself.

The girl ran her hand down Audsley's arm, then returned it to the railing. "An old-fashioned sense of dress," she mused. "Have you recently emerged from a cave?"

Old-fashioned? The demon nearly spat. A cave? Tell her that distinction, true elegance, is eternal, and that should she live to be –

"In a manner of speaking," said Audsley. "Though I am sure anybody would feel that way upon stepping into your presence." He then gave his most mocking smile and looked away.

Hmm, said the demon after a moment. Not bad. Nicely undercut, I suppose.

"A silver tongue," laughed the young woman. "Who are you, Noussian?"

"Nobody of consequence. You, however, must be the Ascendant's Empress?"

The young woman laughed in a charmingly youthful manner, covering her mouth with her hand. "You wield your flattery with such clumsy sincerity that you charm despite yourself. No, I am no empress. At least, not yet." She paused, suddenly pensive. "I am Small Zephyr, member of the Fujiwara clan and granddaughter of the Minister of Perfection."

Theletos' sister? 

Or cousin. Regardless, a truly dangerous personage. Do not let her youth deceive you.

"And why does such an illustrious young lady hide her beauty behind this waterfall's veil?"

She sighed again and leaned her chin on her palm. "Another night, another festival, another endless round of fruitless conversation and machinations that lead nowhere. I'll not play games when the ending is foregone."

"Foregone?"

She gave him an annoyed glance. "If you don't know of what I speak, I'll not waste my time explaining."

Audsley tipped his head slightly in acknowledgment. "The game is rigged, as you say. Then why does everyone insist on pretending to play?"

"What else would they do with their time? It is better to pretend than to openly accept despair. At least this way, they might catch my grandfather's eye and signal through their willingness to be duped that they are suitable tools."

"And you are not?"

"I have no choice in the matter. Willing or not, I shall be used."

"It would seem you already have been." Audsley waited, suddenly frightened by his own forwardness. Would she understand? Of course she would. But how would she react? He clenched the railing and forced himself to breathe easily.

Small Zephyr remained quiet, leaning on the railing, then gave the slightest of shrugs. "Can one be seduced by one's fate?" She tapped her lips, fingers rippling like the fin of a fish. "I enact my petty rebellions where I can, more to salve my own conscience than anything else. In time, I am sure I will grow as jaded and decadent as the rest. I'm simply trying to enjoy my descent by applying as much friction as I can get away with. The pleasure, you see, lies in learning to enjoy the resultant burn."

Audsley nodded, only half understanding. Was she only nineteen? She seemed more world-weary than Tiron and wiser than Iskra. He remained silent so as not to utter something foolish.

Finally, she straightened and looked up at him. "I should introduce you to my uncle. It's what would be expected of me, given your... condition, and I am sure to earn a pat on the head."

"Your uncle? The Minister of the Moon?"

"Indeed. If you wish to flee whimpering into the bushes, now is your moment."

Audsley laughed. "And soil my robes? I would never forgive myself. Lead on, Small Zephyr. It seems we're both busy dancing with our fates."

She nodded and then moved to the top step and extended her arm to him.

Ah, you have done well, said the demon. Quite well. I must admit I am impressed.

Audsley took her arm, and together they descended to the lawn. Small Zephyr led him toward the house, up a short flight of steps and onto the broad veranda. 

It was astonishing. Whereas before he had been ignored, now a path opened before them as if they were preceded by an invisible force. Ministers, courtiers, and consuls sensed their approach and drew aside, bowing their heads and scrutinizing Audsley with sharp interest. 

Small Zephyr ignored them all, leading Audsley into the heart of the estate, into the home proper. The sheer opulence of it was simply too much to take in; Audsley ignored the treasures all around him and instead focused on the small crowd of men reclining in the great hall. A trio of musicians had just finished playing, and several of the listeners were openly weeping in appreciation of what they had just heard.

"Uncle," said Small Zephyr, leading Audsley to a spread of cushions on which three men were sitting. "May I have the honor of introducing somebody of no consequence."

Audsley's whole body grew tense. At least five of the individuals present radiated that profound sense of wrongness that spoke of demonic possession. They all were staring at him, some with greater self-control than others. 

But none of them were quite so offensive in their pollution as the man Small Zephyr had addressed. He had a trailing mustache that hung past his clean-shaven chin; his nose was hooked and his eyes were alert and sharp. A fierce intelligence burned within those eyes, and as Audsley bowed to the Minister of the Moon, he desperately tried to think up a plan. This was the moment toward which he'd been angling ever since he first saw this man outside the Virtue's Temple.

"I find that hard to credit," said the Minister of the Moon, taking in Audsley's robes, examining him openly as if he were a penned letter and not a man. "When will you outgrow your paradoxes, dear niece?"

"When my life ceases to exemplify them," Little Zephyr said carelessly. "Dear stranger, won't you be seated?" She lowered herself onto a broad cushion, settling her robes around her with artful nonchalance. 

Audsley wanted to turn and run. Not even when he was fighting the demonic army at Mythgraefen had he felt so imperiled. These Fujiwara men were studying him with dark intent. The Minister gestured for him to sit, and Audsley tried to lower himself elegantly and not simply collapse onto a cushion.

This is an unheard-of honor, whispered the demon. You stand on the most treacherous of ice. Say nothing of consequence, and we may escape unscathed.

"From whence do you hail, stranger?" The Minister looked away as if he was bored, but Audsley wasn't convinced.

Repeat as follows: When the Winds of Zaggai blow down from Mount Atar, then even the most innocuous of petals may find itself carried before the moon.

Audsley almost protested, but then the intensity of the situation undermined his resolve, and he spoke the demon's words.

Their effect was rewarding; Audsley sensed a grudging approval in the subtle movements of the men around him, though the Minister betrayed no reaction. One of the Fujiwara men, young and handsome and with a striking resemblance to Small Zephyr, sat upright. 

Gazing off into the near distance, the Minister sighed. "Such are the revelatory powers of the midnight moon that even its most errant beam may pierce the darkest heart."

He is not honoring you with his best efforts. Tell him this – 

Audsley didn't wait. "An iridescent petal may for but a moment act as a mirror; at such times, even the moon might be advised to turn away its face."

No. You didn't say that.

The Minister turned slowly to regard Audsley, an eyebrow raised in mild curiosity. "When celestial bodies dance to songs as ineffable as they are strange, even the prickliest of pine needles may find themselves being stepped upon."

Silence filled the small room. All eyes were on Audsley. Even without the demon's prompting, Audsley knew what was expected of him: to bow down and press his forehead to the ground, then crawl out backwards on his stomach and pray that he'd not be banished from Aletheia altogether. 

Madness suffused him. He saw that young archer draw his second arrow, arms shaking, staring at him in defiance as he aimed it at his heart. Did this minister – did any of these men – care for what happened in their Empire, for the lives that were snuffed out every day so that they could play their maleficent games and weep crocodile tears as they listened to music? 

He wouldn't scrape his belly on the ground. He wouldn't back down. The only value he could attribute to his life was that which he earned in seeking justice for those he had killed. In and of himself, he was worthless. What need did he have to fear this Fujiwara, then? None. He need only fear failing those who had died so that he might effect some change, no matter how meager. 

"When the moon dances drunkenly across the stars, even mortals might wonder at the black source of her midnight inebriation."

The tenor of this new silence was completely different. It was no longer mild outrage, but rather stark shock. The Minister's face paled, and then he smiled thinly and rose to his feet. Everyone else did the same, Audsley scrambling up last of all.

"I find myself wishing for cleaner air," said the Minister to his friends. "Shall we step outside?" And with that, he simply walked out.

Wait – he's not responding? It was Audsley's turn to feel outrage. He's going to just ignore me?

Everybody filed out, Small Zephyr giving him an inscrutable look as she departed, until only the young Fujiwara remained. He stepped forward, affecting a casual air though his whole body was rigid with tension. "Long have I gazed from this cliff over the desolate ocean, but never has and never shall the sun rise in the west."

Then he too walked out.

"What was that?" Audsley blinked, trying to make sense of the words. What just happened?

The demon sighed. Those were the ceremonial words. You have been challenged to a duel.

"A duel? What, by him?"

Yes. Did you see the crescent moon embroidered on his sleeve? That marked him as the Minister's premier poet.

Audsley hesitated. Wait. You can't be serious. 

I see that you will never learn, the demon said sadly. What use is the ability to cut the flesh, here in Aletheia? The only martial art that is respected at this pinnacle of perfection is the ability to wound the soul.

Audsley pressed his fingers to his temples. So, I have to duel him with poetry?

Precisely. Fear not; I have fought in dozens of such duels. The importance of the occasion will not fray my concentration. As gifted as this young Fujiwara may be, he cannot compare to my erudition.

Audsley nodded, trying to reassure himself. And if we win?

Then your standing will rise immeasurably. The Red Rowan will gain countless allies, and even the Minister of the Moon may be held to an accounting. 

Good, good. Audsley took off his spectacles and wiped them on his sleeve. And if I, ah, lose?

Then you will be ostracized from all Aletheian society, and those who knew you will be irrevocably blemished. 

Audsley tried to swallow and found that he couldn't. "I see. Then perhaps we'd best win."

We will. The demon's voice was resolute. But only if you speak as I command. Further improvisation on your part will doom us all.

Audsley nodded quickly. "Very well. No improvising. When is the duel?"

Now, said the demon. They await you outside.

And indeed, Audsley suddenly realized that the music had stopped, as had the continuous gentle murmur of conversation from all sides. The urge to dive into the corner and pull the cushions over his body was nearly overwhelming. Feeling faint, he crept out of the small room, down a narrow corridor and out onto the veranda.

The sight outside was the stuff of nightmares. Everyone was staring at him. Hundreds upon hundreds of guests were standing along both sides of the gravel path, watching him and not speaking a word. Even the servants were standing still. Only the wind moaned as it threshed itself on the eaves. 

Audsley tried to swallow and failed once more. Flashes of heat and cold passed through him, and he felt his face darken with a terrible blush. He wanted to duck back into the house and run out the other side, but there was no fleeing this.

He took a deep breath and thought of that young archer's bravery as he stared at him, knowing that certain death was seconds away. Audsley stepped down onto the gravel path.

The gravel crunched loudly with each step he took down to the lake. He didn't look at the other guests, but instead gazed down at where the young Fujiwara was awaiting him, a few yards from the water's edge. The Minister of the Moon and a dozen other impossibly important people were standing to one side, and everyone else had formed a circle beyond them.

A panel of three distinguished poets will judge the contest, and by their reaction the crowd will know which contestant has won. 

Audsley almost nodded, but instead kept his expression as serene as he could, which wasn't very. And how do we duel?

As the wronged party, the Fujiwara will speak his lines first. You must then seize upon his imagery, metaphors, and allusions, and respond in as cutting yet refined a manner as possible. The contest continues until the judges deem one side to have irrevocably lost. The longest bout, to my knowledge, continued for three hours; I doubt this will last more than ten or twenty minutes.

Audsley groaned under his breath. Twenty minutes of declaiming poetry? He would die; he would perish from all the attention. He could feel the growing enmity of the stares. But of course. He was a nobody, a Noussian without title or rank who had come to the Minister's most private party and insulted him to his face. 

You have a steep hill to climb if you are to turn this moment into a victory. I will admit that we begin at a grave disadvantage.

But you are sure we can win? Audsley tried not to sound pleading within his own mind.

Oh, yes. This young fool has no idea with whom he seeks to match wits. If he but knew, he would kneel and cry for forgiveness immediately.

Audsley blinked. You're known amongst the Aletheian poets? I thought –

Enough. Focus. The duel begins.

Audsley had reached the lake's edge. He resolutely ignored the Red Rowan, whom he espied a few rows back from the edge of the crowd. He didn't want to even glimpse her expression. Instead, he focused on the young Fujiwara, who stood as if posing for a portrait, shoulders back, chin raised, right foot forward.

Three older men moved into place, their backs to the lake, their hands linked, their expressions most grave and disapproving.

The distant sound of the waterfall was the only constant. The pressure from the intensity of everyone's gaze made Audsley want to round his shoulders and duck his head. Instead, he sought to mimic his opponent's pose. He could do this; all he had to do was deliver the demon's lines with confidence and élan. He would win the day, and then the doors to Aletheia's secrets would be thrown wide.

This was, in fact, perfect. The exact opportunity he had desired.

The judges nodded, one by one, and the young Fujiwara smiled cuttingly. "Pity the fearsome mists of Katar as they rise to blind one's path, for, lacking in substance, they can only contrive, and when contested, give way."

Not unimpressive, said the demon. 

The judges remained impassive but, along with the crowd, turned their gazes to Audsley. 

Very well. Hurry! My response?

You cannot deliver it with sufficient verve. Give me control of your body for this duel. I shall destroy him without hesitation.

Audsley forced himself to smile blithely as his mind reeled. Are you mad? No! Absolutely not. Tell me my lines, and I shall deliver them with all the élan in the world!

You cannot win this duel alone. Your timbre, your tone, your trembling – all will ruin the power of my words. It will only be for a few minutes, and I swear that I shall return complete control to you when I am done. Have we not become friends?

Everyone was watching him. The highest and most revered Aletheians in all of the Empire, the cream of society, their eyes glittering as his silence grew longer. 

Don't do this. Not now. Please, just tell me my lines. 

I'm sorry. I cannot bear to see you lose. You must trust me. Give me control of your body.

Audsley's smile was becoming a grimace. The Fujiwara poet slowly raised an eyebrow, an expression at once subtle yet punishingly supercilious.

I can't. I won't give you control. I can't trust you to return it! Please! My lines!

There was no response. 

He had to respond. What had the poet said? Something about mist? Audsley cleared his throat and gestured vaguely out at the lake. "Ah, yes, the mists of Kana – I mean Kanta, which – while soft and subtle at a distance, can obscure the very gaze of – the gaze upon the myriad truths of nature herself."

Audsley felt his gorge rise and tasted something metallic at the back of his throat. The poet raised both eyebrows and turned to the crowd, his expression almost apologetic. "The brook's sweet voice may charm a weary wanderer, but mere moments by its side reveals that it does not speak, but only babbles."

Audsley felt himself blush anew. A woman fainted in the third rank to his left. The Red Rowan. He couldn't breathe. The poet wasn't even looking at him any longer. Nobody was, save for the judges. Had the demon said bouts could hours? This wasn't going to last even a minute.

Please, he said once more. I'll grant you my mouth, even my hands. What more do you need?

I have stated my terms, the demon said coldly. Grant me full possession, or I shall not waste my words.

Audsley felt a dull sense of horror burn through his mind. You planned this all along. To maneuver me into just such a situation and then blackmail me into submission. Had he blushed? Now he felt all the blood drain from his face. What a fool he had been. What a sublime fool!

This is your last chance, the demon said suddenly. Even now, I can wrest victory from the jaws of defeat. Without my aid, they will clap you in irons and drag you through the streets to the Solar Portals, and there cast you into ignominy forevermore! 

Then, so be it, thought Audsley. I'll die before I birth you into this world. 

He turned to the audience. "Your time is coming to an end. You won't believe me, but this feverish frivolity is the last gasp of a dying culture."

Even as faces grew taut with anger all around him, he addressed the demon who took the form of the Sigean monk within his mind. Will you grant me flight?

The monk stepped out of the gloom even as the Aletheian demon snarled in outrage. I sense my time is at hand. Patience has its virtues. Leap, and I shall catch you.

The judges had turned away in disgust, the Fujiwara poet was striding toward him, hand raised as if to deliver a slap, and the Minister of the Moon was gazing serenely out over the lake as if none of this concerned him. Audsley crouched, then leaped up and felt the demon's power envelop him. He flew straight up into the night, the wind whistling around him, leaving behind the lanterns and boats and the shocked expressions and cries that thinned out and soon were gone.

Despite his righteous words, he felt only shame for having lost. For having wagered that he could take on the best of Aletheian society and win. For having been duped so neatly into this trap by the Aletheian demon; for having been so ignorant, so naive, despite it all, despite Laur Castle, despite his every loss.

His failure would redound upon the Empire. When Iskra came, the rotten forces would still be in place. When she strove for reconciliation and reform, those forces would resist her and force her hand. 

Audsley's failure had doomed the Empire, and as he flew, he closed his eyes and considered how futile his final resistance to the demon had been. In order to avoid damnation, he had done little more than damn the world.
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Somebody kicked Asho in the side and laughed. Then he was levered up and dumped onto a body. His father's corpse. He was in a wheelbarrow, he realized; then the world tilted and he lost track of what was going on. He felt a sense of movement, of trundling. He drank every ounce of magic he could wring from the sterile air, wove it into his being, but it was too little. Far too little.

Darkness. A jolt, a flare of pain. Voices, more laughter. Stillness. Then movement again. His father growing cold and stiff beneath him. Fresh air. Jostling and rumbling over rock, then a yawning pitch and he fell, tumbled, rolled down a sharp incline, his head cracking against some rocks, and finally lay still.

Asho fought to remain aware. His thoughts were reduced to primal impulses, the strongest of which was to draw on the magic and let it saturate his wound. He hovered breaths away from death. Each moment was agony. Only his brutal will and outrage allowed him to cling on, to remain. That dark core of black fury that had sustained him through so many years of abuse arose within him, a shadowy specter, and helped him hold on.

Asho sank into his own personal hell. He lost track of time. He stopped shivering, felt coldness seek to enter his limbs. He fought the lassitude that bade him relax, to let go. Over and over again, he played a single, searing image in his mind: Mikho plunging his knife into his father's eye. Each time that memory sent a spike of crimson fury through him, pushing back the dark.

He floated on a sea of pain with fever dreams clawing at the edges of his mind, trying to wreck his sanity. Old memories returned to him, colors oversaturated, of Kyferin Castle's training ground in one corner of the bailey. He was but a child, a sword in his hand that he couldn't lift. Around him were the squires to the Black Wolves. Their voices were unintelligible but clearly mocking, more akin to the squeals of pigs than anything else.

Sweat burned Asho's brow. He fought to lift the sword but couldn't. The shame scored him, tore at his flesh. The squires laughed and moved in to cut him down. Asho cried out, heaved at the sword. The squires prowled ever closer, never reaching him. 

The dream lasted for what felt like years. He cried and moaned, fought and strained, but couldn't move, couldn't defend himself. 

Finally, the fever broke, and the dream receded. His vision returned, blurred and unfocused. He was lying on his side. Agony buzzards were standing in a circle around him, their huge black eyes watching him inscrutably. For a while he thought it was a new dream, but no, he was finally awake. Something was keeping the birds from attacking him.

Asho gasped. His tongue was swollen and dry. His stomach was loose and liquid, his hands cramped into claws. With supreme effort, he looked down at himself. His shirt was stiff with dried blood. Crying, he moved his hand down and felt his stomach. The wound was pressed closed, though he could still feel the ridges of the punctured flesh.

He'd healed himself just enough to stay alive.

Gasping, he looked around. He was lying at the bottom of a shallow, rocky slope. There was no sign of his father. His corpse was gone. 

Grunting, he levered himself upright. The pain was absurd. Whimpering, he crawled up the rocky slope. He nearly passed out several times, but after hours of struggling reached the top. Peering over the ridge, he saw a large boulder. A deep crack in its side faced him, and in its depths he saw a slender door. 

The entrance to Mikho's stronghold.

A plan took shape in his mind. 

Asho forced himself to rise to his feet, swaying and spitting blood as he did so. He should be dead; he should have died days ago. Yet he was still sipping from that black magic. He was still drinking like a wanderer in a desert from an ever-refilling thimble of water.

Turning his back to the boulder, he scanned the horizon. There was the cube city, perhaps half a quarter of a mile away, the Blade Towers rising beyond it, which meant the Portal home was over there, by that line of broken rocks.

He set out stumbling, dragging his feet, arms hugging his wounded gut. Head hanging low, he lurched forward, driven by his engine of hate and his overwhelming determination.

With every step he took, he grew stronger. Not by much; not enough to make any difference if he were accosted, but he gradually began to take deeper breaths and walk a little faster. His sense of balance began to return. It was as if his life force was reinforcing itself; the stronger he became, the faster he healed.

It took him forever to cross the plain to the far rocks, more hours of casting around to find the path that took him through the badlands toward the distant hidden stairway that led down into the Abythian Labyrinth.

He stumbled on, the aurora infernalis lighting his way. He never rested, never allowed himself to stop. To stop was death. Vision blurring once more, fatigue assailing him and seeking to drown his mind, he persisted till at long last, near the frayed edge of madness, he found the recess in which he had stored his blade.

Asho sank down alongside the rock face, down to his knees, and nearly keeled over. Grunting, he pushed himself back up and reached into the crack. His fingers closed around the hilt of his black sword, and he drew it forth.

Master, whispered the sword. What has befallen you?

Asho collapsed. Heal me.

There was a pause, then the world went away. Asho hung suspended in nothingness, the pain and weakness gone, a man with eyes of flame hovering before him. 

To heal you, I must enter you.

Asho saw the blade sink into his father's chest. Oh, the rage, liquid and raw, returning now, burning within him so that his eyes had to flame like the demon's. 

Heal me.

Something in Asho's voice caused the demon to take a step back. There is a way, but you must accept me into your soul. You must –

Asho felt a slow roar building within him, an anger that would not be brooked. He extended his arm. He knew not what he did, but he acted on impulse, sheer instinct. The demon's burning eyes widened in fear, and Asho appeared before it, not having bothered to actually cross the distance.

He closed his hand around the demon's throat. 

No! I am willing! Let us converse. We exist outside of time. There is –

Asho squeezed his hand around the demon's neck and raised his other arm, hand open and stiffened into a blade. The demon fought him then, writhed and lashed and bathed him with flame, but Asho ignored it all. With a cry, plunged his hand into the demon's head.

The demon wailed.

Asho dug into the demon's very essence. Eyes narrowed, he found what he was seeking, a pulsing knot of oleaginous power. He closed his hands around it and squeezed as if it were a wet rag, a rotten fruit, and from its core poured out tainted magic.

The demon's scream rose to a terrible pitch. Asho bared his teeth and drank deep. He dimly felt his stomach burning and his skin crawling as it healed. A wicked heat sank into his bones, and strength flooded his limbs, might settling upon him like a cloak. 

Still the demon thrashed, but it was growing insubstantial, the flames weakening then petering out altogether. It was reduced to a husk, a shell, and then its form fell apart and dissipated.

Asho opened his eyes. He stood blade in hand, and the demon presence was gone. The black blade was nothing more than a tool of steel. Asho, however, felt the demon's might raging within him, felt the demon's power dancing through his veins, flooding his senses, coursing through his very being.

Where before he had sipped desperately from that thread of magic, now he was saturated to the point of surfeit. He'd not felt this empowered since leaving the Black Gate high within the Skarpedrin Range.

He turned, eyes narrowed, and stared across the Badlands. A single, solitary boulder arose a quarter-mile outside of town. 

Asho began to run. He tried to hold back to a jog, tried to preserve the reserves of might that he had wrested from the demon, but he couldn't. He ran faster and faster, his father's face hovering before him. 

Faster. 

Faster.

The balls of his feet barely touched the dirt. 

Asho saw his father's slumped form, bound to his chair. He'd not had a chance to say goodbye. His father had been murdered right before his eyes, and for all his training, his magical ability, his experience and ability as a knight, he'd been unable to do a damn thing. 

Hatred suffused him. Livid, pulsating hatred for the man who had murdered his father before his very eyes. 

Mikho.

Asho sprinted across the Badlands. Distant columns of Bythians marching home might have espied him, but he didn't care. The boulder loomed ever larger. The sword whipped back and forth, keening as it parted the air.

Asho's lungs were burning, his legs were aflame, but he pushed himself harder, drinking deep from the demon's power.

Then, suddenly, he was there, rounding the humped boulder. He found the crack and walked down to the door. There was no exterior handle and the seam was barely visible. Asho traced its outline and then stepped back. He closed his eyes, breathed deep, once, twice, three times, then exploded forward, slamming the heel of his foot where the door handle should have been, powering the kick from his hips.

The stone door shattered, collapsing inward in a pile of rubble.

Asho sprang over it, the pain that raced up through his knee to his hip flaring and then fading away. 

The passage was narrow and opened up into a small, square room. Three men were rising from their seats, cards in hands, candlelight illuminating their shocked faces.

Asho swung his sword, and the first man's head sailed free. The second man began raising his club, but Asho caved in the front of his face with a single blow. 

The third man screamed and tried to stumble back, but Asho seized him by the neck and leaped forward, surged through the air and smashed the back of the man's head against the wall with such force that he dislocated the guard's vertebrae from the base of his skull, crushed his windpipe and pounded his own knuckles through the man's flesh and against the rock.

He opened his hand. The man stuck to the wall for a second and then slid down to the floor.

Asho turned to the single other door and pulled it open to find a hallway. It wound down and to the right, a candle burning every few yards. He reached the first door and pulled it open. Inside was a dark cube of a room, filled with shelves and boxes. Asho turned to the next door and opened it. This was a plain room containing a narrow cot. A Bythian was sitting at a desk, apparently penning a letter. The man turned in annoyance, saw Asho, opened his mouth to scream, and died.

Asho withdrew his blade from the man's open mouth and stepped back out into the hallway. A third door revealed another storage room. The hallway turned sharply to the left, and he walked into a large chamber.

Some ten men were gathering their clubs from a rack on the wall, their meals still steaming on a central table. Asho came to a stop, closed his eyes, and smiled.

The men hesitated. 

"What the hell?"

"Who's that?"

"Can't be. He's dead."

"You, go tell the boss. All right, the rest of you, on him!"

Asho opened his eyes and threw himself forward, up into a dive, spinning as he went, corkscrewing through the air, his blade a wicked scythe that swung around and lopped off arms, a head, cut through a shoulder, and then Asho flipped, back scraping the ceiling, and landed atop the table.

Plates clattered, scattering steaming curry and the smell of cumin seeds. A fork was pinned under his left foot. Men screamed and fell. 

A youth swung his club at Asho's legs. Asho cartwheeled over the blow and opened the man's throat as he went. The others were backing away, eyes wide. Asho wanted to laugh, wanted to scream, the demon's power making his eyes burn, making him want to drink their blood. He leaped down lightly from the table and walked toward them. The four remaining men exchanged glances. Two turned to flee; the others charged him. Asho swayed around their blades, cut off their hands, then severed their arms at the elbows and cut off their heads, all before the men could begin screaming.

The bodies collapsed behind him, and Asho followed the other two down a new hall.

"Mikho!" Asho's voice thundered after them. "Mikho! I'm coming for you!"

The complex was not overlarge, and the hall was short. Batou stepped out of a room bare-chested, his hair wet, a towel slung around his neck.

"Shit," said Batou.

Asho bared his teeth and screamed, a blank nullity of sound. He threw his sword aside and leaped upon Batou, his knees crashing into the man's chest, his hands wrapping around Batou's head. He rode him to the ground. 

Batou roared in anger and pain and bucked beneath him, seeking to knock him off. Asho stared down into Batou's eyes.

"Kill you," whispered Asho. "Kill you." 

He squeezed his palms together, compressing Batou's skull. The man roared in pain. He pummeled at Asho's back, tried to roll. Asho kept him pinned. 

Batou's skull flexed and began to flatten. His roar turned into a shriek, and then his skull gave way and collapsed inward in a welter of brains and blood.

"Kill you," whispered Asho, rising slowly to his feet, raising his gaze to where three new soldiers were standing, horrified, clubs in hand. 

They dropped their clubs and ran. 

They managed five steps before Asho fell upon them. 

Rising to his feet again, Asho saw an ornate wooden door. He tested it. Locked. Asho took a deep breath. The demon's power was waning quickly. He felt febrile, almost dazed. Still, he kicked the door open with little effort, and gained admittance to a luxurious bedroom.

Mikho was standing on the far side of an absurdly oversized bed, one arm wrapped around Kanna's throat, the other holding a dagger to her eye. 

"You're dead," said Mikho. "I saw your corpse."

Asho was beyond words. He wanted to sob, to claw at his own face as his grief assailed him. His sword was in the hallway. Viscous matter was dripping from his hands. He cast around and saw a small writing desk to his left. The demon's power was streaming from him now, abandoning him in a final rush. Asho picked up a thin rod of gold. It was as long and thick as his middle finger. 

"Now, understand, only a desire to protect our people has guided my actions. Asho, listen to me. We both have the same goals. We can –" 

Asho flung the bar underhand at Mikho. It flicked through the air and embedded itself in the man's face. Mikho screamed, a gargling cry of horror and surprise. Kanna elbowed him away and sprang across the bed.

Mikho dropped his knife, swayed, explored his ruined face with his fingers, then fell behind the bed out of sight.

"Asho?" Kanna's voice shook, and she was gazing at him with fascination and fear. "Asho?"

He tried to take a step. His whole body was burning up. Screams were filling the hallway behind him. 

He thought of his mother. Who would tell her? 

The world swam. He tried to reach out for the desk, but it slid away from him. There were voices in the doorway, one of them so deep it was akin to the mountains talking. 

Asho crashed down to his knees. He couldn't breathe. Bands of iron were tightening around his chest. His vision blurred. Bile burned the back of his throat. 

Father, he thought, and then he collapsed.
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They rode at a measured pace through the night, down the long dark toward the Red Keep, Tiron holding back the eagerness of Ramswold's Order. He sensed their bloodlust and excitement, their thrill and desire for glory. It stirred old memories, but did not cause him to lose his own control. Instead, he felt a melancholic nostalgia for his youth, when every ride into battle was portentous, when every conflict became of such importance it eclipsed both the sun and the moon.

He knew better now, knew that this midnight ride to depose a petty tyrant would have little effect on the world. That few would hear of it, regardless of the outcome; that perhaps only a few hundred lives would be affected. That in the grand sweep of history and the world, this was but another bloody feud, one of hundreds, part of the violent tapestry that was the ever-evolving present of the Empire. Live or die, win or meet with gory defeat, this ride was not worthy of a saga or a song of glory. Perhaps no ride to attack ever was.

They passed the militiamen only ten minutes down from the ambush point. The thirty men were marching four abreast, their spears forming a brittle forest against the night. 

"The brigands are gone," Tiron called out, raising a hand as the column split in two to allow them to pass. "Met Clessel on the way down. All's well."

Tiron sensed the Order tense behind him, could imagine hands drifting to sword hilts. Would their disguise convince? Would the militia raise a cry of surprise and anger? Tiron almost laughed. It didn't matter. There would be no pitched battle here beneath the moon. They were riding warhorses. If their ruse was detected, all they had to do was keep riding. The militia would arrive back at the Keep far too late.

As it was, no cry was raised. They rode loudly down the center of the column, ignoring the confused questions called out by the captain, and then picked up their speed again to a canter. The path dropped back down into the forest, and trees sped by on either side, their shadows rich and textured. On they rode, hooves clattering on the crushed rock of the path, until at last they emerged into the clearing before the Red Keep.

It had been less than two hours since he had left, but Tiron wasn't surprised to see that the keep windows were still glowing with torchlight. These were mountain warriors, men made hardy and rough by lives spent on unforgiving slopes. There were so few causes to celebrate that when one came, they celebrated for all they were worth. The faint sound of voices raised in song came from within. 

Tiron and the Order rode right up to the gate. The guards had changed, and they approached hesitantly, reaching out to take Tiron's halter as he swung down from the saddle.

"What's happened, ser knight?" the first guard asked the figure wearing Ser Nickl's armor.

The knight jumped lightly to the ground, drew his blade, and raised it to the guard's throat. Ramswold smiled coldly. "It's still happening, my good man. Now, drop your weapons. Both of you. Make one cry and I slit your throat."

The rest of the Order surrounded the guards with raised weapons, and two blades were promptly dropped to the ground. 

Tiron glanced up at the keep's roof. "Hurry," he said, though he felt little alarm. "Inside." 

He pushed open both of the great doors with a grunt, swinging them inward along with a great draft of cold mountain air that sent the dozens of torches along the walls streaming and caused the roaring flames in the fireplace to rage. Cries of alarm sounded from above, but it was too late. Tiron strode forward, sword held down to his side, eyes locked on Warmund.

The old lord was leaning back in his high-backed chair, eyes half-lidded, a tankard held in one loose hand. His six remaining knights were rising to their feet, swords in hand. A number of servants had frozen against the walls, holding platters and pitchers. Ulein and his three companions also rose to their feet, weapons drawn, and began to drift toward the back of the hall.

"What is this?" Warmund sat up slowly, like a bear rousing itself from hibernation. "Pesold?" He looked past Tiron at the knights who had followed him in. "Ser Nickl?"

"No," said Ramswold, removing his helm and tossing it aside. "Ser Nickl is dead." He stood beside Tiron, hands on his hips. "Hello, Uncle."

Warmund's jaw tightened, and he rose to his feet. The rest of the Order moved to stand alongside them, forming a wall of drawn blades. Silence reigned in the hall until Warmund let loose a bark of laughter.

"Well done, boy. Cunningly played, I'll give you that." He took up the scabbard hanging from the corner of his chair and drew a broad blade. "Still, not cunning enough. Eleven of us against nine of you. It looks like my celebration is going to end in proper style."

"No, my lord," said Ulein, his voice loud and nervous. "Thirteen of us against seven of you."

Warmund paused, then turned around to fix Ulein with his eye. Tiron saw the young knight flinch but hold his ground. "Traitors," spat Warmund. "So be it. I'll sell my life dearly."

"There's no contest here," said Tiron, moving forward. "You're drunk and old and outmatched two to one. Surrender."

Warmund wheeled about, eyeing his knights. They gripped their blades with determination, but it was impossible not to notice how they swayed and blinked stupidly. 

The old lord turned to Ramswold and grinned, showing his yellowed teeth. "Well done, indeed. I didn't think you had it in you, boy. You are your father's son in truth."

Ramswold's face was flushed with emotion as he jerked his chin up. "You're finished, Uncle. Drop your sword."

"You always did prattle on about honor and the old ways," said Warmund. "Let's see how much you truly believe in them. I challenge you, boy. A duel. Let the Ascendant show his favor on the victor. What say you?"

"Don't," said Tiron immediately. Warmund was old and drunk, but Tiron could sense the predatory vitality that still burned in the lord's rangy frame. This was a man raised on battle and soaked in blood. A creature from the older years, fit to join the Black Wolves.

Ramswold stared at his uncle, his jaw clenched tight. 

Osterhild moved up alongside him, her arm cradled to her side. "Don't accept, Lenhard." Her voice was a fierce whisper. "We've won. This is over."

"Just as I thought," drawled Warmund with cruel satisfaction. "At heart, you're still the mewling coward you've always been." He paused, his gaze sliding over to Tiron. "Let me guess. Tonight's plan wasn't even yours, was it nephew? You've not earned any of this."

Ramswold hissed through clenched teeth, then jerked forward a step. "I accept! Here! Now! Let us end this!"

"Good!" Warmund stepped heavily onto the trestle table, kicking his tankard aside, and leaped down into the space contained within the arms of the horseshoe. "There's the fire. There's the spirit. Now come at me, boy." Warmund hunched over, blade wielded in his left hand, its tip weaving a mesmerizing pattern from side to side. "Come at me!"

Ramswold was shaking. The rest of his Order stepped back, forming a wall that closed off the fighting space. Tiron gave ground reluctantly, cursing the pride and anguish that had driven Ramswold to this end. Warmund's knights ringed the far side, their eyes gleaming with vicious hope and anticipation.

Ramswold dropped his right foot back, presenting a three-quarter profile to the old lord, his sword held in a conservative middle guard. He was too tense, his knees not bent enough, his breath coming in sharp pants. 

Warmund grinned like a wolf, hunched over low, his right arm extended out to the side. "Remember that time you wet yourself, boy? How many hours did that hound trap you up on that window ledge? You cried like a little girl. Stank of piss. Snot running down your upper lip. How old were you? Seventeen?"

"Seven," growled Ramswold, spots of high color appearing on his cheeks. He edged to the right, sword shaking. "I was only seven, you bastard."

"How about that time I caught you watching the stable boy and that maid? Little pervert. Touching yourself. Didn't even know what you were doing or how to do it, did you?"

Warmund's knights laughed raucously. Ramswold's whole body was shaking now, his fingers clenching his blade so hard, his knuckles were bleached white. 

"He's goading you, Ramswold!" But Tiron knew it was too late. The boy was lost in a maelstrom of memories. "Stay calm!"

"And how you cried when your poor mama died." Warmund was enjoying himself, his grin a leer. "Oh, how she used to beg me to make you a man. Each time she'd come up for air after downing my shaft she'd beg, even as she died, begged for the impossible –" 

Ramswold let out a cry of sheer hatred and threw himself forward, his blade spearing out in a wild thrust. Warmund saw it coming a mile away and batted it aside easily, stepping out so that Ramswold rushed past him. Tiron grimaced, seeing the decapitating blow coming, ready to take the young lord in the back of the neck.

Yet somehow Ramswold sensed the blow coming too and turned his lunge into a dive. He crashed gracelessly into the legs of the table, Warmund's swipe cleaving through empty air. Not stopping, Ramswold scrambled aside, barely avoiding a downward stab, then crawled frantically away to leap up, sword at the ready again.

Warmund laughed, turning on him, blade held out again. "Scared, boy? Going to piss yourself again?"

But something in Ramswold seemed to settle. His heaving chest hitched once, twice, then eased into a deeper breath. He rolled his shoulders and lowered himself back into his combat stance. "I'm going to kill you, Uncle." His voice was flat. 

Warmund paused, then laughed uneasily. "Come, then, boy. Come!"

Ramswold bared his teeth in a parody of a smile. "A lord does not approach a swineherd. Your turn to attack."

Warmund spat. He edged forward, then feinted high before lashing out with a kick.

Ramswold raised his sword to block, realized too late he'd been tricked, turned his hip to take the kick on the side, and then they went at it, swords clashing as they hacked and slashed at each other. 

It was a desperate battle. Tiron leaned forward, fists clenched, holding his breath as he watched. Warmund was a seasoned veteran, steeped in tricks and with great power still in his aging frame. Ramswold fought with desperate energy and speed, contorting and ducking with the agility of youth, expending his energy in wild sweeps and leaps. Both were fueled by a vicious hatred.

Back and forth they surged, Ramswold gasping, Warmund letting loose curses. Then the old man hooked Ramswold behind the heel and kicked his leg out from under him. Ramswold went down. Warmund went to stab him in the throat, but instead spitted Ramswold through the shoulder when the boy rolled, pinning him to the ground. Ramswold let out a scream and brought his sword around in an arc, burying it in Warmund's side.

The old man grunted, his frame stiffening. Ramswold tore his sword free as the old man staggered back, surged up to one knee and stabbed Warmund in the gut. 

Nobody made a sound. Warmund dropped his blade and set his gaze on Ramswold's pale, sweaty face. He reached down and wrapped his hands around the young lord's neck and squeezed.

Ramswold choked and tried to lift his other arm but failed. Instead, he grimaced and leaned forward, pushing his blade deeper into Warmund's stomach. The back of the old man's tunic turned dark with blood, tented, and then Ramswold's blade slid through, streaked with livid gore.

Warmund squeezed, digging his powerful thumbs into Ramswold's throat. His whole body hunched over the youth, every ounce of his terrible will bent to this one final task.

