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			What strength it must be, to carry kindness
and care without complaint.
Love you, mum.

		
	
		
		
			‘A soft touch leaves no scars.’

			The Lady Martyr

			

		
	
		
			‘The Mistral is our God. A common sentiment. This phrase is both true and false. It flows across the face of Mycenia in two, distinct currents comprised of aether that we perceive as curtains of light, which match each other’s passage in a helix-type fashion. These are the World Wind of Constant, which is worshipped as a faith under the title of Constantism, and the World Wind of Zephyr, the faith of Zephyrism. Leaving aside the moral labels and interpretation of its effects, the Mistral is a current of energy that bestows the people of the continent with abilities, and affects the seasons and world in much the same manner as the sun. If the sun could allow people to fly, meld stone with their hands, and fundamentally alter the science of reality itself.

			‘The Mistral has always been there, wending its way through a waxing and waning cycle like the moon, changing its route back-and-forth over the realms that we, the people of Mycenia, reside in. At its zenith each month, it releases aether in cascades over the lands below it. This is thought to be the moment when people receive their Roots, or more simply, their ability to use aether. But returning to the key claim, ‘the Mistral is our God’. This is where people divide. Many see divine intelligence in the affectation of who is given what power, and in the cause-and-effect of natural miracles or disasters. Others claim that is nothing more than a wilful attribution of sentience to something that has no more a mind than the seas and sky.

			‘Unsure what to believe? You would not be the first.’

			Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal

		
	
		
			Prologue

			We know red

			Year 262 – Second Era

			The realm of Terrius

			Fields of red wheat stretched as far as the eye could see. In ranks unnumbered, they covered the plains of Terrius from the city’s edge to the far-off horizon. The wheat was a dense crop, leaves and kernels clustered tightly, so as the air flowed between them it was with a sound akin to a sigh. When the wind blew, the land breathed with it.

			Dalia Fenway watched from the black stone balcony of her domain, the towering Fort Conqueror, castle and palace combined. A regal hand gripped the balustrade with nails painted gold. Dark skin, brown eyes, and a noble face lit by the amber dusk that illuminated the land she ruled with purpose. Plain robes revealed arms, neck and a face covered in angular white tattoos that mimicked the veins underneath her skin. Her hard-won Ngari, a map-of-deeds that was added to with each successive triumph. No other had acquired tattoos like hers.

			She filled the balcony, eyes tracking the sun as it marched toward the horizon.

			‘The heart of Mycenia …’ Dalia whispered. The land sighed in response.

			She offered a prayer to the sky, seeking the reassuring sign of the Mistral. It was absent, far to the south, returning in the following weeks. The earthy air and the fresh aromas of the river argued for her to stay, but she picked up her staff, and stepped inside, light billowing in behind her.

			A long processional hall of polished black stone, ceiling looming above. An occasional unlit brazier upon the walls. Further on, three large windows let in the setting sun.

			She ignored the two women positioned silently in the gloom. Clothed in respectful black, their gaze roamed for threats. They were as hard as the stone they stood upon. Dalia raised an eyebrow at the third.

			‘What is it?’

			Tsail Rose, blood-sister and advisor to the throne, respectfully lowered her eyes.

			‘You said an hour was all you required,’ she said softly.

			Dalia frowned. ‘No, I said leave the ambassador and his coterie alone for an hour.’

			Tsail Rose was clothed in regal robes of coal with auric trim. The tattoos of her own Ngari detailed an illustrious life spent in service of the realm that spread up her arms and neck. She politely lifted her gaze. ‘The chamber we have left them in is cramped for a group of that size. Perhaps we should allow them to venture out? Otherwise, they might be finding it … unpleasant.’

			Tsail Rose smiled as she said this. After a moment, Dalia returned it.

			‘A diplomatic mission that hasn’t washed in weeks, a shame that room gets stuffy.’

			Tsail Rose suppressed a laugh, and Dalia led her guards and advisor down the hall.

			‘How did it go?’ Dalia said softly.

			Knowing what she meant, Tsail mirrored her tone. ‘Swan did very well. The baptism is not easy for a fourteen-year-old. Your daughter has the attention of a bird first finding its wings.’

			Dalia grunted, ‘Morain had better treat her like any other acolyte.’

			‘I don’t think “easy” is a word the High Priestess understands. Even I would be scared of Morain. Regardless, Swan was very brave.’

			‘My daughter has spine enough for ten women.’

			‘She inherited that from her mother.’

			‘And her mother’s sister …’ Dalia remarked dryly.

			Her blood-sister, advisor and confidante, barely restrained an eyeroll. ‘I fear my influence would be of the more disruptive kind, my lady.’

			‘I remember you as the model acolyte.’

			‘You were always drunk back then,’ Tsail muttered under her breath, preventing the guards from hearing.

			Dalia chuckled. It surprised her. She couldn’t remember the last time laughter had filled these halls. She stopped in front of the open windows. Glancing out, she surveyed the mighty river Ax, hundreds of feet wide, as it wound its way south-west. A glittering blue surface, flowing beneath them out of sight.

			The tiny bloom of a headache touched Dalia’s temples.

			‘Tell me of this ambassador from the east,’ she ordered.

			‘His name is Hunan Var Astra,’ Tsail replied. ‘He represents a Legacy of middling reputation, with no major claims to power or influence. He is inelegant, and clumsy with his words, and attempts to compensate for his mediocre political skill with a number of attendants that seems farcical.’

			Dalia scowled. The Legacies of the east were powerful families who ruled the land of Eron, their greatest rival. She searched for recognition. ‘Legacy Var Astra, I don’t even know the name.’

			‘We believe they are a small family, of little note,’ Tsail Rose replied. ‘For our spies to not be aware of them means they rank far down the hierarchy of the Eron nobility.’

			‘To not even send a representative from one of the leading Legacies is a calculated insult.’

			Tsail’s jaw tightened. ‘A deliberate slight. That is unacceptable.’

			Dalia felt frustration. ‘I needed a Merit-Elector. If Eron will not send one of its rulers, what use are these discussions?’

			There was a pause broken only by the rush of the river below. Dalia rounded on Tsail. ‘Has he given reason as to why he is here, and a Merit-Elector is not?’

			‘None were delivered upon arrival –’ Tsail Rose paused – ‘but we have—’

			‘Left him in the ante-vestibule for an hour, I know,’ Dalia interrupted irritably.

			The roar of the river Ax below usually soothed her easily ignited fury. It was failing to do so on this occasion.

			‘It is as you said. They are trying to provoke us,’ Tsail Rose remarked.

			‘Small victory in being right,’ Dalia sighed. Another twinge of pain shot through her as the headache firmly took hold. One of the guards let out a tiny cough.

			‘Silence,’ Tsail Rose snapped furiously.

			Mortified, the guard bowed her head. Dalia ignored the interruption.

			‘Have the court convene. I would ask all of my blood and bond-sisters to bear witness to whatever empty words this man brings. Perhaps then they can see the wisdom in this narrow course I chart between war and cowardice.’

			Tsail hesitated, face half lit by the setting sun.

			‘My lady, I confess I am still puzzled as to why you insist on these talks, despite Eron’s reluctance to engage with them.’

			‘They are important matters.’

			‘Of course, but the only issue of real note seems to be where we draw our border in the Traverse.’

			‘The Traverse is the most important stretch of neutral territory in Mycenia.’

			‘Yes, my lady.’

			‘If we withdraw troops even further west, we cede far too much control over the only reliable stretch of land between each side of the continent.’

			Tsail Rose looked conflicted, wary of arguing too fiercely with her Queen Marshall. ‘Terrius must be strong, yes …’

			‘I do not need to be convinced of such,’ Dalia muttered. Undeterred, Tsail Rose pressed on.

			‘… but my lady, these talks have dragged on for months. We seem to be the only party interested in making real progress. And surely, we do not need a Merit-Elector present to simply refuse their demands? You have delayed action for …’

			Tsail Rose trailed off as Dalia turned to regard her. The Queen Marshall of Terrius knew what troubled her advisor. It was whispered in all corners of the court. That Dalia had another reason for drafting these new accords. A secret purpose, that she would not share with even those closest to her. She was aware Tsail Rose had been approached many times, sisters unable to believe she was not party to Dalia’s plan.

			Tsail bowed her head. ‘I only seek understanding to better serve you.’

			Dalia gestured at the guards. They immediately retreated a few more paces away. Her mouth felt dry, and a shiver crossed her skin as she stepped close to Tsail.

