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A wonderful, loving soul, whose life on this earth was far
too short--and a true warrior in her own right. May God grant your soul peace,
and peace to Shania's soul and to that of your wonderful mother, Rhonda.












CHAPTER ONE


 


Irrien loved
the joy of battle, the thrill of knowing that he was stronger than a foe—yet
seeing the aftermath of his conquest was far better.


He strode
through the ruins of Delos, watching the looting, listening to the screams of
the weak as his men killed and plundered, raped and smashed. Strings of new
slaves walked in chains toward the docks, while already, a market in looted goods
and captured peasants had sprung up in one of the squares. He forced himself to
ignore the pain in his shoulder while he walked. His men couldn’t see him weak.


So much of the
city was broken now, but Irrien didn’t care about that. What was broken could be
rebuilt with enough slaves working under the lash. It could be rebuilt in the
shape he wanted. 


Of course,
there were others who had their demands. Currently, they followed him like
sharks following a trail of blood, warriors and priests and more. There were
representatives from the other Stones of Felldust, chattering about the roles
their masters could play in the looting. There were merchants, wanting to offer
the most favorable rates for transporting Irrien’s looted goods back to the
lands of endless dust.


Irrien ignored
them for the most part, but they kept coming.


“First Stone,”
a figure said. He wore the robes of a priest, complete with a belt made from
finger bones and holy symbols twisted into his beard with silver wire. An
amulet set with bloodstones marked him as one of the highest of his order. 


“What is it you
want, holy one?” Irrien asked. He rubbed his shoulder absently as he spoke,
hoping no one would guess the reason.


The priest
spread hands tattooed with runes that danced with every twitch of his fingers.


“It is not what
I want, but what the gods require. They have given us victory. It is only right
that we thank them with a suitable sacrifice.”


“Are you saying
that the victory was not due to the strength of my arm?” Irrien demanded. He let
the threat seep into his voice. He used the priests when it suited him, but he
would not let them control him.


“Even the
strongest must acknowledge the favor of the gods.”


“I will give it
thought,” Irrien said, which had been his answer to too many things already
today. Demands for attention, demands for resources, a whole parade of people
wanting to take portions of what he had won. It was the curse of a ruler, but
also a symbol of his power. Every strong man who came begging to Irrien for his
favor was an acknowledgment that he could not simply take what he wanted.


They started to
walk back toward the castle, and Irrien found himself planning, calculating
where repairs would be needed and where monuments to his power could be put in
place. In Felldust, a statue would be stolen or broken before it was completed.
Here it might stand as a reminder of his victory for the rest of time. When he
had healed, there would be a lot to do.


He looked over
the castle’s defenses as he and the others returned to it. It was strong;
strong enough that he could hold out against the world if he wanted. If someone
hadn’t opened the gates for his people, it genuinely could have held off his
army until the inevitable conflicts of Felldust overtook it. 


He snapped his
fingers at a servant. “I want any tunnels beneath this place filled in. I don’t
care how many slaves die doing it. Then start on the ones in the city. I will
not have a rat run where people can sneak without my knowledge.”


“Yes, First
Stone.”


He continued
into the castle. Already, servants were moving in the banners of Felldust. Yet
there were others who didn’t seem to have gotten the message. Three of his men
were tearing at tapestries, pulling stones from the eyes of statues and
stuffing the resulting loot into their belt pouches.


Irrien strode
forward, and he saw them look around with the reverence that he liked to build
in his men.


“What are you
doing here?” he asked.


“Continuing the
looting of the city, First Stone,” one answered. He was younger than the other
two. Irrien guessed that he’d only joined the invasion force because of the
promise of adventure. So many did.


“And did your
commanders tell you to continue to loot within the castle?” Irrien asked. “Is
this where you have been commanded to be?”


Their expressions
told him everything he needed to know. He’d ordered his men to be systematic
about the looting of the city, but this was not systematic. He demanded
discipline from his warriors, and this was not disciplined. 


“You thought
that you would just take what you wanted,” Irrien said.


“It is
Felldust’s way!” one of the men protested.


“Yes,” Irrien
agreed. “The strong take from the weak. That is why I took this castle. Now you
are trying to take from me. Do you think I am weak?”


He didn’t have
his great sword anymore, and his wounded shoulder still ached too much for it
even if he’d had it, so he pulled out a long knife instead. His first thrust
caught the youngest of the three through the base of the jaw, driving up
through his skull. 


He spun,
slamming the second of the three back into a wall as he scrabbled for his own
weapons. Irrien parried a sword stroke from the other, cutting his throat
effortlessly on the backswing, shoving him away as he fell.


The one he’d
pushed away was backing up now, his hands in the air.


“Please, Stone
Irrien. It was a mistake. We didn’t think.”


Irrien stepped
in and stabbed him without a word, striking again and again. He held the
weakling up so that he wouldn’t fall too soon, ignoring the way his wound hurt
with the effort of it. This wasn’t just a killing, it was a demonstration. 


When he finally
let the man collapse, Irrien turned to the others, spreading his hands, wanting
to make the challenge obvious.


“Does anyone
here think that I am weak enough that you can simply demand things of me?
Does anyone think that they can take from me?”


They were
silent, of course. Irrien left them trailing in his wake as he stalked toward
the throne room.


His throne
room.


Where even now,
his prize awaited him.


 


*


 


Stephania
cringed as Irrien came into the throne room, and she hated herself for it. She
knelt next to the same throne that she’d occupied just a short time before,
golden chains holding her in place. She’d pulled at them when the room had been
empty, but there had been no give in them.


Irrien stalked
toward her, and Stephania forced herself to push down her fear. He’d beaten
her, he’d put her in chains, but she had a choice. She could let herself be
broken, or she could turn this to her advantage. There would be a way to do
that, even with this.


Being chained
beside Irrien’s throne had its advantages, after all. It meant that he planned
to keep her. It meant that his men had left her alone, even as they’d dragged
off Stephania’s handmaidens and servants for their pleasure. It meant that she
was still at the heart of things, even if she didn’t have control over them.


Yet.


Stephania
watched Irrien as he sat, assessing every line of him, judging him the way a
hunter might judge the ground on which her prey lived. It was obvious that he
wanted her, or why would he keep her here instead of sending her to some slave
pit? Stephania could work with that. He might think that she was his, but soon
he would be doing everything she suggested.


She would play
the part of the demur plaything, and she would take back what she’d worked for.


She waited,
listening as Irrien started to deal with the business of the city. Most of it
was mundane stuff. How much they had taken. How much there still was to take.
How many guards they needed to secure the walls, and how the flow of food would
be controlled. 


“We have an
offer from a merchant to supply our forces,” one of the courtiers said. “A man
named Grathir.”


Stephania
snorted at that, and found Irrien looking down at her.


“Do you have
something to say, slave?”


She swallowed
her urge to snap back at that. “Only that Grathir is notorious for supplying
substandard goods. His former business partner is poised to take his business,
though. Support him and you might get the supplies you need.”


Irrien stared
at her levelly. “And why are you telling me this?”


Stephania knew
this was her chance, but she had to play it carefully. “I want to show you that
I can be useful to you.”


He didn’t
reply, but turned his attention back to the men there. “I will consider it.
What is next?”


Next, it
seemed, were petitions from the representatives of the other rulers of
Felldust. 


“The Second
Stone would like to know when your return to Felldust will be,” one
representative said. “There are matters there that require the Five Stones to
be together.”


“Fourth Stone
Vexa requires more space for her contingent of ships.”


“Third Stone
Kas sends his congratulations on our shared victory.”


Stephania ran
through the names of the other Stones of Felldust. Cunning Ulren, Kas
Forkbeard, Vexa, the only female Stone, Borion the fop. Secondary names
compared to Irrien, yet theoretically all but his equals. Only the fact that
they weren’t here gave Irrien so much power.


Along with
names, Stephania’s memory supplied interests, weaknesses, desires. Ulren was
growing old in Irrien’s shadow, and would have had the First Stone’s seat if
the warlord hadn’t taken it. Kas was cautious, a lord of merchants who
calculated every coin before he acted. Vexa kept a house beyond the city, where
it was rumored her servants were all without tongues so that they could not
speak of what they saw. Borion was the weakest, likely to lose his seat to the
next challenger.


As she thought
about the situation in Felldust, Stephania laid gentle fingers on Irrien’s arm.
She moved delicately, the touch barely there. She had learned the skills of
seduction a long time ago, then spent time perfecting them on a string of
useful lovers. She had brought around Thanos, hadn’t she? How much more
difficult could Irrien be?


She felt the
moment when he tensed.


“What are you
doing?” he demanded.


“You seem tense
with all this talking,” Stephania said. “I thought I could help. Maybe I could
help relax you in… other ways?”


The key was not
to push too hard. To hint and to offer, but never to demand outright. Stephania
arranged her most innocent look, stared up into Irrien’s eyes… then cried out
as he slapped her casually.


Anger flared in
her at that. Stephania’s pride told her that she would find a way to make
Irrien pay for that blow, that she would have revenge on him.


“Ah, there’s
the real Stephania,” Irrien said. “Do you think I’m fooled by your pretense
that you’re a humble slave? Do you think I’m stupid enough to believe you can
be broken with one beating?”


Fear flashed
again in Stephania. She could still remember the whistle of the whip as Irrien
had struck her with it. Her back still burned with the memory of the blows.
There had been a time when she had enjoyed punishing those servants who
deserved it. Now, the thought just brought back the pain.


Even so, she
would use the pain if she had to.


“No, but I’m
sure you plan more,” Stephania said. She didn’t even try for innocence this
time. “You’re going to enjoy trying to break me as much as I’m going to enjoy
playing with you while you do it. Isn’t that half the fun?”


Irrien hit her
again. Stephania let him see her defiance then. It was obviously what he
wanted. She would do whatever she had to in order to bind Irrien to her. Once
she’d done it, it wouldn’t matter what she’d suffered to get there.


“You think that
you are special, don’t you?” Irrien said. “You are just a slave.”


“A slave you
keep chained to your throne,” Stephania pointed out in her most sultry voice.
“A slave you obviously plan to have in your bed. A slave who could be so much
more. A partner. I know Delos like no one else. Why not just admit it?”


Irrien stood
then. 


“You’re right.
I have made a mistake.”


He reached
down, taking her chains and unlocking them from the throne. Stephania had a
moment in which to feel a sense of triumph as he lifted her. Even if he was
cruel to her now, even if he just dragged her to his chambers and threw her
down there to claim as his own, she was making progress.


That wasn’t
where he threw her, though. He cast Stephania down on the cold marble, and she
felt the hardness of it under her knees as she skidded to a halt in front of
one of the figures there. 


The shock of
that hit her more than the pain. How could Irrien do that? Hadn’t she been
everything he could want? Stephania looked up to see a man in dark robes
looking at her with obvious contempt.


“I made the
mistake of thinking you were worth my time,” Irrien said. “You want a
sacrifice, priest? Take her. Cut the babe from her and offer it up to your gods
in my name. I’ll not have some mewling brat alive with a claim to this throne.
When you’re done, throw what’s left of her for whatever scavengers will eat
her.”


Stephania
stared up at the priest, then looked over at Irrien, barely able to form the
words. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. She wouldn’t let it. 


“Please,” she
said. “This is foolish. I can do so much more for you than this!”


They didn’t
seem to care though. Panic flashed through her, along with the shocked thought
that this was actually happening. They were actually going to do this. 


No. No, they
couldn’t!


She screamed as
the priest grabbed her arms. Another caught her legs, and they carried her,
still struggling, between them. Irrien and the others followed in their wake,
but right then, Stephania didn’t care about them. She only cared about one
thing:


They were going
to kill her baby.











CHAPTER TWO


 


Ceres still
couldn’t believe that they’d escaped. She lay on the deck of the small boat
she’d stolen, and it was impossible to think that she was actually there,
rather than back in some fighting pit beneath the castle, waiting to die.


Not that they
were safe yet. The flight of an arrow overhead made that much clear.


Ceres looked up
over the boat’s railing, trying to work out if there was anything she could do.
Archers fired from the shore, most of their shafts striking the water around
the boat, a few thudding into the wood to tremble there as they spent their
energy. 


“We need to
move faster,” Thanos said beside her. He rushed to one of the sails. “Help me
get this up.”


“Not… yet,” a
voice croaked from the other side of the deck.


Akila lay
there, and to Ceres’s eyes he looked terrible. The First Stone’s sword had been
sticking through him just minutes before, and now that Ceres had pulled it out,
he was obviously losing blood. Even so, he managed to raise his head, looking
at her with an urgency that was hard to ignore.


“Not yet,” he
repeated. “The ships around the harbor have our wind, and a sail will just make
us a target. Use the oars.”


Ceres nodded,
pulling Thanos over to where the combatlords they’d rescued were rowing. It was
hard to find space to fit in beside the heavily muscled men, but she squeezed
into place and lent her little remaining strength to their efforts.


They pulled
into the shadow of a moored galley and the arrows stopped.


“We need to be
clever now,” Ceres said. “They can’t kill us if they can’t find us.”


She let go of
her oar and the others did likewise for a moment or two, letting their boat
drift in the wash of the bigger boat, impossible to see from the shore.


It gave her a
moment to go over to Akila. Ceres had only known him briefly, but she could
still feel guilt for what had happened to him. He’d been fighting for her cause
when he’d suffered the wound that even now seemed like a gaping mouth in his
side.


Sartes and Leyana
knelt beside him, obviously trying to staunch the bleeding. Ceres found herself
surprised by just how good a job they were doing of it. She guessed that the
war had forced people to learn all kinds of skills that they otherwise might
not have.


“Will he make
it?” Ceres asked her brother.


Sartes looked
up at her. There was blood on his hands. Beside him, Leyana looked pale with
effort.


“I don’t know,”
Sartes said. “I’ve seen enough sword wounds before, and I think this one
missed the important organs, but I’m just basing that on the fact that he isn’t
dead yet.”


“You’re doing
fine,” Leyana said, reaching out to touch Sartes’s hand. “But there’s only so
much anyone can do on a boat, and we need a real healer.”


Ceres was happy
that she was there. From the little she’d seen of the girl so far, Leyana and
her brother seemed to be a good fit for one another. They certainly seemed to
be doing a good job of keeping Akila alive between them.


“We’ll get you
to a healer,” Ceres promised, although she wasn’t sure how they could keep that
promise right then. “Somehow.”


Thanos was at
the bow of the boat now. Ceres went to him, hoping that he had more of an idea
than she did of how to get out of there. The harbor was full of boats right
then, the invasion fleet standing like some floating city alongside the real
one. 


“It was worse
than this in Felldust,” Thanos said. “This is the main fleet, but there are
more boats still waiting to come.”


“Waiting to
pick apart the Empire,” Ceres guessed.


She wasn’t sure
what she felt about that. She’d been working to bring down the Empire, but
this… this just meant more people suffering. Ordinary people and nobles alike
would find themselves enslaved at the hands of the invaders, if they weren’t
killed outright. By now, they would probably have found Stephania too. Ceres
should probably have felt some kind of satisfaction at that, but it was hard to
feel much other than the relief that she was finally out of their lives. 


“Do you regret
leaving Stephania behind?” Ceres asked Thanos.


He reached out
to put an arm around her. “I regret that it came to that,” he said. “But after
everything she did… no, I don’t regret it. She deserved it and more.”


He sounded as
though he meant it, but Ceres knew how complicated things could be when it came
to Stephania. Still, she was gone now, probably dead. They were free. Or they
would be, if they could make it out of this harbor alive.


Across the
deck, she saw her father nod, pointing. 


“There, see
those ships? They look as though they’re leaving.”


Sure enough,
there were galleys and cogs leaving the harbor, clustered together in a group
as though afraid that someone would take everything they had if they didn’t.
Given what Felldust was like, someone probably would. 


“What are
they?” Ceres asked. “Merchant ships?”


“Some might
be,” her father replied. “Filled with loot from the conquest. My guess is that
several are slavers, too.”


That was a
thought that filled Ceres with disgust. That there would be ships there taking
the people of her city away to live out lives in chains was something that made
her feel as though she wanted to tear the ships apart with her hands. Yet she
couldn’t. They were just one boat.


Despite her
anger, Ceres could see the opportunity they represented. 


“If we can get
over there, no one will question the fact that we’re leaving,” she said.


“We still have
to get over there,” Thanos pointed out, but Ceres could see him trying to pick
out a route.


The packed
ships were so tight together that it was more like guiding their boat down a
series of canals than true sailing. They started to pick their way through the
clustered boats, using their oars, trying not to attract attention to
themselves. Now that they were out of sight of those firing from the shore, no
one had any reason to think that they were out of place. They could lose
themselves in the great mass of Felldust’s fleet, using it as cover even as
some within it hunted for them.


Ceres hefted
the sword she’d pulled from Akila. It was large enough that she could barely
lift it, but if the hunters came for them, they would soon find out how well
she could wield it. Maybe she would even have an opportunity to give it back to
its owner one day, point first through the First Stone’s heart.


But for now,
they couldn’t afford a fight. It would mark them out as strangers, and bring
down every boat around them on their heads. Instead, Ceres waited, feeling the
tension as they slipped past the assorted landing craft, past the hulks of
burnt out ships, and past boats where worse was happening. Ceres saw boats
where people were being branded like cattle, saw one where two men were
fighting to the death while sailors cheered them on, saw one where—


“Ceres, look,”
Thanos said, pointing to a ship near them. 


Ceres looked,
and it was just one more example of the horror around them. A strange-looking
woman, her face covered in what looked like ash, had been tied to the prow of a
ship like a figurehead. Two soldiers with lashes were taking it in turns to
strike at her, slowly flaying her alive.


“There’s nothing
we can do,” Ceres’s father said. “We can’t fight them all.”


Ceres could
understand the sentiment, but even so, she didn’t like the idea of standing by
while someone was tortured.


“But that’s
Jeva,” Thanos replied. He obviously caught Ceres’s look of confusion. “She led
me to the Bone Folk who attacked the fleet so I could get into the city. It’s
my fault that this is happening.”


That made
Ceres’s heart tighten in her chest, because Thanos had only come back to the
city for her. 


“Even so,” her
father said, “try to help and we put all of us at risk.”


Ceres heard
what he was saying, but she wanted to help anyway. It seemed that Thanos was a
step ahead of her.


“We have to
help,” Thanos said. “I’m sorry.”


Her father
reached out to grab him, but Thanos was too quick. He dove into the water,
swimming for the ship, apparently ignoring the threat of whatever predators
were in the water. Ceres had a moment to consider the danger of it… and then
she threw herself in after him.


It was hard to
swim clutching the great sword that she’d stolen, but right then she needed any
weapon she could get. She plunged through the cold of the waves, hoping that
the sharks were already sated from the battle, and that she wouldn’t die from
whatever filth so many ships threw overboard. Her hands closed on the ropes of
the moored galley, and Ceres started to climb.


It was hard.
The side of the ship was slick, and the ropes would have been difficult to
scramble up even if Ceres hadn’t been exhausted by days of torment at
Stephania’s hands. Somehow, she managed to pull herself up onto the deck,
throwing the great sword ahead of her the way a diver might have thrown a net
of clams.


She came up in
time to see a sailor rushing at her. 


Ceres snatched
up her stolen sword two-handed, thrusting and then pulling it clear. She swept
it around in an arc, taking the sailor’s head from his shoulders, then looked
for the next threat. Thanos was already grappling with one of the sailors who
had been attacking the Bone Folk woman, so Ceres ran to his aid. She cut across
the sailor’s back, and Thanos threw the dying man at the next sailor to come at
them.


“You cut her
free,” Ceres said. “I’ll hold them.”


She swung her
blade in arcs, holding the sailors at bay while Thanos worked to free Jeva. Up
close, she was even stranger looking than she had been at a distance. Her soft,
dark skin had blue swirls and patterns worked into it, creeping over her shaven
skull like tendrils of smoke. Fragments of bone decorated her otherwise silken
clothing, while her eyes blazed with defiance at her predicament.


Ceres had no
time to watch as Thanos cut her free, because she had to concentrate on keeping
back the sailors. One hacked at her with an axe, swinging it overhand. Ceres
stepped into the space created by his swing, cutting as she moved past him and
then swinging the sword in a circle to force the others back. She thrust it
through the leg of one man, then kicked high, catching him under the jaw.


“I have her,”
Thanos said, and as Ceres glanced back, he had indeed freed the Bone Folk
woman… who skipped past Ceres to snatch a knife from a fallen man.


She moved into
the crowd of sailors like a whirlwind, cutting and killing. Ceres glanced
across to Thanos, then went with her, trying to keep up with the progress of
the woman they were supposed to be saving. She saw Thanos parry a sword stroke
and then strike back, but Ceres had a blow of her own to deflect in that
moment.


The three of
them fought together, shifting places like participants in some formal dance
where there never seemed to be a shortage of partners. The difference was that
these partners were armed, and one misstep would mean death.


They fought
hard, and Ceres shouted her defiance as they attacked her. She cut and moved
and cut again, seeing Thanos fight with the square-edged strength of a
nobleman, the Bone Folk woman beside him lashing out in a blur of vicious
aggression. 


Then the
combatlords were there, and Ceres knew it was time to go.


“Over the
side!” she yelled, running for the rail. 


She dove, and
felt the cold of the water again as she hit it. She swam, making for the boat,
then hauled herself up over the side. Her father pulled her aboard, and then
she helped the others one by one.


“What were you
thinking?” her father asked as they reached the deck.


“I was thinking
I couldn’t stand by,” Thanos replied.


Ceres wanted to
argue with that, but she knew it was part of what made Thanos who he was. It
was part of what she loved about him.


“Foolish,” the
Bone Folk woman was saying with a smile. “Wonderfully foolish. Thank you.”


Ceres looked
around at the boats nearest to them. All of them were up in arms now, many of
the sailors aboard rushing for weapons. An arrow hit the water near them, then
another. 


“Row!” she
yelled to the combatlords, but where could they row to? Already, she could see
the other ships moving to intercept them. Soon, there would be no way out. It
was the kind of situation where she might have used her powers before, but now
she didn’t have them.


Please,
Mother, she begged in the quiet of her mind, you helped me before. Help
me now.


She felt her
mother’s presence somewhere on the edge of her being, ephemeral and calming.
She could feel her mother’s attention, looking through her, trying to work out
what had happened to her.


“What have they
done to you?” her mother’s voice whispered. “This is the sorcerer’s work.”


“Please,” Ceres
said. “I don’t need my powers back forever, but I need help now.”


In the pause
that followed, an arrow struck the deck between Ceres’s feet. It was too close
by far.


“I cannot undo
what has been done,” her mother said. “But I can lend you another gift, this
one time. It will only be once, though. I do not think your body could stand
more.”


Ceres didn’t
care, so long as they escaped. Already, boats were closing in. They needed
this.


“Touch the
water, Ceres, and forgive me, because this will hurt.”


Ceres didn’t
question it. Instead, she placed her hand on the waves, feeling the wetness
flow around her skin. She braced herself…


…and she still
had to fight to keep from screaming as something poured through her, shimmering
out across the water, then up through the air. It seemed as though someone had
drawn a gauze veil across the world. 


Through it,
Ceres could see archers and warriors staring in shock. She could hear them
shouting in surprise, but the sounds seemed muted.


“They complain
that they cannot see us,” Jeva said. “They say that it is dark magic.” She
looked at Ceres with something like awe. “It seems that you are everything
Thanos said you would be.”


Ceres wasn’t
sure about that. Just holding this hurt more than she could believe. She wasn’t
sure how long she would be able to keep it up.


“Row,” she
said. “Row before it fades!”











CHAPTER THREE


 


In the
high-roofed temple of the castle, Irrien watched impassively as the priests
prepared Stephania for sacrifice. He stood unmoved while they bustled, tying
her in place on the altar, securing her while she screamed and struggled. 


Normally,
Irrien had little time for such things. The priests were a bunch of
blood-obsessed fools who seemed to think that placating death could fend it
off. As if any man could hold off death except through the strength of his arm.
Begging didn’t work, not to the gods, and not, as Delos’s brief ruler was
finding out, to him.


“Please,
Irrien, I will do anything you want! Do you want me to kneel before you?
Please!”


Irrien stood
like a statue, ignoring it the way he ignored the pain of his wound, while
around him nobles and warriors stood watching. There was some value to be had
in letting them see this, at least, just as there was value in placating the
priests. Their favor was just another source of power to be taken, and Irrien
was not so foolish as to ignore that.


“Don’t you
desire me?” Stephania begged. “I thought you wanted me for your plaything.”


Irrien wasn’t
so foolish as to ignore Stephania’s charms, either. That was part of the
problem. When her hand had been on his arm, he’d felt something beyond the
usual stirrings of desire he felt with beautiful slaves. He would not allow
that. Could not allow that. No one would have power over him, even of
the kind that came from within him.


He looked over
the crowd. There were more than enough beautiful women there, Stephania’s
former handmaidens kneeling in their chains. Some of them wept at the sight of
what was happening to their former ruler. He would distract himself with them
soon enough. For now, he needed to get rid of the threat that Stephania posed
with her ability to make him feel something.


The highest of
the priests came forward, the gold and silver wires in his beard jangling as he
moved. 


“All is ready,
my lord,” he said. “We will cut the babe from its mother’s belly, and then
sacrifice it on the altar in the proper fashion.”


“And your gods
will find this pleasing?” Irrien asked. If the priest caught the slight note of
derision there, he did not dare show it.


“Most pleasing,
First Stone. Most pleasing indeed.”


Irrien nodded.


“Then it will
be done the way you suggest. But I will be the one to kill the child.”


“You, First
Stone?” the priest asked. He sounded surprised. “But why?”


Because it was his
victory, not the priest’s. Because Irrien had been the one fighting his way
through the city, while these priests had probably been safe on the ships
transporting them. Because he was the one who had suffered a wound for this.
Because Irrien took the deaths that were his, rather than leaving them to
lesser men. He didn’t explain any of that, though. He didn’t owe ones such as
these explanations.


“Because I
choose to,” he said. “Do you have an objection?”


“No, First
Stone, no objection.”


Irrien enjoyed
the note of fear there, not for its own sake, but because it was a reminder of
his power. All of this was. It was a declaration of his victory as much as it
was gratitude to any gods watching. It was a way of claiming this place at the
same time as he rid himself of a child who might have tried to claim his throne
when it was old enough.


Because it
was a reminder of his power, he stood and watched the crowd while the priests
began their butchery. They stood and knelt in neat rows, the warriors, the
slaves, the merchants, and those who claimed noble blood. He watched their
fear, their weeping, their revulsion.


Behind him, the
priests chanted, speaking in ancient tongues meant to have been given by the
gods themselves. Irrien glanced back to see the highest of the priests holding
a blade over Stephania’s exposed belly, poised to slice down while she fought
to get away.


Irrien returned
his attention to those watching. This was about them, not Stephania. He watched
their horror as Stephania’s begging turned to screams behind him. He watched
their reactions, seeing who was awed, who was frightened, who looked at him
with silent hatred, and who seemed to be enjoying the spectacle. He saw one of
the handmaidens there faint at the sight of what was occurring behind him and
resolved to have her punished. Another was weeping so hard that another had to
hold her. 


Irrien had
found that watching those who served him told him more about them than any
declaration of loyalty could. Silently, he marked out those among the slaves
who had yet to be fully broken, those amongst the nobles who looked at him with
too much jealousy. A wise man did not let his guard down, even when he had won.



Stephania’s
screams became sharper for a moment, rising to a crescendo that seemed
perfectly timed to match the priests’ chanting. It gave way to whimpers then,
falling. Irrien doubted that she would live through this. Right then, he didn’t
care. She was fulfilling her purpose in showing the world that he ruled here.
Anything beyond that was unnecessary. Almost inelegant.


Somewhere in
it, fresh screams joined those of Delos’s most beautiful noblewoman, her babe’s
cries intertwining with hers. Irrien stepped back toward the altar, spreading
his arms, drawing in the attention of those who watched.


“We came here,
and the Empire was weak, so we took it. I took it. The place of the weak
is to serve or to die, and I decide which.”


He turned to
the altar where Stephania lay, her dress cut from her, clothed now in a mess of
blood and caul as much as in silk or velvet. She was still breathing, but her
breaths were ragged, and the wound was not one that a weak thing like her would
survive.


Irrien caught
the attention of the priests, then jerked his head at Stephania’s prostrate
form. 


“Dispose of that.”


They rushed to
obey, carrying her away while one of the priests handed him the child as if
presenting him with the greatest of gifts. Irrien stared at it. It was strange
that such a tiny, fragile thing could potentially pose a threat to one such as
him, but Irrien was not a man to take foolish risks. One day, this boy would
have grown into a man, and Irrien had seen what happened when a man didn’t feel
he had what belonged to him. He’d had to kill more than a few in his time.


He placed the
child on the altar, turning back to the audience while he drew a knife.


“Watch, all of
you,” he commanded. “Watch and remember what happens here. The other Stones are
not here to take this victory. I am.”


He turned back
to the altar, and instantly he knew that something was wrong.


There was a
figure there, a young-looking man with bone-white skin, pale hair, and eyes of
a deep amber that reminded Irrien of a cat’s. He wore robes, but these were
pale where the priests’ were dark. He ran a finger through the blood on the
altar without apparent distaste, simply with interest.


“Ah, Lady
Stephania,” he said, in a voice that was even, and pleasant, and almost
certainly a lie. “I offered her a chance to be my student before. She should
have accepted my offer.”


“Who are you?”
Irrien asked. He shifted his grip on the knife he held, moving from a grip
designed to plunge down to one that was better for fighting. “Why do you dare
to interrupt my victory?”


The other man
spread his hands. “I don’t mean to interrupt, First Stone, but you were about
to destroy something that belongs to me.”


“Something…”
Irrien felt a flash of surprise as he realized what this stranger meant. “No,
you are not the child’s father. That is a prince of this place.”


“I never
claimed to be,” the other man said. “But I was promised the child as payment,
and I am here to collect that payment.”


Irrien could
feel his anger rising, his grip tightening on the knife he held. He turned to
order this fool seized, and it was only as he did so that he realized that the
others there weren’t moving now. They stood as if entranced. 


“I suppose I
should congratulate you, First Stone,” the stranger said. “I find that most men
who claim to be powerful are actually quite weak willed, but you did not even
notice my… small effort.”


Irrien turned
back to him. He had Stephania’s child in his arms now, cradling it in a
surprisingly accurate facsimile of care. 


“Who are you?”
Irrien demanded. “Tell me so that I can write it on your gravestone.”


The other man
didn’t look up at him. “He has his mother’s eyes, don’t you think? Given his
parents, I’m sure he’ll grow up strong and handsome. I’ll train him, of course.
He will be a most skillful killer.”


Irrien made a
sound of anger, low in his throat. “Who are you? What are you?”


The other man
looked up at him then, and this time his eyes seemed to swim with depths of
fire and heat.


“There are
those who call me Daskalos,” he said. “But there are those who call me many
other things. Sorcerer, of course. Killer of Ancient Ones. Weaver of shadows.
Right now, I am a man collecting his debt. Allow me to do so and I will go in
peace.”


“The mother of
this child is my slave,” Irrien said. “The child is not hers to give.”


He heard the
other man laugh then. 


“It matters so
much to you, doesn’t it?” Daskalos said. “You must win, because you must be the
strongest. Perhaps that can be my lesson to you, Irrien: there is always
someone stronger.”


Irrien had put
up with enough from this fool, sorcerer or not. He’d met men and women who had
claimed to command magic before. Some of them had even been able to do things
that Irrien couldn’t explain. None of it had let them best him. Faced with
magic, the best thing to do was strike first and strike hard. 


He lunged
forward, the knife in his hand flashing into the young man’s chest. Daskalos
looked down at it, then stepped away as calmly as if Irrien had merely brushed
the edge of his robes.


“Lady Stephania
tried something similar when I suggested taking her child,” Daskalos said, with
a hint of amusement. “I’ll tell you what I told her: there will be a price for
attacking me. Perhaps I will even have the boy exact it.”


Irrien lunged
again, this time going for the other man’s throat to try to shut him up. He
stumbled past the altar, almost overbalancing. The sorcerer wasn’t there
anymore. Irrien blinked, looking round. There was no sign of him.


“No!” Irrien
bellowed. “I’ll kill you for this. I’ll hunt you down!”


“First Stone?”
one of the priests said. “Is everything all right?”


Irrien struck
him with his off hand, sending the man sprawling. He heard the others gasp.
Apparently, they were all free from whatever spell the sorcerer had used to
control them. 


“Lord Irrien,”
the highest of the priests said. “I must protest. To strike a priest is to
invite the wrath of the gods.”


“The wrath of
the gods?” Irrien repeated. He drew himself up to his full height, but
apparently the old fool was too caught up in his self-righteousness to notice
it.


“Do not mock
it, First Stone,” the man said. “And where is the sacrifice?”


“Gone,” Irrien
said. From the corner of his eye, he saw some of those there shifting in place.
They at least seemed to recognize the dangerous nature of his anger.


The priest
seemed too obsessed to notice. “The gods must be thanked for this victory, or
there is a danger that they will not give you others. You may be the most
powerful of men, but the gods—”


Irrien pulled
the other man close as he stabbed him. He’d been made to look weak by the
sorcerer. He couldn’t allow the priest to do the same. Irrien bent the older
man back until he lay on the altar, in almost the spot where Stephania had
been.


“I have this
victory because I took it,” Irrien said. “Do any of you think that you are
stronger than me? Do you think that your gods will give you the strength to
take what is mine? Do you?”


He looked
around them in silent challenge, meeting their eyes and noting who looked away,
how quickly, and how frightened they appeared when they did so. He picked out
another of the priests, younger than the dead one had been.


“You, what is
your name?”


“Antillion,
First Stone.” Irrien could hear the fear there. Good. A man should realize who
could really take his life from him.