Ramswold released his blade. Tiron knew well the instinct to scrabble at Warmund's hands, to try desperately – futilely – to break their hold. Instead, the young lord drew his dagger from his belt and hacked at Warmund's wrist.

The old man cried out but held on. Again, Ramswold cut, then stabbed. Blood spattered down Ramswold's front, and finally Warmund's grip was broken. The old man, haggard and massive, staggered back. 

Ramswold rubbed at his neck, rose to his feet, swayed, then let out a cry and lunged at his uncle, stabbing the blade deep into his left eye.

Warmund let out a hoarse croak and fell back. The point of Ramswold's sword screeched on the stone floor, caught, and flipped Warmund onto his side. The old man kicked, his ruined wrist flopping, then went still.

Silence filled the hall but for the crackle of the fireplace. Ramswold wheezed, hand to his throat, and stared down at his dead uncle. His eyes were large with shock and horror. His shoulders hitched and then he turned aside, falling to his knees to retch on the floor.

The moment had to be seized. "Lord Ramswold is the victor!" Tiron's voice filled the hall, and he leveled his blade at the remaining Red Knights. "Drop your weapons or be slain where you stand!"

Swords were laid on the tabletops and the knights stepped back. Osterhild needed no prompting. Though her face was stricken with shock, she called out to her companions, who rushed to seize the knights and bind their arms behind their backs. Tiron joined her as she moved to Ramswold's side.

"Lenhard?" Her voice was a whisper, part awe, part concern. "Lenhard?"

Ramswold straightened. His pupils were wide, consuming his irises, and his skin was waxen. He blinked down at his uncle. 

"He's dead." He spoke with something akin to wonder. "He's actually dead."

"Yes," said Osterhild. She swallowed audibly, then shook her head. "We did it. We've taken the keep." She turned back to him, eyes shining. "You killed him!"

Tiron stepped forward. "Congratulations, Lord Ramswold. You have won the day. Your lands and title are yours once more." He bowed low.

"They are," whispered Ramswold.

Tiron half-turned to take in the rest of the hall. The members of Ramswold's Order were standing around, some of their faces open with the thrill of victory, others sobered in shock. The servants were but shadows against the walls. Militiamen crowded the front door.

"All hail Lord Ramswold, ruler of his domain, your rightful liege by descent and conquest!"

The crowd startled, people blinking and tearing their eyes from the fallen Warmund.

Tiron smashed his fist down on the table, causing platters to jump and cutlery to rattle. "Did you not hear what I said? All hail! Greet your new lord! All hail!"

This time the cries were loud, the members of the Order emerging from their trance to roar, the servants clapping nervously, even some members of the militia letting out faint cheers.

Tiron turned and gestured to Ramswold. The boy looked ready to faint from blood loss and shock, but Tiron willed him to move forward, to seize the moment, to make it his. 

Ramswold stared about like a country boy seeing the capital city of Ennoia for the first time, then took a step forward and grasped his sword by the hilt. He pulled it free with a grimace, then raised it high above his head. It glimmered crimson in the light of the fire.

Tiron roared once more, and this time everyone joined in, their cries ringing down from the rafters. "All hail! All hail! All hail!"

 

The next morning was brisk, the kind where the sun's warmth rapidly faded when you stepped into the shadows. Tiron had levered himself out of his bed remarkably late, then grabbed a bowl of gruel from a servant and stepped outside the keep to sit beside the stable on a low stool. It was a good spot. Out of the way. His knees were throbbing from yesterday's exertions, and the burn on his forearm was stinging wickedly. Closing his eyes as he chewed, he raised his face to the rays of the sun and inhaled. He could smell the horses and the clean scent of hay. 

When he had emptied his bowl, he set it down beside his stool, extended his legs and crossed them at the ankles, then folded his arms and leaned back against the stable wall. The warmth of the sun sank into his bones. He lowered his chin and dozed, soothed by the whickers of the horses and the soft voices of the stable hands.

"Ser Tiron?" Tiron opened one eye. Ramswold was standing before him, a tentative smile creeping across his face, his left arm in a sling. "I was worried you'd left."

"Not yet," grunted Tiron, shifting on his stool. "How's the shoulder?"

Ramswold gave a nonchalant shrug on the uninjured side. "I'll live."

Tiron smiled. "We'll make a warrior out of you yet, my lord."

"Yes, perhaps." Ramswold's smile widened, then his expression grew uncertain. "Are you planning to leave soon?"

Tiron looked around the clearing. The keep doors were wide open. Servants were busy sweeping out moldy hay and scraps. A couple of young men were hanging tapestries over wooden frames, curved beaters at the ready. A mass of furniture had been piled up in the center of the clearing, a mass of expensive clothing thrown across it – ready, it seemed, to be burned.

"I'd not gotten past breakfast, truth be told. I don't know. Why?" Tiron knew why the young lord had asked. Still, it was worth hearing. How Ramswold answered might help him decide on his own answer.

"I would like very much for you to stay," said the young lord. "My companions are true, but you said it yourself: we lack experience. I need to confront the militia and decide if they can be trusted. What happens if they can't be, and I turn them out? Will they turn into brigands? I don't know." He smiled weakly. "These kinds of practical details aren't mentioned in my favorite sagas."

Tiron scratched at his beard. "I'm not a knight. Not anymore."

"But you were, weren't you? I never got to ask about your background. And I won't, if you don't want to discuss it. But it's clear you know more than I do about just about everything." Ramswold smiled again, an honest if rueful grin. "I'd appreciate your staying at the Red Keep for a short while, at the very least. We can discuss payment, if you like, but honestly, I'd be glad to have you for as long as you're willing to stay."

"Keep your gold, my lord. You're going to need it."

"Very well. But will you stay?"

Tiron inhaled and held his breath. Stay? Grow to know these young men and women. Give advice to Ramswold. Help him secure his grip on his lands and title. Where else had he to go? Still, the wilderness called to him, told him to find a quiet spot, perhaps even a cave like some Sigean hermit, and just sit and take in the sun and rest. Rest, after so many years of pain and suffering, madness and violence.

"Perhaps you think me a fool," said Ramswold quietly. "With my Order of the Star, my naïve young friends. I own that I know more of the world from books than from living in it. But I want to change that. For too long, I sulked and hid. I blamed my mother, my father, Lord Kyferin, anyone and everyone. It took Osterhild for me to see that I had to take responsibility for my own life. And so I have. I founded my Order because I want it to exist. My uncle always told me that life wasn't like my tales, and perhaps it isn't. But I want it to be. Or, rather, if I have any modicum of power, of authority, I want to use it to fashion the world as I've always wished it to be. A good place. A fair place. A place where an Order like mine can set an example, and be respected instead of laughed at."

Tiron sighed. "Order of the Star. Let me guess – named after some ancient and noble group of knights?"

"Yes," said Ramswold softly. "A most heroic Order, led by Ser Jesche. Lady Otheria earned her fame fighting by his side. A most noble Order."

Tiron grunted. "One day, you should meet my friend Audsley. A Noussian, as steeped in books as you are. You'd get along."

"Oh?" Ramswold glanced sidelong at him. "I look forward to meeting him, then."

"I'll stay," said Tiron. "I don't know how long. A week, perhaps a month."

"You will?" Ramswold all but clapped. "That's wonderful, Ser Tiron." 

"Just Tiron. I've told you, I'm not a knight." Tiron sat up. "What's more, I make a terrible servant. I'll speak my mind when I've a will to. If you don't like it, that's fine; I'll leave."

"I want you to speak your mind," said Ramswold. "That's precisely why I've asked you to stay."

"You say that now," growled Tiron. "We'll see. But as long as I feel as if I'm of some use, as long as I think you're listening to me, I'll stay. Only time will tell how long that lasts."

Ramswold lowered himself to one knee. "I swear to you, Tiron –" 

"Get up," Tiron said, scowling. "On your feet."

"Pardon?" Ramswold climbed awkwardly back up.

"You're their lord now," said Tiron, nodding toward the servants. "You can't go bending knee to a bitter old man with no title. A wise woman once told me that authority and power belong to those who can tell the most convincing tale, who can get those around them to believe in their version of the world. You need to start working on your own tale, my lord. You need to start cultivating it. But you sure as hell won't convince anybody if you start dropping to your knees."

"I – yes. My tale." Ramswold blinked, looking off into the distance. "That's a good way to think of it. My own story."

"Now," said Tiron, and he moved forward and knelt. "I'll do the swearing. Damn this knee to the Black Gate. All right, here's my oath: I'll give you advice as long as I think you're listening. I'll look out for your best interests as long as they accord with my own principals. I'll teach you what I know of combat and conflict, but the moment I decide to leave, I'll tell you and ride off. Fair enough?"

Ramswold hesitated and then laughed. "A noble oath! I'll have it transcribed for posterity. Yes, more than fair."

"Good," said Tiron, rising to his feet with a grunt. "Now, let's convene your council."

"I don't have a council," said Ramswold.

"You do now. Who do you trust? Invite them to join us."

"Osterhild, then. Leuthold, a lieutenant in the militia. He's a good man, and kind. I trust him. Let's see – Pex and Isentrud from my Order. And Winlin. He was my father's falconer. He refused to work for Warmund and lives in a cabin a day's walk from here."

"Good. Summon them. We have much to discuss."

"Such as my militia?"

Tiron began to walk toward the keep. "That, and Nyclosel's imminent attack."

"Nyclosel's – what?"

Tiron chuckled. "Word will have reached him by the end of the day. The first thing he'll do is test your resolve. We should expect a raid on your border tomorrow, the day after at the latest."

Ramswold stopped walking, then hurried to catch up. "How do you know this?"

"Experience. Now," Tiron repeated, "let's summon that council of yours. We've much to discuss if you and your lands are to survive the coming weeks and months."

Tiron marched into the Keep, Ramswold bubbling with questions behind him. 

For the first time in he didn't know how long, Tiron felt something akin to satisfaction. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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Maur came to Tharok mere hours after his confrontation with Kyrra. He was bent over a map, examining the lands between Gold and Abythos, when he felt a presence in the window. 

He took up World Breaker and turned. This wouldn't be the first assassin to learn that Tharok was more than capable of defending himself without his wyverns and trolls. Instead, he saw Maur stepping down from his windowsill, jaw set, eyes smoldering.

"Wise Woman," he said, lowering the blade.

Maur spat. "Don't use those words. That title is dead. I am nothing more than Maur, kragh female."

Tharok set World Breaker on the table. "Now is the time for warlords. Later, after the war has been won, the Wise Women will have their turn to reknit our society."

Maur laughed darkly, never taking her eyes from him, moving slowly out to the side as if she expected an attack at any moment. "You believe that, Tharok? Tell me true. Do you believe that?"

Tharok hesitated. "Yes."

Maur bared her teeth. She lacked the tusks of a male, but her expression more than compensated with its ferocity. "Liar."

"There will come a day when we have conquered all. When the last human has bent knee or been beheaded. When that day comes, I will have served my purpose. Then I shall step aside, and you will rise to take my place."

Maur turned her head and spat again. "Liar."

"How so?" Anger flickered within him, but he crushed it. "You think we will exist in a state of war forever?"

"Maybe. But I do know that the evil you have unleashed upon us will not go quietly into the dark." She grinned again at him. "Oh, yes, I've heard. The news is spreading like wildfire. It took us hundreds if not thousands of years to put the blood worship of the medusas behind us. In little more than a month, you have undone everything we have accomplished. Now, we will howl and rock and slaughter each other like beasts once more, while that demon gluts herself on our blood. Tell me, warlord, how do we recover from that?"

Tharok shrugged, feigning disinterest. "When I am done with her services, I shall cut off her head, and her religion will die with her."

"Fool. You think she will not anticipate your move? You think she will wait for you to attack?"

"No. She will move against me at a crucial point in our war, seeking to pre-empt me. I will be ready. Her attack will be all the justification I will need to kill her."

"You think you have it all figured out. But even if you do kill her, even if you destroy a goddess, what will all her shamans do? What about her ranks of faithful?"

Tharok frowned. "This is needed. We cannot win without her."

"No!" She glided forward so quickly that he growled and raised his blade, but she ignored World Breaker altogether. "We have already lost! Who are we? Are we the kragh who existed but months ago? No! You have destroyed us! The shamans will take generations to recover, if they are ever given the chance! You've adopted the lowlander tradition of ignoring the Wise Women. How long will it take for you males to listen to us again?"

Tharok lowered his brows but kept his blade up. Maur pressed forward against it, mere inches from him, insensate to the thin line of blood that World Breaker was drawing from her side. 

"The kragh are dying. You are killing us. You are destroying a people to make a weapon, and should you one day decide that you are done, that you have no more enemies to fight, then you will see that you can't unmake a sword. We will have become good at one thing, and one thing only: destruction."

Tharok growled deep in his chest. "Not so. Just as I have raised Kyrra, so can I destroy her. Just as I have changed our people, so can I do it once more when it's needed."

"Fool. You think only of winning. Nothing of what comes after. Tell me true: do you really care what happens to us after you have won your war?"

Her eyes were locked on his, burning so brightly that Tharok had difficulty holding her gaze. A simple "yes" was all it would take, but he found that he couldn't speak. 

He thought of the walls of Abythos, of the human knights, of their Portals and lands, their castles and Ennoians, their Virtues and armies, their hidden fortresses and greatest cities, and how he could destroy them. But after? 

"I knew it." Maur smiled, but something in her eyes died. "You are good, Tharok. Much better than I ever gave you credit for. You had us fooled. Each step of the way, you managed to make us trust you. I trusted you." Tears formed in her eyes. "I believed in you, long after I should have stopped. Even now, I hoped to see something in your soul that would comfort me and make me believe you still care. But, no. The only fool greater than you is me, for believing you. For thinking you cared about anything other than power and blood."

Tharok placed World Breaker on the table and closed his eyes. The pain in Maur's eyes sickened him. He pressed the bases of his palms against his temples and turned away.

The circlet burned.

This was emotional blackmail, the last dying gasps of a backwards culture. This was a natural protest that should have been expected. Ignore her, he told himself. She had no power. She no longer needed to be courted. Her Wise Women were powerless. Cast her out. 

Tharok took hold of the circlet. It seared his fingers. Take it off, he thought. Now, while you're yourself. Now, while you can!

An image came to him. Fifty wyverns slowly circling in the skies above. The heavy, menacing might of the matriarch. All of them bound to him only by the circlet. Beyond them, the sixty or so trolls, pacing, patrolling the city, their very presence maintaining order.

Cast me aside, tolled a voice in the depths of his mind, and they shall run amok. 

Tharok stilled. 

"Tharok?" Maur's voice was uncertain.

Who are you? Tharok stared at the wall, stared through it. Who are you?

There was no response. Tharok pressed his fingertips to the circlet once more. His flesh sizzled and healed immediately. Then he became aware of the crushing headache that he lived with every day, every moment, the pounding agony that controlling such forces and beings, that contorting his mind into both troll and wyvern while remaining himself subjected him to. Only World Breaker and the Medusa's Kiss kept that pain from destroying him.

"Speak," he rasped. "Speak!"

There was no response, but the silence carried weight, a hideous contentment like that of an argument won.

"Tharok?" 

Tharok growled and snatched up World Breaker. "I am not your puppet! Answer me, damn you!" 

Strength flooded into him from the sword, and though his pain receded, his fury only redoubled. With a roar, he smote at the wall. World Breaker cut through the planks, chopped clear through a massive wooden column, and sent a flurry of splinters flying across the room.

"Tharok!" Maur danced back. "Stop it!"

Tharok roared, clutched World Breaker with both hands, and hewed at the ground. Stone shattered as he gouged a cut a foot deep into the rock. "Speak!"

Still, there was no reply. 

With a cry, he wheeled and cut the table in two, then screamed and hurled World Breaker as if it were a spear, sending it flying across the room to impale a column and sink into the hard wood. 

He clutched at his temples and sank to his knees. "I'm burning up," he rasped. "My mind. My soul. I'm burning up. Charring away. There's nothing left."

"Tharok," whispered Maur, moving to his side. "Is that you?"

"Yes. No." He groaned and bent over, eyes closing. "I don't know."

She touched his shoulder, then withdrew. "Is this an act? Are you manipulating me again?"

"No." He remained kneeling, hunched over, pressing at his temples. 

Good. This is perfect. Earn her sympathy. Make her think that you are fighting the influence, that there is a true, hidden Tharok for her to support. 

"Silence!" He climbed to his feet and slammed his fist against the wall. Wood crunched, his knuckles split, and he punched clear through, his arm sinking in to the elbow. Pain flared, then receded as he began to heal. 

"Take it off!" Maur spun him around. "Now! Take it off while you can!"

Tharok trembled as he raised his hands to his brow. But if he did, the consequences, the failure, the deaths that would result – he would be destroyed, and the medusa would rise to become a goddess in truth. The wyverns would descend upon the tribes, bringing madness, death, blood without end –

"Take it off!" Maur lunged for the circlet. 

Tharok's eyes flared open wide, and he grabbed her by the throat. He'd grown since they'd first met. He now towered over her, and without effort he lifted her off her feet. 

"Tharok," she grunted, hands grasping his wrists. She scrabbled at them, scoring his flesh with her nails. Each cut healed immediately.

"Don't touch it." His voice was raw. "You don't know what would happen if you took it off."

"Tharok," she hissed. 

"I cannot." He stared through her. "I'm trapped. It's used me too well." His fury mixed with shame. "I've come too far. If I pull out now, the consequences – they'll be worse than anything we can imagine."

Maur's face had darkened. She lashed at him with her feet, but he barely felt the blows. 

"I must see this through," he told her. "I must find a way. I must hold firm."

He opened his hand, and Maur fell to her knees, gasping for breath and choking. Tharok stared down at her, seeing his path: the fire that lined it, the skulls on which he had to tread, the thousands upon thousands who had to die. "Ogri failed. It used him. Golden Crow told me. It devoured his spirit. At the last, he was just a beast, a monster. They cast a spell to bring his spirit back, and he fled with Jaemungdr to die."

Tharok looked at his black palms. He turned them slowly, watching the fire shimmer just beneath the skin. "I'm burning, but I'm not gone yet. I won't be defeated like Ogri."

Maur rose shakily to her feet and backed away from him. "You're mad."

"Perhaps. But I have no choice. I must see this through."

Maur shook her head. "No. That's what it wants you to think. Ogri must have thought the same right up till the end. You're not dying, Tharok. You're dead." 

"No." His voice was little more than a whisper. "Not yet. Soon, but not yet. A fragment remains."

Maur let out a laugh that was part sob and stepped back to the window. "I want to believe you, but I can't. We can't."

"Trust me." He couldn't look at her, but that one slip caused understanding to flash through his mind. "You came here on behalf of the others. Red River. Maybe more. Shamans? You came to test me, and now that I have failed, you are going to flee Gold." At that, he did look up. "Am I right?"

Maur was standing before the window. "Yes. I came to ask you a final favor. Don't give Kyrra the last of the shamans. Release them."

"Release them," he said, and smiled. "They're needed. But – all right. This hurts my plans. But go. I'll – I'll let you take them if you leave tonight. I'll not hunt you down. And – and in my doing so, you'll know I'm not gone yet. That I'm not dead."

Maur stared at him, her neck already bruising, terror and hope and despair warring in her eyes. He held her gaze, and after she had climbed out the window and dropped from sight, he remained standing there, staring, not moving.

"I'm not dead," he whispered. "Not yet."

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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Despite the imminence of the kragh invasion, it still took a week for the Temple to organize its forces and coordinate with the bulk of the Ennoian army. Kethe excused herself from the laborious meetings where logistics were discussed and spent each morning and afternoon with her Consecrated.

She burned with an urgency to do all that she could to prepare them for war. She felt the responsibility keenly, worried incessantly about each of their shortcomings, and spent nights tossing in her bed, trying to find innovations in her training regimen that would allow her to break through their reserves and shore up their weaknesses. 

Each dawn, she met them on the training ground and immediately launched them into mind-numbing drills, forcing them to swing and defend, to work on their stances, to flow back and forth, over and over again till they were dripping with sweat and cursing her behind her back.

She pushed them, sparred with them individually and then arranged for skirmishes, three against four, often pitting the weakest against the strongest, urging them to not hold back, to strike hard, to leave bruises, to wound egos. 

It was hopeless. She could only condition them so much in a week. Reflexes and instincts had to be formed over the course of years of hard training. 

Something akin to panic began to ride her, its claws digging deep into her mind. There had to be an answer here, a solution, something practical she could bestow upon them, though she was hardly a seasoned veteran herself. 

Around midday, she dismissed them to a brief lunch with orders that they meet her at the White Gate immediately thereafter. Her Consecrated trailed away, not talking, dispirited, aware of her fear, polluted by it. Kethe watched them depart and cursed herself as she reviewed her comments, becoming painfully aware each time that she was undercutting their confidence without giving them anything in return.

Each of them drove her to distraction in their own way, but Khoussan was the worst. He had the might, the innate physical talent, the speed and strength with which to be a formidable warrior. But he only mimed the strokes, put barely any effort into the sparring, and sat out when he had been defeated with obvious relief. He never reached for the White Gate's power. When she berated him, he simply listened, his expression closed, and then agreed easily with whatever she demanded.

On the third morning, her temper near snapping, she dismissed the group to practice and called Khoussan over to one side. She drew her blade and fell into a combat stance, and he actually rolled his eyes before doing the same.

Kethe grinned at him and began to circle. He pivoted in place, unconcerned, waiting for his inevitable defeat. Kethe tested his defenses. Adequate, but unhurried. She tried a simple combination: high, low, a feint and then a lunge, and poked Khoussan high in the stomach with enough force to cause him to cough and step back.

"So," she asked, her voice light, almost cheerful. "Do you think your wife's found a new man yet?"

Khoussan froze. His gaze snapped over to her, coming alive for the first time, a glint of warning appearing in the dark depths of his eyes. "I try not to think about it."

"I mean, she must be an attractive woman. Beautiful, even. Surely there must have been a dozen men waiting for you to disappear before they tried to seduce her."

He'd begun walking toward her, but stopped. Shock flickered across his face and then his expression locked down, becoming neutral again. "If you say so." But she heard the warning there. 

"How long do you think she'd wait before spreading her legs for another man? A month? Maybe two?"

"Makaria," Khoussan said in a low voice filled with menace. "Stop talking about my wife."

"Why?" She began to circle once more. "It's all you think about, isn't it? How unfair it is that you're here and she's there. Do you wonder if she's rutting with another man? Moaning his name? Clawing his back as they make love for endless hours each night?"

Khoussan marched toward her. He swung savagely, a horizontal cut, and followed it with an overhand blow to the head. Kethe swayed away from the first, blocked the second, then ducked to one side and smacked Khoussan in the rear with the flat of her blade, causing him to stumble away.

"And your son. How long till he calls the new man 'father'? That would take a little longer, don't you think? Perhaps six months? A year? Still, it's inevitable. Unless your wife is enjoying her newfound freedom and taking too many partners for him to keep track of."

Khoussan ground to a halt, hunching his massive shoulders. She heard his knuckles pop as he clenched the hilt of his sword.

Kethe stepped in close. "Oh, I'm sorry. Am I upsetting your delicate emotions?"

Khoussan roared and launched himself at her. Veins writhed along his muscled arms as he swung two-handed, huge blows that would have taken off her head if they'd hit. Kethe found herself hard-pressed, giving ground, blocking blows that hit so hard, they sent shivers up her arms. He was fighting blindly, completely disregarding his own defenses, and she saw numerous moments where she could have counterattacked.

But she didn't.

Khoussan's stamina seemed inexhaustible. He kept coming, hewing at her, grunting with each blow, murder in his eyes.

Kethe chose not to block a lateral swing and took the flat of his blade full on her shoulder. It sent her stumbling to one side, and only her connection to the White Gate stopped the bone from breaking. "There, good. More! Come on, Khoussan! Is that all you have?"

He stepped in again, his breathing so ragged it sounded almost like sobs, and thrust his wooden blade right at her gut. Kethe staggered back; the pain was fierce, but again she drew on the White Gate, and the worst of it faded away. 

She grinned up at him. "You think she's with a man right now? This very second? Covered in sweat? Crying out his name?"

Khoussan roared and threw aside his blade. He threw a massive haymaker at the side of her head and she ducked under it, then allowed the backhand to crack across her jaw. While Khoussan was merely good with a blade, he was lethal with his fists. Blows rained down upon her from all sides. She raised her arms, blocking most of them but taking punch after punch. They knocked her about, sent her staggering, but she always came back, blood smeared across her chin, nose throbbing, head ringing.

Khoussan's eyes were wide, the sclera visible all the way around his irises, and there was froth in the corners of his mouth. A wild frenzy had him; his deep and melancholic reservoir of pain had finally cracked open and swept all his self-control away.

"Yes, Khoussan! Again!" Her head snapped back as he struck her full in the face. "Good! Harder! Harder, you Zoeian bastard!"

Khoussan buried his fist in her stomach, then elbowed her in the side of the head. The world spun, and she went down. The ground was pressed against her cheek. She spat blood, tongued a cut inside her cheek, then pushed herself back up.

Khoussan stood there swaying, fists raised, heaving for breath. His broad chest was working powerfully, and he watched in obvious disbelief as Kethe walked back up to him.

Khoussan threw a punch at her, but it was weak, and she swayed away from it easily. 

"You feel that?" She blocked a second punch. "What you're feeling right now? That anger? The fury?" She stepped inside his guard and shoved him full in the chest. He stumbled back and nearly fell. "That's what I want. Because this world isn't fair. There's nothing fair about it, and your sulking like a child isn't going to change anything."

Her own anger began to rise up. "Understand? You're not special. None of us are. We're all stepped on. But we don't have the luxury to sit around feeling sorry for ourselves. Yes, your life was ruined. But so was mine!" She punched him square in the chest. It was like hitting a castle wall, but still he gave ground. "So was Akkara's! And Dalitha's! All of us have been fucked over, but we're doing something about it! We're fighting back! Do you hear me?"

Khoussan's face contorted with pain, a deep agony that was awful to see, and he screamed and came back at her swinging. This time, Kethe ducked and blocked for all she was worth, till finally he staggered past her and stopped, hands on his knees, moaning, head hanging down.

Kethe spat blood again. Her head was still ringing. She stared at Khoussan, then lowered her fists. Everybody on the training grounds was staring at them, but she ignored them and walked up to him. He didn't turn, didn't look up. Tears were running down his face, and his pants were turning into a deep and wounded weeping.

"Sighart. Walk Khoussan back to his room."

 Self-doubt and revulsion filled her. Had she done the right thing? Had she helped him or broken him down further? She watched as Sighart touched Khoussan on the shoulder, then guided him off the training ground, the massive Zoeian covering his face with both hands, shoulders hitching as he sobbed. When he stumbled, Sighart caught him by the arm, and together they stepped out of sight.

"By the Black Gate," whispered Kethe. With a sigh, she looked at the others. "All right. Enough staring. Wolfker, Gray Wind, head on to the White Gate. Akkara, Dalitha, follow me."

She led both women up to her quarters. They followed in wary silence, twin ghosts at her heels. Her Honor Guard all gaped at the sight of Kethe's battered face, but she waved impatiently at them and passed through her reception room, ignoring the growing crowd, and led the two Consecrated through her rooms to a small balcony. There, she collapsed into one of the chairs placed around a circular table, and gestured for the two Consecrated to do the same.

She brooded for a while, staring out over the clouds, waiting as her body healed. She drummed her fingers on the white tablecloth until she realized she was leaving bright smears of blood, and then dropped her hand into her lap. 

Drinks were poured by alarmed servants, but she ignored them. 

Finally, she sighed and turned to Dalitha. "All right. We'll start with you."

"Me, Makaria?" Dalitha squirmed in her seat, shooting Akkara a panicked look. "What do you mean?"

"We don't have time to dance around. We've days, not years. So, what's your story?"

"My story?" Dalitha had gone pale.

"Yes, your story." Kethe stared flatly at the Consecrated. "What happened to you? Why do you freeze up each time you're in a fight?"

Dalitha ducked her head. "I don't. I'm practicing as well as any of the others." 

"Enough. You know what I mean. And if I were a better person, I'd find a kinder way to ask, but I'm not, so tell me. Are you afraid of getting cut?"

"Getting cut?" Dalitha laughed nervously. "Oh, no! In fact, you could say I'm no stranger to getting cut." She yanked down her sleeve and showed Kethe and Akkara a patchwork of angry red lines interlaced over a tapestry of thin scars down her forearm. She stared defiantly at Kethe, her whole body tensed like that of a bird about to take flight.

Kethe fought to hide her shock. "Why do you do that?"

"You wouldn't understand." Dalitha covered her arm and sat back, something akin to smug disdain radiating from her. "I only showed that to you because it's laughable to think I'm afraid of getting cut."

Kethe felt seriously out of her depth, but she had no choice. She had to persist. Forcing aside her reservations, she fought to keep her tone steady. "Then, what is it? Why do you freeze up?"

Dalitha's smile was artificially bright. Her eyes filled with tears, and then she shifted about in the chair, brought one foot up onto the seat and wrapped her arms around it, and turned to look out at the cloudscape.

"I'm not cut out for this," said Kethe. "You deserve better. Somebody wiser, more mature, with greater patience and experience. But you've got me instead, and we're all going to war in a few days, and you're going to see more kragh trying to kill you then you can even imagine. So, I'm going to ask you again. What is your problem?"

It was Akkara who spoke. "Her mother was touched by the White Gate. Dalitha was the first to find her when she died."

Dalitha hissed and uncoiled, looking ready to pounce on Akkara, who stared at her flatly. "How dare you?" Dalitha demanded. "I told you that in confidence!"

Akkara shrugged. "This is Makaria. We're all going to die. Who cares? Tell her. Get it off your chest."

Dalitha shook her head furiously, and then darted a look at Kethe. 

She cares too much what people think, Kethe realized. 

"Fine. Yes. My mother died of her gift before she could be Consecrated." She said that carelessly, tossing it at Kethe's face. "And poor little me was the first to find her. I was too little to understand then, but now I do, and it's twisted me up inside." She pushed her shoulders back, glaring at Kethe. "There. Are you happy?"

"No, I'm not happy." Kethe took a breath. "So, you freeze up because of your dead mother?"

Dalitha laughed scornfully. "No. Haven't you figured it out yet? I freeze up when I hear the White Gate. To me, it sounds like my mother screaming."

Kethe's mind was completely blank. How the hell could she deal with this? Perhaps Audsley could untangle Dalitha's trauma, but it was far too complex for her. "What about you, Akkara?"

Akkara stared at Kethe, looking as if she were peering up from the bottom of a well. "You want to know what my problem is?"

Kethe fought the urge to rub her eyes again. "Yes. I want to help. If I can." Dalitha scoffed and looked away. Kethe glared at her. "I'm not done with you. But I want to hear both stories first."

Akkara nodded. "All right. When I turned twelve, I was sent to my Choosing. Do you know what that is?"

"That's where Bythians are examined to see if they're fit to be sent to serve in other cities," said Dalitha.

Kethe bit back the urge to tell Dalitha that she knew that. Instead, she simply nodded.

"I was sent to Nous and given to a man. He was a merchant. He oversaw the packaging of salted fish. I worked in his warehouse." Akkara's voice was eerie, her cadence without inflection. "The man had lost his daughter when she was fifteen. As I grew older, he started talking to me as if I were her. He would treat me nicely, and then grow furious and beat me. He said I was tricking him. I think he killed his daughter after doing something horrible to her. Out of guilt, he took me out of the warehouse to work in his home. But I didn't work. He became obsessed with me. Had me wear his daughter's clothing. He would brush my hair."

Akkara's mouth worked silently for a moment, and then she clamped it shut. Kethe couldn't hold her gaze. A sick dread filled her, pity mixed with horror. 

Akkara forced herself to swallow. The skin around her face seemed to have grown tighter. "I spent four years waiting for him to do something horrible to me and then kill me. He never did, but he came close many times. I would hear him crying as he whipped himself. It got so I wanted him to kill me. I couldn't take it anymore, so I ran away, but I was caught and returned to him. He started torturing me. I – I killed him, and was taken to be hung."

Again, Akkara stopped, trying to speak but unable to form the words. Kethe watched her, frozen. Had she thought she could help? Had she thought she could make a difference? Even Dalitha was silent. 

"I heard the White Gate while I was in my cell. No one believed me. I tried to kill myself but couldn't. When they saw how I had cut myself but hadn't died, they believed me and brought me to Aletheia. I've been here ever since." Akkara tried to smile, but the expression was ghastly.

"By the Ascendant," whispered Kethe. "Akkara –"

Akkara forestalled her with a raised hand. "Please. I don't want your apologies."

"Well, I'm going to apologize anyway, to both of you. I can't help you. I don't know how. I'm sorry about that, because I should know how. I should be better. But I'm just me." 

A memory came unbidden to her, one she hadn't thought of in some time. 

"When I was fifteen, my father raped and killed the wife of one of his most loyal knights, and killed his son too. He left them for that knight to find. When Ser Tiron did, he went mad with grief and tried to kill me for revenge." Kethe spoke down to her hands at first, then forced herself to look up. "He pulled me out of my carriage and almost cut off my head. Luckily, my guards tackled him before he could do so. I was terrified, and it took me months to recover. After I did, I swore nobody would ever make me feel that helpless again."

Both Akkara and Dalitha were listening carefully, their eyes large and liquid. Kethe hesitated. Her own trauma seemed insignificant compared to theirs. Was she making a fool of herself by bringing it up? 

"That's when I started training with the blade. That's when I decided to become a knight." She hesitated again, trying to put her rough emotions into words. "I bring this up not because I think it's equal to what you've gone through, but because I know that if somebody had taken me aside back then and told me they wanted to fix me, I would have laughed. Or screamed. Nobody could have fixed me. I had to fix myself, and it took me years."

Kethe went on, "So, I'm sorry. For forgetting my own lessons, for being arrogant enough to think that, as a Virtue, I could fix you. For – I don't know. For everything. I wish I could keep you away from this battle with the kragh. I wish I could keep all of you away, but I can't." The injustice of it made her tremble with pain and outrage. "We all have to fight, and none of you are ready, and it's my responsibility, and I can't help you enough. I can't." 

Kethe covered her face. She didn't sob; she just sat, trying to freeze her mind, to immobilize her emotions so that her anger and fear wouldn't tear down her self-control and reduce her to sobs. 

A hand touched her shoulder lightly, and she startled and dropped her hands. Akkara was leaning toward her. "It's all right," she said softly. "It's not your fault."

Dalitha hesitated, then nodded. "Yes. It's not your fault." She reached out, withdrew her hand, then patted Kethe on the arm. "It's just an awful world."

Kethe laughed, a choking cry, and grinned, wiping at her tears. "It is, isn't it? A horrible, horrible world."

Akkara nodded soberly. "It's awful."

Dalitha smiled tentatively. "Yes. It really is."

They sat in silence, but something had changed. Kethe didn't know how to explain it, but she felt a new understanding. They simply gazed out over the clouds together, sipping their drinks, and occasionally smiled at each other for no apparent reason. 

Kethe had never had friends before. She'd had ladies-in-waiting, but they'd invariably been horrible or just too different from her, not understanding her desire to fight. Roddick had been too young to be anything like a friend, and she'd seen the other noble girls too infrequently to ever consider them friends. But in another world, perhaps she and Dalitha and Akkara could have been friends. 

The thought saddened her. Friends, in another world where she wasn't a Virtue, where they weren't going to battle the kragh; a world where they hadn't each been hurt almost beyond repair.

An old man in the garb of a Temple messenger stepped out onto the balcony and bowed deeply. "Esteemed Virtue, I bring a message." He extended a slender tube, bowed again, and retreated.

Kethe sniffed and sat up. She unfurled the scroll from within the tube, scanned its contents, and her heart sank.

"Bad news?" asked Dalitha.

"It's time." Kethe lowered the scroll to her lap and gazed at the two Consecrated with stony eyes. "We leave for Abythos first thing tomorrow morning."

 

Kethe stepped down onto the training grounds. It was the only space large enough to hold seven hundred Honor Guards and Consecrated, who were already lined up in implacable columns, facing an empty stage that had nothing behind it but the pre-dawn light. The air trembled with the intensity of their emotions, their knowledge that they would be marching to war, that they were only being called to go because the Empire was in peril.

Kethe walked down the length of her Honor Guard, designated as such by their green cloaks. Their discipline was absolute, and none of them glanced at her. She finally reached the front, where her Consecrated had formed a line behind Kade, who wore his molded plate armor, a gorgeous cloak of viridian hanging to his calves, Makaria's personal sigil emblazoned in white in its center.

Kethe looked across to where Synesis and Ainos had taken their place at the front of their own two hundred, Synesis in enameled crimson plate, Ainos in canary yellow.

Kethe's own armor had been delivered the day before. It was wondrous. A composite of green enameled plate and thick chain mail, it was light and hung on her like a dream. Her blade was a reassuring weight at her side. All of it was an emblem of who she was, proclaiming her a symbol of the Empire.

Kethe gazed past the stage at the storm clouds that were sweeping toward them. It was a dramatic sight, the clouds looking like nothing so much as anvils, dark and filled with menace. Aletheia would soon float into their midst. It would be quite the sight, to float amidst the lightning, but it was a sight that Kethe would miss. They were to march within the hour.

Around her, she heard the myriad minute sounds of nearly a thousand people breathing, shifting their weight, adjusting a strap here, coughing into a fist there. They stilled Theletos at last appeared and marched down their center.

He was wearing his white enameled plate. His cloak was like a bank of fresh snow, peerless and rich. He was wearing no helm, and his sharp, handsome face had the look of an eagle to it, predatory and alert. When he reached the stage, he leaped up as if his armor were weightless. Then he turned and stared out over the crowd, nodding slowly as if the very sight of them confirmed some basic belief.

"You go forth in the name of the Ascendant," he said. "You march to defend the Empire. There is no more sacred duty. You will stand on the walls of Abythos, but not alone. Beside you in spirit will stand the farmers of Ennoia, the scholars of Nous, the sages of Sige, the Perfecti of Aletheia, the miners of Bythos, and even, unbeknownst to them, our long-lost brothers in Agerastos."

He scanned the crowd, then went on. "Their thoughts and prayers will be with you. Their confidence in your victory. You are the righteous. You are the pure. You are the brave, and I envy you."

Theletos smiled a cutting smile, and Kethe realized that of all the Virtues, he alone had no Honor Guard.

"The armies of Ennoia are even now marching to join you in Abythos. Akinetos, Mixis, and Henosis will join you there. The assembled might of the Empire is mustering to face this new threat, for this is a threat such as we have not seen in centuries."

He paused, allowing his words to sink in. Kethe caught herself, realized that she'd been drinking in his words like all the others, and snuck a glance around her. People were rapt. Their eyes were shining.

"It has been centuries since the kragh arose in such numbers, centuries since they united behind one warlord and allowed themselves to be forged into a single weapon. The last time they did so, they took Abythos unaware. They swarmed through it, pillaging and murdering, and crashed through the Solar Gate into Bythos like a tide of doom."