			‘We are upon the precipice. Things move behind the noise, events that threaten the Octet Alliance. Not for a hundred years have the realms truly warred with each other. Terrius is the inspiration for this. We are the Crimson Court, home of the Red Host, greatest military the world has ever seen. The Mistral is fading. Each year it weakens as we continue to fail in restoring it, or to even discover a means of doing so. The other realms bicker and make plays for power rather than joining us in our mission to figure out how we might save our God! We are running out of …’

			She broke off. Tsail said nothing. Dalia searched for the right words, wary of saying too much, of putting her blood-sister in danger. Knowledge was a dangerous thing, and what Tsail did not know, could not hurt her.

			‘We are the inspiration that all should follow, but very few recognize that. They look instead to our eastern twin. Eron, the realm that thinks it leads all the others. I need one of their rulers. I need a Merit-Elector.’

			She fell silent. Tsail Rose’s eyes searched her face.

			‘Why, my lady? What is it you need them for?’

			Dalia said nothing, and after a moment, Tsail Rose’s eyes flickered, betraying a hurt that her blood-sister could not trust her. Dalia ached to unburden herself, yearned for it. But if Tsail Rose knew what she knew …

			She could not risk it.

			Tsail Rose recovered swiftly, always collected. ‘In any case, the Eronese have sent an ambassador, so the contention of borders in the Traverse can be decided.’

			‘I will hear his thoughts,’ Dalia muttered.

			This was met with a frown from her advisor.

			‘It is the lifeline of Mycenia, the green belt of the Octet Alliance. If we cede influence on the only stretch of land that safely spans the continent, what else might we lose?’

			Dalia allowed the overly emotional outburst. From others she would not.

			‘They are afraid of us,’ she stated firmly.

			‘They should be,’ retorted Tsail Rose fervently. ‘We are the realm of Terrius, we are the women of the Lady Martyr and the true daughters of the Mistral. Is weakness to be our method of negotiation?’

			Tsail Rose’s voice echoed as she finished. The silence stretched dangerously as Dalia coldly regarded her advisor, who realized her overstep.

			‘My Lady, I spoke with disrespect,’ Tsail Raise said quietly.

			Dalia glanced out of the windows and considered her role in all this.

			She was the Queen Marshall of the Crimson Court, the two-armed government of Terrius. She ruled the Red Host, the largest army in recorded history. She inspired the Constantist Church in the west, leading the true faith of the Mistral. She was the war hero that had led Terrius to its first victories against their once masters, the hated Imperial Dynasty to the south. The first leader to have any shred of influence with the Octet Alliance at large.

			She searched once more for the sight of the Mistral through the window, but the sky was empty. The sun flared in her eyes as fatigue gripped her body. Not the nourishing sensation of physical action, but the pervasive ache of responsibility.

			Dalia sighed deeply, one hand going to her forehead.

			‘Inform the ambassador that I will attend them shortly.’

			Tsail murmured a reply and departed. Dalia set her staff against the wall and stepped into the window, letting the last rays of the day play across her face.

			The same guard coughed again.

			‘If you cannot be silent, you will leave,’ Dalia spat.

			The guards departed. Finally alone, Dalia slumped, the upright posture she maintained at all times easing in solitude. Tsail’s words weighed on her as the river sparkled beneath her.

			Eron.

			It tried her considerable patience. Terrius dominated the west of Mycenia, and Eron the east. Where Terrius venerated the black of obsidian edifices, towering cities of coal-deep stone and tenebrous garb, Eron was a realm of shining white marble, soaring cerulean heraldry and philosophical posturing. Most offensively, while both realms were followers of the true faith of Mycenia, the religion of Constantism, Eron claimed ultimate understanding, and differed in doctrinal interpretation, preaching of technological advancement as a means of worship by developing their understanding of the Mistral in new ways. Mechanical, unclean ways.

			Dalia felt anger simmer within her. It was as Tsail Rose had said, the sisters of Terrius were the scions of Constantism. Honouring the traditions and words of the Lady Martyr and the sacred text so they might better fulfil the Mistral’s divine will. It seared an ugly wound into the heart of every Terrius to know a bastardized mockery of their faith existed in such strength.

			Dalia could not deny, however, that Eron was the seat of the Octet Alliance, that ancient pact between the free countries of Mycenia some two hundred and forty years ago. Eron was, therefore, the mediator, and often judge, of disputes between nations. It had political influence far above what Dalia and her court could muster. They had phenomenally powerful aetherists, the wielders of aether, who could easily challenge the aetherists of Terrius in battle. They were a disciplined and well-trained army, with technological inventions that could turn even the lowest peasant into a deadly foe.

			It sickened her, but she needed Eron. More specifically, one of their Merit-Electors. She had kept her plans from Tsail Rose to keep her safe, but events had been put into motion that could not be denied. For years she had sought to maintain the peace of the Octet Alliance.

			And if she did not act, one of the two great realms would fall.

			Eron.

			Or Terrius.

			There was only Dalia that stood before the storm. Only united could they save the Mistral. It was the giver of life, of aether, the energy that made up the universe. Dalia burned with impotent rage. So much time wasted. If the realms of Mycenia had only worked together, perhaps a solution could have been found. Dalia had tried to force Eron to send a Merit-Elector to speak with her as a last-ditch effort to avoid disaster. For if Terrius and Eron were united, all the rest of the Octet Alliance would be forced to listen.

			But they had not come, and Dalia was alone …

			Nausea joined her other symptoms. She gave a hollow laugh.

			‘The hour grows late, and illness comes to claim me,’ she mumbled. The sun continued its deliberate descent below the horizon, the narrow trio of windows now the only light in the hallway. The wheat still breathed evenly, just audible over the river. The air felt very cold. Uneasy, Dalia glanced in the direction Tsail and the guards had vanished.

			The polished stone betrayed nothing but gloom.

			She turned back toward the balcony. The shadows were deep and heavy. Dalia firmly ground the butt of her staff into the floor. Its grooved surface soothed her, the relic weapon of the Lady Martyr herself, founder of the realm of Terrius. Named Defiance, it was made from flexium. A steel with blue marbling, combining metal and the magical blue krystal called Resonant, during the forging process. It served both as an impossibly strong weapon, and aetheric focus for her manifesting.

			She focused on her aetheric core, that innate core of energy that all living beings possessed, and let her Root manifest. It pulsed within her, a warm glow within her chest, and the staff hummed in sympathy. Roots were something between an ability and the natural way in which a person manifested their aether. Dalia was a Soulwright. Her Root let her sense the aetheric current of reality – the energy the Mistral gave to the world. She could detect living beings and any device powered by aether. Dalia looked with her eyes …

			… then she looked with her mind.

			She perceived a celestial sheet, a velvet carpet of darkness that flickering crimson motes bobbed upon. Her city, and the people that lived within it, bound and made up of aether, gifted by the Mistral. Her Root threw her awareness high above the city, something between a bird and a spirit. She looked down at the aetheric canvas of the place she ruled. Thousands upon thousands of people stretching out in a web of light against the lifeless dark. Small reddish motes swarming the banks of the river, and the massive edifice of Fort Conqueror, the seat of her domain.

			She searched for what troubled her. The lights in the Fort were clustered in major areas. The court, the training grounds and barracks, the chapels. But near her, nothing. In fact, there seemed to be a strange lack of aether in her vicinity. With a blink she dismissed her Root, retreating back into her body. The hall was as calm and quiet as an empty night.

			Yet, the unease remained. Frustrated, Dalia began to leave, directing one final stare back to the balcony doors she had left ajar.

			The doors were closed.

			Dalia froze. The shadows were thick, and her eyes were arrestingly pushed away from the area as though a polarized magnet recoiled her gaze.

			There was a figure standing in the dark. A black silhouette that stepped forward, buckled leather garb and a sword upon their belt. She tried to see their face, but a cloth was drawn up over the mouth and nose, and it was too dark to see their eyes.

			Unease became cold disdain.

			‘It is unwise to come upon a Queen without warning.’

			There was no response.

			Dalia felt a deep-seated, burning revulsion. Tiny beads of sweat broke out on her brow.

			‘Will you not name yourself?’

			A statue would have seemed more alive than this shade.

			‘For you to behave with such disrespect, I must assume you are a man. You walk where none of your kind may tread, for the halls of my house are not for you.’ Her grip tightened on her staff, the white tattoos of her Ngari shifting against the corded muscles of her forearm. Her eye stung as a rivulet of sweat ran down her face. Angrily, she wiped it away, a wave of vertigo nudging her. The unease returned as her symptoms worsened.

			Something was wrong. Deeply wrong.

			‘I bring a message for Dalia Fenway.’

			The voice was soft, and indeed masculine. She loathed its tone, its cadence, its … she loathed everything about this intruder.

			‘You have found her,’ she rasped.

			The man’s gloved hand calmly drew his sword. Blue flecks scattered the blade. Flexium, just like her staff. She would have no advantage in weaponry. The fact he wielded such a weapon meant this was no simple mercenary.

