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• PROLOGUE •

Reactions and Outrage

Toachipe, the Hour Marker of Akena, struck the marble floor twice, and the door guards opened the massive ornately carved portal to the Camera, allowing entrance to the Lord of the Golden Pride. The Hour Marker stepped aside as Tarquen entered ahead of the four leaders of the other most powerful Prides in Nytanny. As was customary, the leaders of the lesser Prides stood to either side of the entrance, each resigned to their lower station or secretly plotting how they might one day be part of the procession. As was his habit, Toachipe surveyed the group quickly, compiling a mental tally of who was in the capital. His duties comprised more than marking the passage of time; he was also a chronicler of every detail of governance, for one never knew which small element might prove critical in the future. Accountability and blame were vital to surviving in his office.

The Pride Lords entered in specific order, a tacit agreement as to their influence and power. Much of the governance of Nytanny came down to unspoken tradition, conventions created from centuries of living under constant threat from the Dark Masters. Centuries of living just moments away from inconceivable retribution for any transgression had created a ritual observance of social norms to become hardened into inflexible institutions. All were designed to reduce conflict among the families and Prides, despite the myriad of murderous feuds and rivalries that had endured between them for generations.

Toachipe’s office was one of many that had evolved over this time to ensure that this brittle peace stayed in place. Toachipe’s primary virtue was patience, as it had been for his predecessors: the only name for his duties was ‘tedium’. Yet with that tedium came privilege, and few outside the Prides could claim such advantage. The nations were allowed only as much or little bounty as the Prides above them were allowed, and only office holders like Toachipe were free from such control.

Occasionally he wondered who the first Hour Marker had been and how he had contrived that station. Toachipe was ignorant of this fact because, while there were records of every order of business going back to the farthest memory of any ancestor, the study of such history was forbidden to him, despite his office.

Urias, the Lord of the Tiger Pride, followed Tarquen, and behind him came Mioscomi, the Lord of the Onyx Pride, Jakanda of the Eagle Pride, and Shono of the Jaguar Pride, each in turn peeling off to right and left, until the five most powerful men in the nation had taken their appointed seats.

Following them were the five recorders – women blessed with a remarkable ability to retain details, each responsible for transcribing every word their own specific lord uttered. They operated under seal of death, not just their own but that of their entire families, should one word of what they recorded be uttered outside the Camera. Collective punishment was assumed among the people of Nytanny: it was part of the rigid code that kept the peace under the eyes of the Dark Masters.

Last to enter was the First Speaker, the one man not of the ruling class trusted to hear all that was said and whose sole role it was to act as chief arbitrator. Following tradition, he paused for a moment and turned to face the Hour Marker, indicating that it was time to shut the doors.

From the moment the sound of the closing portal stopped reverberating, only those within this room would know what was discussed; the population would learn what had been concluded by whatever edicts emerged from the Camera: all the deliberations, debates, arguments, and occasionally threats, that were spoken within were closely guarded secrets.

Each Pride Lord retained his own recorder so that no later claim could be made predicated on misinformation or faulty memory. Should two recorders differ in their recounting, it fell to the First Speaker to decide the correct version of words or events. As a result of this great power, the First Speaker occupied a position of authority unequalled by any other below the lords. His family was kept in luxury, though he would never see them again, and when he grew unable to discharge his duties, he would be painlessly put to death, and his family would continue to prosper.

The Lord of the Golden Pride looked at each of the other four Pride Lords and then to the First Speaker. The latter gave a slight bow and then said, ‘The Camera is sealed, and now I yield to the Lord of the Golden Pride.’

Tarquen was a man at the height of his power, both physically and politically. He stood up slowly. He was an imposing figure at six and a half feet tall, with wide shoulders and a narrow waist, and his face, with its chiselled cheeks and square jaw, looked as if it had been carved out of flawless obsidian. His eyes were as dark as his skin. Tarquen’s stature was enhanced by the formal robes he wore: red, embellished with golden embroidery and shoulder patches. Against his dark skin the robes were dramatic, as he had intended when he first commissioned them, ten years before. He hated wearing them, for they were hot and heavy and the climate in Akena demanded light, loose garb, which all other citizens of the city wore on most occasions, but he understood that such magnificence enhanced his aura of power. The other Pride Lords knew that despite his size he was all lean muscle and sinew, the strongest and fiercest warrior among them. Truth be told, many of them had not held a weapon in years.

Tarquen was the third of his line to be the paramount Pride Lord, a burden he embraced as his fate. His grandfather had crushed rivals to achieve supremacy in the Camera, at times risking retaliation from the Masters, and his father had withstood several attempts to dislodge the Golden Pride from their position of power. In the history of the nation, no Pride had stood so high for so long.

Despite his relative youth (he had turned thirty-six a month previously), Tarquen had been schooled since childhood in governance and understood both the public and covert methods of maintaining control. Moreover, he had mastered the art of persuasion, convincing the other Pride Lords to follow his lead, knowing when to bow to alternative solutions in order to gain socially while losing in different ways, and when to hold firm to his own position.

His rule had been far less tumultuous than that of his forebears, as the other leaders in this chamber had grown up with the Golden Pride being the paramount one for their entire lives. Should Tarquen bequeath the premiership to his eldest son, this might be the beginning of Nytanny’s first dynasty. No Pride in history had endured for four generations. It was an outcome Tarquen fervently desired.

He gave a slight bow, barely more than a nod, to Nestor, the First Speaker.

‘We have begun,’ Nestor intoned formally.

TARQUEN SAID, ‘THE REPORTS CIRCULATED’ – then paused for effect – ‘as well as those from those agents you chose not to share, have been considered.’

There was a slight shifting by some of the Pride Lords, evidence that Tarquen’s jab had struck home.

His temper had been at the fraying edge of self-control as he had read his own agent’s report, which had been personally conducted to him by trusted go-betweens, before dressing for today’s Camera. That report was the source of his quietly controlled ire.

Someone had captured Borzon’s Black Wake, the Golden Pride’s treasure ship, not only depriving him of abundance for years to come but turning a profitable undertaking into a financial disaster of monumental proportions, potentially weakening his Pride enough to render it vulnerable to its most powerful rivals, the Onyx and Tiger Prides, or even ambitious newcomers like the Jaguar Pride.

Tarquen said, ‘The Queen of Storms was taken, from a well-equipped Azhante crew.’

Most of the Pride Lords had received the same report, but a few hadn’t bothered to read it before this meeting. There was a collective intake of breath.

‘That is a certainty? Could she not have been lost at sea?’ asked Mioscomi, Lord of the Onyx Pride.

‘A certainty,’ said Tarquen. ‘We have verifications that the Queen of Storms was lying in ambush should anyone unwisely attempt a run north of Elsobas …’ He sighed. He realized they knew where the ship had anchored. ‘And there were dead bodies. Which you would know if you had read the report.’ He took a breath: his temper was threatening intemperate words. There were times to rail and times to inform, despite one’s own mood.

Urias, Lord of the Tiger Pride, who was sitting to Tarquen’s left, leaned forward slightly, his greying hair and deepening lines revealing his advancing age, though his gaze was still focused and hinted at an intellect not yet dimmed. ‘Who would dare such a thing?’ he asked.

Tarquen looked at his greatest rival. ‘I intend to find out. What little information our agents have discovered so far is that seafarers from beyond the Border Ports, perhaps early arrivals from the raids on the Twin Continents, were seen at Elsobas.’ He paused: he did not wish to confirm the loss of his Pride’s treasure ship. He would equivocate should anyone enquire how the strangers had arrived. ‘They were observed and were seen speaking to locals. One oddity: some local boys, street urchins, vanished after being seen with these incomers.’

‘Slavers?’ asked the Lord of the Tiger Pride.

