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CHAPTER ONE
 
Thanos ducked as an arrow flashed past him, hearing it ping from the stone walls of one of Haylon’s houses. He hurried back through the streets, reached a junction, and spun, sword in hand.
A half dozen of Lord West’s former men came in from one side, former Empire soldiers came in from the other, while the native soldiers of the island poured out of the surrounding houses. They caught the pursuing soldiers of Felldust between them, and Thanos charged.
Thanos thrust his sword over one man’s shield, spun to parry a blow aimed at a man beside him, and kicked back a third soldier while Sir Justin stepped into the gap and killed another man.
“You’re getting into the habit of saving me,” Thanos said in a momentary lull in the fight.
“Just keep fighting and we’ll call it even,” Justin replied.
Thanos could do that part, at least. He caught an axe on his sword, holding it wide so that one of the Empire soldiers could stab into the space, then took the axe in his off hand. 
There were more enemies coming now, pouring into the space as the invaders realized that there was a knot of defenders there. That meant that it was time to melt away again. 
“Pull back!” he yelled, and the men around him ran into one of the houses, cutting through into another street. Thanos ran, and he found General Haven running along beside him, the old man’s face red with effort.
“Shouldn’t you find a less… energetic place to fight, General?” Thanos asked.
Haven glowered back at him. “Don’t tell me what to do, young man! You are not my prince!”
Despite his complaints, the old general seemed happy to fight beside Thanos and Justin as they fought their way up a set of stone steps and over one of the roofs in the city. It was impossible to tell which soldiers had come from which places; Thanos could only see that the men defending the island were doing so with bravery and tenacity.
From there, though, he could see the size of the fleet attacking the island. It wasn’t the huge invasion fleet that had come to Delos, but it was still massive. It covered the space around the harbor like a dark stain on the water, jamming it with ships that were even now disgorging more and more soldiers onto Haylon’s soil. 
The only hope was to hit and run, drawing out pockets of attackers and then swarming them with greater numbers before fleeing deeper into the city. The native warriors of Haylon seemed to be more than used to such tactics, but Thanos found himself quite surprised by how well the former Empire’s soldiers employed them. Probably it had something to do with the time they’d spent being hunted in the hills of the island.
“This way,” Haven said, and Thanos followed the general on the basis that he probably knew the island the best of all those there. Thanos found himself wishing that Akila or Iakos were there, but the deputy leader was dead, and Akila was too severely injured for such running tactics.
Thanos saw a set of streets that he recognized and gestured to the general.
“Here,” he called. “The alleys.”
To his surprise, they followed him. They ran down a set of narrow alleyways and turned again. Some of Sir Justin’s men looked as though they wanted to charge back at the enemy, but Thanos put his arm out to stop them.
“Wait for them,” Thanos said. “We can defend better at this end, and… well, watch.”
They might not know him yet, but even so, the men held their place. Felldust’s soldiers charged, and that was when the waiting islanders pushed in the walls on either side, showering them with rubble.
“Iakos trapped half the city,” Thanos explained. He was breathing hard now, and wished that they could pause just for a moment, but in a battle like this one, there was no time. “Come on, we need to keep moving.”
They gave more ground, this time picking their way among tripwires and deadfalls.
“This is a dirty way to fight,” Sir Justin said.
Thanos put a hand on his shoulder. He could see what the other man was going through. Lord West’s former man was probably used to sweeping charges and carefully organized duels, not fights in alleyways and running away.
“We’re doing what we have to do to win,” he said. Thanos could still remember when he’d fought so carefully that he hadn’t killed his opponents, and he’d fought with honor. Those times seemed a long time ago now. “We’re keeping our families and friends safe. We’re saving the people of Haylon, and the Empire.”
He saw the warriors nod, and then they were away among the houses again, running in front of the advancing forces. 
That was the worrying part in all of this. They were giving up ground with every encounter, unable to stand and fight in the face of so many opponents. Even when Thanos spun again, knocking aside a spear so that he could thrust his sword deep into its wielder, it was only so that he could set off running again, pulling back to the next position among the houses, and the next.
It seemed less like fighting to win than simply to hold off defeat for as long as possible.
Thanos was behind a barricade deeper in the city when a messenger came running up, bursting out of a nearby doorway. Thanos almost skewered him on instinct, but managed to pull back in time.
“Akila says that it’s time for the last people to pull back from the city. One of the beaches on the far side of the island has fallen, and we need everyone to reinforce the passes.”
Thanos nodded, trying to hide his disappointment at those words. He’d known that this was inevitable ever since Felldust’s forces had torn open the harbor gates, but he’d dared to hope that it was because they’d committed everything to that attack. If they were able to take beaches across the island as well, things were worse than he’d thought.
“Pull back to the hills!” he yelled, and the men around him looked surprised for a moment, before taking off through the city in the direction of the mountain passes. General Haven’s men did it as quickly as the men from Haylon, obviously having come to know the mountains over their time fighting there. Lord West’s former men followed along, obviously taking their lead from Thanos. He just hoped that he wasn’t leading them to their deaths.
They reached the rock walls and passes on the edge of the city. There were men there waiting with sledgehammers by great wooden wedges. Thanos guessed that when they drove them in, the rock walls around would come down, forming a natural wall. Thanos also guessed that unless they’d judged it very well, the men were risking being buried when the rocks came down. They were giving their lives to slow the advance.
Thanos couldn’t let them do it alone.
He grabbed one of the hammers, ignoring the man’s look of shock as he watched the troops with him filter through the gap. More of Haylon’s warriors came, and more still, but now Thanos could see Felldust’s men following close behind.
He found himself thinking of Ceres then. He hoped that she was doing better in her search than they were doing on the island. He’d wanted so much with her, and if he died here, that could never happen, but he couldn’t stand by and let these men do this alone.
“We need to do it,” one of the men there said.
Thanos shook his head. “Not yet. There are still men to come.”
“But if Felldust’s men get through…”
“Not yet,” Thanos repeated.
The warriors kept coming, and Thanos let through as many of his own people as he could. When the first of Felldust’s warriors came at him, Thanos parried the blow with the haft of his sledgehammer, then struck back, feeling ribs give way under the strike. Another came forward, and Haven was there, cutting the man down.
“This is not the place for you, my prince,” he said.
“I thought you said I wasn’t your prince,” Thanos pointed out.
He heard the other man sigh. “You’re not, but you’re right. I came to this island to be a butcher. Time to be something more.”
He nodded, and Thanos felt strong hands closing over his arms. A pair of the Empire’s soldiers pulled him back, while Haven took up the hammer Thanos had held.
“Haven, don’t do this,” Thanos said.
It was too late though. The old general was already swinging the hammer, alongside the few chosen men of Haylon. He swung it with all the strength of a much younger man, blows striking home on the wedge as above him, the rocks creaked.
When they gave way, it was like thunder, the whole world seeming to disappear under the falling rain of rocks. General Haven disappeared under that avalanche, leaving nothing but a solid wall of boulders.
Thanos stared at the pile in awe.
Even so, he knew it had only bought them a little time.
Haylon was lost.
He only hoped that things were easier for Ceres.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Ceres looked up from the pit, to the ring of half-dead sorcerers who surrounded it, and she tried to hide her fear. She managed to summon defiance as she watched them gather, clutching the hilts of her twin swords, waiting for them. She would not
let them see her scared down here.
“You could have freed us,” their leader said in a voice like old paper.
“Freed you to destroy things,” Ceres called back. “Never.”
“Then we’ll take your blood, and be what we were for a while at least.”
Ceres stood there, waiting for them. Which of them would attack first? Would they just fire their magic down into the pit and destroy her? No, they couldn’t, could they? Not when they needed her blood. An idea came to her then. A way she might actually get out of this pit. It would be dangerous though. Very dangerous.
“Do you think I’m scared of you?” Ceres demanded. “I’ve fought in pits before. Come on, all of you.”
This wouldn’t work unless they all came at her. Even so, it was terrifying as they dropped in silence, landing on the hard stone of the pit and hurrying forward to attack her.
Ceres cut and moved. There was so little room in the pit to fight that the danger was that she would be swarmed. She cut off a hand that grabbed at her, ducked under the swipe of claws aimed at her throat. She felt the scrape of a hand on her side and kicked out, knocking one of the sorcerers back.
They weren’t as strong as they had been. Ceres guessed that they’d used more power than they wanted, throwing magic after her. She kept cutting, kept dodging within the pit while she waited for the moment when some of them would line up the way she wanted.
Ceres saw it, and she didn’t hesitate. She might not have the superior strength and speed that came from her blood, but she was still fast and strong enough for this. She cut one down to its knees in front of her, threw her swords out of the pit, and then used the sorcerer’s back as a springboard as it was still recovering. She leapt up onto the shoulders of the next enemy and then jumped with all she had for the lip of the pit. If she got this wrong, she had just thrown away the only weapons she had to protect herself.
She slammed against the rock of the pit’s wall, her hands catching on the lip as she struggled to pull herself up. Ceres felt something grabbing at her leg, and kicked back on instinct, feeling the crunch of bone as she connected with a sorcerer’s skull. That push was all she needed to set her climbing, and quickly, Ceres pulled herself up over the rim of the pit she’d fallen into.
She snatched up her blades and stood as the sorcerers shrieked their anger.
“We will follow!” they promised.
One roared in anger then, throwing magic her way. Ceres dodged aside, but it was as if that was the signal for the others to strike as well. Flames and lightning followed her as she ran from the room that contained the pit, and around her, Ceres heard the walls rumbling. Small rocks started to fall, then bigger ones.
Ceres ran on desperately, while rocks fell around her, ricocheting as they struck the floor and rolling in the case of the bigger pieces. She flung herself forward, and stood to find that the tunnel behind her was now blocked.
Would it stop the former sorcerers? Probably not forever. If they couldn’t die, then they would eventually be able to break through, but that wasn’t the same thing as being able to chase after Ceres now. For now, at least, she was safe.
She continued through the tunnels, not knowing which way to go, but trusting to instinct in the soft glow of the cave light. Ahead, Ceres could see it opening out into a broader cavern with stalactites hanging down from the ceiling. There was also the sound of water there, and Ceres was surprised to see a broad stream running through the middle of it.
More than that, there was a small landing post with a flat-bottomed boat tied to it. Ceres guessed that the boat had been there for more years than she wanted to think about, but somehow it still looked strong. Downstream, Ceres could see a light that wasn’t present in the rest of the caves, and somehow she knew it would be what she needed to head toward.
She got in the boat, untying it and letting the current carry it along. The water lapped at the side of the small vessel, and Ceres could feel anticipation building in her as it went forward. On another occasion, she might have been worried by a current such as this one, thinking that it might lead to a weir, or worse, to a waterfall. Now, however, it felt as though the current was a deliberate thing, designed to carry her to her goal. 
The boat passed through a tunnel narrow enough that Ceres could have touched the walls on either side. There was light ahead, bright after the half-light of the caves. The tunnel gave way to a space that was not rock, not stone. Instead, in a space where there should have been just another cavern, Ceres found herself floating through a patch of idyllic countryside. 
Ceres recognized the work of the Ancient Ones instantly. Only they might have done something like this. Perhaps the sorcerers might have found the power for an illusion, but this felt real; it even smelled of fresh grass and dew drops. The boat bumped against the bank and Ceres saw a wide meadow ahead, filled with wildflowers whose scent was sweet and delicate. Some of them seemed to move with her as she passed, and Ceres felt the brush of thorns against her leg, drawing blood in a sharp sting of pain.
They pulled back after that, though. Apparently, whatever defenses were there, they weren’t meant to keep her out. 
It took Ceres a moment to realize that there were two strange things about the place she was walking through. Well, stranger than a patch of countryside in the middle of a cavern complex was in the first place.
One strange thing was the way the visions of the past seemed to have stopped. In the caverns above, they had flickered in and out of existence, showing the final attack by the Ancient Ones on the sorcerers’ home. Here, the world didn’t seem to be caught halfway between two points. Here, it was as peaceful as it was fixed, without the constant shifts that the rest of the place experienced. 
The second strange thing was the dome of light that rose up in the heart of it all, shining golden against the greenery of the rest of it. It was the size of a large house, or the tent of some nomad lord, yet it seemed to be composed almost entirely of energy. Looking at it, she thought at first the dome might have been a shield or a wall, but somehow Ceres knew it was more than that. It was a living place, a home.
It was also, she guessed, the place where whatever she sought might be found. For almost the first time since she’d set foot in the sorcerers’ home, Ceres dared to feel a flicker of hope. Perhaps this was the place where she would recover her powers.
Perhaps she would be able to help save Haylon after all.
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
As she sailed in the direction of Felldust’s Bone Coast, Jeva suffered the strangest sensation of her life: she worried that she was going to die. 
It was a new sensation for her. It wasn’t something that her people were used to experiencing. It certainly wasn’t something that she’d ever wanted. It probably amounted to a kind of heresy, floating along, seeing the possibility of joining with the waiting dead and actually worrying about it. Her kind embraced death, even welcomed it as a chance to finally be one with the great wash of their ancestors. They did not fear the risk of it.
Yet that was exactly what Jeva was feeling now, as she saw the faint line of Felldust’s shore appearing on the horizon. She feared the thought of being cut down for what she had to say. She feared being sent to join those ancestors, rather than being able to help on Haylon. She wondered what had changed.
The answer to that was easy enough: Thanos.
Jeva found herself thinking of him as she sailed toward land, watching the seabirds that gathered in floating flocks as they waited for their next chance at food. Before she had met him, she had been… well, perhaps not the same as all her people, because most of them didn’t feel the need to wander all the way to Port Leeward and beyond. Even so, she had felt the same as them, been the same as them. She certainly didn’t feel fear.
It wasn’t fear for herself, exactly, although she knew perfectly well that her own life was at stake. She was more worried about what would happen to those left on Haylon if she didn’t make it back; to Thanos.
That was another kind of heresy. The living didn’t matter except as far as they were useful to fulfill the wishes of the dead. If a whole island of people died at the hands of an invader, that was a glorious honor for them, not something to treat as an impending disaster. All that mattered in life was fulfilling the wishes of the dead and achieving an end for oneself that was suitably glorious. The speakers of the dead had made that clear. Jeva had even heard the whispers of the dead herself, when the smoke rose from the seeing pyres.
She sailed on, ignoring that, feeling the pull of the waves against the tiller as she kept her small boat on course for her home. Now she found herself hearing other voices, arguing for compassion, for saving Haylon, for helping Thanos. 
She had seen him risk his own life to help others for no good reason that Jeva could see. When she had been tied to a Felldust ship like a figurehead, waiting to be flayed, he had come to rescue her. When they had fought side by side, his shield had been her shield in a way never seen with her people.
She had seen in Thanos something to admire. Maybe more than admire. She had seen someone who was in the world to do the best that they could there, not just to find the most perfect way of exiting it. The new voices Jeva was hearing told her that this was the way she ought to live, and that going to help Haylon was a part of it. 
The trouble was that Jeva knew these only came from within herself. She shouldn’t have been listening to them so strongly. Her people certainly wouldn’t.
“What’s left of them,” Jeva said, the wind carrying her words away.
Her tribe’s village was gone. Now she was going to go to another gathering place and ask another clutch of her people for their lives. Jeva looked up at the way the wind billowed the small sail of her boat, out at the play of foam over the ocean; anything to keep from thinking about what she would have to do to make that happen. Even so, the words came up, as inescapable as the end of life.
She would have to claim to speak for the dead.
It had taken the words of the dead to get them to Delos, although Jeva and Thanos had not claimed to speak for them with that. But Jeva couldn’t just leave this to the speakers with this. There was too much of a chance that they would say no, and then what would happen?
The death of her friend. She couldn’t allow that. Even if it meant doing the unthinkable.
Jeva guided her boat closer to shore, working her way in between the rocks and the wrecks that had foundered on them. This wasn’t the beach nearest her old home, but a place a little further along the coast, in another of the great gathering places. They had still managed to pick the wrecks clean, though. Jeva smiled at that, taking a little pride in it.
Boats came out onto the water to meet her. Mostly, these were light things, canoes with outriggers, designed to intercept what was obviously not one of the Bone Folk’s craft. If Jeva had not obviously been one of them, she might have found herself fighting for her life then. Instead, they crowded around, laughing and joking the way they never did around strangers.
“A beautiful boat, sister. How many men did you kill for it?”
“Kill?” another said. “They probably went to the dead at the sight of her from fear!”
“They’d go to the dead at the sight of your ugliness,” Jeva shot back, and the men laughed with her. It was how things were done here.
How things were done mattered. Her people might seem strange to outsiders, but they had their own rules, their own standards of behavior. Now, Jeva was going to go to them, and if she claimed to speak for the dead, then she would be breaking the most fundamental of those rules. She could be cut off from the communion of the dead for breaking it, slain without her ashes being mingled with the pyres to be consumed.
She brought her boat in to the shoreline, jumping from it and pulling it up onto the beach. There were more of her folk waiting there. A girl ran to her with a funerary urn, offering her a pinch of the village’s ashes. Jeva took it, tasting it. Symbolically, she was one of the village now, a part of their communion with their ancestors.
“Welcome, priestess,” one of the men on the beach said. He was an old man with papery skin, but he still deferred to Jeva because of the markings that proclaimed she had undergone the rites. “What brings a speaker of the dead to our shores?”
Jeva stood there, considering her answer. It would have been so easy then to claim that she spoke for those who were gone. She had seen her share of visions; when she’d been a girl, there were those who had thought that she would be a great speaker for the dead. One of the older speakers had proclaimed as much, saying that she would speak words that would shake her whole people. 
If she claimed that the dead had called her there, and required her people to fight for Haylon, they might believe it without argument. They might obey her borrowed authority as they obeyed so little else. 
If she did, she might actually be able to save Haylon. There might be a chance that her people would be enough to break the attack by Felldust’s fleet. They might be able to buy the defenders time, at least. If she lied.
Jeva couldn’t do it though. It wasn’t just the lie at the heart of it, although the fact that she was considering it horrified her. It wasn’t even the fact that it went against everything her people felt about the world. No, it was the fact that Thanos wouldn’t have wanted her to do it that way. He wouldn’t have wanted her to trick people to their deaths, or to force them to face up to the might of Felldust without knowing the truth of why they were going.
“Priestess?” the old man asked. “Are you here to speak for the dead?”
What would he do then? Jeva already had an answer to that, forged from the last time he’d been to her folk’s lands. Forged from everything he’d done since.
“No,” she said. “I am not here to speak for the dead. I am Jeva, and today I wish to speak for the living.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Irrien walked the fields of the dead, looking around at the slaughter his armies had wrought without any of the satisfaction that normally came from doing it. Around him, the men of the North lay dead or dying, crushed by his armies, slaughtered by his hunters. Irrien should have felt triumph in that moment. He should have felt joy in the scale of it, or power at seeing his enemies slain.
Instead, he felt as though he had been robbed of true victory.
A man in the shining armor of his foes groaned in the mud, trying to cling to life despite the wounds that had been torn in him. Irrien lifted a spear from another nearby corpse and thrust it through him. Even killing a weakling like that did nothing to lift his mood. 
The truth was that it had been too easy. There had been too few enemies there to make this a fight worth having. They had raged across the North, cutting through the villages and the small castles, ripping through even Lord West’s former fortress. In each place, they’d found empty dwellings and emptier castles, rooms people had abandoned in time to escape from the horde that had been descending on them.
That wasn’t just frustrating because it meant that he couldn’t have the meaningful victories he’d planned on. It was frustrating because it meant that his enemies were still out there. Irrien knew where, too, because the coward who’d stayed behind in Lord West’s castle had told him: they were on Haylon, reinforcing the island he’d only sent part of his forces to conquer.
That made every moment Irrien spent here feel as though he was chafing at the bit. Yet there were things that needed to be done here. He looked around to watch as his men worked alongside gangs of freshly taken slaves to tear down one of the castles that seemed to spring up here like mushrooms after rain. Irrien wouldn’t leave such things unoccupied behind him, because that would mean giving his foes a place to gather.
More than that, his men seemed satisfied enough with the easy victory. Irrien could see the ones who hadn’t been assigned to work gangs lazing in the sun, gambling with looted coins or tormenting prisoners they’d snatched for their amusement.
The usual hangers-on were there, of course. Someone had set up a slavers’ camp at the edge of the army like its shadow, with its carts and its cages quickly filling up. There was a clear space in the middle where the slavers haggled over the best and the most beautiful, although the truth was that they took what the soldiers were prepared to sell them. The men there were scavengers, not warriors in their own right.
Then there were the death priests. They had set up their altar in the middle of the battlefield, as they so often did. Now, soldiers were bringing them the wounded enemies they found, dragging them over to the stone slab to have their throats cut or their hearts cut out. Their blood ran, and Irrien imagined that the priests’ gods were probably pleased by the whole thing. Certainly, the priests seemed to think so, exhorting the faithful to submit themselves completely to death, as it was the only way to earn its favor.
One man actually seemed to take them seriously. He’d obviously suffered wounds in the battle, ones serious enough that he needed his comrades’ help to get to the slab. Irrien watched as he clambered up on top of it, exposing his chest so that the priests could stab into it with a knife of dark obsidian.
Irrien spat at the weakness of a man who would not fight his way back from his injuries. After all, Irrien was not letting his old wounds slow him, was he? His shoulder hurt with every movement, but he was not offering himself as a sacrifice to keep death at bay for others. In his experience, the only thing that kept death at bay was being the stronger of two warriors. Strength meant that you got to live. Strength meant that you could take what you wanted, be it a man’s lands, or life, or women.
Briefly, Irrien wondered what the priests’ gods of death would think of him. He didn’t worship them except for the effect it had in bringing his men together. He wasn’t even sure if such things existed, except as a way for priests who couldn’t control men with their own strength to have power.
He imagined such things counted against him with any gods there were, yet hadn’t Irrien sent more men, women, and children to their graves than anyone? Hadn’t he given them their sacrifices, promoted their priesthood, and made this into a world they would approve of? Irrien might not have done it for them, but he had done it, nonetheless.
He stood and listened for a moment to the priest speaking.
“Brothers! Sisters! Today is a great victory. Today, we have sent many through the black door to the world beyond. Today, we have sated the gods, so that we are not chosen by them tomorrow. Today’s victory—”
“It was not a victory,” Irrien said, and his voice carried effortlessly over that of the priest. “For there to be a victory, there must be a fight worth having. Is taking empty homes a victory? Is slaughtering fools who stayed behind when others had the sense to run?” Irrien looked around at them. “We have killed today, and that is good, but there is far more to be done. Today, we will finish things here. We will tear down their castles and give their families to the slavers. Tomorrow, though, we will go to the place where there is a victory to be won. To the place all their warriors have gone ahead of us. We will go to Haylon!”
He heard his men cheer at that, their lust for battle reignited by the killing. He turned to the priest there.
“What do you say? Is it the will of the gods?”
The priest didn’t hesitate. He took his knife and sliced open the dead man on the altar, pulling out his entrails to read them. 
“It is, Lord Irrien. Their will follows yours in this! Irrien! Ir-ri-en!”
“Ir-ri-en!” the soldiers chanted.
The man knew his place, then. Irrien smiled and set off into the crowd. He wasn’t surprised when a robed figure slipped into the space beside him, matching his step. Irrien drew a dagger, not knowing if he would need it.
“You have been quiet since we last talked, N’cho,” Irrien said. “I do not like to be kept waiting.”
The assassin bowed his head. “I have been researching what you required of me, First Stone, asking my fellow priests, reading forbidden scrolls, torturing those who would not speak.”
Irrien was sure that the leader of the Dozen Deaths had enjoyed himself immensely. Of all of them, N’cho had been the only one to survive attacking him. Irrien was starting to wonder if that had been the right choice to make.
“You heard what I told the men,” Irrien said. “We are going to Haylon. That means going up against the child of the Ancient Ones. Do you have a solution for me, or should I drag you back to be the next sacrifice?”
He saw the other man shake his head. “Alas, the gods are not so eager to meet me, First Stone.”
Irrien narrowed his eyes. “Meaning?”
N’cho stepped back. “I believe that I have found what you require.”
Irrien gestured for the other man to go with him, leading the way back to his tent. At a look from him, the guards and the slaves there left in a hurry, leaving the two of them alone.
“What have you found?” Irrien asked.
“There were… creatures employed in the war against the Ancient Ones,” N’cho said.
“Such things would be long dead,” Irrien pointed out.
N’cho shook his head. “They can still be summoned, and I believe I have found a spot to summon one. It will take many deaths, though.”
Irrien laughed at that. It was a small price to pay for Ceres’s life.
“Death,” he said, “is always the easiest thing to arrange.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Stephania watched Captain Kang sleep with a look of disgust that seeped deep down into her soul. The bulky form of the captain shifted as he snored, and Stephania had to shift back as he reached for her in his sleep. He’d done more than enough of that while waking.
Stephania had never had a problem with taking lovers to bend them to her will. It was what she was planning to do with the Second Stone, after all. Yet Kang had been far from a gentle man, and he’d seemed to take delight in finding new ways to humiliate Stephania on the way over. He’d treated her like the slave she’d briefly been with Irrien, and Stephania had sworn to herself that she would never be that again.
Then she’d heard the whispers among the crew: that perhaps she wouldn’t be arriving safe after all. That maybe the captain would take all she’d given and sell her into slavery anyway at the end of it. That at the very least, he would share the bounty by giving her to them. 
Stephania wouldn’t allow that. She would rather die than that, but it was much easier to kill instead.
She slipped from the bed silently, looking out of one of the small windows of the captain’s cabin. Port Leeward lay just a little way away, dust falling over it from the cliffs above even in the half-light of dawn. It was an ugly city, worn and cramped, and even from here Stephania could tell that it would be a place of violence. Kang had said that he didn’t dare to go in at night. 
Stephania had guessed that had just been an excuse to use her one more time, but maybe it was more than that. The slave markets wouldn’t be open in the dark, after all.
She made a decision and dressed quietly, wrapping herself up in her cloak and reaching into its folds. She drew out a bottle and some thread, moving with the care of someone who knew exactly what she was holding. If she made a mistake now, she was dead, either from the poison, or when Kang woke.
Stephania positioned herself over the bed, lining the thread up with Kang’s mouth as best she could. He shifted and turned in his sleep, and Stephania went with him, being careful not to touch him. If he woke now, she was well within striking distance.
She dripped the poison along the thread, keeping her concentration as Kang murmured something in his sleep. One drop trickled down toward his lips, then a second. Stephania prepared herself for the moment when he would gasp and die, the poison claiming him.
Instead, his eyes snapped open, staring up at Stephania for a moment in incomprehension, then anger.
“Whore! Slave! You’ll die for this.”
In an instant, he was up on top of Stephania, pressing her down against the bed. He struck her once, and then she felt the crushing pressure of his hands fastening on her throat. Stephania gasped as she felt her breath cut off, thrashing around as she tried to get him off her.