			‘If this is an assassination attempt, hurry up.’

			The man shifted, shoulders rolling as he settled into a stance. Dalia’s nausea intensified. One of her legs shook with cramp as though dehydrated.

			‘Who sent you?’ she coughed.

			‘The Thunder comes as the world trembles, shattering the old to awaken the new.’

			Her suspicion was confirmed, she knew this quote was deliberately chosen. Dalia felt grim comfort in keeping her plans secret from Tsail Rose. She knew exactly who had sent this assassin.

			‘You dare quote scripture to me!’ Dalia spat, swinging the staff in an arc before bringing it to rest on her shoulder. The figure was still, sword steady before him.

			‘The Thunder will not allow you to stop what is coming, Dalia Fenway.’

			A hacking cough took her, and she spat to the side. Red spattered on the ground. Blood and spittle. Her headache. The nausea and vertigo. The crippling fatigue that dragged at her limbs. Her chest tightened with uncertainty as her eyes lifted back to the figure.

			‘You are not the first to try and take my life,’ she hissed.

			His sword glittered like the river Ax in the final light of day.

			‘I may not be the first,’ he said quietly, ‘but I will be the last.’

			Her skin grew even colder as she connected to the deep, animal hatred and felt the weakness gripping her body.

			‘Desecration,’ she whispered. ‘You are the first of the four. The one who takes.’

			His hood twitched as Dalia named him.

			‘My soul is my own,’ she whispered. ‘I will not let you take it.’

			She leapt forward.

			Dalia whipped Defiance toward his face, staff humming as it coursed through the air. The sword flashed as he parried, stepping within her staff’s reach, punching toward her stomach. She twisted and swept Defiance round between them, forcing him back. She wind-milled the staff, the metal ricocheting with each strike, sparks flying. He weaved from side to side. They traded positions, their weapons clashing and echoing in the air. Her body protested in agony. The figure moved gracefully, but struck hard, numbing her hands every time a hit landed.

			‘The first of the four!’ she howled, driving blow after blow at the man. ‘The Mythic Roots have come again and you side with those that would destroy the world!’ She threw the words in his face, frantically trying to throw his focus. He said nothing. Lashing her staff aside again and again. His feet adjusted and glided back.

			‘Your coming is foretold, yet you waste time on petty vengeance?’ Dalia roared, gasping as sluggish limbs moved Defiance into blocking movements. ‘You come for me, when you should be saving that which gives us life! Where are the rest? Where are the other three Mythic Roots?’

			Dalia’s words echoed as the figure’s sword knocked Defiance down, opening a gash on her left thigh. She stumbled backwards to the wall. She wiped the back of her hand against her mouth and it came away stained red. Her strength was ebbing with every moment as he corrupted her. She felt his influence tug on her soul.

			‘The one who takes,’ she snarled into the hollow air of the hallway. ‘You are the lowest creature of Mycenia.’ He advanced once more. Dalia hunched like a beast, her previous decades of victory discarded and worthless. Thoughts collapsed in her mind. Her daughter. Her realm. The chance of peace as weak as the last dregs of sunlight spearing in through the windows. Dalia stared at the black-wreathed assassin, her Root flickering as her strength faded. She saw a gaping void of darkness, and within it, the brightest supernova of aether she had ever seen. He was magnificent.

			And terrible.

			She had no idea what man hid beneath the cloak, but she knew what he was. One of the Mythic Roots, the first of four, and for him to be here meant her time was up.

			‘Its theft consumes, yet none may turn aside,’ she murmured, quoting a line of scripture. The man paused at that. Dalia felt animal instinct take over. She lunged with her staff aimed straight for his throat. He stood frozen, taken by surprise at her speed, finally unsettled by her knowledge of what he was. It whistled through the air, a perfect strike.

			Her leg gave way beneath her.

			The blow foundered as she toppled to one knee, blood pouring from the wound on her thigh. The man slid to the side and deftly rotated his blade. Dalia numbly watched him hack her arm off.

			Swan … my daughter …

			Dalia toppled to the ground, her leg crumpled beneath her, the ruined stump of her arm held against her chest. Defiance clattered to the floor. Short, panicked breaths heaved from her mouth.

			‘Run, only run, or face its endless snare …’

			‘… for none who linger may its wrath abide,’ the man finished softly. ‘My mother once spoke to me, The Tale of the Mythic Roots, and now you do the same. You know too much, Dalia Fenway. For that, the Thunder decrees you must die.’

			The figure towered above her as the pool of blood spread. Her fingers trailed in the crimson limply.

			‘Blood of the Martyr, be free beneath the wind,’ she mumbled, and tried to bring her remaining hand up to her face. The man crouched, and a shudder ran through her as he gripped her wrist, denying her from marking her face.

			The blessing of blood dripped impotently from her held hand. She would have no guide in the beyond.

			‘You betrayed our cause. There will be no sacrament to guide your soul.’

			Her eyes began to blur, as convulsions ran through her body.

			‘Another way was just beyond the sky,’ she said, her voice fading.

			The sun finally vanished beneath the horizon, plunging the hall into darkness for a moment. The braziers along the walls ignited with golden flame. The hallway seethed with light and shadow. Dalia looked up at the figure as he pulled down the cloth obscuring his face. She took in what she could, committing it to memory in her final moments.

			‘The one who takes,’ she breathed, ‘most vile and wretched. You are a monster. You are nothing.’

			He regarded her. ‘Nothing?’ he murmured, so quiet it might have been a thought. They stared at each other. The stump of her arm found the cool metal of her staff.

			Dalia’s aether spasmed as she poured it into Defiance. The flexium weapon greedily absorbed her memories. They would be flawed, the recollections corrupted by the nature of this man. His was the power of theft, to take. Her aether was almost gone, and he was so strong. But she fought it with the love she bore for her sisters. For her beautiful daughter. Dalia tried to weep for the life she had lost with Swan, but she was empty. Nothing remained that this man had not tainted.

			‘There’s so much left …’

			Her mind was wandering …

			‘… death must not have me …’

			The man stood. Everything was so dark and cold.

			‘You were dead already, Dalia. You just didn’t know it yet.’

			Dalia watched him go, steps unhurried. With her last breaths she saw him reach the doors, glancing back toward her. His face was without pity. Without empathy. Without much of anything at all.

			He slipped out into the dark.

			Dalia Fenway shivered in a pool of her own blood. The greatest hero of Terrius for a hundred years, alone at the end. She tried to bring her hand to her face, to mark it with her own blood in blessing, but could not. He had taken her strength with him. Her vision began to darken.

			And with it her plans to prevent what was coming.

			In the silence of the hall, she heard the red wheat of Terrius sigh.

			When the wind blew, the land breathed with it.

			‘The heart of Mycenia …’ she whispered. Her heart stuttered.

			Then there was nothing but quiet in the hallway, gold flaming braziers flickering, and a corpse upon the cold stone floor.

		
	
		
			ACT I

			
			‘The Founder lifted his hammer, the craft

			abandoned about him. He roared a cry so loud, that the March ’lo the city trembled.

			No more metal, no more coal. The Exalted will sunder upon the white stones of our freedom.

			Let smoke belch

			free in disgusting spectacle, the embers of war wait no more.

			When the Founder lifted his hammer, a city

			cried back.’

			– Account of the Eastern Uprising

			

		
	
		
			‘The etymology of the term “Root” is a source of persistent debate. Regardless of its beginnings, “Root” now describes the instinctive channel by which every person expresses their aetheric potential – drawing from the sacred energy of the Mistral. Modern scholarship categorizes every individual’s talent as either a Minor or a Major Root, with the ancient Mythic Roots standing apart as anomalies of unimaginable strength.

			‘If they even exist anymore.

			‘Most Roots are clear in naming; a descriptor followed by the word ‘wright’. This is to elucidate the fact that using aether is akin to crafting or making. It responds to will, and strength of belief in whatever manifestation the person is trying to achieve. The more powerful Roots have names that move past this, as their potency warrants more selective description.

			‘Minor Roots constitute the everyday art of aetheric craft. For example, a Fleshwright might be employed to accelerate healing or a Forgewright to transform inorganic materials like stone and wood into different shapes on building projects. Furthermore, Roots such as Lexwright and Voicewright channel clarity and influence, allowing one to decipher unknown languages and the other to detect deception. These are Roots that interact with the world, but have a more transient effect, rather than permanently altering the fundamental state of the universe.

			‘In contrast, Major Roots are forces that reimagine reality itself. Abilities like Gravitas reshape the laws governing matter, Revitalis restores vitality with unmatched vigour, and Noesis bestows insights verging on revolutionary in their genius, often propelling technological breakthroughs.