‘Unlikely,’ Tarquen replied. ‘Perhaps someone who saw a monetary opportunity to capture some boys, but practised slavers would know better than to get that close to the Homeland.’

‘Perhaps those boys were spies?’ suggested Jakanda of the Eagle Pride.

Urias said, ‘We should leave it to the Azhante to unravel that mystery. What of our destruction of the Northern Twin?’

Relieved that the discussion had turned away from the loss of Borzon’s Black Wake, Tarquen said, ‘As we expected, those who survived fled to Marquensas; Sandura is isolated, and the inhabitants of Zindaros and Metros are staying cloistered in their cities along the shore of their homes on the Southern Twin or fleeing southwards from the unprotected towns and villages; chaos is sown, plunder is being acquired to please the raiders and all goes according to design.’

‘They expect invasion,’ said Urias in a satisfied tone.

‘Soon chaos will befall those left in Marquensas, as refugees flood their lands. Famine and disease will reduce them even more. The slave nations are basking in the glory of their victories and luxuriating in the wealth of their plunder. We should have peace on the Homeland borders for a year or more. Ample time to plan the next assault.’

‘What of Sandura?’ asked Mioscomi.

‘Prepared. The Church is now ours, and Delnocio has fled; his collaborators are dead, or soon will be. The Church is moving against Lodavico, and the people of Sandura are trained to obedience like whipped dogs. They will welcome us as liberators when we take Lodavico and hang him, or burn him, or whatever they do with their criminals. When we crush Marquensas next year we will control both coasts of North Tembria. We can leave the land in between ungoverned for decades while we relocate the excess population of the slave nations and relieve the pressure here. After that we shall see to the Southern Twin.’

‘Twenty years,’ said Urias. ‘I was a young man, not much older than you, Tarquen, when we destroyed Ithrace, and ended the last of the line of the Firemanes.’

Tarquen refrained from mentioning the rumour of a surviving Firemane child. He simply said, ‘It is our way to be patient.’

‘But never before have we seen such restlessness among the slave nations,’ said the Lord of the Eagle Pride. ‘We must cull them.’

‘Many were culled in the raids,’ replied Tarquen. ‘The men of North Tembria are not without valour and resolve. It was a victory, and when it is time to colonize the Twins we must ensure there are enough people left behind to serve, and enough sent forth to conquer. It is why we must hold for another year or two’ – he paused, then continued – ‘and when we do colonize, we will add to our abundance.’

Considering what he knew about the massive raiding of the Twin Continents, information that might not have reached the other Pride Lords, Tarquen defaulted to his customary practice of letting the others choose the matters they wished to discuss while planning his own later course of action in secret. He nodded to the First Speaker, indicating that he had finished speaking on that matter, and Nestor held up his hand, indicating that the lords were free to raise other questions.

The Lord of the Golden Pride was not surprised that it was Shono of the Jaguar Pride who started to speak as if he had been recognized by Nestor, and he was mildly amused that none of the others objected.

The business of the morning passed slowly.

At last, after the final point of discussion had been raised, Nestor stood up and declared the meeting adjourned, and the Pride Lords departed in reverse order of their arrival.

As they passed through the door, Tarquen saw the lesser Pride leaders form into small knots awaiting word from any of the five greater leaders with whom they were allied. A pair of younger men moved in his direction, but Tarquen waved them off to wait for him at a distance. He turned and caught Urias’s eye.

The leader of the Tiger Pride tilted his head slightly, as if in question, then moved towards his senior rival. When he was close, Tarquen said, ‘A word when you have the time.’

Urias was silent for a moment then said, ‘Your pleasure.’

‘I will be only a short while, then I will dine. Join me?’

‘I shall,’ said the older man. Then he turned and beckoned his small group of sycophants to follow him.

Tarquen composed himself, pushing down rising rage. It took only a moment, yet it felt like a long struggle. He had been battling what he saw as this flaw in himself for his entire life, and while the fury still seethed beneath the surface, only a few intimates knew of that continuing conflict. He took a breath, then with barely a twitch of his head, encouraged his followers to leave. His personal guards formed up around him and accompanied him back to his apartments, where he would greet the Lord of the Tiger Pride.

Striding along the corridors, Tarquen considered his choices. He had already sent word to all his trusted agents in the Border Ports to start enquiries as to who might be bold enough to capture his treasure ship, and to ferret out who was behind seizing the Queen of Storms, the finest ship the Azhante had ever constructed. He had no proof, but in his bones, he knew that the offenders were one and the same and that suspicion fuelled a growing disquiet.

This hidden actor was an unknown, and that troubled him deeply.

TARQUEN WELCOMED URIAS AND WAVED him to sit down beside him on the plush carpet. Both men had relinquished their heavy ceremonial robes in favour of the lighter hip-length, short-sleeved tunics and the baggy knee-length trousers favoured at this time of the year.

The low table had been set with a midday meal perfect for the hot weather: chilled meats, cheeses, vegetables brined and spiced, fresh fruit, and metal pitchers of chilled water.

When the servants had finished placing the plates before the two Pride Lords, Tarquen dismissed them. When the two leaders were alone, Urias said, ‘As pleased as I am with this lavish repast, I can only conclude that the rumours of your treasure ship being lost are true.’

‘Your spies do you credit,’ said Tarquen with a rueful chuckle.

‘Spies are hardly necessary when the streets run rife with rumours,’ replied Urias. ‘Obviously we do not know details of how great a loss it represents, but as your Pride was the primary architect of that assault on North Tembria, so you bore the brunt of the expense.’

Tarquen shrugged, indicating that he was resigned to that unfortunate event. ‘While the loss of a treasure ship is regrettable, the loss of the Queen of Storms gives rise to greater concern.’

Urias nodded. ‘Who would dare?’ he asked softly.

‘That is exactly the question, isn’t it?’

Both men were silent for a moment as they reflected on the enormity of that question.

Lowering his voice, Urias said, ‘Since the Dark Masters went quiet …’ He left the sentence unfinished.

Tarquen smiled. ‘More than a century has passed and yet we still whisper their name.’

Urias forced a smile in return. ‘Habit. My grandfather told stories of people mentioning them and vanishing before the very eyes of onlookers.’

‘And my mother told me if I didn’t finish the food on my plate, a horrible creature would come steal me away after I went to bed.’ Tarquen’s grin widened. ‘One hundred years and a bit more everything changed, and to this day we do not know why.’

‘Yet we live in daily apprehension that the Dark Masters might return in a manner as unheralded as they departed.’

‘May that day never come,’ said Tarquen. ‘Still, we do much in our daily lives predicated on that fear.’

‘I remember my grandfather telling my father and me the story his father told him about the day of tribute when the sacrifices were taken to slaughter pits for the Ritual of Appeasement, but the Dark Masters did not appear. They waited for an entire day and night, then returned the next dawn in confusion and fear.’ Urias’s expression was masked, but Tarquen saw a hint of the lingering fear every human from Pride Lord to slave felt when the Dark Masters were mentioned. ‘But you did not invite me here to speculate over ancient dread.’

‘True. Without the sacrifices and battle rites of ancient days, this expansion of our power to the far side of the world is necessary because of the growth in our population.’

‘You speak the obvious.’

‘Yet, we face unintended consequences.’

‘Agreed, yet you have something specific in mind,’ suggested Urias.

‘Our own house has fallen into … disunity.’

‘Ah,’ said Urias, nodding. ‘You fear a factional war?’

‘Not fear so much as anticipate,’ said Tarquen.

‘Shono?’

Tarquen nodded. ‘He is ambitious.’

‘As were we all once; your grandfather more so than all of us.’

‘Which is why the Golden Pride has endured, but with our leadership, we have contrived to keep order. Order that has kept your Pride almost our equal in wealth and power since our fathers’ days.’