For his part, Kang bore down with all his great bulk, pinning Stephania beneath him. She fought and he just laughed, continuing to strangle her. He was still laughing when Stephania drew a knife from inside her cloak and stabbed him. 
He gasped with the first thrust, but Stephania didn’t feel the pressure on her throat ease. Blackness started to come in at the edges of her vision, but she kept stabbing, thrusting mechanically on instinct, doing it blindly because now she couldn’t see anything beyond a faint haze.
The grip around her throat loosened, and Stephania felt Kang’s bulk collapse on her. 
It took far too long to fight her way out from beneath him, gasping for breath and trying to push her way back to consciousness. She all but fell from the bed, then stood, looking down at the ruin of Kang’s body in disgust.
She had to be practical. She’d done what she intended, however difficult it had proved to be. Now for the rest.
She quickly rearranged the sheets to make it look more like he was sleeping at first glance. She went through the cabin quickly, finding the small chest where Kang kept gold. Stephania slipped out onto the deck, her hood up as she made her way to the ship’s small landing boat at the stern.
Stephania stepped in, starting to work the pulleys to lower it. They creaked like a rusted gate, and from somewhere above her, she heard the shouts of sailors wanting to know what the noise was. Stephania didn’t hesitate. She drew a knife and started to saw at the rope holding the boat. It gave way and she plummeted the rest of the short distance to the waves.
Grabbing the oars, she started to row, heading for the harbor while behind her, the sailors realized that they had no way to follow her. Stephania rowed until she came up against the docks, then clambered up, not even bothering to tie the boat off. She wouldn’t be going back that way.
Felldust’s capital city was everything it had promised to be from the water. Dust fell on it in waves, while around her, figures moved through it with ominous intent. One closed on her, and Stephania flashed a knife until he backed off. 
She went deeper into the city. Stephania knew that Lucious had come here, and she wondered how he’d felt while he was doing it. Probably helpless, because Lucious didn’t know how to relate to people. He thought in terms of storming up to people and demanding, of threats and intimidation. He’d been a fool.
Stephania wasn’t a fool. She looked around until she found the people who would have real information: the beggars and the whores. She went to them with her stolen gold and she asked the same question, again and again.
“Tell me about Ulren.”
She asked it in alleys and she asked it in gambling houses where the stakes seemed to be blood as often as coin. She asked it in shops that sold layers of wraps against the dust and she asked it in the places where thieves gathered in the dark. 
She picked an inn and settled herself there, sending word out into the city that there was gold for those who would talk to her. They came, telling her snippets of history and rumor, gossip and secrets in a mixture Stephania was more than used to sorting through.
She wasn’t surprised when they came for her, two men and a woman, all in the wrappings the city used to keep off the dust, all wearing the emblem of the former Second Stone. They had the hard look of people used to violence, but that could have applied to almost anyone in Felldust. 
“You’ve been asking a lot of questions,” the woman said, leaning over the table. Close enough that Stephania could have put a knife in her easily. Close enough that they could have been confidantes sharing gossip at some courtly dance.
Stephania smiled. “I have.”
“Did you think that those questions wouldn’t attract attention? That the First Stone doesn’t have listeners in the shadows?”
Stephania laughed then. Did they think that she hadn’t considered the possibility of spies? She’d done more than that; she’d relied on it. She’d fished for answers in the city, but the truth of it was that she’d been fishing for attention as much as anything else. Any fool could walk up to a gate and be denied entry. A clever woman made it so that those within brought her inside.
After all, Stephania thought with more amusement, a woman should never be the one doing all the chasing in a romance.
“What’s so funny?” the woman demanded. “Are you mad, or just stupid? Who are you, anyway?”
Stephania pulled back her hood so that the other woman could see her features.
“I am Stephania,” she said. “Former bride of the heir to the Empire, former ruler of the Empire. I have survived the fall of Delos and Irrien’s best efforts to kill me. I think that your lord will want to talk to me, don’t you?”
She stood as the others looked at one another, obviously trying to decide what to do in the face of this. Finally, the woman made a decision.
“We bring her.”
They moved in on either side of Stephania, but she made a point of moving with them, so that it looked more like a noble escort than her being taken prisoner. She even reached out to rest her hand lightly on the woman’s arm, the way she might have with a companion walking around a garden.
They led the way across the city, and since it was one of the rare gaps in the dust storms off the cliffs, Stephania didn’t bother with the hood of her cloak. She let people see her, knowing that the rumors of who she was and where she was going would start. 
Of course, in spite of what she made it look like, this was still a long way from a pleasant stroll. These were still killers beside her, who wouldn’t hesitate to murder her if Stephania gave them a reason. As they came toward a large compound in the heart of the city, Stephania could feel the fear knotting in her stomach, pushed down only by her determination to do all the things she had come to Felldust for. She would have revenge on Irrien. She would get her son back from the sorcerer. 
They marched her through the compound, past the working slaves and the training warriors, past statues depicting Ulren in his youth, standing over the bodies of slain enemies. Stephania had no doubt that this was a dangerous man. To be second only to Irrien meant that he had fought his way to the top of one of the most dangerous places there was.
To lose here was to die, or worse than die, but Stephania didn’t intend to lose. She’d learned the lessons of the invasion, and even of her failure to control Irrien. This time, she had something to offer. Ulren wanted the same things that she did: power, and the death of the former First Stone.
Stephania had heard of people basing marriages on worse things.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Ceres stepped from the small boat onto the bank, in awe of the fact that a place like this could exist somewhere underground. She knew that the powers of the Ancient Ones were involved, but she couldn’t see why they would do this. Why make a garden in the middle of a nightmare?
 Of course, from the little she’d seen of the Ancient Ones, the fact that there was a nightmare might be a sufficient reason for the garden.
Then there was the dome, which seemed to be composed of pure golden light. Ceres walked closer to it. If there was an answer to be found here, she was sure that it was somewhere inside that dome. 
There was a faint haze to the light, and inside, Ceres thought she could see a pair of figures. She just hoped they weren’t more of the half-dead sorcerers. Ceres wasn’t sure she had the strength to fight any more of them.
She pressed into the light, and Ceres couldn’t help bracing herself for some kind of shock or force designed to fling her back. Instead, there was just a moment of pressure, and then she was through it, inside the dome and looking around.
Here, it looked like the interior of some opulent room, with rugs and divans, statues and ornaments that seemed to hang from the interior of the dome. There were other things too: glassware and books that pointed to a sorcerer’s art.
Two figures stood at the heart of it. The man had the same look of grace and peace that Ceres had seen in her mother, and he wore the pale robes that she had seen in the memories of the Ancient Ones. The woman wore the darker robes of a sorcerer, but unlike the ones above, she still seemed young, not desiccated by time.
Looking at them, Ceres realized that they also had the faintly translucent look she’d seen in other parts of the complex, in the memories there.
“They aren’t real,” she said.
The man laughed at that. “Do you hear that, Lin? We aren’t real.”
The woman reached out to touch his arm. “It’s an understandable mistake to make. After all this time, I imagine we look mere shadows of what we were.”
That took Ceres a little aback. On impulse, she reached out for the man. She found that her hand passed straight through his chest. She realized what she’d just done.
“Sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be,” the man said. “I imagine it is a little disconcerting.”
“What are you?” she asked. “I saw the sorcerers above, and you aren’t like them, and you aren’t like the memories either, because those are just images.”
“We’re something… else,” the woman said. “I am Lin, and this is Alteus.”
“I’m Ceres.”
Ceres noted how close the two stood to one another; the way Lin’s hand lingered on Alteus’s shoulder. The two had the look of a couple very much in love. Would she and Thanos ever end up like that? Presumably not that transparent, though.
“The battle raged,” Alteus said, “and we couldn’t stop it. What the sorcerers planned was evil.”
“Some of your kind were no better,” Lin said with a faint smile, as if they’d had that conversation many times. “It happened so fast. The Ancient Ones imprisoned the sorcerers as they were, their magic blended past and future together, and Alteus and I…”
“You became something else,” Ceres finished. Sentient memories. Ghosts of the past who could touch one another if nothing else.
“I get the feeling you didn’t fight your way through everything above just to find out about us,” Alteus said.
Ceres swallowed. She hadn’t expected this. She’d expected an object, perhaps something like the point of connection holding the spells above together. Still, the Ancient One in front of her was right: she had come there for a reason.
“I have the blood of the Ancient Ones,” she said.
She saw Alteus nod. “I can see that.”
“But something is restricting her,” Lin said. “Limiting her.”
“Someone poisoned me,” Ceres said. “She took away my powers. My mother was able to restore them for a little while, but it didn’t last.”
“Daskalos’s poison,” Lin said, with a note of disgust. 
“An evil thing,” Alteus said. 
“But a thing that can be undone,” Lin added. She looked at Ceres. “If she is worthy of it. I’m sorry, but that is a lot of power for someone to have. We have seen what it can do.”
“And given what we are, it would take a lot to undo it,” Alteus said.
Lin reached out to touch his arm. “Maybe it’s time to see new things. We’ve been here hundreds of years. Even given the things we can create, maybe it’s time to see what is next.”
Ceres paused as she heard that, the implications of it sinking in.
“Wait, healing me would kill you?” She shook her head, but then thoughts of Thanos, and all the others on Haylon, interrupted. If she didn’t do this, they would die too. “I don’t know what to say,” she admitted. “I don’t want someone to die for me, but a lot of people will die if I don’t do this.”
She saw the two spirits look at one another.
“That’s a good start,” Alteus said. “It means that there is a reason for this. Tell us the rest. Tell us everything that led up to this.”
Ceres did her best. She explained all about the rebellion, and the war. About the invasion that had followed and her inability to stop it. About the attack on Haylon that was, even then, putting everyone she loved at risk.
“I understand,” Lin said, reaching out to touch Ceres. To Ceres’s surprise, there was a sensation of pressure there. “It reminds me a little of our war.”
“The past proceeds in echoes of itself,” Alteus said. “But there are some echoes that can’t be repeated. We need to know if she understands.”
Ceres saw Lin nod.
“That’s true,” the ghost said. “So, a question for you, Ceres. Let’s see if you understand. Why is this still here? Why are the sorcerers trapped like this? Why didn’t the Ancient Ones destroy them?”
The question had the feel of a test, and Ceres got the feeling that if she couldn’t give a good answer to it, she wouldn’t receive help from these two. Given what they’d said it might cost them, Ceres was astonished that they were considering it at all.
“Could the Ancient Ones have destroyed them?” Ceres asked.
Alteus paused for a moment, and then nodded. “It wasn’t that. Think about the world.”
Ceres thought. She thought about the effects of the war. About the blasted wastes of Felldust and the wreckage of the island above her. About how few of the Ancient Ones were left in the world. About the invasions, and the people who had died fighting the Empire. 
“I think you didn’t destroy them because of what it would take to do it,” Ceres said. “What’s the point of winning if there’s nothing left after you do it?” She guessed that it was more than that, though. “I was part of a rebellion. We fought against something that was large, and evil, and made people’s lives worse, but how many people have died now? You can’t solve something by just slaughtering everyone.”
She saw Lin and Alteus look at one another then. They nodded.
“We allowed the sorcerers’ rebellion at first,” Alteus said. “We thought it would amount to nothing. Then it grew, and we fought, but in fighting it, we did as much damage as they did. We had the power to wreck whole landscapes, and we used it. Oh, how we used it.”
“You have seen the things done to this island,” Lin said. When I heal you, if I heal you, you will have that kind of power. What will you do with it, Ceres?”
There was a time when the answer would have been simple. She would have brought down the Empire. She would have destroyed the nobles. Now, she just wanted people to be able to live their lives safely and happily; it didn’t seem like too much to ask.
“I just want to save the people I love,” she said. “I don’t want to destroy anyone. I just… I think I might have to. I hate that, I just want peace.”
Even Ceres was a little surprised by that. She didn’t want more violence. She simply had to do it to prevent innocent people being slaughtered. That earned her another nod.
“A good answer,” Lin said. “Come here.”
The former sorcerer went among the glass vials and the alchemical equipment that seemed to exist in illusory form. She moved among it, blending things and shifting things. Alteus went with her, and the two of them appeared to work in the kind of harmony that could only come over many years. They poured solutions into new containers, added ingredients, consulted books. 
Ceres stood there to watch them, and she had to admit that she didn’t understand half of what they were doing. When they stood in front of her with a glass vial, it almost didn’t seem enough.
“Drink this,” Lin said. She held it out to Ceres, and although it all seemed insubstantial, when Ceres took it, her hand met solid glass. She held it up, seeing the sparkle of golden liquid that matched the hue of the dome around her.
Ceres drank it, and it tasted like drinking starlight. 
It seemed to wash through her then, and she could feel its progress in the relaxation of her muscles, and the easing of pains she hadn’t known were there. She could feel something growing inside her too, spreading out like a system of roots running through her body as the channels along which her power had run regrew.
When it was done, Ceres felt better than she had since before the invasion. It felt like a deep sense of peace spreading through her. 
“Is it done?” Ceres asked.
Alteus and Lin took one another’s hands. 
“Not quite,” Alteus said.
The dome around Ceres seemed to collapse inward, the contents disappearing as they turned into pure light. That light gathered on the spot where the Ancient One and the Sorceress stood, until Ceres couldn’t make them out in it. 
“It will be interesting to see what happens next,” Lin said. “Goodbye, Ceres.”
The light burst toward her, filling Ceres, brimming through the channels of her body like water along freshly built aqueducts. It filled her, and it kept filling her, pouring in so that it seemed that there was more power resting within Ceres than there had ever been before. For the first time, she understood the true depths of the Ancient Ones’ powers.
She stood there, pulsing with power, and she knew the time had come.
It was time for war.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Jeva could feel the tension growing with every step as she made her way up toward the meeting hall. The people of the gathering place stared at her the way she would have expected people outside their lands to stare at one of their kind: as if she were something strange, different, even dangerous. It wasn’t a sensation Jeva liked.
Was it just that they didn’t see many with the markings of priestesses here, or was it something more? It wasn’t until the first insults and accusations came from the gathering crowd that Jeva started to understand.
“Betrayer!”
“You took your tribe to the slaughter!”
A young man stepped out from the crowd with that swagger that only young men could manage. He strode as if he owned the path leading up to the house of the dead. When Jeva moved to step around him, he went to block her.
Jeva should have struck him just for that, but she was there for more important things.
“Step aside,” she said. “I’m not here for violence.”
“Have you forgotten the ways of our people that completely?” he demanded. “You dragged your tribe to die in Delos. How many came back?”
Jeva could hear the anger there. The kind of anger that even her people felt when they lost someone close to them. Telling him that they had gone to the ancestors and that he should be happy would do no good. In any case, Jeva wasn’t even sure that she believed that right then. She had seen the pointless deaths of the war.
“But you came back,” the young man said. “You destroyed one of our tribes, and you came back, you coward!”
On another day, Jeva would have killed him for that, but the truth was that the mewling of an idiot didn’t matter, not compared to everything else that was going on. She moved to step around him again.
Jeva paused as he drew a knife.
“You don’t want to do this, boy,” she said.
“Don’t tell me what I want!” he screamed, and lunged at her. 
Jeva reacted on instinct, swaying out of the way of the blow, while she lashed out with her bladed chains. One wrapped around his neck, wrenching as she moved with the speed of long practice. Blood sprayed as the young man clutched at the wound, collapsing to his knees.
“Damn you,” Jeva said softly. “Why did you make me do it, you idiot?”
There was no answer, of course. There was never any answer. Jeva whispered the words of a prayer for the dead over the young man and then stood, lifting him. Other villagers followed her as she continued on her way, and Jeva could feel the tension there now where there had been jokes before. They followed her close as an honor guard, or the escort of a prisoner to her execution.
When she reached the House of the Dead, the elders of the village were already waiting for her. Jeva padded in on bare feet, kneeling before the endlessly burning pyre and tumbling her attacker’s body into it. She stood there as it started to burn, looking around at the people she had come to convince.
“You come here with blood on your hands,” a Speaker of the Dead said, stepping forward with his robes swirling. “The dead told us that someone would come, but not that it would happen like this.”
Jeva looked at him, wondering if it was true. There had been a time when she wouldn’t have questioned it. 
“He struck at me,” Jeva said. “He was not as fast as he thought.”
The others there nodded. Such things could happen, in these harshest parts of the world. Jeva let none of the guilt she felt show on her face.
“You have come to ask us something,” the Speaker said. 
Jeva nodded. “I have.”
“Then ask.”
Jeva stood there, collecting her thoughts. “I ask for aid for the island of Haylon. A great fleet attacks it, on the orders of the First Stone. I believe that our people can make a difference.”
Voices called out then, speaking at once. There were questions and demands, accusations and opinions, all seeming to blur together.
“She wants us to go to die for her.”
“We’ve heard this before!”
“Why fight for people we don’t know?”
Jeva stood there, letting all of it wash over her. If this went wrong, there was every chance that she wouldn’t be walking out of this room. Given who she was, she should have felt a sense of peace at that, but she also found herself thinking about Thanos, who had saved her at risk to himself, and about all the people who were stuck on Haylon. They needed her to succeed.
“We should give her to the dead for all she’s done!” one called.
The Speaker of the Dead stepped next to Jeva then, holding up his hands for quiet. 
“We know what our sister is asking,” the Speaker said. “Now is not the time for talking. We are just the living. Now is the time to listen to the dead.”
He reached down to his belt, pulling out a pouch of the sacred powders mixed with the ashes of the ancestors. He threw it onto the pyre, and the flames leapt up.
“Breathe, sister,” the Speaker said. “Breathe and see.”
Jeva breathed in the smoke, taking it deep into her lungs. The flames danced in the pit below her, and for the first time in years, Jeva saw the dead.
It started with the spirit of the man she’d killed. It stood from his burning corpse, walking through the flames to her.
“You killed me,” he said in something like shock. “You killed me!”
He struck her then, and though the dead shouldn’t have been able to touch the living, Jeva still felt it as surely as if he’d slapped her while he was alive. He struck her, and then he stepped back, looking on expectantly.
The rest of the dead came to Jeva then, and they were no kinder than the young man she’d slain. They were all there: the people she’d killed by her own hand, the ones she’d led to their deaths on Haylon. They came to her one by one, and one by one, they struck out at Jeva, in blows that left her reeling, knocked her flat, reduced her to something holding herself on the ground.
It seemed to take forever before they stepped away from her, and Jeva was able to look up again. She found herself looking at Haylon, the island surrounded by ships, the battle raging. 
She saw the ships of the Bone Folk slam into those attackers, punching a hole through, their warriors spilling out onto the shore. She saw them fighting, and killing, and dying. Jeva saw them dying in numbers that she had only seen once before, in Delos.
“If you take them to Haylon, they will die,” a voice said, and that voice sounded as though it was composed of the voices of a thousand ancestors at once. “They will die as we died.”
“Will they win?” Jeva asked.
There was a brief pause before the voice answered that. “It is possible that the island might be saved.”
So it wouldn’t be an empty gesture. It wouldn’t be the same as on Delos. 
“It will be the end for our people,” the voice said. “Some will survive, but our tribes will not. Our ways will not. There will be so many more joining us, waiting for you in death.”
That brought a flash of fear to Jeva. She’d felt the anger of those who had died, felt their blows. Was it worth it? Could she do it to her whole people?
“And you would die,” the voice continued. “Announce this to our people, and you will die for it.”
Slowly, she started to come back to herself, finding herself on the floor before the pyre. Jeva put a hand to her face and it came away bloody, although she didn’t know if that was the strain of the vision or the violence of the dead. She forced herself to stand, looking out over the assembled crowd.
“Tell us what you saw, sister,” the Speaker of the Dead said.
Jeva stood there, looking at him, trying to gauge how much, if anything, he’d seen. Could she lie in this moment? Could she tell the assembled crowd that the dead were all in favor of the plan?
Jeva knew that she couldn’t lie like that, even for Thanos.
“I saw death,” she said. “Your death, my death. The death of our whole people if we do this.”
A murmur went around the room. Her people had no fear of death, but the destruction of their whole way of life was something else.
“You have asked me to speak for the dead,” Jeva said, “and they have said that in Haylon, victory would be bought with our people’s lives.” She took a breath, thinking about what Thanos would have done. “I don’t want to speak for the dead. I want to speak for the living.”
The murmurs changed tone, becoming more confused. Becoming angrier in some spaces too.
“I know what you think,” Jeva said. “You think I am speaking sacrilege. But there is a whole island of people out there that needs our help. I saw the dead, and they cursed me for their deaths. Do you know what that tells me? That life matters! That the lives of all those who will die if we don’t help matter. If we do not help, we allow evil to stand. We allow those who would live in peace to be slaughtered. I will stand against that, not because the dead require it, but because the living do!”
There was uproar then in the hall. The Speaker of the Dead looked at it all, then at Jeva. He pushed her toward the door. 
“You should go,” he said. “Go before they kill you for blasphemy.”
Jeva didn’t go, though. The dead had already told her that she would die for doing this. If that was the price of gaining help, she would pay it. She stood there as a point of silence in the middle of the arguments in the room. When a man ran at her, she kicked him back and kept standing. It was all she could do right then. She waited for the moment when one of them would finally kill her.
Jeva was quite confused when they didn’t. Instead, the noise in the room died down, and the people there stood in front of her, looking her way. One by one, they fell to their knees, and the Speaker of the Dead stepped forward.
“It seems that we will go with you to Haylon, sister.”
Jeva blinked. “I… don’t understand.”
She should have been dead then. The dead had told her that it was the sacrifice they wanted.
“Have you forgotten our ways so completely?” the priest said. “You have offered us a death worth having. Who are we to argue?”
Jeva fell to her knees with the others then. She didn’t know what to say. She’d been expecting death, and had life instead. Now, she just had to make it count for something.
“We’re coming, Thanos,” she promised.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Irrien ignored the pain of his wounds as he rode south along tracks already turned to mud by the passage of his army. He forced himself to stay tall in the saddle, not letting any of the agony he felt show. He didn’t slow or stop, in spite of the many cuts, the bandages and the stitches. The things that lay at the end of this journey were too important to delay.
His men journeyed with him, making the ride back to Delos even faster than they had pursued their assault on the North. Some of them were moving slower, shepherding lines of slaves or wagons of looted goods, but most rode with their lord, ready for the battles that were still to come.
“You had better be right about this,” Irrien snapped across to N’cho.
The assassin rode beside him with the seemingly infinite calm that he always projected, as if the rush of a horde of Irrien’s finest warriors behind him was nothing.
“When we reach Delos, you will see, First Stone.”
Reaching Delos did not take long, although by the time they did it, Irrien’s horse was breathing hard, its flanks lathered with sweat. He followed as N’cho led the way away from the road, into a space filled with ruins and gravestones. When he finally stopped, Irrien looked around, unimpressed.
“This is it?” he demanded.
“This is it,” N’cho assured him. “A space where the world is weak enough to summon… other things. Things that might kill an Ancient One.”
Irrien dismounted. He should have been able to do it with grace and ease, but the pain of his wounds meant that he hit the ground heavy-footed. It was a reminder of what the assassin and his colleagues had done to him, and one that N’cho would pay for if he couldn’t deliver on his promise.
“It looks like a simple graveyard,” Irrien snapped.
“It has been a place of death since the time of the Ancient Ones,” N’cho answered. “There has been so much death here that it has left the way on the cusp of opening. It merely requires the right words, the right symbols. And of course, the right sacrifices.”
Irrien should have guessed that part from a man who dressed like one of the death priests. Still, if this one could give him the means to kill the Ancient Ones’ child, it would be worth it.
“Slaves will be brought,” he promised. “But if you fail in this, you will join them in death.”
The scariest part of it was that the assassin didn’t react to that. He kept his equanimity while he paced to a spot that looked as though it had been the site of a mass grave, while he took out powders and potions from his robes, while he started to make markings on the ground. 
Irrien waited and watched, sitting in the shade of one of the tombs there and trying to disguise how much his body hurt after the long ride. He would have liked to have ridden into Delos then, to bathe and dress his wounds, perhaps to rest a little. But then his men would ask questions about why he wasn’t here, watching all that happened. It wouldn’t look strong.
So he sent men instead to fetch sacrifices, and a list of other things that N’cho said he required. It took more than an hour for anything to come back from the city, and even then, it was a stranger collection than anything he’d demanded. A dozen death priests came along with the slaves and the unguents, the candles and the braziers. 
Irrien saw N’cho smile at their presence, with a confidence that told Irrien that this was no trick.
“They want to see how this is done,” he said. “They want to see if it is even possible. They believe, but they don’t believe.”
“I will believe when I see some results,” Irrien said.
“Then you will have them, my lord,” the assassin replied.
He went back to the space he’d marked with the symbols of his craft, setting up candles and lighting them. He gestured for slaves to be brought forward, and one by one he tied them in place, affixing them to stakes around the rim of the circle he’d drawn, anointing them with oils that made them squirm and beg.
It was nothing compared to their screams as the assassin set them alight. Irrien could hear some of his men gasping at the casual brutality of it all, or complaining about the waste. Irrien just stood there. If this did not work, there would be more than enough time to kill N’cho later.
It did work, though, and in a way that Irrien couldn’t have predicted.
He saw N’cho step back from the circle, chanting. As he chanted, the ground within the circle seemed to crumble, giving way similar to how a sinkhole might have opened up in the dust wastes Irrien was used to. The screaming, flaming sacrifices tumbled into it, and still N’cho kept chanting. 
Irrien heard the creaking and the cracks as the tombs started to break open. A grave near the spot where Irrien was standing tore apart with a sound of ripping earth, and Irrien saw bones being pulled from it as if by a whirlpool, sucked in toward the hole in the ground and disappearing without a trace.
More followed, pouring in as if drawn to the space, hammering toward it with the speed of thrown javelins. Irrien saw one man impaled by a thigh bone, then carried forward into the pit. He shrieked as he fell, and then it was quiet.
For several seconds, everything was still. N’cho gestured for the death priests to come forward. They came, joining him, obviously wanting to see whatever he was doing. Irrien thought they were fools for it, putting their desire for power in front of everything else, even their survival.
Irrien guessed what was coming, even before a great, clawed hand reached out of the cavern that had opened up and snatched at one of them. The claws punched through the priest, then started to drag him down into the hole while he begged for mercy.
N’cho was there while the creature clawed at the dying man, wrapping a light silver chain around the creature’s limb as easily as if he were hobbling a horse. He handed the chain to a group of soldiers, who held onto it gingerly, as if expecting to be the next victims. 
“Pull,” he ordered. “Pull for your lives.”
The men looked over at Irrien, and Irrien nodded. If this cost a few lives, it would be worth it. He watched the men pull, straining the way they might while raising a heavy sail. They didn’t drag the beast from its cave, but they seemed to be able to persuade it to move.