“You are now
the highest priest in Delos. You will answer to me. Do you understand?”


The young man
bowed. “Yes, First Stone. Do you have commands?”


Irrien looked
around, getting his temper under control. A flash of it could terrify those who
needed to be cowed, but a temper that was not under control was a weakness. It
encouraged dissent, and emboldened those who mistook it for stupidity. 


“Clear away
that as you did the first sacrifice,” Irrien answered, pointing to the dead
priest. “Later, you will attend me in the royal chambers of this place.”


He walked to
the kneeling slaves, picking out two of Stephania’s former handmaidens. They
had much of the beauty of their now gone mistress, with a much more suitable
level of fear. He drew them to their feet.


“Later,” Irrien
said. On impulse, he shoved one of them in the direction of the priest. “I will
not have it said that I do not respect the gods. I will not be commanded,
though. Take this one and sacrifice her. I take it that will please them?”


The priest
bowed low again. “Whatever pleases you, First Stone, will please the gods.”


That was a good
answer. It was almost enough to soothe Irrien’s mood. His hand closed on the
forearm of the other woman. She looked shocked into silence, obviously
realizing how close she’d just come to death.


The other
started to scream as they dragged her to the altar.


Irrien didn’t
care about that. He didn’t even particularly care about the slave he dragged
along in his wake as he left the room. The weak didn’t matter. What mattered
was that there was a sorcerer entangled in his business. Irrien didn’t know what
that meant, and it irritated him that he couldn’t see what this Daskalos
intended.


It took him
most of the journey to the royal chambers to convince himself that it didn’t
matter. Who could fathom the ways of those who dabbled in magic? What mattered was
that Irrien had his own plans for the Empire, and so far, those plans were
proceeding exactly as he wanted.


What came next
would be even better, although there was one sour note in that. What did this
sorcerer want with the boy? What had he meant about turning him into a weapon?
Somehow, just the thought of him made Irrien shudder, and Irrien hated that. He
claimed to fear no man, but this Daskalos… 


He feared him
greatly.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


Thanos knew he
should have been watching the horizon, but right then, all he could do was
watch Ceres with a mixture of pride, love, and amazement. She stood at the prow
of their small boat, her hand touching the water as they headed from the harbor
into open water. Around them, the air continued to shimmer, the haze that
marked their invisibility seeming to twist the light that passed through it.


One day, Thanos
knew, he would marry her.


“I think that’s
enough,” Thanos said to her softly. He could see the strain on her face from
it. The power was obviously taking its toll. 


“Just… a
little… farther.”


Thanos laid a
hand on her shoulder. Somewhere behind him, he heard Jeva gasp, as if the Bone
Folk woman expected him to be flung back by the power. Thanos knew Ceres would
never do that to him though.


“We’re clear,”
he said. “There’s nobody behind us.”


He saw Ceres
look around in obvious surprise as she saw the deeper water they were now
rowing across. Had it taken that much concentration to hold the power in place?
Either way, there was no one behind them now, just empty ocean.


Ceres lifted
her hand from the water, staggering slightly. Thanos caught her, holding her
up. After everything she’d been through, he was amazed that she’d managed to
show this much strength. He wanted to be there for her then. Not just some of
the time, but always.


“I’m all
right,” Ceres said.


“You’re more
than that,” Thanos assured her. “You’re amazing.”


More amazing
than he could have believed. It wasn’t just that Ceres was beautiful and clever
and strong. It wasn’t just that she was powerful, or that she seemed to put the
good of others ahead of her own so consistently. It was all those things, but
there was also something special beyond that. 


She was the
woman he loved, and after what had happened in the city, she was the only
woman he loved. Thanos found himself thinking about what that meant. They could
be together now. They would be together. 


She looked up
at him then, and she reached up to kiss him. It was a soft, gentle moment, full
of tenderness. Thanos found himself wishing that it could fill the whole world,
and that there was nothing else they had to deal with.


“You chose me,”
Ceres said, touching his face as they pulled back.


“I will always
choose you,” Thanos said. “I will always be there for you too.”


Ceres smiled at
that, but Thanos could see the note of uncertainty there in her expression too.
He couldn’t blame her for that, but at the same time he wished it weren’t
there. He wished that he could chase that away, leaving everything all right
between them. He’d been on the verge of asking her for more then, but he knew
when not to press things.


“I choose you
too,” Ceres assured him, but at the same time she pulled back. “I should go
catch up with my brother and my father.”


She went over
to where Berin stood with Sartes and Leyana. A family, all looking happy
together. A part of Thanos wished that he could simply go there to be a part of
it. He wanted to be a part of Ceres’s life, and he suspected that she wanted
him to be too, but Thanos knew it would take time to heal things between them.


Because of
that, he didn’t rush over to her. Instead, Thanos stood considering the rest of
the boat’s inhabitants. For such a small boat, there were a lot. The three
combatlords Ceres had saved were doing most of the rowing, although now that
they were clear of the harbor, they would be able to get the boat’s small sail
up. Akila lay to one side, a conscript Sartes had freed keeping pressure on the
wound.


Jeva was coming
toward him.


“You’re an
idiot if you’re going to let her walk away,” Jeva said.


“An idiot?”
Thanos countered. “Is that any way to thank someone who just saved you?”


He saw the Bone
Folk woman shrug. “You’re an idiot for doing that too. Risking yourself to help
another is stupid.”


Thanos cocked
his head to one side. He wasn’t sure that he would ever understand her. Then
again, he thought with a glance across to Ceres, that was something that
applied to more than one person.


“Risking
yourself is what you do for friends,” Thanos said.


Jeva shook her
head. “I wouldn’t have put myself in danger for you. If it is your time to join
with the spirits of your ancestors, it is your time. It is even an honor.”


Thanos wasn’t
sure what to make of that. Was she serious? If so, it seemed a little
ungrateful given the risk he and Ceres had taken in order to save her. 


“If I’d known
it was such an honor to be a figurehead for one of the First Stone’s ships, I
would have left you to it,” Thanos said.


Jeva looked at
him with a slight frown. It seemed to be her turn to try to work out if he was
serious or not.


“You’re
joking,” she said, “but you should have left me. I told you, only a fool
risks his life for others.”


It was too
harsh a philosophy for Thanos.


“Well,” he
said. “I’m glad you’re alive, at least.”


Jeva seemed to
think for a moment or two. “I’m glad too. Which is strange. The dead will be
displeased with me. Perhaps I have more to do. I will follow you until I find
out what.”


She said it
evenly, as though it was already a settled thing in which Thanos got no say. He
wondered what it must be like, walking through the world with the certainty
that the dead were in charge.


“Isn’t it
strange?” he asked her.


“What is
strange?” Jeva replied.


“Living your
life assuming that the dead make all the decisions.”


She shook her
head. “Not all of them. But they know more than we do. There are more of
them than us. When they speak, we should listen. Look at you.”


That made
Thanos frown. He wasn’t one of the Bone Folk, to be ordered about by their
speakers of the dead.


“Me?”


“Would you be
in the circumstances you are if it weren’t for decisions your parents and your
parents’ parents made?” Jeva asked. “You are a prince. Your whole power rests
on the dead.”


She had a
point, but Thanos wasn’t sure that it was the same thing. 


“I’ll be
deciding what to do next for the living, not the dead,” he said.


Jeva laughed as
though it was a particularly fine joke, then narrowed her eyes slightly. “Oh,
you’re serious. We have people who say that too. Mostly, they are madmen. But
then, this is a world for the mad, so who am I to judge? Where will we go
next?”


Thanos didn’t
have an answer for her when it came to that. 


“I’m not sure,”
he admitted. “My father told me where I might find out about my real mother,
then the former queen told me that she was somewhere else.”


“Well then,”
Jeva said. “We should go. Such news from the dead should not be ignored. Or we
could return to the lands of my people. They would welcome us with the news of
what happened to our fleet.”


She didn’t seem
daunted by the prospect of reporting so many deaths to her people. She also
seemed to be looking over at Ceres every so often, glancing at her with obvious
awe.


“She is
everything you said she would be. Whatever stands between you, solve it.”


She made it
sound so simple and direct, as if it were as simple as saying it. Thanos
doubted that things were ever that easy. 


“I’m trying.”


“Try harder,”
she said. 


Thanos wanted
to. He wanted to go to Ceres and declare his love. More than that, he wanted to
ask her to be his. It seemed as though they’d been waiting forever for that to
happen.


She waved him
away. “Go, go to her.”


Thanos wasn’t
sure about being dismissed like that, but he had to admit that Jeva had the
right idea when it came to going after Ceres. He went over to her and the
others, finding her looking more serious than he’d expected.


Her father
turned, clasping Thanos’s hand.


“It’s good to
see you again, boy,” he said. “If you hadn’t come, things might have been
difficult.”


“You’d have
found a way,” Thanos guessed. 


“Now, we need
to find our way,” Berin replied. “It seems everyone here wants to go
somewhere different.”


Thanos saw
Ceres nod at that.


“The
combatlords think we should go out to the free wastes to become mercenaries,”
she said. “Sartes is talking about slipping into the countryside around the
Empire. I thought about maybe going back to the Isle of Mists.”


“Jeva was
talking about going back to her people,” Thanos said.


“And you?”
Ceres asked.


He thought
about telling her about the lands of the cloud mountains, about his missing
mother, and the chance to find her. He thought of living anywhere, anywhere
with Ceres. But then he looked over to Akila.


“I’ll go
wherever you go,” he said, “but I don’t think Akila will survive a long
journey.”


“I don’t
either,” Ceres said. 


Thanos knew her
well enough to know that she’d already thought of somewhere to go. Thanos was
surprised that she hadn’t already taken charge. He could guess why, though. The
last time she’d been in charge, she’d lost Delos, first to Stephania, and then
to the invaders.


“It’s all
right,” Thanos said, reaching out to touch her arm. “I trust you. Wherever you
decide, I’ll follow.”


He guessed that
he wouldn’t be the only one. Ceres’s family would go with her, while the
combatlords had sworn to follow her, whatever they were saying about running
off to seek adventure elsewhere. As for Jeva… well, Thanos didn’t claim to know
the woman well enough to know what she would do, but they could always drop her
off somewhere, if she wanted.


“We can’t catch
up to the smuggling boat that brought you to Delos,” Ceres said. “Even if we
knew where it was, this small boat won’t move as fast as it can. And if we try
to go too far… I think Akila won’t make it.”


Thanos nodded.
He’d seen the wound that the First Stone had inflicted on their friend. Akila
had survived as much through willpower as anything else, but he needed a real
healer, and soon.


“Where then?”
Thanos asked.


Ceres looked at
him, then at the others. She still seemed almost frightened about saying what
she needed to say.


“There’s only
one place,” Ceres said. She raised her voice to a level where the whole ship
could hear. “We need to get to Haylon.”


Her father and
her brother immediately started to shake their heads. Even some of the
combatlords didn’t look happy.


“Haylon won’t
be safe,” Berin said. “Now that Delos has fallen, it will be a target.”


“Then we need
to help them to defend,” Ceres said. “Maybe there won’t be people trying to
take it out from under us while we do it this time.”


That was a good
point. Delos had fallen for a lot of reasons: the sheer size of Felldust’s
fleet, the people who hadn’t stayed to fight, the lack of stability as
Stephania conducted her coup. Maybe things would be different on Haylon.


“It doesn’t
have its fleet,” Thanos pointed out. “I persuaded most of them to help Delos.”


He felt a wave
of guilt over that. If he hadn’t talked Akila into helping, a lot of good
people wouldn’t be dead, and Haylon would have the means to defend itself. His
friend wouldn’t be lying wounded on the deck of their boat, waiting for
assistance. 


“We… chose to
come,” Akila managed from where he lay.


“And if they
don’t have a fleet, it’s all the more reason to try to help them,” Ceres said.
“All of you, think, it’s the only friendly place nearby. It held off the Empire
when it was strong enough that Felldust didn’t dare to attack. It needs our
help. So does Akila. We’re going to Haylon.”


Thanos couldn’t
argue with any of that. More than that, he could see the others coming around
to it. Ceres had always had the ability to do that. It had been her name, not
his, that had brought the Bone Folk. It had been she who had been able to
persuade Lord West’s men, and the rebellion. She impressed him more and more
every time she did it.


It was enough
that Thanos would follow wherever she wanted to go, to Haylon or beyond. He
could put the attempt to find his parentage on hold for now. Ceres was what
mattered; Ceres, and dealing with the damage that Felldust would do if they
spread out beyond Delos. He’d heard it on the docks in Port Leyward: this
wasn’t going to be a quick raid.


“There’s a
problem if we want to go to Haylon,” Sartes pointed out. “To get there, we
would have to go through Felldust’s fleet. That’s the direction they were
coming from, right? And I don’t think they’re all sitting in Delos’s harbor.”


“They aren’t,”
Thanos agreed, thinking back to what he’d seen in Felldust. There had been
whole flotillas of ships that hadn’t set off for the Empire yet; the ships of
the other Stones had sat waiting to see what would happen, or been there
gathering supplies so that they could join in the process of raiding. 


They would be a
real threat if their small boat tried to sail to Haylon by the direct route. It
would simply be a matter of luck whether they met with foes on the way, and
Thanos wasn’t sure whether Ceres would be able to pull off her disappearing
trick for them again.


“We’ll have to
go around,” he said. “We skirt the coast until we’re well clear of any route
they might take, then come around to Haylon from its far side.”


He could see
that the others weren’t happy about that thought, and Thanos guessed that it
wasn’t just because of the extra time involved. He knew what that route meant.


Jeva was the
one to say it.


“Taking that
route would bring us through the Passage of Monsters,” she said. “It might be
better to take our chances with Felldust.”


Thanos shook
his head. “They’ll hunt us down if they see us. At least this way, we have a
chance of going undetected.”


“We have a
chance of getting eaten too,” the Bone Folk woman pointed out.


Thanos
shrugged. There were no better options that he could see. There was no time to
go anywhere else, and no better way through. They could risk this, or sit there
until Akila died, and Thanos wouldn’t abandon his friend like that.


Ceres seemed to
feel the same way.


“The Passage of
Monsters it is. Let’s get the sail up!”


 











CHAPTER FIVE


 


Ulren, the
Second Stone, approached the five-sided tower with the calm determination of a
man who had plotted everything that might happen next. Around him, the dust of
the city swirled in its usual endless dance, making him want to cough or cover
his mouth. Ulren did neither. This was a moment to appear strong.


There were
guards on the doors, as there always were. Ostensibly paid by all five Stones,
but Irrien’s men in truth. That was why they crossed their pikes in challenge,
a small reminder to any lesser Stone of their place.


“Who goes?” one
called.


Ulren smiled at
that. “The new First Stone of Felldust.”


He had a moment
to see the shock in their eyes before his men stepped from the dust, raising
their crossbows. He did not have the sheer weight of arms that Irrien did or
the cunning spies of Vexa, the wealth of Kas or the noble friends of Borion,
but he had enough of each, and now, finally, he had the boldness to use them.


He enjoyed the
sight of crossbow bolts feathering the guards’ chests after they’d held him
back so many times. It was petty, but this was a moment to give in to
pettiness. This was the moment when he got to do everything he’d ever
wanted.


He opened the
door with his key, stepping inside into the light of the tower. What did it say
about the city that the lamp smoke–filled air inside was still better than that
outdoors? Still, even that seemed sweet today.


“Be swift,” he
said to the men and women who followed. “Strike quickly.”


They spread
out, the gleam of their weapons dulled with lamp black. When guards came from
one of the corridors, they leapt forward in silence, striking out. Ulren didn’t
stop to watch the blood and the death. Right then, none of that mattered.


He set off up
the seemingly endless flights of stairs that led to the top chamber. He’d done
this so many times now, and each time, it had been in the expectation that he
would be there as a lesser thing, second or third or less in a city where the
First of Five was the one place that mattered.


That was the
cruel joke of the city, in Ulren’s eyes. Everyone fighting to be on top, five
working in concert, but everyone knew that the First Stone was the strongest.
Ulren had been plotting to be First for so long that he couldn’t remember a
time when he’d wanted anything else. 


He’d been
cautious, even though this should always have been his. He’d built his power,
starting with the lands of his family but adding to them, tending his resources
the way a gardener might have tended a plant. He’d been so patient, so very
patient. He’d worked himself to the very edge of taking the First Stone’s seat.



Then Irrien had
come along, and he’d had to be patient again.


Around Ulren,
the killings continued as he climbed. Servants in the First Stone’s colors
died, cut down by his men. No hesitation, no remorse. Felldust was a land where
even an innocent-looking slave might hold a dagger, hoping to advance. 


A soldier
charged from the shadows, and Ulren grappled with him, looking for leverage.


The man was
strong, although maybe that was simply age weighing against him. Ulren found
that his body ached now when he’d been in the training ring in his home, and
the slave girls who’d once come to him quite willingly now had to hide their
looks of disgust and dismay. There were days when he walked into rooms and
could barely remember why he’d bothered.


But he’d lost
none of his cunning. He turned with the force of the other man’s rush, hooking
his foot behind his attacker’s leg and pushing with what strength he had. The
soldier stumbled, and then tumbled, going head over heels down the spiral
stairs that led up the five-sided tower. Ulren left him for his warriors to
finish. It was enough that he hadn’t seemed weak.


“Everything is
in place in the rest of the city?” he asked Travlen, the priest who had given
up his order to walk beside him.


“Yes, my lord.
Your warriors are hitting those of Irrien’s people who remain in the city even
as we speak. A number of his business enterprises have offered to come over to
your side, while in those that haven’t, I’m told the slaughter has been enough
to please the gods themselves.”


Ulren nodded.
“That’s good. Accept any who wish to join us, then see who can replace the ones
who run them. I have no time for traitors.”


“Yes, my lord.”


“Gods,” Ulren
said, “will these stairs never end?”


Another man
might have considered moving the heart of Felldust’s power once he had control
of it, but Ulren knew better than that. In a land such as this, tradition was
just one more way of keeping control.


They reached
the highest floor, where servants and slaves cut fruit and carried water,
waiting on any whim of the other Stones. Ulren stood there, his warriors
spreading out around him.


“Are any here
slaves or servants of the First Stone?” he demanded.


Some moved
forward. How could they do anything else? Irrien had abandoned them here.
Perhaps he wanted them in place when he came back. Perhaps he simply didn’t
care. Ulren surveyed the men and women who stood there. He imagined that Irrien
would be savoring the fear on their faces right then. He’d spent enough time
around the First Stone to know exactly what kind of man his rival was.


Ulren simply
didn’t care. “From this moment, you are all my slaves. My men will determine
which of you are worth keeping, and which will be given to the temples for
sacrifice.”


“But I am a
free man,” one of the servants there complained.


Ulren stepped
in and stabbed him with a serrated blade, up through the sternum and then out
of his back.


“A free man who
chose the wrong side. Does anyone else wish to die?”


They knelt
instead. Ulren ignored them, stepping over to the great double doors that
marked the main entrance to the council chamber. There were other entrances,
one for each of the Stones. It was meant to show their independence. It
certainly gave them a way to run if it came to it.


He didn’t think
that they would run from this, though. Not if he did it properly. Ulren
signaled for his people to hang back and wait. There were ways to do these
things. It was something that Irrien had never understood, being a barbarian
from the dust. It was the one advantage that the Second Stone had over the
First, and he intended to make the most of it.


He held out his
hand, and one of his servants passed him his dark robes of office. Ulren
wrapped them around himself, keeping the hood pushed back as he made his way to
the doors. The bloody sword was still in his hand. It was better to be clear
about what this was.


He stepped over
to one of the high windows there, looking out over the city. The dust made it
hard to see anything, but he could imagine what would be happening below.
Warriors would be moving through the streets, hunting those Irrien had left
behind. Criers would be following them, proclaiming the change. Thugs would be
telling merchants whom they now owed their taxes to. The city was shifting
beneath that dust, and Ulren had made certain that it would shift his way.


Even so, he was
cautious. He’d been ready to take the First Stone’s seat once before. He’d
prepared the strongest mercenaries, built up a stock of secrets, only to find
an upstart taking the throne before he could get to it. 


Who had been
the First Stone then? Maxim? Thessa? It was hard to remember, the rulership of
the city had shifted so often in those days. The only part that mattered was
that Irrien had come in and taken what should have been his. Ulren had survived
by accepting that. Now, the First Stone had overreached, and it was time to do
more.


He stepped into
the room where the Five Stones made their decisions. The others were there
already, as he’d hoped they would be. Kas was stroking his trident beard in
worry. Vexa was reading through a report. Borion had the bravado of a man who
knew that there was trouble.


“What is this?”
he asked.


Ulren didn’t
waste time with pleasantries. “I have decided to challenge Irrien for his
seat.”


He watched the
others’ reactions. Kas continued to stroke his beard. Vexa raised an eyebrow.
Borion was the one who reacted most, but then, Ulren had expected that. How many
challengers had Irrien warned the fop about? How many times had he helped with
the other man’s gambling debts?


“Irrien is not
here to challenge,” Borion pointed out.


As if there was
no precedent for that. Did he think that Ulren hadn’t seen every permutation of
the council in his time as one of its Stones?


“Then that
should make it easier, shouldn’t it?” Ulren said. He moved forward to take
Irrien’s seat.


To his
surprise, Borion stepped in front of him, drawing a slender blade.


“And you think
you’ll make yourself First Stone?” he said. “An old man who took his position
so long ago no one can even remember? Who keeps the Second Stone’s spot mostly
because Irrien doesn’t want disruption?”


Ulren moved out
into an open section of the floor, stripping off his formal robe and wrapping
it loosely over one arm. 


“Is that why
you think I hold onto it?” he said. “Do you really want to try me, boy?”


“I’ve wanted it
for years, but Irrien kept telling me no,” Borion said. He lifted his blade
into a duelist’s posture. Ulren smiled at that.


“This is your
last chance to live,” Ulren said, although in truth that had passed the moment
the other man lifted a blade against him. “Note that Kas and Vexa have more
sense than to try this. Put your weapon aside, and take your seat. You should
even be able to move up a place.”


“Why move up
one when I can kill an old man and move up three?” Borion countered.


He lunged
forward, and Ulren had to admit that the boy was fast. Ulren had probably been
faster in his youth, but that was a long time ago now. He’d had plenty of time
to learn the skills of war, though, and a man who judged the distance right
didn’t have to be fast. He swept around his balled up cloak to swirl and
tangle with Borion’s sword.


“Is that all
you have, old man?” the Fifth Stone demanded. “Tricks?”


Ulren laughed
at that, then attacked in the middle of it. Borion was quick enough to jump
back, but not without Ulren’s blade scraping across his chest.


“Don’t
underestimate tricks, boy,” Ulren said. “A man survives any way he can.”


He stepped
back, waiting.


Borion rushed
in. Of course he rushed in. The young reacted, they moved in line with their
emotions. They didn’t think. Or they didn’t think enough. Borion tried for a
measure of cunning, with feints that Ulren had seen a hundred times before.
That was the peril of being young: you thought you had invented things that had
gotten many men killed before you.


Ulren stepped
aside and threw his cloak over the younger man as he passed with his real
stroke. Borion flailed at the fabric, trying to clear it, and in that moment,
Ulren struck. He moved in close, gripping Borion’s arm so that he couldn’t
bring his sword to bear, then started to stab.


He did it
methodically, consistently, with the patience that he’d built up in years of
fighting. Ulren could see the blood seeping through his cloak as it wrapped
around Borion, but he didn’t stop until the other man fell. He’d seen men come
back from the worst of injuries. He wasn’t going to risk anything.


He stood there,
breathing hard. It had been bad enough climbing all the stairs. Killing a man
felt as though his lungs might burst with the effort, but Ulren disguised it.
He moved over to Irrien’s seat, positioning himself behind it first.


“Do either of
you wish to object?” he asked Kas and Vexa.


“Only to the
mess,” Kas said. “But there are slaves for such things, I suppose.”


“Hail the First
Stone,” Vexa said, without any particular enthusiasm.


It was a moment
of triumph. More than that, it was the moment that Ulren had worked toward for years.
Now that it was here, it felt strange to actually sit in the First Stone’s
seat, lowering himself down onto the granite of it.


“I have already
taken Irrien’s interests,” Ulren said. He waved his hand in Borion’s direction.
“But feel free to help yourselves to the boy’s.”


They would.
Ulren had no doubt that they would. That was what this city was, after all.


“And, of
course, we will need new Fourth and Fifth Stones,” Ulren said.


That should
have been their cue to move up a space. Neither did, though. They kept the
seats that they’d fought for, leaving the Second Stone’s seat empty. Ulren
wasn’t sure he liked that, even if he could understand the fear behind it. They
weren’t coming for his new seat, but it was a sign that they didn’t consider
this settled, and that they weren’t going to fall into line with the new order.


They were
hanging back the way he’d hung back when Irrien had first come to power.


More than that,
they were acting as if this wasn’t over.











CHAPTER SIX


 


Stephania woke
to a world filled with agony. The whole universe seemed to have screwed itself
up into a ball of pain wrapped up in her stomach. She felt as though she’d been
torn to pieces… but then, she had been sliced open.


That thought
was enough to make her scream again, and this time there weren’t any priests or
warriors there to hear her agony, only the open sky above her, visible through
the blur of her tears. They’d dragged her outside somewhere and left her to
die.


It took all of
her strength to lift her head even enough to look around. 


When she did,
she quickly wished she hadn’t. Trash surrounded her, as far as the eye could
see. There was broken pottery, animal bones, glass and more. All the detritus
of city life spread out in a seemingly endless landscape of despair.


The stink hit
her in the same moment, fetid and overwhelming, seeming to fill the space
around her. The stench of death was mixed in with it too, and Stephania saw the
bodies then, simply abandoned as if they were nothing. In the distance, she
thought she saw funeral fires, but she doubted they were the elegant pyres of
funerals. They would simply be pits, waiting for more and more bodies to
consume.


Stephania knew
where she was now, in the garbage area beyond the city, where a thousand
middens found themselves emptied, and the poorest of the poor scavenged for
what they could find. Normally, the only bodies that ended up there were those
of the people who couldn’t afford a grave, or who were there to be lost in
death, victims of criminals.


Stephania
collapsed back for what seemed like an interminable time, the sky swimming
above her in waves. Only strength of will kept her from giving in and
succumbing to the blackness that threatened to consume her. She forced herself
to raise her head again, ignoring the pain. 


There were
figures moving over the garbage heaps. They wore ragged clothes and their faces
were smeared with dirt. Many of them were little more than children, their feet
wrapped with rags against the sharp edges.


“Help… help
me,” Stephania called out.


It wasn’t that
she had much of a belief in the generosity of others. It was simply that she
had no better choice. After everything that had happened to her, there was no
way she could survive without help. They’d cut her child from her to sacrifice.
They’d stolen him!


As if the
thought summoned it, agony shot through the wound in her stomach, and Stephania
screamed. Her cry for help hadn’t brought the scavengers, but her scream did.
They came stalking over the heaps of broken things as if certain that this was
all some kind of trap. They didn’t look like Felldust’s people, though. It
seemed that the lowest of the low could survive even a war with nothing
changing.


Stephania
wished that things had been so stable for her. She’d been so certain that she
could control things in the city; that she could wait out the siege and come to
an arrangement with Irrien. Now she was lying discarded on a garbage heap, and
she barely had the strength to keep breathing.


“She’s alive,”
someone said.


Stephania
looked up, and the presence of the garbage pickers so close to her took her a
little by surprise. Had she blacked out for a moment? They stood around her in
a pack, seeming to tower over her even though most would have been smaller than
her if she’d been standing. Some were children, some were people twisted by
illness or war, missing limbs or bearing scars.


“Help me,”
Stephania said.


Maybe they
wouldn’t do it out of the goodness of their hearts. Most people didn’t do that,
in her experience. Even Thanos had abandoned her eventually. But there were
other reasons to help someone. Stephania knew that she was beautiful. Maybe
they would want to sell her to a slaver for a profit. Maybe she could find one
to seduce while she recovered.


The very fact
that she was thinking it told Stephania just how desperate she was right then.
It was true though. Give her any kind of chance, for any reason, and she would
find a way to take control of the situation.


“I get her
slippers,” one of the scavengers said.


“You do? Who
says you do?”


There were hands
on her then, a seeming horde of them. Every touch was agony, so that Stephania
screamed and writhed. Worse, every touch seemed to ignore her completely.
They tore at the few scraps of possessions she had left, tearing them from her
while ignoring her completely.


She tried to
fight, although the truth was that she couldn’t have fought off so many even if
she’d been well. As it was, they tore every scrap from her, even though she
tried to fight back. She grabbed for a sharpened piece of pottery, swinging it
at the nearest of them.


They danced
back.


“We can’t leave
her like that,” one said.


For a brief
moment, Stephania dared to feel hope. Maybe her few scraps of silk were the
price for saving her.


“Throw her on
one of the pyres,” another said. “No one will know.”


“No,” Stephania
begged. “No!”


They grabbed
her, ignoring the way she tried to fight as they lifted her. They carried her
between them, and it was like being held aloft by a rolling wave of people.
Stephania barely had the strength now to turn in their hands, but whichever way
she turned, there seemed to be people there ready to hold her.


They carried
her across the garbage the way servants might have hefted an old piece of
furniture waiting to be demolished. There was no care to it, no gentleness, not
even a fundamental acknowledgment that Stephania was alive. To them, she seemed
to be nothing more than a thing to be disposed of.


She could see
the fire pits ahead now, and that only fueled her struggles. They were big
enough that each could have swallowed a house, flames coming up in spurts from
them, as bodies broke down in their heat. There were corpses piled near them,
each stripped of all valuables, while figures in the rags of the scavengers
lifted them and threw them to the flames.


Stephania could
feel the heat of the pit from here as they carried her toward it. It was like
standing in front of a blacksmith’s forge, or having the fire of an alchemist’s
burner skimming across every inch of her skin.


She didn’t want
to think about how much worse it would be if they threw her in there. When they
threw her in there.


It was
impossible not to think about it. Stephania had seen people burn before, in the
middle of battles, or when she’d had them tortured. She knew the smells of
burning hair and skin, and just the memory of those told her what her future
would involve.


“Please,”
Stephania begged. “You don’t know who I am. You don’t know what I can give
you!”


“Doesn’t look
like you have much from here,” one of them said.


They lifted her
higher above their heads, ready to fling her down into the pit. Stephania
screamed even though she knew it wouldn’t do any good. From there, she could
see into the deep, white-hot heat of the pit’s heart, where corpses were slowly
turning to gray ash and charcoal. 


They pulled
Stephania back to throw her, and she knew then that she was going to die.


She found
herself thinking of Thanos, despite herself. Part of it was hatred, because if
it hadn’t been for him, then she wouldn’t have ended up here. That hatred had
her thinking of Ceres too, and everything the pair of them had done to her.


Part of it was
more than that. She missed him even now, even after everything he’d done,
choosing Ceres. She wanted him to come running to the rescue. She wanted him to
be there so that she could throw her arms around him.


The strangest
part was that she even felt a flash of guilt. So many people had died because
of her.


“You there,
what are you doing?” a voice called.


For a moment,
just a moment, Stephania thought that Thanos had come for her, which just went
to show how much blood she’d lost when she saw who was really approaching over
the mounds of broken and discarded things.


A woman who had
to be in her sixties was approaching, wearing robes that had probably been a
healer’s white once. She held a stick, waving it the way a knight might have
wielded a sword.


“Leave her be,
all of you!” the woman snapped. 


Stephania
expected the crowd around her to descend on the old woman the way they had on
her, to lift her alongside Stephania and throw her into the flames. 


Instead, they
started to back away. They even set Stephania down in among the corpses by the
edge of the pit. She tried to swallow her horror at that, because at least she
wasn’t being thrown into the flames.


“But we found
her,” one of the children said.


“And that means
you get to kill her?” the old woman demanded. “Go on, get away, all of you.”


To Stephania’s
surprise, they did. A few around the edges scrambled away first, then a few
more, and quickly, Stephania found herself alone with the old woman, who
watched while they left with a faint look of disapproval.


“You have to
forgive them,” she said, standing over Stephania. “Living out here, they seem
to think that taking all they can is the only way to live. I suppose, for most
of them, it is.”


“Thank you,”
Stephania managed.


The other woman
seemed to ignore her words, squatting beside her and eyeing her critically.


“Let’s see… a
huge wound to the stomach, signs of pregnancy, massive blood loss… oh dear, you
have had a bad time of things, haven’t you?”


If Stephania
had still had any strength, she might have hit the other woman then, rescue or
no rescue. 


“And I’m afraid
it’s going to get worse before it gets better, dear,” the woman said. She
started to pull things out of her robes: cloth, water, thread.


“How did you…
get rid of them?” Stephania asked.


“Oh, they come
to me when they need help. They wouldn’t want to ruin that. Don’t worry about
them right now. You have better things to worry about. I’m sorry, this will
hurt.”


The other woman
did something, and Stephania screamed in fresh agony.


“It’s
astonishing that you survived what happened. What was it? A husband who found
out the child wasn’t his? A rival?”


“Felldust,”
Stephania managed, in between panting screams.


Something
darkened in the other woman’s expression. “Yes, I’ve seen what they can do.
Don’t worry. I will help you.”


She did
something else that made Stephania cry out.


“Now,” the
healer said, “I think it’s probably best if you sleep a while. Here, drink
this.”


Stephania tried
to shake her head, because sleeping meant losing control, but the other woman
pushed a water skin into her mouth, forcing bitter-tasting liquid down her
throat. Stephania could taste the sedative in it, a cheap thing, but a powerful
one. It wasn’t long before the sky above her started to swim again.


The last thing
she felt was surprisingly strong hands clamping around her wrists as the healer
started to drag her across the waste ground.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


Ceres stood at
the bow of the boat, looking ahead along their route to Haylon with
trepidation. They were approaching the Passage of Monsters, where a slender
island cut off a strait from the rest of the sea. Right then, it seemed
peaceful, with a broad stretch of water past the rocks at the entrance, but Ceres
had heard some of the stories about it.