‘True.’ Urias studied Tarquen’s face for a long moment, then asked, ‘What are you proposing?’

‘I think we should give Shono something important to pursue, so that he is distracted from his ambitions to one day take my place in the Camera.’

Urias smiled: he knew that was as likely to be true as much as it was ridiculous. He nodded. ‘Such as?’

‘Ask him to oversee the Azhante as they seek out those who stole the Queen of Storms.’

Urias considered this, then gave a single approving nod. ‘Since the success of the raid on the Northern Twin, and the collapse of the Church of the One, that will keep the Azhante busy.’

‘And knowing the Azhante, they will not consider for one moment allowing Shono to upset the current balance. The Azhante may not be happy servants, but they understand better than most the need for order. Without a goal, they tend to grow restless.’

‘They currently lack one, that is certain,’ agreed Urias.

‘In a year, two at the most, the Twins will be ripe to occupy, and by then we shall have decided who will colonize and who will remain and return to something approaching normal order.’

Urias rose. ‘Send word should you need my assistance.’

‘Between the two of us, and the uncertainty of Eagle and Onyx, we need but … agitate one or two of Shono’s lesser Pride alliances, and that should keep him busy until it is time for the migration of our colonists.’

‘We can but hope,’ said Urias. There was only a hint of doubt tingeing his words. He departed, leaving Tarquen with his own thoughts.

First had come the obliteration of Ithrace, and the complete infiltration of Sandura and suborning of the king’s authority. And then this massive raid, on a scale unmatched in history. Next would come the occupation of the Twins, and then, after generations of planning, Nytanny would rule all of Garn.

Then the doubt brought about by the loss of two ships, the Queen of Storms and Borzon’s Black Wake, made the Lord of the Golden Pride return to that one troubling thought: out there was an adversary far cleverer and more daring than he could have anticipated. That worry would likely linger for a very long time, second only to his lifetime of fear that the Dark Masters would return.


   


• CHAPTER ONE •

Refit, Re-education, and the Unexpected

The Queen of Storms eased into the refurbished berth in the Sanctuary’s harbour. The sun shone brightly, and Hava welcomed the warmth on her back and shoulders after having spent over an hour slowly navigating the mist that frequently shrouded this island, the mist that provided the protection needed to hide it from all enemies. It was dense enough to dampen her blouse and when the breeze freshened, it had chilled her.

That ring of surrounding mist had been a major factor in the Flame Guard picking this location for their original hiding place. Hava had navigated enough in the area now that she appreciated the quirky weather conditions and how to get in and out of the Sanctuary safely. That shroud of mist and fog combined with the further difficulty of navigating the shoals, reefs, and rocks that littered the passage from the island to open waters. It was called ‘the Scorching Sea’ off the coast of South Tembria, but she had not heard any name for it here. It was just ‘the ocean’.

The Sanctuary loomed ahead, and Hava could see a handful of workers who had been tasked with cleaning away years of debris and decay from the currently empty buildings just above the harbour. One task Hava had assumed without consulting anyone was that of freeing any captives from North Tembria who had been taken by slavers. In the three short weeks since she had first arrived, she’d made half a dozen more journeys through the chain of islands dominated by the Border Ports and had returned with freed prisoners and former slaves. These had been nursed and fed, and those who were able had been put to work reviving this ancient home to the Flame Guard. The rest were cared for, and eventually they would either recover or die.

Hava had little sense of ‘home’ from wherever she had lived. Her father had been quick enough to send her away as one less mouth to feed, so the closest place to home was the school where she learned how to serve Coaltachin, alongside her friend, now husband, Hatushaly, and other children. Coaltachin was where they had learned to murder, steal, and spy for a society of criminals and assassins. They had shared the strange quality of being part of a larger whole, perhaps a ‘family’ in a sense – she had seen families in her travels, so she accepted hers was a strangely odd one by most measures – but no one place was ‘home’.

Still, there was something about this place that was growing on her, even in so short a time, perhaps like Beran’s Hill. That was where she and Hatu had lived in relative safety. Or at least until the horror of the assault that had destroyed the town.

Being apart from her husband had made it clear to Hava that pretending to be his wife had evolved into the feeling that she was his wife, though she was never going to take orders from him in the way of many women she had witnessed deferring to their husbands in her travels. At least she felt closer to him than any man she’d known and found the sex far more satisfying because of it. She had lain with a few boys, men, and a few women during her training. Much of it was pleasant, sometimes even fun, and at worst she had learned how to endure everything from incompetence to abuse, should sex be required as part of her mission.

With Hatu it was different. She hadn’t quite come to understand fully what it meant. It was just better than with other men, but whatever the reason, she was planning on dragging him into their bed as soon as she bathed.

Catharian stood on the quay, waving a greeting. Hava smiled as she ordered the ship made fast, and turned to her first mate, Sabien. ‘Get our passengers off first.’ With a sweep of her hand, she indicated the ship. ‘Then get her cleaned up and let the men go. Have them fetch those casks of ale we looted up to the public mess and open one. They deserve some time to themselves.’

‘Yes, Captain,’ replied the former mason.

Hava watched his back as he moved down to the main deck. She repressed a grin: he rarely shouted orders, preferring to pass them along in hushed tones. He raised his voice only during rough weather or when calling to the crew aloft. This caution probably stemmed from their first escape from captivity, and she felt no need to change his manner. Sabien had blossomed into as stalwart a mate as she could have hoped for. He had risen to become her second in command, after she had given her previous first mate, George, command of a second warship they had taken while at anchor on the voyage home. Named Sundown Raider, it was an older ship than her Queen of Storms, and slower. She expected George to pull into the harbour around sundown.

She left the quarterdeck and made her way to the gangway, crossing to the quay where Catharian waited. No longer disguised as a mendicant friar of the Order of Tathan the Harbinger, he had stopped shaving his head, and now looked a bit older with his grey-speckled brown hair visible.

Initially she had been enraged by his part in the abduction of her husband from the town of Beran’s Hill, but after the number of refugees she’d encountered from the invasion of the west coast of North Tembria, she had finally come to understand that the abduction very well might have saved Hatushaly’s life. She was even beginning to appreciate Catharian’s dry, trenchant wit.

‘Successful voyage, I take it,’ he said with a smile.

‘Very. Those … well, can’t very well call them landmarks, can we? Seamarks? Anyway, straight through the Shroud, then those colour changes in the water are easy enough to follow after you’ve navigated them and know what to look for.’ 

‘Shroud?’ Catharian asked.

‘That shroud of mist and fog around this island?’

He smiled. ‘Never had a name before. I like it.’

She studied his expression then added, ‘You were worried, weren’t you?’

He tried to shrug but limited himself to a slight nod and an openly pained expression. ‘Very. Well, it was your first voyage without me.’ He looked over her shoulder. ‘Where is George?’

She laughed, a peal of delight. ‘He’s bringing in the ship we took.’

‘Another ship?’ he asked, glancing at the two now anchored some distance offshore. ‘More loot?’

‘More Azhante,’ she replied.

‘Another warship?’ he asked, his eyes widening a little.

‘Sundown Raider,’ she said. ‘Heard of her?’

‘I’ve seen her, docked in the islands a few years ago.’ He glanced at the Queen of Storms, taking in the fact that she looked exactly the same as when she’d departed. ‘How’d you manage without …?’ He waved at the undamaged ship.

‘We swarmed her at night. Apparently, word hasn’t reached everyone about the Queen being taken, so we were on top of them before they realized it wasn’t another of their own.’

Glancing at the retreating backs of the freed prisoners, Catharian said, ‘Food is going to start being a problem soon.’