			‘Curiously, recent studies suggest a gradual decline in the number of individuals attuned to the Mistral’s grace – a decrease affecting both Minor and Major manifestations of Root. Despite various hypotheses, this diminishing resonance with aether remains as inscrutable as the origins of the term itself.’

			– Histories of the Continent by Amber Euthoreal

		
	
		
			1

			Something of a disappointment

			Year 265 – Second Era

			Three and a half years later

			The city of Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Fourth round to the challenger!’

			Thom stumbled back, fighting to keep his footing on the shifting sand of the duelling circle. His knuckles were white on the hilt of his blade as blood ran down his face. The crowd seemed dim in his ears, which was strange as he could see them roaring in ascending ranks. He managed a look toward the large hourglass set dramatically in view of the entire arena. A small trickle of sand was left in the top of the timepiece.

			‘Both duellists have scored two bloods. Who will take the fifth!?’

			His head ringing, Thom wiped the sleeve of his elegant uniform across his face. The once pressed clothing he took great pains to maintain was drenched in water, sand and sweat. Taking an unsteady breath, he tried to alleviate the burning in his lungs.

			‘Thom!’

			Recognizing the voice, he glanced behind him. An iron-hard woman with dirty blonde hair scraped back in a ponytail glared at him. Luck Lamourney, the head of the Iron Circuit, leant expectantly over the rail of the first-tier seating.

			‘What?’ Thom snapped.

			A spectator fell into the arena a few feet away. Neither one of them noticed.

			‘She favours the start of the round, so keep your distance.’ Lamourney jabbed her hand toward his opponent. ‘Stop trying to block her fucking punches with your sword.’

			The fallen spectator, incoherent and wild, was hauled back out of the arena by two members of security with experienced routine. The crowd jeered at the entertainment.

			‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Thom yelled back.

			Lamourney pushed back into the crowd, which parted for her. Blood dripped from the cut to Thom’s brow, and he held a sleeve to it. Finding his focus, he turned back to face the Caldera. As he gazed out, the crowd started jumping, shouting his title.

			‘Dancer, dancer, dancer!’

			Something wet hit his face. Then a couple more drops. He tilted his head skywards as it began to rain.

			‘Fantastic,’ he muttered.

			The Caldera crashed and boiled with the exhilarated mania of three thousand spectators. Built as though a titanic drill had carved a conical coliseum into the foundations of a city block, the Caldera was the grand arena of the Iron Circuit. This was the league of duellists that endlessly jockeyed for place and power, and in which Thom had been immensely successful. Squinting in the rain he took in the tiers of standing seats, which climbed to padded benches, and then to royal suites and lounges on tiers four and five. As spectators either relished or huddled from the rain, Thom felt an unwelcome sensation tapping on his shoulder.

			Doubt. The rain firmed it into his skin. He ignored the hanging tapestries that charted the history of the Iron Circuit, and the statues that honoured the duellists that had been its champions. He couldn’t stop his eyes darting to the defender’s lounge, where he had been sitting minutes prior. Usually, it would be crammed with friends and allies of the duellist.

			He saw nothing and no one within it. The rain intensified.

			‘We are approaching the fifth and final round! Who will take it? Our very own Lurellan hero, or the challenger from the desert?’ The immense, purple-clad figure of Noonan Bril, Master of Ceremonies for the Iron Circuit, bellowed out to his hungry audience. The crowd roared back, and Thom looked out at the duelling circle.

			A wide segmented disc, divided into thirds: sand, a shallow pool of water, and brutalist granite. It was within one segment at a time that the duellists would battle, forced to stay within the confines of the round’s chosen surface. They had started on sand, then granite, on to water, and then back to sand for the fourth round. Thom’s eyes drifted to the rapidly slicking granite segment that the fifth round would take place on, becoming hazardous with each passing second. He was a swordsman. Graceful and precise, and he had never slipped on the granite. There was a reason his duellist title was Dancer. But his body was battered. Two cuts, one on his hand from the second round, and a fresh one on his head in the fourth.

			They were brutal strikes from his challenger on the far side of the duelling circle. He only knew two things about her: one, she was from the desert realm of Kratossif to the south; and two, her name, which was being chanted by the jumping mob.

			‘Fenne! Fenne! Fenne!’

			She seemed worryingly calm, swaying easily from side to side. He internally winced as he regarded her hands and forearms clad in expertly made gauntlets, one specked with blood from his head. She had deep brown skin and matching eyes. Her muscular frame, strong and athletic, was mostly concealed beneath leather armour. The only piece of ornamentation was the steel band holding back her braided hair, tiny silver bells woven into it. It hung in one long collection reaching to the small of her back.

			Her expression …

			It was filled with all of the confidence that Thom’s doubt had pushed away.

			‘Duellists, round five,’ Noonan called out. The noise from the crowd hushed. The hourglass ran dry and the drums rang out, five times.

			Thom counted them, tensing to leap. He saw Fenne mouth the same words she’d said at the start of the duel. Inaudible now, but seared into his brain.

			‘No backward step.’

			The final drum sounded.

			‘Fight!’

			They rushed into the granite third of the duelling circle. Thom slid in, using the fresh slickness of the rain to alter his movement. His doubt vanished as the twenty-foot-long segment became his entire world. He went for her, sword high.

			Focus. Engage. Identify. Exploit.

			Fenne immediately went for him as well. He observed her posture, firmly grounded, torquing force into her left fist. He swept himself to the right, aiming to arc round. She unerringly followed him.

			Thom manifested his Root, and created a burst of wind to shove him faster than he could naturally move. He was a Windwright, able to shape the wind to some modest degree. Fenne’s fist whistled past. He flicked the tip of his sword toward her ribs. She turned on herself and batted the edge of the blade away from her. He retreated, his hair flapping as he again drew on his Root to aid his speed. Fenne advanced, daring him to strike at her. Thom snaked his sword before him, lashing out at her thigh, her neck, her torso. Anywhere to draw blood.

			Fenne blocked them all, her palms open and boldly knocking the razor-sharp sword edge away from her. Her metal gauntlets were an unorthodox weapon, but they were working.

			‘The challenger is forcing him toward the edge!’

			The unwanted commentary was inaccurate, as he slipped by Fenne, trying to trip her out of the segment. She read him perfectly, swaying aside. He flowed through forms that had won bouts for him in the past – deftly sliding to sides that looked open, aiming for quick cuts to her ankles and neck. He used his blade like a fencer, frenetically darting in and out, rapidly moving his feet in lateral steps to stay within the segment.

			He performed better than he’d ever done before.

			She weathered it all.

			Thom tried to gauge her energy. She seemed fine, focused, clearly possessed of a stamina Thom couldn’t match. Her blows were so heavy, he knew she’d have some sort of Root that increased her physical attributes. As they sparred, the roar of the crowd bellowing around, they locked eyes. Fenne’s were sparkling, a wild glint that he knew mirrored his own. In that connection, Thom felt the guard of his blade drop slightly.

			He saw her teeth clench.

			Thom’s blade was too low. He tried to sway from the haymaker. The gauntlet accelerated. The world went very slow and the silhouettes of the Caldera in his periphery seethed with frantic energy.

			Fuck.

			He let his body go limp.

			The fist connected. Thom felt a crack in his jaw as he hung like a rag doll in mid-air for a brief moment. The granite met him with brutal solidity and he felt something fracture in his torso.

			For a brief moment, he honestly thought he was dead.

			He lay there, groaning, no sensation in his right side. His first loss in the Caldera, to a new challenger on top of that. A terrible situation for anyone, but particularly for Thom. Another disappointment to report to his Legacy.

			‘The challenger from the south takes it, victory goes to Fenne!’

			Thom was glad he was too concussed to hear the crowd chanting her name. He squinted up into a dark sky sheeting rain down on him. A shape blocked it. Luck Lamourney grabbed Fenne’s hand and thrust it aloft. He tried to say something funny but there was a surprising amount of blood in his mouth. They both glanced down, Lamourney calling out for a healer with aggravating nonchalance.

			‘Fenne “Triumphant”. Fenne “Triumphant”.’

			With what felt like twenty broken bones, Thom chuckled at the name.

			‘Your duellist title is Triumphant?’ He managed to mumble. ‘No wonder I lost.’

			Fenne stared down at him fiercely, then lifted a fist, stained with Thom’s blood, and held it over her chest. A worthy fight. He weakly tried to do the same, but his vision blackened and he fell into empty unconsciousness.
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			Farewell to certainty

			Year 266 – Second Era

			Six months later

			The realm of Terrius

			‘Your hand is shaking.’

			Swan tried not to flinch.

			‘My apologies, Morain.’

			‘Silence.’