It seemed that
Thanos had too. He stood beside her, his hand on his sword, and Ceres could see
how white his knuckles were with the tension of it.


“They say the
Ancient Ones imprisoned creatures here rather than wipe them out,” Thanos said.
“That the things too dangerous to let loose in the rest of the ocean were
penned up in one spot.”


Ceres thought
about how dangerous some of the other things in the ocean were. What did that
say about the things that might be there?


“We’re doing
the right thing, right?” she said, quietly, so that the others on the boat
wouldn’t hear. She knew from experience how important it was for people to
believe in the ones leading them.


“If we don’t go
this way, we won’t get to Haylon,” Thanos said. “And then Akila will die.”


Which meant
that they had to do it, despite the risks.


“At least we
get to avoid Felldust’s fleet this way,” Ceres said. The monsters in the
passage might come for them, but they would be mindless things, not hunters
determined to follow them with the full force of an enemy fleet. “And people
make it through the passage. I’ve heard the stories.”


Of course, most
of the stories involved people who went in and didn’t come back, but Ceres
wasn’t going to let that stop them. They could do this. They had to do
this.


Besides, for
the moment at least, the Passage of Monsters looked peaceful. The water within
it was glassy and still, cut off from the rolling waves of the sea, sheltered
from the wind by the strip of an island on the far side. 


There were
rocks like the teeth of some great creature by the entrance to the passage.
Lizards basked on them, some almost as long as a tall man. As Ceres watched,
one pounced on another, tearing at it so that blood glistened in the sunlight.


“We’ll have to
take the sail down for now,” Ceres said, and her brother went to help her. With
the sail up, they would be moving too fast to avoid the rocks. 


She dared to
hope then that maybe the Passage of Monsters was just a myth built on dangerous
rocks and predators waiting on them. The gaps between the rocks were narrow
enough that even their small boat had to pick its way carefully between them.
Ceres could easily imagine boats running aground if they didn’t know their way
through them.


The water beyond
the rocks was a different color of blue than the rest of the ocean. It was
darker, like an ink stain, as though there were some deep trench running below,
far deeper than the rest of the ocean floor. Ceres saw kelp floating on the sea
in broad mats, sea birds landing briefly to pick at them.


She looked down
and saw things in the water then. Creatures with arms and legs, but with webbed
fingers and feet. 


“Women!” one of
the combatlords called. “Beautiful women! Maybe the Passage of Monsters isn’t
so bad after all!”


He leaned over
the side of the boat to look down, and Ceres turned to call to him.


“Keep back, you
don’t know what those things really are.”


He didn’t pull
back though. “What’s the worst that can happen? Hey, Brax, maybe we should get
out our fishing lines and see if we can catch ourselves—”


The creature
that leapt from the water wasn’t human; had never been anything close to it.
Covered in scales, it sprang from the water with the power and agility of a
dolphin, shrieking as it came in a register that froze Ceres in place for a
moment as it leapt. 


It had claws
too, and teeth, all wickedly sharp. It slammed into the combatlord, grabbing at
him and tearing, dragging him back into the water in a burst of blood and
violence that made Ceres think of the lizards on the shore.


“Sirens!” her
father called. “Brace yourselves!”


It was too late
to save the combatlord. Already, the creatures below were tearing at his body
beneath the water, ripping it to shreds and turning the waves red with their
efforts. Right then, all they could do was try to save themselves.


“Row!” Ceres
yelled to the others. She watched her father and the combatlords grab oars,
while she stood in the middle of the boat, her blade at the ready. It made
sense that they should be the ones to row, because they were the strongest, but
it meant that they weren’t there to fight. It meant that she and Thanos,
Sartes, and Leyana had to protect them. Her brother and the girl had bows,
arrows nocked, but Ceres knew that she and Thanos would have to do most of the
work of keeping the creatures from coming aboard.


More of the
creatures leapt from the water, and Ceres had no more time to think.


They came
shrieking, and again, it felt as if those shrieks were designed to stun those
they attacked. Ceres had a moment of being caught in the horror of the thing
coming at her. Then she ducked, bringing her blade around two-handed to smash
into the creature. Another jumped at her and she thrust, skewering it and
flinging it back into the water.


She saw an arrow
flash past to dig into one of the beasts as they leapt out of the water. Sartes
reloaded, while beside him, Leyana fired her weapon, catching another of the
beasts. Ceres saw one coming up behind her, lunged forward, and cut the head
from the siren as it clambered over the side of the boat. 


Thanos was
cutting at the creatures as fast as they could come. One clung to one of the
oars, and Ceres saw him stab it. Another climbed over the stern, skulking
toward them. It fell, and Ceres saw Akila stabbing from where he lay on the
deck. 


They kept
coming. Perhaps this was their tactic, to throw themselves at a ship in the
hope that some would survive to feed. Perhaps it didn’t matter that their dead
were littering the water, because they could be eaten just as readily.


Ceres kicked
one back, spun to avoid another, and then hacked with her blade at stomach
height. She fought with the long blade she’d stolen, clearing swathes of the
deck each time she swept across it. The creatures fell back then, and Ceres saw
one dive for the water before Thanos’s blade could reach it.


“We’ve beaten
them!” Sartes said.


Ceres wished
that she could go along with his enthusiasm, but right then it didn’t feel as
though they’d won. She’d been in enough battles to know what it felt like when
one side ran, and right then, there had been no reason for the monsters to
flee.


Unless there
had been, and she just hadn’t seen it yet.


“There’s
something else coming!” she yelled. “Hold on!”


The serpent
burst from the water almost as Ceres said it, its great maw gaping wide as it
swallowed up some of the dead in the water. It rose and rose, its body
seemingly endless as it came out of the water in an arc. Ceres guessed where
that arc would end.


“Hard to port,
now!” she yelled, grabbing for an oar. She pulled with all the strength she
had, and the skiff moved, jolting to one side, riding the creature’s wash as it
shifted direction.


The sea
serpent’s head plunged down into the space where the boat had been, sending
water spraying up into the air to wash over the side. She saw Sartes and Leyana
firing arrows into the scaled side of the beast, but next to its massive bulk,
the arrows might as well have been splinters. 


“Arrows won’t
help!” Ceres called out. “Bail!”


They got the
message, using buckets to try to get the water off the boat before it was
swamped. Ceres fought against the oar she held, sending the boat in yet another
new direction as the sea serpent emerged from the water again, this time close
enough that Ceres could have reached out to touch its flank. She snatched up
her sword, cutting a bloody slice through it and barely managing to hang on to
the hilt as the creature’s momentum nearly dragged it from her hands.


More creatures
came in then, and Ceres found herself thinking of the feeding frenzies that
formed around shoals of mackerel or other fish, where sharks or dolphins began
it, but soon every creature in the sea joined in. Raptors flew in over the
carnage, while the sirens started to leap from the waves again, and something
with tentacles reached up from the waves.


Ceres tried to
fight and row at the same time, and it was nearly impossible. She struck a
siren with the oar, knocking it back into the waves, then put in a couple of
hard strokes to dart the boat to starboard as the sea serpent struck again.
Around her, she saw the others do the same. One of the remaining combatlords
hacked at the passing sea serpent with an axe, while her father struck at a
tentacle with his forge hammer, and Sartes shot down one of the circling
raptors.


“We need to get
out of this place,” Thanos yelled above it all, swinging a blade to hack down
another of the monsters closing in on them.


The monsters
didn’t seem to care whether it was the inhabitants of the boat or each other
hitting the water; they devoured whatever fell. Presumably, that was how things
worked here in the Passage of Monsters, with all of them eating one another
until only the most terrifying survived.


“Row!” Ceres
called, and they pulled at the oars as hard as they could, breaking free from the
grip of tentacled limbs, crushing sirens that came too close. She called out
changes to direction more or less at random while the sea serpent rose and
fell, plunging into the waves in a way that sent up great gouts of water to
swamp the ship. When one of the sirens managed to scramble aboard, Ceres pushed
it back, then went straight back to rowing.


“We need the
sail back up,” she said. She looked around. “Sartes, Leyana, can you do it?”


She didn’t like
leaving it to the two youngest there, but right then they needed everyone
stronger to row. Ceres pulled at her oar, only occasionally lifting it long
enough to jab at one of the creatures trying to get aboard. All the while,
Leyana and Sartes worked at the sail, hauling it up and tying it in place once
again.


They scythed
through the water with their sails and oars working in concert. Now Ceres could
leave her oar, moving to the tiller to try to guide the small ship. She still
didn’t dare take it in a straight line, because while the smaller creatures
weren’t keeping up with them, the sea serpent was still plunging in and out of
the water at them, darting around the boat, only just missing it.


It brushed the
side of the boat and Ceres heard oars snap, splinters sent flying. She couldn’t
pause to see if anyone was hurt then, because if the creature got any closer,
they would all be dead. Instead, she aimed the boat for the gap at the other
end of the Passage of Monsters, hoping against hope that it would be enough.


“It’s too
tight!” her father yelled. “We won’t make it.”


Ceres set
herself against the tiller, hoping he was wrong. 


Something
splashed in the water. It took Ceres a moment to realize that it was a rock.
Rocks were tumbling from the walls of the passage now, and Ceres guessed that
they were being knocked clear by the thrashing of the sea serpent below. She
jerked the tiller to the side just in time to avoid the beast as it rose again,
then brought it back on course, trying to fit it between one of the gaps in the
rocks. 


It was too
close. Her father was right—they would crash into the rocks, splinter against
them, and die. Ceres had misjudged it. She…


A hand closed
around the tiller. Ceres looked over to see Akila there, leaning against the
tiller as much as holding it. 


“I’ve sailed
these waters,” he said. “Hold true.”


Ceres held to
her course, and felt the rocks scraping past on either side. She heard more
oars snapping as they splintered on the rocks, and she heard one of the two
remaining combatlords curse as his oar was dragged from his hands, but she held
it. Even when Akila collapsed to the deck again, she forced herself to hold her
course.


Almost as
suddenly as the space between breaths, they were out in open water, beyond the
rocks.


“We made it,”
Sartes said. “We made it.”


Ceres dared a
look back. She saw the sea serpent rise from the water one last time, but it
was turning back toward the deep waters of the passage, plunging back with a
final defiant spray of water. It wasn’t following. It couldn’t follow.


It was a
relief, but at the same time, Ceres could feel her heart beating almost fast
enough to burst from her chest. They’d gone through the Passage of Monsters to
try to stay safe, and now one of the combatlords was dead, torn to shreds by
the beasts there. All of them had scrapes and cuts, either from the monsters or
from the breaking oars. Ceres had blisters on her hands from holding to the
tiller so tight, and she didn’t want to think about what damage Akila might
have done to himself trying to help.


Still, Sartes
was right in one respect.


“We made it,”
Ceres agreed with a smile. “We’re past the passage.”


“Which means
we’re past Felldust’s fleet,” Thanos said. He came up to lift Akila from the
stern of the boat, returning him to the center of the deck where he wouldn’t
risk rolling into the waves.


It had cost
them one of the combatlords and all their oars, not to mention who knew how
much other damage to the boat, but they’d done it. Now, there was only one
thing to do.


“Keep going,”
Ceres said, and the others rushed to obey her. “Check how badly everyone is
wounded and make sure we have as much sail as we can get up. We’re going to
Haylon.”











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


Irrien walked
from his new chambers, pleased as only a conqueror could be. He strode with the
confidence of a man with no rivals, leaving behind him slaves taken from the
cream of the Empire’s noblewomen. Last night he’d celebrated, and it was true
what the songs said: stolen wine always tasted better.


He very
carefully didn’t touch the aching wound in his shoulder. He’d cleaned it and
bound it, hiding it away beneath his dark tunic. For today, and every day, he
would be the strong leader that his people needed. He would play the part until
he healed enough to be strong again.


There was an
entourage of hangers-on waiting as soon as he came out of his new bedchambers,
of course. It was one of the curses of a leader that a man couldn’t be alone,
because there were always those seeking favor, or influence, or simply
instructions for their pitiful existences. 


There were
priests and warriors there, the captains of his divisions, and at least a few
merchants hovering like vultures waiting for scraps. There were more slaves
around the edges of the group, looking frightened but ready, as they should.
Irrien found himself wondering if they’d been slaves a few days ago, or if
these were among the ones adjusting to the new realities of this world.


He ignored them
all for now, and none of them dared to speak. It was better to remind them of
where they stood, rather than having to kill them later.


He walked to a
window, watching the slave crews and the paid builders raising statues and
rebuilding walls. Already, there were small statues to him rising around the
city, but the biggest ones were still at the stage of being footings, rising
with stone block after stone block above the level of the houses. Irrien
wouldn’t allow the people of Delos to forget who had conquered them.


Below, he could
see the slave lines and the carts of looted goods. There were markets for both
in the city now, he knew, while his men were coming to him saying that they had
seized this business or that house, paying their share or asking if Irrien
wanted to make his claim in it. 


There was so
much to organize now. Irrien stifled a sigh at the thought of that, but turned
to those waiting for him.


“Very well,” he
said. “Let us begin.”


They came
forward with their requests, one by one. The priests who wished to convert
Delos’s temples to their worship, granted, although they had to purchase their
own sacrifices for the consecration. The soldiers whose men wanted permission
to claim homes and their inhabitants?


“I have already
said that my men may take what they wish,” Irrien said. “So long as they pay
their share. Taxes will be the same as in Felldust: a share to be paid by all
of the free, and the strong take what they want from the weak who were here for
the invasion.”


It was so
simple to say, but inevitably, there were details to deal with. Irrien was a
strong leader, though, and he knew better than to let it all wash over him. He
dove into the details, because he would not allow others to start to run what
was his behind his back. That was the way men built their power bases and grew
into things that could challenge their betters.


“The laws of
this land are now those of Felldust,” Irrien said. “My commands will be obeyed.
Send men beyond the city to every hamlet, village, and farm telling those
within that they now belong to me. The petty rules of this land no longer
apply. Gather those who claim to be judges and execute them.”


Felldust’s system
was a simple one, and Irrien intended to take it further. His word was law.
Beyond that, the petty grievances and crimes of others mattered not at all. If
a man killed his wife’s lover, or slew a business rival, the only question was
whether the death affected Irrien or those who begged his protection.


The webs of
taxation would become equally simple: Irrien’s men would pay him, and others
would pay them. If his men could not take enough to make the arrangement
worthwhile, they did not deserve to be his men.


Irrien walked
as he spoke, expecting others to keep up with him. Slow, nearly dead rulers sat
in one place waiting for events to come to them. Strong rulers sought the
opportunity to make their mark.


Irrien saw one
opportunity as he came to a framed map of the Empire put together, he
suspected, on the rise of King Claudius to the throne. It showed the Empire at
its fullest stretch, before the rebellions that had torn it apart. Irrien
scanned the place names, noting the ones that used former emperors’ names,
Karlinsford, Vespalston. There was even a Claudian River, no doubt named after
some minor escapade. Perhaps the old fool fell from his horse there, in the
years before his son murdered him.


“There are
names I wish changed on this map,” Irrien said. “This shall be known as Stone’s
Ford. This river shall be the Gods’ River. There will be more changes. Find me
a cartographer.”


“You want to
change the very names of their lands, First Stone?” one of his men said. The
man smiled. “A fitting humiliation, to leave them with the very words for their
land changed.”


“To leave them,
yes,” Irrien said. He waved a hand. “Go. Fetch the mapmaker. You, bring the map
with us. I have a use for it.”


There were
still those in his fleet who did not understand what he was doing here, or if
they did, they understood it in a shallow way. They thought in terms of a swift
raid, or at most, of a colony run from the dust of Port Leeward. It was the
mistake his fellow Stones had made, and Irrien was grateful for it. It meant that
they were not here, and he did not have to argue with his most dangerous rivals
over what came next.


He briefly
looked out the window again. The most beautiful thing about it was that he
could see the city, every detail of it laid out before him. It was not covered
in dust like a bride wrapped on her wedding day, waiting for her husband.


Even with the
city in ruins, Irrien liked that about it. Every day now, he had men asking him
about the arrangements to take looted gold back home, the representatives of
the other Stones asking about their shares or demanding that Irrien should
return to deal with pressing matters.


None of them
stopped to look at the city, free from dust; to feel the wind on their faces
without the fear that the remains of the war against the Ancient Ones would
scour their flesh. They complained about the cooler air here as if it were a
curse not to be stuck in a boiling cauldron of a place. 


Perhaps it was
time to make the truth clear.


Irrien made his
way down through the castle, past the kneeling slaves and the watching
soldiers, past the windows with their bright sun and the statues of men who had
no relevance now. The others followed after him like a shoal of scavenging fish
in the wake of a shark, and Irrien’s amusement at their antics was almost
enough to distract him from the pain in his shoulder.


By the time
Irrien came to the throne room, there was already a crowd of people there. In
Felldust, that would not have been permitted: the chambers of the Five Stones
were for them to make decisions, and petitioners came alone, if at all.


This was a
different kind of place. It was a place of display, not just discussion.


There was a
throne waiting on the dais at the end. It was not the throne of the Empire.
Irrien had ordered that taken away and replaced by the chair from his flagship,
which now sat in a dark and twisted statement of the power Felldust held over
this strange, foreign land.


Irrien stalked
over to the new throne, ignoring the clamor of those he passed by. He turned,
savoring it for a moment or two, particularly enjoying the fact that there was
one throne there, not five.


He sat down and
gestured for the first petitioners to come to him.


“First Stone,”
one said, “my company took many slaves in the assault and left them under guard,
but another stole them away and plans to sell them.”


Irrien tapped
his fingers on the arm of the throne. “Challenge their leader to combat for
them then. You have my permission.”


It obviously
wasn’t what the man was hoping for, but if he wasn’t strong enough to hold onto
what was his, he didn’t deserve it.


The second man
to come forward was fat and dark-skinned, with the script-marked silks of the
Further Isles. 


“First Stone,”
he said, “my ship arrived this morning with a cargo of spices, but I find no market
in which to trade.”


“I will buy all
you have,” Irrien said. He spread his hands. “My clerks will see to it. I am
sure you will find my prices most generous. And if you do not like them, I am
sure you will prefer them to the alternative.”


The man hurried
off, obviously caught between fear and relief. Irrien had briefly considered
simply taking all he had, but that wouldn’t make for a city that continued to
function.


The third one
to speak was one of his captains, who walked forward from a clutch of them with
the look of a condemned man. Irrien guessed that they’d drawn straws to pass on
whatever news would follow. 


“What is it?”
he asked, in what he hoped was a suitably even tone. Despite it, the other man
took a step back. This was bad then. “If you make me ask again, I will kill you
and ask one of the others.”


“It seems…” the
warrior began. Was this man really one of those who led his warriors? What
could be so frightening that it could unman a killer like this? “I’m sorry,
First Stone, but it seems that the Second Stone has stage a coup back in
Felldust. The messages have just arrived by bird.”


“I see,” Irrien
said. “And how bad is this ‘coup’?”


He saw the
other man swallow. “The people we left behind have mostly been killed. Your
businesses have been taken. Ulren has declared himself the First Stone.”


Irrien nodded,
looking down as he drew a long knife. He sat there with his hands together
around the hilt. 


“What of the
other Stones? Did they speak against this thing?”


He saw the
captain look back to the others, but there was no help to be had. No one else
wanted to be part of telling Irrien something he didn’t want to hear.


“Borion did,
First Stone, but Ulren killed him.”


“Borion tried
to fight Ulren?” Irrien smiled at that. “He always was a fool. Kas and Vexa had
more sense, of course?”


That got them
staring at him as if he were mad, so Irrien went one better. He started to
laugh. He let the sound wash out over them, then tossed his knife for the
captain to catch.


“You’ve done
well, telling me this. Take this as a reward.” He looked past the man to the
others. “Did you really think I would strike down a man who told me the truth?
Did you think I would care about this foolishness?”


“But…” one of
the priests there said, “but Ulren has taken what is yours.”


“He has done no
more than I thought he would,” Irrien said. “He has taken a bowl of dust, set
himself up as ruler of it, and declared it a victory. Meanwhile, we are
in a land of plenty, here to take what we want. There are no other Stones here,
because they have stayed behind to squabble. There are no dust tribes, no Bone
Folk, no blood lizards to tear down what we build.”


He stood then,
putting most of his weight on his stronger arm. 


“You think that
I should care about losing a land of nothing?” Irrien said. “I am the swordsman
who offers a blow at his strongest armor because he knows that there is a cut
to the throat on offer. I am the general who persuades his foes to charge into
a swamp because they think they have his flank. And you think I should be angry?”


He laughed
again then, looking out to all those there.


“I said it when
we came to this land, and I will say it again: we are not here to raid this
place. We are not here to take and go back to a land of dust. We are here to
conquer!”


That got a cheer
from some of his men. 


“This city is
ours now,” he said. “But there is still more to do.”


Irrien snapped
his fingers.


“You, fetch the
map forward. Hold it so all can see. Let them see what a pitiful fragment of
the full Empire we have taken.”


He gestured to
the map’s vast spaces; to the clear farming ground beyond Delos, the great
forests, the islands.


“In the north,
there are lands under marsh lords,” Irrien said. “Lord West ruled until
recently, and his men will still be there. In the hills, there will be herdsmen
and towns of stone. There are marshes here that can slow an army. There is an
island here, Haylon, which held off the Empire’s own fleet.”


Irrien paused,
letting the scale of it sink in.


“I intend to
take it all,” he said. “This will become our land, its people slaves, its
valuables our property. For that, we will need to be ready. I want the city
secured, and an army prepared to march on the rest of this Empire.” 


“You want to
take the Empire?” one of his men asked.


“Felldust will
conquer it?” another said.


Irrien shook
his head. “It will not be the Empire any longer. Nor will it be some offshoot
of Felldust. The Empire of Stone will rise!”


Irrien waited
while they cheered. Let Ulren have Felldust. This was his prize.











CHAPTER NINE


 


The last time
Thanos had arrived in Haylon, he’d come seeking Ceres, and he’d found himself
turned away. Now, he’d found her, he had her close, and soon he would marry
her, but he still didn’t know what kind of welcome he would find on the island.
They were supposed to be allies, but he was the man who’d convinced Akila and
the others to come to Delos.


He was the one
who’d led them to their deaths.


“What are you
worrying over?” Jeva asked, walking up beside him. The Bone Folk woman hadn’t
been far away ever since they’d rescued her. It was as if she’d decided that
Thanos was the only one responsible for it, and was determined to repay it.
“You look the way a child looks before stripping the flesh off its first
ribcage.”


That was an
image Thanos didn’t need.


“Just that we
might not get as good a welcome as we’re hoping for,” Thanos said. 


He saw her
shrug. 


“If they kill
us, they kill us,” she said. 


“That’s not
very comforting,” Thanos pointed out, although he didn’t expect her to
understand. 


“It is simply
how things are,” Jeva replied. “Although if they come for us, we will fight
them.”


She said that
with a certain amount of relish.


Thanos returned
his attention to the approach to Haylon. There were the relics of the Empire’s
ships there, where he’d burned them, but what worried him was how few other
ships there were there. Thanos saw a few fishing boats, and a couple of galleys
that prowled like watchmen. They swung as the small boat grew closer.


“It looks as
though they’ve seen us,” Thanos said.


He saw Ceres
look up from where she stood by the tiller. “You sound worried. Haylon is our
ally.”


“They turned me
away last time I was here,” Thanos said. “They thought I’d betrayed them.”


“But you
didn’t,” Ceres said. He loved her confidence in him. “And we have Akila with
us.”


Akila, who was
currently unconscious on the deck, without the strength to speak up. Who’d been
hurt because he’d gone to try to help Thanos. Guilt flashed through Thanos at
that thought, and at the thought of all the other people who’d died because of
him. There had been Akila’s fleet, and Jeva’s people. There had been all the
people who had died fighting him.


There had been
his brother.


Ceres came up
beside him, handing over the tiller to her father. 


“I know that
look,” she said. “I’ve had it myself. You’re blaming yourself for what
happened.”


“It’s hard not
to,” Thanos said.


Ceres kissed
him then. “We can regret the past, but without everything that happened, would
we have met? Would we be here?”


That was always
the other side to regret. Without everything that had happened, he might never
have met Ceres, or she might have been killed quietly by his family, before he
could do anything about it. Put that way, even the horrors of the war almost
seemed worth it. Ceres was everything he wanted. He wanted a future with her, a
home, a family. He couldn’t regret anything that made that possible.


The two galleys
pulled up close to them, guiding them in toward the shore. Thanos and the
others rowed their small boat up to the docks that waited there, trying to ignore
the collection of warriors who stood there with spears and bows ready. It
wasn’t a huge force compared to the one they had managed to raise against the
Empire, but it would still be more than enough to kill them if they chose to
attack.


“I’ll go first,”
Thanos said to Ceres. “They know me.”


“Didn’t they
threaten to kill you the last time you were here?” Ceres countered.


In the end, the
two of them went together, and Thanos was surprised to see Jeva hopping onto
the docks alongside them. It seemed that she wasn’t planning on leaving
Thanos’s side anytime soon.


A figure
stepped forward to meet them. He was a few years older than Thanos, with spiked
blond hair tied into braids on one side where it fell longer. He wore leather
armor and held a light crossbow leveled at Thanos’s chest.


“You’re not
supposed to be on Haylon,” he said. “Akila might have gone to aid you, but that
part hasn’t changed. And if you’ve come without the rest of those who went to
help… well, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t put a bolt through your
chest.”


Jeva stepped
past Thanos, her bladed chains already whirling. “Because I will cut your head
from your shoulders before you can.”


Thanos put a
hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right. He has every right to be angry.”


“But that doesn’t
mean he gets to kill us,” Ceres said, moving up beside Jeva. Thanos saw her
look at the man leading the contingent there. “Who are you?”


“Iakos. Akila
left me running things here. Which means that if I ask the men behind me to
fire…”


“Iakos… that is
enough.”


Akila’s voice
didn’t ring out as Sartes and Leyana helped him ashore, but it was still enough
that the archers lowered their bows. Thanos saw Iakos’s features crease with
worry at the sight of Haylon’s leader. Right then, Thanos couldn’t blame him.


“Akila? What
happened? We heard rumors, but this?”


“I’d explain,”
Akila managed, “but I don’t think I can stand much longer.” As if the words had
summoned it, he fell to his knees. Thanos rushed over to him, but Akila was
still looking at his deputy. “Let them in, Iakos. Felldust… is coming, and
we’ll need… their help.”


He fell
forward, and Thanos managed to catch him as he did, laying Akila down gently.


“Whatever else
happens,” Thanos said, “we need a healer. Akila has given plenty. I’ll not have
him dying because of me.”


His deputy
stood there for several seconds before he nodded, and each one of those seemed
to stretch out into an eternity for Thanos. Finally, Iakos rushed forward.


“You heard
Akila!” he called. “Fetch a healer. Find rooms for these people. There’s a
storm coming, and we need to be ready.”


 


***


 


Iakos turned
out to know the business of the island better than Thanos could have imagined.
Possibly even better than Akila had. Akila was the one who had managed to
organize a rebellion there, but Iakos was the one who had managed to keep
things running in his absence. 


He led Thanos
and Ceres through the city that formed the heart of the island. Thanos had been
there twice now, but even so, he didn’t feel as though he truly knew it.
Perhaps Iakos sensed that, or perhaps he just knew that the others had never
been to the island, because, after he had healers take Akila away to work on
him, he started to lead them on a tour of the city. Thanos was mostly grateful
because of the time it gave him with Ceres.


“We’ve worked
on the defenses since the Empire invaded the last time,” Iakos said. “We
already had supplies in the hills, but we’ve built them up, and crafted hill
forts. We’ve built defenses against ships trying to land, and taken control of
the city’s siege weapons.”


As he spoke, he
gestured to some of the catapults that covered the harbor. 


It sounded
impressive, and Thanos had seen what those weapons could do, but even so, he
knew that they would need more against the kind of strength Felldust could
bring to bear. 


“You sound
confident,” Thanos said. 


“Wait until you
see the rest of the island,” Iakos said. “You’ll understand.”


Thanos and
Ceres followed him. The others had been found places to rest, or been given
over into the hands of the healers in Akila’s case. Jeva had looked as though
she didn’t want to leave Thanos’s side, but Sartes and Leyana had drawn her
into a conversation about what it was like in the lands of her people.


It meant that
they walked together along the beaches of the island with Iakos as their guide.
They strolled through a cove where statues had been set up in alcoves cut into
the rock itself.


“These are the
heroes of the island,” Iakos said. He started to point them out, one by one.
“There is Heklon the Builder, who designed the original fortifications for the
island. His work meant that Haylon was independent until the Empire got
traitors to open its harbor chains. There is Eukon the Mighty, who fought
against the Feathered Dragon that came to our shores and plunged a spear of
solid iron into its heart. That is Calinae, who wrote songs that have been
lost, but were said to break men’s hearts to hear.”


Thanos hadn’t
known that the island possessed such a rich history. Ceres seemed to be just as
intrigued by it as he was.


“Why are the
statues here?” she asked. “Shouldn’t they be somewhere in the middle of the
city?”


Iakos shook his
head. “When the Empire came, it sought to replace them with its heroes and
ordered us to remove them. This was a hiding place for years. Now, it seems
right that they should stay here as a reminder of those times.”


“I wonder what
Felldust will do with the statues of the Empire,” Ceres said.


That was
something Thanos hadn’t thought about. Given all the horrors Felldust was
probably perpetrating back in Delos, it was probably a small thing, yet it was
significant in its way. Thanos had never considered the possibility that the
Empire might be wiped away completely, as if it had never existed. A year or so
before, it had seemed so invincible in its tyranny. Now, it seemed as though
everything about it might pass into dust.


He felt Ceres’s
hand on his arm. “We’re still alive,” she said. “So are plenty of other people.
The statues and the buildings don’t matter as much as the people.”


“Plenty of
those are gone as well,” Thanos pointed out. Those Felldust hadn’t killed were
probably slaves by now, or had been forced to flee without any guarantee that
others would take them in.


“I meant for
this to be a proud moment,” Iakos said. “Come, there is still more of the
island to show you both. We’ll take horses.”


They went back
to the city, picking up small, hardy-looking horses from one of the stables at
the edge of it, then heading up into the hills beyond. They were rocky and
sharp-edged, but cut through by patches of green here and there to allow
farmers to graze sheep and goats. 


“It’s beautiful
out here,” Ceres said, “but I guess it’s hard too.”


“It can be,”
Iakos replied. “But the hills help to keep us safe. Even if someone takes the
city, there are caves up here, and we know every turn. The Empire found that
out. Of course, some of them took to fighting from the hills when their fleet
couldn’t win.”


Thanos felt a
flash of guilt at that, because he’d been the one to send an elderly,
supposedly incompetent general to the island rather than the brutal one his
father had been planning. How could he have guessed that General Haven would
turn out to cling to the hills here like a limpet? 


“Are there
still soldiers left here from the invasion?” Thanos asked.


“Some,” Iakos
said. “They are very determined, but they do not have the ground, and we know
these hills as well. General Haven continues to harass us.”


“Maybe we can
use that,” Thanos said. “I’m responsible for General Haven, but now… I guess
I’m the closest thing to an emperor left. He might listen to me.”


Beside him,
Ceres nodded. “It might stop the violence.”


Thanos was
thinking of more than that, though. “Or they might help to defend Haylon.”


He saw Iakos
scoff at that. “Defend Haylon? They’ve been attacking it!”


Thanos had an
answer for that, however. “They were attacking for the Empire, and there is no
Empire anymore. Felldust destroyed it. They’ll fight for me, and they’ll fight
against Felldust. We just need to contact them.”


That part was
probably the hardest. They couldn’t just wander the hills looking for them.


“They intercept
our birds when they can,” Iakos said with a sigh. “If you’re certain, then I
could use that to send a message. But I don’t like this. Perhaps the danger
will pass?”


“Felldust will
be coming,” Thanos said. “I saw their fleet. I saw what they were like in
Delos. They won’t stop with just the city. They’ll spread beyond it. They’ll
come here.”


To his
surprise, Iakos didn’t seem bothered by that.


“Let them come.
We held off the Empire. We can survive Felldust too.”


Thanos wasn’t
sure that he truly understood the threat that Felldust posed, but he needed the
people of Haylon to have confidence, or they would never stand against what was
coming.


“We’ll make
preparations,” Ceres said. “We’ll find a way to hold them off.”


She sounded
reassuring, but also as though she wanted to believe it. There were things they
could do in order to make Haylon more secure. Thanos was already thinking about
them, judging what he saw and trying to work out how to reinforce the defenses
there.


“We’ll need to
gather allies here,” he said. “If we let it be known that this is the place to
come when fleeing Felldust, we’ll gather allies.”


“But also
mouths to feed,” Iakos pointed out.


Ceres seemed to
understand what Thanos was saying. “We can do it. We can bring in what we need
using smugglers if we have to. We can hold Haylon better than the Empire.”


Thanos wanted
to believe it. “We’ve seen what Felldust has. Before, we were trying to get
ready in the middle of a civil war. We never had a chance. Now, we have time to
prepare. We can do this.”











CHAPTER TEN


 


Sir Justin
Berverlard, Warden de Castael and Burgoman of the Seventh Marsh, stood atop the
walls of Lord West’s home and looked out with worry he did his best to disguise.
He had never expected to find himself responsible for the Northern lands, in
spite of the length of his name. These were Lord West’s lands, not his, and in
the event of his loss, command should have passed to his family. The order of
command was clear.


It shouldn’t
have included Justin. He was so far down the pecking order that it was
practically a joke, yet somehow, he had found himself in charge. Lord West was
gone. His nephew was gone. Lord Nyel had gone off to the capital and not come
back. Other men who might have taken over the running of Lord West’s lands had
gone along with one or other of the forces, never to return.