‘We can take the Raider, escort one of the freighters, and spend some days fetching food.’ She glanced around. ‘If we’re to get this place into proper shape we’re going to need more people, and then we’re going to have to start thinking more about permanent solutions.’

‘There are old farmsteads on the north side of this island. They’ve lain fallow for … who knows how long?’

‘Bodai probably does,’ suggested Hava.

Catharian smiled and nodded. ‘Indeed. But I’m sure they’re overgrown with weeds, and I don’t know if we have any farm tools …’

‘Make a list,’ said Hava. ‘We’re due for a journey back to Marquensas, and there are certainly abandoned farms up and down the coast … and perhaps some farmers in hiding.’ She was silent for a moment, considering what they knew about the raiding of that barony. They still lacked an overall perspective but had heard enough stories from survivors to know that the barony might no longer exist. ‘Well, we’ll see what we’ll see when we get there.’ She added, ‘And no matter what we offer here, some of these people will want to go home.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Catharian. ‘Families were separated, loved ones captured and put on other ships, or left dead back home. So much chaos. Those who are willing to stay …’ He let his words drift for a moment, then added, ‘This was once a very busy community of thousands of people spread out over dozens of islands to the north and northwest. Everything we needed, grass for grazing livestock, timber, even mining I was told.

‘As the Flame Guard evolved with the Firemane …’ He fought for words for a brief moment, then said, ‘It’s hard to explain, for a lot of our history is lost to us. That is one of the tasks Bodai has set for himself, and now perhaps with Hatushaly, to scour the library for whatever we can find to fill the holes in that history.

‘Just know that whatever the cause, the Flame Guard left this island stronghold and the people who lived around here and eventually the majority of us were left in Ithrace, protectors and educators of the royal children, and guardians of secrets far deeper than what any of us today know. Most of us were lost when Ithrace was destroyed.’

Hava looked at Catharian and saw that his expression was barely masking a true pain he usually kept well hidden, and she nodded. ‘I have a sense of far greater questions yet to be answered.’

‘Undoubtedly. It wasn’t until we returned here that we began to appreciate how much of our own history had been forgotten.’ He was silent for a moment, then added, ‘I think we may have lost sight of our own true mission somewhere along the way.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Nothing specific. Just a sense that there must have been a larger mission back when this was the centre of our order.’ Catharian glanced around as if he was still taking in the changes the Sanctuary was undergoing. ‘But these are questions that may take years to answer, if even then.’

Hava nodded and remained silent as she considered this. She looked at him and shrugged. ‘Hatushaly is part of those answers, it seems.’

They both turned their attention to the crew making the ship secure, and then Catharian said, ‘You’ve been away more than you’ve been here. I know Hatushaly missed you.’

‘We’ve been apart before, and certainly will be again, but at least I’m here for a while before heading back to North Tembria.’

Catharian nodded but said nothing.

‘Besides,’ she added with an annoyed expression, ‘Bodai keeps him studying from dawn till dusk, so I hardly see him anyway when I am here.’ Her expression turned to one of mixed annoyance and worry. ‘I feel things are changing between us, but …’

Catharian touched her reassuringly on the shoulder. ‘Whatever changes will be what both of you decide. I can only imagine how difficult these separations are for you both; you’ve been together since you were children.’

‘Difficult isn’t the word,’ said Hava tersely. ‘These studies of his when I’m gone are’ – she shrugged – ‘one thing, but when I’m here it’s—’

‘Necessary,’ interrupted Catharian. ‘I assume he has talked to you about the incident on the ship? When he first journeyed here?’

She sighed. ‘Yes, he made it clear to me that without training he is a danger to all of us, even himself. But I don’t fully understand.’

‘Bodai can explain at length—’

‘Tedious length.’ Hava laughed. ‘Very tedious.’

Catharian chuckled. ‘Yes, but he is thorough. Until Hatushaly, magic was the province of women alone. I can’t grasp the concept of these powers. “Magic”, if you will, was alien to me until I became a part of the Flame Guard, so I understand only a little.’ He looked as if he was fighting for words. ‘I think from what I’ve been told that men with … Ability? Power? Were … conduits, somehow linking with the … “magic”. But only women could actually manipulate and use that power.’ He looked away over the harbour. ‘It’s why it’s so crucial that it was the Firemane line that had this power. Their magic came through the males, and the daughter who married had children without …’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know how to explain it.’

‘Hatu explained what he could. He doesn’t understand it either and from what I see, I’m not sure that Bodai does.’ Hava took a breath and gave Catharian a look that communicated this discussion was over. ‘Now, I will see the ship is secure, then clean up, and prise my husband out of Bodai’s grasp!’

Catharian laughed. ‘I wish you luck.’

Her brow furrowed.

‘Both of you,’ he quickly added. ‘But mostly Bodai.’

She chuckled. ‘I’ll be gentle.’

They parted company. Catharian set off to his room to start a list of supplies they needed, and Hava turned back towards the Queen of Storms, to make sure everything was as it should be before letting the crew leave.

HATU STOOD ATOP A LADDER, on the highest rung, as Bodai held    it steady. Hatu stretched as far as he could to reach the leather-bound tome on the second to top shelf, using the tips of his fingers to jiggle it a bit. ‘Heavy,’ he said as he tried to breathe calmly and evenly. He’d been trained to ignore heights and potentially dangerous falls since childhood, but the ladder was not the sturdiest he’d climbed, and the floor below was stone. Silently, he thought he’d have to get Bodai to fetch hold of a taller, stronger ladder if they were ever going to reach the top shelf.

‘Can you get it?’ asked Bodai.

‘I think so,’ said Hatushaly, as he tipped the heavy volume upwards. He wanted to know what every book, scroll, manuscript, folio, or scrap of notes contained, who had written them, and whether they were worthwhile to study.

Bodai had mentioned that even though he had come to the Sanctuary years ago, he really had little idea what was in this vast library – many of its volumes were in languages he couldn’t recognize, let alone understand.

Given his age and physique, he had not attempted to reach the books situated on the top two shelves of the main cases that lined the walls of half a dozen rooms. Even Hatu had considered this a challenge but had found a ladder and had been undertaking the task of getting down as many as he could over the last few days.

He took a deep breath and trusted Bodai to keep a firm grip on the ladder as he attempted to stretch himself as much as possible. He pushed up slightly and the book moved a bit towards him but mostly to the right. He pushed up again on the right side of the book and it moved, again a little towards him, but mostly to the left. Alternating such pushes brought the big book almost within his grasp. Hatu repeated the motion until the book was overhanging far enough that he could feel it teeter and he made ready to grab it.

‘Hey!’ Hava shouted from the door.

Hatu’s head jerked around, and he felt the ladder twist as Bodai was also startled by the unexpected call. He started tilting backwards and knew the ladder was going to fall. He had jumped off too many roofs to hesitate. He launched himself away from the ladder, tucked and rolled, coming to rest on the floor with a bruised shoulder.

Bodai half-hopped, half-slid sideways to avoid both the ladder and Hatu landing on him, almost toppled backwards, but caught himself with an outstretched hand grasping the nearest shelf.

As the ladder struck the stone floor, Hava let out a bark of laughter at the effect of her greeting.

Hatu threw her a questioning look, finally registering the fact that his wife had suddenly appeared and broken his concentration. He had just started to rise when the large book he had been trying to retrieve began to slide over the edge.

‘Oh, no!’ shouted Bodai as he saw the massive volume start to fall from the bookcase.

Without thought, Hatu reached out, though the gesture was pointless: he was still on his knees, many yards away from where the book would land.

Suddenly, the book stopped falling.