The creature clambered from the hole on clawed legs. It was a thing with paper thin, leathery skin over bones that were longer than any man was tall. Some of those bones protruded through the skin in spikes and spines that were as long as spear heads. It stood as high as the side of a tall ship, looking powerful and impossible to stop. Its head was crocodilian and scaled, a single large eye looking out of the middle of its skull with a baleful yellow glare.
N’cho was there with more chains, running around it and handing them to more men, so that soon, an entire company of warriors held onto the beast for dear life. Even chained like that, the creature was terrifyingly dangerous. It seemed to exude a sense of death, the grass around it turning brown simply with its presence there.
Irrien stood. He didn’t draw his sword, but only because there was no point. How did you kill something that clearly wasn’t alive in any sense he understood? More to the point, why would he want to kill it, when it was exactly what he required to be able to deal with the defenders of Haylon, and the girl who was supposedly more dangerous than all of them?
“As promised, First Stone,” N’cho said, with a gesture like a slaver showing off a particularly expensive prize. “A creature more dangerous than any other.”
“Dangerous enough to kill an Ancient One?” Irrien demanded.
He saw the assassin nod like a bladesmith proud of his creation.
“This is a creature of pure death, First Stone,” he said. “It can kill anything that lives. I trust that is to your satisfaction?”
Irrien watched the men straining to contain it, trying to assess the sheer strength of the thing. He couldn’t imagine trying to fight it. He couldn’t imagine anyone surviving its assault. Briefly, that single eye met his, and the only impression Irrien had there was of hatred: a deep, abiding hatred of everything that lived.
“If you can put it back again afterwards,” Irrien said. “I have no wish to have that coming for me.”
N’cho nodded. “It is not a thing meant for this world, First Stone,” he said. “The power holding it together will burn out, given time.”
“Get it to the boats,” Irrien ordered. 
N’cho nodded, gesturing to the men, issuing orders about where to pull and how hard. Irrien saw the moment when one of the men misstepped, and the beast lashed out, tearing him in half.
Irrien wasn’t scared of much, but this thing did it. That was a good thing though. It meant that it was powerful. Powerful enough to slaughter his enemies.
Powerful enough to finish this, once and for all.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Stephania stood impatiently in a receiving chamber within Ulren’s vast home, keeping her features as perfectly expressionless as one of the statues there, regardless of the fear she felt then. There was fear, in spite of her planning for this moment, and in spite of everything she’d done to get there.
She knew from her attempt to seduce Irrien just how badly wrong this could go. One wrong step and she might end up dead, or worse, sold as some rich man’s prize. Hopefully, the former Second Stone would be easier to woo than the first.
The continued presence of the thugs who had brought her there did nothing to calm Stephania’s nerves. They did not talk to her or treat her with the deference that her position demanded. Instead, the two men stood by the door like jailers, while the woman had left, gone to tell Ulren that Stephania was there. 
Stephania spent her time working out the best way to present herself. She chose a spot where a couch sat in the middle of the floor, reclining on it elegantly, even seductively. She wanted to make it clear to Ulren from the first moments what she was there for.
When the Second Stone walked into his receiving room, with the female thug walking beside him, it was all Stephania could do to keep from standing and walking away. Keeping a smile on her face was even harder, but Stephania had plenty of practice when it came to disguising what she really felt.
The statues of Ulren might have shown a ruggedly attractive young man in his prime, but now the Second Stone was a long way from that. He was old. Worse than that, age had not been kind to him in its wrinkles and its liver spots, the thinning of his hair and the scars he had accumulated. This was the kind of man noble girls joked about the poorest among them having to marry for money, not someone Stephania should have been considering as a potential husband.
“First Stone Ulren,” Stephania said, smiling as she stood. “It is so good to finally meet you.”
She lied because something far more important than money was at stake. This man could give her back her kingdom. He could return to her what had been taken from her, and more.
“My servant tells me that you are Stephania, the noble who was briefly queen of the Empire,” Ulren said. “You planted rumors to attract my attention. Now you have it. I hope you don’t come to regret that.”
Stephania broadened her smile deliberately, reaching out to touch his arm. “How could I regret meeting the most powerful man in the world? Especially when I have a proposal for him?”
She watched Ulren’s face, trying to ignore the fact that it was hard to keep from picturing what it would be like having to bed him. That was a problem for another time, and in any case, Stephania would do what was necessary.
“What kind of proposal?” Ulren asked. Stephania could see him looking her up and down with the kind of hunger men always had when they looked at her. She hid her revulsion.
“A proposal,” Stephania said. “After all, who else is out there who would make a suitable husband for me?”
Ulren looked Stephania over again, then snapped his fingers. “Oh, I see. A noblewoman looking for sanctuary. Chain her, strip her, brand her, and leave her in my chambers. I’ll enjoy her a little before she goes to the slave block.”
Stephania saw the thugs step forward, and for a moment, her mind flashed back to all the ways Irrien had treated her. He’d been contemptuous of her too, but he had at least had the strength to claim her for himself, and this time, Stephania wasn’t caught in the middle of an invasion.
The woman moved toward her, chains in her hands in a way that said she’d been expecting this outcome, and with a smile that said she’d been looking forward to it. Stephania ignored her, walking toward the other guards instead.
“Don’t think you’re getting away,” the woman said.
The two guards moved to block Stephania’s exit. That brought them closer together, which was all Stephania had been waiting for. She lifted a hand, drawing a small fold of paper from inside her cloak, and blew.
Powder sprayed out, catching the thugs by surprise as it spread. Stephania held her breath to be safe, but there was no need to worry. The guards gasped as they breathed in the powder, struggling for their next breath as it filled their lungs. One scrabbled at his throat as if he could force it to open up. Another clutched at the wall to keep himself from falling.
Stephania ignored them, spinning back toward the woman with a knife in her hand. She rushed in, but the thug managed to knock aside her blow, knocking the blade from Stephania’s nerveless fingers. She hit out, and Stephania winced in pain.
It didn’t slow her, though. People made the mistake of thinking that because she was refined, she must be weak. Stephania stepped in close, striking the other woman with her forehead, then grabbing for the chains she held. 
Stephania spun behind her, drawing the chains tight across her throat and pulling with all the strength she had. She kicked the thug in the back of her knee, dragging her off balance and continuing to strangle her. Stephania waited until she went limp, then threw her down on the floor, unconscious. She locked the chains on her pointedly.
She stood in front of Ulren then, drawing a dagger. “Your people were careless, letting me in armed. I’m not as helpless as you thought.”
“I can see that,” Ulren said, and now Stephania could see a note of respect on his face. “You’re anything but helpless. Hmm…”
He was looking her up and down again. If he leapt at her, Stephania would stab him, and take her chances in trying to take his empire from him. It probably wouldn’t work, but she would not be a slave again.
“It seems I underestimated you,” Ulren said. “Tell me again why I should marry you.”
He said it as though he hadn’t just ordered her enslaved. Stephania swallowed her anger, just as she’d swallowed her disgust. If murdering two guards and strangling a third into a stupor was what it took to impress this man, so be it.
“You should marry me because I can give you the Empire,” Stephania said. 
“With what army?” Ulren countered. Of course he would think in those terms. Were all powerful men such fools?
“With your army,” Stephania said. “Which will be seen as liberators, since they will support a rightful queen. Which will have the support of the Empire’s people. Which will know every secret there. Think about it, Ulren. I know the Empire better than anyone.”
“It’s tempting,” he said.
“I also know Irrien,” Stephania went on. “I hear that you want him dead almost as much as me.”
She saw the shift in his expression then, and she knew that she had him. 
“He has weaknesses you don’t know about,” Stephania said. “Using them, we can kill him, and with me by your side, it will be obvious for us to command the Empire, as well as Felldust. Two countries, forming the greatest empire the world has seen.”
It was the same offer that she had made Irrien, but Stephania could see immediately that Ulren was not the same as the First Stone. Irrien had been so certain of his own power that Stephania’s efforts had bounced from him like stones from armor. Ulren was anything but certain of his position. 
“And in return for this you want marriage?” Ulren said. 
Stephania smiled. “There are those who would regard it as a bonus, not a price. Think about it, First Stone. How long has it been since a woman wanted to come to your bed? How long has it been since you gave up hope of a son to follow you? A dynasty to remember your name?”
Ulren didn’t need to know that Stephania’s chances of having children now were almost certainly gone, just as he didn’t need to see the obvious: that with a husband so old, it wouldn’t be long before Stephania ruled by herself. 
She could see his hunger for it, and when he caught her up in his arms, Stephania knew that she had him. 
“Very well,” Ulren said. “We will marry. I’ll have a priest brought. We will have to marry quickly.”
“Quickly, but as publicly as possible,” Stephania said. It would be necessary to have the biggest impact, but it also meant that Ulren wouldn’t be able to put her aside when it became inconvenient, the way Thanos had. “I think that we’re going to do great things together.”
Ulren kissed her then, and it was as terrible as Stephania could have imagined. She forced herself to think about how good revenge on Irrien would feel, and how much better it would be when she took her son back from Daskalos. 
For that, she could put up with almost anything.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Daskalos took a moment or two to bask in satisfaction as Telum stood within his home, sharpening a blade with the expertise of a well-trained warrior, not a boy only a few days old. He was a honed thing now. A deadly thing. Daskalos’s magic had failed so many times in this, but this time it had produced everything he could have hoped for.
In the space Daskalos’s power had created, the boy had grown into a young man, hardened by training, sharpened as much as the sword he held. He had as much strength as any man, and more skill. His whole life was dedicated to the purpose Daskalos had given him: to kill.
Daskalos had given him more than that. Magic rippled through the boy’s muscles, so that he would strike harder, heal faster. The blade he held was a thing of meteorite iron, carved with runes promising the death of its wielder’s foes. Daskalos had given his creation armor of living crystal, strong as steel and filled with magic.
“Are you ready to do what I have commanded?” Daskalos asked. “Are you ready to kill?”
Telum rose to stand before him. “Yes, Father.”
Daskalos nodded in satisfaction. He had seen too many attempts go wrong before this. He had watched boys twisted into dying, shapeless things. He had found some become physically perfect, only for their minds to be weak, or torn apart by the power running through them. With Telum, with his weapon, he had succeeded.
“There are people who need to die for the world to turn out as it should,” Daskalos said.
Telum bowed his head, obviously waiting for more.
Daskalos waved his hand, and an image of Thanos, the Empire’s former prince, stood before them. Daskalos watched Telum closely, still half convinced that the boy would recognize his sire and refuse to slay him.
Instead, his creation stalked around the image like a predator drinking in every possible weakness and angle of attack.
“Who is he?” Telum asked. “Where do I find him?”
“His name is Thanos,” Daskalos said. “He is helping to organize the defense of the island of Haylon. I have prepared a boat to get you there that will travel as fast as the wind itself.”
“What will his death do?” Telum asked.
Daskalos could have said that it didn’t matter, but they did call him the teacher, after all. So Daskalos explained.
“There is a woman who has just acquired great power,” Daskalos said. He conjured an image of Ceres. “That power is enough to change the world, in the right hands. She cares about this man. His death, her grief, will leave her weak, long enough for me to kill her and draw that power from her. When the time comes, you will have to slay her too.”
“Yes, Father,” Telum said with another nod. “I look forward to it.”
He sounded utterly unconcerned by the prospect of it all. So much so that Daskalos was actually a little worried. Had he created a fool who could not tell the worth of his enemies?
“Do not underestimate these foes,” Daskalos said. “They are dangerous. They have brought down the Empire. They have fought the most dangerous opponents.”
“Fighting dangerous opponents is my purpose,” Telum said, with a note of confidence Daskalos wasn’t sure he liked. He would not have his plans spoiled by his creation’s arrogance. 
To make certain of it, he stepped forward, staring the boy in the eyes, summoning the same powers he’d used to condition the child as he grew. Daskalos could snap the will of a lesser man or woman like this with ease, reducing them to a puppet. For now, though, he only had one command for his creation.
“Your role is to kill them. Your role is to help take power for me.”
“My role is to kill,” Telum said. “My role is to take power.”
That was enough to satisfy Daskalos. More than enough. He stepped back in satisfaction, ready to give Telum more instructions about when and how and where to kill his targets.
That was when the boy struck. 
He lunged forward, his blade slicing down at Daskalos’s leg, cutting it from under him. As Daskalos started to topple, Telum lifted him, poising him over a cluster of the crystal stalagmites rising from the floor and bringing him down hard. Daskalos felt them piercing him, felt them tear through flesh and break bones. He even saw the longest of them turned red by his blood where it protruded from his chest.
He wanted to lash out with magic then, but Telum was already dodging aside, and Daskalos didn’t have the strength to spare. The one bolt of power Daskalos threw flickered off the wall, arcing from crystal to crystal as it grounded itself.
“Betrayer,” Daskalos spat the boy’s way. “Traitor.”
He saw Telum shrug. 
“But not your puppet,” the boy said. 
“I created you for a purpose!” Daskalos said. His anger rose in him then as surely as the blood that was pumping out of his body. How could his creature, his son in all but name, have done this to him? Daskalos would have destroyed him then if he could have.
“You formed me to kill. You formed me to take power,” Telum said. “I will do those things. I will do what you commanded me to do, but after that, I will do what I want, and you will not stop me.”
“I will destroy you,” Daskalos promised. He looked at the stalagmite, ignoring the agony of it the way he had learned to ignore all pain over the long years he’d lived. “Do you think this will kill me? My life is hidden, you fool!”
He saw Telum stand there, his head cocked to one side.
“Things that are hidden can be found.”
Daskalos struggled at the stalagmite then, but Telum was already moving back into the caverns. The sorcerer sent a watching spell after him, and he saw Telum grin up at it as it went after him. The boy wanted him to see this.
“You made me,” Telum said. “Using your power, putting yourself into the magic. There is a connection there. I can feel it. You built me to take power? I will take power. You built me to kill? I will kill you. I will not be controlled!”
He sniffed the air like an animal searching after its prey, and Daskalos watched him as he went. The sorcerer worked harder, pulling himself from the crystals that trapped him little by little. Every movement was pain, but it was worse than that, because it meant that he needed so much of his power to keep healing his broken body that there was nothing left with which to destroy his “son.”
He saw Telum hunting, and the worst part was that he seemed to be going in the right direction. Daskalos had never told anyone where he had hidden his life. Never breathed a word of it to colleagues, or lovers, or friends. It was the one secret that he had kept above all others; the one thing that he would never teach.
It seemed that Telum was learning its location anyway.
Daskalos pulled himself from the stalagmite as Telum reached a small side chamber that appeared to have nothing in it. He started to heal his injured body, but Telum was already slicing through the wards there as if they didn’t exist. He’d learned more in his time in the mist than even Daskalos had thought.
When Telum punched his fist through the veil of illusion that covered a niche in the wall, Daskalos tried to stand, but he didn’t have the strength yet. He could only lie there as his creation pulled his hand back, coming out with a cube of dark stone, so cunningly made that no one could see the way it opened.
No one except Telum, it seemed. Daskalos reached out a hand as if he might be able to stop what was happening through the connection, but he couldn’t touch anything at that distance. He could only watch as his creation opened the box, inhaling what sat within as if to consume it.
Daskalos felt the deadening of his power instantly. He felt his connection snap, leaving a sensation that he hadn’t felt in centuries. He felt vulnerable.
Telum was looking into the spell Daskalos had sent to track him now. 
“Don’t worry, Father, I’ll kill the people you want dead. I’ll kill so many people it will make you proud. Who knows, maybe you will even be alive to see it. Goodbye, Father.”
He swiped his hand through the space where Daskalos’s spell hung, and the sorcerer didn’t have the strength to hold it in the face of that disruption. Instead, he lay there on the floor of the cavern, trying to use what was left of his power to hold himself together. While he did it, one question kept going around in his mind.
What had he done?
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Jeva sat waiting by the bow of the ship that carried her while Haylon hove into view, wishing that it could move faster. She only hoped that she was in time. How many days had it taken to get to Felldust and back? How many hours had she spent on the deck, cursing the wind that refused to blow strongly enough?
 Behind her, the rest of her people stood ready, dressed for war. Jeva only hoped that they weren’t going to Haylon in vain. She hoped that the dead were wrong, too. She didn’t want to destroy the Bone Folk utterly, even though that was the price they’d claimed would be paid for saving the people there.
If it was, though, Jeva would give her life gladly, and that was a strange enough thing itself. The priests certainly didn’t love her for it. Already, her talk of claiming to speak for the living had them saying that she verged on heresy. Some of the youngest of her people were starting to ask questions, and wonder why they had to do what the dead commanded.
The priests were worried that Jeva might lead her people to their destruction, but she was starting to wonder if she had already changed them beyond recognition.
Haylon had changed too, and as they approached, Jeva hoped that they weren’t already too late. The fleet that sat in front of the harbor did so more like an occupier than an attacking force. The houses on the waterfront were practically rubble. Only the fact that there were still ships racing around the island as if to fight some foe gave Jeva hope.
“That way,” she ordered, pointing. “Not the main harbor, the beaches!”
The others heard her, swinging the boat around. The rest of the fleet followed it, so that they skimmed the island like a bird of prey seeking out movement in the grass. Jeva could see the people on the shore stirring at their presence, and she guessed that it would only be a matter of time before the fleet there swung around to follow them.
Jeva ignored that for the moment. She didn’t want to waste her people’s first strike on the static lump of the enemy’s main force. She wanted to find the spot where they could do the most good, and where the fighting was thickest.
Thanos would be there, because where else would he be? Not staying where it was safe, or easy. That wasn’t the kind of man he was.
So Jeva looked for where the fighting was still hard, her ship skimming along the rocky coast, scanning the beaches until—
“There!” she said, pointing. 
There was a battle going on down on one of the beaches. Felldust ships flowed down onto it like wolves after a carcass. Islanders fought on the sand, battling bravely but clearly overwhelmed by the numbers of their enemies. As they got closer, Jeva could make out the shining armor that Thanos wore, which probably made him a target as much as an inspiration.
“Foolish man,” Jeva said, but she couldn’t keep the admiration out of her voice. “Why don’t you run?”
She could see the reason for that as she looked again. Catapult fire from the enemy ships rained down on the beach, spraying sand as they struck. Some shattered against the cliffs behind the beach, raining down boulders from the rock face. Jeva could see the spot where boulders had fallen before, covering what must have been the path up from the beach into the hills of the island.
It meant that the defenders were cut off, and soon they would be cut down. Jeva wouldn’t allow that.
“Be ready,” she called. “Attack!”
The boats swung in toward the shore, and Jeva stood ready with her weapons close to hand as they lanced in to strike the enemy ships from the rear. She didn’t even wait for the rest of her people, just leapt onto a Felldust ship as they passed, cutting and killing.
She spun, ducking under a sword stroke and lashing out with a knife to hamstring the wielder. Her bladed chain swept round, catching another man across the throat, and she kicked a third over the side.
She was already moving again, running the length of the enemy ship with her knife out to the side. She killed three men before they even realized that she was there, and then she was at the bow, leaping down into the shallow water with a splash.
Jeva looked around and saw her people descend on the beach like some great wave of violence. Their ships shattered the waiting ones of Felldust’s fleet, and Jeva heard wood creak and snap with the impact. She saw men and women pour down onto the sand, slamming into dark armored foes, stabbing them as they tried to turn to protect themselves.
Jeva fixed her eyes on Thanos and started to cut her way toward him. She caught a sword blow in her chain and threw the swordsman to the ground. She leapt over a spear thrust, cutting across a throat as she did so. A shield slammed into her side and Jeva rode the movement, whipping the blades of her chain over the top to strike back at her attacker.
Step by step, blow by blow, she fought her way across the sand to Thanos.
Around Jeva, she saw her people doing the same. They had the advantage of surprise, and all the skills of people who had trained to fight since they could walk. They were some of the finest warriors that the world held, and had no fear of death. Even so, some died. Jeva saw a man cut down by an axe, a woman dragged to the floor and stabbed by a dozen spears. Surprisingly, she found herself feeling sorrow at that, rather than the elation she should have at someone rejoining the ancestors. The living mattered to her now, and it hurt.
Jeva took that hurt out on the next foes she faced. A huge man with a maul swung it at her and she dodged, feeling the impact through the sand as it struck the beach. Jeva kicked at his knee and he struck back at her, forcing her to throw herself flat to avoid the blow. The big man raised his maul.
Thanos was there in that moment, stabbing the attacker through the chest. He toppled backward like a falling tree, and Jeva took the opportunity to spring back to her feet, her bladed chain lashing out to cut through the throat of a man running at Thanos.
 “Jeva! You made it,” Thanos said, reaching out his arm to clasp hers.
Jeva pulled him close, then stepped back long enough to stab another enemy. Perhaps a battle wasn’t the place for a heartfelt reunion.
“I told you that I would bring my people,” she said. She gestured to the battle around her, where Bone Folk and islanders, former Empire troops and men from the Northern Coast, all fought side by side. 
“And you did,” Thanos said. “Thank you, Jeva. With them, we might just have a chance.”
Right then, it seemed as though they had far more than that. Caught between the defenders on the beach and the crushing force of the Bone Folk, the invaders were finding themselves slaughtered. A few turned to run, but with enemies in both directions, most fought to the death. Jeva stood and watched it, because she had brought this about. She had done this, and she owed it to the dead, if no one else.
“What’s happening here?” Jeva asked as the battle started to run down into individual skirmishes, and the quiet that followed violence. “I saw the city. Has it fallen?”
She saw Thanos nod. She should have expected it, but even so, the news came as a blow. Jeva found herself wondering at that. Had she really thought of herself riding in to an easy victory?
“There were too many of them to hope to hold it,” Thanos said, “so we’re fighting from the hills and trying to hold the beaches. Akila thinks that if we can do that, we can bleed them a little at a time.”
It was a desperate kind of plan, to Jeva’s ears, but probably still a better one than standing there trying to defend a city against Felldust’s full might. They had already seen how poorly that worked.
“It’s good to see you again,” Jeva said.
“It’s good to see you too,” Thanos assured her. “And you came just in time. Thank you.”
Jeva looked around at the last dregs of the battle. More than that, she looked at the boulders blocking the path from the beach. There were too many to shift easily.
“We’ll have to get on the boats and sail around to another landing point,” Jeva said. “I hope you have people who know where all the safe places to land are.”
“We do,” Thanos said. “And we’d better do it quickly before… damn it. We’re too late.”
Jeva turned, following his gaze, and cursed in silence at her own stupidity. Felldust’s ships came into view, pulling around the headland, and Jeva recognized the same ones she and her people had run past in the harbor. They’d probably set off after them at the sight of a fresh invader, especially
with the distinctiveness of her people’s bone-decorated ships.
“Of course they’d follow,” Jeva said. “Of course. I am so stupid.”
“We need to get to the boats,” Thanos said.
Jeva shook her head. “There’s no time.”
Which meant that they would have to face them on the beach. Jeva shouted orders, commanding her people to form up. Thanos did the same with the others. They stood there, and although they all but filled the waiting beach, it still seemed like pitifully few as Felldust’s invasion fleet closed off the harbor.
The ships came in with ominous slowness, obviously knowing that they didn’t have to hurry, letting the fear build. Jeva clutched her weapons tightly, determined to at least sell her life dearly.
That was when she saw the storm clouds gathering behind the coming ships, and she frowned, because there was something else in those clouds. 
Something that didn’t make sense at all.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Ceres flew in the depths of the storm, crackling with power as it carried her, feeling like a lightning-laced part of it as the clouds hurried her back toward Haylon. In that moment, she felt like something elemental, something pure and filled with energy.
She felt then as if she finally understood what being an Ancient One was. She’d had power before, but now it felt as though she was made of it. It was more than simple energy, though. There was a kind of understanding, or way of seeing, that seemed to come with the rest of it, so that it had been obvious how to breathe energy into the air to persuade it to carry her; obvious how to draw the latent, crackling lightning from it.
Below, she could see the fleet that had come to attack Haylon. She could see every ship, every soldier. She could make out the defenders on the shore, and even at this distance, her power let her pick out the spot where Thanos stood, ready to receive the charge of the invaders as they came in toward the shore.
Some reached it, disgorging from their ships like a stream of black armored beetles. Ceres rode the storm closer, the storm she’d conjured whipping up the waves beneath her. What had it been like when there had been a world full of beings with this power? What had they been able to do between them, simply by seeing all the ways that the world fit together? It felt as natural as breathing to move in lower, the clouds swirling as Ceres moved.
No wonder the sorcerers had been jealous.
It was hard not to be overwhelmed by all this. A part of Ceres wanted to get lost in the sheer joy of all she could do now, but the sight of violence below pulled her attention back to the beach. She saw Thanos fighting, pushing back foes and cutting them down, even though the flow of them never seemed to end. 
Ceres knew she had to act, before it was too late. More than that, she knew how it could be done. She could see it as clearly as her hand in front of her. She understood it the same way she’d understood how to hide a boat full of people, or turn someone to stone. Ceres felt the lighting, wrapping it around her hands.
Then she threw it.
It lanced down with the speed of a javelin, crashing into one ship, then another. Where it struck wood, the moisture within boiled instantly, and even from where she stood, Ceres heard the sound of exploding wood. It sprayed out like darts flung from the point where it hit, ripping through flesh and armor through sheer speed. 
Ceres threw more, and now the ships started to catch light as it arced, their sails turning into sheets of flame, their decks becoming infernos. The power of the lightning sparked across the water, so that even those soldiers who fell in had no hope of surviving. Ceres gathered more of the storm’s power, and now hail fell alongside the lightning, punching holes in boat hulls, driving its way through the metal of the warriors’ armor.
She plummeted then, alongside the power of the storm, and Ceres turned it into a dive that seemed to last forever. When she finally sliced into the waves, Ceres swam hard, pulling herself up onto the beach and letting the water fall from her as she drew the blades at her hip.
Men turned to her, but they seemed to do it as slowly as if they were caught in treacle. One swung an axe at her, and Ceres stepped aside neatly, plunging a sword through the breastplate he wore. She turned, wheeling away from a sword slash, then replying with one that took her attacker’s head from his shoulders.
She struck down at the sand then, and stone spread out from her in a wave, turning the sand to something like glass. Where it struck enemies, they froze in place, granite and marble creeping over their skin until there was nothing left of them. Ceres pulled the power back into her before it could reach any of the defenders on the beach, then went forward again.
It was like a dance now, and Ceres felt as though she was the one conducting it, her swords as light as batons as she cut and spun, thrust and leapt. She kicked a man and sent him flying, then plunged her blades down through the collarbone of another.
Men tried to surround her, hoping to overwhelm Ceres through weight of numbers. Swords and spears thrust at her from all sides. There were even men who fired arrows in toward her, despite the presence of their comrades. Ceres dodged aside from them, letting the shafts bury themselves in enemies behind her. She cut more from the air, then snatched a thrown spear and flung it back hard enough to pin an enemy to the sand.