Justin hadn’t
wanted to be one of those left behind. He’d seen his duty was to go as soon as
Lord West gathered his forces, but instead he’d been left behind to keep things
running smoothly in his absence. Lord West himself had commanded it.


“Someone needs
to make sure that the Northern coast does not fall,” he had said.


Those words had
both condemned Justin and saved him. They had condemned him to never having any
of the glory of riding with the Ancient Ones’ descendent. To never being able
to win honor in battle or save Delos. At the same time, they had saved him,
because they meant that Justin hadn’t been there for the slaughter of Lord
West’s men.


Justin would
gladly have traded his life for that of his lord.


Lord Nyel
hadn’t believed that, of course. The older noble had left without even
considering the possibility that Justin might want to try to go after his
missing lord, simply called him a coward and ridden for Delos.


Now, Justin was
in charge, and endeavoring to look as though he had everything under control as
he managed the messages and requests, orders and requirements. It helped that
he looked like someone’s idea of a trustworthy noble lord: blond-haired
and tall, muscled and attired in rich velvets. More than once, he’d seen people
arrive wanting to argue, only to change their minds once they actually saw him.


Currently,
there were about a dozen people waiting for answers behind him, but that was
normal at the moment. Justin considered their situations, trying to look like a
confident leader as he attempted to balance their different requests.


He started with
a knight who wanted to charge after a group of thieves who had stolen his
sheep. The knight was complaining that they were roving bandits, but frankly,
Justin suspected hungry people fleeing the conflict.


“Sir Antony,”
he said. “I’m sure the bandits are a menace, but we risk chasing them all over
the North if we follow your plan, leaving our homes undefended for them to
attack. If you want to draw them out and catch them as they strike, then we can
try that, but otherwise, we don’t have the men to spare.”


He turned to a
merchant. “Aarim Var, I am grateful that you came to us here, but Lord West’s
position was clear: no slavers will operate in his lands, whatever the case may
be in Delos. If you attempt to do so, then you will be imprisoned.”


He went on
quickly, before the man could try to argue. Justin had learned that in the days
since his lord had left him in charge almost by accident. There was always
something else waiting around the corner, and people would argue long into the
night if they thought they could. There were still people waiting for answers
regarding everything from the influx of people fleeing the chaos to the storing
of apples for the winter.


“Sir Hurok, the
refugees coming onto your land are people fleeing the worst of violence. We owe
it to them to help, because it is what we would hope people would do for us.
Lady Yeult, I feel for your situation, but I am sure your daughter can find a
suitable marriage without my assistance. Higgins, if the apples are likely to
spoil, send them for cider. You know how to do that without my ordering you
perfectly well.”


On it went, as
they started to walk down through the castle toward the Great Hall. Justin
found himself solving problems for everyone from the highest of lords to the
cook and back again.


“The
under-maids are in revolt. They say that if they don’t get their share of the
scraps, then they shall do no further work.”


When he’d been
a boy, Justin had dreamed of being one of the cream of Lord West’s mounted
warriors. He’d dreamed of fighting in shining armor, firing a hunting bow at
full gallop and crossing blades with the most villainous of foes. He’d trained
until he’d acquired all those skills and more, but no one had ever told him
that one day he would need the means to arbitrate disagreements over kitchen
scraps.


“If we are
feeding the people here so poorly that they fight over the scraps, maybe we
should look at improving their meals,” he said.


He walked away,
because he’d reached his limit for the moment. He needed to ride out in the
meadows beyond the castle, or spend some time in the library there, or simply
find a darkened room well away from the constant demands. Lord West had never
let slip how difficult it was to lead.


As such, when a
servant ran up, obviously looking for more orders, Justin wasn’t as diplomatic
as he could have been.


“Yes?” he demanded.
“What is it now? Are the steward and the chandler arguing over ownership of the
bees? Or perhaps there is another matriarch trying to marry me off to her
daughter now that I’m suddenly more powerful than anyone thought?”


One look at the
servant’s face told him that had come out more forcefully than he’d intended.
Lord West wouldn’t have approved of the loss of control.


“My apologies,”
Justin said. Lord Nyel would not have approved of the apology. Of the two,
Justin knew which memory he would rather disappoint. He recognized the man now,
as the assistant to the castle’s keeper of birds. “Is it something important?” 


“Urgent birds
from Haylon and Delos,” the man said, handing over the messages and hurrying
off about his duties.


Justin opened
them one at a time. They both said the same things in essence: that Felldust
had won in Delos, and was now looking to expand. The one from Delos said that
they would be coming north. The one from Haylon begged help in the name of the
girl with the Ancient One blood.


This was one
decision Justin didn’t feel qualified to make.


He headed down
to the Great Hall after all. There were men there, as there usually were when
there wasn’t a hunt planned or they weren’t riding out to deal with a problem.
Some of those there could easily have become the leader in Lord West’s absence,
if they hadn’t been preoccupied with running their own holdings or arguing
about who took precedence.


Justin stood up
in front of them and waited for them to be quiet, the way he’d seen Lord West
do. Finally, though, he brought his fist down on one of the hall’s long tables
until people looked his way.


“Listen to me,
all of you. Listen to me.”


Almost to his
surprise, they did. He stood looking around at them, guessing at their
objections, trying to look like the leader he hoped he could be.


“I have
received messages,” Justin said. He held up the one from Delos first. “This one
confirms what we all suspected: Delos has fallen completely to the invading
army of Felldust, and the men who went there to fight are either dead or
fleeing.”


He saw some of
the men there shrug. Ulion, a large man who was a terror with a practice lance,
went further.


“Why do we
care?” he asked, in the kind of loud voice that tended to carry others with
him. “They’ll wash over Delos, steal all they can, and then go back to that
dust-filled hell they call home.”


Sir Hurok, who
had complained about the refugees before, nodded his head. “Let them all kill
one another in the south. We are safe here.”


Justin shook
his head. “All the reports say that they are settling into the city to stay,
not to raid.” He took a breath. “And they are coming north.”


“They’re coming
here?” Hurok asked. “Are you sure you have the right side of this, boy? Why
would they want to break themselves against our walls, just for a little more
coin?”


“Because it’s
not about coin,” Justin replied. He ignored the “boy.” Hurok famously
treated anyone younger or calmer or less pompous with disdain. “They want to
conquer. Wouldn’t you? You said yourself how harsh their land is, and now the
Empire has fallen, who will stop them?”


The men there
at least knew the answer to that.


“We will,”
Ulion said, with the confidence of a man who easily knocked over his foes in
the practice square. “Let them come. We’ll bring as many people as we can into
the castles, hold our walls against them, then push them back as they fail.”


It was what
Justin had expected one of them to say. Lord West’s men were nothing if not
brave, willing to stand up against any foe who threatened those who lived on
their lands.


“That’s one
option,” Justin said. “It might not be the right one, though.”


He held up the
other letter.


“I have here a
message from Haylon,” Justin said. “A message from Ceres, the girl who
came to us here and showed us the powers of the Ancient Ones.”


“Who led Lord
West away to his death,” Ulion said with a snort.


Justin could
understand that. He could even sympathize with that a little. Hearing the news
of what had happened to Lord West had all but ripped the heart out of him. Even
so, he knew that going had been the only honorable thing Lord West could have
done.


“And do you
think that, knowing that, he would have made a different choice?” Justin
countered.


“Perhaps,
perhaps not,” Hurok said. “We’ll never know.”


Justin stood
there for several seconds, trying to think of the best way to put it.
Ultimately, the only thing to do was to put the news to them.


“Ceres says
that she is on Haylon, along with Prince Thanos and a few others who escaped
from the city. She is calling all those fleeing the invasion to the island, and
asking for help from all those who will come to her. She says that the defenses
of Haylon may be enough to finally defeat this threat.”


“May be
enough?” Ulion said, and some of the others moved in around him. “She wants us
to risk our lives on something that may be enough?”


“Not just her,”
Justin said. “I think it is the correct thing to do.”


On the far side
of the hall, Sir Hurok snorted.


“You do, do
you?” the nobleman said. “You want to give up the strength of our lands to embark
on this… adventure?”


He made it
sound like some child’s game.


Ulion’s
objections were more reasoned. “You want to give up on protecting the people we
are sworn to aid? You want to abandon our lands? You’d rather go off to an
island we might not even reach in time in order to die for a girl who has
already cost us too many good men?”


Justin stood
there, absorbing their anger.


“I want to help
someone our ancestors swore to serve,” Justin said. “I want to do the thing
Lord West would want us to do. More than that, I want to do more than sit in
our castles and wait for this to be over. I do not believe that we are safe
here, or that our lands are. We do not have the columns of riders to hold back
an invasion. We do not have the men to fully protect all our castles. Haylon is
an island fortress.”


Sir Hurok still
didn’t look convinced.


“Oh, so it’s
fear that makes you do this?”


Justin should
have drawn steel at that, but instead, he nodded. “Aye, I’m afraid. I’m afraid
of what the army coming will do to people I cannot protect, because I have too
few men to do it here. I’m afraid of failing Lord West’s last command, because
I wasn’t bold enough to move his people to where they could be saved.”


He looked
around the room.


“I will go out
to Haylon’s aid. I will seek to strike down the thing that threatens all of us,
and I will give orders for our remaining men to do the same. More than that, I
will give orders for every man, woman, and child we can move there to travel
with us. Our castles cannot hold back what’s coming.”


“You will give
orders?” Hurok said with a laugh. He stepped forward, his hand going to the
hilt of his sword. “Now you’re giving yourself airs. Who do you think you are,
trying to give us orders?”


This was the
moment when Justin knew he should back down. When he knew he ought to leave
this to the men who had more experience of war. Who deserved this. Instead, he
stood tall in front of the nobleman, refusing to give ground.


“Who do I think
I am?” Justin asked. “I think I’m the man who has been running things in Lord
West’s absence while the rest of you amused yourselves with hunting. I think
I’m the man who has seen to it that peasants are fed, that our scouts ride out,
and that every report is heard. I think I’m the man Lord West trusted enough to
leave in charge here, knowing that I wouldn’t let other men ruin his legacy.”


He expected
Ulion to draw his sword then and stand beside the other man. If necessary,
Justin would draw his in return. He was a skilled swordsman, and he would not
back down from this.


Instead, to his
surprise, Ulion took a step back, leaving Hurok alone.


“You’re right,”
Ulion said. “You command here, and you have done more for the lands here than
we have since Lord West’s death. If you say that we go to Haylon, then we go to
Haylon.”


Justin hadn’t
expected that to work. He’d expected the other man to fight him, or keep
arguing, or walk out. He’d expected to have to go to Haylon alone. Hurok looked
around at him in astonishment.


“Then send
word,” Justin said. “I’ll not force men to come for this. If you want to try to
stay here and protect those who cannot leave, that is a brave thing. But I am
going, I will take our people, and I want every man who is prepared to
volunteer. I’ll not stand here and wait while the real fight is happening
somewhere else.”


He left the
hall, going to gather his things with the aid of the boy who served as his
squire. He went down to the stables, saddling his horse and strapping his armor
to its back. Justin was more than a little surprised to see Ulion doing the
same, along with far more of the men from the hall than he’d expected. 


“I thought you
would want to stay,” Justin said.


“What?” the
other man said. “And let you have all the glory out on Haylon?” The big man
shook his head. “Besides, you’re right, we might have a chance to finish this
out there. We might make the North safer on Haylon than we ever could sitting
here. Better to go crush them than sit waiting for them to pick us off.”


Justin took his
hand as the big man offered it in a crushing grip.


“You really
think this is the right thing to do?” Ulion asked.


Justin nodded.
“I think it is. More than that, it’s what Lord West would have done.”


The big man
returned his nod. “Then it’s good enough for me.”











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Thanos walked
the island with Ceres every morning now, enjoying the bright sunlight on
Haylon, the industry of the people working on defenses there. Enjoying just being
with her. They’d only been on the island a few days, and already, it was
starting to feel as though the island was the only place for the two of them.
The perfect place.


Maybe they
would be there forever. That thought had been coming to him more and more since
they’d arrived. The thought had been growing too, turning into something more
than a dream, until it had become something hard and real and certain.


They were
currently touring the defenses with Iakos again, standing on the cliffs,
watching men labor to build artificial rock formations while the tide was low.


“If they try to
come up on our beaches unannounced, they’ll regret it,” Iakos said.


Thanos had to
admit it was an inventive move, and just one of the attempts the people of
Haylon were making to turn their island into a fortress. 


“Are they
building ballistae over there?” Ceres asked, pointing to a spot where a group
of men appeared to be digging footings.


Iakos nodded.
“To finish the ships as they flounder. They have the best sight line there.”


“But they can
also be seen easily,” Thanos pointed out. “It might persuade ships to try
elsewhere. It might be better to tuck them in on the inside of the bay, so that
they can fire at the ships from behind as they come in. It will cause more
confusion.”


He saw Iakos
nod. “Akila said that you were cunning.”


“Something
tells me that’s about the only polite thing he said about me,” Thanos guessed.


They continued
up through the hills, where men were building deadfalls and small towers that
seemed to fit in like natural parts of the landscape. There were flowers out
here now too; small, hardy things that clung to the rocks, growing in next to
no soil.


“It’s beautiful
up here,” Ceres said. 


Thanos could
only agree, although for him, Ceres was the most beautiful thing on Haylon by a
long way. He’d never thought that they would end up here together. Or anywhere
together, come to that. When he’d left for Felldust, he hadn’t been sure that
he would be able to come back. He certainly hadn’t dared to think about might
what happen between him and Ceres if he did.


The two of them
continued along, offering suggestions where they could to help with the
defenses. Thanos knew that the others would be doing the same. Ceres’s father
was already helping in Haylon’s forges, while the remaining combatlords were
helping to teach the fighters there the kind of moves that might give them an
advantage at close quarters.


“We will hold,”
Iakos said. “If necessary, we will funnel them deeper and deeper into the
hills, picking them off as they come. We’ve fought this way before. And we have
you now. A prince who fought in the Killings without killing, and the girl with
the powers of the Ancient Ones.”


Perhaps he
caught the tone of the silence that followed, because he stared at them.


“I’ve said
something wrong, haven’t I?”


Thanos did his
best to explain. “Not wrong, Iakos. It’s just… we think that Ceres doesn’t have
her powers anymore. We’ll still fight, but we can’t promise the powers of the
Ancient Ones.”


Iakos’s face
fell a little at that. “But there must be a way,” he said. He snapped his
fingers. “Of course. Zaxos. Come with me, both of you.”


He led the way
across the hills in the direction of a site where men were quarrying stone for
defenses. They were sweating in the sun, working despite the obvious risk of
falling rock.


“Stay here,”
Iakos said. “I will see to things.”


He walked away,
and probably for the first moment since they’d gotten to the island, Thanos
found himself truly alone with Ceres. In every other moment, it seemed that her
father or her brother had been there, or Jeva had been hanging around trying to
keep Thanos safe, or Iakos had been there, wanting to discuss the details of
defending the island. 


Whatever the
reason, this was the first moment when it had really been just him and Ceres.
Thanos had been looking for the right moment to say what he’d been thinking
since they left Delos. Since before then.


Thanos wished
that this moment could last. In fact, he wished that it could last forever. He
wanted to spend the rest of his life with Ceres. That urge hit him so suddenly
and so hard that it could have been a hammer. 


He knew then
that he had to act. He’d been waiting too long already. He’d been thinking
about this since he left for Delos. Now, there was an invasion coming, a battle
that might see them both dead. This was the moment. No more wasting time, no
more letting the world come between them. If they were going to die here, let
it be as husband and wife.


He took Ceres
in his arms and kissed her, hard and sudden. He felt her kiss him back, and
that was all the encouragement he needed for the next part of it. He stepped
back and then went down his knee, taking her hand. 


“Marry me,
Ceres,” he said.


“Thanos?”


He saw the
shock on her face then. Thanos had assumed that because he’d been thinking
about this since Delos, Ceres must have been thinking the same. Instead, she
looked as stunned as if he’d just proposed charging into the teeth of a battle.
Even so, he pressed ahead.


“Marry me,” he
said. “After everything we’ve been through, I don’t want us to be apart again.
I love you, and I know that you love me. Let’s find a priest, fetch your
family, and do this.”


The seconds
stretched out in the wake of it, and Ceres’s shock didn’t seem to diminish. She
stood there looking out past him as if the answers lay there. Thanos couldn’t
blame her. He was a little in shock himself at having asked, but now that he
had, he’d never been more certain about anything in his life.


“Ceres?” he
said.


When Ceres
shook her head, it was like the world falling in around him.


“No, Thanos.
I’m sorry. I can’t.”


Those words
were enough to tear apart everything he’d thought he’d known. He’d been sure
about how this would end up. He’d been sure that now that everything was
settled with Stephania, now that the Empire that had held them back was gone,
they would finally be free to do the thing that they’d always wanted to do.


If Ceres was
saying no now, that could only mean one thing: that she was never going
to say yes.


“Thanos,” Ceres
said, reaching out for him.


Thanos couldn’t
risk listening to any more of it, because what he’d already heard had torn
something out of his chest. He stepped back from Ceres, because right then it
felt like the only way to protect the hurt that he felt.


He picked a
direction at random and started to walk.


 


***


 


Ceres stood
reeling as Thanos walked away, still not quite certain what had just happened,
or why it had happened, or what might happen next. The sheer uncertainty of it
seemed to hold her there even though a part of her suspected that she ought to
be going after Thanos to talk this through.


The truth was
that she had no idea what she would say, even if she did. 


She wished she
had the words. Ceres knew there were some people out there for whom the right
words seemed to come easily. Even Ceres had managed to find the right things to
say when it came to persuading people to join the war against the Empire, but
with Thanos, things were different.


Maybe they were
different because they mattered more. It seemed stupid, that her own feelings
could matter more than the loss of a whole Empire, but right then it felt that
way to Ceres.


She’d never
expected a proposal to come from nowhere like that. Things between her and
Thanos were… well, that was the problem, wasn’t it? How were things between
them? This had been the first moment they’d been alone together since before
the collapse of the Empire. They’d had no time to really talk, or get to know
how events had changed each other, or anything else. 


She hadn’t even
really had a chance to process any of the things that had happened to her back
in Delos. Day after day of abuse of the worst kinds. The loss of powers that
had become a part of who she was. Ceres felt as though a part of her was still
trapped there.


As for Thanos,
what had he been through in Felldust? She knew that Lucious was dead, and while
that was a cause for celebration from where Ceres was standing, she guessed
that it would be a lot more complex for Thanos. He’d lost a brother, however
evil he was.


Then there was
Stephania.


Thanos had left
her behind, to whatever horrors Felldust had waiting for her. Ceres thought
that was probably the least Stephania deserved after all she’d done, but for
Thanos to act as though everything was good?


Ceres knew he
had to be hurting more than that, and diving into marrying her wasn’t the way
to solve any of it. It was him trying to pretend that none of it had happened,
when the past couldn’t be so easily swept away. Was she supposed to simply
forget that Thanos had come back for Stephania, even if he’d chosen Ceres in
the end?


Maybe it wasn’t
just Thanos who still had things to deal with when it came to the two of them.


“There’s no
time,” Ceres told herself, balling her hands into fists. 


There never
seemed to be any time in which to sort out the things that sat between them.
Now, it was the need to protect Haylon, and try to find some space in
which it might be possible to stop Felldust’s advance.


Even now, when
she should be trying to work out things between her and Thanos, Ceres found
herself looking over to where the men were quarrying their stone, and Iakos was
busy talking to one of the ones there who seemed to be supervising the others.
Perhaps that was just because she wanted the distraction. If she didn’t have to
think about what had just happened between her and Thanos, it couldn’t hurt
her.


Although, of
course, it could. Somehow, they always seemed to end up finding a way to hurt
one another. 


“Ceres,” Iakos
called, leading the man over, “I want you to meet Zaxos. There are those who
call him the wisest man on Haylon.”


“It wouldn’t be
hard,” the older man beside him grumbled. “Half of those idiots were just
trying to hack out rock without using wedges. A man should use his brain, not
just his muscles.”


This man was
old and wiry, stripped to the waist in the fashion of some of the younger
workers, his body looking as though he might once have been as heavily muscled
as any warrior. Now, his long gray hair was thinning, and he seemed a shadow of
the man he must once have been. Except for his eyes. Those sparkled with
intelligence, and Ceres knew in that look that she shouldn’t underestimate him.


“Iakos tells me
that you have a problem,” Zaxos said. “Although he wouldn’t explain to me what
it was.”


It took Ceres a
moment to remember that they weren’t talking about what had just happened with
Thanos. Right then, the state of her too easily fractured relationship with him
seemed like the only problem that was worth solving. She would have gone after
him, but he was already out of sight, lost in the twists of Haylon’s hills.


“I doubt you
can help me,” Ceres said. “My mother tried, but even her powers could only help
temporarily.”


“Your mother is
one of the Ancient Ones?” Zaxos asked.


Ceres nodded.
The truth was, right now, she wanted to finish this conversation so that she
could go after Thanos. It might take time to find him, but she needed to do it.
She shouldn’t have reacted without thought as she did. She should at least try
to talk things through with him.


She didn’t
think it would result in a different decision right then, but they could still
try, couldn’t they? They could try to make things better. They could try to get
past all the things that had left echoes bouncing between them, even if the
things themselves were gone. Together, they could try to find a way forward.


“And what,
exactly, is the problem?” Zaxos asked.


“I was
poisoned,” Ceres said. “I was given a potion designed to take away all the
powers of my Ancient One blood. As I said, though, even my mother—”


“Your mother is
one of the Ancient Ones,” Zaxos pointed out. “She could not help because the
poison is designed to stop the things an Ancient One might do to help
themselves. Or another of their kind.”


The way he said
it was enough to make Ceres stop and listen. Zaxos sounded as though he knew
more about this than she’d thought. Certainly more than Ceres knew herself.


“You know about
this poison?” Ceres asked. 


“I’ve heard of
it,” Zaxos said. “They say that in the wars against the Ancient Ones, some of
those who hunted them used such things.”


If that was all
he knew, it wouldn’t help. Ceres had come to terms with what she was now.
Stephania had taught her that she wasn’t special anymore. She’d done it in ways
that made Ceres’s skin still crawl to think about them. 


“Is there
anything that can be done about it?” Ceres asked anyway. She wanted to hear
Zaxos’s apology quickly, so that it would be over and done with, and the hope
that briefly dared to raise its head would sink back down inside her.


To her
surprise, Zaxos nodded. “There might be something. Come with me, and we will
talk. I will tell you what you can do, and then you can decide if it is a thing
you are willing to risk.” 











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


Stephania
experienced the world in brief moments snatched from between dreams. It became
a thing of fragments to her, making no more sense than the sleeping world did,
too brief to count as something real. She was in a room somewhere, but she
could never stay awake long enough to get the details. Every time she flickered
back to waking, the old woman was there.


“Drink,” she
said, pushing water to Stephania’s lips.


Stephania could
taste the herbs there: valerian and opium, maybe more. She still drank, not
even trying to fight as the blackness claimed her.


She was in a
maze. She knew that even before the first turnings appeared. There were tall
hedges on either side, towering over Stephania so that she couldn’t see beyond.
She started taking turnings. Stephania knew the trick to mazes and kept a hand
on one wall, reasoning that she would find her way through it eventually.


Somehow,
though, she knew that wouldn’t be enough. There wasn’t enough time, because the
thing she was searching for would be gone by then. Stephania paused, frowning,
in her dream. She hadn’t realized until then that she was searching for
something, but now it seemed obvious. There was something she needed, something
so vital it counted more than life. She had to get to it.


Stephania
started to run through the turnings as she searched. There was something behind
her now, and that only spurred her on to move faster. She had to get to what
she was hunting for before whatever was behind her caught up.


She stepped
into an open space at the heart of the maze, and Stephania knew it was too
late. A figure stood there, but it wasn’t the one she’d been hoping for. Irrien
was there, and he seemed to tower over her as he walked forward.


“Please,” she
begged. “Not again, please. I’ll do anything you want. I won’t speak this time.
I’ll be the best slave you’ve ever—”


Somehow,
Irrien’s hands were claws now, and they lashed out, ripping across her belly in
a way that made Stephania scream…


“Shh!” the old
woman snapped as Stephania came back to consciousness. “I’m stitching as neatly
as I can, but none of that will help if you move too much.”


Stephania
stared up at her. She was lying on a hard surface, looking up at the ceiling of
a wooden hut. It wasn’t a bed, so that meant either the floor or a table.
Probably a table, judging by the way the old woman was leaning over her to
work.


She did
something, and Stephania screamed again, twisting to get away. That just made
things worse. 


“Now you’ve
ripped a stitch,” the old healer said. “Keep still, girl!”


“I am… a
princess of the Empire!” Stephania snapped back. It was a stupid thing to say.
She shouldn’t be putting herself in someone else’s hands like that. 


“Right now,
you’re a patient who won’t hold where she should,” the healer replied. She put
water to Stephania’s lips again. “I’d hoped to do this with you asleep. Here,
drink again. It will be better.”


Stephania
didn’t want to. She hated the idea of being that weak, or that helpless. She
started to shake her head, but the old woman, curse her, clamped Stephania’s
nose shut until she had to swallow, just to be able to breathe. Stephania
cursed her with every vile word she could think of while she waited for the
darkness to drag her back down. Just so long as it wasn’t Irrien again.


Anything but
that…


Stephania
realized her mistake almost as soon as she saw where her dreams had taken her.
Home, to the house where she’d grown up, its gardens beautiful, its marble
statues carved by the greatest sculptors of the Empire. Just the sight of it
made her tense in fear.


She was walking
out into the garden, and Stephania knew how this day had gone. She wanted to
turn around and walk away, but she found her feet dragging her forward. The
table was set out in the garden, just the way it had been that day. The figure
who sat at the head of the table brought a familiar shiver of terror to
Stephania.


Her father. The
man who had taught her more about how to hide her true feelings than anyone
else. The one who had been the first to show her how brutal the world could be
if you were anything less than perfect. He’d been a man known to whip his
slaves to death if they displeased him, and if he’d been kind to his daughter
in public, inside the walls of their home, he’d been nothing short of a tyrant.


He’d been the
first man Stephania had killed. Here, like this.


“Come here,
Stephania,” he commanded. “Come and bring me wine.”


Stephania moved
forward, and now she was holding the flagon of wine she’d been carrying that
day, laced with the poison she’d read about, that would bring a man the most
agonizing of deaths. 


There were
other people sitting around the table now, and they were people she’d poisoned
as well. There were men and women there, their complexions gray with death, or
mottled with the effects of the substances she’d used. Still, she seemed to be
coming forward, offering up the wine the way she had the first time.


They drank it.
They drank it and laughed while they did it. It had no effect, because they
were already dead, and Stephania couldn’t seem to do anything but stare at
them.


They grabbed
her then, lifting her onto the table, holding her in place as easily as if
she’d been a child.


“We have been
remiss,” her father said. “We must share what you’ve so graciously given us,
Stephania.”


She struggled
to get free while they poured the wine down her throat. Wine that burned inside
her, feeling as though it was rotting away her insides. She tried to bite the
hand that was forcing the liquid into her, but it made no difference. She
struggled to sit up…


…and she was
looking at the old woman, who was standing over her with a spoon.


“Easy,” she
said. “You’re having a bad dream, that’s all.”


“A bad dream?”
Stephania asked. Right then, it felt as though her whole life was a bad dream. 


“You talk in
your sleep,” the old woman said. She kept feeding Stephania, and for a moment
Stephania resisted, still thinking of poison. “No, don’t fight me. You need to
eat if you’re going to recover.”


Stephania knew
it was true, but even so, she resented being told to do it. The memories of the
dream were too fresh. Fresh enough that she could still taste the poison within
the food, caught as an aftertaste of her imagination. 


Or maybe not.
Stephania knew sedatives when she tasted them.


“Don’t fight,”
the healer said. “You need to sleep so that you can heal, and you can’t do that
if you’re in pain. I promise you that you’re safe.” She smiled in a way that
was probably meant to be reassuring. “Well, from everything except your
dreams.”


Her dreams were
what Stephania was worried about, but by then she was too tired to fight. She
was too tired to do anything other than close her eyes and let herself drift
away into darkness again.


This time, she
dreamed of Thanos, and even after everything else, that was enough to make her
heart swell. She dreamed of him as he’d been the first time she’d seen him: a
prince at court, standing on the edge of a crowd while everyone else had
admired his brother. Stephania had been planning to get as close as possible to
Lucious, but seeing Thanos, she hadn’t been able to do anything other than
stare at him.


Memory
flickered through her dream, tying together moment after moment until it seemed
that everything had been leading inexorably to the way it had ended. Stephania
tried to cling to the good moments as they passed: Thanos the way he’d looked
the first time he’d smiled at her. Thanos with her, hunting for a traitor who
didn’t exist, so happy to have her there. Thanos, the way he’d looked in bed
the morning after they’d first slept with one another. He’d been so achingly
handsome there that Stephania had barely been able to believe that he’d been
there. He’d been hers. Finally, fully hers.


It was the
first moment that Stephania had been truly happy, and she tried to force her mind
to stay with it, to just let her lie there, looking at the broad, muscular
expanse of Thanos’s chest.


Dreams didn’t
work like that, though, and far too soon, it shifted. Stephania was tied to a
post now. Around her were hordes of people, so many that even Stephania didn’t
recognize all of them. Thanos was there beside her, and at first Stephania
thought that he was going to help her; that he might cut her free, or that he
might fight off those who were coming to attack her.


Instead, he
stepped aside, standing and watching as the first of them approached, holding a
whip in his hand…


Stephania woke
to the sound of voices, and this time it wasn’t just the voice of the old
woman. Male voices cut through hers, and they had the kind of dangerous edge to
them that Stephania knew too well. These were men used to getting what they
wanted.


“Come on,” one
of them said. “You know they’d give us good money for something like her.”


“You think I
should start selling my patients, Kel?” the healer countered. “You think I should
have sold your girl when I treated her?”


“That’s not the
same,” the man said. “This one… what do you think will happen to her when she
recovers? The first slavers passing will take her. We might as well be the ones
to make the money. I mean… she’s beautiful. Except for the scars, and we can
cover those long enough that they won’t guess.”


Stephania
wanted to sit up and argue, but right then, that would be giving away her one
advantage. She opened her eyes a crack instead, looking around for something that
she could use as a weapon. There was a mirror nearby. If Stephania broke it,
the edge might be sharp enough.


She barely felt
strong enough to move. She didn’t have to, though.


“She’s weak,
Kel. Feverish. I doubt she’ll last the night.”


Even as the other
woman said it, Stephania knew it was true. She could feel the shivering cold
that probably meant she was the one who was too hot. She could feel the
ache in her limbs, and the deeper pains that seemed to spread out through her.


“Then why not
make some money off her now, while she’s breathing?”


“That’s enough,
Kel. If you want to take her, I’ll have nothing more to do with you. And then
who’ll heal you the next time you’re sick with picker’s fever? Who’ll set your
leg next time, Evett?”


They hesitated,
and Stephania recognized the quality of that hesitation. She stopped eyeing the
mirror, waiting while the men shuffled out the door. When she dared to open her
eyes fully, the healer was watching her.


“They won’t
come back,” the old woman said.


“Others like them
will,” Stephania said. She barely felt strong enough to utter the words. “Have
you been talking about me?”


“You think I
can keep you a secret?” the healer asked. “You should sleep again. You’re still
weak. You’ve been running a fever, and your abdomen feels tight with blood. If
you want, I can—”


Stephania shook
her head. “No more sedatives. I’ll sleep, but if men come, I want to be able to
wake before they’ve killed you and taken me off to be their slave.”


The healer
didn’t seem to have a counterargument to that. For a moment or two, Stephania
thought about asking questions, learning more about her environment. She needed
to plan. But for now, she was too tired. Far too tired.


She slept, and
as she slept, she saw a gate ahead of her. 


It was a thing
of black basalt, rising up above a dark floor that felt slick with sand. There
was a slope there leading down to it on all sides, so that it seemed to sit at
the bottom of a great, sandy bowl. Sand trickled down into it, shifting
underneath Stephania’s feet.


She knew
without having to be told that if she stepped through that gate, she wouldn’t
wake. Almost as soon as the thought came to her, Stephania felt the sands
moving faster, pulling her down in the direction of the bottom of the bowl. 


She scrabbled
at the sides of it, trying to pull herself out.


Stephania
didn’t have the strength left, though. She’d always prided herself on being
determined enough to conquer anything, but now there seemed to be no stopping
it. The sand pulled her down, and even though Stephania crawled and scrambled,
she couldn’t make progress against it. The gate grew closer, step by inexorable
step.


Somewhere above
her, Stephania heard the cry of a child. Her child.


She knew it the
way only a mother could know it, and she found herself thinking of everything
Irrien had done; everything Daskalos had done. She thought of her boy out there
somewhere, out in the world in the hands of a sorcerer. She thought of him, and
that thought gave her the strength to move faster.


Other thoughts
gave Stephania strength. Irrien had cast her aside. He’d tried to kill her.
He’d taken her son. The anger flooded through her, and Stephania
practically ran forward. She hauled herself up the hill, step by agonizing
step, ignoring the pain that tried to pull her back.


There was light
ahead. Stephania hauled herself toward it, driving upward, because somewhere in
that light was her son. She wasn’t going to let this beat her. She was going to
take back what was hers.


She ran forward
into the light, and thought she heard the laughter of a child.


“I’m coming for
you,” Stephania promised. “Right after I kill the man who took you.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


Ceres followed
Zaxos as he led the way higher into the hills of Haylon, wondering all the time
where he was taking her. She followed because of the chance he was offering to
get her powers back. Because she needed some element of hope.