Hava and Bodai both regarded the hovering book, their eyes widening in astonishment. They looked as one at Hatu who knelt on the stone floor, his right arm outstretched, his palm up and trembling slightly as if holding a weight. His eyes were also wide, and as he lowered his arm the book also slowly descended. When the back of his hand touched the stones, the book suddenly dropped half an inch, and they all heard the thud.

Hava said in a subdued voice, ‘How did you do that?’

As Bodai moved to inspect the book, Hatu rocked back onto his heels, as if kneeling in prayer. He whispered, ‘I have no idea.’

All three silently absorbed what they had just witnessed. At last, Hatu stood up and dusted himself off, saying, ‘So, you’re back!’ He smiled broadly and moved towards Hava, who hesitated for a moment, before stepping into her husband’s embrace.

She gave him a quick kiss and a brief but strong hug, then said, ‘So, is this what you’re doing while I’m at sea, floating books in the air?’

He chuckled, but with echoes of concern as much as humour. ‘No. I’ve never done anything like that before.’

Bodai shook his head. ‘At least you didn’t burn the library down.’

Hava shot a dark look at her husband’s old, stout teacher, indicating that she didn’t find this remark humorous. Her conversation just a few minutes earlier with Catharian had reminded her of the risk Hatu posed to himself and others.

Bodai shrugged and held up his hands a little, as if acknowledging it was an inappropriate jest. ‘Nothing like what you’re thinking about, but we have had …’

‘Sometimes we get a spark or a bit of smoke, here and there,’ said Hatu, trying to keep his tone light.

Changing the subject, Bodai asked Hava, ‘How was your voyage?’

‘Captured another ship and rescued … I guess about fifty? Maybe more.’

Bodai nodded. ‘We will make room and find work for them.’

‘Some want to go home,’ said Hava.

‘We’ll talk about that tomorrow. Right now, I expect you two would rather be alone.’ He made a shooing motion with his hand and said, ‘Hatu, we will resume our work in the morning.’

‘I’ll be here first thing,’ Hatushaly replied.

‘Not too early,’ added Hava, in an emphatic tone.

Bodai held up his hands, a gesture of surrender. ‘I will not object,’ he said. He watched as they departed, and took a last look around the library, which was slowly becoming as it had been intended, a place of study and scholarship. He sighed. Yes, it was coming along, he thought, but there was still so much more to do.

AS BOGARTIS’S COMPANY CRESTED THE small ridge, they came in sight of the coast. Below them waited the port of Toranda. They had travelled here from Marquenet. Off in the distance to the southwest, he could see the coastline curving towards the setting sun and vanishing in the distance. Beyond the town lay what was known as the Endless Depths. Obviously, they were not endless, thought Declan, as somewhere on a distant shore lived the raiders who had killed his wife and friends.

‘Looks fine,’ said Bogartis.

Declan nodded, feeling a tinge of relief that he was sure the others in the company shared. No one had known how far-ranging the attack on the coast had been. A few messages carried by pigeon had reached the baron just before Bogartis’s company had departed on this mission.

Port Calos lay a smouldering ruin, as did the larger towns along the coast from there to Baron Dumarch’s small garrison at the north headlands. They were still awaiting word from other gallopers who had been sent to the more distant coastal towns.

The attack that had killed the baron’s family had come from the south. Bogartis and Declan had seen the carnage, as those attempting to flee to Ilcomen had frantically tried to turn back to Marquensas only to be overrun and butchered by raiders.

The baron’s brother, Balven, had suspected that the southern ports, in Ilcomen, would also be in ruins, and that left Toranda as the most likely port to secure a large enough ship for Bogartis’s mission.

As they rode down the hillside to the port city, Declan could see several ships anchored at a short distance offshore. He was relieved that Balven had been correct in his conjecture.

A short while later they topped a small rise and could see the town in more detail. Barges and boats were shuttling between the ships and the port. The closer they got, the more it became evident that ships were loading, as the smaller crafts were returning to the city empty.

When they reached the gate two guards lowered their pikes in a warning gesture as a third moved towards Bogartis and Declan. ‘What’s your business?’ he demanded.

‘Baron’s orders,’ said Bogartis, reaching into his tunic and pulling out the pass bearing both the baron’s seal and Balven’s signature. He handed it down.

The soldier who received it merely glanced at the seal, and with obvious relief handed it back. Declan assumed that meant he couldn’t read but did recognize the seal.

‘You all that’s guarding this town?’ asked Bogartis.

‘No, there’s twenty more inside the city, but we’re spread thin, most watching the docks, in case … you know.’

Bogartis nodded. ‘Indeed.’

Declan understood. These three would have resisted had this company been raiders, but by the time help arrived, all would almost certainly be dead. Even the other twenty might not survive if confronting forty armed horsemen unless they could quickly close the gates.

The guard waved them through, and they entered the city. Toranda had existed long enough that a makeshift defensive wall had been erected over the decades. It ran as far to the south as Declan could see, bending slightly westwards and out of sight. The gate was wide, as it serviced all the wagons leaving the city with trade goods, as well as farmers, woodsmen, hunters, and other locals bringing their wares into the city to sell. Declan glanced southwards as they reached a small market square, and asked, ‘Another gate?’

Bogartis nodded. ‘Smaller, but there’s not much trade here. Why do you ask?’

‘Just want to know.’

As they turned their mounts to ride along the large road separating the docks from the town, Bogartis said, ‘Fastest way out?’

Declan nodded. ‘And fastest way in.’

Bogartis smiled. ‘You’re a quick study.’ He pointed. ‘The road out of the south gate runs to all the fishing villages along the peninsula a few miles shy of the point. There are a number of deer paths, goat trails, and shallow streams running down from the hills, and those hills are lightly forested. The southern side of those hills, all the way to the border of Ilcomen, is almost barren. Just scrub, wild goats, and a few wrecked fishing boats.’ He pointed to the west. ‘If someone was coming in from there, it would be by sea, I’m thinking.’

Declan nodded. There were no seaward defences and just sailing right into the docks would prove far easier than attempting to land somewhere else and marching overland. ‘Why did they not raid here?’

‘That’, said Bogartis, ‘is indeed the question. Why stop where they did, when they did?’ He shook his head. ‘We can only guess.’

As expected, the soldiers at the docks were doing their best to keep order in a frenzy of activity as the majority of residents were moving what they could to the ships, to flee from the prospect of attack.

Bogartis would need one of these ships, Declan judged, so as they sought stabling for the horses, he would spread the word that the assaults were apparently over. The news the raiders had left just as these ships were ready to put out should have many of these people turning around and hauling their property back to shore. He had a vague sense of amusement at the thought.

Declan was still a small village lad at heart, but the bitterness of the past few weeks had changed any sense of wonder he might once have felt at visiting a new place. His reaction to his first sight of Ilcomen or Marquenet, the awe he had felt, was less than a vague memory. This was just a place to evaluate, where best to defend should an attack come.

Beyond the issues of the moment, his purpose was simple: find anyone responsible in any way for the death of his wife and his friends.

Then end them.

A hollowness inside was all he experienced, and it had coloured his every conscious moment since he had awoken to learn that everything he loved had been taken from him. He did not speculate if revenge would fill that void. He just didn’t care. He had a purpose without expectation.

They halted at the southern end of the main street into the city, where it intersected with a broad stone road that ran between the city and the quay. The quayside was almost frantic with people hurrying all over to waiting boats and barges tied up alongside, with others lingering beyond for their opportunity to dock.

Bogartis waved over a nearby guard. ‘What is this, then?’

He was a young soldier, barely more than a boy, with a shock of dark hair that peeked out from various places under his helm, and sun-darkened skin that looked bronze with sunlight reflecting off the perspiration on his face and arms. Dark eyes regarded the company with an expression of hope. The guard asked, ‘You here from the baron?’