She struck the sand again, and this time, it rippled, bursting up with enough force to fling enemies to their backs. She ran toward a line of them and leapt up, running across their shoulders and stabbing down as she passed so that men fell back one by one. A blade scraped across her hip as Ceres did it, but she spun aside from it as it touched her, moving before it could cut.
Some weapons struck home. A spear drew a line of blood on her shoulder, a sword cut across her forearm. Ceres redirected energy as she felt the wounds, watching them close as quickly as they’d opened. She struck out at all of those within reach, and they fell one by one. 
She could understand then why people had been so scared of the Ancient Ones. How could someone hope to fight something like this? A foe who could heal themselves was a foe who didn’t need to fear any swing of a sword that didn’t kill them. A foe who could move this fast, and with this much strength, was more akin to a farmer scything down a field of wheat than a duelist fighting for her life.
Ceres kept going, but only because it was the only way to save the islanders. She struck out until there were no foes in reach, flung more away from her in a wave of power, and then blasted a dark armored officer with dark lightning.
The others were there beside her then, piling forward as Ceres continued to fight her way through the invading forces. She reined in the use of her powers then, because she didn’t want to risk any of the defenders being caught up in the blasts of power. She could still fight, though, still wield a sword faster and with more power than any of the soldiers around her.
One man fell before her, then another.
Thanos and Jeva were beside her then, and now, Ceres had the time to watch them as they fought. Thanos fought with the straightforward honesty that he’d always had, bludgeoning enemies with his shield and cutting them down with his sword without ever taking a backwards step. The Bone Folk woman whirled in circles that always seemed to end in the death of an opponent, ducking and rolling, leaping and spinning so that no blade could keep up with her. Ceres saw a swordsman coming up behind her and threw one of her own blades, plunging it deep into the opponent and bringing him down on the sand.
It went from a battle on the beach to a rout in a matter of seconds. Ceres held her ground, letting her enemies run. It was one thing to cut them down as they came, but it would have been no better than murder to chase after them when they had so little chance to fight back against her.
She stood there instead, energy pouring off her as she struck down the last few foes brave or stupid enough to come at her. She looked around, seeing the circles of dead or petrified foes where she had been, the burnt out hulks of the ships where her lightning had struck them.
She had done that, and she would have felt guilty if it hadn’t been for the people left on the beach; the ones who would have died if she hadn’t come there to try to save them. The warriors of Haylon stood around Ceres, and she’d seen the way they were staring before.
“Ceres,” they started to chant. “Ceres!”
In that moment, it was like being back in the Stade again, having fought some powerful opponent. There were people calling her name. There was enough power flowing through her body to reshape the world. The foes who had been coming to kill the people she loved were dead or fleeing. 
“Ceres! Ceres!”
She had done it.
For now, at least, Haylon was free.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Stephania’s second wedding was nothing like her first. The first had been a thing of light and love and hope, to a man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. It had been the culmination of everything Stephania had hoped for. The second was the public declaration of a political alliance, presided over by a death priest, and to a man whose murder she’d been imagining almost from the moment she met him.
Perhaps there was something more honest about that.
Either way, she was bound to Ulren in matrimony now, looking out eagerly from his flagship as his fleet crossed the sea between Port Leeward and Delos. Stephania urged the ships onward, and not just because every night they spent on the ocean meant another night in Ulren’s arms. The sooner they reached Delos, the sooner she could have revenge on the man who had taken her son from her.
“What are you thinking, my love?” Ulren asked, coming up to place a hand on her shoulder in a gesture that felt far too possessive.
“Your love?” Stephania said with a laugh. “Are we going to pretend that?”
She threw a carefully feigned look of adoration his way, then let it slip back to her normal expression of controlled watchfulness.
“What isn’t to love?” Ulren said. “A beautiful woman, cunning and deadly, with the keys to defeating my enemies. Younger men might wait for some bolt from the heavens to strike their heart. I have learned to be practical.”
Stephania had learned to be practical as well. It was why she tolerated every touch from the former Second Stone. It was why she sent slave girls to their bed to make the task of being the old fool’s wife less onerous. It was why she kept her knives and her poisons close, whatever he declared.
“And I am very much in love with your ability to kill my enemies,” Stephania said. “And with the fact that we will soon rule the largest empire in the world together.”
She heard Ulren’s grating laugh again, setting her nerves on edge the way it always seemed to. “We should have made those our wedding vows.”
Perhaps they should have. There was no false pretense of love between them. Ulren got what he wanted from Stephania, and she would get what she wanted from him. He would give her the revenge she wanted. If they could recover her son from the sorcerer, then he would become the heir to true power. And in the meantime, Stephania would have control over a kingdom again, with no one to question her.
Ulren could give her all of that, and all Stephania had been forced to do was marry him. As exchanges went, it seemed more than fair. Certainly fairer than some of the things that passed for marriages among the noble houses of the Empire.
“We are getting closer to Delos,” Ulren said. “I think it is time for you to tell me the things that you claim will help me to defeat Irrien.”
Stephania considered it, knowing how finely balanced this moment was. The danger lay in giving away too much, too soon; in making herself useless. Yet, even once she’d given information to the Second Stone, there would be all that she could bring him in terms of legitimacy. The fact that he hadn’t simply tortured the information from her told Stephania that he wanted more than just what she knew.
“Shall we start with ways into the city?” Stephania asked.
Ulren nodded, and Stephania went over to a space on the deck where two throne-like chairs had been set with a table in front of them. Maps and charts were spread out across the table, held in place against the rolling of the sea by stones and needles.
“We won’t be able to bring your whole force in at once,” Stephania said, “but there are places to land near Delos, here and here.”
She pointed to spots that smugglers had used for years. Her spies had always used them, because she’d known that the other nobles had their own watchers.
“There used to be a network of tunnels beneath the city, but my guess is that Irrien will have them watched.”
“He will,” Ulren said. “He is not a fool. But when we charge along the tunnels with all our numbers—”
“We would be slaughtered,” Stephania said, sighing that she had to explain this. “But we do not need to do that, do we? Who are Irrien’s forces keeping out of the city?”
“Enemies,” Ulren said.
Stephania knew that he was a clever man. No one rose to the top of Felldust’s brutal system without intelligence and cunning. Right then, though, it was hard to believe it.
“Enemies from Haylon,” Stephania said. “Enemies from the Empire. If they see Felldust ships, if we do it right, they will assume that we’re a part of their fleet, or that we’re traders there to buy the loot they’ve taken. Or that we’re defecting to their side.”
“But only if we don’t go in all at once,” Ulren said. Maybe he was cleverer than he seemed. “Are you trying to get us killed piecemeal?”
Stephania shook her head sharply. “I’m trying to put us in position to win, my husband. Our ships go in one at a time. Our people spread out, moving closer to the ones who need to die. At our signal, they strike together, and the city falls before Irrien even realizes that there is an invasion.”
It was what she’d done to take the castle. It was what Ulren must have done to take Felldust. It was an approach that was simple, efficient, and deadly.
“It will only work until Irrien gives the order to fight back,” Ulren pointed out. He gestured to a slave, who started to bring over his armor. 
“Then we kill him,” Stephania insisted, watching while her new husband buckled himself into plates and pulled on chain. “He has his weaknesses.”
“So you keep saying,” Ulren said. He at least covered over his insignia with the wrappings of his homeland. Perhaps he was listening to Stephania after all. “I’ve yet to hear what they are. Or is this just a trick to get me to fight Irrien, hoping that we’ll both die?”
It was a thought that Stephania wished she’d had, but instead, she shook her head.
“Irrien has weaknesses. When he tried to take me as his slave, I saw them. He was injured in the invasion, and although he claims the wound has healed, he still favors it. His shoulder is wounded enough that he can’t move it freely.”
Stephania touched the spot on Ulren’s armor, and she saw her husband grow thoughtful at it.
“A man wounded like that wouldn’t be able to swing his sword in a full circle,” Ulren said. “He wouldn’t be able to swing with the same force, or to stand his ground against blows on that side. He would have to give way.”
Stephania liked how quickly he had seen it. That was one advantage to partnering with a warrior such as this: they could find ways to make use of the things that her brand of intelligence found out. It had almost been that way with Thanos, except that he had never had the ruthlessness needed to act.
Briefly, Stephania found herself thinking about what it would be like if Ulren fought Thanos. To her surprise, it wasn’t a thought that she relished, and not just because there was always a chance that her new husband wouldn’t be able to seize victory. Stephania wanted revenge for the things Thanos had done to her, but at the same time, the thought of Ulren butchering him just made her feel uncomfortable.
“In spite of everything,” Ulren said, “you do make a perfect wife, Stephania. I have never met anyone as ruthless, as unforgiving, or as willing to take what she wants.”
It was probably intended to be a compliment. Stephania simply saw it as the way the world had to be. You did what was necessary, or… well, she had seen the alternative, on her knees with Irrien holding the keys to her chains. Abandoned, discarded, after her belly had been cut open by a priest’s knife. Those were things that still brought her nightmares, not that Ulren seemed to notice or care when they slept beside one another.
“And you are a husband able to stand against any threat,” Stephania said.
More importantly, he was one who might be able to kill Irrien. As Delos came into view ahead, that was the only thing that mattered.
Ulren took her into his arms, and Stephania hid her disgust the way she’d hid a thousand other feelings in the course of her life. Nothing mattered other than being the one still standing when everyone else was dead. She would rule, and Ulren would help her to do it, executing her plan with all the skill of a great warrior.
After that, he would probably try to betray her, the way everyone else did. Stephania could feel the weight of the knives on her hip, though, and she had her poisons. Ulren would be her husband until he ceased to be useful.
After that, Stephania would do what she’d always been meant to do—rule alone.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
From the docks of Delos, Irrien watched his fleet spread out like some dark stain. He watched it preparing for the attack on Haylon with a mixture of satisfaction, excitement, and worry. Satisfaction, because of the prospect of victory to come, excitement because of the spoils that would follow.
Worry, because of the risks it was taking to win. 
Irrien ignored the pain of the men as they tried to load the beast N’cho had summoned onto a barge for transportation. Strong warriors, and many slaves, held its chains, but every so often, one would loosen its grip, or the beast would lash out too quickly to anticipate, and claws or spines would slice through flesh.
Men screamed as they fell, but so long as they got the beast onto the boat, Irrien didn’t care. If this was what it took to kill the Ancient Ones’ descendent and secure victory, Irrien would spend their lives a thousand times over.
“Can you control it once we are there?” he asked N’cho. 
The assassin spread his hands. “I can send it back once it has served its purpose. I can force it in the direction of your enemies for the slaughter. Beyond that… nothing mortal could hope to give the beast orders, First Stone.”
Irrien spat. He hated having to rely on witchcraft rather than strength or cunning to secure his victory. Still, the strong did whatever was necessary to achieve victory. They made the sacrifices they needed to make.
He surveyed the rest of his fleet. It was almost ready, and from Delos, the journey to Haylon would be nowhere near as long as the onerous trip from Felldust. His fleet would descend on the island and finish this, and his victory would be complete.
 For now, though, there was only the waiting as his men loaded weapons and armor, food and fresh water. Irrien ached too much to stand there for it. He’d suffered too many wounds in the past days, and the truth was that even his body needed to recover sometimes. He would return to the castle, eat, drink, and rest. Perhaps he would summon slaves to amuse him, or perhaps he would watch their deaths. He hadn’t decided yet, but either way, it was better than waiting there.
“I will return to my quarters,” Irrien said. “Summon me when we are ready to depart. And tell the men that if it is longer than the last tide, I will become impatient.”
He walked back toward the castle, his guards falling into step around him. They were replacements for the ones N’cho’s fellow assassins had killed, and Irrien didn’t know them yet, but they would be strong men. Tough men. They would serve him well in the battle to come.
Irrien reached the castle and headed inside. It was quiet there, thanks to the effects of the war. Irrien stalked through to the throne room, and servants threw the doors open for him. He went to the throne, lounging in it and signaling for a slave to fetch wine. 
He stayed there a while, considering his victory. The city was his. The Northern Coast was his. Soon Haylon would be his as well, and he would be ruler of all he surveyed. Irrien sipped at his wine sparingly, thinking of what he would do with this city once he moved from conquest to truly ruling. Perhaps he would turn the castle into a pleasure palace, filled with slaves from every corner of the world. Perhaps he would tear it down and rebuild it so that his image appeared on every corner. 
The rest of the city, he would turn into the strongest in the world. In Felldust, he had been held back by the schemes of the other Stones. Here, he would do as he wished. Speaking of which…
“Have a woman brought,” Irrien said, and one of the servants there went off to fetch one. It didn’t take long. His servants knew better than to make him wait for anything. He eased out of the weight of his armor, grateful to be able to relax for once.
A woman came in, demurely dressed in a long robe with a hood. Irrien had no time for such games.
“Remove that,” he snapped.
“Perhaps for my husband.”
He froze at that voice, because he recognized it even before Stephania put back the hood of her robe. He stared at her in shock, because she shouldn’t have survived, couldn’t have survived what he’d done to her.
That moment of shock was when his enemies struck.
Irrien should have guessed that there was something wrong with his new guards, with the strange quiet of the castle, but now all he could do was throw himself forward as two of the men nearest to him swung swords at head height. Irrien felt them slash over his head, but by then his sword was already springing into his hand, taking one of his foes through the gut.
He looked around and saw Ulren coming into the throne room.
“I should have known you wouldn’t be able to stay in Felldust,” Irrien said. “You’ll die today, Ulren.”
“One of us will,” the other man promised.
He didn’t come forward to fight himself, of course. Instead, he waved men forward and they charged at Irrien. He cut the first of them down, stepped past a thrust, and hacked at a second.
More men came stumbling into the room, and Irrien guessed that these were loyal to him simply because Ulren’s men attacked them on sight. Some of the newcomers died before they could begin to react, but others cleared their blades, clashing with the attackers while Irrien continued to battle for his life.
He threw himself at Ulren, swinging his blade high, then low. He caught the older man with a slice across his leg, but had to give ground as Ulren aimed an attack at his wounded arm. Irrien roared in anger, striking down another man.
The flow of the battle carried them apart, and now Irrien had to hack men down left and right in an effort to get to his enemy. If he could kill the Second Stone, this would be done, and Irrien would have Stephania impaled on the front of his ship when he sailed for Haylon. He parried a blow from a long axe, kicked its wielder’s feet from under him, and thrust down through his chest.
He kept going, fighting his way toward Ulren. The Second Stone stood there waiting for him but made no move to seek Irrien out. Stephania called out from the side.
“Your castle is falling. We will have this city soon. You shouldn’t have taken so many men out to win a battle.”
Irrien forced himself to focus on the fight in front of him. He could kill these interlopers. He would kill them, Stephania last of all, while she begged for her life. He cut one opponent’s throat and then parried a slash aimed at his head. Irrien struck back and all but decapitated his assailant.
He would fight his way through to Ulren, whatever it took. He would end this.
He turned toward Stephania, and was just in time to see her hefting a knife, flinging it his way. If his shoulder hadn’t been injured, perhaps he would have just batted it aside and charged forward to slay her. Instead, he wasn’t quite fast enough, and the blade sliced across his forearm as he knocked it aside, drawing a line of blood.
Irrien charged for her, but Ulren was there then, their blades clashing again and again. The Second Stone had the skill and cunning of a master warrior, but Irrien had the strength. Or he should have had. Instead, he felt weakness spreading through him, and as the battle split the two of them apart again, Irrien saw dark spider web threads spreading across his forearm where Stephania’s knife had struck it.
Poison.
“It won’t be long now,” Stephania taunted from the side, and looking around, Irrien knew it was true. He couldn’t hope to stand there and fight when there was some vile substance spreading like a dark stain through his body. He couldn’t hold the castle, only escape it and try to retake it.
If he survived the poison, and there was only one way Irrien could think of to do that.
He struck at an enemy, cut down a second, and waited for the swing of a sword to come in at his head. He lifted his left arm as if he might be able to stop the blow with bare flesh. He couldn’t. He wasn’t even trying to.
Instead, he bellowed his defiance as the sword stroke took his arm.
Another man might have collapsed from the shock, but Irrien wasn’t another man. He managed to stab his opponent, wishing even as he did it that it was Stephania he was plunging his blade into. She had done this, as surely as if she had struck the blow herself. Irrien wished he could go to her and kill her then, but it was all he could do to grip the stump of his severed arm and charge, bellowing like a wounded bull as he tried to hold in the blood.
He barged his way from the great hall, abandoning what was left of his men to die, and clutching his arm as he ran desperately to make it to the docks, to freedom.
To fight another day.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Thanos stood in Haylon in the aftermath of the battle and he couldn’t believe that he was still alive. He’d expected to die on the beach with so many enemies, then in the battle to take back the island from the forces that had captured it.
Instead, here he was, standing in the middle of Haylon’s open square, watching men and women tend to the wounded and repair damaged sections of wall. It was quieter than it had been during the battle, but it was still anything but silent. There was too much for people to do.
For the first time in what felt like too many days, Thanos put his sword away. He looked around, seeing the space where Akila was helping to plan again. Thanos would have to go over to help with that soon enough, to assess what had worked in their defenses and what still needed to be strengthened.
For now, though, there were other things that he wanted to do.
He started with the simplest of them, going to a water fountain and taking a long, cooling drink. In the past few days, it had felt as though there was no respite, no time in which to eat or sleep properly, just the endless flow of the battle. 
He saw Jeva sitting at the heart of a knot of her people across the square. How many of them had died in the fighting so far? They had thrown themselves into the battle with a ferocity that Thanos could barely believe, and yet here they were sitting and laughing in the aftermath as if nothing had happened.
There was something different about her as Thanos went over. Something changed. Thanos went to her and Jeva rose to meet him. The others there moved back from her as if in awe as Jeva went to clasp his hand.
“Thanos, my friend. We did it.”
“We did,” Thanos agreed with a smile. “Although we couldn’t have survived if you and your people hadn’t come to help us.”
Jeva laughed one of those strangely timed laughs of hers. “Helping people to survive. Another thing I’m sure they’ll call me a heretic for.”
Thanos had the feeling that there was a whole conversation there that he wasn’t a part of.
“They call you a heretic?” he asked.
He saw Jeva nod. “The dead told us that I would destroy my people if I brought them here.”
“And you still brought them?” Thanos asked, caught by surprise for a moment. Then he remembered. “But you don’t think about death that way.”
“I didn’t,” Jeva agreed. “Things are changing.”
“But your people are still here,” Thanos pointed out. Some had died in the battle, but that was impossible to avoid, when it came to battles. More had survived.
“There is more to come,” Jeva pointed out, and Thanos couldn’t hear the joy at the prospect of battle that might once have been there. “But even if things were to stop now, things have still changed for my people. I told them that I spoke for the living, not the dead. We are doing this to save lives, not to spend our own. Something has changed in us. The Bone Folk will not be what they were again, my friend.”
Friend. Thanos had never thought that he would make some of the friendships that he had. He had become friends with rebels and thieves, Bone Folk and warriors of the Northern coast. He had seen things he had never believed possible. 
Ceres had been responsible for a lot of those.
“You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?” Jeva asked. “Your face changes when you do.”
Thanos didn’t bother trying to deny it. “It’s just… where is she, Jeva?”
“Winning the battle for us,” the Bone Folk woman replied. She put a hand on his shoulder. “She will be here.”
Thanos hoped so. Ceres hadn’t stayed while the battle was still going. She’d gone from the beach to the hills to the city, faster than Thanos and the others could hope to keep up. She’d helped to break the main fleet here, but there had still been more to do.
Almost as though the thought had summoned her, Ceres was there then, stepping into the square while every face there turned to watch her. Thanos could only stare at her too, although not for the same reason.
She was beautiful; uncannily so, with a glow of power seeming to come from inside her that filled her. It made her seem like some magical being rather than the girl Thanos knew. She seemed different, and not just because of the power running through her.
One thing that hadn’t changed was how much Thanos loved her. 
He wanted to run over to her then. Wanted to take her in his arms or throw himself down to his knees, proposing to her once more. She walked around the square, talking to the people there, and all Thanos could do was hope for the moment when she would come to him.
 
***
 
Ceres felt as though the whole world pulsed with every step she took around Haylon’s square. She could feel the people staring at her, in awe, or admiration, or even fear, but right then that didn’t matter. There were people she needed to talk to, and things that she had to do.
She went to her family first, because she needed to check that they were all right. Her father, Sartes, and Leyana were there together in one corner of the square, finding food in the aftermath of it all. Sartes rushed to her and hugged her.
“I’m glad you’re safe,” he said.
“We all are,” Leyana agreed.
Ceres was just glad that they had survived. Haylon had clearly not been a safe place to be in the last few days, and somehow she doubted that Sartes had been keeping to hiding places in the hills.
“You should go to Thanos,” her father said. “There will be time to talk later, but for now, he’s looking at you like he’s just seen the gods themselves arrive. Don’t make the boy wait any more.”
Ceres swallowed. She hadn’t thought it was so obvious. She’d fled the battlefield on the beach, and kept going around the island partly because there had still been more to do, and partly… well, partly because she didn’t know what to say to Thanos. Power should have made it easier, but it didn’t. It just made things more complicated.
Still, she went to him, and it just seemed natural to kiss him. She could feel his hunger there, and his need just to be close to her.
“I… there aren’t enough words for how I feel right now,” he said. “You saved us, Ceres.”
“We seem to make a habit of saving each other,” Ceres pointed out.
“I know there are going to be people wanting to talk to you,” Thanos said, taking hold of her. “Is it wrong that right now I don’t care?”
Right then, Ceres didn’t care either. She wanted to stand there just holding onto Thanos forever. She wanted to wrap the two of them in a bubble the way Lin and Alteus had been, just shutting out the world. Maybe this was why she’d been afraid of going to him before she’d finished what needed to be done. She’d been afraid of getting so swept up that nothing else could happen.
“It’s not wrong,” Ceres said.
There was no time though. Even now, Ceres could feel Akila coming up beside her. She forced herself to turn to face him, both because the fight needed to continue, and because he was her friend as well.
The rebels’ leader looked stronger than he had been, still leaning on Irrien’s blade, but doing it now with more confidence. 
“You found what you were looking for, then?” Akila said.
Ceres nodded.
“That is good,” Akila said. “Maybe with that kind of power, we have a chance. I… I have been talking to people,” Akila continued. “I have seen how they react to you as well. General Haven is dead, and I can only ever represent the people of Haylon. We have people from the Empire here and Lord West’s lands, Bone Folk and who knows who else. We need to be able to draw together, at least for the fight. Maybe beyond that.”
Ceres frowned. “What are you saying, Akila?”
He couldn’t be saying what she thought he was. Akila had always been against people ruling just because they were the most powerful, or just because of their ancestors.
“I want you to lead here,” Akila said. “We all do.”
“Akila,” Ceres said, “are you sure? I’m just—”
“You’re the one who gives us a chance of winning,” Akila said. “More than that, you’re the one who can draw us together to fight. Do you think I can give orders to men from the Empire without them wondering if I’m trying to get them killed?”
“Akila is right,” Thanos said. “Haven told me that I wasn’t his prince. Jeva’s folk won’t trust anyone, but you helped to save her. You’re the only one who can do this.”
Ceres wanted to argue, but when she looked around, she could see all the faces turned her way. People were waiting for her to speak, to give them orders, to help them. She didn’t know if it was just the powers running through her, or everything that she’d already been through in this war, but the people there were already acting as if she was going to command them.
“All right,” Ceres said. “But if I’m giving orders, there are going to be a lot of orders. We need to repair the island’s defenses. We can’t rebuild the sea gates in time, so there’s no point in moving back into the city. We need to turn that into a killing ground, and fortify the beaches that were taken again. We can’t have them slipping around us once more…”
The orders went on, and Ceres felt Thanos’s hand slip into hers while she did it. She wished right then that there was enough time to talk properly; to go through everything they felt. Instead, there could only be hurried preparations and the work needed to make the island stronger. There were still too many things Ceres didn’t know when it came to Thanos, but when it came to the island, there was one truth that couldn’t be avoided:
More of Felldust’s warriors would be coming, and soon.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Ulren watched his men tearing apart Delos’s castle, and he smiled while they did it. This felt far more satisfying than standing in the tower of the five stones in Felldust, watching the others refuse to acknowledge him. He’d won. He’d taken Felldust, he’d come here to the Empire, and he’d crippled Irrien, leaving him bleeding in a way that no man could survive for long. Even if he did, the former First Stone would never be able to hold onto his seat now.
Then there were the spoils of war. Ulren had expected to find a city picked clean, but instead, the castle was still filled with its treasures: gems, gold, art, women. Irrien’s foolish plan to move to the Empire and rule meant that he had left far too much in place for his enemies to take. Ulren would not make the same mistake. 
“Tear it down,” he ordered, pointing to a rich tapestry. “I want it ready to ship.” He switched his attention to another man. “You, what news is there of Irrien’s forces?”
The warrior bowed. “The fleet around the harbor has largely withdrawn, First Stone. We are still fighting against pockets of resistance within the city, but it is only a matter of time before every one of them is dead.”
Ulren nodded in satisfaction. On another day, he might have offered Irrien’s men the chance to join his forces, but he wasn’t in a generous mood today. He wanted this victory to be total. He looked around at Stephania.
“You did well with your poison,” he said. “Although I would have preferred to see him dead before me.”
“If even a little of the poison got deeper into his body, he is a dead man,” Stephania replied. “It is just a matter of time.”
Time was the one thing that Ulren never felt as though he had. He’d spent so long now waiting for his chance to rule that he didn’t want to waste a moment now that he had achieved it.
“That is good enough,” Ulren said. “Irrien is done. I rule here now.”
“We rule now, husband,” Stephania reminded him.
As if he needed to be reminded. Stephania was his wife now, the ceremony complete, the moment witnessed. They had shared wine, shared a bed, shared victory over a hated enemy. Ulren had seen exactly how ruthless she could be, and he admired that about her as much as her beauty.
It was a pity he would probably have to kill her soon.
“Why are you taking everything to Felldust?” Stephania asked. “Delos can be the seat of our power just as easily.”
Ulren looked around with a sneer. “Delos? It is a weak place, full of weak people. You saw what happened when Irrien decided to rule here. It just left him open to challenges back in Felldust.”
“From you,” Stephania pointed out. Ulren couldn’t make up his mind if there was approval there or rebuke. It didn’t matter.
“From me,” Ulren agreed, “but how long will it be before Kas or Vexa decides to rise up in Port Leeward? No, try to rule here, and I will lose the throne that matters.”
The First Stone’s seat was the one that counted. Anything else was secondary. It was a prize to be taken if it was convenient, not a burden to carry until it made him weak. The good news was that this victory would cement his place as the First Stone. The others would take their rightful seats, and all would fear him.