And because, if
she didn’t follow him, it would mean having to go after Thanos. It was strange
that it was so easy to take on armies and fight invasions, but it still didn’t
make talking to the man she loved any easier. This was the second time Thanos
had proposed to her, and like the first, it simply didn’t feel right. It felt
as though he was doing it just to prove something to her, rather than because
they were ready for it.


Ceres forced
herself to concentrate on the ground beneath her feet. It was rocky up here,
although it seemed that Zaxos was as nimble as a mountain goat. He picked his
way up along a path Ceres could barely see, toward a spot where dark stone
ruins stood out. Ceres recognized the flowing lines of Ancient One ruins
instantly. She’d seen them before, on the Isle of Mists.


They walked up
to stand among them, and Ceres found herself feeling awed by the beauty of the
construction, even though there was little left beyond a few columns rising
like living things from the top of the mountain. She could see something like
burn marks running through the stone in waves, which should have been
impossible.


“Why here?”
Ceres asked.


Zaxos spread
his hands. “There are some things where you need to see the reality of them.
You need to understand why no Ancient One could undo what has been done to
you.”


“Why my mother
couldn’t, you mean?” Ceres said. 


She saw Zaxos
nod. It felt strange knowing that there was something her mother couldn’t undo.
Ceres had felt how powerful she was. She’d felt safe somehow knowing that her
mother was strong enough to help no matter what happened.


“The Ancient
Ones were powerful,” Zaxos said, “but there were limits to their power. I
brought you here because it is a good place to talk about the war.”


Ceres had heard
about the war from plenty of different people. Everyone heard versions of it
growing up. She’d heard more from her mother, and from almost everyone who’d
learned about Ceres’s Ancient One blood.


“I’m not sure
we have the time for a history lesson,” Ceres said.


“There is
always time,” Zaxos replied. “And this is important. You will have heard the
stories, of course. The founders of the Empire rose up against their Ancient
One masters, overthrowing them. Whether they say it was slaves rising up
against their oppressors or petulant children lashing out at beneficent
parents, that is what practically all the stories say.”


“That’s not the
truth?” Ceres asked, cocking her head to one side.


Zaxos shrugged.
“The truth is more complex. The truth is always more complex. That’s
what stories are, after all: a way of simplifying things. There were cruel ones
among the Ancient Ones and good ones. Both had enemies. Humans they’d taught
secrets to, sorcerers. And other, more dangerous things who wanted a world they
could influence. They fueled the war. They gave the Ancient Ones’ enemies
weapons.”


Ceres could
guess where he was going with this now. The poison that Stephania had used on
her was one of those weapons, designed to allow people to kill the Ancient Ones
while they were powerless.


“You said that
it might be possible to undo the damage,” Ceres said.


“Possibly,”
Zaxos said. He pointed out into the distance, along the chain of islands around
Haylon. “Do you see it?”


Ceres didn’t at
first. It seemed like just an endless string of islands reaching out into the
ocean like a spray of blossoms floating on a pond. Then she saw the one that
didn’t fit. A single dark island stood off to one side, its rocks blackened in
a way that didn’t fit with the others. 


“A group of the
sorcerers who stood against the Ancient Ones gathered on that island, building
weapons to destroy them. They gave those weapons to anyone who would fight. Eventually,
the Ancient Ones struck back, hitting the island with all their power. The
result was an island caught between the living and the dead.”


“And you think
that there will be a cure for me there?” Ceres asked.


Zaxos nodded.
“If there is one anywhere. The sorcerers knew the dangers of what they were
using. They would have kept ways to counter the things they built, in case they
were turned against them by their rivals.”


It sounded like
a guess to Ceres, yet it was a guess that made sense. 


“You don’t know
for sure?” Ceres asked.


Zaxos shook his
head. “It’s impossible to know. The island is dangerous. People have gone there
looking for secrets, but they don’t come back. No one has, since the war.”


“And you think
I should?” Ceres asked.


It seemed like
too much to ask. She couldn’t go to this island simply working with the hope
that everything would be all right. She couldn’t go, not even knowing if what
she was looking for was there to be found. 


Did she need
her powers back that badly? Losing them had felt like losing a limb, but she’d
survived all that Stephania could throw at her even without them. She’d lived
for years without the abilities that came from her heritage, and Ceres still
had the skills that she’d earned through her training. She could still fight,
and think, and more. 


She could still
be happy, maybe, with Thanos.


“The truth is
that I think there isn’t much of a choice,” Zaxos said. “We’re talking on
Haylon about how our defenses will stop anything Felldust can throw at us. It’s
true, for a time, but do you think they will stop?”


Ceres knew the
answer to that.


“Not while the
First Stone lives,” she said. “Not while they’re all working together, and they
think there is more to take.”


Zaxos nodded.
“You’re a symbol, and you have power like that. People will flock to your
banner, but not enough to end this. With your powers back, you have a chance to
strike at the heart of the invaders. Without them, eventually, they will crush
us.”


He made it
sound like such a simple choice, yet it was anything but that. If she went,
Ceres would be going to a place no one had come back from. Could she really do
that, just to regain her powers?


Ceres looked
down from her perch atop the mountain, thinking about all the people on Haylon.


Could she
really afford to do anything else?


 


***


 


It took time
for Ceres to make her way down to the docks, and to gather supplies. The people
on Haylon were as helpful as she could have hoped for: Iakos provided her with
a small boat that she would be able to handle alone, and gave orders for
rations to be brought to fill it. Even so, it was a long way down to the spot
where it waited, and it took more time for her to gather clothes and armor,
weapons and equipment.


She was still
loading the boat when she saw her brother and father approaching, Akila limping
along on crutches beside them. Jeva was there, still looking around watchfully
for threats. 


And then there
was Thanos. Ceres had hoped to avoid this, but she should have known better. Of
course she wouldn’t be able to leave without him finding out.


“Ceres?” he
said, hurrying forward. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”


Ceres did her
best to explain.


“There’s a
place nearby where I might be able to regain my powers,” she said. She didn’t
say how dangerous it was. She didn’t want to worry them. “We’ll need them if
we’re going to fight off Felldust.”


Thanos frowned
at that. “And so you were just going to leave? Without saying goodbye?”


Ceres could
hear the hurt there. The same hurt that had been there earlier, when she had said
no to his proposal.


“I didn’t… this
is complicated,” Ceres said. “It’s dangerous. I thought you might try to stop
me from doing this, and we need this.”


That wasn’t all
of it, not by a long shot, but it was the part that she suspected they might
understand. Even putting it like that, Ceres could see the hesitation on their
faces.


“We don’t need
you to go without telling us,” her father said. “You don’t have to do
everything alone, Ceres.”


“Yes,” Thanos
agreed, and Ceres could see the determination there. “Let us help. I could come
with you and make sure that you come out of this safely.”


Ceres quieted
him the only way she could think of: by getting out of the boat and kissing him
until the sheer surprise of it seemed to slow him a little.


“You can’t come,”
she said. “You know you can’t. You’re needed here.”


“We could still
come,” her brother said from the side. “We want to help you, Ceres.”


Ceres shook her
head. This wasn’t what she had wanted. Already, she could feel tears welling up
in her eyes, because this was getting more difficult by the moment. She’d hoped
to be away before anyone realized, simply to avoid how hard this goodbye could
become.


“You can’t,
Sartes. None of you can. Felldust will be coming, and you need to make sure
that Haylon will be ready. Father, Sartes, you need to help give it the weapons
it needs. The combatlords are needed to train the fighters. Thanos, they need
you to help talk the Empire’s forces into helping. This is what I have
to do.”


Some of them
looked doubtful. Thanos looked as though he wanted to continue to argue, but
Jeva stepped forward. Ceres hadn’t spent much time talking to the Bone Folk
woman, but the times she had spoken, she seemed direct and prepared to say what
she meant.


“The daughter
of the Ancient Ones must go,” Jeva said. “If there is a chance for her to be
all that her blood allows, then we must take that chance. And she is right: the
rest of you are needed here. We must trust that she is strong enough.”


It sounded so
clear put like that, and Ceres was grateful that the Bone Folk woman made it
sound so simple, because it felt anything but that in Ceres’s heart. She was
worried about what was happening between her and Thanos right then. He seemed
to be so deeply in love with her, so willing to throw himself into a life with
her, but at the same time, he’d made so many mistakes around her in the past. 


It wasn’t about
what Ceres felt. She knew that she loved him. It was about how they made all
this work, and if they ever could. It seemed to her sometimes as if Thanos was
only too ready to be with her so long as circumstances were ready to intervene.
Now, she was the one who needed space to work out what was happening. 


Maybe, if it
didn’t kill her, this journey would help her do that, as well as helping her
get her powers back.


“All right,”
Thanos said at last. He moved forward to take Ceres in his arms again. “But
you’d better make sure that you come back, Ceres. We aren’t done.”


Ceres shook her
head, and now the tears were falling freely. “We aren’t. Not by a long way.”


She felt as
though Thanos would have held onto her forever then, but the others wanted to
say goodbye too. Her father came forward first, holding out a pair of short
swords for her.


“They’ll be
better for you than that great sword,” he said, pulling Ceres into a hug as she
took them. “And I’ll not have my daughter going into battle with the wrong
weapons.”


“Thank you,”
Ceres said. “Just make sure that you and Sartes stay safe.”


Over her
father’s shoulder, she saw her brother smile at that.


“We’re probably
on the best defended island out there right now,” Sartes said. He came forward
to hug Ceres in his turn. “You’re the one who needs to stay safe. Come back to
us.”


Ceres went over
to Akila next, passing him the sword she’d taken from Irrien.


“I’ve been
using this,” she said, “but I suspect you deserve it more than I do, since we
found it sticking out of you.”


Akila took it
in its sheath. It was tall enough that he could lean on it in place of one of
his crutches.


“I look forward
to giving it back to the First Stone,” Akila said. “Although maybe, once you’ve
recovered your strength, it will be a better weapon for you than me.”


Perhaps it
would, but first, Ceres had to get back the powers that she’d lost. Thanos came
up to her again, and Ceres thought that they might hold to one another forever,
but this was no more than a touch of hands as she looked into his eyes, wishing
that this could all be so much easier.


Ceres pulled
back before she could give in to more than that, getting on the boat, fumbling with
the knots there because it was hard to see them through the tears. Even so, she
managed to untie them through feel, pushing the boat away from the dock and
taking hold of the oars to pull it clear.


Once she was
far enough out, she put the small sail up, then took hold of the tiller,
looking forward toward the island between life and death because even that was
easier than looking back toward the shore. She pulled beyond the limits of the
harbor, then fixed her sights on the dark shape of the island in the distance.


She would go
there, get her powers back, and return. Maybe once she did, everything would be
simpler for her. Of course, before any of that, she would need to survive the
island. That would have been hard enough with her powers intact. 


Now, Ceres felt
she was going to her death.


 











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


Daskalos had
not always been called “Teacher.” He’d worn other names in the long years he’d
been alive, earning them and choosing them, putting them on and off again the
way another man might have worn cloaks. In the war, they had called him Weapon
Shaper rather than Teacher, because of the things he had crafted to bring down
the Ancient Ones.


Now, he would
craft a weapon worthy of both names.


He followed the
routes through his home with the ease of long memory, setting aside a defense
here, stepping around one there. His space beneath the mountain was more
complicated than people thought, reaching out into other spaces in ways that
he’d learned from the Ancient Ones, and then built on with knowledge he’d
gained for himself. There were doorways beside him that seemed to lead out onto
fields, or into spaces within the great cities of the world. Not all of it was
an illusion.


Briefly, he
found himself thinking of Stephania as he walked, and the features he wore
shifted to those he’d chosen to speak with her. 


It was a pity,
in some ways, about her. She would have made a good student if she hadn’t been
so flawed. If she’d had the sense to see what he was truly offering when she
came to his home, she would have had all the power she wanted. Instead, she let
her petty need for revenge get the better of her.


Daskalos
stepped into a plush bedchamber lined in red silk. It was one of many in his
home, because he didn’t like to sleep in exactly the same spot twice. The sight
of it made him think of Stephania again, and idly, he conjured an illusion of
her, stretched out there, waiting. Daskalos dismissed it with a snap of his
fingers. It wasn’t the same.


“Perhaps you
should have saved her then,” he told himself. Daskalos considered that with a
frown. Why would he have, when she’d already tried to kill him? She’d begged
for his help, but in itself, that meant nothing. He knew she would have
betrayed him. In their way, people were as ephemeral and impermanent as any
illusion.


In any case,
saving her would have spoiled the lesson, and Daskalos couldn’t allow that. So
he’d taken his price and left. He’d warned her not to cross him, after all.


Daskalos passed
through the bedchamber to the space beyond. This room was walled in reflecting
crystal, and the sorcerer could feel the hum of it as it cut out the
interference from the world beyond. A hundred slaves had died digging this
place out, and more had followed, their lives fed into the crystal walls
because it was the most use they could ever be. Daskalos did not feel remorse
at that. He might as well feel remorse for the fish he caught in the stream, or
the beetle he stepped on by accident.


At the heart of
the cavern, in a crib made of wicker and bone, Stephania’s baby lay crying.
Daskalos went to it, quieting it, using the gentle murmur of his voice to lull
the boy into sleep. He was not a cruel man, simply one who did what was needed.


The tools for
what was needed now were already set up, in lines painted on the floor, symbols
sketched onto the walls. Some were in gold leaf, some in substances that would
poison any who touched them, some in blood and more ephemeral things. The
greatest of workings always seemed to require the greatest sacrifices. 


People
understood the way magic worked. They thought in terms of waving a hand and the
world changing, as if wishing were enough. Oh, there were things that worked
that way. Daskalos could craft illusions of such power that the weak-willed
would never know the difference. The version of Stephania that he had conjured
would have looked, and felt, and even smelled exactly like the real thing. 


Then there were
the things that the Ancient Ones had been able to do without even thinking
about them. Some of their talents had made them look like gods compared to
humanity. It was just part of what had made them so arrogant in their
superiority, and what had meant they needed to be destroyed. 


For Daskalos, a
great working such as this took more. It took knowledge. It took power, and the
true names of things, and all the understanding that had come through years of
study. Daskalos was trying to take nature and turn it to his ends through his
power. Life resisted that, fighting back at every step.


He stood by the
sleeping form of the child. It looked so sweet, so innocent there, but that had
never been something to deter Daskalos from what he needed to do. He started to
chant over the child, every inflection perfect, the rhythm of it balanced
exactly.


It had to be.
In a working such as this, he made himself into the balancing point for forces
even his body could never hope to contain. One slip, one missed word, and those
forces would tear him or the child apart. Neither was what Daskalos wanted
right then.


He focused on
what he did want. There was so much the child needed to know, and learn and
grow into. There were a thousand choices and more involved in turning a child
like this into what Daskalos needed it to be, and normally, those choices would
have been made over the course of many years.


There was no
time for that. The world was at a point where he needed to intervene, not years
from now, but now. He needed to do this, even if it meant drawing in
energies that normally even he would not have touched.


Daskalos lit a
candle that had taken close to a month to construct, back when he had prepared
it. Its wick was taken from the cloth of an Ancient One priest’s robes, its wax
rendered down from drake fat and the honey of death mask bees, fed on the tears
of weeping mothers. He’d cast spells in its crafting that had left him
shivering with the effort, but he still lit it now.


Its flame rose
and flickered, then slowed, then almost stopped. There were dangers now. Stand
still too long, and Daskalos could use up all the air around him. Knock over
the candle, and he could find himself trapped between moments. 


He lifted the
child, holding it in his arms. Once, he would probably have felt something
while holding such a small, helpless creature. Back when he had risen with the
others against the Ancient Ones, he could even remember that he’d talked about
building a better world for children such as this.


Now, he
regarded Stephania’s baby the way a master smith might have regarded a billet
of the finest steel. 


This was the
perfect vessel. The child had the strongest of human blood in its veins, with a
mother whose intelligence and beauty were only matched by her cunning, and a
father who was strong and just, with the blood of kings flowing through him.
Both Stephania and Thanos had their flaws, but Daskalos could work with their
child.


Especially
since Stephania had given the child to him. Daskalos had taken children before
now, but it had never worked as well as he had hoped. They had never been the
blank slates he had hoped for. Their names, their parents’ claims on them, the
love they had experienced had all placed limits on what he could do. He had
been forced to fight past the fact that they were not his to change, and that
had stopped him from making them perfect.


There would be
no such limits with this child. Stephania had made her promise. She had given
Daskalos her son, body and soul. He belonged to the sorcerer, and that meant
that he could be shaped as he should be. 


Daskalos spun
with the child in his arms, chanting as he moved. If someone had been able to
see him then, and if they had survived more than a few moments of that
watching, they might have assumed that he was dancing with the child. 


In a way, he
was, but the steps of the dance were as much a part of the spell as any of his
words. The movements drew in power and funneled it, sending it into the child a
fraction at a time. This was where Daskalos had to be particularly careful, in
a balancing act that he was convinced no one else could have managed. Too much
power, and he would kill the child before it could grow. Too little, and it
wouldn’t grow into anything useful.


Instead, he
built the power, little by little, until the boy practically glowed with it by
the kind of sight that only a sorcerer possessed, and the shadows danced around
him. The boy woke in that moment, and Daskalos was worried that it might
scream, but instead it laughed, reaching out for the strands of power the way
another child might have grabbed at its mother’s hair.


He placed the
boy back in his crib. The spells around the boy were strong enough now that
Daskalos couldn’t risk holding onto him any longer. He just had to trust that
he had done his work well enough for the rest of it to succeed.


Around the
crib, a mist started to rise up, and Daskalos could see the flickers of power
running through it like a storm rising up through distant clouds. He’d shaped
them as best he could. Now, he merely needed to give them purpose.


“You will grow
to be a weapon,” he told the child. “You will have all the strengths of your
parents and none of their weaknesses. You will be loyal, and you will have all
the advantages of magic running in your blood. You will be the perfect tool
with which to do all that must be done now.”


The mist closed
over the crib, so that Daskalos could no longer see it. The crystals around the
cavern pulsed blood red, and the color spread as the mist continued to rise, so
that it seemed to Daskalos that he was standing in the midst of a bright red
storm.


He stood there
and directed it, crafting illusions and sending them off into the mist,
illusions so real he might have been the one who didn’t exist, compared with
them. He sent them to the child, watching the mist absorbing them.


In theory, they
would become memories. They would be things so real that the boy would never
know he had only experienced them like this. He would have a whole life’s worth
of illusions for a past, and that past would shape him, focus him, hone him.


He would have
illusions for teachers, illusions for friends, illusions for lovers. By the time
Daskalos was done, he would truly have lived up to his name. He would have
taught the boy everything he required, and Stephania’s son would be prepared
for the one task he would have in life.


To kill his
father.


And Ceres.


And anyone else
who stood in his path.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


Sartes was
supposed to be repairing one of the ramparts on the harbor, working alongside
his father and reinforcing the great harbor gates that made Haylon so
impregnable. Instead, he spent his time staring at Leyana.


Sartes couldn’t
help it. He’d tried to focus on the repairs they were supposed to be making,
but every time he found himself looking up from the stone and the rivets, his
eyes found Leyana. She was so beautiful, and funny, and she was working just as
hard as anyone there. Whenever they were close, it was like the rest of the
world just lit up around her, and—


Something hit
the rock beside Sartes’s hand and he saw a rivet spiraling away down toward the
harbor. It hissed as it hit the water.


“Sartes!” his
father shouted, and Sartes could hear the worry there. “That could have killed
you. Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,”
Sartes assured him.


His father
looked at him for several seconds. “I’m not sure that ‘fine’ is the word.
Love-struck and not paying attention. Go on. Go to her. It has to be safer than
having you here staring.”


A part of
Sartes wanted to argue that everything was fine, and that he could keep going,
but the truth was that it was just the part of him that didn’t want to let his
father down. The rest of him wanted to run to be near Leyana, and he did,
hurrying across to where she was helping to fill buckets with the crumbling
rocks taken from the ramparts that needed to be repaired, stacking them in
brackets ready to rain down on anyone who tried to climb. She was also putting
buckets of tar and oil in place, again ready to throw.


Sartes started
to help her to carry them up to where they were needed, and he was glad that
his father had sent him over. He would rather be there with Leyana than
anywhere else. 


“What are you
thinking?” Leyana asked.


“That there’s
nowhere I would rather be,” Sartes replied.


“On an island
that’s about to be besieged?” Leyana asked with a laugh that made Sartes all
too aware of just how close she was to him in that moment. 


“With you,”
Sartes replied.


They stole a
kiss over their respective buckets, and it was a miracle that they managed not
to spill tar over themselves.


“It’s good that
we’re not on the boat anymore,” Leyana whispered. “It means that there aren’t
people on every side of us, looking on. On an island, we could go for walks out
into the countryside, maybe not come back until morning. Just the two of us.”


Just the two of
them. Sartes could barely imagine a time when it might just be the two of them,
but he could hope. On the road, it had been him, Leyana, and all the
conscripts. After that, they’d been surrounded by the others on the boat. Now,
they might finally have some time alone together.


Sartes found
himself wanting more than that. He’d been thinking about this ever since he
heard what happened between Thanos and Ceres. The details had come through the
island’s rumor mill, and Sartes hadn’t believed them when he first heard them,
but they fit.


“Did you hear
about Thanos and Ceres?” he asked Leyana.


She shook her
head. “I know that she went off. I would have liked to say goodbye. Your sister
seems like a good person.”


“She is,”
Sartes agreed. He thought for a moment. “I think that’s the problem,
sometimes.”


Because it
meant that she ended up doing things that a normal person wouldn’t have tried,
simply because it seemed to be right. She put herself in danger when anyone
else would have decided that there was nothing more that could be done. 


“There’s
nothing wrong with being a good person,” Leyana said, taking his hand.


“There is if it
means you’re always in danger,” Sartes said.


He heard Leyana
laugh at that and looked over at her just in time for her to kiss him again.


“You always
talk as if you’re some kind of coldly practical coward,” Leyana said. “But
you’re not, Sartes. You’re as brave as anyone I’ve met, and you spend just as
much time trying to do the right thing as your sister. It’s just one of the
things I like about you.”


“Just one of
them?” Sartes asked. “What are the others?”


Leyana smiled
at that. “Perhaps I’ll tell you later. You were going to tell me about Thanos
and Ceres.”


Sartes groaned
inwardly at having to pull back from the brink of it all, but then, he had
started it by bringing up the rumors in the first place. 


“They’re saying
that Thanos proposed to Ceres before she left. And she said no.”


He saw Leyana
frown slightly. “Why would she do that?”


Sartes couldn’t
help a sigh. “Things are always so complicated between the two of them. It’s as
though they want to be together, but they keep finding ways to make it more
difficult.”


“Well,” Leyana
said, bringing his hand up to her lips, “I can promise you this: when it comes
to you proposing to me, I won’t be saying no.”


That caught
Sartes a little by surprise, but if he’d learned one thing from the way things
had gone between Thanos and his sister, it was that you took your chances in
love where they could be found.


“That,” he
said, pulling her close, “is good to hear.”


 


***


 


Thanos was with
Iakos, wishing all the time that he wasn’t. It wasn’t that there was anything
wrong with Akila’s deputy, but Thanos wanted to be in the boat with Ceres,
actually able to help her for once; able to prove to her that he was serious
about wanting her, and wanting to marry her.


“It’s just down
here,” Iakos said, guiding Thanos to one of the open spaces of the city.


Instead of
being with Ceres, Thanos was having to do this, helping to prepare the city for
the attack they all knew was coming. He was trying to help, trying to keep
busy, but thoughts of Ceres intruded at every step. He hoped that she would be
safe.


Right now,
though, there were other things to focus on, like what seemed to be half a
regiment of the Empire’s soldiers standing in one of Haylon’s squares in front
of him. They didn’t have the pristine neatness that they’d had when they’d left
the docks. Instead, they looked closer to the way Haylon’s warriors did: worn
by fighting, their armor dulled to blend in with the mountains.


Thanos saw
Akila standing in front of them with a small group of Haylon’s soldiers. The
island’s leader leaned on Irrien’s sword in place of a crutch, and seemed to be
looking at the Empire soldiers as though expecting them to attack at any
moment. Another, older, man stood nearby.


“General
Haven!” Thanos said. “You’re alive.”


“I am, your
highness,” the old man said. He didn’t sound quite as bumbling or pompous here
as he had back in Delos. He didn’t look the same, either, having gone from
overweight to thin in the course of his fighting on the island. “When I
received your messages, I wasn’t sure at first if you were really here, but my
scouts were able to confirm that you had arrived, and… we started to hear some
more of what happened back in Delos.”


Akila was
staring at the man with barely disguised mistrust.


“I do not like
this,” he said to Thanos. “This man has killed many of my men.”


“And you have
cost me many of mine,” Haven said, in a sharp tone. He looked over to Thanos.
“You both have. You meant for me to die, didn’t you?”


“I meant for
you to fail,” Thanos said. “Because you were sent to slaughter people.
The way the people of Delos have been slaughtered. The Empire is gone, Haven.”


That part
seemed to stop General Haven in his response. Thanos saw him swallow.


“You’re right,”
the older man said. “The Empire is gone, and that means that we cannot take
orders from you. We have become men without a home, without a king.”


That didn’t
sound promising. Thanos had hoped that General Haven’s sense of loyalty would
let him order the former troops into fighting for them. Now it seemed that he’d
overestimated how easily the soldiers could be commanded. 


“I’m not asking
you to take orders from me,” Thanos said.


“Then what?”
Haven shot back. “You want me to take them from the man who has been hunting my
men since we got here?”


Thanos had
known that this moment would be hard. He’d betrayed more than the Empire when
he’d sent Haven here. He’d betrayed a man who’d wanted nothing more than to
prove his worth, and all the men who’d gone with him. That those men had been
sent to kill the islanders didn’t make it better.


“I’m asking you
to stand with us,” Thanos said. “An enemy is coming who will kill us all if we
do not fight them. As soldiers, you know what that means. You have a duty—”


“You had
a duty!” General Haven snapped back. “You could have been the prince we all
wanted, but you gave it all away, and for what?”


“For what was
right,” Thanos replied. “For a land where people aren’t slaughtered for trying
to stand up to the people who steal from them. For a chance for things to be better,
Haven. You must have believed in something once. Was it really what the Empire
turned into?”


General Haven
stood there, his hands balled into fists. Thanos wasn’t sure if the man would
try to hit him then, or make a move for the sword he carried. Instead, he bowed
his head.


“The Empire is
gone, but we will fight the ones who destroyed it. When Felldust comes, we will
be ready. We will fight alongside the warriors of Haylon. We will beat the
invaders back, and when the time comes, we will help to take back our homes.”


He said it as
woodenly as any soldier receiving orders he didn’t like. 


“I want to make
it clear,” he continued. “I am not doing this for you. You are not my king, and
you never will be now.”


It was
everything that Thanos could have hoped for, and at the same time it still felt
as though he had lost something. Still, Akila and Iakos seemed pleased.


“I did not
think they would agree to work with us,” Akila said, limping along beside
Thanos as they left the small square. “I thought they would leave, or insist on
fighting us to the last man.”


“Men will fight
for their home,” Thanos said.


Akila smiled
slightly. “But you hoped that they would fight for you as their king? It
doesn’t work like that, Thanos.”


Thanos knew
that. He didn’t have any ambition to be a king. It was just that it felt like
the last strands of home being severed.


“The main thing
is that they’ll fight alongside us,” Iakos said. He led the way into one of the
houses near the square, up onto its roof, where it was possible to see out over
the city. Thanos helped Akila up the stairs, but for the most part the rebel
leader gritted his teeth and forced his way on. 


From the roof,
it was possible to see some of the ships coming into the harbor. People were
starting to arrive, from a dozen different sources. Some of those coming were
refugees, but there were plenty more who were there because they knew that this
was the best place to fight the battle against Felldust.


“We’ll need to
talk to people as they land,” Iakos said, “and work out who they are, what they
can do. We need to watch out for Felldust’s ships trying to slip in with the
others too.”


“Let them,”
Akila said. “If they come in, we can kill them and take their ships to add to
the fleet. We need all we can get.”


He was probably
joking, but he had a point. The island’s small fleet was starting to swell with
the ships that were arriving, but it was still nowhere near the size of the one
that had invaded Delos. 


“We have
contingents from the north,” Iakos said, “from the other islands, from Delos.
There are even people coming in from some of the more remote lands around
Felldust, because they have grievances against the First Stone and see this as
a chance to fight him.”


“Now we just
need to work out what to do with them all,” Thanos said.


He saw Akila nod
to Iakos, and his deputy brought out a series of rolled up maps. He laid them
out on the roof, and Thanos saw that they were maps of Haylon. Some were street
maps of the city, some showed the topography of the surrounding hills, and some
seemed to show tunnels running beneath the surface of the island.


“This island is
a fortress,” Thanos said. 


He saw Akila
nod. “Literally. The harbor walls are practically impenetrable once closed. The
Empire only got through because we couldn’t close them. The city is well
protected and better supplied. Even if someone takes the city, the tunnels and
the mountains give us somewhere to fall back to in order to continue the fight.
Haylon was designed for a war bigger than any of us. It has never fallen,
except through betrayal.”


It was an
impressive record, and Thanos felt a little safer hearing it, even though he’d
seen the size of the fleet that was coming for them.


“So, we need to
close the gates,” Thanos said. “And we’ll need some people willing to defend
them, along with routes to keep them supplied.”


Akila nodded,
pointing with his stolen sword at the map. “I was thinking of putting men here
and here. General Haven’s soldiers can probably help with it. The Empire is
good at formation fighting.”


Thanos wasn’t
sure if the general would agree to it, but it was certainly where the troops
could be used most effectively. As for the rest of it, there was still so much
to do.


“We should
evacuate the city,” Thanos said. “If there’s room for people in the hills, let
any who can’t fight wait there. Felldust can fight us for an empty shell.”


“An empty shell
full of traps,” Akila corrected him. “We’ll make them afraid to set foot here.”


It looked as
though he was going to go into more detail, but footsteps sounded on the
stairs. Thanos spun, his hand going to the hilt of his sword, while even Akila
half drew the blade he was leaning on.


Thanos breathed
a sigh of relief as a messenger came running up onto the flat roof.


“What is it,
Sul?” Iakos said.


“A bird,” the
messenger replied. “From the Farers’ Islands. They say that they’ve sighted the
enemy fleet, and they need help evacuating.”


Thanos heard
Akila make a sound of disappointment.


“They should
have evacuated days ago,” he said. “Didn’t they believe our messages?”


“People don’t
want to abandon their homes,” Thanos said. “They want to believe that the worst
will pass them by. We have to help them, though, if we can.”


To his
surprise, both Akila and Iakos were already shaking their heads. 


“It’s a lost
cause,” Iakos said. “There’s no time, and we don’t have enough ships.”


“They live on
an island,” Thanos said. “They’ll have at least some boats, and—”


“And we can’t
spare the men,” Akila said.


Thanos hadn’t
expected that. He’d thought that the rebel leader would be all in favor of
saving everyone he could.


“I’m sorry,
Thanos,” Akila said. “But with how close the enemy fleet is, there’s no way to
go there and back in time, and this is the place where we can win.”


Thanos could
understand that. Even so, he couldn’t abandon the people there.


“I’ll go,” he
said. “I’ll take a small boat and help them.”


Even with that,
Akila didn’t look happy.


“I can’t stop
you if you want to,” he said. He shook his head. “But Thanos, the enemy fleet
is too close. We’ll have to seal the harbor gates soon, and we’ve already made
the beaches all but impassable. You wouldn’t be able to get back!”


Thanos knew the
risks. Even so, he couldn’t just leave people to die.


He had to try.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


Ulren stood in
the council room of the Five Stones, and a faint ache of dissatisfaction gnawed
at him. He’d thought that he would be perfectly content as soon as he became
the First Stone. The truth, it turned out, was different.


“Did you ever
feel like this, Irrien?” he asked the empty air, but quickly composed himself.
A First Stone didn’t show weakness or doubt. He stood waiting for the others to
arrive instead, standing impassively until Vexa and Kas came in their dark
robes of office. 


Ulren watched
to see which chairs they would take. As he’d guessed, as they had since he’d
taken the First Stone’s seat, they took the third and fourth chairs. It still
felt like a slap in the face. They didn’t dare move up, because they felt that
Irrien might return, and they didn’t want to seem as though they were part of
the plot against him.


Worse, they
were strong enough that Ulren could hardly force them to take their new places.
He could, however, take other steps.


“Vexa, Kas, I
am glad you are here,” Ulren said. He gestured to the two empty seats. “As you
know, we have needed two further members of the council. May I introduce
Callaith of the nobles and Harmon of the slavers?”


Two figures
stepped forward in the cloaks of the Five Stones. Callaith was young for one of
the Five Stones, a noblewoman the great houses had supposedly come together to elect,
of all things. She looked like nothing much, but with their power behind her,
she might be dangerous. She took Kas’s and Vexa’s hands, then lowered herself
primly into the fifth seat.


“Welcome,” Vexa
said. “A new fifth stone is always a welcome chance to spread the load. I was
interested to hear about your… experiences in the villas of the dust.”


Ulren didn’t
know what the older woman meant. It was probably a reference to something her
spies had unearthed. A way of putting the new Fifth Stone in her place.


“Oh, ignore
Vexa,” Kas said. “She likes to prove how clever she is. If she relied on wealth
like a normal person, there would be no such need. I have more wealth than you
and your backers, and so there is no conflict, simple.”


He smiled as he
said it, but it was as much a put-down as Vexa’s move had been.


Ulren decided
to intervene. “In any case, Callaith is whom the nobles have put forward, and
they have the power to do it. A Fifth Stone has been wanted ever since
Borion’s… foolishness.”


“I do not
intend to repeat it,” Callaith assured him.