			She obeyed, white-knuckling the metal staff in her hand while a midday sun beat down. Her nose was filled with the scent of baked earth and a dry heat. She longed to join in the communal chant of her sisters, but her status deemed it beneath her.

			Ranks of kneeling women in black spread before Swan. They hummed the intonation of the Constantist faithful, led in word by the woman at their centre. On the packed dirt of Terrius, backdropped by sky and distant mountain, the leader of the Crimson Court’s church spoke in prayer to the women that encircled her.

			‘Lady guide our way, through morn of red and storm of grey …’

			The Grand Hierophant, religious head of the Terrius clergy, called out her supplication into the sky. She was surrounded by the most pious, those committed to wearing the red robe which bonded all sisters.

			Whereas the Hierophant wore robes of white.

			The attire screamed a brightness that twisted Swan’s insides. The Hierophant bore them stoically, sacrificing her dignity before the divine. Swan stared at the white cloth. The colour of their overthrown masters. The white of dominance, of cruelty. It was the mark of the Imperial Dynasty, whose hand had once grasped the women of Terrius in a terrible fist. The Grand Hierophant wore it to remember, and to remind. Never again would they be enslaved. Free for hundreds of years, Terrius would remain so while a single sister still drew breath.

			‘A black fist, the new beginning of Aeternity, born in blood. To follow the path given to us by the Mistral on high.’

			The prayer continued, but Swan lifted her stare to the sky, and beheld it.

			The Mistral.

			It hung like silk gauze across the bright azure expanse. It glittered as numberless lights, woven into a gossamer sheet that rippled and soothed and drifted from the corners of the sky. Swan felt her breath slow in reverence as she witnessed the clearest manifestation of the divine stream above her head. Within the celestial bounds of its current were limitless moments of fate. Made of aether, the very fundament of life. She softly smiled, spirit soothing a touch as she felt its presence above her.

			That joy dimmed slightly as she perceived the almost indistinguishable threads that occasionally drifted away from the current. They were signs of what troubled so many in the Church, but scant people elsewhere. The Mistral weakened, losing minute elements of itself each day, that in isolation were inconsequential, but over decades of decline …

			These were not the thoughts for such an occasion, and Swan lowered her gaze to bear witness to those honoured enough to be here.

			Hundreds of people crowded behind and around the congregation. The palm trees and low buildings of the eastern border town of Aquilon were swamped with its inhabitants and those who had travelled from nearby to see such a historic departure. The first diplomatic mission to venture from Terrius in years, for diplomacy had rarely been of interest to the women of the Crimson Court, even before the assassination of Queen Marshall Dalia Fenway. Now, Tsail Rose, who had been raised to the rank of ruler in the wake of Dalia’s sudden death, had decided to be the one to reach out to Eron, and seek peace. The Crimson Court valued loyalty above all, but even still, many were the angry voices at such a perceived display of weakness.

			Black stone roofs were draped with people, trees stuffed with adventurous children who wished to peer above the heads of those taller than them, all desperate to catch a glimpse of their rulers, the women of the Crimson Court. Behind that, Swan saw the numerous carriages of the diplomatic delegation waiting to be crewed by those kneeling in the dirt. They were laden with supplies, and weaponry, and contracts of diplomacy. They numbered enough to bear a couple of hundred of Terrius’s finest to the east.

			‘Pay attention.’

			Swan snapped back to watch the Grand Hierophant. She felt the pressure of Morain’s hand on her skin. As she struggled to focus, she felt her Root twinge slightly, as temperamental as a child. Her aether manifested instinctively. It streamed into the metal staff she bore. Defiance, the relic weapon of her mother …

			A dark hallway. 

			Gold braziers igniting. 

			Her arm lying on the floor as the ruined stump bled on to the …

			… Swan swayed slightly, the fractured memory her mother had left so potent, she lost sight of who she was for a moment. A hand latched on to her.

			‘Do not embarrass me, Swan.’

			The painful grip jolted her.

			‘Yes, Morain,’ she gasped.

			The hand withdrew smoothly, leaving an ache. Swan returned to some measure of clarity. She observed the prayer along with the lightly armoured Blood Spears of the Red Host, the famed army of Terrius. She watched silently as the Grand Hierophant beheld her congregation.

			‘My sisters. You go with our blessing, to bring enlightenment to those that wander in ignorance. I claim dominion over your souls, be they lost on land or sea, and in places our faith strives to tread. Carry the sacrifice of the first Dalia, our Lady Martyr, and the murder of our Queen Marshall, Dalia Fenway, stolen from us. Bring order to our lands, find peace with Eron, and return in triumph.’

			Swan felt her eyes burn as the sisterhood murmured her mother’s name. She joined in this time, daring Morain to disapprove.

			‘Dalia Fenway …’ she whispered.

			The Grand Hierophant clasped hands, and so did they all. From the clergy and ruling priestesses in red, to those warriors and nobles wearing the black, all the way to the villagers watching.

			‘The Mistral is our hand, our heart, our guide. Go in grace …’

			Her last utterance was quieter, but all assembled knew the words.

			‘For the Lady.’

			‘For the Lady,’ Swan murmured, along with everyone else.

			For a moment no one moved, stricken with piety. Swan felt Morain step forward, bold and bright.

			‘Sisters, we march!’

			The kneeling ranks of black stood.

			‘Assemble!’ came the call from caravan masters, as the entire throng began to shift. Feet were stamped, and the ordered precision of the Terrius military swung into precise action. Swan observed the whiplash alteration to chaotic, yet perfect harmonious preparation with pride.

			‘Swan.’

			She turned. Morain waited for her. A tall figure in sleeveless black and grey robes, she had a face and body beaten out of oak and stubborn anger. Her storm-grey eyes were impatient.

			‘Attend me.’

			Swan mutely followed. Morain led them through the crowd, none of whom dared to get in the High Priestess’s way. Swan had to admit, the appointed head of the diplomatic delegation had been well chosen. Morain was the scariest person she had ever met.

			‘I am introducing you to the Grand Hierophant. Mind your words.’

			Yet. The scariest person she had met, yet.

			‘Why?’ she blurted out.

			Morain said nothing, breaking into a clear patch of space within the maelstrom of activity. Swan saw two women in black, kneeling before the white-robed figure of Grand Hierophant. Attendant priestesses of senior rank milled about, their scarlet robes trailing in the baked earth. Morain slowed, and bowed fully.

			‘Your grace, your High Priestess asks for blessing this day.’

			The Grand Hierophant turned. ‘Morain. You need never ask for something that is freely given.’

			Swan bowed also, but couldn’t resist stealing a look at the Grand Hierophant. The eyes of the ecclesiastic leader of Terrius bored out of a kaleidoscope of white tattoos, a widely intricate web of thin lines writhing across her face and down out of sight. Swan could scarcely believe the detail in the Ngari, that level of accomplishment hard to quantify. The white robes almost hurt to look at, blinding in the sun, and so deeply unsettling. The gold hood that shaded her face turned questioningly toward Swan.

			‘You bring royalty along with you, Morain.’

			Swan watched the High Priestess straighten.

			‘Your grace,’ Morain said humbly, ‘I present the heir apparent for your attention.’

			Swan bowed again, fully lowering her eyes in respect.

			‘The Mistral sees you, your grace.’

			‘You may name me.’

			Swan paused, surprised that such a gracious offer be made.

			‘An honour, Apolonia Estrayli.’

			‘I imagine it is,’ came the response. Swan looked up to see Apolonia turn to the two kneeling women and mutter something to them. She saw now, they had been getting additions to their own Ngari, white ink tattoos being applied right there. Swan tried to smother the surge of jealousy as she observed them stoically wrap the extensions to their map-of-deeds.

			Both were known to her from the convent in the capital. A beautiful and cruel looking woman called Rulele, the other a distant cousin named Tacha. The Crimson Court of Terrius was divided in influence between the Great Houses, descendants of the women who had personally fought alongside the Lady Martyr in the liberation of Terrius from the Imperial Dynasty, two hundred and fifty years prior. Both Rulele and Tacha were from bloodlines of note.

			Though not on the same level as Swan and Morain.

			The Grand Hierophant shooed her attendants back, and those robed in red obeyed, as did Tacha and Rulele. Swan made to depart.

			‘Stay,’ Apolonia commanded.

			She froze.

			‘Your presence here is a surprise to me, your grace,’ Morain remarked quietly. ‘It is far to travel from the capital to this unworthy border town.’

			‘While you voice unity in public, I am not blind to your doubts over this course of action. I felt compelled to ensure your conviction was appropriately focused on the success of your given mission,’ Apolonia responded coolly.

			Morain betrayed no offence, ‘Of course.’

			‘I know your disdain for the four years Tsail Rose has held the office of Queen Marshall. It has been a turbulent time for the realm, and though she has attempted to rule in the manner of our slain Queen Marshall, I admit she has neither the skill nor personality to achieve this.’