“What do you intend to do then?” Stephania asked.
Ulren could hear her annoyance, though it was clear that she was trying to disguise her anger. She did a poor job of it.
“I will do what Irrien should have done,” he said. “I will strip this land bare of its gold and those who would make good slaves. I will return to Felldust with my shares of them, and the Empire shall function as a vassal state.”
He saw Stephania’s eyes narrow, just a touch. “That is not what we discussed.”
It wasn’t, but Ulren didn’t see why that should stop him. Stephania had given him a lot. She had provided a way into the city, and then a plan for taking it. She gave him the sense of being this place’s legitimate ruler the moment he married her. She had even played an invaluable role in bringing down Irrien.
She had, in short, given him everything she could already.
“It is not,” Ulren said, “but it is the safest way. We will return to Felldust, with you as my wife, and—”
“And you will let the Empire go in all but name?” Stephania snapped back. “This is the Empire. It is my empire. If I’d known you would do this, I would have gone to one of the other Stones. I would have taken one of the empty seats myself.”
She probably would have, Ulren decided. She had the strength for it, the lack of hesitation, and the cruelty. All she had lacked in Felldust was the resources. Ulren didn’t know if she would have been able to hold one of the other seats without support, but with all the resources that came from her marriage to him, she could probably do it now. She could probably sit right beside him in the Second Stone’s seat if she wanted.
It was the main reason that Stephania had to die soon.
That was a conclusion that Ulren had come to slowly. At first, he’d thought that perhaps they would have a long and happy life together. He’d thought that Stephania’s ambition and cleverness would be a perfect match to his own strength, and it might have been, if those things could be tamed.
He’d thought that Stephania’s ambition was like a blacksmith’s forge, set to shape the world. Instead, it was more like a forest fire that would never be sated until it had consumed everything. Such things needed to be dealt with while they still could, and Ulren would not make the mistake Irrien had. He would not spare her, or toss her out blindly. He would see her dead. 
It was the only way to be safe. For now, though, he would continue, and pretend that all was well. He pulled Stephania to him and kissed her. He would enjoy being a married man while he could—and he would enjoy his triumph even more.
 
***
 
Stephania was enjoying the fruits of her vengeance. Every time she saw one of Irrien’s men dead, she looked at his face, trying to remember if he had shown her any hint of cruelty or disdain. Even when they hadn’t, she thought of Irrien, and the way he’d bellowed when he’d lost his hand.
The castle was hers. The Empire was hers. Ulren walked beside her down the corridors of Delos’s castle, but it was Stephania who showed the way. She toured the castle with him like a guide, and at each stop there, she found herself thinking of all she’d done there.
“These are the gardens,” Stephania said, not saying anything about the lover she’d murdered there.
“A waste of land that could be used to feed soldiers,” Ulren replied.
“And up here is the library.” Whose librarian she’d had executed after he told her all he knew.
“Books are for fools who want to read history rather than make it.”
Stephania was starting to see why Ulren had been the Second Stone and not the first. The man had no wish to be more than a thug. He was the aging remnant of a warrior who had once been, who had always gotten by through violence and saw no reason to change. Stephania forced herself to smile.
“We have certainly done that,” she said. “Down there is the room where I tortured Ceres in the hopes of using her as a bribe for Irrien.”
“Do not say his name,” Ulren said, catching her by the arm with bruising force.
Stephania leaned closer to him, brushing up against him. Her fingers whispered along his belt, brushing the grip of his sword. “But husband, how are we going to celebrate his death without that?”
“I can think of all kinds of ways,” Ulren said.
Of course he could. Men always thought in the same ways. Even so, Stephania made him wait. She kept touring the castle with him, pausing in different spots to take in the view or point out a space where the events of the past had touched her. If she happened to slip a note into the hands of a slave here or a guard there, Stephania made sure that Ulren never saw.
She showed him entrances to the tunnels and passages that ran beneath the castle, and showed him the great hall, where his soldiers were busy tearing down what was left of the hangings. She showed him the space where the master of birds kept his ravens and the doors to the old king’s rooms.
She gestured for him to follow, and he did, as obediently as a pet or a slave. She led the way further along, to a door she knew very well.
“And these were my rooms,” Stephania said. “Shall we go inside, husband? I have sent servants ahead to prepare things.”
She led the way inside without waiting for an answer, and wasn’t surprised to find that the rooms were a lot more bare than they had been before the invasion. A slave girl was setting out wine for them, and Stephania had been careful to pick a beautiful one. She looked faintly familiar.
“It seems that you have been careful to pick distractions for me,” Ulren said. “I wonder, is there poison in the wine?”
He made a joke out of it, but Stephania caught the sharper edge there beneath it all. She hadn’t survived as long as she had by ignoring warning signs when they came to her.
“Isn’t that what we’re doing now?” Stephania asked. “Dancing around one another waiting for a moment to strike without repercussions?”
“Direct as always,” Ulren said. “Although you have forgotten one thing.”
“What’s that, my husband?”
He struck her then, too fast to hope to fight, in spite of his age. He was a warrior, after all. The slap sent Stephania to her knees. She heard the slave girl give a cry of shock. 
“I am the First Stone!” Ulren bellowed. “I can do what I please!”
Stephania looked up at him, her eyes streaming with the impact of the blow.
“You think you’re going to do something clever,” Ulren said. “You think you’re going to survive me the way you survived Irrien. You think I didn’t see you passing notes around the castle? My men will round up all those you talked to and torture them until they tell me everything.”
Stephania laughed at that.
“What is there to laugh at?” Ulren demanded. “You think I won’t kill you?”
He drew his sword then, standing over her with it.
“Irrien’s mistake was to make things complicated. He gave you to the priests for their ceremonies. I will… simply…” He stumbled for a second. “No… what have…”
He fell to his side, and Stephania picked herself up, taking his sword with a cloth, while being very careful to avoid touching the hilt. The poison she had applied wasn’t deadly, but it did paralyze quickly. She replaced the weapon in its sheath.
“Unlike you, I must be more subtle,” she said. “So let’s see. A disgruntled slave took a chance and seized a dagger, I think.” 
She knelt, drawing one of the Second Stone’s blades. She looked down at the man who had so recently been declared her husband and drew it across his throat without hesitation. She heard the slave girl shriek again.
Calmly, Stephania walked over to her. She threw Ulren’s dagger down beside her, drawing one of her own. “Thank you. Your screams should summon the guards quite nicely.” Again, that sense of familiarity came to her. “Do I know you, girl?”
“I was… I was a noble here,” she said. “We were friends! Please, Stephania.”
Friends, and yet Stephania couldn’t remember her. Still, that was normal. Stephania only remembered useful people.
“We were friends, and yet you murdered my husband?” Stephania shook her head ruefully. Then she struck with the dagger, thrusting fast while the girl cried out. After so many deaths, so much murder, it felt like nothing.
Stephania stood, waiting for the guards to burst in. She looked down at Ulren without contempt, just with gratitude. He’d given her what she wanted, after all. He’d given her back her position, her power, her Empire. 
Now, he’d handed her more than that. He’d given her the keys to ruling Felldust.
And maybe—just maybe—a way to get back her son.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Athena fell clumsily as a guard pushed her back, stumbling among the detritus left outside one of Delos’s inns. She’d learned enough by now to bow her head when it happened, hiding her anger. She’d learned to be subservient, or at least to give the appearance of it.
“Out of the way, slave!” the man snapped.
“Yes, master,” Athena said, but he was already moving on. Athena continued on her path around the city, going from spot to spot, picking what she could from the waste of the city, keeping out of sight.
Her bones ached as she walked. Every part of her seemed to hurt these days, from too long spent sleeping in rough corners and eating only what she could scavenge. There had been days when she’d starved, and days when she’d had to hide to keep away from the threat of violence.
Living on Delos’s streets was a harsh business, and it had withered away whatever excess flesh had been on her body. It had hardened her too. Athena had always known how to survive in the Empire’s court; now she had learned to survive in an environment that was even less forgiving.
Athena wandered down to a place where a slave handed out water from a fountain. She had to wait beside her for her turn until all the soldiers passed. That was fine, though, because it meant Athena could listen.
“There’s a change going on in the city,” the girl said. “These soldiers aren’t the ones from before.”
Athena nodded. She’d seen the difference as much in the way they behaved as the way they looked. She’d seen soldiers who were more interested in tearing things apart than in organized looting. She’d heard about the small battles in the streets, with men cut down where they stood. Now, she needed to understand what was happening.
It kept her safe in one way, pretending to be one of the weakest of the city. She wasn’t worth the time or effort to bother. It meant that she could walk from place to place, listening here, passing on information there. She had nothing, she was nothing, but she could serve as a conduit for the things people knew, and a way for them to connect. 
She carried a roll of stained bandages to a family whose father had been stabbed in the latest battles, and heard the same story again: of new soldiers, and changes. She carried water down to the docks and saw that the bulk of the invasion fleet was gone, only to be replaced by fresh ships. Athena knew their banners.
Ulren, the Second Stone, had taken the city from Irrien.
That would explain the fresh rounds of looting. Already, Athena had found herself forced to hide from soldiers twice, and to kneel and play the part of the slave more times than that. If she’d been younger and less easy to forget, maybe even that wouldn’t have been enough.
It still didn’t fit, though, because now the looting seemed to have stopped. Athena had taken the time to learn about the rulers of Felldust when she’d been a queen, and Ulren was not a man to hold back his appetites in victory. Nor was he a man to sit there in Delos, the way Irrien had. Winning the city like this, he would see the danger that came from leaving rivals unattended back home.
What could make a man like that call off his ravishing of the city?
That was enough to make Athena be more direct than usual. She walked toward the wealthier sections of the city, picking up a basket of fruit when a merchant’s back was turned and using its presence to deflect the attention of anyone who might want to know what she was doing.
Of course, by this point, even the wealthier sections were partly ruined. The successive waves of invaders had been thorough. A few had taken noble houses, though, and Athena had spent the days since the invasion learning which had slaves and servants who could be trusted to tell her things in return for small favors, and which held former friends, reduced to servitude.
She went to another inn, on the basis that inns seemed to have become a kind of neutral ground in the city. Everywhere else, there were factions and rivalries, but it seemed that the invaders were willing to keep from killing one another while they were drinking. Athena walked forward with her stolen fruit, heading for the spot where the new innkeeper stood, polishing tankards. Beside him, a young man was chained to the bar, serving drinks. Athena could remember when he’d been more, though.
“My master sent me with this,” Athena said. “He said it was to sell.”
“Three coppers,” the innkeeper said. “No more. You,” he snapped to the young man, “go with her to the storeroom with it. See that she doesn’t steal anything.”
Athena went with the young man, passing him the fruits as soon as he was there, slipping a dagger across to him afterward. How many blades had she hidden around the city now? How much support had she built?
“Matteius,” Athena said. “I remember when you were an eager young noble. Now you’re chained to a bar.”
“Not forever,” the young man said.
That part remained to be seen. Athena was careful not to make promises about what would happen next. There was only so much power she had out on the street.
“There is something different in the city,” Athena said. “Do you know what’s happening?”
“They say that the First Stone’s fleet is gone to Haylon,” Matteius said.
Athena shook her head. “That’s not news. Anyone with eyes can see that it’s gone, and they’ve been building up to attack Haylon for days. There’s more.”
The young man nodded. “Ulren took the city.”
“I know that, too,” Athena said.
“Do you know that he’s dead?” Matteius countered.
That caught Athena by surprise. If he was dead, how did his men still have the city?
“You’re sure?” Athena asked.
“I’m sure.” Matteius moved from Athena to put the fruit away. “I heard the men in the inn talking about it. They say he beat Irrien, and then a slave murdered him. His wife rules now.”
Athena frowned at that. “His wife?”
“Lady Stephania.”
That name was like ice being poured through her veins. For an instant, Athena couldn’t believe it, because she’d been so sure that Stephania was dead. Yet, if there was one person who could survive the fall of the city, the cruelties of the First Stone, surely it was Stephania.
That meant that her need for vengeance finally had a sense of direction.
“What’s going on down there?” the innkeeper called. “I swear, if I find you slacking, I’ll skin you both!”
He stormed into the storeroom, looking around in obvious anger. 
“I told you to help her, not to waste time.”
“No,” Athena said, “we shouldn’t waste time.”
He turned to face her, his face reddening. “Did I tell you to speak, slave?”
“No, you didn’t.” Athena drew a knife, plunging it into his chest with all the strength she had. “But then, I’m not a slave.”
She nodded to Matteius, who looked shocked, but then held the innkeeper while he died, forcing him to remain quiet. He looked terrified.
“What are you doing?” he asked. “When they find out—”
“It will already be too late,” Athena replied. She could feel a sense of life seeping back into her, the fires of vengeance warming her and making her stronger. “It is time. Tell that to the others. It is time.”
Time to rise up, time to kill those who stood against them and take the city back. Athena had assumed that it wouldn’t happen in her lifetime. She had assumed that the movement she was building would be a question of ripples on a pond, spreading out from her life, and her eventual death.
Stephania’s presence changed that.
Now, it wasn’t a question of a long, slow revival against the might of an invading power. It wasn’t about building a movement, or a network. It wasn’t even about trying to prepare the way for something that might come in the future.
Stephania had taken everything from Athena, and now the former queen intended to return the favor. She stalked from the inn, ignoring the looks of the patrons there, and went off to spread the word to the next of the slaves and the hidden folk, the rebels and the loyalists. 
Along the way, she discarded her rags, digging into a crevice in a wall until she found a dress that she’d hidden there. Athena washed herself in a water butt, pulled it on, and then wrapped a cloak around herself to hide it until the moment was right. She checked her knives and then started to walk toward the palace.
She would almost certainly die doing this. She hadn’t prepared enough to have a way out, and she had no doubt that eventually, the invaders would come for her. A year ago, a month, and she might have cared about that. 
Since then, she had lost a son, a husband, and an empire. Athena had fallen as far as it was possible to fall, and one person, just one, was responsible for that. If she died ensuring that Stephania went to her grave, it would be worth it.
“I’m coming for you, Stephania,” Athena promised.
She marched toward the castle.
And slowly, one by one, figures began to march with her.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Irrien lay in a world that seemed to be formed from pure agony. In spite of his priests’ efforts with herbs and drugs, in spite of calm seas and careful rowers, every stroke of his flagship’s oars brought a jolt with it that made him hiss with pain. Every rough wave or crosswind made him bite down to keep from crying out, hard enough that he tasted blood.
What was a little more blood, compared to the amounts of it pouring from his arm.
From what had been his arm. There was an empty space where his hand and forearm had been, as disconcerting as a sudden silence where there had been noise before. Irrien stared at that space blindly, as if he could will his lost fingers back into being. He swore that he could still feel the hand there, its phantom presence taunting him almost as much as the absence.
He could hear the whispers around him, of men who had never believed this possible, and who couldn’t work out what to do now that it had happened. Their words came to Irrien as if from a great distance, so that he was half convinced that they were the voices of the dead.
“The wound is bound,” one of the death priests said, as calmly as if he were speaking about the order of sermons in the temple. “But it will need to be cauterized. I have prepared a brazier.”
“It is not for us to decide if he lives,” another argued. “The gods of death will choose him or not, according to their will.”
Irrien looked over at them, and through the haze of pain and things designed to dull the pain, they seemed like specters in their dark robes. Perhaps they were, and the dead were there to taunt him.
For now, the living were more of an insult.
After the assassins, he should have guessed that Ulren would try to strike at him again. Yet, he’d been arrogant in assuming his security. He’d been certain that there was no one left who could possibly hurt him.
He’d reckoned without Stephania.
She’d survived, somehow. He should have cut her throat and made certain of the whole thing, but instead, he’d discarded her without checking that she was dead. His repayment was a dagger thrown at just the angle he couldn’t hope to block with his wounds, a poison that he’d had to lose a hand to counter.
Around him, the whispers continued. Did they really think Irrien couldn’t hear them?
“Who will lead if he dies?” one man asked. “Do we become Ulren’s men?”
Irrien saw another spit over the side of the boat in disgust. “I’ll not work for the old man, even if he has Delos. If Irrien dies, I’ll strike out on my own. There will be war in Felldust. It will be good business for looting.”
“And bad business if we pick the losing side,” the first man whispered. “If not Ulren, then who? Vexa? We have to go to someone.”
Irrien knew that the man was right, but he still hated the weakness of it. Only a weak man would talk about which way his loyalty had to go to stay safe. Only a weak man would assume that he couldn’t keep his honor and protect himself. Right then, though, Irrien felt weaker than all of them there. He couldn’t stand. He barely had the strength to lift his head and look around.
What he saw made him snarl in anger, and that just made a slave girl come forward, offering him water as if he were an invalid. The fact that he was an invalid only made it worse. They were all standing around, waiting for him to die. Irrien could see it in them; in every line of their posture and veiled glance toward him. 
The priests were looking on sanctimoniously, as if their gods had anything to do with this. The men were looking on with regret or worry or calculation, at least some of them probably trying to decide if they should strike for the leadership of his band early, or leave it until the first few had killed one another. Even the slaves were looking on fearfully, pressing closer to other men as though trying to secure a future where they wouldn’t be sacrificed on his pyre.
Just the sight of it made Irrien angry, and he fed that anger like a blacksmith at the bellows. He fed it with thoughts of how Ulren had looked as he’d attacked, with the image of Akila, who’d plunged a sword through his shoulder and made it so hard to parry. He fed it with every slight, every glance out of place.
Most of all, he fed it with the thought of Stephania.
Irrien rose from his bed with all the ponderous power of a spiny-bear. A slave tried to push him down, and Irrien sent her sprawling with a single shove. He roared with effort as he put one foot in front of the other, pushing past his men, brushing aside any attempt at help. He could see the priest’s brazier ahead, glowing hot with smoldering coals. 
Irrien walked to it like a dead man, shuffling with step after step. Another man might have fallen, but he was not another man. He had suffered worse out in the dust lands, hadn’t he? He had felt the heat of days without water, had killed things that barely had names. He was strong. He was stronger than all of them.
With a bellow, he plunged the stump of his arm down into the brazier.
The pain was instant, and total. Irrien heard screaming, and it took him a moment to even realize it was his. In that moment, it seemed as though he was floating above his body, watching from afar as he pulled his cauterized wound from the flames.
He didn’t collapse, because to collapse then would have been to die—if not of his injuries, then certainly at the hands of one of his men. 
Instead, Irrien forced himself to turn, stalking toward the man who’d talked of leaving for Ulren’s forces. Irrien grabbed him by the throat, pouring all of his strength into that grip as he lifted. The warrior’s feet came clear of the deck, and Irrien saw him scrabbling for a knife. Irrien ignored it. Knives didn’t matter.
Irrien threw him, launching the other man over the rail of the ship as easily as another man might have discarded a pail of fish guts. He hit the water with a splash, but right then, Irrien was too busy concentrating on the others gathered there. 
“You think I’m dead?” he demanded. “You think I’m dying? I live!”
He stood, spreading his arms wide, his whole one and his ruined one open to invite anyone who wanted to try to challenge him.
“Do you think I am so easy to kill that Ulren can do it? Do you?”
He looked around at his men, meeting their eyes, with every look a challenge. Fight him, that look said, and he would kill them. It dared them to try their luck at becoming the First Stone, the leader, the strongest. It promised death for the slightest hint of defiance.
None of them dared to meet his eyes.
Irrien went back to the spot where his throne sat on the deck. He sat in it as slowly and deliberately as his remaining strength would allow.
“Someone bring me wine. Good wine. And none of your priestly concoctions. Someone fetch me meat. I will take back the strength I have lost. And then someone fetch a woman to my cabin. It has been a long day!”
That got a laugh from them.
“The three things a man needs in life!” one of his men joked. 
Irrien shook his head. “There is another. A man needs victory, and I mean to take it. Today, Ulren struck at me with all the speed his aging body could give him. Did I die? No!”
A servant brought him wine, and Irrien drank it hungrily. Very deliberately, he crushed the goblet in the hand that was still whole.
“I did not die. I will not die, until all my enemies are long dead.” He glanced around them then, seeing who nodded, who was still frowning. “I will not stop. I will not weaken. I will not turn from my purpose! Let Ulren and his whore have a city we have stripped bare. We will take it back.”
He took meat from the second servant, chewing a chunk of it and tossing the rest aside.
“They will not distract me,” he said. “We will go to Haylon and do what we intended. We will crush all those who resist us there. We will slay this so-called child of the Ancient Ones. We will make their harbor run red with blood.”
He pushed himself to his feet, barely finding the strength as his hand latched onto the hair of one of his slave girls. 
“And when we come back, we will kill Ulren, and make his so-called wife suffer as no one has suffered before. Are you with me?”
That got a cheer from his men.
“I said are you with me!” he bellowed, and now the answering cheer took in the rest of the ships around him. They had seen his strength, and it would carry him to his enemies.
Once he reached them, it would take more than a missing hand to stop him.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Telum found a strange kind of peace in piloting his small boat across a sea that seemed far too large for it. The waves battered at its hull, the wind tearing at its sails and the banner Telum had made, showing a sword pointed straight at a human heart. Still, the whole thing seemed little more than a day on a flat lake might have been.
The only disturbance to it came in the form of his father’s instructions, which burned at the back of his mind, the target of his deadliness as clear as the memory of his father’s own face as Telum had stabbed him.
That had been necessary. He would not be controlled. Not by anyone, even Daskalos.
The power of the sorcerer’s life sat within him, gradually becoming a part of him. Telum wondered idly what effect it would have on him, and what effect the power of an Ancient One might have. Perhaps he would have to find out.
For now, though, he guided his small boat across the ocean, enjoying the darting of shearwaters as they dove for fish, the plunging of sharks as they hunted after larger game. All of life appeared to be a game of killing and being killed. At least the ocean had the honesty to admit it.
“I will find you,” Telum promised the man whose image Daskalos had burned into his mind. “I will kill you, I will kill the woman, and I will be free of this.”
How would he kill him, though? In his time in the sorcerer’s home, Telum had learned so many ways to kill, after all. Would he do it quickly or slowly, mercifully or painfully?
“I am not a torturer,” he decided, and that was a strange feeling, because it was almost the first thing about himself that he had decided. It felt like a good thing to decide, though, and Telum nodded to himself. He would kill this foe swiftly, looking him in the eye, if he could. Perhaps there would be some kind of meaning in that. Perhaps he would be braver than Daskalos had been when Telum had stabbed him.
Telum wondered if his father had died yet. His carefully hidden life was gone, but perhaps he had preserved some trickle of strength. Enough for another few years, perhaps, because who knew how much strength a sorcerer could hoard? Would he hold to that, or would he spend the power trying for some kind of recovery or vengeance? Telum found that he didn’t care. Another thing that he had decided.
He looked up to see that there were specks on the horizon, and Telum was good enough at seeing things as they were to know that these would be ships. He saw the moment when one of them changed course to meet him and furled his sail, waiting.
He didn’t have to wait long. The ship was a large thing, with banks of oars on the side that made it look as though it was held up on a hundred feet. It pulled close to him, figures looking over the side.
“Ho there,” one called. “Where do you think you’re going in such a tiny craft?”
“Haylon,” Telum said. He saw no reason to lie. “There is a man there I’m meant to kill. Perhaps I will kill other people there too. I haven’t decided yet.”
“He hasn’t decided,” the man said with a laugh. “Hear that, boys? He hasn’t decided!”
There was more laughter, and Telum wasn’t sure that he entirely understood it. Wasn’t that what he had just said? Perhaps they were fools of some kind. He looked over at their boat. Would it get him to Haylon quicker? It didn’t have the spells woven into it that his did, but it did have many more oars.
“You shouldn’t be out on the ocean by yourself,” the man doing the talking said. “You should come with us.”
“And are you going to Haylon?” Telum asked. 
He saw the other man shrug. “If that’s where you want to go. Come aboard.”
Telum considered this, and then nodded to himself. He pulled his boat alongside, and when they threw down a rope, he tied it to his small vessel. He clambered up it with the grace of an acrobat, moving in silence despite the crystal armor his father had made for him. He stood on the deck of the other men’s ship, looking around at them and trying to make sense of them. They wore an odd assortment of clothes, although the symbols on them seemed to be the ones his father had shown him were for Felldust. There were about twenty or thirty on the deck, presumably with more below.
“Right,” the man who’d been speaking said. “The idiot is aboard. Somebody take those weapons off him and strap him to an oar. We’ll sell him once we reach Delos.”
“I am not going to Delos,” Telum said evenly. “I am going to Haylon.”
“A slave goes where he’s told,” the other man snapped back, and moved to strike Telum with a whip of braided cord. Telum’s reflexes meant that he got to watch it moving slowly through the air, observing the elegance of its arc before he stepped inside the sweep, catching it in his gloved hand.
“I am no man’s slave,” he said. “You get one chance to live.”
Of course, the man did not take it. What else was to be expected of someone with such a strange sense of humor?
“Kill him!” the man said, drawing a dagger.
Telum didn’t waste time drawing a weapon of his own. Instead, he jerked the other man toward him, punching stiffened fingers into his throat with all of his enhanced strength. He heard cartilage breaking, then bone, and the man fell. 
Telum turned to see the other men on the deck advancing on him. Now, he drew his sword, letting the runes carved on the meteorite iron gleam red in the sunlight. He considered them and made yet another among what seemed to be a growing stream of choices.
“You will die first,” he promised, pointing.
He leapt straight at the man he’d chosen, and it seemed as though these men had never seen someone jump higher than their heads before, because the man recoiled in shock. It made him a pitifully easy target for the thrust of Telum’s blade. It was strange, how quickly these people died.
More died as they came rushing in, with shouts and threats that Telum assumed were supposed to be intimidating. He stepped between them, letting his crystal armor absorb one blow, while he gave two in return, cutting down the men to the left and right of him. He spun low, cutting a man’s legs from under him, then grabbed a knife from another man’s belt and threw it, embedding it deep into a man’s throat.
Weapons clattered from Telum’s armor in a cacophony that was more irritating than dangerous. Such things couldn’t be avoided with so many men pressed into so small a space. Even so, Telum managed to keep the blows from striking the unarmored parts of him. He swayed back from strikes like a reed, parried like a snake, leapt and dodged like a dancer.
Around him, men died. 
It was so easy to kill them; almost as easy as thinking it. They seemed to be so slow in comparison to Telum’s sword, so weak compared to his power. He struck at them in different ways then—with ferocity, with playful abandon, even with a kind of love that held them close only to release them gushing blood.
Telum killed, and killed. He released lives from their fragile shells one sword stroke at a time, and when he ran out of men to kill on the deck, he headed below, killing the overseers and the sailors there. He surveyed the slaves, chained to their oars, unable to do anything they were not commanded. Telum knew better than anyone what it was like not to be free, to have someone else deciding your fate. Pity welled up in him, and he did the only merciful thing, his sword rising and falling as he freed them from the pains of the world.