Bogartis nodded. He flashed the paper with the seal on it, and said, ‘Where’s everyone off to?’

‘Anywhere but here, I guess,’ said the guard. ‘It’s been like this since word arrived about the raids up the coast.’ He looked over his shoulder, then back at the captain. ‘You here to reinforce us?’

Bogartis shook his head no. ‘Order from the baron. We need a ship.’

The guard’s expression visibly changed at that answer. He almost sagged where he stood.

Declan quickly said, ‘It’s pretty quiet now from Marquenet down to here. The raiders seem to have left.’

Bogartis said, ‘Besides, by all reports, these people have nowhere else to go.’

The guard looked only a little relieved as he said to Bogartis, ‘Finding a ship is unlikely. Every captain in the city is doing the best he can to get people and their belongings away.’

Bogartis said, ‘We’ll manage.’ He smiled. ‘Pass the word the raiders have left.’ He looked around. ‘Stables?’

‘A few, but the closest is over that way,’ said the guard, pointing south and west.

Bogartis wheeled his horse to face his company. ‘Sixto, take the horses to that stable.’ He pointed to a handful of the others. ‘Go with him. The rest of you, dismount and grab your kits.’

The men quickly dismounted and Bogartis said to Sixto, ‘See what boarding will run to, and storage for the tack.’ He gave a slight bob with his head. ‘You know what to do.’

Sixto nodded and moved swiftly to take the reins of three other mounts and led the four horses south. Other men followed, and soon ten of them led forty mounts down the street, working hard to keep them under control and not let them shy at the townspeople rushing past.

Bogartis looked up and down the street, then pointed to a nearby inn. ‘Declan, you take that one.’ He indicated with his chin another inn a bit farther down the road. ‘I’ll take that one. See if you can find a broker, or captain, shipper, or whoever can give us a lead on a ship.’

Declan said, ‘I see what I can find, then come to you?’

‘Yes. And keep spreading word that the raids are over.’ Bogartis pointed to half the men and waved for them to follow.

The remainder followed Declan towards the inn. He glanced up and saw a painted sign, faded, but still visible, with a whale jumping over an anchor. ‘I assume’, he muttered, ‘this would be the Whale and Anchor.’

One of the men nearby chuckled.

As they entered the inn, they were surprised to find it almost empty. It was midday and Declan had expected there would be dockworkers eating and drinking. The barman shouted, ‘We don’t have much!’

Declan glanced to his right and then left and motioned for the men to take seats at nearby tables. Reaching the bar, he asked, ‘So what do you have?’

‘We’ve got a bit of cheese, some sausages, and perhaps enough ale for a mug or two for each of ya. Bread, fruit, vegetables, everything else has been gobbled up.’

‘People grabbing what they can?’

‘No, at least not here,’ said the barman. ‘Just we haven’t had any deliveries for nearly a week now, and we were due when all the trouble started. The local farmers have cleared out.’

Declan nodded. All the farms they had passed for the last few days had been abandoned.

‘And the two local bakers closed up and left a couple of days ago.’ The barman looked at Declan’s men. ‘Even the gamblers, thieves, and whores have fled. I’m the only one here, so you’ll have to wait a bit.’

Declan said, ‘I’ve worked in an inn before. I’ll fetch the ale while you get the food …’

‘Litwick,’ answered the barman. ‘Name’s Litwick.’

Declan moved around the bar and found stacks of mugs and began filling them from the ale tap. ‘Before you run to the kitchen, where do we find a broker or ship’s master?’

‘No broker, but the captains are usually over at the Hungry Tiger’, he nodded in the direction Bogartis had headed towards, ‘or here at the Jumping Whale.’

As Litwick vanished into the kitchen, Declan finished filling the first four mugs. ‘Jumping Whale,’ he muttered. ‘Well, I got that wrong.’

THEY HAD SECURED A SHIP, the Brigida, a trading schooner just big enough to hold the company and supplies. Forty armed men, combined with an ample purse of the baron’s gold, convinced the captain that a trip across to South Tembria was just the charter he needed, and he began refunding whatever payment he had taken to the locals who had sought passage. As Declan anticipated, once word spread that the attacks were over, people turned around and started ferrying their belongings back into town. Several men who lived here had approached both Bogartis and Declan in the inns asking if it was true and the reply that they were the baron’s men, come from Marquenet, had been greeted with relief.

Bogartis had spent the balance of the previous day spreading the word that the baron was offering work and a safe haven in Marquenet for any skilled workers, and a berth for soldiers and sailors. By the time the company of mercenaries had boarded, activity at the dock had ceased and a line of those who had remained in the city could be seen leaving by the gate through which Declan and the company had entered. Bogartis had words with the baron’s remaining troops and suggested they send a message asking whether they should stay or return to the capital as well.

The stable to which Sixto and the others had taken the horses was empty, and a quick tour of the small city revealed no lodgings for the mounts, as the other stables – livery or traders’ – were abandoned. With no one to buy the horses, the mercenaries rode them to the edge of a nearby meadow and turned them loose. For a brief minute Declan pondered taking the time to remove their iron shoes but decided these animals were of too good quality to not be caught soon. Someone smart enough to put out a bale of sweet feed and start roping them, then tying them to a long lead line, would have them in tow in a few hours. Declan suspected that person might even end up selling them back to the baron.

Bogartis arranged to keep the tack stored with the proprietor of the Jumping Whale and they boarded the ship.

Declan took a quick tour of the Brigida, feeling it necessary to understand how best to defend it as if it were a fortress or a town, simply as something he must do. He noticed Bogartis also was considering the possibility of a sea attack. He moved to stand beside the captain and asked, ‘Pirates?’

Bogartis nodded. ‘Ever fought at sea before?’

Declan shook his head.

‘Few in our company have. I hate it. You not only have to worry about some bastard lopping your head off, but the deck is rolling under your feet, it’s wet, sometimes there’s a fire, and there’s more than enough debris scattered across the decks to trip over. If they see you coming, they’ll even lay traps aboard their own ship should you drive them back: poisoned barbs, trip wires, and other surprises.

‘It’s why most experienced pirates use big, heavy blades – cutlasses and falchions, even big sabres. They come at you quick, hacking away to keep you off balance, and there’s little time for skill.’

‘What do you do?’ asked Declan.

‘Don’t let them get close if you can help it and skewer the bastards the second there’s an opening. If you do get close, get closer, under their swing, and look for weak spots. Most pirates don’t like wearing armour; it’s a quick way to a drowning.’

Declan nodded. ‘Thanks.’

Bogartis said nothing, just letting out a long breath, almost a sigh. Declan wondered if that was fatigue or something else.

HAVA AWOKE TO FIND HATU’S side of the bed empty. As soon as she had got him alone she’d pulled him into bed and after sex, they had bathed together. At some point after eating and more sex, they’d both fallen into a deep, contented sleep.

She looked out of the window and saw that the sky was lightening to the east and judged the sun would rise over the sea in less than half an hour. She knew exactly where Hatu would be and found herself angry with that realization.

Their childhood together had been controlled by the school unless they were given an assignment, either training or working with a crew, and then circumstances controlled what they did together and apart. But their short tenure together in Beran’s Hill had changed things.

Their false marriage had originally been created for apparently conflicting reasons by Masters Zusara and Kugal, so that Hava could watch Hatu and kill him should he become a danger to the Kingdom of Night. Bodai’s reason was to keep Hatu as far from the Council as possible to ensure his safety until the Flame Guard could abduct him and bring him here. During the brief time they had acted as a young couple setting up an inn and operating it, they had fallen into the habits of a married couple. They were up at dawn, preparing for the day’s business, tending to travellers, cleaning up, everything needed. That routine had turned them into what they pretended to be, a married couple. The unique experience for them was that, except when Hatu took a wagon down to Marquenet for wine, whisky, barrels of ale, and occasionally additional produce not found locally, they were together. Every minute.