Again, he surveyed the crowd. "You know the tale. We were defeated. The Empire was at Ogri's mercy. We were broken and reeling when the Ascendant prayed for our salvation, and his prayer touched Ogri's soul and moved him to quit the battlefield. His forces fell apart and were routed. That mortal danger was averted, but not forever, for a new warlord has arisen. His name, we are told, is Tharok. He is of the mountain tribes. He has with him countless thousands of kragh, and his sole goal is our destruction. He will come, and he will not stop until he has battered his way to the very heights of Aletheia and cast down all that we treasure and hold dear."

Kethe realized that she'd been swept up by his words again, that she'd actually held her breath.

"You will stop him. Amongst your number, right now, before me, are the heroes of tomorrow's tales. You don't yet know your strength, your capacity for sacrifice. Your dedication to the Ascendant. But the next few days will bring it forth. You will be tested, and you will be found worthy. I, Theletos, the Longed For, salute you."

Kethe inhaled deeply and couldn't help but smile. She looked down the lines and saw Synesis standing tall; even Ainos had her chin raised, her golden hair swept back. As the Sigean Virtue, she had rank, and so it was that she walked down her column, which turned in place and then began to march out of the training grounds behind her.

Synesis' Honor Guard went next, and then it was Kethe's turn. She walked down her column, her rage and anger from the day before forgotten in this moment of glory and grandeur. All her life, she had dreamed of being a knight, of saving others, of being the source of strength when danger loomed near. Now, this was it. No matter what came next, this was a moment straight out of the epics. 

Kade and her Consecrated followed, and when her Honor Guard swiveled to march out after her, when she heard the thunder of their boots, when she felt the great column fall in line behind her, she couldn't help but thrill. Not because she believed in the false glory of war, but because she was profoundly aware that regardless of the horrors to come, they were committed. There was no turning back. There was no averting this fate. This battle. This war.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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Audsley flew down the flanks of Aletheia, falling without purpose, down past the endless balconies, gardens, towers and bridges. His mind was sunk in despair. He'd failed. There was no returning from this debacle. Try as he might, he couldn't force his mind to tackle the problems before him. Couldn't rouse his faculties to seek a new approach. 

After all he'd done, the heights he'd reached, he'd lost.

Audsley sighed, staring down at the thin wisps of cloud beneath him. He should return to Iskra and seek to help her out in whatever small way he could. Yes, she would be disappointed. Yes, he would have to tell her how he had been duped when he'd thought himself so wise to the ways of the demons. But what else was there for him to do?

The thought of slinking back to Agerastos with his tail between his legs was too galling. He spotted an overgrown series of gardens down near what had to be the Sixth or Seventh Level, an abandoned estate. He dropped gratefully down into its obscurity, into the center of a copse of willows whose long, feathery branches streamed in the downdraft that blew from the heights like weeds in the current of a stream.

He sat on a rock and rested his chin on his palm. He should interrogate his demons, seek to wrest some final truth or concession from them, but he didn't have the spirit, the will. Instead, he sank into miserable introspection. Where had he taken the wrong step? Where had he erred? When he'd refused to sign over his body to the demon at the poetry contest? When he'd agreed to take on the three demons during his fight in the bowels of Starkadr?

He didn't know. He couldn't tell. Somewhere, his pure intentions had led him astray. 

Movement above him caught his eye, and he looked up to see Small Zephyr floating down through the canopy of the willows. He rose to his feet as she alighted gracefully on the cracked flagstones in front of him and then looked around curiously.

"Why did you choose this place, stranger?" Her tone was friendly and light, as if they had just bumped into each other in a library. "Poetic associations? Old memories of your demon's? Or simply an isolated retreat?"

"Ah, that is, ahem." Audsley coughed into his fist. Her casual reference to their demonic possession had thrown him completely off-balance. "An isolated retreat. Though not, it seems, isolated enough."

Small Zephyr waved her hand airily. "My demon could follow the trail of your two – three? – with relative ease. You made no effort to obscure your passage. I thought that practically an invitation."

Audsley wiped at his robes in an attempt to busy himself, but his mind was spinning. "Obscure my passage?" How far did his ignorance extend? "No. I thought there might be a chance that you would follow." He smiled wanly. "I was right."

"Is that so? How strange. A moment ago, you were protesting that you weren't being allowed to enjoy your isolation." 

Small Zephyr returned his smile brightly, and Audsley's heart constricted. Oh, but she is beautiful, like a perfectly honed little knife. Be careful!

"I contradict myself," said Audsley. "A liberty I am fond of enjoying."

"So it would seem." Small Zephyr began to walk amongst the willow trees, trailing her hand over their trunks. "Satisfy my curiosity. Why did you insult my uncle so?"

"Your uncle?" Audsley sat down. The momentary urge to impress her had left him. Why bother, after his self-immolation? "I wanted to shock him into revealing the source of his demonic corruption, perhaps, or at least the, ah, origins of the black potions through which you Fujiwaras maintain your political monopoly."

Small Zephyr paused, looking at him with frank amusement. "You're serious? In his own home? That's hilarious. Oh, dear stranger, you are a rarity. Such power within you, such naiveté! As if Uncle would blurt out such secrets."

"I was desperate," Audsley said with a shrug. "And short of time. My tactics were poorly chosen." He watched Small Zephyr, admiring her lithe frame, her long legs, her narrow waist, and the grace that matched that of the willow trees. "Why are you here?"

"To use you," she said sweetly. "I am a Fujiwara. Seeking advantage is in my blood."

"Ah," said Audsley. "Well. That is comforting. At least you're honest."

"Yes, I thought you'd appreciate that. That my bluntness would set you at ease after your taste of Aletheian obliqueness. Is it working?"

Audsley chuckled morosely. "Oh, yes. I feel so relaxed I'm about to fall asleep."

"Not yet, stranger. You must still convince me that you will prove a useful tool. What did you seek to do with that information, should my uncle prove foolish enough to reveal it?"

"The secret of the black potions? The source of his possession? Or yours, for that matter? Why, I was going to root out the evil, somehow. Reveal it to the world so that it could be judged and dealt with."

"So, you are a crusader? Idealistic? Fighting for the good of the people?" She didn't sound as if she was mocking him. She was simply, he thought, trying to place him in the right box.

"I, ah, suppose so? Though I am hardly a silver-armored knight."

"No. You carry three demons within you. Incredible. How have you resisted their possessing you completely thus far?"

"Effort, I suppose. Stubbornness. Constant vigilance? Perhaps a dose of good luck. I don't know." He sighed. "I'm making this up as I go along."

"Still, impressive. I have but the one, though I deem mine to be of better pedigree than yours. No matter." Small Zephyr continued her weaving between the trunks, a movement that verged on being a court dance, as if each tree could be a partner. "I have an offer for you."

"An offer? After my humiliation at your uncle's party?"

"I don't need a tool here in Aletheia. You wouldn't serve, despite your flair for fashion and amateur grasp of politics. I need you on Haugabrjótr."

"Haugabrjótr," said Audsley. "What's that?"

Small Zephyr laughed, a cruel, high sound that made Audsley clench his jaw. "You know even less that I thought! Haugabrjótr is my grandfather's secret stonecloud, the true home of the Fujiwaras."

"Secret stonecloud... Wait." Audsley stood up and patted at his robes as if he were seeking old pockets, his satchel, the tools of his former trade. "Haugabrjótr. Yes, I think – was it in the Stonecloud Atlas? I could swear I saw it there, but it's more myth than legend, with even less substance than Starkadr. You're saying it's real?" 

Small Zephyr shook her head with pitying amusement. "Of course I am. It's one of our most jealously guarded secrets. Your life would be forfeit if any member of my family were to learn that you'd heard of it."

"Oh," Audsley said, and sat down abruptly. "Then, why have you divulged it to me?"

Small Zephyr stopped her peregrinations and faced him full-on, all humor leaving her face. "I need to escape. I cannot remain a tool of my family. I will not be a mindless bearer of a future Ascendant's children. And if I have to cut myself free from my family, if I must spill blood to do so, then I shall." Her eyes were wide, her whole frame suddenly tensed. "You are my knife. I'll use you to escape the evil that corrupts each member of my clan. I'll tell you anything and everything if it means I am able to escape."

Audsley's breath caught. "You want to escape?"

"More than anything!" She rushed forward and crouched in front of him, taking his hand in both of her own. "You can't imagine my life! Stultifying, boring, yet suffused with a terror that comes from knowing I am a pawn without agency, that the entire course of my life has already been mapped out!"

"Um," Audsley said, blinking rapidly. "That does sound awful."

Small Zephyr laughed bitterly. "You have no idea. I don't know how you acquired your own demons, but mine was forced upon me when I was but five years old." She held his hand tightly. "Can you understand that? What having such a presence in my mind did to my childhood?" She laughed again. "Childhood? I had none. I've not been innocent since that day."

Audsley swallowed. "I'm so sorry. That's – that's beyond ghastly."

Small Zephyr rested her cheek on his knee. "You can't imagine. You simply can't. I need to escape. I must have a chance of living my own life, even if it ends up being something mean and poor and pathetic. At least it will be mine." She looked up at him suddenly. "Will you help me?"

Audsley was torn between the desire to comfort her by caressing her hair and running his finger over her lips. He blushed. "Of course I will. Of course! Did you think I'd shrink from such an opportunity? But how can I be of help? After my confrontation with your uncle, I must be anathema to your family."

"True, but only as yourself. If you were to present yourself as fully subjected to demonic possession, that would be completely different. The you who offended my uncle would be gone. The new you would be welcomed with open arms."

"Oh, oh no, that I can't do." Audsley shook his head violently. "What would be the point of doing so if I would no longer be myself?"

"What is your name?"

Her question cut his protests short. "Audsley," he said.

"Audsley. A noble name." She turned his hand over and kissed his palm. Where her lips touched his skin, he felt it burn. "I will teach you another secret, Audsley, something all Fujiwara children are taught before their demons are implanted in them. I will teach you to carve out a sacred area in your mind where it cannot touch you. Even as it melds with your being, even as you change and become twisted, there will always be a corner of your mind that will remained detached. That will remain pure. And when that part of you, small and submerged though it may be, decides to come forth, your demon will be helpless to prevent you from doing it."

"Is that possible?"

"Oh, yes," Small Zephyr said, smiling darkly at him. "You have no idea how much is possible. Anything is possible, with the right intent and knowledge." She took his thumb then and pushed it into her mouth, rolling her tongue around his finger as she held his gaze with dancing eyes.

"I – oh! Well, ah, that is, um!" Audsley leaped to his feet, pulling his hand free, and quickly hid them both behind his back. He strode to the far side of the small clearing, twitching his robe so that it would conceal his arousal. "If that's possible, then, perhaps? And, what then? Say I, ah, present myself as ineluctably corrupted. Then what?"

Small Zephyr remained on her knees, hands on her thighs, and watched him with wise eyes. "You would be welcomed, as I said, and taken to Haugabrjótr for training. Once there, I would guide you, show you what you wish to know, as long as you promise in turn to help free me."

"Free you. Yes, I could do that, I think. Or at least try." 

Haugabrjótr. A secret Fujiwara stonecloud! How his soul thrilled at the thought of seeing it, exploring it, divining its rotten secrets! 

"And your grandfather – the Minister of Perfection himself – he will be deceived?"

"I should say so. After all, are you not the man who murdered hundreds in Laur Castle but weeks ago?"

Audsley stopped short, his breath catching in his throat. "I might have been."

"There you go. We could spin that as an occasion when your demons took control for a moment. A history of weakness that has finally caught up with you."

Audsley nodded stiffly. "I see." 

What was he agreeing to? He couldn't know the full scope of this alliance. He had to get word to Iskra about his new plan, but how? He had to find a moment to escape Small Zephyr and send a message. Through the Solar Gates? No, he'd have to deliver it himself, but he'd surely not have enough time to do that. 

"You have no idea how happy you have made me." Small Zephyr's eyes grew bright with tears. "To think I shall be able to escape my grandfather! I'll become a fisherwoman's wife in Zoe, or a forest warden in Ennoia. Anything."

Audsley laughed. "Well, let's think that through a little more before you commit. First, we'd have to remove your demon." He tried to be nonchalant. "Can that be done?"

"Oh, of course," said Small Zephyr. "With enough effort and knowledge. Speaking of which, are you ready? I must first teach you the secret of spiritual recusal. It is no easy feat, but if you can juggle three demons, perhaps you will surprise me."

"Perhaps," said Audsley, moving over to sit cross-legged in front of her. "I've an addiction to learning. Try me."

"Very well." Small Zephyr gave herself a little shake, her expression turning serious, and took both of his hands in her own. "First, do you know your demons' names?"

"No," said Audsley. "They claim to have none."

"They lie. Don't judge them harshly. If you knew their names, they would be wholly at your mercy. Perhaps we shall discover them in time. There are records we can consult. Have they revealed aught of their lives?"

Audsley stilled. "Their lives?"

Little Zephyr raised an eyebrow. "Need I repeat myself? Yes. Something that might give away when they were human. Often, that is a good starting point from which to begin one's investigations."

Audsley felt as if a huge gong had been rung in the very center of his soul. "They were once human?"

"Audsley!" Little Zephyr laughed. "I thought you ignorant, but clearly I overestimated you! Yes, of course! All demons were once Sin Casters, though they predate the name, some by centuries if not more."

Audsley passed a shaking hand over his face. You lied to me, he whispered in the confines of his mind. You do have names.

For the first time, his demons emerged from the darkness of his thoughts. They were grave, their eyes slitted. There is no point in denying it, said the Aletheian demon. It is true. 

Audsley felt faint. "Then – every demon was once a man?"

"Or a woman," said Little Zephyr.

"The demons that power the Portals, that lift Starkadr into the sky, the demon lord we defeated at Mythgraefen – all of them were Sin Casters?"

"Once," said Little Zephyr. "But, no, to answer your next question. Not all Sin Casters were doomed to become such. Only the venal, the greedy, the foolish, the ignorant. Or worse, those driven mad by their lust for power, led astray by their self-confidence, the belief that they were special and could avoid their fate."

"Oh," said Audsley. "But they come from the Black Gate."

"Yes," said Little Zephyr, leaning forward to pat his hand in a manner that was at once comforting and patronizing. "There is much for you to learn. But not now. First, we must begin by visualizing your safe place. You shall learn the rest in Haugabrjótr. Your safe place must be more real in your mind than even the world you perceive through your senses. It will be more real, because your apprehension of it will be first-hand, direct, whereas this world, even my touch, is detected through your skin, your eyes, your ears, and thus is at a remove. Search deep within yourself. What is your truest, safest place?"

Audsley wriggled from side to side till he was seated comfortably and then frowned, enjoying her lecture already. Was it true? Was a mental construct, through sheer dint of being an interior construction, more real than anything in the exterior world? 

Focus, Audsley, focus! 

My safest place. He thought of his bedroom as it once had been, filled with the scent of sandalwood incense, the aroma of a thousand parchments and papers, the spicy tang of old leather, the soot of the fireplace, the myriad of spices, and, most treasured of all, Aedelbert's familiar smell. 

A circular room, a metaphor for philosophical perfection. His great bed, his desk, his books and parchments, his inks and curios, his maps and atlases. Aedelbert asleep on his pillow, an afternoon lying before him in which to do nothing more than munch on aged cheese and sip a fine ale as he turned the pages of an old book. 

Perfection. Sweet delectation.

"Very good," said Small Zephyr. "Hold it firm in your mind. Now, I will show you how to gird it with your very essence and infuse its space and walls with the material of your soul. How to make it more real than real, and then, when it is firm, how to fold it upon itself, over and over again, till it is smaller than a mote of dust, and how to bury it so deep you will forget it's even there. Are you ready? We'll begin."

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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Iskra stormed into their private quarters. She moved directly to the table on which a silver tray held a dozen bottles of cut crystal. She uncorked one at random, poured two inches of amber liquid into a goblet, and smacked the crystal stopper back down.

Her husband, Thansos II, was carried in behind her on his narrowest platform. His servants set him down where he indicated, then bowed quickly and hurried out, closing the doors behind them.

"Iskra." The emperor's voice was hard as tempered steel. "You are my wife and my eventual successor. You are not, however, the emperor. Do not make the mistake of interrupting me again in council."

Iskra took a sip from the goblet, let the fire scald the top of her mouth and the back of her throat, then turned to glare at Thansos. "Did none of my words last night register? Or my suggestions yesterday morning? Or my words from the day before that?"

Thansos sighed loudly and reached under his mask to scratch at his scars. "I heard you. And I will admit that in the moment, your words have a beguiling sense to them. But when coldly scrutinized, your arguments fall apart like cobwebs."

"Fall apart like cobwebs?" She strode up to his platform and stared down at him. "So, tell me this. You are at the peak of Aletheia. The Ascendant has been impaled before you and has just given his last death rattle. The Empire has been overthrown. The Virtues are dead, the generals of Ennoia defeated, and a kragh horde is about to throw itself against Abythos. What do we do then?"

The emperor reached out and took her glass, then discarded the mask altogether and sipped with his lipless mouth. His eyes glinted as he watched her. "How are we to know there is a kragh horde?"

"I have it from impeccable sources."

He shrugged. "Then, the empire will unite around us. The exterior threat will serve to force them to our side. The problem is solved."

"No, the problem is not solved! Thansos, you did not see those men and women throw themselves against Audsley's fire in Laur's castle. You did not witness their willingness to die for the Grace. You have lived without faith for so long that you cannot comprehend it, what it can drive people to do. If you kill the Ascendant, the entire empire will rise up against us!"

The emperor shrugged again. "Then, we will subjugate them. With the Portals on our side and the armies of the Empire destroyed by the kragh, there will be no one to oppose us."

"Subjugate them. Subjugate them?" Iskra turned and strode to her window, then grasped the sill as she stared out over the sun-soaked buildings of Agerastos that tumbled down to the glittering waters of the bay. "Are you serious? How do you subjugate an entire people? They're not an army, they're a people, and they will fight us at every turn." Inspiration struck, and she wheeled around. "Look how you and your people fought Enderl and the Empire till they were forced to withdraw their forces. Did you field an army? No, you simply resisted at every turn till governing you was impossible."

"You know, I'm always amused when you instruct me with my own past. Do you think I've forgotten it?"

Iskra stared at his bleak, cold face, the arrogance and disdain that pulled his ruined lips into a smirk. "Forgotten? No. But perhaps you simply don't care."

Thansos sighed. "Iskra. Think about what you're asking me to do. Let the Ascendant live? Let the symbol of oppression and enslavement continue to rule? How will we change anything? We'll become a footnote in history, a lapse, a hiccup. We must kill if we are to truly effect change. The Ascendant must die."

"And the Empire? Must it crumble with him? How deep must your revenge go?" Iskra trembled. "Must every man, woman and child suffer for what you've undergone?"

Thansos smiled again, a fissure opening in the corner of his mouth and gleaming a wet red. "Would that be so bad?"

"Are you mad? Thansos! We are talking about hundreds of thousands of people! Innocents in Zoe who never sent a soldier against you! Slaves in Bythos who know nothing but the mines! Fishermen on the Eternal Ocean! Why must they suffer for your tragedies?"

Thansos levered himself upright. "Do they pay their taxes? Do they worship the Ascendant? Pray for his success? Do they believe in Ascension? Yes? Then they are complicit. They have tacitly agreed to the murder of my people, my wife, my nation! You ask me why they must suffer? I ask you why they must be spared! Where was their outrage when my people were massacred? Where was their horror when my wife was raped to death in a public square?"

Furious now, he climbed to his feet, shaking, propping himself up even as he glared at her. "Did I mistake you, Iskra? Did I overestimate your resolve? Now that your son has died, have you lost your fire? Where is that determination I saw before?"

"Where?" She took three steps toward him. "Thansos, I have been vouchsafed a glimpse of the apocalypse to come if we do not undertake our invasion with care! Your people will be damned in the eyes of the empire for eternity. They will not rest until they have not only driven us from their cities, but have followed us here and killed every one of us for the murder of their god!"

"Pah!" Thansos stood up straight. "Peasants! Merchants! Sages! The empire is nine-tenths toothless, with only the Ennoians girded for war. After they have been destroyed by the kragh, I tell you, we will have nothing to fear!"

"You fool," whispered Iskra. "Peasants will take up their pitchforks. Merchants will donate their wealth. Sages will advise on matters of war. Each citizen will bend their will toward our destruction. Don't you care about your own people? Don't you care about their fate?"

The emperor clenched his jaw and hobbled to the sideboard, liquor sloshing from his glass. "I have sacrificed everything for my people."

Iskra let loose a bark of laughter. "Don't lie to me, Thansos. You sacrificed everything for your revenge, not your people. You use them as you would any tool."

Thansos snarled and hurled his goblet at her. A wild arc of gold liquid splashed through the air, and the glass shattered against the wall, yards wide of its mark. 

Iskra sneered. "You missed. There are more glasses at your elbow. Care to try again?"

Thansos muttered and filled a new goblet. "Marrying you was a mistake. My looming mortality has led me to error. I see it now."

"No, what you see is a mirror to your madness," said Iskra. "You truly don't care about what happens after you've killed the Ascendant, do you? That is your sole goal, and once it's been accomplished, the rest of the world can go hang. Am I right?"

"Close your mouth, woman, before I close it for you." He drank deep.

"Thansos, be honest with me, just this one time. You don't care about your people. About the people of the Empire. The kragh, your army, nothing. Once you've killed the Ascendant, you will die content."

Thansos gripped the edge of the table and looked around at her, his face contorted into a horrific mask. "What of it? It will be my legacy. With one stroke, I will free the world!"

"No! You will damn it! You will consign it to flames! Stop lying!"

Again, Thansos raised his glass high, but this time he checked himself and instead stretched out his hand. He grunted, deep in his chest, and Iskra felt pain crackle along her nerves, setting her arms and chest aflame with deep and wracking pain. She screamed, then bit down on the cry, muffling her agony as she sank down to her knees, muscles clenched, arms contorted. 

The emperor let out a gasp and relaxed his arm, and the pain disappeared. He grinned at her, a thin trickle of blood running down over his chin. "See? I'm not quite as helpless as all that. Now, watch your tongue."

Iskra stared at him through her disheveled hair. "You dare."

"And will again if you keep badgering me. I am the emperor! Not you! Not yet! If I say we will invade with fire and blade, then we will do so! I am done with this argument, Iskra. History will be my judge, not you!"

Iskra climbed to her feet. The pain had been blinding, all-consuming. The thought of it made her stomach heave, but her hatred overcame it. "I was a fool. I thought I could appeal to your reason."

"Reason?" Thansos waved a hand. "Do you think I would have survived this long if I depended on rationality? Strength of will. Determination. A willingness to sacrifice all. That is what is required of a true leader."

Resolve hardened within her heart, and she laughed. "A true leader? No, a pathetic excuse for a man. A bully, a coward, a monster."

Thansos stilled. "Watch your tongue."

"Or what? You can barely cause my limbs to tingle with your magic. It's as limp as your cock." 

Snarling, Thansos dropped the goblet and extended both hands toward her, his fingers snarled into claws. Iskra's vision turned white and her heart pounded three times hard, then made a lurching pause. Agony scalded her, hollowed her out, left her scraped and broken. 

But she was no stranger to pain. She fixed her mind on Roddick's sweet smile, recalling how he had once nurtured a wounded piglet to health for three weeks and then named him Ser Pigalot. The physical pain took a step back, was pushed away by the raw hell of her personal loss, and she managed a laugh, a cracked, broken sound that caused the emperor to flinch.

Slowly she rose to her feet, swaying and hunched, her eyes locked on his own. "Coward," she whispered. "Monster. Worse than Enderl. I never thought I'd marry a man who makes my former husband look so good."

Thansos' eyes bulged and he hissed, blood running from his left nostril. A vessel burst in his right eye and flooded the white with crimson. Her agony doubled and Iskra fell again, cracking her left knee against the marble. She couldn't breathe; her diaphragm was smothering her lungs, and her bladder let go. 

She fell onto her side. All she could do was wheeze as her spine arched more and more till she was bent backward like a strung bow.

The muscles of her back burned and tore and her bones creaked. She kept contorting, bent as if by two hideous, powerful hands. Her heels touched her shoulder blades. Any second now, she would snap. 

Only a name came to mind, a sound more dear to her than any other: Roddick.

Then, without warning, the force gripping her body vanished. She cried out and rolled over, shaking and sobbing, her back on fire, cheek pressed to the cold marble floor. She heard a choking sound, and, summoning all her will, she looked up and saw the emperor swaying.

Blood was smeared across his upper lip and chin. His eyes were both bloodshot, and he was flailing, trying to catch something on which to support himself, but there was nothing. He staggered and fell, and Iskra almost expected him to shatter like a pile of toppled plates. Instead, his wizened, weightless form landed lightly, and he lay there twitching like a dying insect.

Iskra gasped one last time, caught her breath, and grimly pushed herself up. She crawled over to where Thansos was lying, blood pooling around his face. His eyelids twitched as he stared from left to right, focusing on nothing. 

Iskra watched as the emperor of Agerastos died, and after he'd lain still for what seemed like an eternity, she finally rose from the floor. She felt as if she'd doubled in age. Her back was wrenched, the muscles badly pulled, but she gritted her teeth and hobbled to the door. Opening it, she looked out at the servants and guards.

"Hurry," she croaked. "Send for the Vothaks, for the doctors. The emperor. He's dying."

No, she thought, stepping aside as a flood of people rushed into the chamber. He's not dying. He's dead.

She sank down into a chair, an excruciating headache pounding behind her eyes. She focused on her breath and ignored the exclamations of panic, the horror, the growing crowd. 

Ignored the stares, the sudden arrival of the Vothaks.

One thought alone remained. If they don't convict me of murder, then I've done it. I've become the empress. The armies of Agerastos are mine to command. 
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"No, my lord." Winlin's voice was dry, just shy of disdainful. "We don't have the funds necessary to hire on an extra shift to work the Teardrop. You cannot simply wish gold out of thin air."

Tiron was sitting in the corner of the council chamber, one finger resting across his lips, watching as the old falconer taught the young lord the finer points of economic principle.

"The silver is in the rock," said Ramswold, pacing from one side of the small room to the other like a caged hound. "We cannot increase our funds without extracting it. Yet you tell me we cannot hire on more miners for another six months?"

"Or a year, depending," said Winlin. "Your uncle spent as quickly as his money came in. Your coffers are bare. All that comes in from your tenants' monthly rents is barely sufficient to pay your accounts and the militia and miners' salaries, buy food, pay tithes to Aletheia and pay back the debts to the central bank of Sige. We are barely able to maintain ourselves, much less hire thirty more men to work a night shift."

Osterhild leaned forward with a wince. Her arm had healed well these past two weeks, but it would be a month or more before it was free of pain. "What if we pay them from the profits? No wages, but rather a percentage of our sales?"

Ramswold nodded sharply. "Yes, yes, precisely. What then?"

"What if," said Tiron, breaking in with a slow drawl, "your silver mine runs dry? What if there are delays in processing the ore? Beyond that, doing so would advertise to all the local lords that you are short of funds. They'd move quickly to take advantage."

Ramswold grimaced and resumed his pacing. "I can't wait six months or a year. There are reforms I need to enact. The roads are nearly impassable. I want to open up the fields on the western slope once more."

Winlin shrugged. "Either raise your taxes, sell objects of value, or cut expenses elsewhere."

There was a sharp knock on the door. Leuthold, the new captain of the militia, pushed off where he was leaning against the wall and opened it. One of the keep guards bowed. Metche, was it?

"My lord, pardon the interruption. A message has come direct from Aletheia. I thought you should receive it at once."

Ramswold froze. "From Aletheia?" He took the scroll, nodded his appreciation, then examined the ornate seal replete with the gold and silver ribbons that made its origins known to all. He glanced at Tiron, then Winlin. "Could they be disputing my claim to lordship?"

Tiron snorted. "I think if they really tried, if they dug down deep, they just might be able to care a little less than they do right now. No, my lord. That's not it."

Ramswold nodded and cracked the seal, then spread open the heavy vellum on the table. He murmured as he read the script, passing over the ornate introductions and greetings to the body of the message.

"... the gravest threat our empire has seen in over two centuries. The kragh have bestirred themselves and risen up behind a new warlord. They number in the tens of thousands, and are set to assail the walls of Abythos. As an Ennoian lord, we summon you to your divine duty, and command that you gather your forces and move with all haste to the staging area in Ennoia, and from there join us in rebuffing this menace so that we may ensure the sanctity of our people, both high and low..." 

Ramswold straightened and handed the scroll to Osterhild, who frowned as if she'd been palmed a dead toad. "But what of the Agerastians? Aren't we at war with them?"

Pex, a burly young man with bristling eyebrows and cheeks already dark with stubble despite shaving that morning, rose to his feet. "We weren't summoned like this to fight the Agerastians. If we had been, maybe Warmund would have actually sent somebody to help."

"Tiron?" asked Ramswold. "What do you think?"

Tiron shifted in his seat. "What is there to think? You're an Ennoian lord. Your duty above all else is to defend the Empire. You've been called by the Ascendant to do just that. You must march."

Isentrud, an athletic young woman with great curly masses of black hair, grinned around at everyone. "Abythos! Can you imagine? To stand on those famed walls and defend the Empire?"

Winlin closed the book of records that lay before him on the table. "At least some of your troubles are solved, my lord."

"Oh?" Ramswold sank into his seat. "How so? I thought them all compounded."

"Henceforth, you are on sacred mission. You need not pay those who fight for you. You need to pay for room and board as you travel to Ennoia, and all debts will be held in abeyance while you fight for the Empire. Should you survive, you will return to a tidy accumulation of funds that should solve your current woes."

Ramswold perked up. "That's true."

Leuthold nodded reluctantly. He was a tall, handsome man, his face tanned by hours spent on patrol. His presence was a quiet and steady one. "The men won't like it, but they won't complain, either. Those who haven't saved any funds to cover the next few months won't have anyone to blame but themselves."

Ramswold rubbed the back of his head. "Sacred mission. To think! When was the last time the Ascendant put forth such a call?"

"When Enderl Kyferin led the invasion of the Agerastian islands, twenty-some years ago," said Tiron quietly.

"Precisely! And two weeks into my own lordship, this mandate from the heavens falls into my lap!" Ramswold leaped to his feet with all the excessive energy of youth. "Tiron, you spoke of my crafting the narrative of my rise so as to cement my authority and power. Well, what better chance to do just that than to seize this opportunity and embrace it for all it is worth? The Order of the Star shall ride forth to do the Ascendant's bidding!" 

Isentrud slammed her fist on the table and stood up, eyes shining. "This is how legends are born! We will be a small company, but we will be the bravest!"

Pex grinned. "To think that some of our companions were afraid that the next few years would consist of little more than patrol and border skirmishes." He ground one fist against the other palm. "We'll carve our fame out of this horde, one kragh corpse at a time."

Winlin sighed and sat down. 

Ramswold took a deep breath, and though he was fairly thrumming with energy, like a plucked harp string, he turned to Tiron and spoke in a careful and respectful voice. "Tiron, you know what I'm going to ask."

Tiron grumbled and shifted in his seat again. "I agreed to help you sort out your domain, not to lead you into war."

"Sacred mission," said Isentrud. "You're an Ennoian– doesn't that mean anything to you?"

"Sacred mission?" Tiron considered the term and shook his head. "Once, maybe. Today? It sounds like a great way for the Ascendant to get an army to do his bidding for free."

Eyes widened around the room. Even Winlin appeared shocked. 

Tiron sighed and sat forward. "All right, perhaps that was a little harsh. A kragh invasion, is it? Ogri the Destroyer come again? What strange timing."

"Strange timing?" asked Ramswold. "How so?"

"Never mind." Tiron didn't feel like explaining his doubts about the veracity of this invasion, the providential timing that coincided with Iskra's plan to invade the capital. Was this merely a means to rouse every lord and knight in Ennoia, to have them ready to crush the Agerastians? Had word slipped out? Were the Aletheians aware of Iskra's plot?

"Tiron?" Ramswold moved his head slightly to the side so as to enter his line of sight. "You were saying?"

"Yes, all right." Tiron stood up. "I'll march with you, but know that we're not moving into a realm of myth and magic wherein legends are forged and greatness is achieved and each of us will have our own sparkling moment of euphoric heroism that will be immortalized by the bards throughout all the ages to come. We're going to war. And if Ogri is really coming, if we are to face ten thousand kragh, then this is going to be a lethal, vicious business unlike anything you can imagine."

He paused. Isentrud and Pex had sat back down, eyes wide. Osterhild looked full of reproach, while Ramswold had those spots of color high on his cheeks that always betrayed his embarrassment. Winlin was inscrutable, and Leuthold appeared soberly attentive. 

"Have any of you even seen a kragh?" he asked.

Nobody spoke, then Winlin nodded. "While I was fighting alongside the old Lord Ramswold, some three decades ago. They're fearsome."

"Fearsome is right. They are nearly insensible to pain. They wield axes and hammers as large as your leg. You can stab them a dozen times, and they will keep coming. They don't tire. They're as strong as bulls and as vicious as mad dogs. When they come, they come like a forest fire, consuming everything in their path with a roar. It takes three skilled men to kill one kragh. Not because they're good with the blade, but because they won't stay down." 

Tiron didn't know why he was so angry. His mood had shifted, become black as coal. "So, if I'm to march with you, I don't want to hear you wittering on about glory and honor. I'm coming not because the Ascendant wants me to, but because I can't stand the thought of your precious Order of the Star being butchered like cattle on the very first day of battle. Am I clear?"

Ramswold's jaw was clenched, but he nodded all the same. 

"Good," said Tiron. "Leuthold, have your men ready to march at dawn. Ramswold, gather your Order. Appoint a steward to watch over your holdings while we're gone. I'll see you all in the morning." 

He marched around the table and out into the hall, letting the door slam behind him.

The guard at the door was staring wide-eyed at him, so he kept walking and found himself climbing the stairs to the roof. It was only three flights, and he stamped the whole way up. When he finally emerged under the late afternoon sky, he moved to a corner of the keep. His glower was enough to keep the sentries away.

Tiron stared out over the land below. The keep's position atop the cliff gave it unparalleled views of the lowlands that stretched to Nyclosel's holdings and Kyferin's beyond. On particularly clear days, he could see the castles, small, dark smudges in the far distance. He stood fuming, not even seeing the beautiful landscape.

Why was he so angry with Ramswold and his foolish Order? Why go if he was so upset? He leaned forward on his elbows, restless and irritable. Because he was a fool? Because he never learned? 

No. Be honest with yourself. You're too old to hide from the truth in a petty rage. 

Tiron scrubbed at his face and then sighed and slumped over. He'd come to like these young men and women. Even Isentrud, though her enthusiasm and unstoppable optimism put his nerves on edge. As much as he scowled during dinner, he enjoyed their innocent boasting and their poetry contests, enjoyed letting them drag tales out of him about past battles and the wisdom he'd learned standing knee-deep in bodies. 

They were good people. Foolish, young, naïve, idiotic at times in their lack of understanding about the true nature of the world – but good. He'd been unable to resist wondering how his own life might have been different if as a young man he'd fallen in with Ramswold's Order instead of Kyferin's Black Wolves. Might he have vied as enthusiastically as the others to be nominated the evening's poet? Might he have laughed as joyously, clapped as loudly, and boasted as arrogantly about the deeds he would one day commit?

Tiron felt old and bitter and cynical and sour. A curmudgeon – that was the word. He resented these youths their right to enjoy the world, to savor their innocence, to marvel at the miracle of simply being alive and healthy, with their lives and mistakes still ahead of them. Was it fair for him to chastise them so? No, it was mean, perhaps even petty.

Perhaps he was the wrong person to accompany them. Perhaps they should march with Ramswold at their head, buoyed by their faith, singing their songs and wearing their shining armor right up until that last deadly moment. Why ruin their finest hour with sour warnings that would change little, if anything at all?

Then he thought of the kragh. He'd only fought them once. A small band of them had broken away from their main fighting force and pillaged a hamlet. Only ten of their warriors, but Enderl had been almost shaking with excitement. He'd summoned every Black Wolf, and together the forty of them had ridden into battle. 

Memories of the kraghs' bellows and roars came back to him. He could still remember how their leader, the largest kragh, one with skin so dark it was almost black, had swung Black Star, its massive flail, and knocked Enderl's destrier's legs right out from under it. 

He'd helped kill one. It had taken Ser Octhe's head clean off, even after Tiron had stabbed it deep in the side. Then it had gored Ser Janos with its fucking teeth before finally going down.

Tiron shuddered. Ten thousand of them. The walls of Abythos couldn't be high enough. 

Resolve hardened within him. He'd march with Ramswold, and he'd keep his bile to a minimum. He'd do his best to keep the Order and their thirty militia alive for as long as he could. He'd go, knowing that he was doomed to fail from the outset. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
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Kethe led her Honor Guard and Consecrated down into the hollow heart of Aletheia, following the Way of Righteousness toward the vast chamber in which the Solar Gates were contained. Massive as they were, even the Gates appeared minute compared to the scope of the central hall, whose ceiling was lost in the dimness above them and from the circular floor across which extended countless roads and avenues like the spokes of a wheel, spearing in all directions to the farthest extremities of the stonecloud.

Kethe had never been here before, and couldn't help but slow down as the Way opened up into the hall, as the walls pulled back and the ceiling vanished overhead. The tramp of their boots disappeared, the space being too large for echoes, and the column of Synesis' and Ainos' Honor Guards diminished from a flood to a trickle, marching up toward the circle of Gates that arose within the hall's center.

The sheer amount of activity taking place within the hall was stunning. The Gates were all in use, their milky-white surfaces constantly shimmering as people traveled to and fro across the Empire. Wagons laden with grain from Ennoia and carts packed with fish from Zoe and Nous accompanied missionaries, servants, noble families, bonded traders and merchants of every stripe, a mass of humanity that constantly emerged and disappeared through the Gates, following carefully designated routes so that they flowed neatly past each other with a minimum of disorder.

It took them fifteen minutes to navigate their way toward the Bythian gate. It rose to improbable height, easily fifteen yards tall, built of black rock and broad enough for twenty people to march through. Kethe watched as first Ainos, then Synesis led their guards into the rippling white surface, and then suddenly it was her turn, and she took a deep breath and strode through.

She felt a wave of disorientation, akin to what she'd felt when she passed through the Lunar Portals, but more wrenching and sudden. The Lunar Portals felt as if she were being shuttled along obscure pathways through the darkness, but this was a straight shot directly into the sun; Kethe blinked, gasped, and stumbled forward into the night.

No, not night – Bythos. She'd never visited before. Kade was by her side, hand on the hilt of his sword, her Consecrated emerging behind her, so Kethe moved forward, falling in behind the last of Synesis' troops, her eyes wide as she took in the dark and gloomy majesty of the underworld.

Improbable and surreal clouds of emerald and sapphire swirled above them, an artificial and delirium-inducing sky that obscured the cavern's roof. Tall, cruel-looking edifices whose tops were curved and sharp like wicked blades of black iron rose in a cluster to her left – buildings, she realized, the height of which was such that they would tower over even Castle Kyferin's walls. Darkness blanketed everything, smothered all light and defied her vision so that she couldn't get a sense of this cavern's scope. It didn't feel like a cave; it felt like a world, an alien vista that made her want to turn and retreat to Aletheia, with its white luminous walls and careful order, its beauty and vast open skies.