It was Harmon’s
turn next. He was a large, barrel-chested man, who looked around the room as if
he owned it. He was one of the strongest warriors not to have left for the
invasion, or that was what he claimed. Ulren could believe it, and already, he
was considering ways to ensure that the big man didn’t get ideas of becoming
First Stone. It was said that he captured half the slaves he sold himself.


It seemed that
Ulren needn’t have worried, though. Harmon lowered himself into the Second
Stone’s chair, and as soon as he did it, both Vexa and Kas rose with the speed
of snakes. Ulren had never seen the two do anything but argue with one another,
but now they acted as one.


Ulren saw
Harmon spin to catch Kas’s wrist, but that just meant that Vexa took him from
behind, her curved dagger slicing across his throat. Blood sprayed, the dark
stone of the five-sided table absorbing it as the warrior fell.


Ulren stood
there, feeling the anger rise in him. “What is this?”


Kas shrugged.
“He tried to set himself over us. The seat may be empty, but if he claims to be
Second Stone, he is claiming to be stronger. He was not.”


“So you want to
leave that seat empty?” Ulren demanded.


Vexa spread her
hands, her knife disappearing like some juggler’s trick into her sleeve. “There
is precedent, when a seat is disputed.”


Ulren pinned
her in place with his stare. “There is no dispute. I am First Stone.
Irrien is gone. It is settled.”


“Hmm…” Vexa
said. Kas stroked his forked beard. Neither of them would dare to go against
Ulren individually, but together they were strong enough to survive all that he
could do. Neither would contradict him openly, but neither had taken the Second
Stone’s seat.


For now, Ulren
did the only thing he could do, and sat. He looked around the table. Kas and
Vexa looked annoyingly pleased with themselves, while Callaith was staring at
the body as though only just realizing what the nobles who had put her forward
had gotten her into.


“Very well,”
Ulren said. “There are too many matters to attend to for us to argue about this
all day. There are ships returning here from the invasion, laden with goods for
us to tax, but not nearly as many as we expected.”


“In some ways,
that is a good thing,” Kas said. “It means that prices have not fallen with the
sudden glut.”


“It means that
Irrien has no plans to come back,” Vexa said, steepling her fingers. “I’m sure
your spies all tell you the same things that mine have told me. If not that,
I’m sure you got it from the slaves you bought from the first boats.”


Ulren had done
exactly that, and it irritated him that Vexa had guessed how he would go about
learning what there was to know. He’d thought he’d been careful about it, not
even leaving the bodies where they might be found, once he was done.


“Why don’t you
tell us what you know, then?” he asked Vexa. There was no point in pretending
that anyone had as many spies as she did.


Vexa nodded,
pulling the cowl of her robe higher to hide her features. 


“The invasion
has gone well so far,” she said. “They have taken the city, but are making no
moves to return. Instead, it appears that they are planning to expand control
to the lands beyond Delos. You received Irrien’s message that he would not be
coming back?”


Ulren had,
although he’d been careful to kill the messenger before others could hear. He’d
been hoping to buy himself time in which to think. He should have known that
some news couldn’t be held in check.


“I got his
message,” Ulren said. “I’m more interested in what you think he will do next.”


Vexa was still
for several seconds. “I doubt he will return here, except perhaps once he has
conquered the whole of the Empire. That could be some time. They say that
Irrien is recovering from a wound, although he does his best to hide it. He has
sacrificed the Empire’s ruler and her child, although there are stories about
that sacrifice that—”


“There are
always stories,” Ulren snapped back. He didn’t believe half of them. A demon
had come in to accept the sacrifice. The sorcerer Daskalos himself had come to
steal the babe. The woman had survived all that Irrien could do, wounded him
and fled, unable to die. It was foolishness, all of it.


“What do you
intend to do?” Kas asked. 


“And what will
it cost?” Ulren said, guessing the second half of the question. He looked
around the table and he knew what the others were thinking. That Irrien had
outmaneuvered him. That the former First Stone had been one step ahead even as
Ulren made his move, dancing back from Felldust like a swordsman dodging a thrust,
only to take a better prize across the sea.


The thought of
it was enough to keep Ulren angry. He couldn’t allow this to stand. Instead he
rose to his feet, looking around the table evenly, daring the others to say
anything then.


“I will deal
with this,” he said. He pointed to Harmon’s body, slumped over the table. “And
when I have, you will either take your true seats, or you will end up like
him.”


 


***


 


Ulren took a
palanquin back to his city compound. Even so, by the time he got there, he had
to brush dust from his cloak. He stripped it off and threw it at a slave, then
stormed deeper into the house. He could imagine the slaves scattering at the
sound of his approach, because they’d learned to avoid his moods since he’d
become First Stone.


He was First Stone
in name only, and he knew it. He would be until Irrien lay cold in his grave.
It was time to do something about that.


Ulren snapped
his fingers at another of his slaves. “Are the men I sent for here?”


“They await
your pleasure, master,” the man said.


Ulren nodded.
That was as it should be.


“I’m going to
the bath house to wash this dust off. When I am done, I will speak with them in
the trophy room. See that they have anything they wish.”


He made his way
to the bath house as much to allow his anger to dissipate as anything. There
were people it was better even for him not to offend. He had the resources to
have them killed, but that made no difference at close range.


So he lay in
the warm water of the baths for a long time, letting the tension fade from his
muscles slowly. If he’d had more time, he might have snapped his fingers at one
of the slave girls waiting there, but it was better to get on with this. He
dressed in soft silks, checked that his weapons were in place, and started to
stalk the corridors. 


No servants
disturbed him. That was practically a first since he had taken over the highest
post of the city. Before now, they had been there to ask about everything from
troop movements to the movement of vegetables between merchants. They had come
with information regarding the redistribution of Irrien’s assets or the endless
small problems that came with trying to keep a city running.


Now, though,
they kept out of his way, and Ulren couldn’t work out if it was because of his
mood or the people who had come to see him, and who even now waited in the
trophy room.


That room was a
long gallery, lined on either side with the bones, heads, and skins of animals
he’d hunted. Animals, and enemies. There was the skull of a mastodon sloth,
slow moving but deadly; beside it hung the stretched out skin of a tattooed
witch who had claimed that her powers came from the marks inscribed on her
flesh. Skulls and tusks, skeletons and stretched out hides vied for space on
the walls, while weapons hung in between, some still embedded in the bones of
their former owners.


A dozen figures
stood in between them, some lounging and some standing primly at attention. One
woman dangled impossibly inverted from the skeleton of a spotted wyrm, while a
man who must have been seven feet tall toyed with the axe Ulren had taken from
a half-giant foe many years before.


A dark-skinned
man with gray hair hacked short and the shapeless robes of a desert dweller
stepped forward. His voice, when it came, was a rasp.


“You wanted us,
First Stone?” He bowed. “I am N’cho, spokesman of the Dozen Deaths.”


Ulren had heard
of the Dozen Deaths years ago. He’d tried to find a way to hire them many times
before now, but it seemed that the assassins were as elusive as they were
unstoppable. Only once he had become the First Stone had he found that Irrien
had possessed the knowledge of how to contact their sort all along. Not that
he’d bothered using them. Irrien had been a man to do his own killing.


Ordinarily,
Ulren would have agreed, but this was a job that required the best.


“I have a task
for you to perform,” Ulren said. “A task for which you will be well compensated
should you succeed.”


“And if we
fail, will you hunt us to the ends of the world?” the woman hanging from the
skeleton asked in a singsong voice. “We hear that a lot.”


“That, or we’re
told to take what we want from the bodies,” a man whose hair and skin were both
the pale white of bone said. “As if we couldn’t do that anyway.”


Ulren’s ire
started to rise. The trouble was, he wasn’t sure what he could do. For the
second time that day, he found himself feeling helpless in spite of the
advantages of his new status.


“Forgive Xing
and Galetto,” the man who had stepped forward said. “In their own ways, they
are both quite mad, but they are deadly. Which of us is it that you want for
your task?”


Ulren forced
himself to smile. “I hope that you are all deadly.”


“You want us
all?” the other man said. He shook his head. “There must be some mistake. Just
one of us will be enough for any death you could require. Perhaps two, if
Leanne and Lorus do the work.”


Ulren knew
that. He’d heard what they could do. He’d seen it. Every one of them could kill
a dozen of his men. Each of them would have been a threat to him in a fair
fight, and they rarely fought fairly. Still, he wanted to be sure.


“This will
require you all. Are you the Dozen Deaths or aren’t you?”


“We are,” the
other man said. “Our numbers never change, and neither does our purpose.”


“You’re so pompous,
N’cho,” the woman said. “Just make him tell us who he wants dead, so we can
decide if it’s interesting or not.”


If they had
been alone, Ulren would probably have taught the girl the error of speaking out
of turn like that. As it was, he glared up at her.


“Irrien. I want
Irrien dead,” he snapped. “Is that interesting enough for you? Just tell
me how much money you want.”


N’cho smiled at
that. “A considerable amount, but these things are not just about the money,
First Stone.”


Ulren was
rapidly losing his patience. “What then? Are you going to demand my soul? My
firstborn? What kind of world is it when paid killers don’t kill when paid to?”


The other man’s
smile stayed in place. “Every man and woman in this room kills for a different
reason. Some do it for the challenge, others because their particular madness
demands it. Lucas there kills to make the world a better place, if you can
believe that.” He said it as though it was a grand joke, and Ulren had to admit
that it did seem like the strangest of the reasons there. “Myself, I strive to
do what is pleasing to the gods of death.”


“And what does
all that mean?” Ulren asked.


N’cho shrugged.
“It means that each of us makes our own decision about whether to accept a task
such as this. What do you say, brothers and sisters? Shall we kill Irrien?
Shall we go to Delos and slay the man who was the First Stone for the man who
is?”


He looked
around at them one by one. One by one, the killers nodded.


Finally, finally,
Ulren felt like the First Stone he had become. He could order life or
death. He could do it for Irrien.


And, once his
former rival was finally dead, maybe he could be the First Stone in more than
just name. All that Irrien had taken would be his.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


Stephania woke
from her dreams with a gasp like a drowning woman rising from the water. There
was no ocean around her, though, just the rickety bed of the healer’s home.
Stephania groaned, expecting the onset of pain, but right then, there was none.
Certainly, there was nothing to match the fear of closing her eyes again.


“Good,” the
healer said. “You’re awake. I wasn’t sure that you would survive the night.”


She pressed the
back of her hand to Stephania’s forehead. 


“No fever.
That’s a good thing. I think you might survive.”


Stephania would
survive. She could find a way to survive anything. 


“I don’t even
know your name,” Stephania said. She sat up, and although the movement proved
to be too fast for her then, there was no pain.


“I’m Kaydn,”
the healer said. “People don’t call me by my name much though. Mostly, I’m just
‘Healer’ to the people out on the heaps.”


Stephania
swallowed at the thought of the heaps of discarded things beyond the city, and
the fires that had nearly claimed her. She thought of the packs of scavenging
men too. This was an evil place. She would need to be at her strongest to survive
it.


“How bad was
it?” Stephania asked, the way she might have asked for the results of an
interrogation or demanded answers from one of her spies. This wasn’t about the
city, though. This was what was happening to her body. 


“You were
dying,” Kaydn said simply. “Your abdomen had been torn open, and you were
losing too much blood. Then there was the infection. You might have died from
that. You should have died from that.”


Stephania
shrugged. “I’m stronger than I look.”


“I know that,
Lady Stephania.”


Stephania froze
then. This woman knew who she was? She had still treated Stephania, though.
What did that mean? Did it mean that she was planning to sell Stephania now
that she was healthy? Did it mean danger, or a loyal supporter?


“Don’t worry,”
Kaydn said. “You are my patient, and I do not harm them.”


An admirable
sentiment. Stephania wondered if she could trust it.


“I worked out
who you were almost right away,” the healer went on. “People talk to me. They
told me about Irrien’s sacrifice of you and your child, the way the sorcerer
intervened.”


“It sounds as
though people tell you a lot,” Stephania said.


She saw the
other woman nod. “A few things, yes.”


Stephania stood
up, testing herself and the strength that remained in her frame. There wasn’t
much. She felt as shaky on her feet as a newborn lamb.


“Will I be
everything that I was, physically?” she asked.


Kaydn frowned.
“I’ve done all I can,” the healer said. “But you will be weak for a while from
the lack of food. The muscles in your abdomen will never quite be as strong,
and the scarring… when you are strong enough, you will need to come to terms
with the scarring. And with the fact that… I’m sorry, but you will never be
able to have another child.”


Those words hit
Stephania like a hammer blow. She’d never even considered having another child,
but even so, the thought of being unable to felt like something was being
snatched away from her. The baby she and Thanos had produced together was the
only one Stephania would ever have, and he was gone, taken by Daskalos.


Taken because
she’d given him away.


Stephania
forced her face to show none of that. The woman opposite her might have helped
her, but Stephania did not know her, and she’d spent a lifetime not trusting
people. 


“Are you all
right?” Kaydn asked, reaching out for her arm. “Would you like to sit down?”


Stephania let
the other woman guide her to a chair that looked as though it had been patched
together from pieces of broken things. On instinct, Stephania palmed a small
pouch from the other woman’s belt, recognizing it from when the healer had
drugged her.


“How long was I
unconscious?” Stephania asked.


“Several days,”
Kaydn replied. “I’m sorry, but you will find that the city has changed much in
the meantime.”


Stephania could
remember the invasion. She could remember the things Irrien had wanted her for,
treating her like nothing but the lowest of slaves when he should have treated
her as an equal. Stephania had given him an opportunity to forge the strongest
of partnerships, and instead, he had cast her down, stolen her baby, and done this
to her.


“Tell me what
has happened,” Stephania said. She sat on the chair the way she had sat on
Delos’s throne before, waiting for information from whatever quarter she could
get it. Now, there was only one source of fresh knowledge, and Stephania was
determined to get all she could from the healer.


Kaydn set a
plate of food down in front of Stephania. It was little better than slop, and
if there was meat in it, Stephania didn’t want to think about where it had come
from.


“Eat,” the
healer said. “You need to get your strength up.”


Stephania poked
at it roughly. “Answers first. I can go without food, but not knowing what’s
happening could see me dead.”


Kaydn didn’t
look happy about that, but she sat down on a chair of her own opposite
Stephania. It reminded Stephania of the times she’d interrogated people,
although in this case, Kaydn wasn’t tied in place.


The outcome
might well be the same though.


“What do you
want to know?” Kaydn asked. 


“What has been
happening in the city while I’ve been stuck here?” Stephania asked.


“The invasion
has been happening,” the healer replied. “Felldust troops now control every
building in the city. The people have all been enslaved. Some of them are still
working their normal jobs, but having to give over everything they get in
return to the soldiers. Some of them have just been dragged off in chains.”


That was about
what Stephania had expected. Irrien had been thorough in the castle, sparing no
one from his chains. Not even her.


“Are there people
resisting him?” Stephania asked.


Kaydn laughed
at that. “Are you trying to find a way to fight back against him? Look around
you. Look at where you are. Do you think you can organize a rebellion from
here?”


Stephania
looked around as the healer instructed, but only because she wanted to size up
what resources were available in the healer’s home. It was little more than a
shack, but there were powders and preparations that might be useful if
Stephania could identify them.


There would be
money here too, somewhere. A healer like this probably didn’t take the high
payments of those who tended to the nobility, but she had to take something, if
only to pay for the medicines she needed. Stephania would find it. She was good
at ferreting out hidden things.


“Tell me who
stands against him,” Stephania said.


“No one stands
against him!” Kaydn snapped back. “There’s no one left in the city to fight.
The rebellion is gone. Ceres and Thanos… well, you played your role in getting
rid of them, didn’t you? There are rebels on Haylon, and rumors that Irrien is
sending out men to fight Lord West’s warriors, but do you think they’d want
anything to do with you?”


Stephania
ignored her anger. People’s anger could be a useful thing. It encouraged them
to say more than they intended. 


“And how are
the Five Stones of Felldust sharing the city?” Stephania asked.


The healer
shook her head at that, and Stephania finally felt as though she was starting
to see the shape of things. 


“They haven’t
come,” Kaydn said. “They say… they say that Irrien has declared himself the
sole ruler of Delos, and left Felldust behind for good.”


Stephania knew
that he was planning to stay. The rest of it… it made sense, but it also
provided her with a potential opportunity. She pushed herself to her feet. 


“Fetch me a
mirror,” she said.


“I don’t
think—”


“I did not ask
you what you thought,” Stephania said, in a tone designed to produce obedience.
“And do not try to say that you have no mirror. You will need one for some of
the tasks you perform.”


Kaydn moved
away, fetching one. While she did, Stephania quietly added the contents of the
pouch she’d palmed to her food. She sniffed it. As she’d thought, it was a
powerful sedative. A thing for use in small doses, if at all.


When the healer
returned, Stephania stood, stripping off the few scraps of clothing she had,
and surveyed what was left of her. 


The scars were
awful. They crossed her abdomen in a sea of angry red that seemed impossible to
ignore. Just the sight of it made Stephania’s breath catch in her throat. Once,
she had been so beautiful that artists had fought to paint her. Now, they never
would again. 


The rest of her
had been affected too. She was thinner than she had been, far thinner than was
healthy. Her features were sunken and hollow, while her hair was knotted. She
looked like a pale imitation of her former self. Time would repair some of it,
but the scars… she would be left with those for the rest of her life.


Very
deliberately, Stephania took up her clothes again, covering over her wounds. She
wouldn’t let them stop her. She would find a way to disguise the scars if she
needed to, and for now, they served a reminder of all that she had lost.


“It’s all right
to cry,” Kaydn said.


Stephania
wouldn’t, though. She had cried enough for one lifetime. Now was the time for
vengeance.


“If I needed to
get to Felldust, could I do it?” she asked.


“Short of
selling yourself as a slave to one of the captains?” The healer paused, then
nodded. “There are still smugglers, taking refugees for a price. Why would you
want to go to Felldust, though?”


It was better
not to tell her, but it had already gone well past that by then. The best she
could hope for was to tell only part of the truth.


“There are
things I need to do,” she said.


Like killing
Irrien. Like getting her son back. 


“What’s in
Felldust?” the healer asked.


“The help of
powerful people,” Stephania said.


“You mean the
Stones, don’t you?” Kaydn said. “You would really side with them? They are as
ruthless as any of the invaders.”


Stephania
smiled at the note of concern there. As if she hadn’t considered the risks
involved. What was the worst that could happen to her now? Being killed? She
had been sure that she would die before. Being made into a slave? That had
already happened. The only things that mattered were recovering her son and
getting revenge on Irrien. Any risk was worth it for that. 


She hoped that
they were ruthless, because she wouldn’t want a weak man for a husband. That
plan formed quickly enough. It was a sound plan with Irrien, before the walls
to the castle fell. It was a better plan with his rivals, because she
had something to offer them. A rightful claim to the Empire, and all the
knowledge that came with it.


It was a risk,
of course. A terrible risk, in its way. Stephania was not stupid, but this
time, she suspected that she’d chosen her targets well. The other Stones were
Irrien’s enemies, as much as she was. They would be her friends. 


And more than
that. She might not have the full beauty she’d had before, but she could
recover a semblance of it on the way. She could be whatever they needed her to
be, so long as it gave her a chance to recover power.


“You’re
determined to do this, aren’t you?” Kaydn said. She sounded scared now. Perhaps
she was even thinking that it might have been better if Stephania had died. 


“What would you
do if someone took everything from you?” Stephania demanded.


“Someone did,”
Kaydn snapped back. “The Empire took all I had.”


And yet she
hadn’t killed Stephania. It was a level of mercy that Stephania couldn’t contemplate.
The people who had hurt her would suffer for it.


“Will you eat
your food now?” the healer asked, with a nod toward Stephania’s plate.


Stephania sat
back down, as though considering it. “How do I know that you haven’t drugged
this?” she asked. “You’ve done it before.”


“What do you
want me to do?” Kaydn shot back. “Taste it?”


Stephania
didn’t reply, just pushed the plate toward her. 


“This is
stupid,” the healer said. She sighed theatrically, then took a bite of the
meal. “There, is that better? I should finish this whole thing, if you’re going
to be that—”


She paused, and
Stephania knew that she must have guessed. By then, it was too late. She
stepped back as Kaydn moved toward her, but the healer’s grab was more of a
stagger. She stumbled, reaching out toward Stephania, then collapsed into
sleep. Perhaps she would dream as Stephania had. She deserved it.


Stephania
stood. She moved around the shack, sorting the items there into the valuable
and the valueless. She stole a dress and a cloak, a series of pouches for
powders and a smaller one containing coins. In a box, she found letters that
seemed to be from a dead lover. Stephania put them back without looking at
them.


Finally, she
felt ready. The healer had been right: there would be smugglers down by the
docks. Stephania could use them to get to Felldust, and once she’d made it
inside the country, it would be relatively straightforward to gain access to
the other Stones.


Seducing the
most powerful of them wouldn’t be easy, especially in her present state. Even
so, Stephania would find a way. She would find something to offer him, whether
it was the chance to kill Irrien, or more power, or just herself.


Stephania knelt
by the healer, checking for a pulse. When she found one, she shook her head.
The woman knew too much about her to be allowed to live, of course. That much
was simple sense. Stephania owed her a debt, though; this woman had saved her
life.


That made it
worse, not better. 


Stephania drew
a sharp knife and sliced it across the other woman’s throat.


It was
regrettable, but it was simply what was necessary. 











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


The waters
churned around Ceres as she sailed to the island. They pushed at her small
boat, almost as if the currents themselves had been crafted to keep people away
from this place that was meant to be neither living nor dead. 


Perhaps they
had. Ceres had seen stranger things.


She found
herself thinking of Thanos as she sailed toward the shore. He’d seemed so
certain when he’d asked her to marry him. Right then, Ceres didn’t feel certain
about anything. It felt as though everything that had happened since the start
of the rebellion had left her feeling as though her life was a thing of
shifting sands, with no room for anything permanent built on them.


Ceres pulled
her attention back to what she was doing in time to move the boat around
sharp-edged rocks. She circled the island, looking for a place to land.


From the water,
it looked a forbidding place. The rock there looked almost burned, as if some
impossible heat had been applied to it all at some point in the distant past.
Here and there, Ceres thought that she could see stands of trees sticking up
from the island, but they seemed to shimmer and twist, there one moment, then
gone the next.


She saw a beach
ahead, and it was impossible to say for sure whether it was a thing of golden
sand or white bleached dust. One moment, seals appeared to bask on the rocks
near it, the next they were gone. The whole island seemed to be caught between
two states, simultaneously a place of perfect, vibrant beauty and a blasted,
ruined thing.


Ceres wasn’t
sure what to think about that. She had seen amazing things before. She’d seen
the Forest Folk on their progress to becoming trees, and the stone gardens of
the Isle of Mists. She’d seen men baffled as she and her friends disappeared.
This felt different though. It felt wrong.


At the same
time, it might be the only hope against the invasion that was coming to Haylon.
Robbed of her powers, Ceres hadn’t been able to save Delos. With them, she might
be able to help the island.


She pulled her
boat up to the beach. It continued to shift as she stepped onto it, and for a
moment, it seemed as though she was in the midst of another invasion. This one
featured brightly shining beings, resplendent in their power. Dragons with
rainbow scales flowed above them, swimming through the air as much as flying.
Birds with wings of fire flew low over the water, turning it to steam as they
passed.


The image gave
way to the reality of broken rock and white sand. Ceres started her way up the
beach. The sand gave way under her feet, making the going hard, but ahead, she
thought she could see a path up through some rocks, heading up to the main body
of the island.


The past
blended with the present as she walked, and Ceres found herself having a hard
time telling one from the other. 


Figures
continued to charge up onto the island. Magic struck at them, and Ceres could
feel the heat and power that came from it. She saw an Ancient One torn apart by
invisible forces, felt the heat of dragon fire as it lashed down across some of
the rocks in front of her…


…and saw the
scars that it had left on the blackened rocks in the present as she climbed
upward. 


The battle
flashed in and out of existence, but there were other elements blending with it
now. Ceres had thought that it was just one moment of the past, trapped as if
in ice, but it was more than that. Echoes of other things seemed to be
everywhere. She saw a ghost panther slip through solid rock, leaping after a
lion with the hindquarters of a goat. She saw a butterfly flying unhindered
through what seemed to be the heart of the battle, and guessed that it was two
different moments from the island mashed together, still alive in the deadness
of the island.


It made
navigating her way across the broken landscape harder than Ceres could have
believed. It wasn’t just that rocks lay across the path wherever they had
fallen as a result of the forces unleashed by the battle, or the melted
patches, some of which still seemed to glow red so many years after everything
that had happened.


No, what made
it difficult was the other landscape that flashed in front of her with every
step, so that Ceres found herself stepping out of the way of trees only to walk
into rocks, or climbing over rocks only to pull back because there were
creatures sitting on them that hadn’t been there a moment ago. 


It was a very
different landscape, although it was a strange one too. Things Ceres assumed
were trees turned out to be mushrooms that towered over everything else. Grass
shone in purple and gold as well as green. It looked like a place where beings
with almost godlike power had decided to experiment with the very landscape.


Perhaps they
had. This was the island where sorcerers had built their weapons, after all.
Perhaps they had decided to experiment with other things, from the plants and
animals to the landscape itself.


Ceres stood at
the top of a low rise, watching creatures go past. There were animals down
there that seemed like impossible combinations: climbing squirrels with
birdlike heads, snakes with feathers running along their backs. She watched as
a herd of deer with single spiral horns ran past, and ignored the muscular half
man, half cat that stared at them from a rock near her.


Then it leapt
at her, and Ceres realized that she wasn’t just looking at the past.


She flung
herself sideways, rolling and coming to her feet as the creature snarled. It
swiped at her with dagger-like claws and Ceres dodged back. Her swords leapt
into her hands. She’d been so struck by the contrast between the dead island
and the living past that it hadn’t occurred to her that anything might still be
here.


The beast
lunged at her, and Ceres dodged again, her nearest sword cutting across its
back in a line that brought blood up to its fur. The creature spun again, fast
and deadly, leaping at her with a mouth open to reveal fangs.


This time, the
speed of its attack was too great to avoid, so Ceres didn’t even try. Instead,
she dropped back, thrusting up with both of her blades. She felt the jarring
impact as the great cat’s momentum drove it onto her weapons. It snarled,
trying to reach for her with its claws, and Ceres found herself thinking back
to when this had all began, fighting an omnicat in the Stade and hoping to
impress Thanos.


This cat
died above her, and as it did, all Ceres could think about was how she wished
things could be that simple with Thanos again. She couldn’t stop thinking about
him, it seemed, wherever she went. 


Maybe she ought
to say yes to him. Maybe she would, if she got back.


But first,
Ceres had to get back, and she wouldn’t do that if she couldn’t focus on
what was happening in front of her. Whether it was Thanos or the strange
creatures that seemed to flow out of the island’s past, this was a place where
any distraction could kill her as surely as an enemy’s sword.


Above her, the
predatory man-cat died, and Ceres pushed it away, breathing hard. With her
powers, it would have been an easy fight. As it was, she had scratches on her
arms, and could feel bruises rising from the impact of the thing.


She kept going,
and in the absence of any real idea of where on the island to go, Ceres
followed the flow of the ancient battle, watching the terrifying impact of
weapons that ripped people to pieces, and the counterstrikes of the Ancient
Ones’ creatures. Worse still were the weapons that seemed to kill without
leaving a trace; that just ripped the life from their foes, leaving nothing but
husks.


Ceres saw
bodies as she walked now, although these clearly hadn’t been there since the
battle. There were men and women in armor, and others in the robes of scholars.
Not many, but they were spread out along the path wherever they had fallen.
Ceres could see the wounds that had killed some, pointing to animal strikes or
conflicts between them. A few were little more than bones, with no way to know
what had happened to them.


It seemed that
it was true: people didn’t come back from this island.


Ahead, Ceres
heard the sound of rushing water, and she hurried toward it. She came to a spot
where a river dove down into a gorge in a waterfall that seemed to stretch out
in an endless arc. She could see stairs on the far side of the gorge, cut into
the rock, although something had blasted many of them away, while others were
covered with vines and grass that hadn’t been present on so much of the rest of
the island.


“Is this it?”
Ceres asked. Given the strangeness of the island, she wouldn’t have been
surprised to hear an answer, but instead, there was silence. 


She didn’t need
one, though. Far below, Ceres could see a doorway. It seemed strangely pristine
against the rest of the island, its supporting columns seemingly worked from
blue crystal, while the door itself was carved with designs Ceres couldn’t make
out at that distance.


It had to be
the place. What else could it be?


Finding out for
sure meant climbing down, and that was a long way from being easy. Ceres made
her way around to the stairs, pressing close to the rock wall and hoping that
they would hold as she made her way down.


They didn’t.
One crumbling step gave way under her feet and Ceres found herself grabbing for
the rock. She felt her palm tearing open under the sharpness of the rock, but
she clung to it nonetheless, searching around with her foot until it found
solid ground again.


She kept going.
The stairs were still her best route down, even if they had gaps that gave way
to vertiginous drops, and even though they were slick with the water from the
waterfall. 


She made her
way down step by step, leaping over the gaps where she had to, stepping over
them where she could. Twice more, the steps beneath her gave way, but Ceres was
ready for it now, and she kept her hands close to the walls, where they could
grab for handholds. She stepped around grass and over vines, being careful not
to touch any of the thorns that stuck out from one patch of creepers. She
didn’t want to think about what kind of poison might be lurking on them. 


She made her
way lower, until now she could see the pool that lay at the base of the gorge,
swirling in dark water as the waterfall hit it. Her concentration was on the
door, though, which seemed far larger down here than it had at the top. 


It wasn’t a
solid thing, Ceres could see now. Instead, the door seemed to be created from
line after line of squares, each one bearing a symbol in a language Ceres
didn’t know. She knew without being told that it was some kind of lock; one
that would require her to touch the right sequence in the right order or…


…or what? Ceres
wasn’t sure about that part, but she doubted that it would be good. This was
meant to be a safe place for the sorcerers who had taken on the Ancient Ones.
Yet as her vision shifted to the echoes of the past again, Ceres could see that
they had found a way inside.


“Once we
have the door,” one of the Ancient Ones said, “we must be ready with the
magic. Do not hesitate!”


He moved to the
door, touching stones in sequence. Ceres saw them shift backward as he pushed,
locking into place with distinct clicks. The image shimmered, and Ceres saw the
door swing open.


She moved to
the doorway, pressing the stones in the same order, hoping that it would be
right. She saw her blood smearing on the door as she did so, and felt the hum
of power beneath her hand.


Nothing
happened. Ceres had been so certain that it would open for her. She’d gotten
the sequence right. She’d—


The door
glowed, then disappeared as if it had never been. Beyond, there lay a gaping
tunnel mouth, within which there was just enough light to see the stone walls
extending into the distance.


“Welcome, child
of the Ancient Ones,” a voice said. It sounded as though it could have been
just the wind coming from the tunnel, but the words were clear. “At last, one
of your kind has come to unlock this torment.”


Ceres shook her
head. “That wasn’t what I came to do. I came to recover my powers.”


“But it is what
you will do,” the voice replied. “End this pain. End it, and we will
give you what you want.”


Ceres hesitated
there. She didn’t know what waited inside, or what this voice was. She didn’t
have any clue how she was supposed to undo the damage of the island, either.
But she knew that the invasion was coming. If she didn’t take this final step,
she might as well never have come here.


Taking a deep
breath, Ceres stepped inside.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


Thanos sailed
closer to the island where the request for help had come from, hoping that he
would get there in time. He wasn’t alone. Jeva stood by the tiller, guiding the
boat with what seemed to be an expert hand. She’d been waiting on the docks
when he’d left, and had jumped onto the boat without a word.


“Why did you
come?” Thanos had asked.


She shrugged.
“It is you I owe my life to, not the others.”


It was as much
of an answer as she’d been prepared to give. Thanos was grateful for the help,
although he wasn’t sure how much one extra person could do there if this turned
to violence.


He had no
illusions about the dangers that they might be facing. He’d seen what
Felldust’s fleet could do, and how little mercy its warriors had. He knew Jeva
knew that as well, because she would have died at their hands if he and Ceres
hadn’t saved her.


They pulled
closer to the island, and Thanos wasn’t surprised to see people coming down to
meet them on the beach. They mostly looked like sheep farmers and fisher folk,
ordinary people rather than warriors.


“They won’t add
much to the swords defending Haylon,” Jeva said. 


“That’s not why
we’re doing this,” Thanos replied. “We’re doing this because these people need
our help. They’ll die without us.”


Jeva looked a
little confused by that. “Perhaps it is their time to die. You are a strange
man, Thanos, but I will help you.”


They pulled
onto the beach, and Thanos leapt clear, feeling the water lap at his ankles as
he hauled it up there. 


“Where are the
others?” one of the men called. He was an older man, dressed in the rough
oilskins of a fisherman. “Are you scouting for them?”


Thanos shook
his head. This was the hardest part of it: telling these people that help
wouldn’t be coming. That Haylon had abandoned them. He stood silently for a
moment, trying to think of the best way to put it.


Jeva didn’t
have the same problem. “There are no others. Thanos is here because he is
foolish about these things. I am here because he is here. You will save
yourselves, or you will die.”


Thanos looked over
at her, then back at the men and women on the beach. “Jeva has put things…
harshly, but what she says is true. It’s up to us to get you off this island.” 


He heard the
murmur from the people there. They obviously weren’t happy. More than that,
Thanos could see their fear, and he couldn’t blame them. The hammer blow of
Felldust’s fleet was coming, and they would need more than just him to stand in
the way.


“Do you have
any fishing boats?” he asked.


“A few,” one of
the men said. “But they are not warships.”


Thanos shook
his head. “Forget about fighting. There will be time to fight later on. For
now, the goal is to get everyone off this island before the enemy comes.”


He marched up
the beach, with Jeva following. As he’d hoped, the villagers started to come
with him. He needed to put his worries aside now, and provide the leadership
that these people needed if they were going to get out of this alive.