Even when they had been in school as children, the girls and boys had been segregated when they were out of class, though occasionally they had time for some play. Hatu and Hava had gravitated towards each other, Hatu pulling Donte in his wake, and the three had become inseparable. Now she understood there was some larger purpose, that just by being with Hatushaly she had mitigated his dangerous potential. She was still unclear how that worked, and pretty much didn’t care, because the time with him since they had reached Beran’s Hill had deepened the bond to that of marriage in truth. She had gone through with the ceremony more than willingly, even with enthusiasm, though her nature prevented her from showing how much it meant. That and her training; and from that sprang her doubts.

She knew Hatu was as adept at hiding his feelings when a mask was demanded, despite his temper as a boy. Even Donte, who had the most insolent attitude she had ever seen in another student, could master a role when required.

She got out of bed and quickly dressed, making her way down the steps from their apartment above the main floor of the structure and then heading through a series of halls to the library. As she had expected, she found Hatushaly bent over the large volume he had magically saved the day before.

Hava stood motionless for a long moment, feeling an emptiness inside that was alien to her. Part of her wondered why it was so troubling. Another part of her was becoming angry, as she felt that if this was where he preferred to be, she’d prefer to eat alone.

Just as she turned to leave, he said, without taking his eyes off the page, ‘Come over here and look at this.’

She was slightly surprised he had noticed her arrival, as more than anyone she had met Hatu could lose himself in study to the point of ignoring any distraction around him. He had quietly read books and scrolls while surrounded by workmen banging away on wood with hammers, breaking up stone with picks, seemingly oblivious to chaos around him.

She moved to stand just behind him and peered over his shoulder. ‘What?’

‘Can you read this?’

Hava needed only a moment. ‘Like nothing I’ve seen before.’

‘It’s Delk.’

‘What is that?’

‘I don’t know,’ answered Hatu with a furrowed brow. ‘All I know is the moment I opened the book and looked at the first page, I knew it was a language called Delk.’

There had been enough unexpected revelations about Hatu’s abilities since coming here that Hava didn’t doubt this. ‘How?’

He shrugged. ‘I just knew.’

‘Can you read it?’ Curiosity drove away her annoyance at his having left their bed early. She knew it would return, but at the moment she was as fascinated by his discovery as he was.

Hatu studied the oddly shaped symbols that crammed the page and finally said, ‘Sort of …’ He stared at it and then in a hushed tone said, ‘It’s like the … words are … explaining themselves. The longer I look, the more they begin to make sense.’

From behind them a voice said, ‘What makes sense?’

It was Bodai.

He said, ‘Is that—’

‘The book we fetched down yesterday,’ said Hatu.

‘The one he caught,’ added Hava.

‘And you can read it?’ Bodai asked.

‘I think so,’ Hatu replied after a moment.

‘That’s nothing I’ve seen before,’ said the old teacher.

Hava said, ‘I’m hungry. I expect neither of you are, correct?’

Saying nothing, they simultaneously waved her away without taking their eyes off the page.

Hava shook her head in resignation. ‘Of course.’

As she turned to depart the vaulted library, a flash of colour caught her eye. She took a step over to one of the shelves and reached out, grabbing an orange. ‘Bodai …’ she said.

Bodai and Hatu turned to look at her. ‘What?’ asked the teacher.

She tossed the orange underhand to Bodai. ‘Eating while you work?’

Bodai caught the fruit and inspected it. ‘Not mine.’ He looked at Hatu.

‘Not mine either,’ Hatu said. ‘One of the workers we had removing some rubble must have put it there and forgotten it. We’ve got lots of oranges from Marquensas.’

Bodai nodded as Hatu returned his attention to the large tome, and Hava departed.

The old man looked at the orange again. He turned from Hatu and walked a short distance away, behind another shelf.

He gave the orange a sniff and then stuck his thumb into the skin, peeling it back. He pulled off the loose peel until the flesh within was revealed. It was a dark orange in colour. A quick bite and he savoured the sweetness.

He slowly looked around the library as if seeking something and then down at the partially eaten orange in his hand. Softly he said, ‘You are delicious, but you are not from Marquensas.’

He slowly returned to where Hatu still sat on the floor, hunched over, and realized that his student hadn’t noticed him moving away. With a slight shake of his head, he walked over to an old chair next to a large wooden table that had been uncovered when the debris had been removed and sat down slowly. Shifting his weight back, he let out a long breath and pulled out another wedge of orange which he popped into his mouth while he pondered the sudden appearance of this unexpected snack.

   


• CHAPTER TWO •

An Unexpected Arrival, Request, and Escapes

Donte looked towards the gate as a company of riders came through, dust-coated and exhausted. The horses also seemed close to ruin. For a brief moment he stood confused: they wore one sort of garb, but instinctively he knew that this was a company of trained light cavalry.

In the lead were two men, both dressed as commoners, but from the quality of their horses and tack, they were not, or they were exceptionally enterprising horse thieves. Given their armed escort, he assumed they were nobles travelling incognito.

Curiosity overcame his concern about the guards, especially as Deakin wasn’t on duty today. Donte and the soldier who had tried to garrotte him had unfinished business: both knew it, and when circumstances warranted one or the other would be dead. The other soldiers in the garrison had no idea of the enmity that Donte held in check, which was rare for a young man renowned for his temper and lack of impulse control back home, but when strongly motivated, Donte could restrain himself if he needed to.

He finished settling a large stone into place, having mastered some basic skills in the mason’s trade, constructing new walls in the city of Marquenet. He had no love for stonework, but he had come to appreciate the skills needed to do masonry well.

Donte was not studious or as curious about how things worked as Hatu, or even Hava, but he did pick up skills quickly. It was his grandfather, Master Kugal, who had almost literally beaten into him the dictum that to do something, and not do it well, was a failure. His grandson might not do a task as well as another, but he must do it as well as he could.

Donte had also come to take personal pride in having hidden skills. He was almost as good an archer as Hava and Hatu, though only he knew that, and he could successfully play many roles, at least at apprentice level, such as cook, carpenter, skinner and tanner, blacksmith, and dyer. Now he could add apprentice mason to his list.

Seeing the stone was properly fitted, he turned away and headed down the steps to where more work remained, but instead of fetching another stone, he moved with purpose to where the riders were pulling up. He had learned very young that people who appear to be about some immediate business were mostly ignored compared to people lingering aimlessly, skulking in doorways or loitering at corners.

No one attempted to halt him as he reached the gate in the old wall surrounding the baron’s castle and saw the troop of riders had reined in. He continued to walk as close to the wall as possible, then turned as if examining an item on a workbench that had been neglected since this portion of the old wall was repaired. He pretended to measure the keenness of a chisel’s edge while listening.

Donte could hear voices, though not every word was clear. He put down the chisel and picked up an abandoned set of callipers, used to measure smaller stones, and then an empty sack, slinging it over his right shoulder. He moved slightly closer to the riders, pausing over a pile of discarded stones, then knelt, pretending to measure a decent-sized piece, before putting it in the sack. He slipped to the side of the gate, then moved past a guard who threw him a momentary glance and continued a short way to another pile of rocks.

A quick examination confirmed the riders were not mere mercenaries, but elite soldiers or household guards. While their manner of dress, and even their mounts’ tack, varied there was a uniformity to their demeanour he’d never seen in mercenary bands. And the horses and tack, their weapons and boots were all well-tended and of high quality. If these were mercenary guards, they were better paid than any he had encountered, Donte thought with amusement, and he had met many during his youthful travels.