The Solar Portals were an exact replica of those in Aletheia, and Kethe saw that the Portal to Bythos had of course here become the Portal to Aletheia; it had pride of place, and the road before her led straight toward the blade towers, angling down over the harsh, savage, rocky landscape toward that bastion of civilization.

Something was profoundly wrong, however. Something was, if not gone, then nearly absent. Kethe couldn't pin it down, searched for the right adjective to describe her sense of loss, and then suddenly understood. The presence of the White Gate had dimmed. She could still feel it, but now it was at a great remove. 

"We'll split off from the road about half a mile down," Kade said quietly. "The Portal to Abythos is only a mile beyond that."

Kethe nodded, trying to master her expression. Of course, the Portal to Abythos would be apart from the others. The Ascendant had discovered it in his youth, a hidden Solar Portal that led to the land of the kragh. No other like it existed anywhere else in the Empire. 

They weren't the only armed forces arriving in Bythos, Kethe saw. A large column of Ennoian soldiers was emerging from that Portal, marching ten abreast and seeming to be without end. One of their officers called for a halt as Ainos' Honor Guard met the main road to the towers, giving the Virtue's forces precedence. Ainos didn't even acknowledge the Ennoian officer, but simply marched ahead with calm and simple arrogance.

Down they went, the towers looming ever higher before them, the road lined with Bythians who had turned out to watch their passage. Kethe caught herself searching for Asho's face, almost overwhelmed by the sheer number of men who looked like him in passing, even if only due to their build and hair. Of course, she didn't see him. Still, she couldn't help but feel a pang of disappointment even as she ridiculed her own hopes.

They turned off the main road and followed one that was perhaps half as wide into the gloom, with a strange mess of white cubes off to their right. Kethe stared at it in curiosity until Kade noted her confusion.

"That's where the Bythians live. Bizarre, is it not? It's said there's no glass in the windows; there are no doors in the doorways. Just empty cubes of a white, unbreakable substance that is supposed to have preceded humanity's arrival down here. Harsh living, but they don't have to worry about bad weather."

Kethe nodded but made no comment. She saw Bythians standing on the flat roofs of their homes, in their doorways, and in the gaps between the buildings, watching them with flat, hard eyes. Was that anger she saw in their expressions? Hatred? She shivered. Did they all harbor the same fury Asho had? 

They marched through the darkness of Bythos for perhaps ten minutes, the aurora above casting a faint glow like that of twilight upon the land, allowing her to see the wall of the great cavern drawing ever closer. Eventually they reached its base, and there she found a staging ground, where a large number of caravans and wagons were lined up to one side, all of them loaded with goods and provisions. Merchants were arguing with soldiers, but others seemed simply to be passing the time. Kethe realized that these goods were for Abythos, for the coming siege, for the thousands upon thousands of soldiers who would need to be fed each day.

"No sense in cluttering up the citadel," said Kade, nodding toward the great mercantile encampment. "What's needed is sent through each day. A hell of a mess to coordinate, but that's not our concern."

"We can withstand a siege forever, then," said Kethe.

"No starving us out," agreed Kade. "One of Abythos' many strengths."

A great arch rose over a ramp that descended down into the depths. 

"The Abythian Labyrinth," said Kade, having fallen into the role of guide with ease. "There's a veritable mess of tunnels below, but we need not concern ourselves with most of them. That ramp spirals down directly to our Portal."

They marched down the ramp, then around and around, their passage illuminated by eerie green light shed by what looked like the bodies of insectile crabs that were affixed to the wall. Finally they emerged into a grand central chamber in whose center arose the Portal to Abythos. It was surrounded by deep ravines on all sides, saw Kethe, and then she corrected herself. The Portal stood on an island of rock, connected to the rest of the cavern by causeways.

Ainos' guard was already passing through. Kethe slowed and stopped, waited for Synesis' two hundred to pass, then nodded as an administrator of some kind who was standing atop a pedestal near the gate called out her name and motioned for her to proceed.

Kethe walked up to the Portal. Her stomach felt tight, her nerves all ajangle. Would she ever return through this gate? Its milky expanse reared above her, and with a deep breath she stepped forward.

Again, there was that disorientation, that cleaving of infinities, and then she was through. Kethe hadn't known what to expect – blue skies, or a courtyard, perhaps, but instead she emerged into another cavern, this one lit by countless lanterns set along the walls. The room was large, but after the impossibility of Bythos it seemed cramped and confining. Synesis' column was marching down a broad hall to her left, and as Kethe sought to orient herself, a soldier came rushing up to her, bowing as he approached.

"Welcome to Abythos, esteemed Virtue. May the Ascendant bless your coming. Please, if you would be so kind, follow Virtue Synesis down toward the barracks."

Kethe sensed the urgency in the man's voice and nodded, not breaking her stride as she turned and left the large chamber for the broad hallway. The ceiling was low, the stone walls smooth and unadorned; their way was lit by more lanterns that seemed not to flicker but simply glow with a smooth, almost unnatural luminosity.

The soldier walked alongside her, hands linked behind his back. He was an older man, perhaps in his early sixties, with a short iron shovel of a beard and a bare upper lip, shrewd eyes and a receding hairline. "I am Marshal Dithmar. This is your first visit to Abythos?"

"It is," said Kethe.

"Very well. Abythos is like no other citadel in the entirety of the Empire. It was designed with one sole purpose: to resist dragon attacks."

Kethe felt her stomach lurch. "Does this Tharok have a dragon?"

"Not that we've heard." Dithmar frowned. "But Ogri's victory over Abythos hinged on his dragon's assault. It incinerated hundreds of soldiers on the walls, tore down the towers, sundered the front gate. The defenders were helpless, and in the end, they were massacred."

Synesis' column was still marching forward, but Dithmar gestured that Kethe should take a side tunnel. They turned into another stark hallway. Narrower corridors extended immediately to the left and right, and then they walked past eight plain doors on either side of of the hall. Kethe peered into them and saw that each was a simple cell, complete with bunk beds that could accommodate four soldiers. 

Dithmar said, "Achiatus, tasked by the Ascendant to rebuild Abythos, was a man of unique vision and talent. It is no coincidence that he is the patron of engineers and architects everywhere." 

Then he led Kethe past the cells and out into a brightly lit and circular room, which she saw was the bottom of a huge cylinder that rose up perhaps twenty yards. Its ceiling was an iron grate across which she saw soldiers walking. A massive spoke of wood rose up the center of the cylinder, its length sheathed in bands of iron, its width too broad for her to wrap her arms around.

"We will halt here within the cylinder for a moment so that I may orient you," said Dithmar, and Kethe obliged by raising her fist. Her guards came to a halt behind her, the Consecrated moving forward so they could listen.

"This is one of ten cylinders that comprise Abythos." Dithmar's voice assumed a clear, almost professorial tone. "Above each cylinder is one of Abythos' towers. Each cylinder can house five hundred and twelve soldiers off its eight radial hallways. We just walked down one of them."

Kethe saw seven more large archways around the base of the circular room and nodded.

"The design is meant to ensure that we can send the greatest number of soldiers to the surface in the least amount of time. Note the smaller archways between the radial hallways. Each leads to a stairwell that spirals around the cylinder. There are eight such staircases five feet beyond the walls. When the call is given, your soldiers are to file down their radial hall and enter the staircase immediately to their left. It is but twenty yards to the surface. By this method, we can elevate five hundred men into battle in under five minutes, two if they are prepared and have undergone sufficient drills."

Wolfker gave a low whistle, but Kethe ignored him. She was trying not to show how impressed she was. Eight hallways, each housing – what – four times sixteen was... sixty-four men? 

"How is the signal given?" she asked.

"Trumpet," said Dithmar. "From here within the cylinder."

She nodded, imagining that blast. Men stepping out of their cells into the hallway, rushing down into the cylinder and then turning to flow into their stairwells. A sprint up the steps, and half a thousand men would emerge to do battle. 

"Very impressive. And this central spoke?"

Dithmar gave it a sharp glance. "This is part of the mechanism that turns the giant crossbows at the top of the towers. Beneath us is a large chamber in which teams of oxen can be harnessed to turn it clockwise once the battle has begun, allowing the crossbows above to constantly comb the skies in search of the dragon."

Kethe felt overwhelmed. "How large is this complex?"

"Large," Dithmar said with a bright and pitiless smile. "We have been carving it out ever since Achiatus laid down his great design. It has taken us centuries, but we have almost fulfilled his vision. Those two outer corridors that we passed when we turned from the main hallway toward this cylinder? They connect each of the radial hallways in a circle. Imagine, if you will, the wheel of a cart. Those two outer corridors are the rim. The cylinder the spoke. All of this was only completed five years ago. Now, at long last, we will have a chance to test Achiatus' design."

"You sound almost eager," said Kethe.

"And I will admit that I am. I have dedicated my life to Abythos. It is rewarding to know that my life has not been spent in vain. Now, shall we quarter your troops?"

Kade set about dividing the guards into groups of fifty, and when everyone was settled, they only took up four of the radial hallways.

"The rest of the space will be taken by the next Virtue to arrive," said Dithmar. "Shall we continue with your tour, Virtue?"

"Yes, by all means." 

She signaled to her Consecrated, who fell in line behind her, and together they climbed up one of the spiraling staircases carved into the rock around the cylinder. 

"The cylinders," continued Dithmar, "form the heart of the citadel's defense. Achiatus understood that the sole way to absolutely defend one's soldiers from a dragon was to keep them below ground. No matter how powerful Tharok's mount, it will not be able to pierce twenty yards of solid stone." 

He turned to smile grimly at Kethe, who tried to smile back and managed only a grimace.

"Now," Dithmar said, leading them out through the door at the top. "This chamber comprises the base of the actual tower. From here, soldiers may continue to climb to the top of the castle wall or exit into the central courtyard to defend the front gate."

The eight stairway doors opened into a circular chamber, the center of which was the massive grate with its central spoke. A broad doorway led out into the sunlight, while four other doors revealed broad steps climbing to farther heights. Dithmar led Kethe and her Consecrated to one of these doors, and they climbed up, round and round for what seemed like eternity, until finally they passed through a narrow door into the sunlight.

Kethe stepped out into sweet, fresh air, a breeze immediately cooling the sweat on her brow, and shielded her eyes against the sunlight. It took her a moment to understand what she was seeing, and then she grinned.

Four massive ballista sat on a circular wooden platform, each facing in a different direction. They were huge, easily three times the height of a man, in effect a monstrous crossbow supported by a titanic wooden frame. A barrel filled with massive spears was set beside each one, along with a crew of four men. 

Dithmar began to lecture, but Kethe ignored him, moving instead to the tower's battlement, where she stepped off the wooden platform onto stone. Wickedly barbed iron spikes rose every few yards, angled up and outward, each perhaps five yards long. She rested her hands on the brutal crenellations and gazed out over the land that swept toward misty mountains at the far edge of her vision. A broad road led to the base of the castle, passing through what looked like a town a hundred yards beyond the gates.

There wasn't much traffic on the road, but the people traveling down it were clearly refugees. Kethe saw carts and wagons piled high with goods, entire families on the march, their exhaustion clear in the way they dragged their feet despite the distance.

"The town of Abythos has been evacuated," said Dithmar, moving up beside her. "There is a debate taking place now between the town's mayor and our marshals on whether the buildings should be razed. I pray to the Ascendant that they are, denying the kragh any cover."

"The castle walls aren't that high," said Sighart, peering down at the moat below. "Fifteen yards?"

"Seventeen," said Dithmar.

Sighart turned toward the marshal. "You've had centuries to build it higher. Why haven't you?"

"Several reasons," said Dithmar. "First, the kragh are not an advanced race. They do not possess siege towers or the like. After a certain point, they cannot assail your wall, so building higher is a waste. More importantly, however, tall walls are easier to topple. We've built ours incredibly wide. No battering from a dragon will see them fall."

Kethe drifted around the outside of the tower so she could gaze at the entirety of Abythos. It was in effect a huge circle, surrounded by a massively thick wall bristling with iron spikes and punctuated by ten towers, each armed with a complement of ballistae. There were no buildings in the central courtyard, only a broad stone ramp descending below ground, its surface blocked by another massive iron grate. 

Dalitha approached to ask, "Am I alone in finding this place unnerving?"

"No," Kethe said quietly. "Not alone." She took a moment to collect herself, then asked, "How long till the kragh arrive?"

The marshal shrugged. "No one knows. Our scouts have reported that they are only now leaving Gold, so at least three days if they march hard. Given their chaotic nature and their lack of discipline, however, we are guessing it will take them a week or more. Enough time for all our forces to arrive and be drilled."

"Very well. Thank you, Marshal, for your tour. That will be all for now."

Marshal Dithmar hesitated, clearly taken aback; then he bowed and descended into the tower. Kethe moved back to the battlements to gaze out over the undulating fields that extended out toward the mountains, and her Consecrated joined her.

"This is the strangest castle I've ever seen," Wolfker said, leaning his elbows on a crenellation. "I think castle's the wrong word."

"It's not a castle," Akkara said quietly. "It's a death trap."

"Yes," Dalitha said nervously, "But for whom?"

"For the kragh," Sighart said with quiet confidence. "Look at this place. Any dragon would be torn apart by the ballista before it could get close. Even if they take apart one of the towers, the others close by will destroy it. And these walls." Sighart smacked the battlement with the palm of his hand. "What do you think, Wolfker? Ten yards thick?"

"At the base, possibly," Wolfker allowed. 

Sighart nodded and extended his hand. "Imagine it. The horde of kragh arrive. Their dragon – if there even is one – flies up to attempt the same tactics as before. It fails to knock a hole in the walls, finds no soldiers to massacre with its flames, no buildings in the center courtyard to destroy. Instead, it must focus its attention on the towers, which quickly kill it. The horde below throws itself forward and is rebuffed like ocean waves from a cliff." He paused, then smiled as a thought occurred to him. "There isn't even any need to kill the kragh. We can allow them to besiege us for as long as they wish. We're fully and forever provisioned. Eventually, they'll run out of food, quarrel amongst themselves, and depart. All without any loss of life."

Kethe frowned. It sounded logical, and yet... 

"What do you think, Makaria?" Gray Wind turned to her, his voice somber. "Will it be as easy as Sighart says?"

"I don't know," she confessed. "I don't think so. Just as we've had two hundred years to adapt our tactics, so have they. They've passed through Abythos over the years when they've gone to fight for the Empire in Ennoia or wherever else. They'll know our defenses. If this Tharok is any good, he'll take them into account."

"But what can he do?" Sighart sounded almost impatient. "Kragh are little better than savages. They won't come at us with technical sophistication. They won't have two dragons, will they? It's unlikely they'll even have one. The very fact that they're attacking speaks to their stupidity."

"Ten towers," said Gray Wind pensively. "Five hundred and twelve soldiers per tower. That's over five thousand men and women ready to surge up into combat in under two minutes if needed."

"I hope you're right," Kethe said. "I hope we can all sit below playing cards while the kragh mill around outside for a few weeks before they become bored and go home. But something tells me it won't be so simple." 

They all looked out over the verdant landscape, the abandoned town, the distant fields. Kethe watched the stragglers hurrying toward Abythos and could almost sense their terror even at this great remove.

Kethe sighed. "All right. Everyone back down. We've much to learn."

The Consecrated began to move toward the trapdoor. But Khoussan hung back, a vertical line between his brows. "Makaria? A word?"

Kethe wanted to claim she was too busy, but she nodded. Khoussan had remained quiet, standing at the back of the group the entire time. He'd barely looked at her, and she'd avoided looking at him as well. 

"I want to thank you," he said in a low rumble. 

"What?" said Kethe. "I mean, excuse me?"

"I had a long night of it. Did a lot of thinking. I'll admit, I was furious at you for most of it. But what you said – it was true."

Kethe bit back the urge to apologize and simply raised an eyebrow. "Which part?"

"The part about us all having shitty lives." Khoussan looked haggard; his eyes were sunken, but there was a new glint in their depths. "I mean, look at Akkara, right? Nothing about this world is fair." He grimaced and looked out over the plains. "I'm not going to get my old life back, and sulking isn't going to change that. So, thank you for waking me up. For slapping some sense into me."

Kethe still wanted to apologize, to qualify his statements, to explain herself, but before she could, she bit down on the words. That wasn't her role to play. Somehow, miraculously, she'd gotten through to him. She couldn't undo that by suddenly doing an about-face and telling him she'd been a monster in doing so.

"You're welcome, Khoussan." She forced herself to stand up straight. "And I'm glad you're here, really here, at last. We need you. I need you."

Khoussan grimaced. 

No, Kethe realized. That was a smile. 

"That says more about you than me," he said.

Kethe snorted. "About all of us. This situation we're in. This castle. I don't know –"

"I don't either," said Khoussan. "Still, it's better than trying anything else I can think of. I guess I'll take it."

Kethe smiled. "Same here. Now, let's get below. I wouldn't want to miss Dithmar's tour of the pantries or the sewage system or whatever else he wants to show off."

Khoussan chuckled and led the way to the steps. Kethe followed, pausing only to glance back at the peerless blue sky. 

It's not going to stay that empty for long.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
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Asho came to with a gasp. He sat up, struggled with his sheets, then let out a cry as someone clasped his wrists. He shook them off, blinking and trying to focus, and pushed back against a stone wall only to finally make out Shaya seated beside him, Kanna behind her, and the massive kragh hunkered down against the far wall.

A single candle was burning on a rock near his bed. There was nothing else in the room. 

Panting, he sat up, heart racing, fighting the urge to bolt. "What happened? Where am I?"

"Asho," said Shaya. "You're safe. You're with me." 

Asho looked at her, truly looked at her, and saw the grief cut deep into her face, the burned-out look of her eyes, how swollen and red they were. Memory hit him like a callous fist: the blade sinking into his father's chest. Mikho had murdered him.

Asho cried out and covered his face, horror and outrage washing over him again. Shaya hugged him as he sobbed. He tried not to, tried to bottle the tears, but they clawed their way free. He ground his teeth and shook his head, and when he finally subsided and Shaya sat back, he stared at her, feeling raw and furious and impotent. 

"Mother?" He wasn't sure he wanted to know.

"She knows." Shaya's voice was hollow. "Everyone knows. Father's body has been hung up for two days outside an Ennoian guardhouse as a warning to the rest of us."

Asho hissed as the pain continued to stab at him. He pressed the bases of his palms against his eyes. "No. You can't be serious."

Kanna asked, "Asho. Do you remember what you did?"

"Did?" He didn't drop his hands. He kept pressing so that crimson and gold starbursts continuously exploded across the insides of his eyelids. "Did what?"

"The people you killed, Asho." 

Her voice was hard. Was that fear he heard in her voice? At that, he dropped his hands and blinked at her. Kanna's face was tight. She looked ready to bolt. 

"The people you slaughtered," she said.

He narrowed his eyes as he tried to remember. It all felt like an evil fever dream. He remembered his father's death, and Batou stabbing him. And then? Pain. Extended agony without end. The demon in his mind – he'd stabbed his hand into the demon? Had drained it of its power. Killed it. How had he known to do that?

"Damn," whispered Asho. He looked at his hands. Someone had washed them, but there was still blood under his nails and dried into the deepest whorls of his knuckles. 

He'd come running. He'd killed. 

"How many?" he muttered.

"Twenty-one people," said Shaya. Her voice was faint.

Asho closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. Flashes came back to him. Tables. Leaping through the air. His blade cutting through a wrist. Smashing a man's head against a wall.

"Mikho," he said, snapping his eyes open. "He's dead?"

Kanna laughed, but it was mostly a groan. "Dead? You crushed his head with a bar of gold! Yes, he's dead. Have you forgotten?"

He remembered throwing the gold in an underhand toss. It spun as it flew through the air unerringly to strike Mikho's face. He saw bone crumple, and a gout of blood. Mikho's pathetic exploring of his own ruined visage. His collapse.

"No, I suppose not." He stared coldly at Kanna. "I also remember saving your life."

Kanna scowled. "Mikho wasn't going to kill me."

"He'd just killed my father. Killed me. Why do you think he'd let you go?" Kanna looked away, so he turned to Shaya. Something was hardening within him. "I have to ask. Did you know about his plans?"

Shaya stiffened. "Are you seriously asking me that?"

"No," sighed Asho. "I – I'm sorry. It's just that..." He trailed off. "What now?"

"Now? Mikho's set in motion events that are beyond our control. Our people are beyond outraged. They're rising up. They're furious."

"Rising up?"

"Yes, brother. They're turning to my cause in droves. Father's murder has stirred up even those who sought to remain neutral. They're sick of our overseers. People are blaming Mikho's death and those of his followers on the Ennoians too. They want justice. They want blood."

"Damn," Asho whispered again, then asked of Kanna, "The cohorts who were on our side?"

Kanna gave an uneasy shrug. "I've not been able to get in touch with them all. The cubes are swamped with Ennoian guards. Everybody is supposed to remain in their homes. "

Father, he thought again with a pang of pain.

"Asho, you're my brother, and I love you. I've been urged not to tell you, but I want to give you one last chance to join my side."

"Tell me what?"

"I received word from Tharok. A messenger came through three days ago. Tharok's attacking Abythos this evening. I'm going to lead our people on an assault of the Abythian Gate. We're going to prevent the Empire from destroying it."

"Destroying it? Why would they – oh." His thoughts slotted into place. "He honestly thinks he can capture Abythos so quickly?"

Shaya nodded. "Tharok is counting on it. I must prevent the Empire from blocking his passage. Will you join me?"

"What are you saying? You're leading miners against armed Ennoian soldiers?"

"Yes."

"You'll be slaughtered. You have no weapons, no armor."

"We have our convictions. Don't laugh. I'm willing to die for them. Anybody who follows me will be as well. We'll surprise them and distract them long enough for Tharok to come through. Will you join me?"

"Oh, Shaya, Shaya." Asho leaned wearily back against the wall. "You've never seen a real battle, have you? I have."

"Then join us, Asho." Kanna moved to stand beside the bed. "With you leading us, we'll stand a chance of succeeding. Your whole life, you've thought you were training to be a knight, but you were wrong. You were training for this. To lead all the Bythians against the Ennoians. One strike, one moment of truth."

"Kanna? You've joined their side?"

"There are no sides any longer," said Kanna. "Our people are rising. Zekko and Mikho's death have set them aflame. If our people are marching to war, do you think I could honestly stay at home and let them die?"

"Help us, Asho," Shaya put in. "You're one of us. You're a Bythian, first and foremost. We need you. We need your experience, your advice. Help us."

Asho stared mutely from one face to the other. "Help Tharok break through the Portal."

"No," said Kanna. "Help keep our people alive. Too many cohorts have agreed to join Shaya. It's done."

"But they're wrong. Zekko wasn't killed by the Ennoians. He was killed by Mikho. By one of us."

Kanna waved her hand irritably. "It's too late to change their minds. They know that we were arrested by an Ennoian patrol. Now your father's body is hanging in front of an Ennoian guardhouse. It's done."

"Mikho," muttered Asho. "He planned this. That's why he had us arrested by Ennoians instead of his own men." 

"The past is done," said Kanna. "Asho, your people need you. You've asked me time and again if you're truly a Bythian. Well, this is your time to prove yourself." She sat on the edge of the bed and took his hand in both of hers. "Fight with us. Fight next to me. Be the man I know you are."

His heart was thudding. In his mind's eye, yet again he saw his father die. Saw the Ennoian patrol. Saw Iskra sitting at her fireplace, hollow-eyed and still fighting. He thought of Enderl, of Kethe, of the pride he'd felt in helping Kanna's shift escape. 

Was he a Bythian? Could he lead his people into war? Could he help them avoid being slaughtered? And to what end? To let a kragh warlord and his horde come crashing into the Empire?

"Please, Asho," Shaya said.

Asho looked past them at Nok. The massive kragh had an almost preternatural ability to remain still; despite his bulk, he had managed to almost fade into the background. But a candle flame gleamed in the dark depths of his eyes. There was intelligence there, an awareness, perhaps even a soul, but there was no mistaking him for human. Could Asho live with himself if he allowed a horde of these beasts into the Empire? Could he ever forgive himself for the slaughter that would ensue?

"No," he said, and something inside of him cracked: a hope, a dream, a yearning to belong. "I can't."

Kanna released his hands and stepped back. "You choose your Ennoian lady over your own people."

"No, Kanna. I choose people over kragh. In this I'm not a Bythian. I'm a human."

Shaya sighed and stood as well. "I had to at least try. No matter what comes, I love you, Asho."

"And I love you," he said, struggling to rise. He felt weak, and realized it was a faint echo of his Sin Casting nausea. Still, he forced himself to straighten and took Shaya into a hug, holding her tight. "I wish that this world were otherwise. I wish we could fight together."

"Me too," she said, pulling away, tears in her eyes. "Me too."

Nok climbed to his feet, and Asho fought the urge to back away. The kragh had to hunch his shoulders and lower his head to fit into the chamber. He was like a wall of muscle and bone. 

He nodded to Asho and then pulled open the chamber door. With a grunt, he squeezed out into the hall beyond.

"Good luck, Asho," said Kanna as Shaya stepped away. "I had hoped – but never mind. I'll always be grateful for what you did for my cohort."

"Kanna –" There was so much he wanted to say, but in the end, he just extended his hand. "Thank you."

They shook hands, then Kanna turned and followed Shaya out into the hall. 

He listened to them walk away, and then sat on the edge of the cot and buried his face in his hands. Father was dead. Shaya was leading their people into battle. Tharok was going to attack tonight. There was no way he could secure the Gate Stone at this point. What should he do?

His sole priority now was to prevent this Tharok from breaking through into Bythos. If the kragh broke through, Tharok would form a cordon around the gate, a beachhead from which he could funnel even more kragh from his land. He had to be stopped.

But how? Asho raked his fingers through his hair, trying to think of a way. He had no time to warn Iskra, to reach Mythgraefen and return. He had to act alone. Act now. 

With a sense of futility, he reached for the Black Gate's magic and again tasted barely a trickle of it. It had been enough to keep him alive, but that was all. With his demon gone – no, murdered – he was completely on his own.
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Iskra could imagine Tiron's scowl as she stepped up to the window and gazed out over the palace gardens; could imagine him stiffening in disapproval as she exposed herself to an assassin's arrow, then stepping over to touch her shoulder and ask her gruffly to step back out of harm's way, out of danger. 

But of course he wasn't here, and her new guards wouldn't dare be so bold.

She pushed aside the white curtains and gazed out over the bay. The sun was setting in a cloudless sky, and as the waters smothered its brilliance, reducing it from dazzling white to gold to a soft and refulgent crimson, she felt a stab of empathy. She was drowning as well, losing her momentum and power, pulled down into the darkness by ghosts as vast and amorphous as the sea. 

"My lady," said Orishin from behind her. 

"Three days," she said quietly. "Three days since Thansos died, and I'm trapped up here, unable to descend two flights of stairs to take my rightful place on the throne."

"I understand your frustration, my lady." His words seemed like a prelude for some greater point, but she could sense his lack of words, his inability to comfort her. 

She turned, fingers caressing one of the curtains, and considered him. Orishin looked haggard; his eyes were ringed with fatigue, and his shoulders were slumped. 

"And? Has the senate decided to convene?"

"No, my lady." Orishin sighed and sat down at her oval table. He glanced sidelong at the guards, but they were posted sufficiently far away that there was no chance of their overhearing their murmured conversation. "Doors were closed in my face. I wasn't even admitted to Patrician Athash's antechamber. Every corner of the senate house is filled with whispers and knots of conspiring senators. It wasn't..." He waved a hand as he sought the correct word, then sighed and slumped down. "Promising."

Iskra rubbed the material of the curtain between thumb and forefinger. "And if I send him a summons?"

Orishin grimaced. "And risk his refusing? A dangerous bluff, my lady. You would lose much prestige, while he would only swell up further, like the odious toad that he is."

"Everything I do now is a bluff," said Iskra. "I have nothing with which to compel anyone."

Orishin poured himself a goblet of wine and took a sip. "Worse news. High General Pethar has begun evacuating Starkadr. Columns of soldiers are entering Agerastos by the day. They are gathering in the Fields of the Sun, just outside the city limits."

Iskra stilled. "He swore to hold our forces at the ready."

"He has seen fit to do otherwise." 

Iskra closed her eyes and forced herself to remain calm, to swallow the rising squall of panic that threatened to choke her throat. "He means to move against the senate. Thansos foresaw this. Pethar won't trust Athash to follow through with the war effort."

Orishin made no comment. 

"And his doing so without warning me first indicates how highly he regards me."

"I fear that's the case, my lady. It is not too far a stretch to imagine that Pethar is eying the throne for himself."

"In which case I have only hours before he sends his forces to remove me from the palace." A thought struck her. "But, wait. Athash must have been warned as well. How are they reacting to this news?"

"As impotently as they possibly can," said Orishin. "Their whispers grow more fearful, and still they do not act. They only endlessly conspire."

A knock sounded at the door, and Iskra nodded to her guard, who opened it to reveal the grand chamberlain, clad in silk robes of crimson and gold. His expression was dour, and his bald head gleamed in the torchlight. 

Finally, thought Iskra, and she inclined her head as the dark-skinned eunuch bowed his own. "Welcome, Chamberlain."

"Thank you, Lady Kyferin." He entered alone and spared not a glance for the guards who crowded her chambers. "I apologize that my duties have prevented me from attending you sooner."

Iskra smiled, gestured at a chair, and sat down. "Please, let us dispense with the niceties and white lies. I hold you in too much respect to think you have been at the mercy of recent events instead of orchestrating them. To what do I owe this pleasure, at long last?"

The chamberlain truly seemed relaxed now. His features were sedate as his large hands rested easily on the table's edge. "You underestimate my responsibilities. I have a palace filled with diplomats, government officers, servants and guards to placate. For some reason, they seem to think a military coup is in the offing."

Orishin rose smoothly to his feet and poured the chamberlain a goblet of wine. He then pointedly refilled his own and Iskra's goblets from the same pitcher and sat. "One might think," he said diffidently, "that the palace would approve of such a development. It would be an end to this chaos and uncertainty, at the very least."

The chamberlain made no move to take his goblet. "If our dearly departed emperor had left any men and women of vision and imagination in charge of the army, then, yes, one might think that. But, alas, such is not the case."

The chamberlain's eyed were half-lidded. He was a powerful man in his own right, the spider at the center of the palace's operations. Iskra didn't doubt that should he order it, the palace guards within her suite would turn their weapons on her. It was at his sufferance that she had been allowed to remain. 

"Pethar's intentions are hardly surprising," she said. "In fact, an astute individual might have guessed them days ago. Which leads me to ask, my dear Chamberlain, why you have waited until now to come speak with me."

The chamberlain raised both eyebrows. "One of my many, many duties is to ensure that all guests of the palace are well taken care of. Might this not be a mere formality on my part?"

Iskra took up her goblet and raised it to her lips but did not drink. "But of course. Unless another piece on the board has made a quiet move, changing your political calculus and prompting you to reexamine your neutrality."

The chamberlain took up his goblet in turn. "You have a very active imagination."

"A blessing in a future empress," said Orishin demurely. "Just as its lack is a detriment in our military leaders."

The corner of the chamberlain's lips quirked, and he nodded. 

Iskra felt a wave of warmth for her scribe. The only other political party of note was the Vothaks. Led by Ilina, they had recused themselves from the fray by withdrawing into their temple to mourn the death of the emperor. None of Iskra's missives to them had been answered.

"All is well, then, my lady?" The chamberlain made a show of looking around her room. "Your needs are being seen to? No comforts are being neglected?"

Iskra smiled once more. "Your concern is most kind, but your hospitality has been faultless. I shan't forget how thoughtful you have been."

The chamberlain smiled, showing dazzling white teeth, and rose to his feet. "I am glad. I exist only to serve. Good evening, my lady."

After he had left, Orishin turned to Iskra, wide-eyed. "Now, that was unexpected."

"But a most welcome change. For the first time, I feel a sliver of hope. If we can accommodate Ilina's wishes, we might win her to our side, and with her the palace."

Orishin nodded. "Not insignificant allies. But still not enough to subdue the army."

"One step at a time," said Iskra. "We shall be graduating from shadow puppets to actual players. Now, what can we anticipate from Ilina?"

"Religion. The Vothaks drank deep from Thansos' espousal of medusa worship. Ilina is a fierce advocate of Thyrrasskia. She will demand we promote it over Ascension."

Iskra rose to her feet and began to pace. "We can't do that."

Orishin shrugged. "It will be her condition. I'm sure the emperor promised it to her."

"Yes, I'm sure he did. He would have promised anything as long as it would result in blood." Iskra bit her thumbnail and thought. "My one goal is to parley with the Ascendant. How can I do that if I allow the Vothaks to build shrines to Thyrrasskia?"

"This is your reality, my lady. You have an army that is half-starved and on the verge of launching an attack on the senate. You have Vothaks who are demanding that their religion be recognized and given supremacy. You have a senate that is paralyzed by admiration for its own supposed cunning. Each has no cause to support you unless you are able to give them what they desire."

Iskra moved to the window and gazed out over the city of Agerastos once more. Her mind was racing. What power did she have? How could she play these dissolving factions to her benefit? Pethar could not launch his campaigns without the Vothaks opening the Portals to the mainland. The Vothaks in turn couldn't use their powers without supplies of Gate Stone.

A plan formed itself smoothly in her mind.

"Orishin, how loyal do you think the Agerastian soldiers in Mythgraefen are to me?"

Orishin blinked. "Very loyal. They are under Captain Patash's command, and he is yours to command."

Her plan popped into existence fully formed. There was no time to lose. "We will not be negotiating with Ilina or Pethar. We will coerce their obedience. I need you to go to Mythgraefen and convey my orders to Patash and Toki."

Orishin looked dazed as she explained her plan. "Patash is loyal, but to ask him of such a thing? That will test him sorely."

"Tell him it is my sole form of leverage." Iskra smiled coldly. "He will not have to execute my threat, merely announce it. Now go. You must be gone before Ilina arrives."

Orishin shook himself, downed his goblet of wine, bowed low, then turned and ran from the room, ignoring the curious gazes of the guards at the door. 

Iskra went to the window once more. She felt alive, so terribly alive, fully aware of all the colors and scents all around her. A pall of grief hit her unexpectedly as she thought of Roddick, a wave of guilt for being so immersed and dedicated to the future. She hung her head and fought to control her breathing until the sharpness of the sorrow eased.

There was another knock at the door. Iskra nodded to the guard, and when he opened the door, Ilina stepped into Iskra's chambers with a half-dozen Vothaks behind her. Iskra recognized most of them and moved forward with a smile to greet her yellow-and-purple-clad guests.

"Al-Vothak," she said. "It pleases me greatly to see you."

Ilina was an older woman, ashen-faced and severe, her expression that of a person in a constant state of inhalation. "Lady Kyferin, I trust that you are well?"

Iskra moved to her seat at the table, gesturing for Ilina to join her. "Passingly so. Of course, Pethar's maneuvers in the Fields of the Sun are quite trying, almost as much as the paralysis that seems to have gripped the senate. Agerastos, it would seem, has come to a grinding halt."

Ilina lowered herself slowly into the chair and nodded. Her Vothaks remained arrayed behind her. "A precarious state of affairs, but it is not to be marveled at. The emperor's health was parlous, but nobody expected him to die so promptly after marrying you."

"Yes," Iskra said, leaning back. "A tragedy. And yet here we are, left to carry on without his guiding light and wisdom. Tell me, Ilina, have you come to recognize my right to rule Agerastos as empress?"

Ilina froze. "There is much to discuss before I would be willing to commit myself to such a position, Lady Kyferin."

"Discuss or negotiate?" Iskra raised an eyebrow. "Or perhaps 'negotiate' is too generous a word. Would it be overly cynical of me to presume that you have spent these past three days not in mourning but waiting impatiently for Pethar to make his move, so that his threat would force me to accede to your imminent demands? That doesn't sound like negotiating to me. That sounds like blackmail."

Ilina's spine, already straight, went rigid. "You demean yourself with such fantasies."

"Do I? Then prove me wrong. Let us discuss the situation. What is it you wish to tell me before you decide to support my claim to the throne?"

Ilina's eyes narrowed. "I see you are in no mood to be courteous. Very well; I appreciate cutting to the heart of the matter. The emperor made it clear to me that our invasion of Aletheia would result in casting down Ascendancy and raising up the worship of Thyrrasskia. He promised that I would be given the Ascendant's palace to use as a High Temple, and that every Triangle would be melted down. That Thyrrasskia's visage would be carved into every place of worship, and all citizens of the Empire would be forced to worship the true goddess."

"Ah," Iskra said, running her fingertip around the rim of her goblet. "That was quite a promise."

Ilina nodded stiffly. "Do you intend to honor that vow, Lady Kyferin? I can assure you that doing so will secure our enthusiastic support."

"And if I don't?"

"Then we shall return to our temple to resume our mourning. I am sure Pethar and Athash will fall over themselves in their hurry to support your claim."

Iskra leaned back, languorous as a cat, and smiled at Ilina. "So, I was right. Blackmail."

"Tsh, don't play the child." Ilina raised her chin. "Your principles must bend before necessity. Without my Vothaks, you are nothing. Not even the palace guard will support you. So, let us cease this juvenile posturing. Swear Thansos' oath, and we will work as allies to solidify your claim to the Medusa's Throne."

Iskra sighed and stared into her goblet. "You are correct. I am nothing without you, but my principles are so dear to me. I suppose I shall have to give up the throne and return to Mythgraefen. I bid you the best of luck in convincing Pethar and Athash that you are as valuable as you claim without my Gate Stone."

Ilina's expression grew hard. "That Gate Stone is mine."

Iskra's took a sip from her wine, then swirled it around inside her goblet. "Not true. My Bythians mine it – on my land. Protected by my Hrethings. It is my Gate Stone. And you will have not an ounce of it if you do not bend knee to me now."

Ilina let out an odd croak. It was the first time Iskra had heard her laugh. "You believe you can keep my Vothaks from taking the mines if we wish to have them? That you can keep Pethar's soldiers from tearing your depressing little castle down and throwing each and every stone into the lake?"

"Yes, actually. All I need do is destroy the Portal to Agerastos, and you are done." Iskra set her goblet down with a click and leaned forward, dropping all pretense of amusement or ease. "You and your Vothaks will be finished. You will cease to be a factor in politics. You will be without any kind of power. Without my Gate Stone, you are nothing but a group of snake-worshipping fools in atrociously colored robes."

Ilina blinked twice, then rose to her feet. "You have miscalculated. I have you at my mercy. Shall I escort you kicking and screaming like a child to your Hold, and there have you order your Hrethings to turn over their weapons?"

Iskra shook her head. "Wake up, Ilina. I am two steps ahead of you. If you are going to kill me, do so now and be done with it. If you think to forcefully escort me to Starkadr, think again. My men have been ordered to destroy the Gate the moment I fail to give them the pre-arranged signal. Do you think to torture me into complying? You don't have the time. Now, kneel."