By the time he was done, his armor should have been covered in blood. Instead, the crystal seemed to absorb it, glowing with a faint white light. Cracked fragments of it became whole again, healing over like flesh. Telum stepped up onto the deck, wondering if perhaps he could still take this vessel to Haylon. No. If he’d wanted that, he would have needed to leave the oarsmen alive. He hadn’t considered that, and even if he had… wasn’t death a better thing, a more merciful thing?
He couldn’t be selfish like that. Who was he to keep men from their fates?
So Telum clambered back down into his small boat, cutting it free from the now drifting ghost ship. He turned it until it caught the wind, and set off toward Haylon once more. His task still lay ahead of him; this had been nothing more than a small diversion.
He hoped that this “Thanos” would provide more of a challenge.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Ceres stood in Haylon’s square, watching people prepare for the next wave of the attack and trying to coordinate it all. Akila was off helping with the reconstruction of the beach defenses, which meant that people were turning to her as their leader.
Ceres had felt the pressure of that before, in Delos, but here, there were more people depending on her. There were people arriving every day, and they needed to be provided for, given things to do, and protected. Last time, Ceres had failed to do that.
“It will be all right,” Thanos said beside her. When he touched her arm, it felt as though that contact was grounding her, preventing her from spiraling off into despair. “This won’t be like Delos.”
How had he guessed what was worrying her? The answer to that was clear: Thanos knew her better than anyone. His presence made the whole situation feel better, too. Ceres found herself watching him even when she should have been trying to organize the distribution of weapons, or work out where to bottle up the enemies as they arrived.
“I’m here,” Thanos said. “I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep you safe.”
Ceres kissed him for that. Well, that, and because she wanted to. 
She wished they’d been able to find more time together since she’d helped to defeat the attack. The truth was that there had been so much to do, and so little time, that it had been overwhelming. She wished that they’d been able to spend their time exploring the island together.
“Haylon is beautiful,” Ceres said. “I saw more of it when I was flying over. There are little hidden valleys, and some of them look so green and vibrant, it’s as though they’re completely untouched.”
Thanos smiled at that. “You make walking at the heart of a storm sound so… normal.”
“The strange thing is that it felt normal,” Ceres said. How could she explain the power that flowed inside her? “With the Ancient Ones, the difference… it’s not just having power. It’s like seeing the world in an entirely different way, Thanos. It’s as though I can look at it and just understand it all. Some part of me knows how it all fits together.”
“And then you can reshape it,” Thanos said.
Ceres nodded. “Although only in some ways. It’s about fitting in with the world, and that means that some things take more power than others. They weren’t gods. They just… it was so natural for them, I think, that they didn’t understand what it was like to be anything else. It’s part of why some of the things they created hurt people.”
It was also why Ceres found herself grateful for having been brought up with no awareness of what she was. It felt as though she understood the consequences of her power better, now. She could feel what it would mean to other people if she reshaped the world on a whim. She knew about the pain that the powerful could cause without even trying. Even like that, though, there were still whole oceans of power within her, still swirling and trying to settle. Ceres could see how easily that could overwhelm her.
“You’re worried about whether you deserve this power, aren’t you?” Thanos asked. Again, it seemed as though he saw more of her than Ceres had thought. “If anyone does, you do, Ceres. You’re the best person I’ve ever met. You’re smart, and kind, and without you, a lot of people would be dead right now.”
“And what happens when I forget?” Ceres asked. “This kind of power… what if I don’t use it well?”
“Don’t worry,” Thanos said. “I’ll protect you. Even from yourself.”
That was good to hear, but even so, Ceres shrugged. “You don’t need to protect me. Just promise me that you’ll stay safe.”
“No one is safe,” Thanos said. “With a battle like this, anything could happen. But I’ll try.”
He sounded as though he’d been thinking about it a lot. Probably he had. There was something about this seemingly never-ending war that meant it was hard to promise anything about the future.
Perhaps Ceres should have guessed what would happen next, as Thanos took her hand.
“Ceres,” he said, “I know you turned me down before, and I know you had good reasons to do it, but I don’t want to just leave things as they are. We might both die tomorrow. If we do, I’d like it to be as husband and wife.”
Ceres smiled at the clumsiness of it. This was a prince who’d been raised to courtly smoothness, and who always seemed at ease around everyone else, yet somehow, talking to her could make him stumble. She found that she liked that, because it told her as much about what he felt as any words could.
“That’s not a good reason,” Ceres said. She reached up to touch Thanos’s face. “When I marry you, if I marry you, I want it to be about hope for the future, not fear of it. Besides,” she joked, “do you think I have enough time to plan a wedding on top of the latest batch of sea defenses?”
“No,” Thanos admitted, “I guess not.”
Ceres could hear the disappointment there, and she didn’t want to hurt him, but this wasn’t the time. There was violence coming, death and destruction. If they survived that, they could think about being happy. 
For now, the best thing they could do was prepare for it.
 
***
 
Justin stood on one of Haylon’s beaches, swinging a hammer inexpertly as he tried to construct a fresh barricade to slow down any invading force. He no longer felt like Sir Justin Berverlard, Warden de Castael and Burgoman of the Seventh Marsh. That was the name of a young man back on the Northern Coast, who spent his time wondering what his lord would want. Now he was just Justin, or Sir Justin at most, when he needed to be able to give orders. It was strange how more responsibility should bring with it a shortening like that.
Right now, his responsibility was to help with repairing the protections of the island, along with a large crew of men under his command. Some of them were former liegemen of Lord West, some of them were islanders, and a few were even former soldiers of the Empire. Shirtless in the sun, Justin had to admit that he had a hard time picking the different contingents apart. 
Maybe there was a lesson in that.
“Sir Justin! Sir Justin!” 
He looked up to see a boy running over, carrying a scrap of parchment in his hand. Justin suspected that it might be fresh instructions from Akila, or perhaps from Ceres. Justin had to admit he was more than a little in awe of the young woman with the powers of the Ancient Ones. He’d seen her arrive on the island, and it had been like something out of legend.
“What is it?” Justin asked, taking the note. The parchment looked as though it was little more than a scrap grabbed in haste and sent without even the time to scrape it properly.
“Word from the mainland, my lord,” the boy said.
Justin was no one’s lord, but he was too busy reading to correct the boy. With every word he read, his heart fell.
“What is it?” the boy asked. “What’s wrong?”
Had he come from Lord West’s lands? Did he have family waiting there? Justin had no way of knowing, but he knew he couldn’t hold back the truth. It would come out soon enough, and it was better if he was the one to tell it, so that it didn’t sound like a lie.
“The First Stone’s men invaded Lord West’s lands,” Justin said. “They tore down the castles and slaughtered anyone they didn’t enslave.”
How many people had been left there? How many people had died because Justin hadn’t been able to persuade them to go with him? How many deaths would weigh on his conscience because he hadn’t been able to save them?
“You saved lots of people,” the boy pointed out. “If you hadn’t been there, no one would have left, and everyone would have died.”
Justin knew it was the truth, and he tried to cling to it. There were people alive now who wouldn’t have been if they had stayed in Lord West’s lands. He’d managed to get some of them, most of them, to leave. 
Even so, the deaths weighed on him like a heavy suit of armor.
He wouldn’t allow the same thing to happen here. He and his men would redouble their efforts. They would build defenses that no invading force could get through. They would hold back the tide of the invaders.
It would be different this time.
 
***
 
Sartes couldn’t believe how much people were doing to prepare for the invasion. There was a legion of workers forging blades and arrowheads under his father’s supervision, along with a small army of men and women knocking dents out of armor or sewing together padded layers of cloth and leather.
He and Leyana were working at one of the forges with his father, repairing fittings for one of the catapults that had been destroyed in the initial attack.
“I just wish that there was enough time to repair the gates,” his father said. “Without them, all we can do is turn the harbor into a killing zone, and that’s hard to do.”
“We could use a chain,” Leyana suggested. “Lots of harbors do it. They’d cut through eventually, but it would slow them.”
Sartes liked that idea. “If we raised it behind the first few ships, it would trap them and let us pick them off.”
He could see that his father liked that idea, because in minutes, he was calling together smiths and telling them to gather what scrap iron they could. 
“We’ll get to work as soon as we can,” Sartes said.
His father waved the offer away. “Why don’t you and Leyana take some time together? You’ve been working hard enough, and you deserve it.”
It sounded like a generous offer, but Sartes understood the fear that lay behind it. His father was worried that they might not have another chance, if they couldn’t hold off the invaders. 
“We’ll hold them back,” Sartes said, wanting to be strong. “We have to.”
They had to, because the alternative was death for all of them. Felldust’s soldiers would come, and they would slaughter their way through Haylon in the name of gaining a secure hold on it. They would leave nothing in their wake but destruction.
“Maybe we should go for a while,” Leyana said, taking Sartes’s hand. “Just in case.” 
Sartes wanted to go with her, to spend time with her, but he didn’t want to do it just in case. He wanted to do it because he loved her.
“It will be all right,” he assured her. “We’ll fight them off. We’ll find a way.”
They would find a way because they had to. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
Stephania stood outside the torturers’ chambers while screams echoed from within. She listened to them, waiting with what she hoped was a suitably disinterested expression. She took no pleasure in it, but it was necessary. It would keep her safe. Around her, nobles and handmaidens stood waiting, gathered from whatever spots Stephania had been able to find them. She wanted loyal people around her.
They still wore their slave chains, of course. Freedom was a privilege they could earn, or a gift she could use to cement her place.
That place didn’t feel very certain right then. From the moment Ulren died, Stephania felt as though she was dancing atop the sands of an hourglass, waiting for them to run out. Several of his captains stood there, watching her with obvious suspicion, kept from her murder only by the story she had told of a rogue slave and a sudden knife thrust.
They were from Felldust, though, and they didn’t take such things at face value. The men and women currently in the clutches of her torturers were the ones who might have been in a position to conspire in such a murder. When it turned out that none of them was responsible… well, maybe Stephania would be the one who found herself in there.
Already, she could see the impatience on the captains’ faces. One, a pockmarked man named Askre, was already looking at her as if savoring what would happen next. If it were just a matter of killing those with suspicions, Stephania would already have put a knife in him.
As it was, she ignored the screams, quietly establishing her power once more. 
“Philida, go and tell the master of ceremonies that there will be a parade, with me at its heart,” she said. To the Felldust soldiers, it would look like a celebration of victory, while to the people, it would hopefully look like liberation. “Yssen, I want the looting to stop now. The men have had their time at it, and I don’t mean to give away what belongs to me.”
“If it continues to belong to you,” Askre muttered.
“I am Ulren’s wife,” Stephania said. “What was his becomes mine upon his death. His holdings and mine became one. Steal from my lands, and it is as if you steal from your lord. Are you a loyal man, Askre?”
“I’m loyal,” the captain shot back. “Loyal enough that if you betrayed Ulren, you’ll pay.”
Again, Stephania wished that she could simply kill him. The trouble was that doing so was as good as an admission of guilt, and Ulren’s forces were still camped in the city, taking what they wanted. So she smiled instead, reaching out to take his hands.
“Askre, your fierceness does you credit. No wonder Ulren respected you so much. Trust me, I am as eager to find his killer as you, and when I do, they will pay. Didn’t I kill his assassin?”
“Aye, and swiftly,” the man agreed. “Some might say conveniently swiftly.”
“But a man who did that would answer for it,” Stephania said. She couldn’t just be conciliatory, not with men like this. They respected strength as well as truth.
The captain looked as though he might say something then, but a servant ran in, kneeling before Stephania in the fashion the invaders had taught their slaves. Stephania decided that she liked it now that she wasn’t the one having to do it.
“What is it?” she asked the young man.
“Forgive me, my lady, but… there are ships on the horizon. I think we are about to be attacked.”
Stephania needed to see this for herself, so she hurried from the chamber, heading up to her rooms with what seemed like half the castle in tow. She walked as fast as she could without it being unseemly, then cursed to herself, hitched up her dress, and ran, trying to get to a balcony where she would have a view out over the water.
When she got there, Stephania could see the ships pulling into the harbor. More than that, she could make out some of the flags that they were flying. They weren’t Irrien’s standards. Instead, they flew the flags of Kas and Vexa, the Third and Fourth Stones. There were even a few small flags pointing to the presence of the Fifth.
Stephania should have guessed that they would come, following in Ulren’s wake and hoping to catch him at a point when he was just recovering from his fight with Irrien. Probably the other Stones didn’t care who had won, so long as they had a chance to remove them.
“We must prepare to fight,” Stephania said. “We can hold the city.”
She heard Askre snort. “We could, or we could just give you to them to execute at their leisure, as a traitor, then take our places with them.”
His hand was resting on his sword hilt. He hadn’t drawn it yet, but Stephania guessed that it was only a matter of time. She decided to go on the attack. Thankfully, she’d just been given the perfect weapon to do it with.
“Are you an idiot?” she demanded. “Can you not see what’s in front of your eyes?”
“Careful, woman,” Askre said.
“Why should I be careful?” Stephania snapped back. “I’m loyal to my husband. You want to join the people who murdered him!”
She heard the captains there murmur at that. 
“Isn’t it obvious?” Stephania demanded, before they had a chance to say anything. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that an assassin murders your lord right before the other Stones arrive?” 
As far as Stephania was concerned, it was the most beautiful coincidence of her life. The difference between her and other people, though, was that Stephania knew how to take advantage of anything that fate presented her with.
“Look at them,” Stephania said, pointing to where small figures were starting to disembark below. “We’ve been demanding answers of the people who brought that slave here, and now we know what answer we’re going to get!”
Especially once Stephania had told the torturers what answers to extract. People would say anything, eventually.
“Askre, you are the most loyal of my husband’s men. Are you going to stand by while his murderers stand below, advancing on us?”
“No,” the captain said. “I am not.”
“What about the rest of you?” Stephania demanded. “Will you fight to avenge Ulren’s murder? Will you bring me the other Stones’ heads? Will you?”
“We will!” they shouted back, as if this were a parade ground and not the balcony of elegantly appointed rooms.
“Then go!” Stephania ordered. “Go, take every man. Go to victory!”
She watched them rush out, already issuing orders to their subordinates. Stephania waited there by the balcony until she was sure that they were gone, and then turned to the nearest servant.
“Wait until they are gone and then lock the gates behind them. Oh, and tell the torturers that I want a confession each pointing to Kas and Vexa, just in case any of the fools manage to survive the battle.”
 
***
 
Stephania watched the battle unfolding in the city below with a certain amount of satisfaction. With just words, she’d taken a potentially deadly situation and turned it into something to her advantage. She’d killed the men below as surely as if she had struck them down with a sword. They simply didn’t know it yet.
She watched the warriors advancing on one another like armies of ants, and even from where she was, Stephania could hear the screams as they met. Catapults fired from ships and fire arrows flared, eating into the city as they struck it. Warriors on both sides died in street battles that came together and broke apart like seeds blown on the wind.
Stephania didn’t care who won right then, so long as they slaughtered one another. If by some miracle Ulren’s men won, they would be hers from that moment on, loyal with the memory of a shared victory at her urging. Then Stephania would use them to take whatever power she needed. If the others claimed victory, Stephania would sit safely behind her walls and let them burn themselves out with the little looting that was left to them. Kas and Vexa were not Irrien; they would not stay to conquer when they could head for home. 
For now, the city crumbled before them, the new invaders finishing what the earlier waves of them had started. Men broke in doors and catapult stones ruined walls. Fire licked at anything made from wood, while all the time the warriors below fought and killed.
If Ulren had lived, Stephania would have seen that as a waste. Her plan had been to build her control over his men until they saw her as his natural successor when he eventually died. When it became necessary to kill him sooner, that plan had to change. Stephania couldn’t hope to control them all.
There was no point in regretting things that were necessary, whether it was the deaths below her, the murder of her latest husband, or the string of small things that had brought her to this point in the first place.
The people under her command were like the city. It was better to burn it all down than to try to cope with something that could never be repaired. Let them die. Let the city be destroyed. Stephania would find a way to rebuild it in her image.
She would rebuild the whole Empire in her image.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
Thanos watched the line of the approaching fleet as it grew, filling the horizon beyond Haylon and growing into something more substantial. His hand clamped tighter on his sword by reflex, but he resisted the urge to draw it yet. A sword in the hand was a weight to carry. It would just waste energy he needed for the battle to come.
From the look of it, he would need all the energy he could get. 
He had seen the fleet that had gone to attack Delos, and the first fleet that had come to the island. Somehow, Thanos had expected this one to be smaller, because surely even Irrien couldn’t have that many ships left to him.
He did, and more. There were warships and transport barges, slave ships and boats that were little more than floating platforms for catapults. They came closer second by second, oar stroke by oar stroke. Right then, it felt as though all Thanos could do was wait as horns sounded, proclaiming the impending assault.
No, it wasn’t all he could do. He ran down onto the beach, to where a crew of men were hammering in last-minute stakes. Thanos took one of the hammers, driving the next wooden post into the sand with brutal strokes. Around him, men set up revetments to fire arrows from, and dug last-minute trenches to slow any assault.
What would Ceres be doing now? Thanos didn’t know, and just not knowing worried him. He wanted her to be safe, but he also knew that when this began, she would be the one seeking out the heart of the battle, surrounded by the most dangerous enemies and fighting the hardest fights.
Thanos couldn’t protect her, and he hated that. He found himself thinking back to his proposal. He wished he’d been able to persuade her, even though he also knew that Ceres was right. When they married, it shouldn’t be from fear of what was to come. It should be from hope.
It was just that, seeing the fleet in front of Haylon, it was hard to have hope.
Thanos ran from the beach into the town, checking that the inhabitants there had been evacuated. They weren’t even going to try to hold the city for long. It was the same as one of the beaches now: a spot that they would make the enemy pay for landing on, before fighting them in the hills. He checked the traps along one of the larger streets, deadfalls reset after the first wave of the invasion.
Ceres would be doing the same somewhere, or simply waiting, gathering her powers to her. He hoped that her powers would hold for this conflict, because he’d seen firsthand how easily they could give way. Thanos couldn’t stand the thought of her falling in the middle of this conflict because the powers of the Ancient Ones disappeared as they had before.
It wasn’t just about Ceres, though. She was powerful, but Thanos knew that even the most powerful fighters could be overwhelmed by enough enemies. If he and the others didn’t hold, Ceres might find herself brought down by the sheer weight of opponents. She might even be captured.
Thanos didn’t want to think about what would happen to her then.
Down by the docks, he could see the other men were just as nervous, staring at the fleet ahead, touching their armaments for comfort or checking objects that were obviously reminders of loved ones. Thanos knew how easily those nerves could turn to panic, so he stood on a section of low wall, making sure the others there could see him.
“Listen to me,” he called out. “Listen. I know how you feel right now. I know you’re scared. You’re worried about what might happen in the hours to come, and the days after that. You’re worried for your families and your friends, for the people you love.”
He looked around, knowing that it was the truth.
“That’s normal. It’s natural. I’ll tell you this, though, you’re not half as scared as the men on those ships should be. Because they have to face you.”
Some of the men laughed nervously at that, but Thanos shook his head.
“You think I’m not serious? You’re men fighting for the people you love, for the place you love. You’re men who have had everything taken from you. I would rather fight a hundred mercenaries intent on plunder than a man like that.”
He pointed to one of the barricades they’d put together. “Look at some of the things you’ve built,” he said. “You’ve taken an island that was designed to be a fortress, and you’ve turned it into more. Do you think the men on those boats truly know what’s about to hit them? When they charge onto these docks, they’re coming to their deaths.” 
He shook his head.
“You’ve built more than that, though. There are men here who were rebels, who were Empire soldiers. There are Bone Folk standing beside you, and Northern warriors. You’ve built friendships that are as strong as any wall. We will stand together, and we will push them back!”
That got a cheer from the men, and Thanos knew that they were ready. That was good, because there was no more time left.
Out on the water, he saw it begin. The few ships the island had were rushing in toward the attacking fleet, not trying to engage the troop ships, just skimming past the boats that held siege engines, firing as they went. Enemy boats swung to try to fight back, and in that moment, the battle was joined.
Catapults fired from the shore, flinging stones that punched through hulls and jars of oil that turned the surface of the water into sheets of flame. Arrows filled the sky as the ships got closer, and now stones started to strike the buildings on the harbor side, reducing the nearest to rubble. Thanos heard a man scream as an arrow took him through the chest, and ducked as more passed too close for comfort.
The first of the enemy ships came up against the docks, throwing grappling hooks so that they couldn’t be pushed away. It was like an assault on a castle wall, only horizontal. Thanos watched for a moment as the first of the landing craft disgorged its troops, and knew that if the defenders attacked too soon, the enemy would just shift their landing spot. Too late, though, and their beachhead would already be in place.
“Wait for it,” he ordered. “Wait… now! Attack!”
He drew his sword and charged, slamming into his first opponent as the two waves of the armies came together. He thrust through a man’s throat, took a blow on the shield, and cut another man down. Around him, men cut and parried, screamed and died.
It had begun.
 
***
 
On the beach he and his men had picked to defend, Sir Justin charged into the mass of landing craft. He knew that there had to be more, that a dozen other beaches had to be the same, but in that moment, it seemed that the world narrowed until there was only him, his men, and the foes who wanted to kill them all.
He deflected a spear aimed at the man beside him and pulled the wielder close as he stabbed with his sword. Another man slammed into him from the side, and briefly, the two of them went down in the sand. Justin tasted the grit of it, and felt the sand go up in a cloud of dust. Then one of his men stabbed the attacker and he scrambled back to his feet.
The fight was chaos. Swords came in from all angles, so that survival seemed to be as much a question of luck as of skill. Justin saw one of the largest of his men brought down by a stray arrow, saw another trip in a patch of wet sand and die as an enemy thrust into the gap that gave him.
Justin cut and blocked, shoved enemies back with his shield and thrust, not even seeing his foes as separate entities anymore. They were just a wall of flesh now, armed with a thousand sharp edges.
“Lock together!” Justin ordered, and his men did it with such smoothness that Justin felt a flash of pride. They’d trained for this, they were the finest warriors any man could hope to command, and they knew what to do. Their shields locked into formation, tight as a real wall, far more powerful than the men could have been individually. 
They pushed forward then, pace after pace. The hardest part was believing that it would work. Each man was trained to protect, not himself, but the man next to him, each man trusting that the man to his right would protect him from harm while he thrust at the foes who came to them. That took more than skill. It meant trusting your friends with your life.
It was step after step of violence, thrusting and cutting, taking blows on his round shield and moving to close the line every time one of his men fell. The formation couldn’t last forever. Eventually, it would break up into a hundred smaller fights, but for now, it held. They cut down the enemies coming to them on the beach, pressing them back toward the water.
They kept coming, and right then it seemed as though it would take a lifetime to kill them all. They poured onto the beach, and it was all Justin could do to keep striking them down. He wasn’t the greatest of swordsmen, but there was no swordplay to this, only the relentless butchery that came with battle. He cut down another, and another, and still there seemed to be more. Justin was already exhausted, but he kept going.
They had to keep going, because the only other option was to die.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
Irrien loved the beauty of the violence. He could appreciate it the way another man might have appreciated the lines of a painting, or the flow of a piece of music. It felt like the only thing that could soothe the pain he was feeling. Wine hadn’t. Food hadn’t. The girl who had been sent to him currently lay dead, sacrificed to the death gods for good luck the moment she had angered him.
The battle, though, was a thing of dark perfection. Men flooded onto the island’s beaches, catapult stones rained down, and blood flowed. Irrien saw knots of men form on the beaches, attacking all of them at once so that there was no way the defenders could hope to defend them all.
Irrien waited with more of his troops, seeing which would succeed and which would die. The moment one group opened a crack, the rest would flow into it the way they might through a breach in a castle wall.
“There,” he said, pointing. “More men there. A hundred gold to the first man to break through!”
Around him, men roared their approval and started forward in landing boats. They charged forward to the spot he had decided on, some dying before they even left the boat, more coming out onto the beach and striking down their enemies. The catapults on Irrien’s flagship fired over them to strike the defenders, not caring for now if they hit his men as well.
This would be the spot where his enemies broke. Irrien could feel it as surely as he could feel the beating of his own heart rise in anticipation. He stepped along the length of his flagship, seeing the men who were eager for the order to push forward and land, and the expectation there.
“Hold here,” he commanded. He would not commit to the battle until he was certain of victory. The world had taken enough from him. A sensible man did not risk his life when there were other lives to spend in his place. A leader did not charge in blindly, when that might risk being caught in a trap.
Instead, he started to strap a steel buckler to the ruins of his left arm, watching the rest of the fight as he did so. It was hard work, and Irrien found himself wishing that he had simply commanded one of his servants to do it for him. Now that he had begun, though, he could not give up. He could not be seen to be weak.
“Might I assist, First Stone?” N’cho asked, coming up beside him. Damn him, the assassin moved quietly.
“I have it,” Irrien insisted, fastening it with a combination of fingers and teeth. He glared at the other man, daring him to risk a comment.
“You have more than that,” N’cho said. “It seems that the island is all but yours.”
It was the curse of weaker men that they thought in terms of things nearly being done. A battle was all but won. A girl’s heart was all but theirs. They were all but rich, thanks to a caravan or a clutch of jewels. Then their caravan was raided, their lover carried off by another, their battle snatched from them. A strong man made sure.
“It will be mine or it won’t,” Irrien said. “Until it is, we keep fighting.”
“Of course, First Stone,” the assassin said, as if he truly intended to fight. Irrien doubted that. He would not risk himself if he could avoid it.
He shouldn’t need to, though. Already, Irrien’s men were forming a beachhead, digging in on the sand and pushing back the defenders. It was hard fighting, and Irrien saw some of them fall into pits that had been dug to slow them, but that didn’t matter. No man charged a beach in the expectation that it would be easy.
Then the girl arrived, and it got harder. 
Irrien had heard about Ceres, of course. A wise man learned about his enemies. He had heard what she could do. He had heard about her losing and gaining strength, about the enemies she had defeated. She had survived Stephania, survived the Empire, survived so many other things that Irrien could barely begin to comprehend what it had taken.
He’d thought that she would be a worthy opponent even before he’d seen her. Now that she was there in front of him, Irrien knew it to be true.
She scythed through his beachhead, arriving in a blur of cloud and smoke that carried her in through the air. She moved so fast that she was hard to follow from a distance, cutting through men as easily as touching them, throwing them back through the air with the force of a hurricane. Irrien saw her cut a man almost in half, then send out a wave of power that left more men standing there motionless, and it took him a moment to realize that they had been turned into stone.
She continued to cut and kill, and now the defenders on the beach rallied with her, joining in an assault that pushed his men back like the tide going out. Before, it had seemed as though they might be able to take the beach easily. Now, there were hardly any of them left.