“Right,” he
said. “I want you to gather every boat you can near mine. Every boat, no matter
how small. Send out people to gather up any stragglers on the island and tell
people to gather their belongings. Only what they can carry, and as much food
and drink as possible. Find a man with good eyes and put him on a high point.
Go!”


Almost to
Thanos’s surprise, they obeyed. He hoped that his instructions would be enough.
He followed the inhabitants of the island down into their village, which was in
truth barely more than a hamlet. There were a few people there, standing around
with bags that suggested they’d already prepared to leave. A few had scythes or
harpoons, but there were no spears or swords there.


Thanos was
about to relay his orders to them, when a boy came running into the heart of
the houses. He couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve years of age. 


“I’ve seen
them!” he called, pointing “I’ve seen them! Ships are coming!”


Thanos looked
over at Jeva, then started to run for a nearby rise. She kept pace with him
easily, and the two of them sprinted to a point where it was possible to look
out over the ocean. There were indeed ships closing in. Half a dozen of them,
rowing closer by the second, growing from dark dots to slender galleys.


“These are just
scout ships,” Jeva said beside him, with the confidence of someone who had seen
the whole of Felldust’s fleet. “They don’t think there are enough people on
this island to be worth their full fleet. These will kill everyone here, and
then the rest will go past in safety.”


She said it as
calmly as if she were discussing the weather.


“Six ships of
troops are still too many to fight at once,” Thanos said.


Jeva took her
time answering, as if unwilling to admit it. “I suppose so. We must help them
flee, then?”


Thanos nodded,
running back to the village. People were already starting to snatch up their
belongings. 


“There’s no
time now. Get to whatever boats we have, as quickly as you can. Anyone with a
weapon who wants to try to slow them down, with me!”


A fraction of
the men responded, but there were far too few. They would never be able to hold
against the enemies coming at them. Even so, Thanos drew his sword and waited
while around him, villagers started to flee. Some ran, but the oldest and the
youngest could only move slowly.


He stood there,
waiting. He wasn’t going to leave any of them behind if he could avoid it. Even
when the first of the attackers appeared, running toward the settlement with
the confidence of a man who guessed there would be no opposition, Thanos didn’t
pull back. Instead, he charged.


The attacker’s
sword came up, but it was too late. Thanos’s blade slid into his chest and out
again, gleaming in the sun for a moment as the man collapsed. He looked around,
and there were already more men coming at him.


Thanos parried
a swing, falling to one knee to absorb the force of it, then cut back across an
attacker’s hamstring. He lunged past the man he was fighting, struck out at a
second, and kept going.


The others were
there then. The few men from the village who could fight jabbed with boat hooks
and fishing spears, while one enterprising man grabbed the sword from the foe
Thanos had just cut down.


Jeva whirled
past them, bladed chains spinning, tangling an arm here, cutting a throat
there. She fought with the same almost dancelike rhythm Thanos had seen from
her before, as she grabbed a knife from one fighter’s own sheath and stabbed
him.


Thanos attacked
in concert with her, striking in the gaps her movement left, serving as the
still point around which the others organized. He drew attackers to himself,
cutting to either side and forcing them back. Briefly, the warriors ran,
pulling back toward the edge of the village.


“They weren’t
expecting foes who could fight,” Jeva said. “Cowards.”


Thanos nodded.
The men probably were expecting an easy slaughter, not trained warriors. They
would know better now.


“Pull back,” he
yelled to the villagers. They needed to take advantage of the pause to get
closer to the boats. “But do it carefully. This isn’t done.”


They didn’t
run. Running would have exposed them too much. Instead, Thanos loped back in
the direction of the boats in a half jog, with Jeva beside him. 


“We need to
make sure everyone gets out safely,” Thanos said.


Jeva nodded,
and even if she couldn’t understand why someone would do all this, she still
ran wide to make sure that no raiders could flank the fleeing villagers.


The attackers
started to come, but now they were chasing, which meant they were strung out.
Thanos paused to parry a blow and strike back, then shoved another man into one
of those with him and kept going. He saw Jeva swing her bladed chains, keeping
foes back or tripping them as they ran.


The main thing
was to buy time for the villagers. They walked and they ran, making for the
beach at whatever speed they could manage. Thanos kept fighting, giving ground
only to keep pace with them, wanting to buy them as much time as possible.


He saw some of
the soldiers running around him, turned to engage them, and found another
slamming a booted foot into his back.


“Got you now,”
the man said, cutting down with an axe. Thanos rolled away, but there were more
men there, all with weapons lifted, ready to strike. There was nothing Thanos
could do right then but roll and block, hoping for enough room to stand in.


Jeva slammed
into one of the men, garroting him with her chain while she stabbed him with a
curved knife. She spun and cut, bringing down a second, buying Thanos enough
time to stand up. He thrust, catching a third under the arm with his sword.


“Thank you,”
Thanos called over to her.


“Just don’t let
them get so close again,” she shot back.


They fought
their way down to the beach step by step, and around them the men of the
village fought too. Thanos saw a man cut down by the Felldust warriors, but two
more stepped in to spear his attacker. 


The beach was
in sight now, but Thanos could see the problems there. There had been no time
to bring around enough boats, and now there were figures in dust-colored armor
coming up the beach from the far side. There would be no way to get everyone
onto the boats in time. 


“What do we do
now?” Jeva asked.


There was only
one answer to that. “We buy them as much time as we can before we die.”


Thanos picked
his spot on the beach, standing there and planting his feet in the sand. He saw
Jeva picking a spot nearby, swinging one of her deadly chains to mark a line in
the sand in front of her. The threat was clear: anyone crossing that line would
die.


The first few
would, at least. After that, there would simply be too many enemies. 


Thanos found
himself wishing he’d been able to go with Ceres. Even if the island she was going
to was reputed to be deadly, at least he would have been with her at the end.
Now, he was here, too far away from her, about to die without even the chance
to say goodbye. Already, he could see the warriors gathering for a charge,
while more boats were coming close now, sailing in toward the beach, close
enough that their occupants would be able to fire arrows at the fleeing
villagers from the decks.


Except that, as
they got closer, Thanos saw that the ships weren’t flying Felldust’s colors.
Instead, they seemed to be flying the flags of Lord West’s men. They skimmed in
close to the shore like thrown stones, and a hail of arrows came from them,
fired as surely as Thanos had seen the men fire from moving horses. They arced
up beautifully from the sea edge, and then they dropped.


They struck the
enemy warriors standing on the shore, and Thanos saw them fall like freshly cut
wheat. Some still came forward, but he and Jeva moved to meet them, cutting to
either side while the villagers piled into the boats. He could see some
swimming for the ships of Lord West’s men, while others fit into small fishing
boats.


The warriors
from Felldust pulled back, obviously unwilling to get within bowshot.


“Time to go,”
Thanos said to Jeva.


“Can you swim?”
Jeva asked.


Thanos frowned.
“The boat is just there.”


“And I need
it,” Jeva said. She looked around. “You have shown me something, Thanos. My
people… the ones who came to Delos were one tribe, but there are more of our
places. I will go, I will fetch them to Haylon. Together, we will fight and
defeat the First Stone’s forces.”


That took
Thanos a little by surprise.


“I thought that
it was foolish to risk your lives for others,” he said. 


He saw her
shrug.


“Apparently,
you have changed my mind. If we’re all going to die, it might as well be for
something that is worth it. This is worth it.”


On impulse,
Thanos hugged the Bone Folk woman. She stood there stiffly for a moment, then
hugged him back.


“You Empire
folk are strange,” she said. “Still, I would like to think I will miss you
while I am gone. Stay safe, Thanos.”


“I thought that
death came for us when it wanted,” Thanos replied.


Jeva smiled.
“Well, try to persuade it that it doesn’t want you for a while.”


“I’ll try,”
Thanos promised. “If you will too.”


Jeva spread her
hands as if to suggest that anything could happen. Still, Thanos had seen her
fight. If anyone could come back in one piece, it was her. He held out his hand
to her and she stared at it as if expecting a weapon to be there. Then she
smiled again and clasped his wrist. 


“I would tell
you to be lucky,” she said, “but that would be nonsense.”


“You be lucky
too,” Thanos said to her.


She nodded.
“Now swim, Thanos. I need this boat. I will see you on Haylon.”


Thanos didn’t
argue. Instead, he plunged into the waves, heading for the nearest of the
boats. By the time the men there hauled him up onto the deck, he could see
Felldust’s ships in the distance, but by then, it didn’t matter. The villagers
were safe.


They’d done it.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


Athena didn’t
move too quickly as she made her way around Delos. The weight of the amphora of
wine she carried prevented it, but it was about more than that. She’d learned
quickly that it was better to move slow than fast. Better not to attract
attention. She hid her disgust at the drudgery, thinking instead about all that
it allowed her to do.


“You there,” a
voice snapped, and Athena turned to see soldiers coming out of an alley. Three
of them, their leader with a mustache that seemed designed to make up for the
lack of hair on his skull. “What are you doing?”


Athena didn’t
bother hiding her fear. The soldiers would have been more suspicious if she’d
looked unafraid. More than that, fear was what they wanted from her. Athena
just hoped that it was all they wanted. Delos was a dangerous place to be alone
right then.


“Forgive me,
master,” she said, falling to her knees and setting the amphora down.


“I’ll decide
that when I’ve heard what you’re doing,” the soldier snapped back. “Who are
you, and what are you doing?”


“My new lord
has declared that I am no one and nothing,” Athena said, keeping her eyes on
the dirt. How many times now had this saved her life? Even so, every time she
had to do it, she started thinking of what she would do if she had even a few
torturers and guards in her service again. She would hang this one up by his
awful mustache, she decided.


“And what are
you doing?” the soldier prompted again. “Make me ask again, slave, and I’ll
whip you for it.”


“Delivering
wine, master,” Athena said. “My lord requires that his men are not left
thirsty.”


Her disguise
meant that she couldn’t make threats, not directly, but she’d found that there
were subtle differences in the things she could say. Mention a lord rather than
just some thug who’d claimed her, and they assumed she was the slave of some
important man. Mention his men, and they started thinking of what those men
might do if they delayed her errand to bring them wine.


In its way,
playing the part of a slave had as many subtleties to it as being the highest
of nobles.


“I’m sure your
owner wouldn’t mind sparing us some wine,” the soldier said. 


Athena nodded.
“Yes, master. I have cups here.”


She poured wine
for them, wishing all the time that she had poison on hand to use on them.
There were times to fight, though, and times to prepare. This was the latter. 


“Are you
enjoying your new life, woman?” The soldier laughed as she poured his wine for
him.


Athena shook
her head. “It is awful. As far from my former life as it is possible to get.”


The soldier
laughed at that, then threw the dregs of his wine in her face. 


“But it is your
life now,” the soldier said. “And an old slave like you can’t expect more. It’s
not like a wrinkled thing like you will catch some man’s heart so that he frees
you!”


The others
joined in the laughter then. Still, Athena forced herself not to react. So long
as this stayed with merely casual cruelty, Athena would force herself not to
react. She could endure more than this.


She had endured
more than this. In the time she’d been on Delos’s streets, how many people had
struck her or sought to humiliate her? There had been almost nowhere to sleep
that was safe from the wandering gangs of soldiers, or the slavers, or simply
the desperate people who would take what she had because they needed it just as
much.


Still, there
were always worse things that might happen. These men might decide to rape her
or kill her, just because they could. They might insist on seeing her to the
site she was supposedly delivering wine to, and then they would see the truth.
They might even recognize her, although that seemed less and less likely with
every day that she spent in the dirt.


“Go,” the
soldier said at last. “I’ve better things to do than waste my time with you.”


Athena thanked
him profusely as she hurried off, stumbling under the weight of her wine jar. A
part of her wished that she didn’t have to carry it, but she’d found out early
on that wine was easy to get hold of and provided a good excuse to be walking
around the city. Soldiers could believe that someone like her might have been
sent out with wine, when they might not have believed another excuse.


It gave her a
reason to walk the city, and it gave her a way to carry what she needed to
carry. It gave her a way to start to fight back.


Athena walked
down to an inn that had reopened now that the attack was done. The customers
there were all soldiers. The innkeeper had been killed, but his family had been
kept there by the new owners, along with all the former servants there. Athena
walked in, picking her way between the tables, noting which factions among the
First Stone’s forces were there, listening as she went.


The innkeeper’s
wife was chained by her wrist to the bar of the place. Athena walked over,
nodding to her.


“You sent for
more wine?” she asked. She dropped her voice. “The Empire shall rise.”


It was probably
a foolish phrase to choose. It said too much about who she was and what she
wanted. It would help anyone who started hunting for her to find her, and they would
start hunting for her, once Athena got started. It was necessary, though. A
rebellion needed symbols as well as security. It needed hope.


Athena almost
laughed at that. At the thought that she might be leading a rebellion. At the
thought that there might be any hope left in Delos.


“In the back,”
the woman said. “You’ll find what you need there.”


Athena nodded,
heading into the back room of the place, where a pair of men were working in
chains, moving barrels. Athena could remember when they’d been dressed in silks
and velvets, loyal nobles under her husband.


“The Empire
shall rise,” she murmured as she got close. 


They returned
the greeting, looking at her expectantly. Athena opened her wine jar, reaching
down inside until her fingers found the leather thong tied there. She drew it
up out of the jar, the pouch on the end coming out with an effort. 


Athena passed
it to them. There were daggers inside, and coin. Not much to work with, but it
was something. It was a start. It was the difference between two broken, beaten
men and two potential allies. Maybe they would die before they could be useful,
but if Athena kept going, some would start to survive.


“They say the
First Stone is gone from the city,” Athena said. She’d gotten that piece of
information from a bath house attendant. “Taking most of his men with him.”


Information was
as valuable a weapon as any knife, used well. Athena had known the lesson back
when she had been a queen, but she hadn’t been as disciplined about it as she
should have been. It was why Stephania had been able to take her kingdom behind
her back. It was why she’d been surprised by the rebellion.


Now, there was
no room for such slackness. There was no army, no vast treasury, to make up for
any failures. She had to build carefully, but also build quickly, spinning
pieces of information and the little respect that she’d retained into a web of
contacts.


It was a
strange web. There were those such as the two men she’d just armed who were old
supporters from the days when she’d been the queen. Athena needed more than
that though. There weren’t enough nobles left to rely on them alone. The ones
who hadn’t been killed in the rebellion and then the invasion often weren’t in
positions where they could be useful. Half of them had already been moved on
using the slave galleys of Felldust.


That meant that
she needed others. There were former members of the rebellion, who didn’t truly
know who she was, or who thought that even Athena was an improvement on what
was happening now. There were ordinary people who hadn’t been able to get out
of the city fast enough and who had found their lives as free folk torn away.


Athena used
them all as she built up her resources.


She walked out
of the inn thinking about what she might do with them, and kept on going down
the street, heading for her next stop. There was a fortune teller on the Street
of Seven Arches who had managed to keep her small booth, and collected as much
information about those who came to her as she could while spinning beautiful
lies for the thugs who wanted their futures told.


The truth was
that Athena hadn’t worked out what she was going to do next yet. She’d never
imagined that she would find herself building up a rebellion rather than trying
to break one down. She’d never imagined that she would survive the assault on
the city, or Stephania’s betrayal.


“I will not be
stopped,” Athena said.


She started to
dream of what might happen. Maybe she would find a way out of the city,
into the arms of whatever remaining supporters she had. Maybe she would stand
at the head of a new rebellion as it swept up over the city, tearing through
the First Stone’s forces as they turned their backs on slaves armed with knives
and needles, poisons and stolen tools. 


If she could do
that, perhaps she would be a queen again. She would rise up on the backs of
those who supported her, and the ones who would not acknowledge the nobility of
her blood would still fall at her feet for her role in freeing them.


“Or they will
be made to,” Athena said. 


None of it
would bring back what she’d had. Her husband was dead. Her poor, mad son was
dead. The few friends she’d allowed herself were gone, either to the grave or
in the chains of the enemy. But she could build something new, and she could
take revenge on those who had helped to steal from her. She would—


“You. Slave!”


The words
snapped Athena from her reverie. Another of Felldust’s thugs stood nearby,
gesturing for her to come over to him. Would this be the time that she found
herself killed for no better reason than because it would amuse some warrior?


Athena wouldn’t
believe that. She wasn’t going to die here. The rebellion hadn’t killed her.
The invasion hadn’t. She had a purpose, and she was going to fulfill it, no
matter how many warriors she had to bow and scrape to.


“At once, my
lord,” she said, hurrying over. She knelt before him, already readying the
amphora to give him the wine he almost certainly wanted.


He looked her
up and down, then shrugged as if she wasn’t worth even that much of his time.
He shoved her back into the dirt, snatching her wine container from her. Athena
was just glad that the weapons were gone from it, or she would have had to find
a way to kill him. “Be on your way.”


It was a small
cruelty, but Athena filed it away, just as she’d filed away every other one in
her life. She couldn’t do anything about it now, but soon, things would be
different. Her hatred was the only thing sustaining her right then, but it was
more than enough.


“The Empire
will rise,” she told herself.


It would be
true. She would make it true. 











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


It took
Stephania a frustratingly long time to reach the docks. Part of it was that she
still had flashes of pain every time she stretched her scars too much, enough
that she was forced to stop and sort through the pouches she’d stolen from the
healer, looking for herbs to ease the agony of it.


Part of it was
the need to stick to the shadows and the side streets, pressing into every
empty space that would hide her as she moved. Delos felt more dangerous now
than it had been, and not just because of the way Felldust’s warriors swaggered
their way along the streets, looking for trouble in a land that now ran
according to Felldust’s rules, where the strongest took what they wanted.


More of it was
because Stephania no longer knew the city the way she had. She’d spent years
building up webs of connections and learning the different strands of influence
in Delos, but the invasion had ripped that away at a stroke. There would be new
power brokers in place now at every level, even down to the meanest of
informants. The people Stephania had been able to rely on, from her handmaidens
down, were gone; killed, enslaved, or simply forced to flee the city.


It made for a
place where Stephania found herself jumping at every sound, looking deep into
every shadow for potential threats. She had a cloak wrapped around her, but
that seemed to be normal enough in the city at the moment. The invading
warriors hadn’t given up on the ways of their homeland, and a steady rain meant
that those out in the streets were mostly huddled against the downpour.


Except the
slaves. Stephania saw those on every corner now. She supposed that she ought to
have sympathy for them, but in fact, she mostly found herself despising their
weakness in not doing something about their situation. They could have fled the
city, or murdered those who sought to control them. In any case, their lives
weren’t really that much worse than how they’d been with Lucious wandering
around enjoying himself at their expense.


Stephania’s
life had changed utterly, and she intended to do something about it.


The light was
starting to fall as Stephania approached the docks. For ordinary sailors, that
would have meant tying their boats off and waiting for the dawn tide, but for
the kind of people Stephania was looking for, it probably meant that they were
just starting to load their vessels. Stephania might have lost her contacts in
the city, but she still knew about smugglers.


The strange
thing about the docks, as far as Stephania was concerned, was how normal they
looked, even if it was a very different kind of normality from the one that had
prevailed before the fall of the Empire. The signs of the invasion were
beginning to disappear, the ravaging and the looting had passed, leaving a city
that was getting on with normal life under the control of its new masters.


That meant
traders and fishing boats, goods being loaded and unloaded, loud conversations,
drunkenness, and music. The inns along the waterfront were doing a roaring
trade as men started to spend whatever they’d stolen, or as sailors swept in
from new lands. Stephania could see ships from the islands and the Southlands,
and she doubted that they’d come with the invasion fleet. 


No, they’d seen
Delos fall, shrugged their shoulders, and decided to trade with its new owners
the way they had with its previous ones. Stephania could almost admire the
pragmatism of that. It certainly made what she had to do a little easier.


She picked an
inn that had always been home to smugglers and thieves, fishermen who turned to
piracy when the weather wasn’t in their favor and the kind of people who just
liked to be around danger. Stephania suspected that there were some things that
even an invasion wouldn’t change. She hoped not, at least.


She went into
the inn, bought a drink with money she couldn’t really spare, and sat in a
corner, listening. It was the kind of inn where a figure sitting with her hood
up, not wanting to talk, didn’t attract attention, because no one there wanted
attention. 


Men from half a
dozen different lands were having a loud conversation in the middle of the
taproom floor. Some were obviously drunk, while some were merely working on it
steadily. A couple around the edges were a little more sober, though, obviously
wanting to keep their wits about them for their evening’s work, whatever it
was.


“The invasion
might actually be a good thing,” one of the men said. “There were always things
we couldn’t bring into the city under the Empire that we could trade openly in
Felldust.”


“Which was why
we used to buy them in Felldust and smuggle them here,” a tattooed man pointed
out. “Legal might be good for everyone else, but for us it just drives prices
down.”


“Well, at least
the taxes will come down with it. The Empire always charged too much.”


“And since when
did any of us pay taxes?” the tattooed man demanded. “It’s the same thing. Just
drives down the need for smugglers.”


Stephania
wondered if all the smugglers in the room were so keen to announce what they
were, and mentally wrote off the ones talking as a possibility. She needed
careful men who could keep their mouths shut, not talkative drunks.


She kept
listening. The room held plenty of people, and right then, information was the
best weapon Stephania could possess. The more she knew, the more she would have
at her disposal when the time came to act. At the very least, she’d been
unconscious for too long without being able to keep up with the events of the
city. This was a chance to catch up.


So Stephania
listened. She listened to talk of the new taxes Irrien was putting in place and
the way his men took what they wanted from the poor of the city. She listened
to talk of Felldust’s forces heading north, to take on Lord West’s men. She
even listened to the petty tales of who was sleeping with whose mistress, and
which men had lost too heavily at cards. They were the kinds of things she
could use to persuade people, if nothing else.


When talk
turned to the Second Stone, Stephania listened more intently.


“It’s a
dangerous move, taking the First Stone’s seat,” one man said. “If Irrien wants
it back…”


“He won’t,”
another said with a shake of his head. “And a fight between them might be
closer than you think. Ulren has been storing up his forces for years.”


A third
laughed. “Decades, more like. Ulren was a power in his youth. He even looked
the part. Women used to flock to his bed, and their husbands were too scared of
him to argue. Now… he hasn’t aged well.”


“Say what you
mean,” the first said. “The only women who come to his bed now are bought in
the market for it. He can make himself First Stone if he wants, but it won’t
bring back his youth.”


So the Second
Stone was old and ugly. Stephania bit back a little disappointment at that, but
the truth was that it didn’t make a difference. Thanos had been the only man
she’d truly felt something for, and look how that had turned out. What mattered
was that Ulren had the strength and cunning to challenge the First Stone and
win, at least with Stephania’s help.


Maybe it even
provided her with an advantage. It would have been hard to stand out before a
man surrounded by beautiful women, all vying for his attention, especially
given the scars that now marred her abdomen. An old man, though, who believed
that he could be of no true interest anymore… Stephania could work with that. 


She would go to
Ulren. She would seduce him. More than that, she would offer him more power
with which to defeat Irrien. She had whatever contacts were left to her here.
She had the legitimacy of having been queen of the Empire, however briefly. She
had the knowledge that had come from kneeling by Irrien’s side as less than
nothing. It would be enough. It had to be.


She went to the
bar, where an older man was cleaning glasses. The attack on the city didn’t
seem to have affected him much.


“Are these the
best smugglers the city has?” Stephania asked.


He looked at
her with obvious suspicion. “And which side are you informing for?”


Stephania shook
her head. She pushed a coin across the bar. Every one she owned was precious
now, but only for what it could do. If this one could buy her the information
she needed, it was enough.


“I don’t like
people who talk too much,” Stephania said. She jerked her head at the others in
the inn. “That’s why I don’t want to give work to them if I can avoid
it. But I do need to go to Felldust. Quietly.”


The innkeeper
paused, then snatched up the coin with the speed of someone used to having them
taken back. “Go to the seventh dock. Kang might take you, if you can persuade
him.”


Stephania
smiled at the hint of doubt she heard in that. “I can be persuasive.”


She went down
along the docks, watching the smugglers and the night fishers loading their
boats at the same time as drunks wandered from inn to inn. She kept away from
the worst of them, and flashed a knife at those who wandered too close. Delos
was a place that respected the willingness to kill now more than cleverness or
subtlety.


The boat at the
seventh dock wasn’t large or spectacular. It was a Southlands barge with a
single large oar on one side and a pair of triangular sails. Stephania guessed
that part of its appeal to the smuggler who owned it was the fact that it
didn’t look like much.


Kang, it turned
out, seemed determined to make up for it through the sheer weight of gold he
wore, and the elaborate curls of his oiled beard. He was a dark-skinned
southerner, but dressed more like someone from Felldust, in the robes designed
to keep out the dust. The beard made him look older at first glance, but he
couldn’t have been more than thirty, muscular and fast moving beneath the
robes.


“Kang?”
Stephania asked.


He nodded. 


“When a strange
woman approaches my boat,” he said, “it can mean only one of five things: she
wants my help, she wants to buy what I have, she wants to sell me what I do not
have, or she wants to kill me.”


“You said five
things,” Stephania said. “What’s the last?”


He looked her
up and down. “That perhaps the gods have blessed me more than I thought
possible.”


Stephania
decided then that she didn’t like him much even if he was handsome. Still, this
wasn’t about who she liked, and she would do far worse than put up with him if
it would allow her to take her revenge.


“I want to go
to Felldust,” she said. 


“And who told
you I could take you there?” he countered. 


Stephania shook
her head. “You’re not a man who appreciates people who give away information
they shouldn’t. Which is lucky, because I’m much the same way.”


Kang nodded.
“True. But I also appreciate the truth. Why do you want to go to Felldust? Are
you an escaped slave? Are you running from the conflict? I have no time for
such things. They bore me.”


Stephania considered
her options for a moment. Finally, she shrugged. “I’m Stephania, the former
ruler here. I want to go to Felldust to seduce the Second Stone and persuade
him to help me steal back the Empire. I also want him to help me recover my son
from the sorcerer Daskalos. Is that interesting enough for you?”


Stephania found
herself wondering if he would call for guards. If so, would she be able to stab
him in time? Probably.


“Interesting,
yes, but probably also expensive,” Kang said. “What do you intend to do in
return for your passage to Felldust?”


Stephania moved
close to him, laying a hand on his arm. “Whatever you wish. I’m sure we can
work something out.”


She saw him
swallow. This might be one of the best smugglers there, but he clearly wasn’t
used to such… direct offers. Stephania ignored the small thread of disgust she
felt then. She would do what she had to.


She stepped
aboard while Kang continued to load his boat with the assistance of a small
crew. She watched Delos with a measure of regret; her plans had been designed
to give her the city, to give her Thanos, to leave her happy. Now, it seemed as
though the best that she could hope for was a certain kind of satisfaction at
killing the First Stone.


She stood there
while the smuggler readied his boat to leave. She stood there while the boat
pulled smoothly away from its moorings, watching the city. From here, it looked
the same as it always had, the damage from the invasion steadily disappearing
under the hands of the slave gangs. Perhaps the city didn’t care who ruled it,
or what was done to its people. 


Stephania
cared. Oh, not about the wretches who inhabited the place. They got what their
weakness earned them. She cared about the damage that had been done to her, and
the things that had been stolen from her. She had built such plans, and they
had fallen apart under the touches of more brutal hands.


She felt the
smuggler’s hand fall on her shoulder. She turned, forcing herself to smile,
moving closer to the man who would take her to Felldust. 


She would do whatever
it took to see Irrien dead.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


Behind Irrien,
the North burned. It became a thing of flame and smoke, screams and despair in
a way that made the First Stone smile tightly. He rode with grim satisfaction
toward the next of the castles for his men to assault, while behind him
villages smoked in the aftermath of their capture and slave lines stretched out
almost as far as the lines of his army.


The whole
conquest had been easy. Too easy, in a lot of ways, although Irrien wasn’t
enough of a fool to start wishing for harder victories. The villages they’d
passed through had been largely empty, the castles undefended. The peasants
he’d tortured for answers had said only that Lord West’s men had come and told
them to evacuate.


Now, his armies
were advancing on the stronghold of the dead nobleman, and Irrien expected a
more satisfying prize. His war horde spread out around the castle like a puddle
of flesh and weaponry, ready to overwhelm it in a wave of violence. His slaves
set up his tent out of bowshot, while his engineers prepared stakes to defend
the camp from attack from the rear and cut down trees to serve as battering
rams.


“Do you wish to
offer them a chance to surrender?” one of his commanders asked.


Irrien shook
his head. “Why should a man ask for what he has the strength to take? Announce
to them that from this moment, they are all slaves, and kill any who try to
fight us. I want us ready to attack as soon as the men can be drawn up.”


It took time,
even so. Armies did not move quickly, even with the fear of their commander
strong. The siege engines drew up into their positions, the climbing parties
got out their ladders and their climbing axes, and the battering rams drew up
in front of the castle gates.


Finally, they
were ready for Irrien to give the signal. That was power, being able to set so
much in motion with a single wave of his hand. He did it, and the army swarmed
forward.


There was an
art to sieges. The first attack was designed to catch defenders unaware. After
that, there were the night attacks, the digging under walls, the pounding with
catapults. If it progressed to starving those within, Irrien would return to
Delos and leave his men to do the work. He had a kingdom to run.


As it was,
though, he barely had to wait minutes. The walls should have been swarming with
defenders, ready to pour down hot oil and fire arrows into the oncoming horde.
Instead, there barely seemed to be a smattering of them. Not enough to push
away all the ladders that pressed against the walls. Certainly not enough to
force back the battering rams that wheeled their way up to the gates.


Irrien heard
the rhythmic thud of them as they started their work, and he started forward to
join those entering the place. He walked forward, drawing his short sword,
feeling the battle lust building.


He reached the
gates just as the crack of splintering wood came, and the doors swung open.
Irrien charged in with the others, ready to meet those who would try to stop
them. A man in armor ran at him, and Irrien stepped aside from his blow,
cutting him down. A peasant didn’t get out of the way quickly enough, and
Irrien gutted him.


It was over far
too soon to be satisfying. There was no glory in slaughtering a few warriors,
seizing a few peasants who had been driven there by his village burning. Irrien
buried his blade in the heart of another foe, then looked around, seeking the
army of opponents he had been sure would be there.


There was none,
just a rabble too small to ever hope to fight them. Irrien snatched his weapon
back, then marched in the direction of the main hall. Perhaps there would be
enemies there. Perhaps there would at least be answers.


When he got
there, Irrien just found a handful of armored men and some servants. Not enough
to be even truly worth fighting. He’d come there expecting some great conflict,
and instead, he’d found a pitiful absence of opponents. He could have taken
this land by sending a quarter of the men he’d brought.


“Submit or
die,” Irrien said. 


One of the men
stepped forward. “I am Sir Hurok. I command here. I wish to offer a challenge
to your leader for single combat!”


Irrien smiled
at that. “And if you win, then we are all to go home?”


“Of course!”
the puffed up warrior replied. “Honor would demand no less.”


Irrien leaned
on his sword for a moment, as if considering it. “Tell me, Sir Hurok, why are
there so few people here?”


The other man
drew himself up. “They are safe from you on the island of Haylon, called by the
girl with the Ancient Ones’ powers! I was a fool not to go with them, but you
will not win against them. And I will stop—”


Irrien swept up
his sword and thrust in one movement, driving it through the other man’s
throat. That was the problem with people like this: they thought far too much
about honor and far too little about killing their enemies. Still, at least the
fool had told him one useful thing. A girl with the powers of the
Ancient Ones… he needed to think about this.


Irrien turned
abruptly, stalking from the hall. His men made way behind him, but several shot
him questioning looks. One asked what they were presumably all thinking.


“First Stone,
is all well? What should we do with these?”


Irrien
shrugged. “Kill them.”


 


***


 


Irrien found
himself lost in thought as he wandered back to the spot where his tent stood. He
should have been coordinating the sacking of the castle, the division of those
within into those worth keeping or killing. 


Instead, he
found himself stepping through the residue of the violence as if it didn’t
matter, thinking about Haylon, about the people gathering there, and about this
girl who had the powers of a long dead people. 


Irrien had
never fought one of the Ancient Ones. They had been gone from the world before
his birth, but he had heard the stories of them. All in Felldust knew about the
things that had blasted their landscape, and the power that the Ancient Ones
had held. Maybe one of them would be a victory worth having. Certainly, he
needed to find a way to kill one if he was going to make certain of his control
over the former Empire.


He stalked back
across the battlefield, still thinking about it. He had wise men and priests
with knowledge of the war. They would know the best way to kill someone with
such power. If not, Irrien would find his own way. There was always a
way, if he looked hard enough. For now, he stepped through the mud of the
battlefield, ignoring the spots where his men were torturing prisoners or
dividing up what they’d taken. 


Perhaps it was
because he was so distracted that he didn’t notice how quiet it was around his
tent at first. Only some faint, always present sense of danger made him look
around as he got closer, checking around the tent, then off by the wagons
nearest it.


When he found
guards there with their throats cut, Irrien drew his blade again.


An arrow came,
seemingly out of nowhere. Irrien cut it aside with his sword, but even so, it
scraped along the flesh of his shoulder, drawing blood. He spun, ducking into
the safety of the wagons as a second arrow thudded into the wood. A man dressed
in rags that made him seem like just one more of the bodies on the battlefield
stood up, firing a third arrow in Irrien’s direction. The First Stone dodged,
snatched up one of his dead men’s daggers, and threw it overhand.


He saw the
blade lodge in the other man’s chest, but he was already moving. It was the
thing that saved him as a small clay jar rolled under the wagon, smoking as it
came. 


It exploded,
and Irrien threw himself in the mud, feeling the heat and the flames wash over
him as smoke billowed. He could feel his hair scorching away from his skull
with it. He rolled to his feet in a world that seemed dominated by smoke.