"Kneel?" Ilina croaked again, more loudly this time. "You have no idea with whom you are dealing. Child! Shall I sear your flesh from your bones?"

"I told you, do not waste your time with vapid threats. My men have orders to destroy the Gate if they don't see me within a certain span of time."

"We shall surprise them, then." Ilina smiled coldly. "As strong as your men are, there is little they can do against our black fire."

"Surprise them? Not if they are standing well back with crossbows pointed at the Portal. Your first Vothak to step through will be killed before they can even raise their hands. And that will be all the signal they need to destroy the gate. Enough." 

Iskra rose to her feet and slapped both hands on the tabletop. She leaned forward till she was almost eye-to-eye with the Vothak. "You are done. I have your measure, and I know your weaknesses. You do not have the time or the creativity to escape my trap. Kill me, maim me, torture me, and you lose your Gate Stone forever. Your Order will vanish. We need each other to survive, but I am the only one willing to perish. Now, take a moment to overcome your shock and accept that you have been out-maneuvered. And then kneel."

Ilina's ashen face had darkened with fury, and her fine-boned frame was trembling. She raised her hands, fingers spread – the prelude to black fire.

Iskra walked out from behind the table and placed herself directly in front of Ilina's hands. "My son is dead. My daughter and loved ones are gone. I have nothing left to live for but my purpose. You cannot intimidate me. You cannot coerce me. So, sear the flesh from my bones now or cease this juvenile posturing and lower your hands."

Ilina hissed through her yellowed teeth and stared deep into Iskra's eyes. Iskra could feel the lethal power coursing through the old woman's frame, could sense how close she was to death. 

She raised her chin and waited.

Ilina snapped her hands away, curling them into fists. "You shall rue –" 

"This, I promise you," said Iskra, cutting right through her snarl. "You will have the right to build shrines to Thyrrasskia wherever you wish. You will be allowed to proselytize and recruit any and all to your faith. You will have as much Gate Stone as I can provide, and I will ask your counsel and listen to your advice in all matters. But know this: you will not desecrate any Ascendant places of worship. You will never, ever be given control of the Gate Stone mines. And you will serve and obey me in all things. Do you understand?"

Ilina's eyes flicked from left to right as she mulled that over, her dry tongue licking her lower lip. An eternity yawned between them, a silence in which Iskra could hear Ilina's last frantic struggles, her final desperate attempts to resist, to find a way out, and then, at last, Ilina bowed her head. 

"Yes, Lady Kyferin."

"You will address me by my proper title, al-Vothak." Iskra stared icily at the older woman. "I am your empress and you will address me as such. On your knees, now."

Ilina hissed again and then slowly lowered herself to her knees, a younger Vothak rushing forth to help. "I do hereby swear my fealty and allegiance to you, Empress Kyferin." 

Never had words been said with greater reluctance.

"Swear it by Thyrrasskia," said Iskra.

Ilina shuddered as if she had been dealt a blow, turning her head to one side with a grimace. Iskra watched pitilessly as the old woman bared her teeth in a silent snarl and then bowed her head. 

"I swear my allegiance by the Thousand Serpents of Thyrrasskia."

"Good," said Iskra. "If you or any of your Vothaks approach the Portal to Mythgraefen, my soldiers will kill them. The Vothak who will be appointed to open the Mythgraefen Gate will be under guard at all times. And as long as you do not test my patience, you will have more Gate Stone than you know what to do with. Am I clear?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," said Ilina.

"Then rise. We must summon Pethar and bring him to heel."

After she had been helped by her Vothaks to her feet, Ilina dusted off her robes and glared at Iskra. "And how do you plan to do that?"

"Simple," said Iskra, who moved to retake her seat and gestured for Ilina to do the same. "Pethar wants war. He cannot access it without Starkadr. He has not the resources to launch another invasion by ship. We will make this clear to him: he can choose to rule toothlessly here in Agerastos and await the Ascendant's wrath, or he can help us strike directly at Aletheia under my rule."

Ilina scowled. "He will not bend knee so easily."

"As easily as you?" Iskra smiled. "Oh, I believe he will. Thansos chose him precisely for that quality. You will aid me in reminding him that he exists to execute orders, not give them. We have little time. I plan to make the most of his having roused the army. We will invade Aletheia as soon as the Solar Portals have closed tonight."

"So soon?"

Iskra nodded. "Our schedule is dictated by outside events. We have no choice in the matter. Reports have come indicating that the Empire's might is already gathered in Abythos. Tonight we will launch the attack that will change the Ascendant Empire forevermore."
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Tharok was riding the winds on the back of the matriarch. This high, she was able to coast on the updrafts, her wings taut as she soared over the last of the fields. He leaned forward, gazing down past her shoulder at the land that stretched out below. A great citadel arose before him, squat and powerful and bristling with ballista. 

Abythos.

It was impressive. Ten towers, just as described. The ballista crews craned their necks and pointed up at him as he passed overhead, far too high for their weapons to reach. The human engineering was marvelous. Thick walls, and an empty center that would serve as the perfect killing ground should an army break through the front gate and pour into the courtyard. All in all, a deathtrap cunningly designed with one goal in mind: to slaughter him and his kragh.

Tharok grinned and nudged the matriarch with his mind. She dipped one wing and swung around, and the entire world suddenly slipped out from beneath him and crept up his right side, a wild and disorienting sensation that made him latch on to one of her horns for support. 

Abythos spun slowly beneath him, and the town outside the walls hove into view. It was being devoured, engulfed. Twenty thousand kragh were moving through it and around it, an endless mass that could not be stopped. From this high up, he couldn't make out the individual banners, but he could delineate the blocks, the great tribes. They were his now, fashioned as he saw fit. Fierce pride filled him. They had cohered over the past several days of hard marching. His most basic and essential of plans had worked.

The matriarch was the only wyvern in the sky. Below, hidden at the very back of the horde, came the others, hauled on broad wagons by teams of stone trolls and fifty kragh each. He could sense the grounded wyverns' irritation, their slow-burning anger. More than one kragh had been snapped up and devoured to feed their fury at being denied flight.

Tharok wished this moment would last forever – this delicious anticipation, this near-climax, this calm before the storm. The walls of Abythos were delightfully daunting, sheer and smooth and seemingly impregnable. Let the humans think so until the very last moment. It would make the ensuing chaos all the more vicious.

The matriarch glided down to the rear of the horde, her shadow skimming over thousands of kragh who raised their weapons and cheered their Uniter as he passed overhead. His captains knew exactly what to do. The commands had been brutally simple: move to within five hundred yards of the walls, then stop. Each tribe was then to move out to the flanks until the entirety of the citadel had been surrounded, one block aligned beside the other. Then, let the humans feast their eyes on the assembled might of the kragh and tremble.

It took an hour. Tharok flew over the horde the entire time, watching, ensuring that his orders were being carried out with precision. He was gratified that they were. Each tribal block swung slowly into place, then ground to a halt, roughly a hundred kragh wide, ten kragh deep. The kragh at the back held the ladders low, out of sight. Tharok could feel their bloodlust even from this height, could sense their need to roar and charge, but his Medusa-Kissed captains and lieutenants held them in check. Around them, massive banners were held up, each tribe's sigil emblazoned boldly and rippling in the breeze.

Kyrra was lying on a vast platform in the center of the tribe positioned before the main gate. She was encircled by her shamans, an ominous block who chanted her praises in their rasping voices. 

The walls of Abythos remained curiously deserted. Besides the ballista crews on the tower tops, there was no sight of the human defenders. It was almost eerie, but Tharok knew that the humans were below ground, waiting to boil up like ants when called.

Tharok urged the matriarch to fly low over the tribes, skimming around the circumference of Abythos, and he rose to stand on her back, World Breaker held aloft, the sun gleaming from its black blade. Below him, the tribes screamed their devotion, their hunger, their need. They stared up at him, thousands upon thousands of faces, and he faced the walls, studying with flat eagerness the might of the citadel. One circuit, one blood-burning round, and then the matriarch followed his prompting and flew out to the human town.

It took but a minute to fly over its roofs and empty streets, and then the matriarch flared her wings and descended precipitously to land beside her brood, clouds of dust billowing in every direction. Fifty flat wagons were lined up there, the wyverns hissing and flapping their wings slowly, their eyes filled with a liquid eagerness to hunt, to fly, to kill and devour. 

Tharok nodded to the kragh teamsters who had hauled the wagons. With relief, they dropped their mess of ropes and slunk forward into the abandoned town, moving to rejoin their tribes.

They were not needed.

The first strike would come from the old world, from creatures banished from the Empire long ago. Tharok closed his eyes and spoke to both the stone trolls and the wyverns in braided thoughts of stone and fire, wrapping the hearts of the mountains and the perilous heights. 

He felt something strain inside his head, felt something rupture, felt blood pour from one of his nostrils. No matter. The flesh was weak, but the spirit, the mind – it was unyielding in its desire.

The trolls shuffled into place. The wyverns hissed, lashed their tails, and then began to hop and beat their wings furiously, fighting for air, blasting dust once more. Tharok shielded his eyes and watched, his heart hammering at if it were fighting to escape his chest. The first wyvern reached a height of some ten yards, dipped, and wrapped its claws around the extended arms of an old troll matron. With a screech, it beat its wings furiously, labored and fought for air. The troll flexed its knees, then leaped up, and the wyvern broke free from the pull of the earth and began to fly.

One wyvern after another followed suit. Their flight was ungainly, and their screeches of outrage and fury were persistent, but still, they flew. Tharok directed the smaller wyverns to team up on the larger trolls, and thrilled as more and more of them took to the skies.

He nudged the matriarch, and she hopped and surged forward, then beat her wings. She leaped up once, twice, then she was aloft. She surged upward, forging a path into the sky, then moved to hover over the largest of the trolls. Hoary with age, his form calcified by the centuries, he gazed up at the matriarch with a visage from another world, his small yellow eyes gleaming, and extended his arms.

The matriarch's claws wrapped around them, then she screamed and powered her way up into the air.

Tharok rose above the roofs and saw Abythos beyond the town. What must the humans be thinking? he wondered. Did they recognize their doom? 

He directed the wyverns to fight for height. He could sense them weakening, but this was a short flight, a single mission that required their all. Up they went, lurching and lunging with brutal sweeps of their wings, the trolls hanging beneath them, placid and waiting, their feet losing contact with the earth for the first time in their lives.

Up they flew, over the town, then they passed over the tribes below. Horns were being blown frantically within the walls of Abythos.

 Oh, weep, little humans, Tharok thought. Let loose those wails. Welcome us with your cries of anguish!

Fifty wyverns flew awkwardly up above the range of the ballistae, but still the humans tried, launching spears as their platforms turned in a manner most ingenious. The thwok was accompanied by puny hisses as the great dragon-killing spears whipped beneath them, arching and hitting their apex, then falling into the fields beyond.

The wyverns opened up, flying out into a great circle, five per tower. It wasn't a perfect approach. The weight they were bearing was too great, and he saw one troll fall, then a second as claws lost traction, as strength gave out. They fell, tumbling, one to crash in a plume of carnage and dust in the center of a tribe, the second missing Abythos by a dozen yards to impact with the stone ground beyond and shatter apart.

No matter. There were plenty left. 

When he gauged that their positions were optimal, Tharok inhaled a deep breath and rose to his feet. This moment, oh, this very moment of potential, of doom risen high above the human heads as they received the first intimations of their destruction! 

Then, with a scream, Tharok caused every wyvern claw to spasm open, and release their lethal cargo.

An unnatural rain, massive and fell, they dropped down, hammers at the ready, to crash into the human towers. Tharok leaned out over the matriarch's neck and watched, his soul thrilling at the sight. Some missed, but most of them hit. 

Directly below him, he saw three trolls collide with the tower top. One shattered a ballista into matchwood, the second landed on a human team, while his own release, the massive troll the matriarch had lifted aloft, fell dead center, rupturing the mechanism that spun the ballista and wrenching it out of place.

Trumpets and horns were calling frantically. The first screams filtered up to him as humans left their machines to throw themselves at the trolls. Tharok roared his delight as the trolls gathered their wits and began to swing their hammers. Humans were knocked clear off the tower tops to hurtle to their deaths below.

The matriarch wheeled, putting him in plain sight of Kyrra far below, and he raised World Breaker in a salute, their pre-ordained signal. The first blow had been struck. Now it was time to tear Abythos down, stone by bloody stone. 

It was time to launch the main attack.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
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Kethe was standing at the head of her column, facing into the tower cylinder, sword held tightly in one hand, biting her lower lip and trying to fight down the urge to scream. The scouts had kept accurate track of the kragh approach, had warned them that the kragh were making remarkable time as they devoured the fields and undulating lowlands with their mile-eating strides. They'd known the kragh were coming, had known the attack would come today, but now that the moment was here, now that the time for battle was upon them, Kethe found the anticipation so straining that she almost wished she'd been kept ignorant.

Almost.

All was silent. The twenty yards of stone meant that she couldn't hear a damn thing. Behind her, Sighart and Dalitha were waiting just as anxiously, their weapons drawn, their breath audible as they fought to stay calm, to conserve energy. She could feel the strain wearing on her Honor Guard too, could feel the silence wearing them down. This was unlike any other siege or war these men and women had known. Down here, they were cocooned in ignorance, sheltered from the visual horror of the approaching horde that would have both grounded their imaginations and helped them steel their nerves.

"I hate being down here," hissed Dalitha. "How much longer they going to make us wait?"

Kethe held up her fist, and Dalitha subsided. 

She gazed at the other seven arches that led off the interior of the tower cylinder. Wolfker was standing in one tunnel, Kade in another, and Ennoian warriors were in the remaining five. All of them were staring intently up at the distant grating, waiting, trying not to let the tension sap them of their courage, their willingness to die.

They'd been standing at the ready for over an hour now. Damn Achiatus, thought Kethe. Damn his vaunted planning! He'd not taken human psychology into account. She could feel the soldiers growing more nervous. The tunnels echoed with their shallow, rapid breathing. They had to go up, and soon. They'd snap down here otherwise.

Faint yells sounded from above. Screams? Kethe took a couple of steps into the cylinder and stared up at the grating. The yells were so faint that she could barely make them out. Then a trumpet sang out, distant but gut-churningly desperate. Wolfker and the men in several of the other radial tunnels bolted into the cylinder.

"Hold!" Kethe's voice was a whipcrack. "That's not our trumpet! Hold till we're called!"

The men and women stared at her in confusion, then nodded and began to try to press back into their tunnels. A mess resulted, and voices were raised in anger. "Just stand still!" Kethe's nerves were about to snap. "Just stand where you are!"

Finally, their trumpet blew, raw and desperate. The sound echoed down the cylinder, blaring with a ragged fury, and with a scream five hundred soldiers moved into action.

Kethe was the first to reach her stairwell. She had to fight the urge to take the steps two at a time. She had to pace herself so she didn't leave her column behind. Up and around, up and around she went, her whole body jittery with barely restrained energy. 

She burst out into the tower's lower room, and that was when she first heard it: roars unlike any she had ever heard before. Even here, down in the center of the tower, she felt a spike of terror at the sound. No human could roar like that. It sounded like an avalanche, a cacophony of boulders shattering as they smashed into each other. 

The trumpeter had ceased his blowing, and he pointed at the stairs going up to the tower top. "Go! Go, go, go!"

Kethe needed no urging. She sprinted into the next stairwell, and this time she raced up, not caring if Sighart and the others kept pace with her. She needed to see what was up there, what they were fighting. What could pulverize rock like that. 

She burst up the last set of steps onto the tower top. Bright, blinding light struck her, and she squinted as she tried to take in the chaos.

The ballista directly before her was ruined, its massive beams and shafts snapped like kindling. Blood, crimson-bright, was sprayed across the wood and the floor. Bodies lay everywhere. A stone building was collapsing upon her from the left.

Instinct kicked in, and she dove forward just as the wooden platform on which she'd been standing erupted.

She came up on both feet, spinning so that her back smacked against a crenellation, and gaped. It was no building. A giant of stone was turning toward her, hauling its hammer back up. A dozen feet tall, it had a carapace of blue stone embedded into the flesh all along the backs of its arms and shoulders. Its skin was a pale blue, and its face was a nightmare. A massive nose hung over its lips, its tiny eyes were piss yellow, and its bat ears stuck out what looked like a foot on each side of its great head. 

Worse, it wasn't alone. A second monster was in the process of tearing a soldier apart behind it.

"By the Ascendant," Kethe whispered, staring up as the first troll raised its hammer to blot out the sun, frozen in place by what she was seeing. Long, thin muscles along its rangy arms flared into view, and it brought the hammer screaming down. Kethe threw herself aside and the crenellation against which she'd been leaning exploded.

Sighart came stumbling up into view, shielding his eyes with one hand, Dalitha right behind him. 

"Down!" Kethe screamed. "Sighart! Down!"

He raised his sword as the second troll dropped the ruined soldier and backhanded its hammer at him. Not knowing what he was facing, not understanding the magnitude of what was coming at him, Sighart raised his blade to block the blow.

The hammer hit him in the chest, knocked him off his feet and sent him flying over the tower battlement.

Like that, he was gone.

Time seemed to slow. Kethe saw Dalitha opening her mouth in horror. Saw the first troll raising its hammer. 

Fury born of pure denial erupted within her, and she threw herself forward. The huge hammer was falling, and Dalitha was reacting, but she was too slow, too stunned. Kethe's scream tore at her throat, and she tasted blood. She leaped forward, her blade extended, and although she knew it was futile, she sought to parry the hammerfall.

Her sword slipped forward, and white fire burst down its length, so bright it burned her eyes to look at it even in the light of day. Then the hammer hit, and Kethe bellowed as pain wrenched her arm and wrist. Her shoulder hit Dalitha and knocked her aside, and then she was bending beneath the hammer, clutching the hilt of her weapon with both hands as her knees gave way, bowing down beneath the impossible strength of the troll.

Bowing, but she was not broken. The hammer's descent stopped. 

The troll's horrific eyes opened wide in confusion. The hammer's head was inches from Kethe's brow. Arms shaking from shoulder to wrist, Kethe screamed and cast the hammer aside, slipped out from under it and forward, her white, burning blade sweeping out to open the troll's paunch. Then she was past it and running at the second troll.

Her Honor Guard was pouring out onto the tower top, sprinting into combat, but the second troll let out a stone-crushing roar and swept its hammer through them. The carnage was ghastly. Six soldiers were simply knocked aside, arms, spines, and swords snapping and bodies rupturing as they tumbled into a heap. 

Kethe leaped. One foot landed lightly on the hammer's head, the second halfway up its shaft, and she drove the tip of her blade directly into the troll's left eye. The white fire flared into a blinding corona as she leaped over its shoulder, holding on to the hilt the whole way, driving the troll's head up and then snapping it back as she tore her sword free and almost fell into the abyss beyond the tower top.

Nothing but instinct saved her. She twisted and drove her sword tip into the battlement as she passed over it. Metal sank into stone, and she snapped short, both shoulders almost dislocating, then swung around over the drop to crash into the wall.

She didn't have a chance to climb up. Hands reached down and hauled her back over the top, and she sank, gasping, into a crouch just in time to watch the second troll stagger back and topple over the battlements into oblivion.

"What," she rasped, "the fuck is going on?"

She rose to her feet to see for herself. Across every tower top, madness was raging. She saw Akinetos, one tower over, catch the descending haft of a troll's hammer and stop it cold, his own hammer trapped in the troll's fist. On every tower top, ballistae had been wrecked, their crews slaughtered; stone was crushed and bodies were knocked into the void by horrific sweeps. 

An odd sound made Kethe look up, and her breath caught in her throat when she saw an entire cloud of dragons. They blotted out the sky, wheeling their sinuous death patterns like a serpentine cloud of doom. No, not dragons; these were smaller, only two legs. But, by the Black Gate, who cared?

She turned again and stared down at the kragh army. Her heart sank. There were so many of them. She'd heard the numbers, but seeing them massed up and waiting to attack was like taking a troll hammer to the throat. 

"What's that?" Dalitha had moved up beside her and was pointing down at the massed kragh in front of the gatehouse. 

A black-robed kragh, looking somewhat like a doll from this height, was beginning to burn green. It rose into the air, lifted by what looked like a burning tornado of flame. Kethe's blood ran cold as she saw faces gibbering in that fire, maniacal and fey, whirling around and around the black-robed kragh.

"Kethe," said Dalitha. "What is that?"

Kethe didn't have a chance to answer. The kragh threw back its head, opened wide its arms, and then it screamed, a high-pitched cry that was half-agony, half-ecstasy. The green fire coalesced into a burning sphere that hid the kragh, and then it flew forward as if it had been hurled by a catapult.

It left a streak of viridian behind it as the kragh was hurled screaming at the gates of Abythos, where it exploded with such power that Kethe felt the tremor through her feet.

"By the Ascendant," Kethe muttered, leaning out. The combat was slowing on the other towers as people gaped at what had just happened. 

The front gate of Abythos was sheathed in iron and had been reinforced from within by three yards of tightly packed rubble, behind which masons had erected a new wall that was two more yards deep. It rose to fill and choke the gatehouse tunnel, and should have been impervious to any form of attack, from battering ram to sapping. The green-burning kragh had blasted open a huge hole, but it hadn't destroyed the gate.

"We're all right," she said, her voice shaking as she pulled back from the wall. "It didn't break through the gate!"

"Look!" Kade cried. "By the Ascendant and his Seven Virtues, look!"

Five more black-cowled kragh were beginning to burn with green flame, their voices raised in a madness of chanting. Up they rose, higher and higher, lifted by their own personal vortexes of insanity. 

"What are they?" Wolfker had pushed his way to the front. "What the hell are they?"

Understanding clicked into Kethe's mind. She leaped up onto the battlement and stared out over the soldiers and Consecrated who were packed along the castle walls and tower tops. The central courtyard was completely bare. "Down!" She heard the first screaming wail and felt the consequent shudder of an explosion. "To the courtyard! To the front gate! Go! Go now!"

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
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Tharok watched the battle unfold from his high vantage point. The matriarch flew where she was bid, lower now that the threat of the ballista had been negated. 

The trolls had performed better than he'd hoped. A third of them had missed and fallen to their deaths, but enough of them had hit the mark to wreak havoc and summon the humans out of hiding. It was fascinating to watch them emerge by the hundreds only to gape at their attackers; precious seconds were lost to amazement and horror, seconds which cost the humans hundreds of lives.

Kyrra had sworn to him that she would take care of the front gate and the walls, that she and her shamans were more than equal to the task, and Tharok felt both satisfaction and unease as he watched them do so. He'd never heard of a shaman unleashing such power, had never imagined that the spirits could serve them so. It was clear that the shamans were sacrificing themselves with each strike. Each explosion came at a terrible price. Tharok narrowed his eyes and grinned. This was perfect. Kyrra was weakening herself even as she helped him accomplish his goals.

The matriarch swept out over his army and then wheeled so he could gaze upon Abythos as the huge front gate exploded in green flame again and again. It had been reinforced with rock, he saw. A wise precaution, but still, it was giving way. 

"Down, old one," he said, and nudged the matriarch. She swooped low, her descent giving her terrible speed, and then whipped over the ground before his waiting kragh, wings extended. Tharok leaped up to stand on her shoulders again and once more raised World Breaker. 

It was the signal his warlords had been waiting for. They roared their commands, and the ladders were passed to the front. The matriarch swooped all the way around, and twenty thousand kragh began to rumble and move forward, their continuous roar akin to thunder – a storm about to break, a tidal wave that was going to wash away the citadel of Abythos forevermore.

The kragh raced forward, crossing the five hundred yards in no time at all, and their huge ladders swung up, arcing across the sky to clatter against the battlements of Abythos. Hundreds of ladders, on every side, and immediately the kragh began to climb.

Tharok looked up. "Now!" he commanded, and he unleashed his wyverns. As one, they broke their endless wheeling and furled their wings. He watched them descend and strafe the battlements, driving humans to their knees, buffeting others off, terrifying them, but most importantly, preventing them from tackling the ladders.

Almost all of them. 

A young woman in enameled crimson armor did something impossible. Tharok saw her race along the top of the battlements, leaping from crenellation to crenellation, and then, as one of the wyverns swooped past, she leaped out, soared through the air, and latched on to the wyvern's leg.

Tharok urged the matriarch up, up, and watched the crimson-clad woman as she climbed up the wyvern's leg and up between its wings. Impossible, he thought, but no matter. The matriarch paused her ascent, rolled, and plummeted down upon the distressed wyvern.

It didn't matter how able this human was. She couldn't be ready for what was about to hit her.

The matriarch fell upon the embattled wyvern just as the young woman drew her blade across its throat. Blood sprayed out in a fell curtain, the wyvern's scream was cut short, and then the matriarch slammed into the wyvern from above, claws brought to bear, the impact such that the smaller wyvern's spine immediately snapped.

The human should have been crushed. Should have been smashed into pulp.

She wasn't. Instead, she leaped up at the last second, the matriarch's claws just missing her, tearing through her crimson cloak. She wasn't even a grown woman, Tharok realized in shock. She was just a girl, black-skinned, her teeth bared in effort. He grunted in surprise when she landed in a crouch on the matriarch's back, her bloody blade held before her.

"Impressive," growled Tharok, his whole soul thrilling at the coming combat. "Come, little human. Come and meet World Breaker."

The girl seemed to see him for the first time, her gaze traveling up his body, her eyes growing wider as she took him in. Tharok bellowed a laugh and threw himself at her, launching off both feet, moving as fast as he could, World Breaker swinging down to cleave the world in two.

The space on the matriarch's back was limited. The girl was crouched at the base of the matriarch's tail, with no room to retreat, so she threw herself into a forward roll and somehow escaped beneath him, her balance so exquisite that she managed to tumble up the matriarch's spine.

Tharok landed, slipped, reached down to arrest his fall, laughed as his stomach lurched, and then strode toward the human, whose helm had fallen free. It spun as it tumbled out of sight, and he marveled again at how young she seemed, younger even than Shaya, her skin as black as his own. 

Tharok breathed in deep, gripped World Breaker in both hands, and launched a blistering attack. No massive swings; now an endless series of stabs and cuts, the huge scimitar wielded as if it were a short sword, its bulk and weight like nothing in his hands.

The human parried, but the force of his blow nearly knocked her sword from her hand. She began to deflect and sway around his attacks, moving so quickly he couldn't believe it. 

No one could move that fast. But she did.

Her blade snicked out and opened a cut along his left arm, down the inside of his forearm to the elbow.

Tharok stepped back, stunned. The girl failed to press her attack, her chest heaving as she watched him to see what he would do. Tharok stared at his arm. The cut sealed closed; strength returned to his left hand, and he gripped the blade again and grinned at her, baring his tusks.

For the first time, he saw fear on her face, and he relished it. She leaped at him, all feints now, a flurry of attacks that he could barely block. By the Sky Father, she was as fast as he was! The outrage made him see nearly black. He was wielding World Breaker! He was Medusa-Kissed! This could not be!

Cuts began to open along his arms and thighs. She moved with remarkable assurance, ducking and weaving. He couldn't land a blow. 

Cool control flowed through his mind. He was letting his rage get the better of him. His attacks lacked all subtlety. This was not the way to defeat her. 

Tharok took a step back and gave the matriarch a sharp command.

She dropped out from beneath them and banked away to the left. Both Tharok and the human were suddenly weightless and plummeting down toward the courtyard below.

The human was caught completely by surprise. Tharok wasn't. He swam forward and hammered a terrible blow at her. Desperate, she went for a full block. Her blade caught fire, blazed up white, but World Breaker burned black in response and her blade shattered. 

Tharok roared. They had but seconds until they struck the ground. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the matriarch powering toward them, cutting in like an arrow.

"Die!" he screamed at the top of his lungs, then he brought World Breaker down with all his strength, slamming it against her chest plate. The force of the blow blasted her down into the earth, which cratered around her as she hit, and then huge claws snatched him out of the sky and the matriarch flew up, skimming up the inside of the wall and then clearing the top.

He reached out, took hold of one of her horns, then pulled himself around and landed between her wings. Raising his blade, he roared his exultation and defiance. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
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The trumpets blew. Tiron was standing directly behind Ramswold, his blade in hand, trying through his sheer presence to exude enough calm to keep the Order and their men calm and collected, ready for what was to come. It was nearly impossible.

Ramswold slammed his visor down and raised his blade, careful not to strike the ceiling of the tunnel. "For the Order! For justice, for honor, for glory! Onward!"

The dozen knights behind Tiron cheered. Leuthold's militia let out hoarse cries behind them, and then Ramswold ran forward. 

Tiron felt that old fire begin to course through his veins. Here we go. If this battle be my last, let me sell my life dearly. 

They ran out into the cylinder, turned left and dove into their stairwell. Never before had Tiron seen such a marvel of engineering. He was wearing his chain, but, despite his insistence, the rest of the Order had donned their plate. Still, Ramswold fairly leaped up the steps, taking them three at a time, and Tiron was hard-pressed to keep up. The fires of youth! The tromp of sabatons echoed all around them, the cries and screams growing ever louder, and then suddenly they spilled out into the base of the central tower.

"To the top!" cried the trumpeter, waving them toward the next stairwell. "To the top!"

Ramswold turned to obey, but Tiron reached out and grabbed his shoulder. "Wait."

"Wait?" Ramswold's voice nearly cracked with outrage. "Wait?"

"Follow me," Tiron growled, and smacked the back of Ramswold's helm. "Now!" 

Ignoring the trumpeter and the other columns that were emerging from below and racing blindly to the tower top, Tiron strode out into the main courtyard.

He didn't run. He walked, sword at the ready. His mood was growing darker and more foul by the moment. He could almost sense the violence taking place just out of sight, feel the invisible tremors that came from blinding agony and blood loss. 

Battlefields like this were his home. This was where he had been raised, where he had forged his identity. He found himself growing calm. It never paid to follow orders blindly, to rush into battle without knowing what to expect. Let the other five hundred race up to the tower top. He wanted to see what awaited them first. 

Ramswold and his Order followed him out into the evening light, into the great open courtyard. Its emptiness was eerie, its vast echoing space almost disorienting. Tiron clenched his jaw and turned, walking backward so he could look up the height of the tower and see what was taking place above them.

"What are we doing?" Ulein sounded near tears. "The battle is above!"

Tiron slowed, then stopped. Dragons! His heart stutter-stepped, and for a moment he couldn't breathe. Dragons. Not one. Not ten. Too many to count. They were soaring high above the courtyard, made tiny by distance, circling and interweaving through the sky. Tiron saw one drop what looked like a huge statue, some crudely carved idol, from its grasping claws. The figure tumbled down toward their tower top – and missed.

It fell along the inside of the tower and hit the flagstones of the courtyard with a heartrending crash. The flagstones buckled, a shockwave of dust and air blasted out, and Leuthold's militia screamed and fell, five of their men nearly crushed by the dropped statue.

"What the hell?" 

Why the fuck were dragons dropping statues on them? 

Realization hit Tiron like a sledgehammer as he saw enormous stone men rise across each tower top and begin to demolish the ballistae. Ramswold was screaming at him, ordering him to return to the tower, but Tiron ignored him. Those weren't statues. They were monsters.

A massive, blue-pebbled arm emerged from the crater before them and clutched at an obliquely angled flagstone, then a demon from the heart of a mountain hauled itself upright, its yellow eyes blinking away dust. 

"Well, fuck me," Tiron said. "That's a troll."

Others had fallen into the courtyard along the inside of the wall. They were now climbing out of their self-made holes. 

Ramswold ceased his screaming. 

Nobody else was emerging from their towers. Everyone was racing to the top, to the battlements.

The Order fell back in dismay as the troll rose to its full height. It was humanoid in shape, but twice the height and width of a man, its body covered in cracked stone. It picked up a section of shattered flagstone the size of a wheelbarrow and threw it like a discus at Siffrid. 

The flagstone sheared through the knight's body at the waist, spraying blood and spinning Siffrid around like a toy. He collapsed, rolled, and lay still, dead before he hit the ground.

"Move!" Tiron's roar nearly tore his throat. "Circle it! Move! Don't stand still!"

But Ramswold and the others stood there gaping. Tiron ran forward, cutting into their line of sight so as to bestir them, still roaring. They were dead – the fact hit him like a blow between the eyes. One troll, they might kill. But six or eight or ten of them? They had minutes to live. 

Tiron approached the troll at an oblique angle. It focused on him, turning to follow his approach, flinging an arm out to try to grasp him around the waist.

Leuthold let out a bark. A moment later, spears rained against the troll, most of them bouncing off its stony hide, but a number sank into its stomach and chest where no rock was encrusted.

Tiron gripped his blade with both hands and swung at the troll's descending hand. His family blade, ancient beyond kenning, with an edge that had never dulled, sheared through the troll's fingers, which fell like wizened branches to the ground. 

The troll roared and snatched its hand back, and at that sound the Order came to their senses. 

"For the Ascendant!" Ramswold cried, and charged it directly. The others converged on the troll, and together they hacked at it.

"Aim for its stomach!" Tiron shouted. He darted in, but couldn't get close enough.

The troll swept an arm out and knocked three knights flying. Then it bunched up its fist into a boulder and pounded it straight at Isentrud, who raised her shield and was knocked to the ground.

More spears flew in, and one sank deep into the troll's mouth. It spasmed, and Tiron and Ramswold ran toward it. They both stabbed deep into the troll's gut, then Tiron grabbed Ramswold and hauled him to the ground as a fist swooped through where they'd been standing.

The troll reeled. Another knight stabbed his sword deep into its chest, and then it went down, toppling like an ancient tree, groaning as it collapsed onto its back.

"Up," Tiron grunted, urging himself on. He rose and looked across the courtyard. Trolls were crossing the yard toward them. Quickly, he counted seven. 

They had no chance.

All concerns, all worries left him. He hauled his blade free of the troll's gut. Ramswold did the same and stared in dismay at its broken tip and mangled edge. Tiron's had remained undamaged. 

"All right, men," Tiron called out. "You wanted a battle fit for a legend? You've got one."

The trolls moved at a deceptively fast lope – but not toward them. Instead, they converged on the massive iron grating that covered the ramp down into the heart of Abythos. Almost as one, they reached down, took hold of the bars, and began to heave.

"What are they doing?" Isentrud's voice was slurred. 

"An assassination team?" Ulein stepped up beside Tiron. 

"Wait." Tiron bit his lower lip and stared at the tower tops. The battles taking place up there looked heinous, vicious. Bodies were falling over the sides, trolls were roaring, the ballistae were being reduced to firewood. The walls were teeming now with human troops; the tower tops were swarming with them. 

Tiron turned to stare at the grating. That made no sense. Why open a way down with nobody to take advantage of it?

"It's a ruse," he said. 

"What?" Ramswold stepped in close. "How?"

The grating was groaning, beginning to deform. Long, ropey muscles stood out in stark relief under the trolls' hides. They were doing the impossible. They were tearing the grating apart.

"The front gate," said Tiron. "They're going to breach it." 

The wyverns began to dive down from the sky and strafe the battlements, their shrieks like nails scratching down glass. It was a mind-numbing sight, one that Tiron knew he would never forget. 

A dull boom suddenly shook the ground, and Tiron turned to see plumes of dust drifting down from the gate. A second boom sounded, and the masonry that had blocked the gate tunnel cracked.

Pick a course, you fool! Don't stand here marveling! 

"Kill the trolls!" Tiron pointed with his blade. "Stop them! Place them between you and the gate and attack from them from the far side!"

Ramswold needed no further urging. He punched his blade into the sky and ran, leading his Order, the shining knights racing across the vast open courtyard with their cloaks streaming, their legs eating the distance as they threw themselves at the seven trolls.

Tiron charged after them, ignoring the pain that flared in his knee, keeping an eye on the gate. "Swing around them!" he shouted. The damn fools! They were running right at the trolls. "Attack them from the other side! You'll be flanked when the kragh break through!"

The Order ignored his yells. Screaming their war cries, they charged the first troll with the militia hot on their heels.

Tiron cursed and swung wide to distract as many trolls as possible as the gate thundered and shook, the screams of five thousand soldiers mingling with the roar of tens of thousands of kragh, and overhead the wyverns shrieked their defiance, plucking man after man from the walls only to drop them to their doom.

Tiron angled his approach to attack a troll whose back was to him. Family blade gleaming in his hands, he ran in close and hewed with both hands at the back of the troll's knee, swinging from the hips. 

The troll let out a bellow of pain and shock and released the grating it had pried up a yard from the ground. Its leg buckled and it fell, but Tiron was already past, moving low into the thick of the blue giants, swiping and swinging, moving as quickly as he could so they'd not be able to track him. He cut at ankles and knees, not seeking to kill but simply maim, thrilling at how his sword cleaved through the rock hides. 

Then the world went white. 

He rolled, over and over, and came to a stop on his back. His head was ringing, and he couldn't hear the battle. He couldn't feel his limbs. He blinked, suddenly alone in an island of silence. He felt as if he were looking up from the bottom of a deep pit. A huge wyvern was flying down toward him, and in his delirium he saw the biggest, blackest kragh he'd ever seen fighting a Virtue as they fell through the air. 

Tiron watched, bemused, as the kragh smote the Virtue and blasted her down into the ground, only to be snatched out of the sky moments later by that same monstrous wyvern. 

A troll appeared over him, a huge hand reaching down toward his head. Tiron felt the first tugs of panic, but he felt as if he were immersed in honey. He tried to rise, but he was moving too slowly. The troll's fingers wrapped around his skull, and its palm pressed against his face, dry and dusty like the floor of an abandoned room. It began to squeeze as it pulled him up to sitting.

Pain shot through his head like rivers of fire. He felt the plates of his skull flex, and then the hand went limp and fell into his lap. It had been severed at the wrist. Grimacing, Tiron shoved it off onto the ground.

Ramswold was standing above him, Tiron's blade in hand, recovering from the huge cut he'd just delivered as the troll reared up with a furious bellow.

Tiron climbed to his feet as Ramswold threw himself aside, narrowly dodging a fist that crashed into the ground where he'd been standing. A trio of spears bounced off the troll's hide, then a knight ran to aid Ramswold, only to take a stony fist straight in the head. The knight's legs went out from under him, and he flipped and crashed down on his shoulders, his head a mangled ruin.

A massive explosion shook the citadel, and the huge gate doors crashed inward. Tiron didn't even turn to stare. He snatched up a ruined blade from the ground – Ramswold's – and staggered behind the troll as it turned to track the sidestepping lord. With a raw cry, Tiron hacked with both hands at the troll's knee. The blade barely cut into its stony flesh, but the distraction was sufficient; Ramswold darted in as the troll glanced back at Tiron and slammed his blade into the troll's gut, right up to the hilt. Ramswold then ducked under the troll, running between its legs and drawing his blade free, and the troll groaned and toppled forward.

Only then did both men turn to face the gate, both panting for breath, sweat streaming down their brows. Tiron took his sword back gratefully. It felt light and wicked in his hand.