			‘The memory of our slain Queen casts a long shadow.’

			‘This is not denied. She is no Dalia Fenway.’

			‘No,’ Morain said softly.

			Both of them glanced at Swan, who said nothing. Defiance, the staff of her mother, and of all the Queen Marshalls before her, felt heavy in her grip. Apolonia’s robes drifted through the dirt, seraphic in their glow.

			‘Until Swan comes of age, we must remain united. I am aware of your objections to Tsail Rose’s appointment as Queen Marshall, but for the realm to thrive, we must forgo the political trials that have plagued us for the past four years. We cannot change her decision to not march to immediate war with Eron, and instead opt for a trade war of attrition and endless skirmishes. Now she has commanded peace, we will obey.’

			Swan darted a cautious look at Morain, who betrayed no expression at all.

			‘The heir apparent is eighteen, and will not be able to assume the throne for another three years,’ Morain said firmly. ‘I trust your judgement of our interim Queen until then.’

			Apolonia’s eyes narrowed slightly.

			‘This is an order from your Hierophant, not simple judgement. You will follow her command, and the ruling of the Crimson Court. Achieve peace with Eron, no matter the cost.’

			Morain said nothing, but contritely offered a bow. Only Swan, so familiar with the High Priestess, could see the anger laced in her taut stillness. The shouts of the surrounding delegation clamoured as Apolonia continued.

			‘We have searched for the assassin for four years, and have nothing to show for it. We failed, Morain. It is time for us to move on. Terrius must move on.’

			The Grand Hierophant stared with hooded eyes at her High Priestess. Morain calmly accepted this order, and simply said, ‘As your grace commands.’

			Swan burned with rage. How could they abandon the search for her mother’s killer? But she was the daughter of a Queen, and so, as Apolonia turned to Swan, she kept her face still, and tried not to flinch under the weight of her stare.

			‘Have you pierced the fugue that corrodes your mother’s memories?’

			Swan felt said memories lurking inside the metal staff she bore, locked within its confines.

			‘Not yet, your grace.’

			A tinge of reverence crossed Apolonia’s gaze. ‘And your Root, does it develop accordingly?’

			Swan didn’t look at Morain.

			‘My teacher and I make progress every day.’

			Apolonia nodded.

			‘Good. That is good, heir apparent. The Root of Revelation is the greatest gift a woman of Terrius could imagine. The Root of the Lady Martyr herself. We must unlock its secrets.’

			Morain said nothing as Swan bowed once more, hiding the truth of her inability to control her Root from the leader of the Church. Apolonia indicated Rulele and Tacha.

			‘I have assigned these two Sanguine to your protection, Morain. I will not send you on your journey without gifting you more women loyal only to the Church.’

			‘Thank you, your grace.’

			‘There are reports that Vurkeshi tribals are lingering along the Traverse,’ Apolonia added with disdain. ‘Be wary of their attacks, a convoy will be a tempting target for them.’

			Morain’s eyes glittered. Vurkesh was a realm at the eastern side of Mycenia, who despised Terrius. As the tribals would relish the chance to slay some of the sisterhood, so too would the Crimson Court love to claim their souls.

			‘Nothing will deny our purpose,’ she promised Apolonia.

			The Grand Hierophant held out her hands, which Morain took.

			‘You carry our honour with you, Morain, my bond-sister. Though the Great Houses bicker like children, peace is the only path before us. We will remember our Marshall, and carry her soul with us.’

			‘I will ensure our success,’ Morain said firmly.

			‘I know you will.’

			Apolonia turned and swept away, the attendants in red swirling after her. Morain addressed the two women.

			‘Meet me at the Royal Hauler. I will introduce you to Sister Tyol, who commands the Sanguine of the delegation,’ Morain commanded.

			Tacha and Rulele left without a word.

			‘And you,’ Morain continued, turning her gaze to Swan.

			‘Yes?’

			‘You will go to your carriage, and there you will remain unless I require you and your Root. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, High Priestess.’

			The silence between them felt only more profound with the surrounding riot of the departing delegation. Morain’s hard stare left her, as she disappeared into the throng. Swan dropped to one knee, taking a great handful of earth. She held it to her nose, and inhaled the scent of home. She looked out to the east, and let it trail from her fingers, back to where it had come from. Apolonia commanded peace, but in Swan’s mind, there was only one reason she was going to Eron. The staff of her mother, Defiance, pulled her east.

			The assassin was out there. Morain would not relent, and neither would she.

			An iron certainty settled in Swan’s chest.

			Mother, I will avenge you.

			Defiance was strong in her grip, the last moments of Dalia Fenway trapped within, waiting to be unlocked.

			Swan was heading to Eron.
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			The nature of choice

			Lurella, the realm of Eron

			‘Is it meant to be doing that?’

			Fenne stared with vague concern at the krystal pylon. Twelve feet high and made of slender cerulean mineral, it arced with sporadic bolts of blue aetheric lightning that lit up the core of the pylon. Labourers cast wary looks as they gave the brass pedestal it was locked into a wide berth.

			‘Absolutely,’ Thom said confidently. He was dapper as usual, jacket crisp and hair tidy.

			Fenne watched a thick blue bolt crack into the ground, leaving a scorch mark.

			‘You have no idea, do you?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Clear route, clear route!’

			Thom pulled Fenne out of the way of a work gang as they rolled stacked crates into careful lines. Industrious action echoed around them, filling the massive cylindrical shaft of the 2nd Pit, known as Silver. It was gigantic, a vast borehole that extended from the flat plane of the city to the huge underground river below, the Grand March. Lurella was built above the subterranean river, and the Pits allowed the landlocked city access to the route along which trade had to flow.

			There were three Pits. The 1st Pit was Smoke in the western side of the city. The 2nd was Silver in the middle, and the 3rd was Woodwork at the eastern edge. Silver was the largest by far, followed by Smoke and distantly by Woodwork. These three Pits were what gave Lurella its economic dominance over the other eastern realms, for the Grand March was the river that fed out from the Undersea, which sat below the centre of Mycenia, and was by far the safest and swiftest means of travel for trade between the western and eastern realms.

			Because of this, no ship could sail out to the eastern seaboard without passing by the docks of the three Pits. Massive chain gates blocked the tunnel, and a series of checkpoints operated out from the docks of each Pit. Eron controlled the flow of goods, and this made the leader of each Pit, known as a Pit Lord, a powerful and sought-after position. They changed every ten years, where new blood would take the reins.

			A changeover was about to occur, and Fenne wanted this role. She had been trying to get into one of these groups for weeks, desperate for an opportunity to explore the Pit fully. As she drank in the sights of Silver, she craned to hear the Warden who was guiding them.

			‘While you are on the grounds of the Pit,’ the Warden said loudly, ‘be careful to avoid impacting the workers. You are merely petitioners to the powers that be. None of you stand a chance at being elected to Pit Lord at present.’

			The weary monologue of the Warden droned on, straining to be heard over the rattle of hammers and crates. Fenne stood in the huddle of hopefuls along with Thom. Their guide was dressed in a simple cloth tunic and trousers, band of office around his arm. Three vertical bars of gold on a blue background. The flag of Eron.

			‘The 2nd Pit has a diameter of three hundred feet,’ the Warden called out, ‘and extends two and a half thousand feet beneath the city to the river below. It operates with two alternating platforms, each a hundred feet in diameter, that can carry up to fifty tons of goods. These platforms run on a continuous cycle, with one going up while the other descends, ensuring that the flow of goods remains uninterrupted.’

			The bustle was thunderous. People were everywhere, loading and checking and shouting and going through endless manifests of products. A lattice of beams threaded their way up the smooth walls toward the roof of the Pit. Script was inlaid into the wooden and metal support bars, depicting images of the miners who prized the silver ore from the rock originally. Now, Silver was the largest of the three Pits that all imported and exported goods to send out to all the realms of Mycenia.

			Fenne peered down the slope of the Pit, regarding the massive tracks the platforms descended on with a kind of disbelief. She could see shops and service accommodation wedged against the walls.

			There was a whole, living community in here.

			‘You aren’t paying attention,’ Thom commented, arms folded as he stared glassy-eyed at the Warden.

			‘You’re not listening either.’

			‘I am an educated citizen of the Academy,’ Thom said snidely, ‘and a Lurellan as well. I am well aware of these facts.’

			‘So why are you here?’

			Thom shrugged, ‘I have nothing else to do.’

			Sighing, Fenne turned back to the Warden.

			‘As potential nominees to become next Pit Lord, it is imperative you convey your understanding of their operations and scope of business to your sponsors. Out of the three Pits, Silver is the largest, and handles the bulk of essential goods.’