Ceres moved on, and Irrien watched her as she leapt into the fight on the docks. Again, it seemed as though no man could even touch her. A big man with an axe ran at her, and in a matter of moments, he had lost his head. Two more men came at her, attacking from both sides at once, and a second later they went flying. 
“Target her with the catapults,” Irrien said, hoping to slow her down if nothing else. He heard the creak of the winding handles as the men drew the arms back, then the rush of air as they sent their stones flying toward the part of the dock where Ceres fought.
She dodged the first easily, then sent a blast of destructive force into the second, shattering it into pieces. Even as fragments of stone rained down, she killed more of his men, rushing into the gap they left and hacking at more opponents. Soon, there was an open space around her, and the defenders were able to rush into that gap, holding it against the tide of his men.
Irrien could see the danger now. This one young woman might not be able to take on his whole army, but she could kill enough men to make gaps. She could turn the tide at points where Irrien expected his men to win. A thin thread of worry started to worm its way through him. If Ceres was allowed to continue like this, then the momentum of the assault might stall, forcing his fleet to regroup.
Or worse, the defenders might be able to destroy them.
Irrien couldn’t allow that to happen. His plan for taking the island depended on total, overwhelming force. It relied on catching the defenders in a place where they couldn’t just run back to their hills and turn this into the kind of slow, hidden war that Irrien couldn’t afford with enemies still behind him in Delos. He needed to win swiftly here, not drag the fight out while Ulren and Stephania consolidated their position behind him.
It was just as well, then, that he had a tool with which to deal with this problem. Irrien turned, watching the progress of the large hulk at the back of his fleet, pulled along by banks of oars as it wallowed in the water, barely keeping up with the rest of the vessels there. Stones fell around it, but the smaller vessels of the islanders didn’t harass it, because it looked innocuous compared to the barges that held siege weapons, or even the warships that tried to hunt them.
Irrien turned to N’cho. “Is everything ready to deploy the beast?”
“Release it, and its hunger will do the rest,” N’cho said. “My spells will guide it, but the truth is that it needs violence and destruction the way we need water.”
That was a need that Irrien could understand. All his life, he’d felt the same thing. He hadn’t felt alive unless it was at the heart of a conflict. 
“Then do it,” Irrien ordered. He turned to his signalers. “Order the creature’s ship forward.”
Horns blared, giving the signals. They echoed out over the water, and slowly, ponderously, the great hulk started to move through the water toward the land. As if sensing the danger, some of the islanders’ ships moved to attack it, but it was too close now, and they were too caught up in their battles against his warships.
On its deck, the beast that N’cho had summoned reared up, letting the world see it. It was a thing of nightmares, and as it roared, Irrien could hear the screams of the men driven mad with terror just at the sight of it. He smiled at that, watching the bulk of the thing set against the sun. Nothing would stop it. Nothing would even hold it back.
Soon, the child of the Ancient Ones would die, and the island would be theirs for the taking.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
Ceres fought at the heart of the battle, trying to find the spots where she could make the most difference, and save the most defenders. She saw a knot of them ahead, entangled in combat with three groups of invaders, and she ran to help.
She leapt up to the level of the rooftops, running along them and hopping across the gaps between buildings. She came to the spot she’d chosen and dropped down, power rippling out from her to knock men back. 
An enemy came at her and Ceres swayed aside to punch a sword through his breastplate. She ducked under another attack on instinct and then struck back with a blast of power that left a statue in her wake.
She kept going, mixing powers with blade work. The men who stood against her died beneath her sword, while her speed let her dodge and parry, jump and keep out of their reach, even in the midst of the battle’s chaos. 
That didn’t mean that she avoided all the attacks, though. Already, Ceres’s armor had scrapes and dents where swords had skimmed off her, simply because there had been too many of them to avoid. She had a shallow gash on her arm, and couldn’t even remember who had managed to cut her.
Compared to the number of attackers she’d already killed, though, it was nothing. Already, the cluster of enemies she’d picked out were falling back, trying to find safety while the islanders chased them. It left a gap, and in that gap, Ceres found herself looking for another clutch of enemies to fight.
She started toward one, and they pulled back in fear before she even got to them. Ceres let them go. She wasn’t about to cut men down as they ran. It meant that she found herself standing in empty space. It gave her a moment to pause.
In that moment, she saw the giant hulk approaching the docks, gliding in with oar strokes to the beat of heavy drums. One look at it told her that something was coming, and for the first time since the battle had started, Ceres felt a flicker of fear for no reason that she could understand.
Then a ramp came down from the ship and she saw what was coming.
The monster had only one eye, but that eye seemed to hold a total hatred of the world within it. It was as tall as many of the ships there, with papery skin and a huge, scaled head. It had spines and claws that looked as though they could punch through armor, and as it came down the ramp, it roared in a way that seemed to promise death to anything that came near it. It looked as though it should have been a lumbering thing, but it moved with a spider quickness that belied that.
It ran down into the city, and brave defenders tried to fight it. Ceres saw a whole flight of arrows strike it, but they made no difference to the creature. Men ran in with swords and spears, thrusting at it the way they might have with a bear on a hunt. The monster swatted at them in return, and its brutal strength tore men in half with ease.
It swiped with one clawed hand, and men sprawled, dying as those claws punched through their armor. One would be hero leapt at its back, but the creature shifted, and spines were suddenly in the path of his jump. The man fell, screaming.
It wasn’t just that the creature was large, although the size of it meant that it matched most of the houses there. It wasn’t just that it was a thing with razor claws and spear-like protrusions, although those killed everything they touched. It wasn’t even that it seemed to shrug off attacks that would have brought down even some of the creatures Ceres had faced in the Stade. 
There was something else about this creature. There was something about it that said it was a thing of death, every line of it inimical to life. Ceres could feel it too as it struck, seeing it in ways that she wouldn’t have been able to before what had happened in the fortress of the sorcerers. She could feel the way it drew in life from those it killed, pulling it into a vast emptiness within it.
Slowly, crushing bodies beneath its feet as it moved, it turned toward Ceres, staring at her. It opened its crocodilian mouth wide in a roar that echoed around the buildings there, showing teeth already red with blood. It started to lumber toward her, and it clearly didn’t care who got in the way, because it ran over Felldust’s warriors and Haylon’s rebel soldiers alike, cutting off their screams with the impact of its clawed feet.
Ceres waited for a moment, and then ran at it.
It must have looked ludicrous from the outside, her and this giant beast charging at one another as if the impact would be an equal one. Still, Ceres sprinted at it. There was no way that the others there could hope to defeat a thing like this, so that left her to do it.
She sprinted until it seemed inevitable that the beast would collide with her, and then, at the last moment, Ceres leapt, jumping aside. The beast was moving too fast to stop by then, and it skidded, careening head first into a building. The walls collapsed around it, the weight of stone crashing down on it enough to crush a dozen men.
It stood and shook the rubble off as though it was dust, then turned toward Ceres again.
She was already attacking as it did it, striking out with her swords, trying to cut the ropelike tendons that held the thing together. Ceres cut and moved, throwing herself flat as a clawed hand tore through the space where she’d been. She sliced upward, then rolled and drew her blade along the iron hard scales of the beast’s belly. If she’d hoped that it would slow the creature, Ceres was mistaken. It lunged down with an open maw, and it was all that Ceres could do to dodge back.
In spite of its size, the creature was fast. It moved with an inhuman speed that seemed to have nothing to do with the construction of its flesh, so that Ceres barely managed to avoid the arc of lethal claws again and again. When she struck it with her blades, the creature ignored the impact, not reacting even when she managed to slice through its papery skin. The wounds she inflicted vanished so fast they might as well not have been there.
Ceres had options other than her swords, though. 
She summoned up the power to turn the creature to stone from deep within her, not holding back for once as she flung it at the beast. She reached out to touch it and drove power deep into the heart of the thing. Ceres saw stone spreading out from the spot where she touched the creature, rippling across the creature’s flesh in a tide of marble that seemed to match its already cold skin.
Ceres felt the moment when her power was caught and absorbed, only realizing her mistake in that moment. This was a creature of death, which pulled in life to sustain its existence in this world. Throwing power into it only fed it, giving it the energy it needed to live. 
Ceres had a moment to feel the full horror of the thing, feeling the life forces of the men and women it had killed recently trapped within it, ripped to shreds of energy to feed the beast’s continued trail of destruction. She had a moment to see that this was the perfect weapon to use against an Ancient One, with its ability to absorb whatever they threw at it, dragging their power down into the great pit of death that lay within it.
Then it hit her, as casually as Ceres might have swatted a fly.
She managed to twist, avoiding the tips of its claws, but the impact was still enough to send her airborne. She sailed through the air, carried by the momentum of the blow, and Ceres had to drop her swords for fear of what might happen if she landed with them beneath her. She slammed into a wall, and if it wasn’t enough to bring it down the way the beast’s impact had been, it was still enough to make the world blur and spin as she slid down it.
Ceres lay there for several seconds, feeling the power within her working to repair broken bones and torn muscles. She hadn’t believed that she could hurt as much as this, and it was only an effort of will that kept her from screaming. She tried to fight her way back to full consciousness, the world slowly coming back into focus as she lay there.
The beast advanced on her and Ceres tried to move, but she couldn’t, not yet. It rose above her, that great eye staring down at her, and it reared, its claws glinting in the sunlight as it prepared to plunge them down to finish her.
Ceres knew in that moment that she was going to die. She couldn’t beat this thing. She couldn’t even begin to.
She sat, looking up, waiting for the claws to end her life.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
Irrien watched the girl fall with the satisfaction that came from knowing victory was close. The beast towered over her. It would finish her, and then there would be no one who could hope to stop his army.
They would slaughter the people of the island then. There would be no mercy this time, no holding back. The slavers would be annoyed at not being allowed to take what they could, but he would leave no enemies behind him when he turned back toward Delos. They would have to satisfy themselves with what was left there.
This would end here. This would end now.
“Forward!” Irrien ordered. “It is time!”
He heard the drums start, and the crack of the whips as they drove the oarsmen to greater efforts. His flagship pulled forward, his men gathering as they prepared for the conflict to come. Irrien drew a short spear with a long head, standing with it and the buckler strapped to his left arm as he waited for the moment the landing would come.
Other ships moved along with his, the rest of his men ready to pour in behind their leader. Irrien loved having that kind of power to decide life and death, the knowledge that when he moved, a whole army moved with him.
Of course, the enemy braced themselves for the assault. Irrien could see a young man in shining armor standing at the heart of the battle, and he guessed that it would be the prince, Thanos. Irrien would kill him. He would kill anyone who stood before him. He would turn this island into a charnel house before he turned back to Delos to break Ulren and his new wife.
He felt the moment when the boat brushed up against the docks. Gangplanks and boarding nets went down to bridge the gap to the land. Irrien ignored them, leaping across the gap and landing in a fighting crouch while his men cheered. He pointed to the waiting defenders, who were trying to form a shield wall to hold back the rush.
“Kill them,” Irrien ordered. “Kill them all!”
He loped forward with the body of his men, letting the eager and the foolish run in first to die in the initial wave of the attack. He joined it as the fight pushed forward, breaking up into a swirling mass of smaller fights and stabbing weapons.
Irrien thrust his spear into the face of one defender, then struck another with the haft, hard enough to break bones. He deflected a sword stroke, then smashed the steel of his buckler into the man’s skull. He made no effort to defend the others around him, though. If a man could not protect himself, he deserved to die.
He fought his way forward, aiming for Thanos. Weak men needed leaders. Without theirs, the defenders would crumble and fall. Irrien forced his way forward, slashing the blade of his short spear across a man’s throat, then plunging the point into another’s chest.
The tide of the battle pushed against him, so that Irrien felt like a man trying to swim against the current as he cut and killed, trying to force his way toward the man whose death he wanted. He killed a man who got in his way, not caring if he was friend or foe, then kicked the legs from under another, leaving him for his men to finish.
Irrien looked around, making sure that he was still on course for the prince. Around him, he saw the violence of the battle, the blood and the slaughter, heard the men begging for mercy or screaming in pain.
Then Irrien saw him, standing there: the man who had wounded him before. The one he’d thrust his sword through, and whom he’d given to the ocean. Akila.
The former rebel leader stood with a sword Irrien knew far too well, blocking Irrien’s way. A man ran at him, and Akila cut him down with a clean swing of the sword.
“I have something that belongs to you,” Akila said, hefting it.
“Perhaps I’ll give you a spear to match,” Irrien shot back. He didn’t waste time with more talking. This man had been the first to wound him in the long slow fall that had led to the loss of his hand. Without Akila’s wound, Irrien would have parried Stephania’s poisoned dagger easily. Without it, perhaps he would even have survived the Dozen Deaths unscathed. Some things had to be avenged.
He lunged at Akila, and the other man was as skilled as Irrien remembered, parrying the first thrusts of the spear and pressing in close, with the sword pressing down as the two of them battered one another with fists and knees, elbows and shoulders. Finally, Irrien shoved him back, slicing with the spear at throat height.
Akila blocked the blow and sent a riposte that Irrien deflected clumsily with his shield.
“Looks as though you’re not as good with that side anymore,” the other man said. “Looks as though you lost more than a sword.”
Irrien knew that the other man was trying to rile him, but even so, it was hard to keep his temper from rising. He thrust again and again with the spear, forcing Akila back, looking for an opening.
It was a clumsy kind of duel. By rights, they should have been in a ring of chanting men. They should have been in a dueling hall, or the sands of the Empire’s arena. Instead, they had to step around other men or shove them away, parry stray blows or pause to kill those who thought that they could interfere. Singers told their stories of battles between heroes as if the whole world stopped to watch them happen. Instead, he and Akila hunted one another through a forest of blades and bodies, coming together in a clash of weaponry, then breaking apart again. 
To Irrien’s annoyance, Akila struck first, in a plunging stroke that cut through the meat of Irrien’s leg. The other man pulled back, swinging at Irrien’s head, and Irrien was clumsier now. He barely parried the blow using his buckler, and the small shield tore away from his arm in the process. 
Irrien had to fall back as Akila struck and struck, giving ground and angling his short spear to parry as he dodged or ducked. For almost the first time in his life, Irrien felt the threat of defeat looming over him. In desperation, he pushed one of his own men into Akila’s path, but Akila cut him down.
“There’s nowhere to run,” Akila said, lifting his blade for what was probably intended to be the killing stroke. Perhaps it would have been if Irrien hadn’t been the man to almost kill him before. Akila might have seen Irrien’s weaknesses, but Irrien knew his too.
Irrien tied up Akila’s blade with his spear and then kicked out, striking right at the spot where he’d wounded the other man before. Akila hissed in pain, falling to one knee, and Irrien thrust his spear through the other man’s chest. He saw Akila’s eyes widen in shock at it, but Irrien wasn’t done. This time, he would be sure.
He shoved the other man back, letting him fall, then he poised his spear above Akila’s throat.
“Akila! No!”
Irrien looked round to see the young prince approaching quickly, as if he might stop what was to come, Irrien smiled slowly and deliberately, taunting Thanos in his weak need to help others. Then he thrust down.
He stepped back, very deliberately, leaving Akila’s corpse there on the ground for the boy if he wanted it. Irrien hoped he would. He hoped he would be foolish enough to try to pause by his friend for some last, tender moment. If he did, Irrien would throw his spear and plunge it through the young man’s heart. He would use one death to gain another.
Instead, though, Thanos only knelt briefly, and he never took his eyes from Irrien as he did it. Now, it seemed that the rest of the battle did have a sense of what was going on, because there was clear space between them as Thanos lifted Irrien’s old sword from Akila’s hands, casting down his shield so that he could hold it two-handed.
Irrien could see the hatred there. Good. Men made mistakes when they hated, and Irrien would take advantage of any opening Thanos gave him. That they would fight wasn’t in doubt now. Irrien prepared himself for the moment when he would kill Thanos, savoring the anticipation of it.
He hefted his spear.
“What are you waiting for, boy? Come to me. Come and die the way your friend did!”
That did exactly what he intended. Irrien saw the anger rising through Thanos; saw the sword rise in readiness for the first blow. Irrien smiled the same taunting smile he’d given when he’d killed Akila, and Thanos roared in his anger, charging forward.
Irrien leapt to meet him.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
Thanos knew who he was facing from the first instant. This was Irrien, the man who had led the invasion of Delos. The man who was the key to finishing all of this. The man who had just killed his friend.
Thanos hefted the sword Akila had taken from the First Stone. It hadn’t been enough for him to win the fight, but Thanos wasn’t about to let that stop him. He moved forward smoothly, feinting low and then swinging at Irrien’s injured arm.
 The First Stone spun away, and their battle began.
Thanos started cautiously, with testing cuts and partially extended thrusts. He didn’t want to overcommit before he knew his enemy’s moves, the rhythm in which he fought. There was a reason why this man was the most feared warrior in Felldust. Even injured, even with one arm, he could still be dangerous. Thanos wasn’t about to take victory for granted.
His caution saved him as Irrien changed direction, striking out with a flurry of spear blows. The short spear wasn’t like facing a longer version. It might not give Irrien quite the reach that a full-length spear might, but it was still as long as the sword Thanos held, and it was as viciously maneuverable as a dagger. It was like fighting a snake that struck again and again, never in the same place twice.
It didn’t help that the First Stone seemed to know every dirty trick a fighting man might know, and had absolutely no qualms about using them. He kicked sand up toward Thanos’s face, then struck out in the wake of it. He dodged behind the fighting men of Haylon and Felldust alike, shoving them at Thanos and then rushing in while he was tangled with them. He pretended to slip, and then thrust out his spear at ankle height, trying to catch Thanos as he moved in for the kill.
Each time, Thanos survived it, but only barely. He parried blindly in the midst of the cloud of sand, shoved men of both sides away from him, and leapt over the sweep of the spear, coming up to his feet in a roll. He countered with a thrust that Irrien swayed aside from, kicking out and only barely missing Thanos’s knee. Even striking the meat of his thigh, it hurt.
“You’re good at this,” Irrien said.
Thanos didn’t reply. He knew the other man was trying to goad him, distract him; anything that would give him a moment in which to slide that short spear home.
“You’re good, but you’re soft,” the First Stone continued. “You grew up pampered in a palace. Oh, I’m sure you tried to be strong, but you never truly needed to be.”
“You know nothing about me,” Thanos said, and he struck out. He was ready for Irrien’s attempt to dodge around the blow with a thrust of his own, and ducked in plenty of time. He wasn’t ready for Irrien’s knee as it came up, catching him on the side of the head. 
Thanos sprang back, swinging his sword in a wide arc to keep the other man at bay. Irrien stood just out of range, not wasting any energy. Thanos found himself feeling grateful that he was fighting the other man now that he was so badly wounded. He didn’t want to think about what he would be like at full strength.
“As I said, soft,” Irrien said. “You’ve never had to survive the dust. You’ve never had to slaughter your own family just to survive.”
Briefly, Thanos thought of Lucious. His brother. He’d killed him because he’d had no choice, but he’d still killed him.
“Did that strike a nerve?” Irrien asked, and then, just as Thanos went to answer, he threw his short spear straight for Thanos’s heart.
Thanos went to parry it and the sheer force with which Irrien flung the weapon meant that it scraped along his shoulder, drawing blood. Irrien rushed in close in its wake, forcing his way inside the cutting arc of the great sword and slamming into Thanos with all the force of a charging bull.
It was all Thanos could do to keep his feet then, fighting to get enough space to use the sword he held effectively, fighting to try to bring any weapon to bear that he could. All the time, Irrien attacked him with fists and feet, knees and elbows. He head-butted Thanos, and for a moment, Thanos saw stars. His knee slammed into Thanos’s groin, and Thanos struggled to stay standing.
Thanos started to return the battering, striking out as best he could at close range, using his body as a weapon. He’d trained with the best combatlords the Stade had to offer. He knew how to fight in close.
Then Irrien drew a knife and things became infinitely more dangerous. Thanos saw the danger in time, letting go of the sword and letting it drop, because so close in, there was no hope of getting a clean swing with it. Instead, he latched on to Irrien’s knife arm with both hands, forcing it away from him while the other man tried to thrust with it. Even one-armed, the First Stone was frighteningly strong.
Somehow, in the struggle for the weapon, Irrien managed to hook a foot round Thanos’s ankle. He struck Thanos with the elbow of his other arm, and the two of them went tumbling to the ground together.
Irrien came up on top, and it was all Thanos could do to keep his grip on the other man’s knife arm. Holding the weapon away from himself, Thanos could stop Irrien from forcing the blade into him, but it also meant that he couldn’t defend as Irrien started to strike with the elbow of his other arm, slamming it down the way another man might have used a hammer.
“You’re weak,” he snarled as he hit Thanos. “A man who wasn’t strong enough to take what he wanted.”
Thanos tasted blood as Irrien hit him. He wanted to fight back then, but it took all the strength he had to keep the knife away from him.
“I took what I wanted,” Irrien continued, and he punctuated his words with more clubbing blows from his ruined forearm. “I wanted your homeland, and I took it. I wanted your wife, and I made her into my slave. I wanted your child to suffer, so I tore it from Stephania’s belly and gave it to the death priests.”
“No,” Thanos said. “No.”
He hated Stephania. He had every reason to. He’d left her behind, because she’d deserved nothing more than that. Even so, the thought of what Irrien had done to her made him sick. The thought of what the First Stone had done to his child…
Anger lent him strength, and Thanos bucked, rolling Irrien over to land beneath him. It was Thanos’s turn to strike out then, pinning Irrien’s knife arm with one hand and all the weight of his body, while his other fist slammed down into the First Stone again and again. Irrien scrambled back to his feet, but Thanos was already moving, diving for the sword he’d dropped.
Thanos could hear Irrien advancing on him, probably hefting the knife to finish the job he’d started. It didn’t matter. Thanos didn’t even try to stand then; he just spun, cutting out and feeling the sword slam into Irrien’s legs. The First Stone fell, collapsing to his knees with an expression close to shock.
“That is for killing my friend,” Thanos said. He lifted the sword and plunged it deep into Irrien’s chest, dragging it out again with a bellow of effort. “That is for all the people you’ve killed and enslaved, not just Stephania. And this…”
He lifted the sword then, feeling the weight of it as Irrien stared up at him, still trying to threaten with his long knife even now.
“…this is for my son!”
He swept the great sword down in a wide arc, striking Irrien’s neck cleanly and cleaving through it through sheer momentum. The First Stone’s head came away from his shoulders and rolled, and his body toppled to one side.
Thanos struggled to his feet, using the sword for support. A part of him thought that he should be rising to cheers, because when a man like Irrien died, surely everyone should rejoice? Instead, he found himself staring at a wide circle of Felldust men, all standing over the bodies of the islanders they’d killed. They stared at him with awe at what he’d just done, but also with hatred.
Things were still for a moment or two, but Thanos knew it couldn’t last. Sooner or later, one of them would move, and then they all would, crashing down on him like some tidal wave of violence. He was dead; it was simply a matter of moments.
Thanos thought of Ceres again then, and all that they hadn’t had together yet. He thought of the child Irrien had taken from him, and the friends he’d lost. Then he lifted the sword he’d just used to kill the First Stone, and he did the only thing he could think to do.
He charged.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
Jeva saw the danger from the far end of the docks. She saw Thanos fighting, saw his men falling around him as he cut down the First Stone. She saw him raise his sword as enemies surrounded him, and she guessed what he was going to do even before he did it.
She saw Thanos charge, and it was glorious. It was stupid, but it was glorious.
Perhaps that was why she gathered her people to her, or perhaps it was just that she wasn’t going to stand by and let the man who had saved her life fall. Thanos was too good a man for her to stand by while he died, so Jeva didn’t. She charged instead, and her people charged with her, shouting battle cries that would have chilled any sane man.
It meant that the enemies attacking Thanos turned to face them as they charged, but Jeva didn’t care. She could kill men as easily from the front as from the side. She sprang forward, her bladed chains lashing out to create carnage around her. She spun and struck, attacking every enemy who came into range, drawing foes around her like a flame drawing moths.
The more who came to her, the fewer there were to attack Thanos. Her people fought alongside her. Jeva saw them cut at the invaders with axes and curved blades, strike them with staves, strangle them with chains. They sent foes to the dead with all the fury that they reserved for war, bringing chaos to the enemy’s lines as they killed them.
Jeva saw them fall too, because in a battle, in life, there was no real way to avoid death. She saw a man brought down by an axe through his shoulder, and killed the wielder with a sweep of her blades. She saw a woman killed as a spear thrust through her stomach, a pile of dead foes already around her. 
As Jeva continued to fight, she found herself wondering what would become of her people after this. They were already changed beyond recognition. Now they were dying around her. There was a time when she would have seen that as a good thing, or when she wouldn’t have cared enough about the living for it to matter. Now she wept for them as she fought, continuing to slice and move, killing and cutting.
Even so, she kept going, trying to fight her way to Thanos. She tore a foe’s weapon from his hand with her chains, then broke his arm over her leg as she threw him to the ground. She pushed past two more, then ducked under a sword blow.
Thanos was ahead, fighting with all the skill and power Jeva had come to expect from him. It was astonishing that he’d survived this far, and now that her people were there to help hold back the tide, it seemed as if he might actually be safe. Jeva saw him push a man back with the cross guard of his weapon, striking him down with a two-handed blow. He parried a sword stroke and thrust through another man, planting his foot on his opponent as he tried to drag it clear. 
Jeva ran in beside him, fighting to clear the space around him. There seemed to be so many enemies there: a whole boatload, in a space otherwise clear of defenders. Jeva felt her left-hand chain give way under a sword stroke. She drew a punch dagger and kept going.
“You saved me,” Thanos said.
Jeva forced herself to smile. “You sound surprised.”
She’d done it without dying, too. Maybe the dead had been wrong. Maybe this wasn’t the place where she and her people lost everything. 
Then Jeva saw the warrior coming in behind Thanos, sword already raised. There was no time in which to shout a warning. 
There was no time for Jeva to do anything except throw herself forward blindly, hoping that it would be enough. She felt the impact of a blade hammering into her side, but her own weapons went out to kill the attacker in the same moment. He fell, and even as he did so, Thanos cut down the other men around him.
Jeva leaned back to back with him then, his strength the main thing holding her up, and they continued to fight together against the foes surrounding them. Jeva saw more of her people falling, and even though each one died with a heap of foes next to him or her, it didn’t seem like enough of a trade for a life.
She knew she shouldn’t have thought like that, that the ancestors would probably be roiling in disembodied disgust at the thought of it, but still, Jeva hated the waste of it all even as she knew that there was no other choice. She struck out at the next foes to come at her, and the next.
More figures ran in, and briefly, Jeva thought that she might have to fight off another wave of Felldust’s warriors. Then she saw their uniforms, marked with the colors of Haylon, the Northern Coast, and the Empire. All three had come to Thanos’s aid, and now they cut into the remaining invaders, pushing them back toward their ships and killing any who tried to stand.