He lingered at the gate for a few minutes, picking up snatches of conversation, but little of what he heard made sense. He confirmed these were personal guards of someone important, from the east. That much he had assumed just by the likely origin of their travel – no one of importance close by hadn’t already reached Marquenet. Still, as he meandered past the gate on his return, he did hear one word that made the hair on his neck stand on end: ‘church’.

Like all of those from Coaltachin, Donte’s distrust of the Church of the One was ingrained from birth. They were a rising power, with no apparent allegiance to a single place, but rather to a belief, and they were establishing influence in an ever-expanding sphere, with an agenda none of the Masters of the Kingdom of Night could fathom. If someone of rank from that church was here to see the baron, something even worse than what Donte had witnessed so far was possible.

His strong reaction was followed by a momentary confusion that literally caused him to stop moving, as he thought he heard something spoken in the language of his own home, Coaltachin. It had been whispered. He quickly tried to determine by whom but when he focused on it, he found silence, then muttering in the language of Sandura, answered by something in another language he didn’t understand.

Shaking his head slightly as he gathered himself and moved away, he put aside his momentary distraction and concentrated on what was right before him, the retinue of a very important noble probably speaking with the baron on some critical matter.

Donte knew that soon whatever was being discussed up in that castle would be the foundation of gossip from one end of the city to the other. How accurate it was would depend on what level of secrecy the baron demanded, so the value of such gossip was dubious at best.

Donte saw that the sun was setting and knew that soon the work crews would be ushered into the large mess. While the guards might be a bit lax when the work was underway – too many prisoners in the workforce moving from one place to another – there would be a headcount and his absence would be noticed. Deciding he had better return to his work, he was about to move past the waiting horsemen when a voice from behind him shouted, ‘Donte!’

He turned to see Balven standing next to a sergeant whose name escaped him at the moment, but there was no mistaking the tone of voice of the man who was second only to the baron in importance in Marquensas.

‘Sir?’

‘Drop those tools and come with me.’

Donte shrugged and did as instructed, his mind racing between two thoughts: first, this gave him a perfect reason not to be at his assigned job should he be missed, and second, he wondered what possible trouble he could be in at this time, given he’d done nothing but what he was told since the last time Balven interrogated him.

DONTE SAT WHERE BALVEN INDICATED. The adviser to the baron put a finger to his lips, indicating silence. Donte thought this a strange-looking room, with a single chair, a writing desk, and a very odd metal cylinder protruding from the wall with a rubber ringed stopper in it. Balven removed the stopper, again indicating the need for silence. It took Donte a moment to realize he could hear voices through the metal tube, and he leaned closer to the opening. When his ear was less than an inch from it, those voices became clear enough that he could follow what they said. Donte had spent enough time being schooled in spycraft – even if he hadn’t always paid close attention – to know that this tube was connected somehow to another room close by, so the baron’s agent could eavesdrop on whoever was in that room, and the writing desk was there so he could transcribe what he heard. He smiled in appreciation.

Balven leaned close and whispered in his other ear. ‘Once the stopper is removed, sound from this room will carry down below, so listen closely, and mark what is said. Make notes here should you need to, but as long as that stopper is out, make no sound as if your life depended on silence, because it does.’

Donte let out a long-held breath as Balven left the room. He had no idea why he was the one who had to listen but suspected it would prove to be something significant. One thing he did know: if it was important, there might be a way he could turn this task to his own benefit, just as not doing as he was told would bring harsh results.

He had always been a fractious child, taking unnecessary risks for the sheer pleasure of defying authority, even when it led to a beating. Still, since he had been captured by the Sisters of the Deep and set on a new course, to find Hatushaly and kill him – for reasons he still did not remotely understand – he was learning that the rebellious behaviour of his younger days was often not useful. He considered that just a year earlier he would have likely waited a few minutes, then peered out of the door to see if there was a possible escape route, even this deep in the castle.

He knew eventually he needed to leave; looking for Hatu was a slight itch, often forgotten, but always returning. If he left … when he left, he amended to himself, he’d rather do it at leisure, not running from a company of the baron’s soldiers.

Donte resigned himself to learning more patience and entertaining fewer impulsive choices and turned his attention to the listening port. He heard a door opening and a voice saying, ‘Your Eminence. This is unexpected.’ Donte recognized the baron’s voice.

‘My lord,’ said another man, whom Donte presumed was the one addressed as Eminence. ‘Circumstances forced me to arrive as a supplicant; I, with my retainers, seek sanctuary.’

There was a moment of silence, and Donte could only imagine what was occurring, but he suspected this request was shocking enough to keep Baron Daylon and his half-brother silent for a moment.

Donte adjusted his chair and settled in.

BARON DAYLON DUMARCH COULD NOT hide his astonishment. Since the slaughter of his family, his every waking minute had been coloured by dark thoughts of revenge. Even returning Marquensas to a semblance of its old prosperity was to serve his mission, which was to build a vast fleet to carry a massive army across the sea and crush those who had taken away everything he cherished, but in this one instance his surprise was so profound even that dark desire was banished.

He turned away from Episkopos Bernardo Delnocio and looked at Balven, who clearly also couldn’t conceal his amazement. They simply looked at one another for a long moment, then Balven gave his brother a slight nod, which both men knew meant, ‘We should talk about this later in private.’

With a wave of his hand, Daylon indicated that the episkopos should sit as servants entered through the open door, bearing refreshments. The baron and Bernardo sat down. No one spoke while being served and eventually the servants departed.

Balven took up his usual position, standing at Daylon’s right, and spared a moment to study the short man who stood at the prelate’s right. He knew him by reputation as Marco Belli, rumoured a dangerous man: spy, assassin, and master of a lethal network of agents. There were stories about him that defied belief, yet Balven knew all such stories were founded in truth.

Despite rumours about Belli, there was no doubt that his master, Bernardo, was as powerful a figure within the Church of the One as existed. That had been Balven’s assumption until a few moments earlier when Bernardo Delnocio had requested sanctuary.

Balven’s first concern was his brother’s safety. He had Donte listening in to catch anything that might reference the part played by the Kingdom of Night, or by these mysterious Azhante, for just that reason. This Episkopos of the Church of the One currently posed no threat to Daylon, here in the heart of his own keep. There were guards outside the door who would be through in an instant should they be called, but just the mere presence of both Bernardo Delnocio and Marco Belli made Balven fear more danger was on its way, perhaps even more than the invasion had posed.

‘Sanctuary?’ said Daylon at last. ‘I must say it’s more surprising a request than any I could imagine. I’ve met with some of your … former’ – he raised a questioning eyebrow, and Bernardo nodded – ‘co-religionists over the years.’ He paused, then said, ‘You are welcome to rest, but given our recent invasion, you’ll understand that I’m cautious of any guest. We’ll try to make you comfortable for a few days, though Marquenet is hardly what it once was, but still, we shall try to be worthy hosts.

‘But sanctuary implies you’re in need of protection and that is something I’m hardly in any position to offer. Your reputation reached even to our distant halls, and as you were reputed to be a very powerful man within your church, I assume you now have powerful enemies.’ He paused, then in an emphatic tone added, ‘The one thing I most certainly do not need now is more enemies.’ He paused again and continued more calmly, ‘So, why don’t you assume I know nothing, and tell me the story?’

‘It’s a very long story, my lord, and I must confess not a story I wish to tell, but necessity drives us often in directions we do not wish to take. That is why we are here, now.

‘As I said, it’s a long story but in the end, you’ll know how to best prepare for what is certainly coming next. To begin with, I am betrayed by my allies. Or if not true allies, people against whom I thought I had no cause, or they against me.’ He visibly sagged a little in his chair and his tone indicated uncertainty. ‘At least so I was led to believe.’

Daylon said nothing, but with a small wave of his hand indicated that Bernardo should continue.
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