			One of the platforms rose to meet them, a large square of reinforced wood rising up the inclined track, clicking as it slotted into the recess at the apex of the Pit. Workers called to each other.

			‘Loading docked.’

			‘Clear for work. Calling clear.’

			Workers smoothly began unloading crates while another team did the opposite. It was slightly hypnotic, the calm efficiency of it all.

			‘Be under no illusions that Silver has always been the most sought-after Pit. You would be fortunate to be given stewardship of it,’ the Warden said dramatically, gesturing for them to follow. The group of hopefuls crossed to one of the staircases that ran adjacent to the massive pulley track for the platforms. The pylon issued one final spark of lightning as they departed. A hefty, burnished pipe, set on stands and secured to the wall, ran from the entrance and down alongside the staircase.

			‘We’ll continue to checkpoint one, a few hundred metres onward. Step to the side to allow workers to pass,’ the Warden called out. The group descended the stairs, the epic scale of the Pit shaft sliding beside them.

			‘What is this?’ Fenne asked, running her hand along the pipe. It was as thick as her torso, and vibrated beneath her hand.

			‘That’s a run-off chute,’ Thom said cheerfully. ‘It uses a pneumatic aether discharger to pump waste down to the river and funnel clean water back up. You can probably feel the city’s shit making a play for freedom.’

			Fenne sourly withdrew her hand.

			‘Lovely.’

			‘You know there’s over two thousand steps to the bottom.’

			‘Yeah, are you gonna make it?’

			‘We don’t all have thighs the size of tree trunks.’

			‘Those twigs you call legs could use the exercise.’

			‘I’m a sprinter, not a mule.’

			‘Tell me more about this Pit,’ Fenne suggested. ‘Use that expensive education for something.’

			Thom smirked. ‘Okay … the arcane pylon that powers Silver is one of the oldest artefacts within the city. It has the capacity to store enough aether that it could power all the devices in Lurella for over a month.’

			Fenne made a face. ‘That’s basic stuff. Give me something better.’

			‘Wow, tough crowd. How about … the Pit primarily transports bulk goods, which include ore, grain, textiles, and most importantly, Resonant krystal.’

			‘What the pylon is made of.’

			‘Exactly. Though we tend to call the pylons “arcane batteries” now. The amount of aether held within them is massive.’

			It made sense. Raw krystal, a blueish gem, was the most conductive of elements in regard to using Roots, and was the only mineral that could store aether. Once it was saturated with energy, it became Resonant, and was used to power the countless machines that people used in their day-to-day tasks.

			‘Do you think it’s much further?’ Thom asked plaintively to Fenne.

			She turned, grinning. ‘Save your breath, you’re going to need it.’

			Thom mournfully looked down the descent. He had close-cropped black hair and tanned skin, a light stubble dusting his face. A trustworthy face, Fenne had thought on first meeting. Actually, second meeting. And after a Fleshwright had repaired his face from their duel in the Caldera. The aetheric healer had restored him to as good as new. He wore his customary duellist attire, tight military tunic with short sleeves and smart trousers, with leather strapping around his sword arm. No matter the occasion, Thom Braxis would dress appropriately.

			As they went lower and lower, she saw shops and journeyman forges built into the wall, little scoops taken from the bed-rock. The platforms passed by them on the tracks, either ferrying people waiting for transport out on to the eastern seaboard, or bringing travellers up to the city. A woman flew into sight, hovering in mid-air as she unclipped a tool from her belt, and started applying it to one of the beams. Fenne watched with interest. It was wonderful, the freedom she had. To soar through the air with nothing but aether at your back.

			‘What Root is that?’ she asked, wondering at the woman’s aetheric ability.

			‘Celestium of some kind, I’d guess,’ Thom said speculatively. ‘Altering her mass to move through the air. Quite a rare Root these days.’

			Fenne observed the woman enviously, before they sped off to inspect some other section of the Pit.

			‘Hard to believe one person runs all of this.’ Fenne regarded the immensity of the Pit cautiously.

			‘Yeah, Silver is a beast, make no mistake. Being Pit Lord of such an enterprise would be a mammoth task.’

			Fenne sighed. ‘Am I wasting my time?’

			Thom glanced at her. ‘It’s this or leave, isn’t it?’

			She nodded unhappily. Fenne was from the realm of Kratossif, a place that encouraged its younger generations to explore the world, before returning to serve the realm. As such, Eron had strict rules about how long someone from Kratossif – a Kraton – could remain in the city. Fenne needed a position of importance within the scope of Lurella, to allow her to stay. So, this distant chance of being nominated as Pit Lord, had somehow become her last chance.

			‘Silver is massive,’ Fenne continued sourly. ‘Can you see a Kraton being given control of this?’

			‘Maybe not. But there are two other Pits, remember. You’d likely have more luck with one of those.’ His tone was doubtful, nonetheless. Fenne was aware this was a long shot, but there was nothing that explicitly stated a non-Eronese couldn’t become Pit Lord. The role was mercantile, not part of the administration or military, so while politics would certainly come into who was chosen, it was one of the very few senior roles a foreigner might stand a chance of acquiring.

			Fenne glanced at Thom. ‘Would you apply in future? Once your penance is over?’

			Thom paused, expression sobering.

			‘It’s not … I mean, unlikely. But regardless, it’s a nice day out.’

			His attempted casual tone sounded thin. Fenne eyed him, and a blackened mark on his arm. Thom was serving penance from his family, Legacy Braxis. This was an old tradition of censure for a breach of rules that had embarrassing or politically compromising results, but not severe enough for exile or imprisonment. Thom had been cagey about what exactly they had done, and for now, she let it lie, continuing down the staircase.

			‘This is checkpoint one,’ the Warden called out. ‘We’ll stop here and I can answer a few of your questions.’

			The group was filing into a delve in the wall, the size of a few houses. Numerous benches, a few shops and an old woman working a grill nearby. Fenne’s stomach rumbled as the smell of sizzling meat filled the air.

			Two figures knelt at the foot of the stairs. A weathered man, directing the attention of a young boy in pale robes. Thom and Fenne slipped around, and halted to watch. The older man’s hands shone with a pale light. He ran his palms over a large crack in the stone between the floor and the steps. After a moment, the solid state of the rock became fluid, coiling like beads of mercury.

			‘Careful,’ Thom warned, thoroughly engrossed, ‘that’s a Forgewright.’

			Forgewrights were highly prized individuals, possessing a Root that could alter the state of physical materials like metal and stone, and shape it to their will. Fenne eyed the boy, who watched nervously. The Forgewright deftly twisted his hand, bringing the flowing stone flush with the ground, and used his other hand to smooth it against the steps. He stopped, leaving a small crack remaining. The glow faded from his palms as he stood.

			‘Finish it,’ the Forgewright grumbled. The novice scooted forward anxiously, flexing his fingers as well.

			‘Stop twitching your hands, you haven’t shaped anything yet,’ the man snapped. The boy swallowed.

			‘Yes, sir.’ He held his hands in imitation against the stone.

			The Forgewright seemed to sense Thom and Fenne watching them.

			‘Do you need something?’ he grunted.

			Sensing an opportunity to learn more about Silver, Fenne decided to linger.

			‘Have you been working in the 2nd Pit for long?’ Fenne asked.

			‘Why do you ask?’

			‘I am a petitioner to become one of the new Pit Lords. Perhaps we will be working together soon.’

			At this, the man looked at the two of them properly. Something about Fenne gave him pause.

			‘I’m leaving the city soon,’ he said gruffly, ‘heading back south. Just here to do a favour for a friend.’

			‘This is Thom, of Legacy Braxis,’ Fenne interjected. Thom shot her a look but said nothing. ‘And I’m Fenne.’

			She placed her hand flat in front of her, palm down and swept it to the side in greeting. A formal greeting from one Kraton to another. The Forgewright raised an eyebrow, his demeanour thawing slightly.

			‘Sand and sky, I didn’t think I’d meet someone from Kratossif today.’ He returned the greeting, his palm facing up. ‘I am Jubale, nice to see someone else of the desert.’

			‘May your days be short, Jubale,’ Fenne said politely, honouring the old custom of desert travellers wishing to spend as little time under the scorching sun as possible.

			‘How long have you been here?’ he grunted with a smile.

			‘A few months,’ Fenne said vaguely. ‘You’re leaving soon?’

			Jubale scratched his neck, sparing a glance to the boy at his feet.

			‘The realm of sand calls for me to return. I’ve been gone too long as it is.’

			Thom spoke up. ‘Your realm is a testament to duty, sir. The dedication to stopping the spread of the Arid Sea is saluted far and wide.’