An armored
figure came rushing out of that smoke, wielding a sword two-handed. He was
better than any of the ones defending the castle had been, far better. He
feinted low, cut high, and Irrien only avoided losing his head because he
dropped to one knee. His opponent looked more than a little surprised as Irrien
thrust upward through his abdomen.


“The Dozen
Deaths can never fall,” the man cried, trying to swing his sword down at
Irrien. The First Stone parried it, but the blow still jarred his hands and
scored a fresh line of blood across his shoulders. Irrien winced in pain and
rolled aside, abandoning his weapon and running through the smoke around him,
while behind him the armored man died.


The Dozen
Deaths. He had employed them, occasionally, and Irrien knew exactly how
dangerous they were. Any one of them could kill the strongest and fastest of
men; that was the point of them. They had killed his personal
guard, men who had survived the worst the dust could throw at them. Worse,
there were at least two here. So far, he’d been lucky, but there could be
another ten of them out there among the wreckage of the camp. He couldn’t
afford to stay in one spot. Couldn’t let them surround him.


The next to
come out of the expanding cloud of smoke was a huge man who swung an axe at him
two-handed. Irrien didn’t try to dodge. Instead, he caught the weapon by the
haft, pressing into the man, pushing him back through simple power. His foe
punched at him, kicked at him, and Irrien could feel bruises blossoming under
the blows. He ignored them, because to lose his grip on the axe even for a
moment was to die. He forced the other man down, roaring with the effort. Irrien
brought his knee up once, then again, hearing the snap of bone. He wrenched the
axe clear just as pain bloomed in his side. He looked down to see a sword
sticking through him, a woman behind him wrenching it clear.


Irrien spun and
planted the axe in her chest, ignoring her look of surprise as she fell. Irrien
dropped the axe, keeping moving, ignoring the pain from his wounds. He didn’t
have time to stop. He barely saw the tripwires that someone had laid out in
time. One caught at his foot and he fell, but threw his hand down to stop
himself from falling onto spikes. His arm jarred with the effort of that, but
he pushed himself back to his feet. He backed into the shadows of another
wagon, watching as a robed man rushed in after him. The tripwires caught, and a
dozen small darts fired up. Irrien watched the man spasm as the poison there
took its toll.


“Who are we
waiting for?” a woman’s voice asked beside him. 


Irrien turned
his head, looking into strange, mad eyes. His hand came up automatically,
wrapping around her wrist as she stabbed at him with a knife. He caught it
within an inch of his eye, feeling it scrape along his cheek. She frowned as he
held her, trying to push it forward. She kicked him hard at close range, the
blows hard enough that another man would have crumpled under them. Irrien was
not another man. He forced the knife slowly back, then thrust with it, hearing
her gasp as it sank home.


Irrien stood,
taking a dagger in his left hand and snatching up a sword with his right. The
smoke was starting to clear now, and that was probably a bad thing, since a
slinger stood not far away, winding up a shot. 


Irrien dodged
as he threw it, but even so, the stone crunched from his shoulder. Irrien
didn’t fall, didn’t even hesitate. With killers like this, to slow down for a
moment was to die. Instead, he kicked dust in the slinger’s face, charged in
close, and stabbed him until he fell. When he rose, five figures stood nearby.
A man and a woman held swords, while two other men held a spear and a pair of long
knives. The only one who seemed to be unarmed was the older man who stood
toward the back, and Irrien didn’t trust that. He’d met N’cho before.


“All twelve?”
he said, trying to hide the pain he felt from his collection of wounds. “I’m
honored.”


The four with
drawn weapons stalked forward in silence, and Irrien leapt to meet them. He
sprinted at the swordsman, then spun at the last moment, cutting across the
hamstring of the knifeman as he tried to rush in close. It meant taking a cut
from the spear, but Irrien ignored it, slipping around the next thrust, and all
but beheaded the wielder with a backhanded blow. The knifeman’s weapon
skittered from his armor, and Irrien moved back to finish him.


The swordswoman
and the man came at him in concert, cutting together as if they always fought
that way. Irrien gave ground, his muscles aching with the effort. Cuts came at
him, and he couldn’t hope to parry them all, only the worst of them. Fresh
lines of fire cut across his skin as sword cuts opened on his arms, his side,
his leg. With every attack, Irrien watched the pattern of their movements. He
waited a moment longer, then flung his dagger at the man. He parried it, and
the woman moved to cover the rush toward him that she clearly anticipated.


It was all the
opening Irrien needed to thrust his sword through her throat. Relying on
another really was the greatest of weaknesses. He grabbed her sword as she
fell, and advanced on the man, alternating strokes with both weapons until one
got through. Blood sprayed, and the last of his enemies fell before him.


Almost the
last, at least. Irrien turned toward N’cho, glaring at the assassin and
waiting. It was all he could do right then not to collapse. He had a dozen
wounds and more, each seeming to leach at his strength. Still, he forced
himself to stare down the other man.


“Well,” he
said. “Are you going to try to kill me, or are you going to wait until I die of
old age?”


“Blood loss,
possibly.” N’cho shrugged, saying it as if it didn’t matter to him either way.
“Poison. Some of us use it.”


“Used it,”
Irrien corrected, with a gesture that took in the carrion around him. “And I
can probably find antidotes on your corpses. A poisoner doesn’t travel without
them, in case he cuts himself.”


He hoped so,
anyway. A truly deadly assassin might not bother.


N’cho nodded.
“You have killed many, this day. Still, our order will survive. I can find new
members.”


“Not if I cut
your head off,” Irrien snapped back. “Ulren sent you?”


The other man
shrugged again. “He dislikes being thought of as just the Second Stone. He can
take the seat, but apparently not the reputation.”


Irrien kept his
eyes on the other man, waiting for whatever his attack would be. Not a weapon,
nothing direct. Maybe he just planned to talk until Irrien died from untreated
wounds.


“And so you
agreed to come to kill me,” he said.


“When the ruler
of Felldust asks, we must answer,” N’cho pointed out.


That roused
Irrien’s anger. “I am the ruler of Felldust!”


It surprised
even him that he said it. He’d given away the kingdom to take this one. But
that didn’t mean that Ulren had won. Ulren would never be enough to take
anything that was his.


By rights, he
should have attacked then. He should have cut down the assassin and left him
for the crows with the others. Instead, he shook his head.


“Do you want to
live?” he asked. 


The other man
spread his hands. “The gods of death do not care what I want.”


“They are not
what you have to worry about,” Irrien snapped. “Do you want to live?”


The assassin
took his time considering it. Long enough that Irrien almost cut him down just
for the insult. He was used to death priests, and almost all of them cared
about their lives more than this man seemed to.


“What is it you
require?” N’cho asked at last. “I assume there is something, and honor demands
that I cannot go to kill Ulren for you.”


That led to
another flicker of anger for Irrien. “When he dies, it will be my hand that
does it.” He forced himself to stay calm. “No, I have a different task for you.
There is a woman who claims the blood of the Ancient Ones. She has become a
threat. Find me a way to kill her.”


The other man
nodded. “That, I can do.”


He stepped
away, and there was another burst of smoke. Irrien wasn’t surprised to find him
gone when it passed. He didn’t care. It meant that he could slump back against
one of the carts, starting to bind his wounds. He had killed men before, and
women, and more, but these dozen had pushed him almost to his limits. Any one
of them might have killed him if their blows had fallen just a little differently.


He looked back
at the castle. It seemed like an empty triumph compared to the battle he had
just fought, and certainly compared to the one that would soon follow. If the
North had been easy to conquer, it was only because so many men had gone to
Haylon. Irrien had a sense for battles, and he could see how great a fight
awaited him there.


He would kill
his foes, would kill this Ancient One, and then… then perhaps he would return
to kill the Second Stone as well.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


Thanos strained
to look at the bow of the boat, as though he could pull it forward faster just
by sight. Behind him, men strained at the oars, while the great sails above
billowed with the force of the wind. Even so, Thanos didn’t know if it would be
enough.


Finally, he caught
sight of Haylon, just a line of land on the horizon. It was a promise ahead,
not of safety, because nothing could promise that right then, but at least of
the chance of it. If they could make it in time, before the great sea walls
closed, they might survive this. 


More than that,
they might be able to help. Lord West’s former men might not be as numerous as
they had been back in Delos, but the ones here had the look of men desperate to
prove themselves. They’d been the ones left behind, or the ones who had chosen
to stay. They were men who needed to show the world that they were not cowards,
even if they knew the truth of what had happened for themselves. Now, they were
the ones who might save Haylon.


It grew on the
horizon, but Thanos was more concerned about the dark speck growing behind
them, resolving itself into a long line of ships even as he watched. Felldust
was coming, and the boats kept ahead of them only through men pushing
themselves as hard as they could.


Thanos hoped
that it would be enough.


He hoped more
than that. He hoped that he wasn’t leading the fleeing islanders with him to
their deaths. He hoped that the men with him would be strong enough to hold
back the tide of enemies. More than that, he hoped that this would finally be
an end to it; that they would be able to finish this seemingly endless war once
and for all. Since the beginning of the fight between the rebellion and the
Empire, there had been no cease to this.


Right then,
looking back at the enemies chasing them, it was hard to believe that it could
ever be over that simply. There was so much violence coming, and the best
Thanos could hope for was that they might somehow come through it.


The harbor
gates were ahead now, open and inviting. Thanos just hoped that they could make
it in time. Iakos had said that those gates would have to close when the enemy
came. Well, they were coming racing quickly behind the fleet from the North.


“Make sure that
your flags are up,” Thanos called across the deck. He didn’t want them mistaken
for enemies. Sir Justin nodded, and Thanos could see Lord West’s old colors
going up on mast after mast.


Even so, as
they got closer, Thanos could see the great sea gates starting to shift. Not
knowing what else to do, he ran down into the rowing benches, grabbing an oar.
He heaved, adding his strength to that of the other men there, and the ship
shot forward.


If they were
caught outside Haylon, they would be trapped there between the island and the
advancing fleet. They would fight, but without the room to maneuver, they would
also die. They had to make it.


Thanos rowed
until his muscles ached with the effort. His hands chafed with the wood of the
oar. Above him, he could see blue sky, which meant that his view of the great
stone doors only came as they passed through them, towering above the ship as
it scraped through the ever closing gap. Thanos thought that he could feel the
oars scrape against the stone, but the ship came through. He just hoped that
the others would too, and he rushed up to the deck to make sure.


They made it.
One by one they made it, the smallest boats at the rear barely squeezing
through the gap. The last boat got stuck there, and the few inhabitants looked
at one another before throwing themselves into the harbor to swim for it. Their
boat collapsed inward with the sound of splintering wood.


Thanos could
see the defenders gathering in towers and on roofs. He could see Akila waving
his sword-crutch, and Thanos put a hand on Sir Justin’s shoulder.


“Come with me,”
he said. “They’re waiting for us.”


“They could
have waited a fraction longer,” Justin said, with a glance back at the
wreckage of the boat that had been destroyed. 


Still, he
followed, going with Thanos up to the tower. Akila was there, and Iakos, both
staring out at the approaching sight of the enemy fleet. Thanos had seen the
great invasion fleet that had attacked Delos, and this wasn’t on the same
scale, but even so, it was impressive.


“They’re
coming,” Iakos said. Thanos could hear the stony edge to it as he tried to keep
from showing any fear.


Akila nodded.
“But we’re ready. This time, the First Stone will be the one with a sword put
through him.”


Thanos could
hear the confidence there. Confidence in his island’s strength. In the people
who defended it. The truth was that they had made every preparation that could
be made.


“I have brought
more men,” Justin said. “We will win this war here, or lose it.”


“Let’s hope
it’s the first,” Akila said. “Iakos will show you the best places to put them.”


They went off,
leaving Thanos and Akila staring at the onslaught to come. The enemy ships were
growing closer now, so many of them that they seemed to blot out the water.


“Are you
ready?” Akila asked him.


“No, are you?”


“Who could be
ready for such a thing?” He drew the blade that Irrien had used on him. “Still,
we will fight, and we will win. We must win.”


He signaled
with the sword, the light catching on the blade, and with the ponderous
strength that only truly massive things could manage, the catapults around the
harbor started to swing forward.


They traveled
through their arcs with a kind of grace as they launched rocks and flame pots,
bundles of stones and whatever else the islanders had been able to find. Most
of the first shots missed, some falling short to hit the sea outside the
harbor, throwing up gouts of water, others barely scraping enemy oars or masts.
Some struck home though. Thanos saw one ship start to list as a stone punched
through its hull, while on another, men fought to put out the growing flames
that licked at their mast.


The barrage
continued, and the enemy fleet started to break up now, splitting to try to
surround the island and swarm it. Haylon’s own ships plunged into the gaps that
created, coming around the headland like a dart, their archers firing as they
flashed past. 


Still, the main
bulk of the fleet closed in on the island like a blanket. A blanket with holes
punched through it, but still more than enough to smother and enfold. Thanos
saw lines of ships break away, heading for either side of the island, while the
main bulk came forward for the harbor. 


They crashed
against it, and the battle began in earnest. Arrows rained down on the ships
there. Rocks and flaming oil followed, turning the water itself into a sea of
flames as it spread. Ships and men burned, climbers fell, and the warriors of
Haylon fought hard to push them back. The enemy ships pulled away, firing
catapults from their decks so that stones slammed into Haylon’s defenses.


A messenger
came running up. “Akila, they’ve landed further up the beach. The Empire
soldiers are trying to hold them back, but they’re establishing a beach head.”


“I’ll go,”
Thanos said. “They need you here.”


Akila nodded.
“Take some of the new men. There will be less tension with the Empire
soldiers.”


It shouldn’t
have mattered, right then, given the desperate situation, but even so, Thanos
ran down to a spot where two dozen of Lord West’s men stood.


“Come with me,”
he said, and he was surprised by how quickly they responded to his instruction.
They followed as he led the way from the town, heading for the next beach
along. Thanos loped there, not daring to risk his strength running flat out,
but not wanting to arrive too late either.


Soon, the
sounds of battle came to him, and he hurried more.


There were
ships pulled into a narrow cove there, warriors pouring out of them to try to
make their way up onto the island. Some of the Empire’s former soldiers stood
with their shields locked in perfect formation, creating a wall to hold back
the invaders. The soldiers there stabbed with mechanical efficiency, and Thanos
found himself admiring the discipline of their training even as he charged in
to help them.


He leapt past
their lines with his men, striking out at the invading forces, cutting and
thrusting without trying to stop. A man came at him with an overhand swing and
Thanos brushed it aside, cut at him, and then shoved him away. Another thrust a
spear at him. Thanos parried it and held it, letting the soldier next to him
strike in the gap it left.


“Forward!”
Thanos shouted. “Push forward. Push them back into the water!”


He led by
example, hoping that the others would go with him. Thanos saw men fall around
him, cut down by the assorted weapons of the men from Felldust. He snatched up
a shield from a dead soldier and used it to push back the next man to come at
him.


There was a
point where battles became less about the individual blows than about pressure,
intent, and the will to win. Thanos forced himself to shove enemies back,
stabbing from behind the shield he held, ignoring the blows that rained on it.
An arrow punched partway through. Thanos kept his head low and stabbed at
another enemy.


Slowly, step by
step, they pushed their enemies back toward the water line. Felldust’s men
started to scramble for their boats, pulling back into the sea, obviously
seeking easier pickings.


“Stay here,”
Thanos said to the Empire’s soldiers. “They might come back.”


They probably
would. That, or they would land at one of a dozen other spots. The island had
seemed so secure when Thanos and Ceres had been touring it, but the truth was
that it was riddled with small coves and spots where a force might land. They
might not manage it all at once, but if enough got through, they would be like
a net of violence falling on the defenders.


Thanos felt
exhausted now, the strength that came with battle starting to fade. Even so, he
pushed forward, running for the main city, wanting to get back to deal with the
next threat. The men who’d gone with him followed. Most did, anyway. Two had
died in the attack, while one more could only move slowly, thanks to a wound to
his leg.


They were
losing men already, and there were still far more enemies to come. Thanos found
himself thinking of the way things had been in Delos, where there had simply
been too many foes to defeat, and whatever the people there had done, there had
always been more.


Thanos pushed
that thought aside. This wasn’t Delos. 


They made it to
the city to find it in the midst of a fresh assault by the fleet beyond its
walls. Thanos could see the rocks landing on the buildings within the city, and
he was grateful that the population had already been evacuated. He saw men
fighting on the hills around the city, and archers firing down at the enemies
beyond the harbor wall.


He saw the
ships using their ballistae to fire grappling hooks up onto the wall, and he
started to run for them.


“Iakos!” he
yelled, getting closer to the tower where Akila’s deputy was giving orders.
“They’re going to pull open the gates!”


Iakos looked
round, and that was when a stone struck the patch of dock where he was
standing, the boom of it ringing out as it shattered. The fragments must have
killed him instantly.


Thanos stood
there in shock for a moment. It was as brief and as meaningless as that. No
storybook ending, no chance to say goodbye. Certainly no chance to try to save
him. That was the truly terrifying thing about battles: they didn’t respect
rank, or heart, or even skill. The greatest of swordsmen, the most effective of
leaders, could be killed almost by accident. In a duel, the day usually went to
the most skilled warrior. In a battle, a blade or an arrow could always come
out of nowhere.


He ran forward,
knowing he had to act, yet already feeling the cold dread that he might be too
late. 


“The gates!” he
yelled. “Defend the gates!”


Some of the men
there rushed to obey, but they either weren’t expecting to have to take orders
from Thanos, or they were still staring at the spot where Iakos had been
standing just moments before. Some of them ran with him, up the stone steps
that led to the top of the harbor wall. Some of them hacked at the ropes there
with Thanos, but not enough, and there were more chains than ropes in any case.


Arrows fell
amongst them like rain spat up from the decks of the attacking boats, killing
the men who tried to disengage the chains. Thanos saw one man go down with an
arrow in his guts, and another charge forward in his place. They knew how
important this was. He held up his shield while another man cut at the nearest
ropes, but there was only so fast they could go, and the galleys out beyond the
gates were already taking the strain, their rowers driven on by the lashes of
their slave captains.


One boat
couldn’t have done it. A dozen couldn’t have done it, but this was far more
than that. This was like a giant hand tearing at the fabric of the sea wall.
Thanos heard the bars that held the gate closed creak, and then felt the jolt
as they gave way. It was too much to hope to keep his balance. He teetered on
the edge of the gate for a moment, and then dropped.


Thanos tumbled,
and he threw his shield clear as he fell so that it wouldn’t drag him down. He
flung his sword clear too, and turned the fall into a dive that drove the
breath from him as he hit the water. He tumbled through it in slow motion for a
moment or two while he scrambled to draw a dagger and cut the straps on his
armor. Then he came up, swimming for the shore while the gates swung still
wider.


Akila was there
to meet him, helping to pull him from the water.


“Iakos?” Akila
asked.


Thanos shook
his head. “What now?”


He already knew
the answer. There was only one thing they could do with the sea gates open. It
was the thing they’d been hoping to avoid, but also the thing they’d been
planning for. Thanos just hoped they’d planned well enough.


“Now we pull back,”
Akila said, “and we show them that the rest of this island is a lot more
difficult to take than the city.”


Thanos nodded.
He couldn’t see any other way. They would fight, and they would keep fighting.
The only problem was, looking at the number of ships starting to creep through
the opening gates, he wasn’t sure if it would be enough.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


Ceres felt as
though the tunnels behind the waterfall were pressing in on her, narrow enough
that she could reach out and touch both walls if she wanted. She’d been
expecting somewhere grander from the sorcerers who had fought the Ancient Ones.


It was only as
the long dead past continued to flash into the present that she saw the reason
for it. She saw the Ancient Ones’ magical creatures getting stuck in the small
spaces, unable to turn as the sorcerers struck at them. Flame and lightning,
poison and acid flickered down the tunnels in a kind of half-there memory.
After what had happened with the man-cat, Ceres ducked out of the way each
time.


She saw them
fighting and dying, the Ancient Ones and the sorcerers, perpetually locked
together in something that was there and not there all at the same time. She
saw an Ancient One turned to ash by magic, a sorcerer slain by a glowing
weapon. Occasionally, things would flicker, and the ghosts there would repeat
the things they’d just done, dying and killing over and over through all
eternity.


“You begin to
see,” the voice that had come to her at the gate said, whispering through the
tunnel. “We are trapped. We are caught in this half-life.”


Ceres pressed
on, and now the tunnels gave way to a cavern. It was enough to make her gasp at
the sight of it. It was large enough to hold a city, and it did, in its way.
Houses spread out below her, strangely shaped, some built as pyramids or half
spheres, others seemingly grown from living rock. A great circular section
stood raised at the center of it all, as wide across as a city square might
have been, worked with so many mystical symbols that they all seemed to run into
one another.


Through the
city below the mountain, the battle continued. Long dead figures continued to
fight one another, except in that quiet heart of the city. Ceres headed for it
on instinct, walking through the hidden city while magic flashed around her.


“We can give
you what you want,” the whispering voice said. “And you can give us what we
need.”


There seemed to
be a direction to it now, a location, and without being told, Ceres knew that
she needed to be at the heart of the open space in the middle of the city. She
walked for it, and by now she was starting to feel the effort of her journey.
If she’d had the strength of her bloodline, it might have been nothing to her,
but now she could feel her muscles starting to ache with the hiking.


She reached the
raised circle, and it was higher than her head. There were no steps set into
the side, so to get onto it, Ceres had to leap up, catching hold of the lip of
the dais and pulling herself up. 


On it, things
seemed calmer somehow, and it took Ceres a moment to realize that it was
because the images of the war weren’t crossing into the circle. They seemed to
stop at the edge, caught there, or blocked.


“This is a
still point,” the voice said, and now there was a figure to go with it, robed
and hooded. 


More stood
beside it, spreading out in a half circle around Ceres, all hooded, all still.
For a moment, she felt a flash of fear at their sudden appearance, but they
didn’t appear to be attempting to do anything to her. Instead, they simply
stood there, watching her from beneath their cowls.


“Welcome, child
of our enemies,” the lead figure whispered. “Maybe it is fitting that you
should be the one to release us.”


“I’m sorry,”
Ceres said. “I don’t know what you mean.”


Ceres felt the
anger coming off the figures, and the disappointment. They said nothing, but
there was still an air of expectation to them that she couldn’t ignore.


“What is it
that you want from me?” Ceres said. “I came here to get back the powers I lost.
I didn’t even know that you were here.”


The figures
were still for several seconds. Finally, the lead one pushed back its cowl.


“We want you to
release us from this half-life.”


It was awful to
look at. The thing beneath had probably once been a man, but now his flesh was
desiccated and paper thin, his eyes empty sockets. 


“Your people
came, angry at us for daring to seek our own power,” the sorcerer said. “There
was a war, and we chose the wrong side, so they came to finish us, but what
they did was worse. So much worse.”


Ceres could
guess what had happened. “They trapped you here.”


All of the
hooded figures nodded in unison. 


“They tried to
kill us, and we tried to protect ourselves,” the sorcerer said. “You have seen
the battle. They realized that they could not truly kill us without greater
violence and the loss of even more on both sides. So they unleashed the
harshest of magic. They caught us here, between life and death.”


“And you want
me to release you?” Ceres said. Looking at the creature before her, it was hard
not to feel a sense of pity. How long ago had the war with the Ancient Ones
been? How long had these men and women been trapped in a space that was neither
there nor gone, forced to relive their war? “I don’t know how. I came here
because—”


“Because you
want to be what you once were,” he said. “There is a way to do that. The
Ancient Ones left behind a lynchpin, a fragment of their power. Using that, you
could recover. I will show you the way myself, if you help us.”


Ceres dared to
feel a hint of hope at that. She could actually do this. She could help the
people she cared about. She could save them, and at the same time, she could
save these trapped creatures, releasing them into the death that was waiting
for them.


“How do I help
you?” Ceres asked.


The former
sorcerer gestured, and some of the symbols on the platform shifted. Light grew
up from it, in a pillar that seemed insubstantial until Ceres brushed against
it. 


“Place your
hand on it,” the sorcerer said. “We cannot use it, but it will recognize you.
Tell it what you want.”


Ceres hesitated,
wary that this might be some kind of trap. Still, she put her hand on the
pillar.


You want to
free them?


The words
seemed to bypass Ceres’s ears entirely. They were almost more of a sensation
than a sound. Images flooded through her then. Images of this place as it had
been. She saw the sorcerers when they had been something more than half-dead
things. She saw them laughing and working together, talking and alive.


You want to
give them life again?


She saw some of
the things they were working on. There were people there, struggling in bonds
that held them so the sorcerers could extract organs, or blood, or just life
itself. There were implements that seemed like the most hideous of torture
devices, and Ceres knew that they were worse than that, because there was no
answer these people could give that could make it stop. She saw creatures
shifting and changing under the power the sorcerers used, the dead brought back
as shambling things.


You want to
bring these things back into the world?


She saw another
image, of the sorcerers heading out into the world, trying to conquer. Of
nations turned to ash beneath their spells. For a moment, she thought that this
was an image of the long past war against the Ancient Ones, but no, she saw
faces she recognized, places that she knew. Ceres understood then.


This was a
warning. This was what might happen if she freed the creatures there from their
curse.


Do you want
to free them? I cannot choose. You must choose. Do you want this?


“No,” Ceres
said. “I don’t want that. I don’t.”


She jerked her
hand back and the connection broke. The pillar of light faded into the ground,
and Ceres stood there, wondering what she’d just seen. But she knew the answer
to that. She’d seen the truth of what might happen.


She looked up
to see the cloaked figures staring at her.


“What did you
do?” their leader demanded. “What did you do?”


He lunged
forward, swiping with clawlike hands. Ceres jumped back, drawing her sword as
the others started to come for her. 


“You’d leave us
like this?” he demanded, swiping at her again.


“I won’t let
you conquer and kill!” Ceres shot back. She thrust with her blade, feeling it
slide in under the ribs of her attacker. It made no difference. He grabbed at
her, and it was all she could do to pull back from those clutching fingers.


“You are like
all your kind. Trying to hold back those who seek knowledge. Trying to keep
power for themselves!”


They came at
her then, and Ceres backed away. She cut at the arm of one as it clawed at her,
managing to sever the hand long enough to get some space, but it only lifted
it, reattaching it as easily as if it were a torn dress being sewn together.


Ceres kept
moving, dodging past clawed hands and open mouths. She cut at their legs and
their arms, reasoning that she could at least start to slow them down. She set
off through the underground city, dodging through the houses, trying to keep
ahead of the chasing pack of enemies. She was faster than them at least, so
maybe she could simply run.


The first flash
of magic came past her, and Ceres knew it wouldn’t be that easy. It wasn’t one
of the great spells that they’d worked in the battle—she guessed that they
didn’t have the strength left for that—but there was still more than enough
force to send flames licking over the nearby stonework, forcing Ceres to duck
into an alleyway.


She dodged and
she wove now, trying to keep ahead of the creatures coming for her. More magic
flashed, weaving in with the memories of it that still flickered in and out of
existence in the cavern, so that Ceres couldn’t tell what was the past and what
was real. Lightning arced off the metal of a nearby dwelling, grounding slowly.


“If you will
not help us, you will die!” the leader called out. 


Ceres kept
moving. One of the creatures came at her from an alley, grabbing her and
clinging on in spite of her stabbing it. Teeth closed on her shoulder, biting
down and drawing blood. Ceres saw the cloaked figure pull back, and for a
moment, it didn’t look like an ancient thing, but like a woman only a little
older than her.


“Your blood…”
the woman began.


Ceres kicked
her away, then cut her legs from under her as she tried to lunge again.


She found
herself circling round, hoping to find a way out. She saw a tunnel entrance and
ran in. Behind her, she heard the sound of shuffling feet, and the flash of
magic lit nearby.


“If you will
not help us willingly, we’ll take your blood,” the leader called after her.
“Jsanth says it helped her. We will bleed you dry unless you give back what is
ours!”


Ceres kept
running, taking twists and turns at random in the hope of losing them. Around
her, she saw more of the war, more of the Ancient Ones. There hadn’t been many
of them left by this point. Just a few, trying to get deeper into the cave
complex. 


What had they
wanted there? What had they been trying to do? Ceres didn’t know, but on
instinct she ran that way.


More magic
flashed behind her, and now it was slamming into the walls, taking out chunks
of stone and bringing blocks of rubble down into the passages. Ceres ducked as
flames shot over her head, then rolled as a blast of force struck the spot
where she’d been standing. She dodged into a side passage, hoping to get clear…


The floor gave
way underneath her. It was so sudden that there was no time to try to leap
clear. There was nothing to leap from, only empty space beneath her feet
and the pull of the depths below.


Ceres tumbled
down, into a pit as wide across as a room. It was a dark place, with the bones
of the long dead showing how little hope of escape there was from the place.
They had fallen, and either they had been too injured to climb out, or they
simply hadn’t been able to do it. There was no exit that she could see. She
looked up, and one by one, hooded faces started to appear. The former sorcerers
stood there above her, looking down in obvious triumph.


They had Ceres
trapped, and they knew it.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


Daskalos
stepped back, forcing his eyes to remain open as he murmured the last syllables
of his latest binding. There were so many elements in a working like this, so
many pieces that had to fit together perfectly. Setting them all in place had
left him exhausted.


He had put
almost everything he had into this working. He had spent power that he had
hoarded for lifetimes, and used up substances that he might travel half the
world and not find again. Just the energies involved in the rounds of spell
casting could have torn apart Daskalos and his home together, leaving nothing
but a crater to show for all his efforts.


There were
other risks, too. Daskalos had long since built up protections against some of
the predators that sought to feed on the powerful. There had been moments in
the casting when there had been chinks in his armor through which those things
could have slipped. He’d spent long hours now watching for shadow lurkers and
soul eaters, jumping at every glimmer that might have been a far spider,
catching his breath at the low rumblings of mountain spirits.


He’d survived,
though. His life was safely hidden; his power was intact. Already, Daskalos
could feel some of the energies building within him again. The others would
return in time. 


Now, he just
had to hope that the effort would be worth it. Daskalos was not a man used to
relying on hope. There were days when he barely remembered what it was to be a
man, so great was his power. There were days when it seemed that he could pull
on the strands of fate and watch the world dance in response.


It was never
truly that simple, though, and Daskalos felt it all too clearly right then. How
much time had he put into this, just to create one perfect weapon? No, not just
for that. To have the perfect tool with which to change things at the one
moment that mattered.


Yet would he
have that perfect tool? That was the hardest part of this. Sorcery had given
him so much power, so much knowledge, but there were still too many things that
could go wrong. How many times had he been left with misshapen horrors thanks
to his experiments? How many times had he drawn a knife across a throat in
mercy, or destroyed a weak effort in his anger?


That couldn’t
happen this time. There was so little time left now, so few chances remaining
to stop what might follow, and Daskalos had to stop that. The world
would be what he made it.


Daskalos sat
back, considering the elements of it all. The fall of the Empire. The child of
the Ancient Ones. The powers he had helped to take from her. All fragments of a
whole that he could still influence. He hadn’t created this, but he could still
make it turn out the way he needed.


He stepped over
to the ledger where he’d set it all out. Threads of events stood in there,
catalogued and labeled over so long it was hard to keep track of the touches
he’d already laid on the shoulder of history, the faces he’d worn doing it. All
Daskalos knew now was that the moment was approaching when the girl Ceres would
have the power growing in her from her need to recover her powers.


Kill her at the
right moment, and it would be Daskalos’s to shape, yet he knew better than
anyone how difficult the Ancient Ones could be to destroy, and this one would
be in the fullest flush of power, or it would mean nothing.


He waited on
the edge of the mist, taking up a long staff and leaning on it while he started
to gather his strength. He stood there in perfect stillness, as still as the
stone around him, as still as the death he’d put off for so long.


Finally, the
mist started to shift, and a figure stepped out.


He was tall and
strongly muscled, like his father. From his mother, he got golden hair and
features that could have been enough to stop hearts. He appeared to be around
eighteen years of age, which meant that Daskalos had judged the magic to
perfection. 


Daskalos tossed
a long robe to the young man and he caught it with the speed and grace of a
striking snake, putting it on. Daskalos reached out to throw him a sword, and
he caught that too, swinging it through a combination of strokes to test the
balance that the finest of swordsmen would have envied. 


“Do you know
who you are?” Daskalos asked.


“I am Telum,”
the boy said. It meant “weapon” in a tongue as old as the one that named
Daskalos a teacher. He’d thought it fitting. More than that, it gave the boy purpose.
It defined what he was and stated the reason for his creation, all in a single
whisper breath of naming. Every fragment of him was set toward one end, one
moment.


Still, that had
to be tested. A name, even a conjuring, was one thing. The reality might prove
to be quite another.


Daskalos
conjured the illusion of a man with a blade, running at Telum to see how well
he would react after all the time that he’d trained in the stretched out,
illusory world Daskalos had created for him. Telum did the one thing that
surprised Daskalos the most: he ignored it. Was the boy stupid? In annoyance,
Daskalos conjured something more solid: a foe who would be able to cut and kill
the weak.


Telum sliced
through it with all the speed and power of muscles enhanced by magic. He spun
aside from the blade and cut it in two, leaving nothing but wisps behind. He
stood there as though waiting to see what would happen next.


“Why didn’t you
strike at the first?” Daskalos asked. He needed answers. He needed to be sure
that he had crafted what he intended with this weapon.


“That one could
not harm me,” Telum answered, as though it were so obvious that anyone could
have seen it.


Daskalos nodded
faintly to himself then. He looked at the boy with eyes that could see the web
of power woven through him, seeing how perfectly crafted a thing he truly was.
He was all Daskalos could have hoped.


“I have a task
for you, Telum,” Daskalos said. “There are things you must do, and people you
must kill. Will you do that?”


The boy stood
there, then nodded solemnly.


“Yes, Father.”
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