The massive passage to the world of the kragh was standing wide open, and a flood was beginning to pour into the citadel, an unstoppable tide of kragh who bellowed as they surged over the huge chunks of rubble – hundreds of them, their maws wide open, their axes held high, racing right toward the grate where Tiron and Ramswold were standing. 
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There was no time to force her way down the stairwell, shouldering aside the men who were climbing up. Kethe ran lightly to the far side of the tower and leaped up onto the battlements just as the main gate blew inward, sending rubble and rocks exploding into the courtyard. 

The drop was twenty yards. Kethe closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and gave a fervent prayer: My soul to the White Gate. 

She stepped out into the void.

There was a screaming rush of wind, her cloak tore at her shoulders, and she opened her eyes just in time to see her blade burning bright as the ground rose up to meet her. Her spasm of terror was immediately sublimated into the song of the White Gate.

She hit the flagstones, which shattered around her, ragged, circular cracks appearing outwards from where she had slammed into a crouch. She felt no pain, nothing but the raging song of the White Gate in her heart, in her soul. 

The kragh were streaming through the broken gate, racing in a screaming riot toward where trolls were battling a score of knights and tearing at the entrance to the shafts and tunnels below.

Hundreds of kragh. Nobody else was in the courtyard.

Then others fell from above: Dalitha to her left, Akkara to her right. Khoussan landed heavily with a pained grunt, tumbled to the ground, then stood up shakily. Gray Wind fell as softly as a leaf. 

"Come," said Kethe. "Let us shine." 

Not knowing why, she touched her burning blade to each of theirs. Her white fire raced along each sword, its shimmering glow reflected in the eyes of her Consecrated. That done, she raised her sword high, gave a scream of defiance, and charged.

She was as fleet of foot as a skipped stone, the balls of her feet barely touching the ground. She could sense her Consecrated behind her, forming a V with her at the point. She flew toward the kragh, not giving herself time to think, to worry, to plan. 

The kragh were climbing and leaping over the fragments of the gate, the huge blocks of masonry, and the shattered planks of wood, each a muscle-bound terror, all of them focused on their destination in the center of the courtyard.

Kethe slid into their midst like a knife slipped into a sleeping man's side. Her blade did not so much cut as caress, and where it touched, sides opened, blood flowed, and kragh fell. The song of the White Gate filled her, took her out of herself. She danced into the ranks of the kragh, swaying aside from blows, leaping high above their heads when they trapped her, landing in a spinning flower of death. 

But the flood was too much; she could only kill so many. 

Axes shattered when she blocked their blows. She sheared a head from a kragh only to be crushed beneath its body as it fell on her. She shoved it off and rolled aside as blows rained down on where she'd been lying. She pushed to her feet and leaped, only to have a hand grab her ankle and slam her to the ground. She severed the hand and then bent backwards, almost parallel to the ground, to avoid another swing of an axe, turned her bend into a backflip, came up swinging, and was struck in the side by a huge shoulder.

She floundered into other kragh, and they kept coming. Her world was hides and leather armor, tusks and swinging axes, beady eyes and jerky movements. Kethe screamed and launched herself at the enemy, hacking now with both hands, fighting her way through until she emerged on the far side of the flood of kragh, stumbling out into the open. 

She turned, gasping for breath, only to be knocked flying as the ground beneath her buckled and erupted when something landed heavily behind her. She fell, rolled, came up, and saw that a troll had leaped from a tower top to join the fray below. It rose from its own crouch, hammer in hand, and bellowed, ropes of spit flying as it brought its hammer down on her.

Kethe screamed back and struck at the hammerhead. The stone block shattered as white fire shot through it. The troll staggered forward, thrown off-balance by the sudden disappearance of the hammer's weight, but it managed to lash out and backhand her with a horny fist. 

Kethe spun through the air and hit the ground hard. She clawed her way to her feet, but the kragh were already upon her. A kick caught her in the stomach, sending her sliding back across the flagstones. An axe came down toward her head, and she barely rolled aside in time. The troll loomed over her, blotting out the sky. Kethe went to rise, but a kragh grabbed her by the arm and lifted her up, a second kragh grabbing her other arm before she could react.

Akkara burst into view. The entire left side of her face gleamed with crimson, and her sword had snapped off a foot above the hilt. She staggered, eyes wide and blank, and screamed as the troll reached for Kethe.

White fire erupted not only around the remains of Akkara's blade, but around her body. Only her eye sockets remained dark, burning black with all her pain and anguish. She ran forward, covering the distance in a blink of an eye, and leaped up, soaring into the sky like like a comet.

Kethe heard a ruinous roar deep in her mind. She felt the energies of the world being sucked into Akkara and saw the color being leached out of the rock, the kragh, the trolls. Akkara burned so bright, it was like staring at the sun. Her scream rose higher and higher, and then she collided with the troll and white fire exploded in every direction.

The kragh released Kethe. She staggered but didn't fall, throwing her arms up to protect her face. Fire bathed her, cleansing and hot, and then it was gone.

Kethe dropped her arms and blinked. The troll and some fifty kragh lay dead, their bodies bleached and withered as if they had been mummified. Akkara was lying on her side, completely white, all color gone from her clothing, her hair, her wounds. Kethe dropped to her side, unable to breathe. She was dead, nothing but a husk. When Kethe touched her shoulder, it caved in, turning to ashes.

Kethe cried out and rose to her feet, horrified. Acting only on instinct, she located her blade, lying on the ground a few paces from her. She scooped it up and turned. Soldiers were emerging from the bases of the towers, but the kragh were now bunched around the grate. It had been torn asunder by the remaining trolls. 

A huge wyvern descended from the heavens, and a kragh leaped down from its shoulders – a massive kragh like no other, with a coal-black hide, an iron circlet around his brow, a black blade in his fist. He towered over the others, raised his blade, let out a tooth-rattling roar, then stood gloating as his kragh descended through the ruptured grate into the bowels of Abythos.

Kethe stood there, aghast, then shook herself and cast a look around the battlefield. She saw Khoussan fighting a knot of kragh to her left, Dalitha in his shadow. Akinetos was standing toe-to-toe with a troll, gripping its wrist in one hand, a blade in the other, crossed with the troll's club. 

Kethe saw a blur come up from the side – Mixis, leaping down from the battlements, landing gracefully off to her right.

"To me!" Her voice cut across the din of the battlefield. "For the White Gate! To me!"

Kethe ran forward, and she felt more than saw the other Virtues and Consecrated draw in after her. They had to cut off the flow of kragh going below ground. Hundreds had already descended. Sprinting forward, avoiding fights and dodging blows, Kethe ran to intercept the stream with despair clawing at her heart. How had they been defeated so easily? What manner of cruel genius had orchestrated this plan?

She stared at the distant black-skinned kragh. Tharok. That had to be him.

Grim determination settled upon her. She would cut her way through to him. No matter what it took, she would fight her way through his horde until she reached the warlord, and then she would slay him. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

 

[image:  ]

 

 

The gloomy fastness of Starkadr's Portal chamber echoed with the sound of three thousand soldiers awaiting their orders to advance. Iskra was standing at their head beside General Pethar and al-Vothak Ilina, and in front of them, a regiment of the army's hundred most elite soldiers was lined up before the Portal. 

All was ready. This was the moment. All her planning, all her deliberating, all of her commands had come to this. The army of Agerastos was awaiting her command, three thousand souls poised to change the Ascendant Empire forever. 

All eyes were on her. She gazed out over the serried ranks that disappeared into Starkadr's ubiquitous shrouding fog. Men were standing shoulder to shoulder, packed in tight. The cavernous ceiling echoed their anticipation. Weapons were drawn, shields raised, uniforms clean and gleaming. Her army was poised to step onto the stage of history.

Iskra took a deep breath and turned to the Vothak standing nearest the Aletheian Portal. She nodded to him, and he cried out the command phrase that sent black waters flooding inside the arch. Immediately, the elite soldiers rushed forward. They were lithe and quick, their limbs wiry with muscle, their favored weapon the short thrusting blade, their shields round and light. The Hundred Snakes of the Empire, they were called, and the emblem of the medusa was inscribed across their chest plates. 

One by one, they darted into the Portal, the Vothak calling out the command phrase a second time to ensure it stayed open. Iskra could sense currents of excitement as they roiled through the army, the building of tension, the need for release, for action, for blood. She watched as the last of the Snakes passed into Aletheia and then stepped forward herself.

Unsurprisingly, none of her subordinates had complained when she insisted on being near the very front of the attacking column, an area of assured danger, completely unsuitable to the empress. But she didn't care if each of them hoped she died within the next few minutes. She had to be close to the front. She needed to be there when they reached the Ascendant's palace. There would be no room for mistakes, no room for accidents that could shatter all her plans at the most critical moment.

So Iskra stepped forward and passed into Aletheia through the mystic black passage between worlds, into the ornate hallway she had walked once before when she was searching for Audsley. 

She gasped, allowing her equilibrium to return, and saw that the last of the Snakes was already jogging out into the Seventh Circum, following her directions to the letter. Good. She hurried after them and heard the whisper of her palace guard coming through. She strode down the hall, turned down the side corridor, and turned again to emerge through the open secret door into the Seventh Circum.

Dusk had fallen. The clouds visible through the far columns had turned slate and lost their definition, merging into the night sky. The Hundred Snakes had formed up into a tight square and were staring inscrutably back at the horrified Aletheian citizens, who were recoiling in shock at the sight of them.

The sight of drawn weapons in the Seventh Circum was anathema. The Snakes were a savage insert, a slash across a gorgeous canvas, a block of writhing darkness in a perfect plane of white light. Iskra saw fear on the faces of some of the pedestrians close by, but on more than one face she saw bemusement, an inability to understand what was taking place before their very eyes. She also saw a few hesitant smiles, as if those people were prepared to be amused, as if this sudden appearance of dead-eyed soldiers with naked blades might be the beginning of some festival or show.

Iskra's palace guard stepped into place behind her and immediately began to assemble her palanquin. Two long poles were slotted through the sewed-off sleeves at the edges of a canvas teardrop. That done, the guards crouched and lifted the poles onto their shoulders, and Iskra stepped within and sat cross-legged.

The guards rose to their feet, lifting Iskra so that she swayed between them in relative comfort. She had wanted to march with the men but had finally admitted that she would be unable to keep up; everyone was to move at a jog, and climbing the Way of Righteousness would have defeated her long before they reached the Fifth Circum, let alone the First.

The Snakes moved forward, and her Guards began to hurry along behind them. No words were spoken; no threats, no proclamations. Iskra could hear the next regiment emerging from the secret door into the Seventh Circum and begin to march behind them. A long snake of Agerastian soldiers would continue to emerge over the course of the next hour. 

They moved quickly. It was imperative that they outrace word of their coming. Iskra heard the occasional cry of outrage and a few demands called from the onlookers, but none of her soldiers responded. 

They turned off the Circum into a radial hallway that speared into the heart of the stonecloud and there joined with the Way of Righteousness. There was much more traffic on the Way, even at this hour, and now the reaction of the Aletheians was loud and horrified. Iskra heard screams, shouts of protests, startled cries for the guards. 

But, despite the outrage, nobody sought to arrest their ascent. Up they jogged, always curving around the central shaft, making their way to the very top.

Iskra peered out through the folds of her canvas palanquin. She saw brilliantly glowing lamps illuminating the white stone wall of the Way, which was adorned with endless inscriptions, artwork, tapestries and mosaics, pedestals on which sat lacquered vases, and huge stone pots filled with palms. The work of centuries had gone into adorning the Way, which stood as a metaphor for the soul's climb to perfection. Iskra swallowed a knot in her throat. Such beauty. 

Please, she whispered, though she didn't know to whom she was praying. Please, let my coming not touch off disaster. Please, let this beauty not be destroyed. 

Iskra's Guards switched, and fresh men took the palanquin's poles from the weary. Their pace never flagged. She could hear the tromp of thousands coming up behind them, the echo distant and diffuse in the great spiral of the Way. Endless crowds were pressed back against the far walls, their mouths comically open in dismay. 

Up they climbed, ever up. She saw the ornate entrances to the halls that led to the Sixth Circum, then the Fifth. They passed the Fourth, and then the great arches leading to the Third.

Iskra's stomach was a ball of knots, and the swaying of the palanquin was making her sick. She was about to confront divinity, or at the very least its symbol. There would be bloodshed. The Ascendant's palace was sacrosanct, defended more by tradition than swords, but there would be resistance at the last. 

Iskra steeled herself. She had come not to destroy but to refine, to improve, to change. 

Forgive me my hubris, she prayed, her hands forming the Ascendant's Triangle without her realizing. She gave a laugh that was part sob and pulled her hands apart.

They passed the halls of the Second Circum. It was here that she had thought they might find the greatest resistance, here where the Virtues' Temple was located. Instead, the Snakes continued their mile-eating jog, up and around, until finally the Way leveled out and Iskra realized that they had arrived. 

The First Circum. 

The pinnacle of the Empire. 

Their pace slowed to a walk, and Iskra unfolded herself from the palanquin and emerged into the night. 

They were at the very apex of the stonecloud. Nothing was above them but wisps of clouds and glittering stars. The sight was stunning. Iskra tore her eyes away from the heavens and looked at the palace – an elegant dream of a building, its architecture following natural lines and curves so that it seemed fashioned from cloud and not stone. Gold light was radiating from thousands of lanterns affixed to its outer walls, so that its very substance seemed precious. The path to the front gate was broad and plain, and there were no exterior walls; no defensive measures had been taken. 

The palace seemed deserted. No one was outside, enjoying the views on the terraced gardens. The windows were empty, the balconies devoid of people. Only one figure was standing before them, planted in the center of the broad road that led to the palace gates. 

The Snakes slowed and came to a stop. The next regiment moved out to stand at their left side, the third regiment moving to the right. Three hundred men, the core of which was the cream of the Empire, the next two hundred nearly as elite. Behind them emerged the next regiment, and the next, and the next. Six hundred men, crowding the available space in front of the Ascendant's palace. The next hundred remained on the ramp, and the Agerastian army ground to a halt behind them. 

Iskra moved forward. The sole figure was a man, she saw: young, confident, standing with his arms crossed and his chin raised, his pale blond hair turned silver by the light of the stars and pouring down his back in a careless cascade. He was beyond striking, his features as close to perfect as she had ever seen, and he had a careless arrogance that belied the fact that he was facing an entire army by himself.

"Stand aside," she commanded. 

"No," he said, and then he smiled and cast back the edge of his cloak, revealing the twin swords that were belted at his waist.

"Then tell me your name, stranger. I would know who it is that has chosen to die so bravely against such overwhelming odds."

"I am Theletos, the Longed For, final guard of the emperor and the impure thorn amidst his holy flowers. In all my long lives, never have I failed my duty; never have I fallen before any man, woman, or kragh. Come, Iskra Kyferin. You have sought to meet your destiny. It awaits you, singing within my blades."

The Hundred Snakes stirred uneasily. Cold-blooded, lethal killers they might be, but they knew exactly whom they were facing – by legend, by reputation, by name. It was to their credit that they didn't break and run.

"Theletos," said Iskra. "I salute you. Three thousand soldiers I have brought with me to ensure my audience with the Ascendant. Were you any other living soul, I would seek to reason with you, persuade you to step aside." She smiled sadly. "But I will not insult you in such a way." 

Iskra stepped back and nodded to the captain of the Hundred Snakes. "Do what must be done. And send a man to fetch the Vothaks. Hurry."

Theletos unclasped his cloak and tossed it aside. As it floated away, he drew both swords and raised them overhead, crossing the blades into a glimmering X. 

The captain of the Hundred Snakes raised his hand and made a circling motion with his forefinger. His soldiers ran forward, sweeping out on both sides, encircling Theletos in a matter of moments, their ranks four deep. The other two regiments moved forward with less confidence, filling in behind the semicircle that faced the Way.

Iskra could barely make out the slender Theletos, but she saw him smile and close his eyes. As he did so, white fire rushed up his blades as if they had been soaked in oil, a fire so bright it cast stark shadows behind each of her soldiers and caused half of them to cry out and throw an arm over their eyes.

"My soul to the White Gate," Theletos laughed, and then he attacked.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Each step took effort. Each step was accompanied by a dull drumbeat of despair. 

Should he turn back? What would his father have said? Was anything worth betraying his people? 

The badlands were stretched out in front of him. Asho had eschewed the paths and was cutting a straight line across the black rock fields toward the entrance to Abythos. He felt as if he were wading knee-deep through mud, forcing his way against his every instinct.

Behind him was the jumbled mess of the cubes, their geometric shapes a luminous white: a hive of slavery, his point of origin, his ancestral home. When he emerged from Mikho's hideout, he'd seen the gathering crowds at the edge of the cubes. Hundreds upon hundreds of Bythians, pickaxes and shovels in hand, a simmering, growing mass that had beckoned him. 

He'd stood irresolute and torn. All he had to do was join them and stand beside his sister – shape their rage, direct their attack, become one with them. 

Instead, he'd turned and begun to walk toward their enemy, each step tearing a hole in the fabric of his soul, tearing down the web of lies and illusions he'd begun telling himself: That he had a people. That he was a Bythian. That he could belong, could be one of many, could be welcomed.

Overhead, the agony vultures were circling. They were waiting for him to fall, hoping he would collapse so they could feast.

Asho bared his teeth. Not yet. His path had not yet come to its end.

The entrance to the Labyrinth of Abythos was just ahead. Its ceremonial gate was a work of savage architecture, carved from black basalt and wicked in its lines and angles. The earth opened up beneath it, depressing into a ramp that sank into the depths. A constant stream of traffic was moving down it, streaming from the Solar Gates back behind the cubes. There was little time left, Asho knew. Instinctively, he could sense the imminent closure of the Portals that connected Bythos to the rest of the Empire. An hour, perhaps, at most.

Asho stepped out of the endless, cruel fields of rock into the great cleared space in front of the archway. Urgolthas were hauling wagons below, and Ennoian guards and overseers were crying out commands, seeking to impose order on the commotion.

Asho slowed and looked around. His heart was pounding. This was it: the moment he would betray his people. The minute he'd been dreading. 

He strode over to a swarthy Ennoian who was grumbling and rubbing the back of his head as he stared at two urgolthas that had stopped to sniff each other. "Move on, move on!" The man's cry was halfhearted. The urgolthas' drovers were already cracking their weapons.

"Excuse me, ser," said Asho, stepping forward. "I need –" 

"What the hell are you doing up here?" The Ennoian glared at him. 

"I've got to warn you –" 

"By the Ascendant, there's a war going on, and I've got slaves talking back to me? Get over there and join that team moving those urgolthas!"

"You don't understand," cried Asho, his despair suddenly turning to tortured anger. "You've got to listen!" 

"All right, listen to this," the overseer said, and drew his blade from his hip.

Asho stepped back, hands rising. He was without his sword. Already, dozens of soldiers were turning toward them, alerted by the first man's tone. Asho cursed, ducked his head, and ran to one of the urgolthas, sliding in beside the other Bythians, who cast flat looks at him before turning away. 

The massive beast was in good condition; its hide was lustrous, its eyes bright. Clearly, it had just come down from the Empire above, hauling this load straight to Abythos. Asho knew nothing about these towering beasts. So he simply waved his arms and tried to blend in until the drovers finally got their beasts going and they were all moving forward. 

Asho cast a last glance over his shoulder. Was that a dark mass of people leaving the cubes in the distance? 

They marched down the ramp into the world of the Labyrinth. Buglights were affixed to massive columns that soared like pale tree trunks into the heights above, casting everything into shifting clouds of emerald green. The ramp opened into a vast chamber from which tunnels and echoing corridors extended; as he moved forward, Asho counted at least a dozen huge passages running deeper into this subterranean complex, the green of the buglights giving way to the strange ambient purple glow of the Labyrinth.

The deeper they went, the more impressive the Labyrinth became; at times, chasms opened up alongside the path that descended to untold depths, while a forest of stalactites and stalagmites rose and fell all around them. 

Troops of Ennoians jogged past, hurrying toward the Gate. Messengers raced back up toward the surface. Everywhere, there was a sense of tension. Asho watched another squad of soldiers run past, spears resting on their shoulders, and realization hit him. It was really happening. Somewhere, far away across the world, the kragh were assaulting Abythos.

Asho could take this no longer. He stepped out from behind his companions and began to race forward. The drovers yelled out in annoyance, and a group of Ennoian soldiers scowled at him and began to give chase. Asho ran faster, sprinting down the broad ramp, darting past wagons, ducking around porters, bobbing and weaving through the crowd.

Suddenly, the ramp leveled out again and Asho saw the Abythian Gate. It rose in the center of an island of stone, surrounded on all sides by chasms and crevices. Huge stalactites descended around it like a protective wall, and five narrow causeways connected it to other islands and passages that led deeper into the Labyrinth. The largest causeway connected to the main ramp, where ranks of soldiers were standing at the ready, some three or four hundred men and women facing the Gate, watching its huge white rippling surface as others emerged or ran through bearing messages and orders.

"Attack!" screamed Asho, abandoning all attempts at subtlety. "An attack from above!"

Heads turned. Eyes narrowed, then looked past him at the guards in pursuit. Asho slowed and waved his arms. This was madness. Worse, it was abject foolishness. Why had he thought these men and women would listen to him at this critical hour?

"Please! The Bythians are rising and marching on the Gate! You must –" 

Arms seized him from behind, and something clouted him on back of the head. Asho staggered and almost turned to fight back, but bit down on the impulse. He searched the ranks of soldiers, the amused and annoyed expressions. 

A boot slammed into his calf and drove his knee down onto the rock. An arm slipped around his neck and put him in a headlock. Other hands pinned his arms behind his back. Cursing and hissing in an attempt to breathe, Asho struggled until he saw one of the soldiers spit and draw his blade, clearly intending to stop his struggles for good.

"Hold." 

The voice was curt and redolent with authority. Asho looked up and saw an Ennoian knight stride up, a young man with a shock of gold hair. His features were delicate, his eyes mocking and cruel. Asho knew him, but from where?

"Ser Cunot," gasped Asho, barely able to draw breath.

The knight narrowed his eyes. "My brother is dead. I am Ser Cunad." 

"Golden Viper. Asho. Kyferin Castle." Asho could barely choke the words out.

The knight's brow furrowed, and then he blinked. "Release him."

The Ennoians hesitated, then did so, stepping back so that Asho nearly fell over. He inhaled sharply and fought his way to his feet. 

"I remember you. The Bythian squire." Ser Cunad's voice had gone flat. "We fought in the tournament below Kyferin Castle. You and your lady were banished. What, by the Black Gate, are you doing here?"

"Not a squire," said Asho. "A knight. And I swear to you on my honor that a Bythian army is marching upon this Portal. They have been contacted by the kragh and urged to lead a revolt at this critical moment. Please, you must believe me."

Asho heard snickers around him, but Ser Cunad's expression remained cold. He studied Asho, who could only hear his pulse pounding in his ears.

"The slaves cannot form an army," he said at last. "They lack weapons."

"Picks, shovels, anything at hand. They're coming. They may even be at the archway above right now."

A red-faced sergeant let out a hollow laugh. "Want me to put him in his place, ser knight?"

"No," said Ser Cunad. "Take a hundred soldiers and move to the surface. Verify whether this approaching 'army' exists. If so, send word back and remain at the archway to defend it. If not, return with all speed."

"I – yes, ser knight." The sergeant swallowed his amazement and bellowed at his men. A full quarter of those assembled fell in and began to jog behind the man, who led them streaming across the causeway and up the ramp.

"I don't know what your game is, Ser Asho," said Ser Cunad, "but I will do you the honor you deserve as a knight. If, for any reason, I find that you are taking advantage of me, however, I will punish you as I would a slave."

Asho rubbed at his neck. "That won't happen."

Ser Cunad went to respond, but cries from above cut him off. Soldiers who had still been facing the Abythian Gate turned, their ranks growing disordered as they peered up the huge ramp. Urgolthas trumpeted in alarm, and then yells and screams sounded, followed by a growing rush of chanting and shouting, as if the Labyrinth itself had suddenly been given voice.

"Here they come," said Asho. "May I have a blade?"

Ser Cunad stood stiff with shock and did not respond. An urgoltha pounded into view, numerous spears embedded in its thick hide. Eyes rolling, it shook its huge head from side to side, sending men flying as it stampeded through the line of wagons and reached the edge of a chasm. Momentum carried it right over, and it fell squealing and trumpeting into the depths below.

"By the Black Gate," mumbled Ser Cunad. 

The hundred men he had just sent up were retreating from a boiling mass of Bythians, hundreds upon hundreds of them choking the ramp. They were hurling rocks and swinging poles, overwhelming the Ennoians through sheer mass of numbers. At the center of their front line Asho saw the mountain kragh, Nok. It was sweeping its massive ax from side to side, and wherever he attacked, Ennoian soldiers fell.

"Full turn!' Ser Cunad's voice cut through the din. "Now, damn you, now!"

The remaining Ennoians scrambled about, their sergeants bellowing. Asho cast about for a blade, anything he could wield as a weapon, but nothing was at hand.

The hundred Ennoians who had gone up to scout reached the edge of the causeway just as Ser Cunad swung his blade forward and screamed, "Charge!"

Three hundred more Ennoians pounded forward to bolster the line, pressing in from behind the first hundred and grinding them to a halt. The causeway was only broad enough for thirty men to stand shoulder to shoulder, so the retreating Ennoians had to spread out on either side with their backs to the chasm. 

The press of the Bythians was too much. Even as the center of the Ennoian line began to press forward, cleaving into the Bythians, the flanks began to muscle the soldiers back, and they began to overbalance and fall into the chasm, screaming and wailing as they plunged after the urgoltha. 

Asho moved forward with the press, jammed in tight between soldiers eager to attack the Bythian rebels. He was crushed on all sides and lost sight of Ser Cunad. He could hear screams and the dull clang of weapons on armor, the curses and the desperate gasps for breath of men swinging for their lives. He reached over and over again for the magic of the Black Gate, unable to restrain his instinct, but each time he failed to snare more than a sliver.

The men before him suddenly pressed back, then melted aside, opening up a space, and Asho almost stumbled forward into the front line when he saw Nok looming right in front of him. The mountain kragh had to be seven feet tall; his massive muscles were swollen, with veins like earthworms ridged along his arms, and his tusks were crimson with blood. He had swung his huge ax directly overhead, and Asho barely had time to throw himself to the ground before it whooshed right through where he'd been standing.

A sword lay to his left. He snatched it up and jumped to his feet, expecting to see the kragh regaining his balance, wrestling the heavy ax back under control, but Nok needed no such help. The kragh was already reversing his blow, his strength such that his weapon seemed to dance at his bidding.

Asho threw himself forward, not even bothering to try to deflect or parry the blow. The kragh would have cleaved through the blade and Asho both. Instead, Asho moved within and past the path of the lethal ax head, so that the haft itself cracked against his ribs, lifting him right off his feet and sending him rolling along the stone floor.

Before Asho could arrest his roll, the ground disappeared out from under him and he fell. Dropping the blade, he latched onto the edge of the causeway, his legs kicking out over the void below. 

Asho cried out and clung for dear life, his fingers beginning to slip. Men were fighting desperately right above him, their heels moving over the edge, swinging and cursing and then falling back, flailing and screaming as they fell past him and down into the depths.

Asho gritted his teeth and began to haul himself up only to have someone step on his fingers. He screamed and pulled his arm free, which swung him completely around to hang now by one hand as he gazed down into the cold purple depths. Dark shapes were falling down there, growing smaller and smaller. His left arm was on fire, his fingers slipping on the wet grit of the floor. He turned back to the chasm face, swung his right hand back up, missed the edge and felt his left hand give way.

For a sickening second he dropped, and then a hand swept down and gripped him by the wrist. Asho looked up and saw Kanna, her face contorted with effort. She hauled him back up, and he managed to grip the edge with both hands and complete the job. He rolled up onto solid ground, panting, but there was no time to rest. Kanna seized him by the front of his shirt and with a cry lifted him up to his knees.

"What are you doing here?" she screamed. All around them, men were fighting and dying, weapons clanged, and the din of battle raged. 

Asho got his feet under him and stood. 

Kanna let go of him. Her eyes were wide. "You came to warn them!"

Asho could do nothing but nod. He saw disbelief flash through her expression, then pain. 

"Traitor!" Kanna stepped back and drew her blade. "Traitor!"

A man rammed into him from behind, and Asho fell to his knees, tripping over the outflung arm of a dead woman. Kanna raised her blade. She was gripping it with both hands, her teeth bared, her eyes wild. His own hand closed on the hilt of the dead woman's sword.

Instinct kicked in. All it would take was to stab up before Kanna could swing down. He gritted his teeth and went to deflect the blow aside, but then a number of combatants backed violently into them. Asho managed to sidestep, but Kanna wasn't so fortunate. A man slammed into her and knocked her over the edge. 

She didn't scream. One moment she was there, then she was gone.

Asho almost froze. Instinct kept him alive. He turned his back to the chasm and sidestepped as the crowd continued to back toward him, pressed by the Bythians and Nok's great swings. A man attacked him, but he blocked automatically and backhanded a cut across the man's throat.

More Bythians were flooding down the ramp, and though the initial group of scouts had mostly been toppled into the chasm, those who had been standing at the head of the causeway were still holding strong, pushed forward by the straining remains of the Ennoian force who were aching to fight the rebels. 

Asho heard Nok's roar and saw the kragh charge into the massed ranks of Ennoians at the head of the causeway, his ax swinging like a scythe mowing down wheat. He bulled his way deep into their ranks, and the Bythians poured in after him. 

He was being ignored, Asho realized, the other Bythians focusing on the Ennoian resistance. Asho stood to the side and let his sword drop. What should he do? Attack them unaware? He felt sick to his soul, suddenly outside of this fight, neither a Bythian nor an Ennoian, with no side to call his own.

Cries emanated from the Abythian Portal, and Asho turned to see men falling backward through the rippling white waters as if they had been pushed. Dozens upon dozens of soldiers sprawled and tripped, bloody blades in hand. They kept coming, falling out through the Gate, desperate and wounded.

One of the newly emerged soldiers climbed to his feet, dropped his blade, and cupped his hands around his mouth. "They're coming!' he screamed. "The kragh! They're coming through!"

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
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The humans were defeated. No one knew it yet but him, but he could see it in the tides of battle, could taste it in the air, could sense the weakening of resolve. He had done it: he'd taken Abythos. The mightiest human bastion had fallen to his intellect. 

The ramp down into the heart of Abythos and its Solar Portal was open to him and his horde, torn asunder by the trolls. Hundreds of his kragh were streaming past him, hurling themselves down the ramp into the rising tide of humans who were desperately trying to hold them back.

No matter. They would fail. 

Tharok felt swollen with power, World Breaker pulsing strength and terrible vitality into his frame. The sounds of war were raging around him, echoing down from the battlements where thousands of humans were trying to stem his horde, from the great ruined gate where they sought to pincer through the influx of kragh and cut them off.

Let them. He didn't need to overwhelm Abythos in one fell swoop. He just needed to get enough kragh through the Portal before it closed, and then the rest would fall in turn.

A phalanx of human knights appeared to his left, their bodies encased in gleaming metal. They came charging toward him with their swords flashing, led by a grim-faced man with salt-and-pepper hair. Fools. Why wear metal when they were too weak to move swiftly with that added weight? 

They punched into the side of his sea of kragh with impressive determination. Bloodlust stirred inside of Tharok, and he rolled his shoulders, bared his tusks and let loose a roar of challenge.

To his surprise, the older human slipped under the swipe of his opponent, disemboweling several kragh as he passed, and stopped in front of Tharok. Instead of being terrified by Tharok's roar, the human threw his own arms wide and screamed right back. His voice was puny, but the dark rage and defiance in it was impressive. 

Tharok grinned. The little human had spirit. Now, to test his strength. 

He cleaved World Breaker down at the man's head. The human threw himself aside, barely avoiding the blow, and a line of fire erupted across Tharok's forearm. 

Tharok raised his arm. A deep cut had somehow appeared along its length. The human bared his teeth, but he froze as the cut pressed closed, healed, and disappeared.

Tharok chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound, and swung World Breaker in a vicious horizontal snap. The human whipped his blade up and parried, and a flash of white light burst out as their blades connected. 

The human staggered back, again and again, as Tharok pressed his attack. Within a minute or two, Tharok's interest had waned. The human was brave, but unable to regain his momentum. With a roar, Tharok slammed home a blow that knocked the human's defenses open wide, and then punched the man straight in the chest. The force of it lifted the man off his feet and sent him flying back. 

Tharok grunted and glanced around the courtyard. The humans were retaking the gate. They were streaming from the bases of the towers, moving forward to cut off the flow of kragh. Tharok eyed the numbers that had already entered the courtyard and nodded his satisfaction. It was enough. 

He reached out to his trolls. Half of them were dead, more than he had expected, but he gave them a sharp tug, pulling them from their numerous battles and ordering them to descend the ramp. A dozen of them leaped from the tower tops, clawing their hands into the stone work so that as they slid down the sides of the towers, they tore the masonry apart to slow their descent. They jumped free at the last and slammed down into the courtyard. 

Tharok inhaled deeply and looked at his wyverns. He wasn't sure what would happen to them after he had passed through the Portal, but they had served their purpose. He bade them continue raking the battlements, and then turned and strode through the twisted grating and down into the depths.

His kragh were pushing the humans back. Snarls and roars echoed around the broad passageway, and with a roar that dwarfed them all Tharok threw himself forward, bulling his way through the ranks of kragh to smash into the human line. 

He powered deep into the humans, wreaking havoc all around him with World Breaker. They fell all too easily, their screams cut short, their eyes rolling like those of panicked mountain goats. His kragh followed, and then the first troll descended the ramp and gave a bellow fit to rattle the last vestige of human resolve.

The humans' blades caressed his skin, opening him over and over again, but he simply healed each time and fought on, cutting down five, sometimes eight men at a time. He was wrath, he was death, and no one could stand in his way.

The human line wavered, then broke. Men screamed and turned, clawing at each other to get away as more trolls descended the ramp. They reached over the heads of the kragh to seize humans by their heads and crush them like grapes, blood splashing everywhere. 

The retreat turned into a rout. Tharok pounded after the humans down the ramp, his kragh screaming in delight at the sight of their retreating prey.  In moments, he reached the Portal chamber.

How efficient, how economical, to connect the Portal so directly to the outside world. How simple it made Tharok's life. He looked up and saw swirling white waters undulating within the Portal's archway. Satisfaction surged inside him. There was still time. 

Humans turned to face him, more of them running in from side passages. This was going to be butchery, but so be it. He pulled his trolls to the fore. They came in great fell strides, dragging their hammers behind them, and set to with a will. The humans couldn't stand in the face of such an onslaught, their very ranks restricting the mobility that might have given them an edge.

"Onward!" screamed Tharok, raising World Breaker. "Kill! Kill them all!"

The mighty mountain tribes and the many lowlanders swarmed around the legs of the trolls. They hacked and threw themselves at the humans, who died, and died, and died.

The ground was slick with blood. Bodies lay sprawled on top of each other, but the trolls moved forward with inexorable pressure. The humans shrieked and prayed and fell. Tharok saw their rear edge being pushed back through the Portal, men falling into the white water and disappearing.

Hundreds more kragh were pressing in from behind. Humans had filled the side corridors, but they couldn't fight their way into the chamber. The coppery stench of blood filled the air, and Tharok half-expected to see crimson fumes. He walked on behind his trolls, watching, waiting, ready to seize the moment. 

The troll directly in front of Tharok roared and swept its hammer with both hands, clearing the last of the humans away from the Gate. Tharok ran forward, leaped over dismembered and crushed bodies, and stood before the Portal of Abythos.

The entrance to the human Empire. 

He spread his arms as if confronting a foe, looked up the sheer wall of rippling white liquid, and bared his tusks. "I come!" His words were a promise, carrying with them a shiver of delight. "I come for your Empire, humans! Prepare yourselves!"

Tharok stepped forward and immediately the tapestry of curses, cries and shrieks was cut short. The circlet turned to white fire on his brow, World Breaker glowed a darker black against the night, and he emerged into a different world.

The sounds of battle greeted him, bathed him, welcomed him to the Ascendant Empire. 

He was below ground, in a vast cavern of unworked stone, stalactites as immense as the mightiest fir trees descending from the gloom above. He was standing on an island; around him, causeways extended to other islands and connected to tunnels in the rock. Purple light surrounded him, patched here and there with a shifting green radiance. 

The humans had their backs to him, hundreds upon hundreds of them fighting with white-haired Bythians at the far end of the causeway, striving to keep Shaya's people from reaching the Portal.

Tharok laughed and moved forward, swinging World Breaker in great figure eights in front of him, human blood from a world away spattering across the rock floor. Cries of alarm and shock sounded from the rear ranks of the humans, who turned and gaped at him, then looked past him as the first troll emerged through the Gate.

Tharok threw back his head as wild, chaotic joy raced through him. He pointed his blade at the human ranks and roared out to his kragh and trolls as they emerged: "Kill them!"

The kragh came through like blood from a neck wound. They stumbled, saw humans, screamed, and charged forward. A second troll emerged, its sulfurous yellow eyes blinking, and stomped forward to join the attack.

The humans tried to turn, but their ranks were muddled, their energy focused on the Bythians beyond. The kragh smashed into their rear and began to hew and cut them down.

The sun was setting on Abythos. How many of his kragh would get through before the Portal closed? Twenty had already crossed. Now thirty. He needed a force strong enough to hold the Portal through the long night, to resist any human attempt to destroy it. Forty kragh, three trolls. Almost enough.

The humans rallied. There were a number of knights amongst them, and they yelled orders with terrible desperation. Men turned, brought their shields to bear, and, seeing that their foes were still few in number, began to press forward.

A spear sailed through the air and slammed into a troll's chest. More flew after it. The troll roared and waved its club through the air in annoyance, then brought it down two-handed upon the front rank, crushing kragh and humans alike.

Some sixty kragh had come through. They spread out to fill the central island, but only a third of their number could engage the humans on the causeway at a time. Tharok scowled. They needed to make space. 

Moving forward, he seized a Medusa-Kissed kragh lieutenant by the arm and shook him. "Take your kragh down that causeway there! Circle around the humans, hit them in the flank! Go!"

The lieutenant understood immediately. Roaring, he clubbed and shoved at his kragh, forcing them to cease milling in their attempt to join the battle, and herded them down one of the other causeways. Movement sparked understanding among the others, and soon they were racing along the open causeway to the far end, where it joined the circular path that connected to the huge ramp that led up to the surface.

A hundred kragh had arrived, Tharok guessed, along with another troll. The humans were fighting bravely, but they were being pushed back. Tharok saw a kragh grab hold of the rim of a human's shield, yank it down, then slam his tusks into the human's face and leap forward to drive him back and down to the ground. The other humans immediately started stabbing at him, but the valiant kragh had opened a line in their defenses. More kragh forced their way into that gap, and soon a wedge was formed.

Humans began to fall from the causeway's sides, pushed back by the expanding core of kragh. Trolls knocked more with great swings of their hammers.

Tharok felt exultant. It was working. The humans were in disarray, and even more kragh were pouring through the Gate and racing down the side causeways, across the small islands of stone to the far path that led around the chasms to the main ramp. The Bythians turned to cheer their arrival – and then began to scream as the kragh attacked them.