			Jubale shrugged, while Fenne tried not to smile at Thom’s earnest tone. All Kratons with aetheric aptitude were called to join the Sentinels, the group who constantly pushed back the limits of the Arid Sea, the desert of Kratossif. Without their efforts, the ravenous desert would have consumed half of Mycenia.

			‘Who’s your friend you’re doing this favour for?’ she said to fill the pause.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ Jubale muttered. ‘I’ll be glad to get back home. You’ll no doubt be missing Kratossif by now.’

			Fenne wasn’t, but Jubale didn’t wait for a response, consumed by the boy at his feet. ‘If either of you are elected to the role of Pit Lord, this is the sort of talent you’ll be taking on.’

			The boy hadn’t shifted the stone in the time they had been talking.

			‘Slow learner?’ Thom said brightly.

			Jubale glowered at the persistent crack in the stone. ‘He’s fucking useless.’

			There was a pause.

			The boy didn’t respond, focus locked on the stone. Jubale sighed, waving to the Pit about them.

			‘Will you be petitioning for Silver too, then? For the mighty 2nd Pit?’

			Thom ran a hand through his hair. ‘Not me, I’m just here to keep Fenne company.’

			Jubale’s eyes settled on the blacked-out mark on Thom’s arm.

			‘Very wise, hard to imagine a penitent being given control of a Pit,’ he said neutrally.

			Thom went stiff. The crash and rattle of the work gangs covered the deep silence between them. ‘I’ll catch up with the group,’ he said coolly, departing. Once he was out of earshot, Fenne glared at Jubale.

			‘There was no need to be rude.’

			Jubale shrugged. ‘It’s clear for all to see. There’s a reason they force penitents to expose their marks of censure. Lurellans wish to see you atone in public, not hide away. He should be able to withstand a comment like that.’

			‘Penance isn’t that serious. It’s a reprimand if anything,’ Fenne said hotly.

			Jubale seemed to have lost interest in the conversation, his fingers shifting as he watched his novice still vainly holding their hands out to the stone.

			‘Nice meeting you,’ Fenne said sharply. As she stepped past, she looked at the boy. He was young and scrawny, the robes too big like he’d been expected to grow into them quicker than he had. His hands shook as he held them out, but barely the tiniest flicker of aether curled around them.

			He’s scared, she thought to herself.

			Fenne crouched down next to him.

			‘What’s your name?’

			The boy’s head jerked up. His voice shook with effort.

			‘Shen, my lady.’

			‘I am not a lady, Shen, I am a duellist,’ she said, holding his attention, the silver bells in her braids tinkling. ‘Do you know what that is?’

			The boy stared at her. ‘It means you fight for a living.’

			She smiled at the simple description. ‘Exactly, and I wouldn’t be able to duel without my Root. You know what that is, don’t you?’

			Shen frowned indignantly. ‘Of course. The specific manner in which a person best manifests their aether.’

			His hands no longer shook with nerves.

			‘I have what’s called a Boldwright Root. I can make myself strong, fast, and very tough for a while.’

			The boy blinked at her. ‘Okay.’

			Fenne nodded. ‘But it requires practice, and focus.’ She held her hands out toward the stone. ‘I’m not a Forgewright, I can’t shape the elements, but I’ve always wanted to be able to. Maybe you could tell me how?’

			The boy darted another glance up at his Master. Jubale gave a tiny nod. Shen quickly turned back to Fenne.

			‘Okay, I’ll show you how to do it.’

			Fenne put on a serious face and watched as he settled into position, brow furrowed.

			‘First you focus on the task, or the medium,’ Shen explained, staring intently at the crack in the stone. ‘You must draw from your aetheric core. Your soul.’

			Fenne kept her eyes on him supportively. ‘Manifesting,’ she said softly. ‘The act of using your aether.’

			Shen swallowed. ‘Yes,’ he continued. ‘You manifest your aether, and visualize the intent.’ A small nimbus of blue energy coalesced around the tips of his fingers. ‘Strength of belief is the most important part of manifesting. You must persuade your aether to do as you wish.’

			Fenne had been told similar, that the more certain you were in your ability, the more likely your manifesting was to work.

			‘Go on,’ she prompted.

			‘Then, once you have focus and intent, a Forgewright must express …’ He was locked on his task. The nimbus slowly radiated around his whole hand and the stone beneath his palms reflected the light.

			‘And we shape …’ Shen muttered, staring fiercely. For a moment nothing happened, then the stone began to turn from solid rock to a thick moveable texture. Shen gasped as it happened, eyes wide. Jubale stepped forward and placed both hands on his shoulders supportively.

			‘Good, now hold it,’ he intoned softly. Shen stared in disbelief as the stone swam beneath his hands, haloed with aetheric energy.

			‘What next?’ Jubale said. ‘Tell the woman.’

			Shen took a shaky breath.

			‘We … we keep the focus, and guide the material to its new position.’ He slowly drifted his hands to the side and the rock moved with him, rolling and dripping across like a ball of liquid. Shen slowly held one hand to the side of the join, and carefully used the other to simulate pushing the stone into the crack. It seeped in. He took a steadying breath, and Jubale tightened his hands on his shoulders.

			‘Then we must release the expression of its new shape, while keeping your aether manifested …’ He laid his hands over the top of the now smooth piece of stone. ‘And then we …’ he bit his lip, ‘we let it go.’ The blue glow flared awkwardly around his hands, then blinked off. Shen lifted them away to reveal the filled in crack, rough in execution but complete, nonetheless.

			‘That was excellent,’ Fenne said reassuringly, as Jubale knelt and assessed. Shen’s face was covered in sweat.

			‘An adequate fix,’ Jubale said finally.

			Shen sagged with relief. ‘Thank you, Forgewright. I’m sorry I couldn’t release properly, it kept slipping away from me.’

			Jubale fished into a small pouch attached to his belt and retrieved a silver square. He tossed it to Shen, and gestured to the old woman’s grill. ‘Go grab yourself something.’

			Shen’s face lit up. ‘Thank you, Forgewright.’ He half turned, then looked at Fenne. ‘Thank you …’ He stopped, uncertain of how to address her.

			‘Duellist is fine,’ she said.

			He beamed at her. ‘Thank you, duellist Fenne.’ Then he ran off toward the stall.

			‘You were making him nervous,’ Fenne commented. Jubale stared at her thoughtfully, then he knelt down and expertly brought a hand across the uneven fix. Aether shimmered around his fingers. When it had passed the rock was perfect, matching neatly with the previous work he had done. He stood, glancing over at Shen, who was laughing at some joke the stall owner had made.

			‘The Legacies of Lurella are monstrously powerful families, who wield power and prestige with casual ease,’ Jubale said quietly. ‘Shen comes from a Legacy of note, while his skills are mediocre at best. That was the first fix he has completed in two months with me. A simple joining, no craftsmanship involved.’ He shook his head. ‘No self-confidence whatsoever. He has every reason to be nervous.’

			‘Fenne!’

			She turned and saw Thom waving a hand at her to rejoin the group.

			‘Success does not occur overnight. He may surprise you,’ Fenne remarked, making to leave.

			‘You won’t be given control of the 2nd Pit,’ Jubale said suddenly.

			Fenne paused. ‘Excuse me?’

			‘I’d hope you’d have seen this by now, but Silver will go to a Legacy affiliate, a powerful one at that. An outsider like you has no chance of getting through the nominations. The same is true for the 1st Pit. But the 3rd Pit, the one known as Woodwork …’ He paused, eyes glinting. ‘Anyone could get that.’

			Fenne stared at him, considering. ‘I’ve been thinking the same. I came here to see how the Pit functions, not with the intent to vie for control of Silver.’

			‘A fact-finding mission, then?’ Jubale grumbled.

			‘Exactly.’ Fenne shifted with a sigh. ‘I know the appointment of Pit Lord is most likely going to go to an Eronese citizen, but I’ll try anyway.’

			Jubale’s eyes narrowed, considering her once more. ‘If I’m not mistaken, I can only think of one reason a Kraton would be trying for a position so far out of reach. To give them a reason to stay in Lurella, and avoid returning to the desert.’

			Fenne said nothing.

			Jubale really studied her this time. ‘Don’t I know the name Fenne? Champion of the Iron Circuit in Zahir?’

			Her heart sank. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

			Zahir was her home, and Jubale’s most likely. The magnificent circular city of Kratossif, built in rings about Lake Placid, the largest natural spring in the whole realm. Fenne had been born there, grown up there, and become the greatest duellist in the city. Then, six months ago, she had left. Without warning or notice. Something that was not allowed under any circumstances. Her body tensed as she watched Jubale consider her.

			Jubale’s gaze got colder. ‘Did the Council give you permission to leave?’

			‘I didn’t want to stay.’ Fenne spoke without conviction.

			His eyes went hard.
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