Tharok cursed, then let it go. They were all humans. His kragh couldn't be blamed. He'd ordered them to leave the white-haired humans alone, but in the thick of battle, accidents happened.

His kragh were coming in from both sides, flanking the Bythians. The fight between the white-haired humans and the soldiers flickered out and died as understanding swept through them. They turned to fight the kragh as one. 

No matter. His trolls would see the job done.

Still his kragh came through. The cavernous vault rang with the din of battle. The humans were proving as tenacious, fighting with desperate strength to keep Tharok's forces at bay, but the battle was lost. The intelligence that sparked through Tharok's mind told him this was an incontrovertible fact. Though the humans still had a slight edge in numbers, the kraghs' ferocity and the shock of their arrival, along with the trolls' overwhelming reach and strength, would see them through. 

Suddenly, the kragh ceased coming through the Portal. Tharok grunted and stared at the shimmering waters. Had it closed on the far side? He waited, but still the Portal remained open. 

What was happening?

A figure stepped through. A slender human female, clad in green enameled plate, a torn and bloody cloak of the same color hanging from her shoulders. Her helm had been knocked askew. Tharok saw fiery hair tied back in a bun, pale skin, freckles.

Her blade was burning with white fire. 

She saw him and raised her sword, pointing it at his chest.

Tharok gripped World Breaker with both hands. Feral joy rang through his heart. He picked up speed, roared, and threw himself at her.
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Not even the battle atop Mythgraefen's wall against an army of demons matched the shock and horror of the past half-hour. Never had Kethe seen so many men and women die, or worse, lie dying, crying and screaming and trying to hold their innards inside their gutted bellies, writhing as they were trod on and tripped over.

Never before had Kethe killed so many living beings. Never before had she felt the continuous and sickeningly intimate shock of cutting and stabbing and slaying so many. Thick kragh blood was splattered across her hands, her arms, her armor and face. Her shoulders burned, her breath was coming in raw gasps, and her instincts were pitched to an impossibly high degree. 

But through it all, she held on to the song of the White Gate, so terribly far away, a lifeline out of the madness, a rope lowered into the dark abyss within which she was fighting. She fed her fear into that white fire, and worse yet, fed her compassion into it as well. She turned her heart to stone so that she could fight on, and turned away from the dying, refusing to give them comfort or succor. She stopped her ears to their screams and focused on doing one thing and one thing only: chasing the kragh warlord.

It was no easy matter. The kragh were boiling through the ruined grate, shouldering blocks of stone aside, brutally tearing through all resistance as they sought to follow Tharok into the depths. They were a river of muscle and bone, a flood of savagery and bloodlust.

"To me!" she screamed, raising her blade high. "For the White Gate! To me!"

Soldiers rallied around her, calling out hoarse cries of support. Khoussan was at her side, his blade dripping gore, a wicked cut running down the left side of his face. Dalitha, shaking, vomit running down the front of her tunic, was standing in his shadow, her eyes gleaming feverishly. 

Kethe whipped around, seeking the others. There! Gray Wind, staggering, his left arm hanging limp, blade still clenched in his right hand. Where was Wolfker?

A roar sounded from behind her, and she saw dozens, no, a full column of fresh soldiers come running out of the base of the closest tower. Her Honor Guard, Kade at their head, his face alight with fury and relief. 

"Virtue!" Kade's voice was barely audible as he ran toward Kethe. "You live!"

"We need to cut through them!" Kethe yelled back. "Fall in behind me! Form a wedge!"

Kade reached her, understood, and turned to bellow commands. For good reason these men and women had been selected to be Kethe's Honor Guard – their discipline was impeccable, and they immediately raised their shields and stepped into their new formation.

"Kethe!" Akinetos was staggering toward her, a massive dent in the side of his great helm. With a grunt, he tore it free and cast it aside. His temple appeared misshapen, but his eyes were bright and lucid. "You're leading the charge?"

Kethe raised her blade in response. Just then, the sun dipped behind the castle wall and shadow flooded over her. She opened her soul to the song of the White Gate, and her blade incandesced, its brightness redoubled by the gloom. There was no more time for words. She pointed her blade into the thickest part of the kragh flood and ran forward.

Akinetos pounded alongside her, his ponderous plate armor clanking as loudly as sledgehammers striking a forge. Then Mixis was at her other side, wild black hair whipping behind him, his dark robes heavy with blood, his blade burning just like hers. Together, the three of them plunged into the kragh.

Mixis leaped high into the evening sky and fell like a thunderbolt amidst the enemy a good dozen yards in. Akinetos simply lowered his head and bull-rushed his way through, not bothering with his blade, overpowering his opponents and crushing the kragh with his bulk as Kethe cut and swung her blade.

The three of them forced a path into the flood, a path that only widened as her Consecrated followed, then her Honor Guard.

Kethe's world was reduced to a narrow point, a small sphere of axes and muscled thighs, bellows and tusks, as her blade sliced and cut with ease through one body after another.

Madness surrounded her, and then, suddenly, she was through. She staggered, nearly fell, and saw Akinetos emerge to her left. Mixis was still amongst the enemy, dealing death. Her Honor Guard had formed a wall of shields and was being hammered and pressed by the mounting number of kragh who had been cut off from the grate and the ramp leading below ground.

"Akinetos! I'll go after Tharok! Hold the line!"

The Virtue of Immovability nodded and waded back into the battle, singing a dirge that echoed deep in his chest and seemed to unnerve the kragh even before they turned to face him.

Kethe glanced up at the walls as she raced toward the grate. Thousands of soldiers were trying to rebuff the kragh as they climbed up their rough ladders onto the battlements. Wyverns were still swooping down and plucking soldiers from the wall only to drop them to their deaths – until suddenly, with wild, panicked cries, the winged beasts rose as one into the sky and began disperse rapidly in all directions.

Kethe didn't have time to reflect. The ramp was ahead. Footsteps thundered beside her. Khoussan, she saw, and Dalitha. No sign of Gray Wind. She whispered a prayer for her missing friends and plunged down the ramp.

The stone was slick with blood. Bodies lay tossed and discarded everywhere. Ahead of her, the kragh were bottlenecked, roaring and shoving at each other in an attempt to pass into the great Portal room. Kethe felt a sinking sensation of despair. Hundreds of them! How was she to deal with so many?

"For the White Gate! For the Ascendant and his everlasting glory!" The cry was a clarion call of stern majesty, and in response Ainos swept out from one of the side tunnels. Behind her came her seven Consecrated and her Honor Guard. Kethe bit back a scream of delight and threw herself forward. 

The kragh were packed in too tightly to turn and do battle effectively. They shoved and roared in frustration, but Ainos didn't give them time to react. She was a golden meteor, her longsword leaving arcs of burning fire behind it in the gloom of the cavern.

Kethe fought her way into the kragh ranks as well, Khoussan at her side. He was shielding Dalitha, Kethe noticed, protecting her when the slender woman's guard fell, when she flinched and turned from a blow. Somehow he was extending himself to both fight and guard, and Kethe's heart swelled with pride.

She blocked and parried blows, desperation augmenting her already fearsome speed. Massive bodies fell away from her, but it still wasn't enough. She needed to connect with Ainos and break through into the Portal chamber. Kethe crouched, then leaped, her head grazing the cavern ceiling, soaring over the kragh who turned in amazement to watch her arc over them and land a dozen yards farther in, where she killed a massive, black-skinned kragh with a blow to the back of its head just as it lunged at Ainos.

"Well met, Virtue of Happiness!" Ainos reeled back, gave Kethe a wolfen grin, and turned to the entrance of the Portal. "Attack! Press on! To the Portal!"

Her Consecrated cried out their support, and together they hurried into the great room, hacking and slashing. It was bloody work, and the kragh fought back like cornered dogs. Kethe saw one Consecrated after another fall, unable to summon the preternatural grace and stamina of the White Gate like she and Ainos could. 

Doubt flickered in her heart. Would she make it through? Then another war cry sounded from a few yards away and she saw Henosis, as savage as the kragh and perilously beautiful, cutting her way through their ranks. Behind her fought a legion of men who butchered the kragh around them and thinned out their ranks before they all finally met at the foot of the Portal.

Kethe's mind reeled. What they had accomplished was beyond the ken of normal people. Blows that would have felled a knight had glanced off their armor. Their blades had sheared through the kragh with ease. She felt shocked by her own prowess.

Henosis staggered, then righted herself. Her tanned skin was ashen, and Kethe saw with alarm the grievous wound that had opened up her side. It would have killed anyone else. Ainos reeled, passed a bloody hand over her brow, then turned to the Portal.

Its surface shimmered. How many kragh had passed through already? Of Tharok, there was no sign. 

"Ready?" Kethe's voice was a rasp. She looked around. Perhaps fifty soldiers were with her, a battered and brutalized combination of Honor Guards and Consecrated.

Henosis smiled, but her pupils were dilated and her expression was distant. "One last fight," she said. "I look forward to the day when I will embrace you both once again."

Despair gripped Kethe by the throat. "That day will be tomorrow, I assure you."

"My soul to the White Gate," whispered Henosis.

"For the Ascendant!" cried Ainos.

Kethe gritted her teeth and plunged through the Gate.

Darkness. Disorientation. Unfathomable distances traversed in the blink of an eye. Then she was back in Bythos, back underground, and bloodshed and screams assaulted her senses all over again.

But there was that massive kragh. By the Ascendant, he was huge, his skin as dark and dusty as coal but with impossible glimmers of fire beneath it. He was staring right at her, ignoring the battle that had engulfed the causeways, ignoring his kragh and trolls as they assaulted a core of soldiers and Bythians at the foot of the ramp to the surface. 

Kethe took a deep breath. There was something fell about him, something that made her flesh creep and her soul recoil. He was wearing a plain circlet of iron around his brow and was holding a curved blade whose metal was so dark, it seemed to swallow the light. This he lifted and pointed at her, and then he curved his maw into a smile, revealing his ferocious tusks, each at least three inches long. 

Kethe raised her blade and pointed it right back. 

Tharok strode toward her, strangely graceful despite his bulk. Kethe inhaled deeply and then felt a jolt of joy – the White Gate felt that much closer. She drank deeply of its power, allowing it to cleanse her flesh and her mind, and poured her might into her blade so that her white fire dripped from its dip, such was its abundance. 

At last Tharok let out a roar and charged her, going from a stride to a sprint in the blink of an eye. Kethe screamed her defiance and leaped forward to meet him, and their blades clashed with such a clamor that those fighting dozens of yards away flinched and turned from their own combat to watch.

Never had Kethe been struck with such force. She fell back, staggering on her heels, fighting for balance, but the kragh didn't give her time to recover. He was upon her, blade held in both hands, and he hammered down a blow that she barely managed to sidestep.

His sword cleaved the rock and shattered it.

Kethe sucked in a breath and flew at him. Time seemed to slow, the soldiers and trolls and kragh seeming to move at half-speed, but somehow, against all odds, Tharok parried her blade. Where the two weapons touched, black fire and white flashed like lighting. Kethe launched a flurry of blows at him, seeking a weakness, an opening – and found none.

Tharok wasn't a master swordsman. His was not the agile ability born of a life spent working the blade. Instead, he buffeted her back with such great sweeps of his scimitar that she was driven away again and again. Worse, his sword moved with the speed of a slender weapon, not the huge behemoth that it was. He whipped it to attack her again and again, not needing to recover, to wrest back his arcs.

Kethe felt sweat burning her brow. Tharok loomed over her. With a roar, he raised it high, and before she could take advantage of the opening to skewer his gut, he brought it down as if he meant to end the world with one blow.

Kethe threw her blade up to parry and caught the blow full-on. It slammed her down to one knee with such force that she felt rock shatter beneath her. She screamed and fought to keep her blade up, but he was too strong. He leaned into the blow, putting his full weight behind his blade, and pressed it down toward her face.

White fire blurred toward his head from his right. With a roar, Tharok snapped his blade up and blocked Ainos' cut. He staggered, off-balance, just as Henosis barreled into him, her shoulder thudding directly into his stomach.

Tharok grunted and stepped back again. As Kethe rose to her feet, Ainos circled around behind the kragh. He turned, wary, and for the first time Kethe felt a surge of hope. There was no way this warlord could take all three of them on at the same time. 

He went still, his eyes narrowing.

"My soul to the White Gate!" Kethe screamed, and attacked. 

Henosis and Ainos leaped forward at the same time. Three blades of blazing flame scythed toward Tharok from all sides. 

Tharok grunted and bolted toward Henosis, blocked her blade with his own and overran her position. Ainos and Kethe veered to give chase, swiping and lunging as the warlord retreated with the speed of a deer. They chased him around the Portal as their Consecrated began to emerge, and then Tharok laughed. Following his gaze, Kethe turned and saw four trolls descending upon them.

Hammers swung down. Ainos threw herself into a roll. Kethe leaped back. Henosis dodged and kept after Tharok. 

Kethe made a split-second decision. There was no sense in fighting the trolls. They had to kill the warlord. Nothing else mattered.

Tharok fought the three of them even as they were forced to duck and leap away from the hammer swings of the trolls who had formed a second circle around them.

It was a maelstrom of weaponry, and Tharok attacked as much as he defended, taking advantage of every time a Virtue was distracted by a troll's attack to riposte and lunge. Black blade clashed with white. Fire spasmed, and the echoes of their clashes resounded from the cavern's hidden ceiling and off the ribbed stalactites.

Kethe saw an opening. Tharok had overextended, lunging at Ainos. She speared her blade forward, hoping to skewer him, but a troll's hammer clipped her on the shoulder. The force was unimaginable. Kethe spun as she fell and hit the ground so hard, she bounced. Sheer reflex had her climb back up to her feet, but the world was swaying, three Tharoks dancing before her. Her shoulder felt as if it had been dipped into a bed of live coals.

Three hammers swung at her, joining into one at the last moment. Kethe raised her blade but knew it wouldn't be enough. She screamed her defiance, but Henosis was there. Her sword cleaved right into the hammer's head, which exploded into shards that sliced and pelted Kethe's face and chest. 

Kethe blinked away dust frantically and saw Henosis standing rigid before her, wide-eyed. A foot of black steel had emerged from her chest. Tharok grunted and with one hand raised his blade, lifting Henosis off her feet.

The trolls ceased their swinging. Even Ainos fell back, her face open with horror.

Henosis gasped and dropped her blade, its white flame guttering and going out before it hit the ground. Gravity pulled her down the length of Tharok's scimitar, which continued to burn, sending up an acrid cloud of burned blood and flesh as she slid down to his cross-hilt.

Kethe wanted to move, to do something, but she was paralyzed by what she was seeing. The White Gate's song had gone silent. 

Tharok reached up and took hold of Henosis by the arm, then wrenched her off the blade, tearing it out through her side. Henosis screamed, and blood fountained everywhere. Tharok held her by her arm for a moment, then threw her aside. 

Each of Kethe's heartbeats was like a slap in the face. She couldn't breathe. 

Tharok stared at his burning blade, examining it coldly, then turned to face her and Ainos. He lowered his head, opened his mouth and bellowed at them in rage, defiance, and victory.

Kethe's skin crawled. She stepped back despite herself, then reached deep for her courage, her determination, her outrage, her bloody-willed resolve, and raised her blade. 

"Run!" Ainos' cry cut through her thoughts. "Kethe! Run!"

Ainos ducked between two trolls and ran toward the central causeway. Tharok's roar turned to laughter, and he pointed his blade at her. Black flame ran down its length and dripped to the floor, where it seared and spat and disappeared.

Kethe's throat locked up. The four trolls were staring down at her, their yellow eyes flat, hammers held easily in their massive hands. To stay meant death. She looked at where Henosis was lying and thought, No. I can't leave her. I can't flee. 

Kethe cursed, a sob of fury and frustration rising inside her, then turned and darted after Ainos. 

The trolls let her go. Tharok's laughter pursued her, deep and vast and inimical. The sound of her mortal enemy. The sound of their destroyer. 

Kethe saw why Ainos might have chosen that moment to flee. The Portal had finally died. Their Consecrated and Honor Guard had come through and had cut a path down the central causeway, past the first two islands to the diminished mass of Ennoian soldiers and Bythians. They were meeting up with them, fighting through the last of the kragh.

Ainos raced down the causeway, leaping over corpses, her blade devoid of flame. Kethe ran after her and saw the Bythians break free of the kragh cordon and begin to flee up the ramp toward the surface. 

Shame and horror burned within her. Each step took her farther from Henosis, farther from the Portal, relinquishing it to Tharok. Overcome, overwrought, she ran after Ainos, and saw that a single figure was directing the escape, was standing tall and screaming, urging Ennoians and Bythians both to flee the death trap that had nearly engulfed them.

It was Asho.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
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Arms by his sides, eyes closed, Audsley ascended the face of Aletheia, enjoying the turbulent rush of wind that played around him and the wisps of damp cloud through which he cut like a knife through rotting muslin. There was a liberty in flight that rivaled the joys of reading. It was the physical parallel to the unrestrained flight of the imagination, and he wished that he might fly forever.

"This way," he heard Little Zephyr call, and he opened his eyes reluctantly. 

She was pulling away to the left, her robes fluttering like torn sails in the wind. Audsley followed her. Before him scrolled the etched face of the stonecloud: the endless ranks of balconies and Circums, the small courtyards and the million windows, the arches and fountains, the estates and bridges. 

All dark. All in shadow but for the brave if futile light of the lanterns. And yet, there was movement. Activity. Ignoring Little Zephyr, he flew closer, risking being spotted, pushing through the clouds until he saw the soldiers who were marching along the Third Circum in tight ranks.

Agerastians.

Iskra had come. Events were in motion. A thrill rushed through him like fire racing along spilt oil. He gazed at the assembled forces, then looked up to the stonecloud's apex. Were they confronting the Ascendant even now? Would Iskra hold to her plan for reconciliation and refinement, or would they all drown in an orgy of blood? 

Oh, to be able to watch, to rise up to the very first Circum and observe the potential end of the Empire. 

But Audsley restrained the urge. He looked for Little Zephyr and saw her awaiting him impatiently in the distance. Putting on a burst of speed, he shot toward her like a rock flung from a sling, the clouds roiling in intricate arabesques in his wake.

"I don't enjoy waiting," the young woman called out. "Remain close."

Audsley didn't bother to respond. They flew on, rounding the face of Aletheia, climbing steadily until at last they came upon a great elbow of rock that extended out from the Second Level. Its surface was covered with an extended estate, large buildings connected by covered passageways, interspersed with achingly beautiful gardens. The Fujiwara estate.

"This way," Little Zephyr called, then dove toward the central building. As they approached, Audsley saw that a battle was taking place at the front – hundreds of Agerastian soldiers were fighting toe-to-toe with Fujiwara soldiers, the ring and cries of the wounded sounding thin and distant. 

The estate was in a state of upheaval. Audsley flew over a stone courtyard where servants were bringing out armloads of scrolls, which they threw into a raging fire. He could hear the wailing of ladies-in-waiting and the pounding of feet as more guards ran to the entrance. Nobles and their retinues were running to and fro, many clutching coffers and sacks. They were moving toward the central building, where a large crowd had gathered at the front steps, pleading with stone-faced guards to be allowed inside.

"Fools," said Little Zephyr as she flew over the main building's roof. "Only now do they realize how unimportant they have always been."

"Do they know of Haugabrjótr?" Audsley flew almost shoulder-to-shoulder with her, the slate roof tiles blurring beneath them till a central garden, surrounded on all sides by the building, appeared in their stead.

"No," said Little Zephyr. "Perhaps only a dozen of the most elite members of the clan know. Now, silence. Follow." 

She descended into the small garden. It was clearly a sacred place. A small fountain tinkled into a central pool, and crushed white rock lay underfoot, raked into neat rows like furrows in a field. Miniature trees grew from rough black pedestals, and a single willow tree arched its trailing branches over the whole.

Two men in sumptuous robes stood in earnest conversation in one corner. Audsley recognized them dimly from the festival. They started as Little Zephyr landed lightly near the fountain and then bowed respectfully, their eyes slitted as they studied Audsley in turn.

"My grandfather?" Little Zephyr marched across the gravel toward a sliding door. 

"Within, my lady. You have cut it perilously close. We leave in moments."

Little Zephyr ignored him, pulled the door open, and stepped inside. Audsley followed as she entered a small hall. There was a sense of age to the chamber that spoke to its importance; the wood was dark with wax and shone in the light of the lamps, and old banners hung from the walls, some torn, some dark with ancient blood. The air was tainted with a subtle but displeasing musk, and a small knot of people were gathered at the far end in front of a raised dais.

The inner sanctum of the Fujiwara clan, thought Audsley. The true center of power in the Ascendant Empire.

Little Zephyr strode up to the dais. "Grandfather, hear my request."

The knot of people parted, and Audsley saw the Minister of Perfection himself seated on a simple chair of black wood. Sere and weathered, his skin yellowed with age, his beard a slender wisp of gray that descended in a stately spike to his sternum, he sat with perfect poise, his chin lowered, and in his eyes Audsley saw a cruel wisdom, an unhallowed awareness, a presence that superseded the human and ranged into the diabolical.

"You test my patience, granddaughter." The Minister's voice was almost a sigh. "I have pressing matters to attend to."

"Yes, I am aware." Gone was the mockery, the archness, the wry insouciance. For the first time, Audsley heard Little Zephyr speak with true respect. "I shall be brief. I wish to take Magister Audsley into my employ and bring him with us to Haugabrjótr."

There was a stir amongst the others. Audsley couldn't have glanced away from the Minister of Perfection's gaze if his life had depended on it. His mouth had dried, his palms itched, and he felt the walls of the small hall recede as he was studied by those dry, reptilian eyes. 

"Your Grace," said one of the other men. It was the Minister of the Moon. "This man made a buffoon of himself at my festival. He is crass, unlearned, and expressed a vulgar interest in our most private of affairs. Since he already knows too much, I advise putting him to death here and now."

Audsley smiled and stepped forward. This newfound liberation was divine. "I was once all that the Minister has accused me of, but am such no longer. Tonight, I have finally accepted the gifts of my demons and welcomed them into my soul. No longer do I struggle against their advice and urges. No longer do I serve those who sent me to Aletheia. Now I am my own man, made whole, and ready to serve a higher purpose."

"It was he who killed the Ascendant's Grace," said Little Zephyr. "He who burned the hundreds in Laur Castle."

The Minister of Perfection arched a slender eyebrow. "That was the doing of a mad dog."

"No, Your Grace." Audsley's smile didn't slip. That memory no longer brought him pain. "Only the actions of a man at war with himself."

"He has three demons within him, Grandfather," said Little Zephyr. 

Distant shouts echoed from behind a closed door. The Minister raised a small bell and rang it. Another door opened, and a young man ran in and dropped to his knees, forehead pressing the floor.

The Minister looked at Audsley. "If you are what you claim, then kill this man now."

Audsley turned to the youth, who was raising his head, shock and incomprehension flickering across his face as he regarded Audsley. He was handsome, well-built, and his eyes betrayed a rare intelligence. Then a strange and wondrous thing took place: the young man closed his eyes and simply knelt there, waiting, making no attempt to escape his death. 

Audsley turned to the Minister of Perfection. What kind of man was this who could so break and subjugate a man's will that he made no effort to save his own life?

He locked eyes with the Minister, then raised his hand and aimed his palm at the servant. He paused for a moment, waiting, expecting a geyser of anguish, of remorse, of indecision, but none of that came. There was an objective here, and a means to achieve it. On one side of the scales lay the Empire and its salvation. On the other side cowered this nameless servant. There was no question as to the need for him to die.

Audsley unleashed a gout of flame. The blast was furious, a wreath of black fire, and the smell of burned flesh and smoke immediately filled the room. 

The servant died without a sound, killed instantly.

"Well," the Minister said dryly. "At least he is without troublesome qualms. Very well, granddaughter. You are accountable for his actions in all things. Go."

Audsley closed his hand. Black flame? Not crimson? What did that portend? 

He didn't look at the charred remains of the man. He didn't feel anything; a void had replaced his heart. It had been absolutely necessary that the man die, he reminded himself. His death, in fact, had been ordained the moment Audsley had agreed to help Little Zephyr. Why lament over something that was unavoidable?

"Thank you, Grandfather." 

Little Zephyr bowed and gestured for Audsley to follow, and they hurried back out into the small courtyard. The two men were gone. 

Little Zephyr closed the sliding door and gave Audsley a tight nod. "Well done."

Audsley shrugged. "Are we going to depart now?"

"Yes," said Little Zephyr. "We have only minutes before our defense gives way. Of course, we could immolate our attackers in black fire, but that victory would guarantee our ultimate defeat. So, we flee."

"And your grandfather? The others?"

"They will leave soon." 

Little Zephyr hurried across the garden to the door on the opposite side, opened it, and entered a small room devoid of furnishings. The walls, floor, and ceiling were painted white, which in the light of the candles glowed ivory. A single archway stood embedded in the far wall, its interior alive with flowing black water. 

The other doors to the chamber were open, and several men and women were hurrying forward to pass through the Portal. A number of them were august nobles, but others were mere scribes and servants; all of them were laden with chests and coffers, or were hauling packs and other forms of luggage. 

They glanced at Little Zephyr and Audsley curiously but made no comment. An air of tightly controlled panic lay over them, and Audsley could understand why. Never in the history of the clan had they lost their estate. Who knew what ancient secrets lay hidden within these walls, what terrible truths might come to light, and in doing so destroy their power forevermore?

"Are you ready?" Little Zephyr turned to him and extended her hand, smiling in a manner almost innocent. 

Audsley took her hand, and in that moment, it hit him that he had accomplished his goal. He had penetrated not only into the most inner sanctum of the Fujiwara, but was being taken to their hidden redoubt, invited to infiltrate the most rotten core of their operations. He was one of them, accepted by their grand master, sponsored and protected by a powerful member of their court. Their secrets would soon be his. 

And yet, he felt no joy. No excitement. No thrill. The pleasure of discovery was gone, and in its place was an iron resolve to do anything and everything necessary to accomplish his goals. Was this evil, then? The acceptance of casualties, the willingness to accomplish one's objectives by any means? 

Audsley nodded to Little Zephyr. No, this was not evil. This was simply pragmatism. If he'd lost his sentimental affectations, it was only for the best. From here on out, they would not hold him back. Nothing would hold him back. He would do justice to his sacrifices by wresting the darkest secrets from the heart of the Fujiwara. 

Whatever it took. 

"Yes," said Audsley. "I'm ready." 

A wave of screams echoed down one of the corridors. He could hear someone running, harsh orders being yelled out. The Agerastians had clearly broken through. 

"Come, then," said Little Zephyr. "Let me welcome you to Haugabrjótr." 

And she pulled him toward the Portal, and he stepped into its dark waters.
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Asho saw the troll approaching the rear ranks of the Ennoians. The cries and screams seemed to fade away as he took in its impossible size. It towered over the soldiers, a creature straight out of myth and legend, rangy and monstrous, its muscles standing out like tree roots along its shoulders and arms as it raised a sledgehammer high overhead and swept it down with devastating effect.

Everything fell into place in that moment. All doubt vanished, and a sharp and urgent imperative seized him. They had to escape. They had to break free of this death trap and make for the surface. More trolls were coming through the Portal, and kragh were lapping around their flanks. They had to flee or be massacred.

"Ser Cunad!" He ducked around a dueling pair, backed away from a charge, then sprinted past a knot of brawling Bythians. "Ser Cunad! Sound the retreat!"

There – a man in gleaming armor, his face splattered with blood, his golden hair refulgent in the green buglight. Ser Cunad looked almost disdainful as he cut down a Bythian youth, knocking his pickax aside and skewering him through the throat.

"Retreat?" The man almost spat the word. "We hold the Portal!"

Asho gained his side. "The Portal is lost! Look!"

Ser Cunad followed Asho's leveled blade and saw the troll raise its sledgehammer high once more. "By the Ascendant," he said. "What is that?"

"Death, if we don't get out of here!" cried Asho. Another troll stepped up to join the first, its hammer glistening crimson. "Sound the retreat!"

"We hold!" Ser Cunad's voice had become brittle. "This is my charge! I will not desert it!"

"Damn you, then!" Asho looked around wildly. Just then, the kragh smashed into their flanks from both sides, their roars overwhelming the human shouts. 

Asho saw a Bythian woman turn to the massive, green-skinned monsters, her arms opening wide in welcome. She was an older woman, holding a simple staff in her right hand. The kragh came at her full tilt and buried his ax deep into her shoulder. She crumpled and was gone from sight. 

The kragh hacked down Ennoian and Bythian alike. Asho yelled incoherently and shoved his way through the ranks of Ennoian soldiers to the front. The Bythians had fallen back in shock and dismay and were staring wild-eyed at their supposed saviors, who wasted no time in hacking their way into their ranks.

"Retreat!" screamed Asho. "Make for the surface!"

Those around him nodded dazedly and began to push back toward the ramp. Asho shoved at them and smacked their sides with the flat of his blade. He looked over his shoulder at the Portal. He couldn't see what was happening around its base, but it had finally died. The trolls had turned their attention to someone else and were no longer massacring the Ennoians. This was their chance.

"No!" The scream was torn from Shaya's very soul. "What are you doing? Stop!" She was only a dozen paces from him, and facing the kragh. She waved her arms and yelled something in kragh. It had no effect, so she dropped her slender blade, perhaps to show that she wasn't a threat, and ran toward them.

Asho screamed. The kragh here were normal-sized, not monstrous like Nok, but they still overpowered the Bythians with ease, nearly trampling them with their ferocious attacks. One shoved a Bythian man aside, cleaved through his upraised arm and crumpled his ribs, and then turned to see Shaya running toward it. 

Asho was too far away to strike. In desperation, he hurled his sword overhand at the kragh as it raised its ax. The blade whipped tip over pommel past Shaya, smacked the kragh's chest and bounced off. Asho came right behind it. The moment's hesitation his blade had bought him was enough. He leaped off the ground and slammed both feet against the kragh's chest, driving all of his weight into the monster.

The kragh let out a deep whoof and staggered back as Asho crashed to the ground. But it didn't fall. It glared down at him, gripped its ax with both hands and stepped forward just as Shaya stepped in front of it, arms outraised, screaming in its language.

The kragh clearly didn't care. It began to raise its weapon, crazed with the desire for blood, and then a huge ax was buried in its head, splitting its skull and sinking right down to the thrapple. 

Asho jerked his head around and saw Nok looming over them, his dark face scrunched in displeasure. With a jerk, he tore his ax free, and the smaller kragh fell bonelessly to the ground. Then Nok moved forward to stand in front of Shaya and face the oncoming kragh. He spread his arms and let loose a bellow of defiance, a thunderous roar that caused the other kragh to shy back in alarm, to part around him as if he were a boulder in a stream. 

Shaya stood there, bereft. Asho leaped to his feet and seized her arm. "Shaya! We have to go! We have to get out of here!"

"Why are they doing this?" Tears filled Shaya's eyes. "They were meant to save us."

"We have to go! Call for the retreat!"

Nok grunted and swept his ax around, beheading a kragh that had come running at them. Its body fell with a heavy thud, head disappearing altogether.

"Tharok – I need to speak with Tharok –" 

Nok took Shaya by the shoulder. His massive hand enveloped her from neck to upper arm, and he said something harsh and rough in his alien language. 

Shaya blinked up at him and nodded. "Yes. Take me."

Nok raised his huge ax and let loose another bellow, then swept an arm around Shaya and lifted her clear off the ground. He began to pound his way toward the Portal. Kragh scattered around him, some of them tripping to get out of his way. 

Asho yelled after Shaya, but it was too late. Cursing, he took advantage of the momentary lull caused by Nok's charge and yelled, "Retreat!" He pointed at the ramp. "Go!"

The Bythians saw Shaya leave them and as one turned to sprint up the ramp. The Ennoians, Asho saw, were still standing in place, battling kragh behind them. He couldn't leave them to be massacred. Desperate, he turned to plunge back into the fleeing Bythians, swimming through the mob to get back to the soldiers.

He tripped on a body and fell. Feet stamped all around him, some kicking him in the side or stepping on his legs. He'd fallen over the body of an Ennoian, the same sergeant Ser Cunad had sent to reconnoiter. There, on his belt – a curled bronze horn. Asho grabbed it, wrenched it free, fought his way to his feet, then climbed onto an outcropping of rock.

He raised the horn to his lips and blew the Ennoian signal for retreat.

His clarion call sounded sweet and urgent over the chaos of the melee, and the Ennoians heeded its command. As a mass, they shoved forward, shields held high, warding off kragh attacks as they followed the Bythians. 

From where Asho was standing, head and shoulders above the battle, he saw a new wave of soldiers pushing the Ennoians on from behind – men and women in Aletheian armor, perhaps some fifty or sixty of them. The trolls were standing together in a tight knot beside the Portal, watching someone flee from their midst toward the Ennoians, a slender figure clad in green-enameled plate armor. 

Across the battle, their eyes met, and it was as if for a moment Asho had reached out and touched the magic of the Black Gate. He felt it ride through him like a strike of lightning, a surge of elation, amazement, delight.

Kethe.

He reached for her without even thinking about it and sought to connect with her power, to open the channel that had empowered them both back on Mythgraefen. It was like trying to clutch at darkness. Nothing happened.

The kragh struck and hammered at their flanks as the Ennoians, Aletheians and Bythians surrendered the Portal and fled up the ramp. Asho remained on his rock, not wanting to lose sight of Kethe. Almost too late, he saw four kragh come at him from the side. With a cry, he dove off the rock, plunged into the last of the Aletheians, fell, rolled, and came up to his feet.

He was at the very rear of the humans. The causeway to the Portal stood open before him, littered with bodies. At its far end were the dead Portal and the four trolls. Before them stood a kragh of such presence that Asho stopped and stared. He was larger than Nok, broader across the shoulders, and he was holding a dark scimitar that dripped black flame. He radiated a fell power, and in his eyes Asho saw a cruel brilliance, a piercing awareness that shook Asho to his core.

This had to be Tharok. He had to be stopped. Asho wanted to march down that causeway and confront him, do battle, burn him to ashes and end this incursion before it could wreck the Empire.

He reached out for his magic, but there was nothing there for him to grab. 

A hand took his own and pulled him away. Tharok raised his scimitar over his head in a gesture of victory and made no effort to give chase. Asho felt a knot of anguish in his chest, but he stepped back and allowed himself to be torn away.

He ran beside Kethe, neither of them letting go of the other's hand as the kragh closed in on both sides. They raced forward, warding off blows to the left and right, then gained the ramp and ran up its steep incline. Their breath coming in sharp gasps, they turned occasionally to look back, but the kragh did not give chase.

When they staggered out onto the plains above, they found the Bythians and Ennoians squaring off against each other, forming lines, exhausted and bloodied but clearly ready to continue their feud.

A stately woman in yellow armor similar to Kethe's stepped out between them. "What is going on here? Why are you fighting?"

Asho and Kethe moved to join her, relinquishing each other's hands only at the very last. Ser Cunad also approached, while the Bythians looked on in sullen despair. 

"Virtue," began Ser Cunad. "These slaves have risen up against us. They sought to distract us before the kragh came through."

Asho laughed bitterly. "Which they managed very well."

Cunad glared at him, but the woman in yellow waved a hand, cutting off his rejoinder. "We need to send word to the Ascendant. We must be ready to pass into Aletheia the moment the Solar Portal opens."

"Aletheia?" Kethe seemed barely able to hold back her incredulity. "There are nearly five thousand of our soldiers still in Abythos. Tharok may have punched through, but his army won't have finished them off so easily. Akinetos, Synesis and Mixis remained behind. They'll drive the kragh out of Abythos, then come after Tharok. We must be ready to help them when they do."

"What happened?" asked Asho. "How did he get through?"

Kethe turned to stare down the broad ramp into the depths below. "I don't know. It happened so fast."

"He knew our defenses intimately," said Ainos. "He played us well. Never have I heard of such strategies, or seen such legendary monsters in the flesh."

Kethe's eyes were wide. She was clearly staring into her memories. "He had small dragons, dozens and dozens of them, drop trolls on the tower tops. They destroyed the ballistae and drew all our men to the walls and towers. Then he somehow blew open the front gate. There was nobody below to oppose him. He led a charge to the Portal before we could cut him off."

Cunad fought to keep his voice even. "Small dragons? Trolls at his command? What kind of kragh is he?"

"Shaya said that he frightened and awed her," Asho said quietly. "That there was no stopping him. I thought she was exaggerating."

"We can stop him," Kethe said vehemently. "He's overplayed his hand. He's down below with a few hundred kragh and some trolls. All he can do is hold the Portal. We'll gather all the guards and soldiers in all of Bythos and prepare a force to strike at him as soon as possible. Then, when the Portal opens and Akinetos and Mixis come through, we'll attack him from the other side and crush him." 

Asho bit his lower lip. "I don't know. If he was smart enough to know how to divert all of our forces to the walls so he could come through unopposed, then he must have planned out this next step."

Cunad smiled coldly. "He can't wish five thousand of the Empire's finest knights and soldiers away. It sounds like he won that round through a combination of surprise and speed. He no longer has either at his disposal. I agree with Virtue Makaria. His kragh will be rebuffed, and he will be left stranded."

Ainos inhaled deeply and rubbed her chin. "I don't know. I would have never thought this possible. We must be wary, but Kethe's plan is the best. I'll return to the Blade Towers and summon every man and woman capable of wielding a blade."

Cunad glanced sidelong at the Bythians. "And the slaves?"

"Let them go home," said Asho.

"Of course you would say that," sneered Cunad.

"Yes, because I have some measure of wit. Think: they came seeking salvation in the arms of the kragh. Instead, they were attacked and butchered along with the rest of us. If we send them back, they will spread the word and quash the rebellion before it becomes unmanageable."

An uneasy silence followed his words, and then Kethe nodded. "I agree with Asho. Let them go home."

"As you command, Virtue," said Ser Cunad.

"Very well," said Ainos. "I will instruct my Honor Guard and Consecrated to follow your orders. I will return as quickly as I can."

"Good luck," said Kethe, extending her hand. The other woman clasped it, gave a tired smile, and then began to run toward the distant towers.

Asho moved to stand before the Bythians. Their shoulders were slumped, and their eyes were half-lidded with exhaustion and despair. "Go home," he said. "Go home to your families and friends."

At first, they didn't react. Then one man took a half-step forward, as if he was ready to bolt at a moment's notice. "Home? We're not to be arrested?"

"No. Go home. You made a mistake. You fought for the wrong side, and your people died for it. You've paid your price. Go home."

"Our people, Asho?" Asho didn't recognize the young woman who spoke from the second rank. "I thought you were one of us."

"Not in this case," he said. "Not if it means betraying humanity for the kragh. Now, go." 

His words sounded harsh even to his own ears. He turned away, unable to face their gaze, and walked up to Kethe. Now that the fight had died down, exhaustion threatened to numb his mind. 

"Asho," said Kethe. 

And like that, the exhaustion faded away as quickly as it had come. His name coming from her lips gave him strength, filled him with resolve. He gazed into her eyes and felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her, to pull her into his arms. Her lips parted, and her chest rose as she took a breath, but then Ser Cunad approached.

"Where shall we position the men, Virtue?"

Kethe looked around. "For now, have them guard the ramp. Send scouts down to see what Tharok is up to. Tell them to risk nothing and come back at the first sign of trouble. As for the wounded... let's ask the Bythians to help them return to the towers."

Ser Cunad nodded and walked away. 

Kethe reached out and took Asho's hand in her own. "It's really you. I thought I'd never see you again."

He laughed, a dry rasp. "You're the one who disappeared forever into the clouds. Virtue Makaria?"

"Yes, I know. It was... unexpected. I'm still trying to understand what happened, and why. And what are you doing down here?"

"There's so much to tell you," he said. And despite it all, despite the threat that still loomed large over them all, despite all the deaths and the strife to come, in that small and isolated moment, he felt a brief flicker of joy to have her here with him. "I hardly know where to begin."

"Come," she said, with a new and quiet confidence that he'd not seen before. "I need to sit." 

She led him over to a flat rock. Nearby, the Bythians were helping the wounded Ennoians shuffle away down the path while Ser Cunad was moving through his troops, lining them up, inspecting them, having quiet conversations with this soldier and that. People who seemed to be part of Kethe's troops were sitting to one side, exhausted and still, speaking quietly with each other. 

Asho sat beside Kethe, and at first they didn't speak. Instead, they simply stared down the ramp, both of them content to simply be together. Asho thought of his father, of the movement he'd almost started, and the sense of belonging that had slipped through his fingers – but which, now, sitting here beside Kethe, he'd found again. 

He knew they had much to share, much to recount. He could sense that she'd changed in ways he barely understood, and all too soon, they would be plunged once more into battle, into a war whose end he couldn't guess. Tharok was below them with his kragh and trolls, and long as the night would be, he knew that dawn was coming. The morning would bring about the opening of the Portals and who knew what other developments.

But for now, he was content to simply enjoy her company. He reached out and took Kethe's hand in his own. It was callused and strong. She squeezed his hand and gave him a tight smile, and he smiled back. 

Let their past and their future wait. For now, he would simply savor the present as best he could.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
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Tiron coughed and rolled onto his side. He couldn't breathe. The front of his breastplate was caved in, as if he'd been smashed by a battering ram. Wheezing, he drew his dagger and sawed at the leather straps on his sides. Stars of black were dancing in his vision. His ribs ached; his sternum felt like it was going to rupture. 

He sawed through the straps just in time. The breastplate fell from him, and he gasped loudly, sucking in sweet air and falling back onto his elbow. Instinct forced him to look up, look around. 

The inner courtyard of the citadel was awash with violence. More and more soldiers were spilling out from the tower bases to reinforce a line that had cut off the kraghs' route to the underground. The kragh were pressing ahead, throwing themselves forward, but being rebuffed.

Tiron grunted and rose to his feet. He was outside the worst of the action; soldiers were running past him to join the melee. Where was that black-skinned kragh? he wondered as his head began to clear. Had that thing even been a kragh? Tiron rarely felt true fear in combat, but when his blow to its arm simply healed over, he'd felt a cold knife of terror stab him in the gut. 

Now, the black-skinned one was gone, as were the last of the kragh who had fled down the ramp. It wasn't his problem, then. He bent down to pick up his blade, his breathing finally normalizing. The urge to simply charge into combat was quickly controlled. He was no longer an impetuous youth. He took a moment to scan his environs to figure out what was happening, the ebb and flow of the siege.

The walls were being hotly contested, but the sheer number of human soldiers defending the ramparts was keeping the kragh from seizing any serious foothold. The real contest was taking place at the ruined gate. The kragh were being thrown back by a group of Virtues and their Consecrated, their matchless skills reinforced by the deep and ever-growing ranks of the human soldiers.

Tiron heaved a breath of relief. That critical moment when everything had seemed out of balance had passed. Not that they were in the clear –a dozen trolls were still fighting around the ruined grate, surrounded by a mass of spear men and archers. The roar of the kragh outside the walls was still punishingly loud. No, the battle wasn't over, but the first wave, the shockingly effective first strike, had been weathered.

Tiron saw Ramswold and a half-dozen of his surviving knights walking toward the melee at the gate and grinned. The spring had gone out of their step, and some of them were even dragging their blades behind them. It took long years of training to get used to fighting in plate. Even the vigor of youth couldn't imbue a knight with that kind of stamina.

"Ramswold!" Tiron raised his blade. "This way!"

The young lord raised his visor, saw Tiron, and gave him a curt nod, then changed his direction to stalk over. "You're alive," he said hoarsely. "Good. Now, come. We must join the fray."

"Wait a moment," said Tiron. "Catch your breath. The fight will be there when you're ready."

Ramswold looked fit to argue, but he simply nodded. 

Tiron looked over the other five knights. Ulein. Isentrud. Leuthold the lieutenant. All of them showed signs of rough combat. Their armor was dented and spattered with blood, and a number of them were limping or moving in the guarded way that denoted sprains and other minor injuries.

"Listen," said Tiron, watching the line of combat as it pushed the kragh toward the gate some twenty yards from where they were standing. "This is a siege. We're not going to win this in one fight. You have to conserve your energy. Stay alive." 

At the front of the line, one of the Virtues leaped up, spinning like a dervish, his blade held out horizontally so that it blurred around him as he fell back amongst the kragh. 

"The Virtues," Tiron said. "We can't fight like them. We need to stay sharp. You can't push yourself so hard that you vomit inside your helm. Seize these moments when you can. Regroup. Refocus. And then attack where you can do the most damage, not just the closest fight to where you're standing."

Ramswold inhaled deeply, held his breath, then let it out smoothly. "Wise words. So, where do we attack?"

Tiron surveyed the battle that was pushing the kragh back out the gate, then turned to examine the trolls. Three more of them had fallen. Before he could speak, a deep and mournful note sounded from beyond the walls, some massive horn with a blast so powerful that it was heard even over the screams and cries inside the courtyard.

Its effect was immediate. The kragh fighting on the walls began to fall back, some even retreating down their ladders and out of sight. Those few who were still contesting the gate, the last hundred or so, simply turned and ran. The Virtues and humans let out a ragged cheer and chased them to the threshold, where they stood waving their weapons in defiance of their bested foes.

"A retreat!" said Ulein, raising his visor to grin wildly at Tiron and Ramswold. "We've repulsed them!"

"Aye," said Tiron. "But only for a spell. They've tested our resolve and found us willing. Now, to mend that gate. We can't rest easy till we've found a way to bar their entry."

Ramswold's spine straightened, and he flashed a smile at his men. "We've done it, my Order. Our brave and wonderful knights! We have survived our first true test and not been found wanting!"

A ponderous drumbeat beat began to sound from outside the walls. Tiron felt each pound echo in his chest; there was a menacing edge to it that caused him to turn back to face the gate.

"What's that?" asked one of the other knights. 

"A drum," said Ulein.

Tiron glanced up at the walls. The last of the kragh had retreated from the battlements, and the soldiers up top were staring fixedly down at the plain below. 

"Something's coming," said Tiron. 

Ramswold stepped up next to him, blade in hand. "A second wave?"

Tiron shook his head slowly. "No. Not so quickly, on the heels of their retreat."

The drum continued to pound, a vast sound like the beating heart of the world. The hairs on the backs of Tiron's arms and neck prickled.

"We should move to reinforce the gate," Ramswold said, then undercut his own order by glancing sidelong at Tiron. "Shouldn't we?"

"Hold fast," said Tiron. "Wait."

They stood still, and everywhere across the courtyard, the army of the Empire also waited, seemingly held still by the mesmerizing beat of the drum. Tiron cursed. Should they climb a tower to the wall? Press up against the back of the army plugging the gate? No. He bit down on his impatience. Wait.

There was movement at the front of the line defending the ruined gate. Some kind of stir. Then Tiron heard a sound that chilled his soul for the second time that evening: cries of fear and panic. They came from their own soldiers, those who were standing behind the Virtues and Consecrated, facing out toward the kragh army.

"Ramswold," Tiron snapped at the taller man. "What's going on?"

"Nothing," said Ramswold. "The Virtues are standing completely still. Those behind them are backing away. No, now they're standing still as well."

Tiron took a few steps forward. The entire force that was holding the gatehouse was starting to heave, hundreds of soldiers, those at the back pushing forward to see what was amiss while the center fought to retreat.

Then Tiron heard another strange sound, a crackling, dusty sound like dried river mud being stepped on. It grew louder, and more and more of the cries of fear were suddenly cut off. 

"They're just standing there," said Ramswold, rising to his toes in an attempt to get a better view. "More and more of them. Just – standing there."

Now, those at the back of the force began to retreat, spreading out into the courtyard, facing the frozen core who had been crying out in alarm just moments ago. Tiron took a step closer, peering at the still figures. They were literally frozen in unnatural postures, some shoving at their fellows, others turning to race away. Hundreds of men reduced to statues. 

"By the Ascendant," Ramswold said in awe. "What is going on?"

Tiron looked up at the walls. Those soldiers who were manning the battlements, looking down at the land outside the castle, were also standing frozen, their silhouettes unmoving in the dusk. 

Soldiers were hustling back from the gatehouse, some grabbing at each other, others moving back a dozen steps only to stop and peer ahead. Hundreds of men opened up a growing semicircle around that frozen core. 

Tiron saw one nearest the front suddenly freeze. Again, he heard that crackle of dry mud as the man's skin drained of color and turned an ashen gray.

"Tiron?" Ramswold was gripping his blade with both hands. "What's going on?"

"The end," Tiron said. "We can't fight this. We have to get back."

"Back?" Leuthold echoed. "To where? The gate to Bythos is closed."

More men were turning to stone, dozens at a time. Then Tiron saw movement amongst the tight group of soldiers that had filled the gate's opening. Something serpentine undulated between the frozen soldiers, past the Virtues and Consecrated. It was enormous, rising up nearly as tall as a troll, vividly colored even in the gloom of twilight, smoldering crimsons and burning yellows. A flush of heat crossed Tiron's face as the creature turned toward him, and with a cry he looked away and threw himself at Ramswold.

"Don't look!" The instinct that had saved his life on countless battlefields kicked in. "Don't look!"

But it was too late. Two of their knights suddenly crackled and went still. Ramswold collapsed beneath Tiron with a cry.

Tiron crawled off the fallen knight and shoved at Ulein and Isentrud. "Get back to the tower!"

"What is it?" Isentrud's voice was sharp with alarm. She obeyed Tiron, though, and began to run toward the closest tower door. 

Tiron hauled Ramswold up. "I don't know," he growled. "But it's our death if we stay. Run!"

Around them, more and more soldiers were turning to statues. Some threw themselves into frantic charges only to have their cries bottle up in their throats. Others dropped their blades and began to pray to the Ascendant. Their prayers were similarly interrupted.

Tiron pounded after the knights, running toward the tower door. He could feel heat lashing against his back like an open fire, could feel it scorching the back of his neck. He felt numb with shock. The screams and yells of a thousand men were being silenced, one by one, replaced by a silence that chilled him to the bone. 

And over it all he heard a rattle, a susurrating clatter of warning and death. 

A soldier fell from above just as they reached the base of the tower. He hit the paving stones with a crash and exploded into shards of rock. Tiron flinched back as the man's helmeted head rolled by, his eyes wide and unseeing, his mouth open in a frozen scream.

"Get inside!" He shoved Leuthold ahead of him, and they fled into the lantern-lit gloom of the tower's base. Soldiers were pressing past him, trying to see what was happening, and Tiron had to force his way through the flow of bodies. "Don't go out there!" he cried, but his roars were ignored. Men screamed sharply as they emerged into the courtyard, and then their screams were cut off.

"Ramswold!" He waved at the stairs. "Down! Get below!"

The young lord nodded and began to descend. They hurried down the spiral, their breath and clank of their armor loud in the confines of the staircase. Tiron tried to stay focused, to keep his mind clear, to not be overwhelmed by what had just happened. 

Abythos had fallen. There was no doubt in his mind that the siege was over. Thousands had been turned to stone, and thousands more would soon follow. What could he do? The ballistae had been ruined by the trolls. Any hope of using one of them against the serpent had gone with them. How could you fire bows to cut something down if you couldn't look at your target? How could you charge it, if doing so would mean your death?

"The Virtues," Isentrud gasped, turning to them as they spilled out into the base chamber at the bottom of the cylinder. "The Virtues fell to that monster. If they fell, what chance have we?"

Ulein began to stride back and forth. "This can't be happening," he moaned. "Did we dream that? Up there? A dream?"

"Silence," said Ramswold, his voice shaking. "Come over here. Stand straight. We are the Order of the Star! Don't you forget that."

To Tiron's surprise, both Isentrud and Ulein took deep, shuddering breaths and stepped up to stand before him. Leuthold's gaze was glassy, but he stood to attention. 

Ramswold turned to Tiron. "Thoughts?"

"We have to get out." Tiron licked his lower lip as his mind flew over the facts. "With the bulk of our army defeated, we've no way of stopping the kragh from coming down here and massacring us."

"The gate is closed," said Ramswold.

"There has to be a secret way out," said Tiron. "A bolt-hole. Something. We have to find it."

"But how?" Ramswold's voice was still shaking, but he was doing an admirable job of holding himself together. "And we can't flee. We can't abandon our duty."

"This battle is lost," Tiron said, rounding on the four of them. "We've lost the gate, lost thousands of our soldiers, and we cannot fight back against the creature that did that to us. Worse, ten thousand kragh are about to occupy this castle. They will flood the tunnels and kill every one of us. We might be able to hold them off for a time, but there is no winning this fight." He looked from one frightened face to the next. Damn, they were so young. "We find a marshal, and we force him to tell us where the bolt-hole is." He gave a sharp nod. "And fast."

"And, if there is none?" Ulein's voice was thin and reedy. "What then?"

"Then?" Tiron grinned wolfishly at the youth. "Then we sell our lives dearly, boy. That's what we do. But only then. Now, come!"

He hurried out of the cylinder, down one of the radial halls and out into the main corridor that connected with the Portal chamber. He could hear the sound of fighting coming from that direction, so he turned and ran on, searching for the gray uniform of a marshal.

Soldiers ran by in tight units. Servants screamed and called out questions, while other slammed doors and hid. Tiron ran on, and finally came to the administrative quarters, a warren of small stone chambers clustered around a central cavern. It was nearly deserted, with only a handful of advisors standing close together around a marshal. They were furiously arguing with each other and ignored Tiron right up until he forced his way into the group and grabbed the marshal by the front of his tunic.

"Where is the way out of here?" he demanded.

The marshal was an older man with chalk dust smudged on his robe and spectacles precariously balanced on his snub nose. "The – what? Get your hands off me, good ser!"

Tiron growled and shook the man hard. "Enough. Don't make me ask again. The bolt-hole!"

"Bolt-hole? There is no bolt-hole! Are you mad? There's only the Solar Portal, and that's –" 

Tiron growled, drew his dagger, and pressed it to the man's scrawny neck. "Don't lie to me. I know people. I know cowards. I know the way men think and plan. So, I'll ask one more time." Tiron bent the man back over a table, ignoring the yells of the advisors. "Where is the bolt-hole?"

The marshal's eyes flicked to the left. 

Tiron followed his gaze. There was nothing on the cavern wall where the man had looked but a bookcase. It wasn't even flush with the wall, and a number of books lay spilled out on the floor. 

Tiron laughed darkly and released the man. "It's already been used, hasn't it?"

The marshal coughed and smoothed down his tunic. "By cowards, yes. Just as you said."

"Then you'd best come with us," said Ramswold. "The battle is over. It means death to stay."

The marshal lifted his chin. "I will not abandon my post. I am no coward."

"You may not be a coward," said Tiron, moving over to the bookcase, "but you will definitely be a dead man soon, which makes your bravery suicidal." He grabbed the edge of the bookcase and heaved it over so that it fell with a crash, revealing a slender tunnel. With a sharp look at the marshal, Tiron said, "Which makes you stupid, not brave."

One of the spluttering marshal's advisors cut in, a plump, round-shouldered Noussian woman of middle years. "He's right, Marcus. You know it."

"It's your life," Tiron said, then took a candle from a wall sconce and moved up to the tunnel. "Where does this lead?"

The sound of fighting was growing closer. Marcus looked from one face to the next and sighed, his shoulders slumping. "I'll show you. Come on, then."

They filed into the tunnel, Tiron in the lead with the candle raised in one hand and his family blade in the other. The sound of fighting quickly fell away as they hurried on through a tunnel so narrow it brushed both of his shoulders. 

He didn't know if the others understood what it meant for the kragh to have captured the Solar Gate, not only for the Empire, but for themselves; whether they appreciated what danger would pass into Bythos when the Solar Gate opened up next – a monster that could petrify its enemies with a simple gaze.

This was no Ogri the Destroyer they were facing, no mere Uniter of the kragh. This Tharok was something else, something far worse, and he had already defeated and destroyed the majority of the Empire's armed forces. 

As Tiron followed the winding tunnel deeper and deeper into the rock, he felt his mood become ever grimmer. 

The Empire hadn't just lost a crucial battle. It might already have lost the entire war.
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Tharok turned World Breaker back and forth, examining its curved blade. From where had it sprung? What did it portend? He knew not. The black fire was gone now, but while it was burning, he had felt even greater vigor and bloodlust. He had cleaved through his foes with ease. Was that a manifestation of his corruption, or was it native to the blade? 

Kragh were settling down around him. Most of them hailed from the Falling Stones tribe, with a smattering of Orlokor seeded through their number. That they were sitting together, that they hadn't immediately separated into their old clans and divisions, pleased him. 

He'd positioned a troll at the mouth of each causeway. They crouched there, immobile, their burning yellow eyes slitted and never blinking, watching for some sign of human foolishness. Nobody would pass them without being caught. With the trolls on watch, Tharok could let his kragh rest, could let them regale each other with inflated tales of their accomplishments and let them bathe in the glory of having formed his vanguard, of being the first to enter the human Empire uninvited.

Tharok slung World Breaker over his shoulder. Was that reluctance he felt about facing Shaya and Nok? He'd made them wait long enough. He gestured, and they approached. Were they wary? They had the right to be.

"Warlord," said Nok. "You have won. You stand in Bythos."

Tharok grunted. "Did you doubt me?"

Nok shook his head. "No, which surprises me, despite knowing what you were fighting against. I did not doubt you. There is nothing you cannot do."

Tharok didn't like the way Shaya was looking at him. "That is true."

"Which is why I am confused," Nok said, his voice growing hard. "If you have such power, why did you not use it to protect the Bythians?"

Tharok narrowed his eyes. "A tragedy. I did not wish for that to happen."

Nok didn't relent. "They fought for you. They risked everything for you. And in turn, they were killed by our warriors."

"A mistake," Tharok said coldly. "One I regret."

"Do you, Tharok?" Shaya asked. 

Her kragh had improved, Tharok noted. He growled low and deep in his chest. "Tread carefully, Shaya."

"Or what?" She pushed back her shoulders. "You will cut me down and throw my body amongst my kin?"

Tharok's anger began to grow white-hot. "You have my apology. Be done."

Shaya shrugged off Nok's hand. "Your apology will not bring them back to life."

Tharok inhaled slowly, fought for patience, and felt a cool calm descend upon him from the circlet. "You are upset, and rightly so. I swore to protect the Bythians, and instead they were slaughtered. I own this mistake, and I will make it right with your people, in time. But there is nothing I can do now. You have my apology, but I understand if it means little."

Shaya crossed her arms tightly and turned away. 

Nok was watching Tharok carefully. What did he see? Tharok stood taller than Nok by nearly a foot now. His authority was spurring his growth. 

"Your distraction allowed me to capture the Portal." Tharok strove to make his voice friendly and reasonable. It was no longer a tone he was used to employing. "I will not forget that. In a few days, Bythos will be mine. Then I shall reward your people with freedom and passage to Abythos if they desire it. You will see."

Shaya nodded, and her shoulders sagged. 

"You have gone through much," Tharok said quietly. "This has not been an easy time."

"Her father was murdered," rumbled Nok. "She fought her brother for you. She has shown the bravery of a kragh." She gave him a tight-lipped smile before he continued. "How have things progressed with the tribes? What has happened since last we spoke?"

"Much has changed," Tharok replied. "To accomplish this, I have had to make... sacrifices."

Nok raised a craggy brow. "Sacrifices?"

"I have given Kyrra permission to practice her rituals in the open. In turn, she has helped me turn our people into a weapon. Even now, she should be subduing the humans who remained in Abythos. It was her shamans who opened the main gate. I could not have done this without her."

"You have returned us to the old ways?"

Tharok loathed the dawning incredulity in Nok's face. "I will not have this argument again. It was necessary, but only temporary. As soon as I am done with her, I will cut her throat."

Shaya looked from Nok to Tharok in surprise, but held her tongue. Nok was not so quiet. "And Maur? What did she have to say about this?"

Tharok's anger spiked. "Why should I care? When the war is over, we will listen to the Wise Women once more. Until then, my word is law."

Nok stepped in closer. He might be shorter than Tharok now, his skin starting to lighten, but he did not lack for courage. "What have you done, Tharok?"

"What I had to. Do you see where I stand? Do you know what it took to accomplish this?" 

His circlet was burning his brow. The fiery pain was much less now that he was no longer controlling his wyverns and all the trolls, but he still felt its weight, felt its fire. "Do none of you understand what it takes to conquer an Empire? I cannot do so without employing every tool at hand. Kyrra. You. Shaya. The wyverns and trolls, the tribes and shamans. Everyone. Everything. I must bend them to my use, and only then can I win."

Tharok took a step forward, cutting Nok off before he could respond. "You cannot understand. You are limited. Dull. Brutish. You do not have my vision for what is taking place, for what must happen next. You could not have done what I have done. I have defeated the Empire's greatest army. Thousands of their soldiers, their magic warriors, their best hope at saving their Empire. I have accomplished exactly what I set out to do. And tomorrow, when the Portal opens and my kragh come through by the tens of thousands, when my grip tightens around the throat of the Empire and I begin to tear down the world of the humans stone by stone, then you will see. Then you will understand why I have taken these steps, even though they pain me, even though they wound my soul."

Tharok looked past Nok at the dark fastness of the cavern in which they were standing: the huge stalactites, the causeways and tunnel entrances. "From here, we will spread forth and conquer all that there is to take. We will tear down their walls. We will kill all who oppose us. We will bring fire and ash. We will teach them to never again meddle with our tribes, to never again think to use us as pawns. And only after that has been done will I cast this circlet into the abyss. Only then will I cut off Kyrra's head and restore our true ways. Only then, when we are mighty, when we are safe, when we are the victors eternal, will everyone understand why it was worth the price."

Nok didn't nod, didn't acquiesce. 

Tharok stared at him. It would be a small thing to reach out and force him to nod. To grasp him with the power of the circlet. But he held back. Waited.

"As you say, warlord," Nok said at last. "As you say. We are pleased to have served you. When the Red River passes through, we will stand with them and follow you where you lead."

Tharok curled his hands into fists. "The Red River has left my horde," he said. "I gave Maur permission to do so."

Nok jerked his head up. "They have left?"

Tharok nodded. His anger had become a dull sort of fury, but he didn't want to think about his conversation with Maur. Not now, when he should be celebrating his greatest accomplishment. He wanted to thrust the past away and glory in his victory, but an instinct, barely felt, urged him to move past his annoyance, to hold steady. 

And then he realized an obvious truth, one that for some reason he'd not hit upon. 

The wyverns were gone. The majority of the trolls. He was free of the need to control them.

Tharok reached up and removed the circlet.

His world collapsed in upon him, a hundred plans swirling into oblivion, falling apart like spider webs beneath his fingers. He inhaled violently and squeezed his eyes shut as his headache faded along with the depthless banks of knowledge, the iron control and purpose. 

"Nok," he whispered. He could barely put words together. He felt dazed. "I let Maur go. She took with her all the remaining shamans."

"Tharok?" Nok moved in closer and put a hand on Tharok's shoulder. "Why did you let them go?"

Tharok forced himself to look up and grin. "I dance on the edge of madness, Nok. I may fall, but they are my security. They will safeguard our traditions. They will work against me if I lose my way." He laughed. "The circlet does not like this. But I have some control left."

"Don't put it back on," said Nok. "Cast it into the depths. Now."

Tharok shook his head wearily. "I need it if I am to control Kyrra. Without it, she will destroy me. I must find balance between the two."

"What can I do?" Nok's voice was urgent. "How can I help?"

Tharok closed his eyes. His head felt blessedly empty. He felt like a ghost within his own body, a slender candle flame in the heart of a storm. "I don't know. If you stay, you will be absorbed by my horde. I almost controlled you just now in my anger. You are safer away from me."

"I am your clan mate," said Nok fiercely. "I won't leave you."

"You can serve me better if you stay alive." Tharok gritted his teeth. "Go back to Abythos when the Gate opens, and then leave it to find Maur. Join your strength with hers. She did not tell me why she wished to leave with the shamans, but I suspect she has a plan. Help her."

"If you command me, I will go."

"No, old friend." Tharok smiled wearily. "I don't command. I ask. It is your decision."

Nok lowered his head. 

"Think about it," said Tharok. "When the Gate opens, make your decision. Take Shaya or not; I will let you choose. I swear to you that I will treat the Bythians fairly. But I ask you to go. If I become the monster that Maur fears, then I will need you to stand against me."

Nok nodded. "All right, my warlord. I will go."

"Good."

 Tharok felt fragile, shaky. He realized that he wanted to put the circlet back on, that he was craving its assurance, its strength, its control. 

"Now, leave me," he told Nok. "I must plan out the coming days."

Tharok turned away and raised the circlet in both hands. Its dull surface barely reflected the strange green light of the insect shells. He raised it farther still and held it poised over his head. 

Sky Father, give me strength, he whispered in the deepest depths of his mind, and then, before his anguish could overcome him, he lowered the circlet back down onto his head.
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Iskra stood paralyzed with horror.

Nearby, Theletos was dancing. He was untouchable, and everywhere he passed, men spouted blood. His blade seared the air and his laughter rose high into the night – and men died.

The Hundred Snakes converged on him, swinging and lunging and screaming their terror and defiance, but none of them could touch him. Their blades shattered as if they had struck an invisible wall. Heads and arms were lopped off. The Snakes kept rushing in, their fanatical discipline serving only to ensure their complete destruction. Theletos' blade swept beams of light through the ranks of his enemies, illuminating them for a moment before they fell.

There were more men to replace those he had killed. Ten men stepped in for every one who fell. The pile of bodies mounted, forming a bank around him, a berm over which new soldiers scrambled, screaming their defiance, only to be cut down, again and again.

When the wall of corpses around him grew too high, Theletos leaped up. He spun in the air, his blades crossed over his chest, and landed amidst the soldiers. Then he ran forward, cutting a crimson furrow through the packed ranks. 

Iskra couldn't breathe. How many had he killed in only a few minutes? An impossible thought flickered through her mind: could he actually slay an entire army by himself? 

No. That couldn't be.

Again he leaped, and this time when he landed, the soldiers scrambled back, tripping over each other. Theletos landed lightly, blades held out to the side and Iskra saw that he hadn't passed through her men untouched; a line of red ran down his cheek, and his robe was scored here and there with shallow cuts.

Theletos thwipped his blades down, whipping the blood clear so they could glow again with shocking light.

Iskra's soldiers pressed back against each other, a circle of terrified men. 

Theletos blew a lock of hair out of his face and turned to her. "This is your last chance to surrender. These deaths are on you, Iskra Kyferin. How many more must I slay?"

Behind her, was a murmur, a stern call, and the soldiers parted. The Vothaks stepped forward. Clad in their purple and yellow robes, they numbered about two dozen, Ilina at their head. They were all that was left of the emperor's once-proud cadre of mages: two dozen men and women, their faces ashen, their gazes cold. 

They spread out into a line, and Ilina raised her hand. Black sparks of lightning ran from the tips of her fingers down the length of her forearm.

"I've never slain a Virtue," she said. "And I doubt I could do it alone. But, on my command, we shall all of us will fill the air before us with black fire. No matter how fast you leap, no matter how impossibly skilled you are with those blades, you will die. You will scream until your throat collapses, and your eyes will boil in their sockets. So, I tell you: surrender."

Iskra felt both revulsion and relief at Ilina's threat, but Theletos seemed utterly unconcerned.

"Ah, the Agerastian Sin Casters. Finally, we meet. It has been most frustrating, being unable to challenge you in Ennoia. But you have done me the favor of coming to my home. Now I can show you what a humble adherent of the White Gate can do."

Ilina sniffed. "So be it." She stretched out her hand, and with a cry let loose a bolt of black fire. It snapped across the air between them, faster than Iskra's eye could follow. 

Theletos raised his hand and caught it. He drank it into his skin with his hair blowing back, his clothing rippling around him as if he were standing in a hurricane wind. Then his eyes blazed with white fire, and he smiled. "Through me sings the White Gate, witch. Your black fire is useless."

The soldiers fell back in alarm and dismay. Ilina gritted her teeth and nodded at the others. The other nineteen Vothaks raised their hands and let loose a yell of defiance.

Black lightning flashed from forty-eight palms, and Iskra raised her hand to shield her eyes. The air was seared; it smelled immediately of overheated iron, and a wind whipped up around them, driving men to their knees.

Iskra peered through her fingers at where the lightning had converged, looking for the charred corpse of Theletos. There, a flickering, dancing storm was coruscating around a lone figure, a single man who leaned into the ebon lightning, both hands outstretched before him. The black fire was sucked into his palms, and his eyes blazed such that white fire ran down his cheeks and plumed out of his open mouth. His whole body was strained, every sinew, every tendon standing out in sharp relief. 

He was screaming, a silent roar that caused Iskra to shudder.

And then, against all the odds, impossibly, he stepped forward. 

The Vothaks were moaning, blood running from their nostrils and their ears. The roar and crackle of their magic was overwhelming.

Theletos took another step forward, and Iskra realized that he wasn't screaming.

He was singing, and the sound of his song wrenched at her soul. 

He took another step. He was going to make it, Iskra realized. Somehow, he was absorbing every bolt of heretical magic and pushing his way through the storm. 

White fire ran up the length of his clenched swords, and suddenly a bolt of lightning erupted right up into the heavens, a flash of white fire that lit up the undersides of the clouds. Another shot up from the second blade, then the first sparked up once more. The second fired a writhing bolt up and remained lit. Two crackling, dancing tongues of white lightning roared up from his swords and burned the clouds, causing them to roil and whirl around his white fire.

Iskra felt as if all the blood were draining from her head. She felt faint. If he killed her Vothaks, then they were done. 

She couldn't comprehend this. Couldn't fathom this kind of power.

Then Theletos fell to one knee. He shuddered, tried to rise, and fell again. 

Several of the Vothaks cried out and dropped their arms, swooning to the ground.

The lightning flaring up from Theletos' blades went out. He cried out, clearly in pain now, and the black lightning escaped his palms and began to race over his frame. He screamed and threw back his head, and Iskra wanted to scream out to Ilina in turn, to order her to stop, to let him live.

"Stop."

The word was quietly spoken, but it cut through the massed ranks like a scythe through wheat. And, miraculously, the Vothaks ceased their attack. They closed their hands, sagging and gasping, some slipping to their knees, and as one turned to regard the speaker.

The one who had approached them, stepping past the soldiers as they fell back in awe, opening a channel for him.

It was a young man. He wore a plain white robe that was cinched at the waist with a cord of twisted gold. No older than fourteen, surely, but there was something in his quiet confidence, his serenity, that defied categorizing him at any particular age. He was slender, of medium height, and his head was shaved. He had no eyebrows. No eyelashes. 

He was the Ascendant, Iskra realized. He could be no one else.

He stepped forward, completely unafraid, and crouched beside Theletos. Smoke was rising from the Virtue, and Iskra pressed her hand to her mouth. Was he dead? No; he groaned, a low, almost pitiable sound. But his skin was singed, there were rings of soot around his eyes, and his swords were warped and ruined. 

The Ascendant gazed at Theletos with such sorrow that it smote Iskra's heart. Then he slipped his arms under his Virtue's knees and shoulders and rose with some difficulty to his feet. 

It was seeing him stagger that brought Iskra to herself, made her rush forward to help.

"Oh, most brave," the Ascendant said quietly to Theletos. "Most brave and foolish. What have you done?"

Iskra stopped. No one else had moved to interfere. "Your Majesty," she stammered. She could barely speak. 

The Ascendant turned to regard her. Was he just a young man, or something more? In that moment, Iskra couldn't have said, even if her life had depended on it. 

"Yes?" he asked.

"I – I would speak with you," she said, wishing desperately that she didn't sound so timorous. 

"Then accompany me." He turned to walk through her soldiers, who parted for him, their faces slack with awe. 

"Thyrrasskia would have it otherwise," Ilina cried out. 

Iskra turned in time to see the older woman raise her hand. Black lighting flashed out toward the Ascendant.

The young man didn't even turn. The lighting coruscated around him to no effect, and he walked on, seeming not to even notice. Ilina redoubled her efforts with a cry, and more black fire swept toward the Ascendant, but it failed to come within a yard of him. With a desolate moan of despair Ilina, dropped her arms. Blood was running down her chin. 

Iskra's heart was pounding in her chest. In all her studies of history, never had she read of anything akin to this moment. She felt overwhelmed and gestured to her soldiers to stand back, to wait. 

Alone, she followed the Ascendant into his palace, all too aware of the corpses, the blood-slicked stone, and the still-unconscious form of Theletos that the Ascendant effortlessly carried through the palace's huge front doors. 

They entered the cavernous halls, and only then did a dozen attendants and servants rush forward to take Theletos from the Ascendant's arms. No words were exchanged; they simply carried the unconscious Virtue away. An elderly man with a wooden case in one hand following, clearly concerned. 

The Ascendant looked over his shoulder at Iskra and nodded in the direction of a hall. "Come."

Iskra followed the holiest man in the Empire, the man to whom hundreds of thousands raised their prayers, the living embodiment of divinity. She was fully unprepared for this moment, unequal to the task. Had she thought to make demands of him? Negotiate? 

Down a hallway they went, passing innumerable doors, and then they walked into a large chamber and out onto a balcony. Iskra barely registered the sumptuous decor as she moved up to a railing beyond which lay nothing but the night. They were thrust out into the very depths of the firmament. 

The Ascendant turned to regard her. "You wished to speak with me."

Iskra laughed, a desperate sound. "Yes. Yes, I did. I have moved heaven and earth to get here, and now I find that I don't even know what to say." She bit back a sob, grief suddenly rising up within her. How many had just died? How many were dying in Abythos? 

The Ascendant said not a word. 

Iskra steadied herself with a hand on the railing. Her breath shuddered in her throat and her diaphragm quivered, but she summoned all her self-control and composed herself. She met the Ascendant's gaze and held it. 

"I have brought three thousand men to Aletheia to demand change. I have taken advantage of the Empire's moment of weakness to force you to listen to my pleas. My – my demands. You have to change. The Empire must change. We cannot continue as we have done. While I haven't come to depose you, I have come to ensure that the way we live, the way the Empire is ruled, changes forevermore."

Her words had spilled out in an impassioned rush. Now, she leaned back, heart hammering, and waited, half-terrified. 

To her inexorable shock, the Ascendant nodded. "I agree."

"You – what? You agree?"

"Yes." He smiled sadly at her. "I agree."

"But – but you're the Ascendant." She felt as if she were drowning. "How can you agree? The Empire runs as it does because of your existence, your will. You're the very motive that drives every unfair action –"

 She spluttered to a stop. 

"I am the Ascendant, but I don't control the Empire." Something new entered his expression: a hardening, an anger. "I barely know what transpires below. I only leave the palace when I've been granted permission."

"Permission?" Iskra blinked rapidly. "Whose permission could you need?"

"The Minister of Perfection," the Ascendant said softly. 

Iskra managed to refrain from blurting out another question. Instead, she gathered her wits. "You're his prisoner?"

The Ascendant nodded. "As good as."

"But you're the Ascendant. Why not order him away from your side?"

He smiled humorlessly. "And who would obey me? I am surrounded by those loyal to him and his clan."

"Then how are we speaking now?"

"Your invasion has driven him and his clan into hiding. They abandoned the palace moments before your forces arrived. So, in effect, your invasion has proven to be a mission of liberation. And for that, you have my thanks."

"Your thanks." Iskra's voice was a whisper. "You're welcome." A thought occurred to her. "Your Apotheosis, a year from now. That wouldn't have been your decision."

"No," said the Ascendant. "I have already fathered three children. The Minister now desires my removal before I can become even more of a thorn in his side."

Iskra turned to rest both hands on the ornate wrought-iron railing and gazed out into the void. Wisps of cloud passed before a field of stars as she sought to encompass everything that had been revealed to her, to change the very foundations of her world. 

She found herself shaking her head. "But you have the Virtues at your command. Hundreds of thousands of faithful followers. I don't understand."

The Ascendant moved to stand beside her. "It is hard to describe the world within which I have lived – the customs, the traditions, that bind me as tightly as any chain. The restrictions, the taboos. Only now am I old enough, wise enough, to finally start opposing the Minister. Everyone around me has always bidden me to obey him. It has taken extensive introspection to reach this mindset I now possess. And with my Apotheosis only a year away, I was beginning to fear my self-awareness was too late."

"But why not tell Theletos and your Virtues? They could have cut down the –"  She trailed off when she saw the pity on his face. "What?"

"Do you think all of the Virtues are mine to command?" 

"They are not loyal to you?"

"No. It is not their faith in me that keeps them alive, but rather the black potions that the Minister provides them. I fear that at least half of them would stand with him if I were to force the matter."

"And these potions – what are they?"

"I don't know. But they are evil. I know that much."

Iskra felt as if she'd been punched in the gut. "Then, what now?"

"I had hoped you had a plan. You are the conquering hero, after all."

"I – I wanted to talk to you. Force you to agree to change – well – many things. And then, come dawn, have you send a command to the forces at Abythos, letting them know that their world had changed fundamentally overnight."

"Then let us do so," said the Ascendant. "I will not agree to any demands without considering them, but I am happy to begin the process. First, however, I would ask that we ensure that the Fujiwara are arrested and held prisoner."

"Done. I will give that command. My forces are already tasked with securing their compound."

The Ascendant closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. Then he lifted his chin and smiled, as if he were savoring the scent of a fine wine. When he opened his eyes, they gleamed as if a thousand stars had fallen into their depths. "You cannot comprehend what joy you have brought me, along with such sweet sorrow. By driving the Fujiwara out, you have changed the Empire already. I shall never let them return. We shall change this Empire of mine, Iskra Kyferin. You and I, together."

Iskra felt an overpowering urge to lower herself to one knee. Instead, she swallowed and laid her hand over her heart. "I have called myself a poor tool more than once of late, and still think of myself as such. But if I can be of any assistance in making these changes, if you are willing to listen to me and my council, if together we can begin to heal the Empire of the injustices and cruelties that have marred its potential, then I will serve at your side for as long as you will have me."

The Ascendant's smile widened, and for a moment Iskra saw the boy in him. "Then come, Lady Kyferin. We have much work to do. A new age is dawning in our land. Let us begin."

 

THE END
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