They’d done it. They’d held against Irrien’s assault, although Jeva could hardly bear to see what it had cost her people. So many of them lay dead, and the wound at her side would need stitching soon before…
Her knees gave way with almost stately slowness, and Jeva collapsed to the ground. Thanos was there to catch her, pressing a hand to the spot where she’d been struck by the sword. It came away coated in the kind of dark blood that meant this wasn’t just a case of sealing the wound with honeyed silk.
Thanos stared at it. “We need to get you to a healer. We need to find someone who can help you.”
Jeva could hear the hope in that, but she could feel the truth too, running out of her with every drop of blood that fell. Life was fleeing her almost as quickly as the last of the enemy troops on the docks were running.
“I’m dying,” Jeva said.
For what seemed to be an eternity, Thanos ignored that, pressing down on the wound as if he could hold Jeva’s life in with his bare hands. 
“I’m dying, Thanos,” she repeated. It was better to be honest about these things. That was what she’d always been taught, wasn’t it? So why did it all seem so hard now that she was the one whose spirit only seemed bound to her by the slenderest of threads?
She saw Thanos weeping then as he looked down at her. He knelt there, holding onto her. Jeva could barely feel it now.
“Promise me, Thanos,” she said. “Promise me that my people will be well treated. There are so few of them now, and everything is changing for us.”
“I promise,” Thanos assured her. Jeva knew that he would keep to it. Thanos was a man who kept his word. Jeva wondered how different things might have been if she hadn’t met him. 
She might still have been alive, but somehow, that distinction didn’t seem like one that was worthwhile. She didn’t regret what she’d done, even though this was the outcome. When it came to it, all roads led to this point. It was simply a question of what you managed to do along the way. 
Jeva had changed her people beyond recognition, saved a prince, and, she hoped, helped to win a war. How much more could she ask for? She laughed to herself.
“What’s so funny?” Thanos asked her.
“I’ve made it so my people won’t be ruled by the dead, just as I’m about to become one of them,” Jeva said. She laughed again at the irony of it. 
“Perhaps I should tell them to listen to you,” Thanos suggested, with a smile of his own.
That turned Jeva serious for a moment. “Don’t you dare. They can’t be allowed to go back to what they were. It can’t happen.”
“It won’t,” Thanos said. He was still smiling, even though tears were falling as well. Maybe that was what death should be, sadness and joy and more, all wrapped up together.
It wouldn’t be long now. Jeva could feel the darkness coming in at the edges of her vision. She could hear the whispers of the dead, and this time it wasn’t because they had a message for her or a task. There was a place waiting among them.
Jeva hoped it would be a good one. There was just one more thing that she needed to do.
“Thanos,” she said. “I need you to promise me one more thing.”
“Another thing?” Thanos said.
“When you saved my life, I owed you my life,” Jeva said. “Now you owe me yours.”
“What is it, Jeva?” Thanos asked. “You know you just have to ask.”
“Live, Thanos. Stop fighting against your own happiness. Live a good life. Live a full life. If I see you on the other side too soon, I will be very angry.”
As last words went, Jeva thought those were probably good ones. She looked up into Thanos’s face until it started to fade, and she took her hands away from the wound she’d suffered.
The dead reached out for her, and Jeva went to them willingly.   
 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
Ceres stared up in fear at the beast above her. It reared, its claws ready to crush her completely, its bulk greater than half the houses around her. The sun shone from its spines, and its single eye burned with malevolence. With the speed a thing that size shouldn’t have had, it brought the claws thundering down toward her.
Ceres rolled, and even that movement was agony as her body struggled to heal itself. She felt the rush of air as the claws passed close to her, then an impact like an earthquake rumbled through the ground beside her.
She came to her feet, pushing aside the pain, pushing aside the fear of this beast filled with death. She had to find a way to stop it. If she didn’t, who would? If she didn’t, then the fight for Haylon was as good as lost, regardless of what else happened.
The question still remained of how she could hope to fight something like this.
Ceres dodged aside from another blow as it struck, hard enough to bring a wall down when the creature’s claws thudded into it. She didn’t try to grab a weapon and strike back, because there was no weapon there that might hope to harm it. She didn’t lash out with her powers, because she had already learned that the beast could absorb what she sent it, feeding on that the way another animal might drink water.
The most she could do right then was try to keep its attention on her, and hope that she could keep it from the rest of the battle while she tried to think of something that might work. Even that was hard. It meant trying to dodge and keep moving, all the while trying to keep in the sight of that single, baleful eye. Ceres jumped over a swipe, dodged back from a sudden charge, and ran along a row of awnings, trying to lead the beast away.
A soldier stepped into its path and stared up at the thing as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The beast stared down at him as well, regarding him the way a cat might have looked at a mouse before it pounced. The soldier screamed a battle cry and tried to stab at it, but it made no difference. The creature’s jaws snapped down, snatching him up and tearing him apart while he screamed. 
Ceres could see that it wasn’t swallowing any of what it chewed on. Instead, she could feel it drawing in the man’s life along with his pain and his fear, dragging it down into the great empty pit that seemed to form the heart of the beast. It was a thing of death, and the energy of that death seemed to spur it on to greater power.
That gave Ceres an idea. A dangerous, probably stupid, idea.
She threw power into it, not even caring about the form that it took. She flung raw, killing force into the creature, feeling the moment when it started to absorb it. Ceres kept pouring power in, letting the beast’s malevolence pull her down toward the brink of the space where it stored the energy it had taken from the deaths it had brought. Ceres could feel herself on the edge of a precipice there. Any further, and she might find her own life force dragged in with the rest to be lost.
Instead, she pulled back.
She pulled the way a fisherman might have hauled in a catch. She pulled with her thoughts and her power, dragging at the death power she could feel in front of her. Slowly, aching with the effort of it, Ceres pulled the power out of the thing. 
It tried to pull back, but Ceres clung to its power, dragging energy from it and pulling it back into herself. She could feel the remains of lives there, and Ceres thought about trying to throw those scraps back where they had come from, but she didn’t know how. There was too much of the death power to even begin to separate it all out.
Coming back to herself, Ceres saw the beast advancing on her now, and there was a jerkiness to its movements that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t as unstoppably fast as it had been, and now she was able to dodge back from it, still pulling on that thread of dark power.
The creature started to unravel in front of her eyes. 
It started with patches of the papery skin, which fell from it in drifts and sloughs, tumbling to the ground so that it continued forward as a thing of bones and spines. Then the bones started to collapse, tumbling and falling in a clatter onto the cobblestones. Some of the smaller bones even turned to dust.
The last thing remaining was that single, hate-filled eye. It glared at Ceres with an abiding hatred of all life until finally, the last glimmers of power winked from it. 
The thing died, and Ceres stood there, brimming with a power that was as unlike hers as anything she’d felt. The power of the Ancient Ones was a great and terrifying thing, but it wasn’t this emptiness, this coldness. Ceres shivered as she held it, because this hated life even more than the power she had contained within her for so long. She felt cold, her breath coming out as mist even on the warmth of the island.
She couldn’t hold it for long. Even though she had the strength of the Ancient Ones, there was no way that Ceres could hope to contain this for more than a few minutes. Already, she could feel it trying to eat through her, the sheer force of it threatening to burst her apart. This was a force that was designed to kill Ancient Ones. It was pure, concentrated death, and Ceres couldn’t stop it. She couldn’t release it either, not without killing everyone around it.
There was one place, though, where that might be a good thing.
Ceres balled up the energy she’d stolen. She held it for a moment, the way a child might have held a stone ready for skimming. She flung it, using her own power to make sure it traveled straight and true, right into the heart of Felldust’s fleet. It spread out in ripples, and Ceres was glad that she’d flung it so far from the island, because wherever that power touched, men died.
There was no spectacle to it, no breaking of ships or burning of flesh. It was far more terrifying than that. Men stood, giving orders or firing arrows, and then they fell, the life wiped from them as if it had never been. A death priest standing at the prow of one of the boats froze in the middle of an exhortation to his gods and fell backward, dead. Two crews engaged in mortal combat collapsed, silence spreading out where there had been the clash of blades before.
It was a terrible power, and there was no way Ceres could control it. Chained oarsmen died alongside the most evil of their captors. Small boarding crews from the island died along with the crews of the ships they assaulted. There weren’t many of those, thankfully, because Ceres couldn’t take it back, and couldn’t hope to protect the people out there. The best she had been able to do was fling the power where it would strike the invaders, rather than waiting for it to burst out from her on the island. 
Ships started to crash as their helmsmen and rowers fell dead. A galley ran onto the island’s rocks, creaking as they tore it apart. Other vessels drifted aimlessly, ghost ships now in every sense. In a matter of heartbeats, the silence of the grave reigned over the water.
Ceres stood there for several seconds in silent memorial to the dead. She felt as though she owed them that much. She owed the living more, though, and below, she could still hear the sounds of fighting from the city and the beaches around it. She charged down, snatching up a sword from where it had fallen and plunging herself back into the battle.
The defenders rallied around her then, and Ceres pointed to the bulk of the foes still remaining. 
“Charge!” she ordered, and the men there went with her, slamming into their foes, cutting them down, fighting and killing. It felt like a continuation of the thousand other small battles that had been taking place on the island, but Ceres could feel the difference with this one. There wasn’t an entire armada of new foes waiting after these. The city still swarmed with enemies, but their fleet was gone, their leaders defeated.
Before, they had been engaged in a desperate battle for survival, just trying to put off the moment of the enemy’s victory for as long as possible. Now, it felt as though they had the advantage. They could do this.
“Push forward!” Ceres called to the men there. “Take your victory!”
They roared in response and attacked.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
No one recognized Athena on her walk to the castle. Once, that would have been unthinkable. It even hurt her pride a little now. Yet she wasn’t the same woman she’d been when she was queen of the Empire. She was a hardened thing now, a weapon with only one purpose.
Revenge. 
Stephania had taken her Empire from her. She had taken the castle and cast Athena out, to run and hide from the invaders. She would pay for that, and she would do it with her life.
Around her, the armed forces of three Stones of Felldust fought in running battles and sudden ambushes. They killed one another and plundered whatever else they wanted. Already, half of Delos seemed to be ablaze as they wiped one another out. Athena kept walking, avoiding the violence as best she could. Let them kill one another. Her battle lay ahead.
Athena didn’t need some secret door to get into her former home. Instead, she merely approached one of the side doors, looking suitably furtive, and hammered on it until guards opened it.
“Messages,” she murmured, keeping her head lowered, “for Lady Stephania.”
This was the danger point. If one of them recognized their former queen, then there was a good chance that Athena would die.
“You’ll be lucky,” one said. “You’ll take them to her handmaidens, like everyone else.”
Athena bobbed what she hoped was an acceptable curtsey and slipped inside. Her fear now was that the guards might try to accompany her, but they were busy watching the chaos in the rest of the city. Athena didn’t blame them. Delos was falling apart below, turning into something empty of everything but scavengers and the destitute.
The castle was little better. Athena saw a few guards in the old colors of the Empire, and a few more faces she recognized as those of former nobles or handmaidens of Stephania. Athena could see how many of them still wore the chains of slaves, rather than the rich silks they’d worn under the Empire. There was a possibility in that, but there was at least one thing that Athena wanted to do first.
She crept through the castle, and now Athena used the forgotten passages as often as the more open ones. She made her way to the royal chambers first, and there was no sign of Stephania there, but there was the old crown of the Empire, set aside as if it were a worthless bauble by the invaders. Presumably Irrien, and then Ulren, had spared it from their looting so that they could keep it for themselves. Athena lifted it and settled it on her brow, looking around the chambers.
There were so many memories here. There were memories of her husband, and her child. There were memories of arguments, of political conflicts… but also of joyous moments, and those hurt just to think about them.
She went down to the throne room next, and again, the emptiness of the building seemed to echo around her. Athena lowered herself onto the throne, and she didn’t feel the satisfaction she should have. This didn’t feel like taking back what was hers. Instead, it felt like just another loss.
It was a loss that Stephania would pay for along with all the others. 
Athena went down to the dungeons first. There were guards there still, but not as many as there should have been, just a pair who had found torturers’ hoods from somewhere, and who seemed to be laughing to themselves at the power they held over the prisoners there.
Athena barely bothered with subtlety. There was no time for it now, and with the crown still perched atop her head there was little chance of it succeeding. She simply walked up to them, palming a dagger and waiting for her chance.
“What is it?” the nearest of them demanded, and then froze as he saw Athena there. “Wait, you’re—”
Athena cut his throat before he could finish the thought, then turned to the other man. He was big, and strong, but his first instinct was to grab for her, and that did nothing to keep her from thrusting the knife into him. She let him fall, and then took his keys.
There weren’t as many people in the cells as there might once have been, but there were still plenty for Athena’s needs. Men and women who had obviously suffered at the hands of the thugs outside. Athena opened the doors, one by one, letting them come outside. Once they were gathered, she started to talk.
“Stephania put you in here,” she said. “Stephania had you tortured and beaten, humiliated and prepared for execution. She cast me onto the streets to die. She took my city from me. She took my life from me. But she has made a mistake. She has sent most of those with her out to fight in a pointless battle. The ones remaining… well, we can deal with them.”
One of the prisoners blinked in the light, apparently not understanding. “What do you want? What does that have to do with us? I was just ordinary. I was nobody.”
“Until she took you,” Athena said. “Now, you matter. But you can walk away. Give up your chance for revenge. Or you can come with me.”
They came; of course they did. Athena had spent enough time among the broken and the dispossessed to know how to speak to them. They rose out of the dungeon, taking weapons from the dead guards, and the first time they came to one of Stephania’s handmaidens, they seemed poised, ready to fall on her and tear her apart.
Athena stepped forward instead. “What’s your name, dear?”
“Mia, my… your majesty.”
“You know who I am then?”
The woman nodded.
“And you serve Stephania? You were one of her spies, her killers, her confidantes?” 
Again, that brought a nod. 
“You were a noble too,” Athena said, and this time it wasn’t a question, “or something close to it. Yet now… because of her, you ended up in chains. You ended up as the plaything of Felldust’s warriors. And you still wear those chains. Stephania will never take them from you.”
“And you will?” the woman countered.
Athena shook her head. “You’re going to take them from yourself. Join us, help us to finish this. Don’t you want revenge for all the pain she has caused you?”
Mia stood there for a moment, obviously thinking about it. Athena wasn’t surprised at all when the young woman stepped over to stand with the others. Their group went on until they found the next of Stephania’s nobles, and the next.
Stephania had done this to her once, stealing loyalty out from under Athena. That only worked when you gave people something better, though. When all Stephania had given them was slavery, was it any wonder that they came to Athena’s side, one by one?
A small number resisted. Those, her followers killed without mercy, but there were so few of them that it hardly mattered. The people Stephania had hurt joined with her, one by one, swelling her crowd of followers until it filled the lower spaces of the castle.
“To the doors,” Athena ordered, and they followed her there even if they didn’t understand. The guards on the doors threw down their weapons at the sight of so many people descending on them, and found themselves quickly pushed aside, absorbed into the milling mass of discontent.
Athena threw open the doors, and her people were waiting for her.
They’d come in spite of the violence of the city. Maybe because of it, since it left them with nowhere else to go. There were those who were loyal to the old Empire, and those who merely wanted any opportunity to cast off their shackles. Several of them were already bloody, as if they’d killed their enslavers on the way.
Athena stood there before them like the queen she’d once been, but could never truly be again. She spread her hands in welcome, inviting them into a place she would have once fought tooth and nail to keep them out of.
“My friends. You know me. You can see who I was, but you also know that I’ve suffered, as you have. You know I have as much reason to hate the invaders, to hate the woman who married one of them, as you do. Some of you may have reasons to hate me too. Save them for tomorrow. For today, Stephania is above. I intend to finish her once and for all. Are you with me?”
They yelled their support, and Athena let herself be carried along on the tide of them as they headed up through the castle.
Stephania wouldn’t know what hit her.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Telum waded ashore on Haylon and started killing straight away. It seemed like the natural thing to do. He plunged his sword through a man’s chest, stepped around a pole arm head and crushed another’s skull with a kick.
He was in the right place; the battle told him that much. So did the wash of death energy that had flowed over the water as Telum had guided his boat in to shore. He had felt the edge of it, catching some of the power and drinking it down the way he had with Daskalos’s life.
Now he cut his way through the battle, working his way along the harbor. He killed anyone who came close, irrespective of the colors they wore over their armor. There was a simplicity in that: Telum had no side, and so he took whatever deaths the world sent his way.
He danced along the lines of soldiers, his armor protecting him from the few blows fast enough to reach him. His sword felt as though it barely touched flesh, and that flesh gave way to its razor sharpness. Men fell around him, dying in droves.
There was more that Telum could do, now that he’d swallowed the life of the sorcerer. He gestured, and a dozen men stared straight ahead, seeing fantasies that only made sense in their weak minds. They lunged forward together, striking at imaginary opponents, or at one another. Telum stepped past them as they did it, killing one almost on a whim.
There was nothing whimsical about his progress, though. Now that he was close, the impulse Daskalos had given him to kill thrummed through him, drawing him on. Telum hated that feeling. It was like being led by a ring through the nose, and he was no bull off to slaughter. 
For the moment, he took his anger out on the men and women nearby. He punched one man hard enough to shatter his armor, snatched up a knife and threw it into a woman’s throat with pinpoint accuracy. He paused for a moment, drinking in the thrill of the violence, then leapt over the head of a would-be foe, releasing him from his body with a sweep of his sword.
Telum almost wept with joy at the freedom he was giving those around him; the sheer gift of it something he could barely hope to aspire to. He parried as three men closed in on him, trapping him in the space between two houses. Telum ignored them, striking out at the wall instead and bringing it down in a shower of rubble that all but buried them.
Again, he envied them their freedom as they died.
A flaming jar of oil landed nearby, the explosion of its shards almost beautiful in the slow moving space Telum occupied as he fought. He curled his head down, letting his armor protect him, not even knowing if the attack had been aimed at him or just flung in the general direction of those he was fighting. It didn’t matter. When another pot came flying in, Telum caught it easily, then threw it back in the direction from which it had come, watching a catapult go up in flames in the distance.
Telum advanced like an arrow shot toward his target, not caring now if he stopped to finish those he fought, or if they even had enough time to register him coming at them before he cut them down. Even that image wasn’t one that pleased him though. An arrow was just a tool, a thing shot from a bow, not the hand aiming it.
If he could have, Telum would have stopped right there and refused to go on. He even tried it, hopping up to a rooftop and forcing himself to stay still, even though the urge to move and kill built in him like a spark turning into a flame. It was a flame that burned through his mind, and Telum screamed in defiance as he tried to contain it.
There was no hope for that, though. He had the strength to shatter bones and fight off illusions, but that was a very different thing from trying to resist Daskalos’s instructions. The sorcerer had said it again and again. He’d even put it into Telum’s name. He’d forged him to be a weapon, and he’d bound him to a single purpose.
Even Telum couldn’t fight the very essence of what he was.
He saw the man he was supposed to kill below, cradling a woman to him as she died. It seemed like a strange thing to do, unless he was trying to absorb the force of her life, and somehow, Telum suspected that he wasn’t trying to do that. Stranger still, the man seemed to be crying at the woman’s death. Why would someone feel sadness at another’s death? It made no sense.
There was no need to think about it, though, because now Telum could see the man he was meant to kill. He could end this desperate flame of need that burned through his brain. More than that, he would be in a position to find the girl whose power he could feel flaring around the battle and take that power for himself. Put like that, his next move was obvious.
He dropped from the roof.
Telum landed lightly, padding over to the spot where his enemy still knelt. He saw Thanos rise, holding onto a sword for balance. Once again, Telum found his mind consumed by all the ways in which he might kill this man, from snatching up a knife and throwing it to confusing the minds of those around him to think that his target was a monster to kill. In amongst all those considerations, though, was one other thought. 
He knew this man. He knew who he was.
Telum stalked forward, moving slowly, keeping his sword drawn. There was no need now to fight his way through to this foe when he could simply walk. As if Telum’s very presence drew his gaze, Thanos looked up as he approached, and Telum saw him frown in confusion.
What did that confusion mean? Was Thanos just reacting to the sight of an armed man approaching him with obvious purpose, or was it more than that? Was there some hint of recognition there? The same kind of recognition that burned through Telum, pushing forward the sorcerers’ compulsion even as Telum fought to slow himself down.
Memories came to Telum, of things he couldn’t possibly have seen. He saw his mother, left by these docks, in almost this spot. He saw the death of a king. He saw Thanos fleeing while his mother screamed for help.
Telum had learned to see through the sorcerer’s illusions, but he knew that these were true things, things hidden deep in himself, even if it had been Daskalos who had put them there.
“Who are you?” Thanos asked. He stood, holding out a hand as if he could order Telum to stop. “Tell me who you are!”
He turned back to Thanos slowly, drawing the sword that Daskalos had given him. A flicker of energy sent confusion into the men around him, making it so that they wouldn’t interfere. Telum smiled like the face of death itself.
“Hello, Father,” he said, and sprang forward to attack.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
 
Stephania stood at her balcony and watched the destruction of Delos without regret. She watched the flames below, the crumbling of walls, the deaths in the street without betraying so much as a flicker of emotion. Somewhere below her, one of Ulren’s men screamed as he died at the hands of his enemies.
Stephania ignored it. She even enjoyed it. Just a short while ago, this had been a city under the control of an invader. Before that, the Empire was a stilted place, where the chances of achieving real power were negligible.
Stephania had heard of plants in the Southlands that used forest fires to spread their seeds, sprouting up only as the flames wiped away everything that was in their way. Right then, Stephania felt like one of those seeds, and the fires below were merely ridding the world of all the things that would stop her growing.
The destruction below was becoming absolute. It wasn’t just the flames, or the violence as the different factions from Felldust slaughtered one another, or the deliberate tearing down of buildings by scavengers. Stephania could see people leaving, even the desperate abandoning the city now.
Good. It was better off without their kind. 
Given time, she would rebuild Delos, and she would do it her way. She would take a city that had been venal and cruel, dirty and poorly ordered, and she would turn it into something glorious. The people who earned a place in her new city would find it a utopia that was the glory of the world. She would even rename it, wiping away the traces of the past as she created something better.
Stephania snapped her fingers at the closest of her servants. “Tell the guards to make sure that the doors are secure,” she said. “Now that the violence has turned against them, I’m sure some of Ulren’s men will try to get in.”
She turned to the others there. Some were former nobles, some former handmaidens, some just servants who had proven themselves useful. Right then, it didn’t matter what they had been. They were all cogs in her greater plan now. She left them their slave chains as a reminder of that. When they fulfilled their roles, when they obeyed her out of love as much as fear, they could have their freedom.
“You,” she said, pointing. “I will require an inventory of exactly what remains within the castle. Food stores are the most important for now, but we will also need wealth for later.” She pointed again. “You, send messages to the outlying corners of the Empire, telling them that Queen Stephania has returned and freed them from the yoke of the invader.” It was heavy-handed, but this was no time for subtlety. People remembered the stories that were told loudest, rather than the ones that were true.
She went on, giving orders for the rebuilding of her spy networks, and the rationing of their stocks until the last invaders were gone from the city. They would need to hire mercenaries to protect the city against any fresh threats, but even if the First Stone’s forces came back, they would be more fragmented now without their leader.
Stephania might even be able to lay claim to them herself.
She smiled at that thought, continuing to give orders. One by one, the people around her went off about the duties Stephania had set them, and she enjoyed that too. The world ran much more smoothly when people did what she commanded them to. Soon, people would realize that, and the Empire would be a stronger, more stable place for it.
“And somebody find me an architect!” Stephania called as the last of them hurried out. “I want to start plans for the rebuilding of the city at once!”
She stood there in the silence of the empty room, enjoying the wiping clean of the city below again. She would make it greater than it had been again, but that could only be done once it had been reduced to rubble. There was a different kind of silence that came when she was alone, and Stephania was surprised to find that she liked it. She couldn’t remember when she’d last had the opportunity to be truly alone. 
Maybe that was why anger rose up in her so quickly when she heard the door opening without so much as a knock to announce the newcomer’s presence. If this was anyone other than the architect she wanted…
Stephania froze as she saw Athena standing there, resplendent in a dress that looked as though it had been stored for just this occasion, and wearing a crown Stephania recognized.
“You,” Stephania said. “Take that off at once!”
“Take off what was always mine?” Athena countered. Even so, she lifted the crown, setting it down. “Surprised to see me, Stephania?”
Stephania reached down to her belt, checking that she still had her knives and her poisons. Athena would die for this, and slowly.
“I’m just surprised that you were stupid enough to come back here,” Stephania said. “I told you what would happen if you returned.”
She saw Athena nod.
“Yes,” the former queen said. “You said that you would have me killed. Well, go ahead, Stephania. Call for your guards. I saw on my way in that you’ve already started sending people to your torturers.”
“As if you did any less,” Stephania countered. How dare Athena of all people argue about that? “I’ve never done anything that wasn’t necessary.”
“We’ve both done what we thought was necessary,” Athena said. Stephania saw her gesture to the city. “And this is the result. A ruined city. A world with nothing left in it but pain.”
There would be plenty of pain for the Empire’s former queen before the end. Stephania would see to that.
“So, is that it?” Stephania demanded. “Are you here to be the voice of my conscience?”
She saw the former queen shake her head.
“No, Stephania. I’m here to be the voice of your death, calling for you.”
Stephania wasn’t going to let that pass. 
“Guards!” she called. “Guards!”
She would have them drag Athena to a torture chamber. She would have the skin flayed from her bones. She would make the old hag beg for death. In the seconds that followed, Stephania imagined all the things that she would do to Athena before she finally allowed her foe to slide into oblivion. 
As the seconds stretched out, though, and Athena kept smiling, Stephania started to feel an edge of worry eating into her confidence. 
“Waiting for something?” Athena asked.
Stephania knew that there had to be some trick involved. “What did you do?”
“What you did to me. I took away your power.”
No, she couldn’t have. Athena didn’t know enough about manipulating people to get them onto her side. She had nothing. She was nothing.
“You have nothing to offer them,” Stephania said.
Athena’s smile just widened. “I can offer them your death.”
“You first,” Stephania said, drawing a dagger.
Athena was already moving to the door, though, and as she opened it, people started to rush in. There were more than Stephania could have believed, men and women, some she recognized, and others who seemed to be strangers.
They grabbed at her, and Stephania stabbed out blindly. She felt hands on her, and she twisted, breaking free in a pure explosion of terror. If she held still, even for a moment, they would tear her apart, limb from limb. She was certain of it, and that certainty brought fear with it.
“Wait!” she insisted. “I can make things better for you! The Empire… don’t you see what it could be?”
They dragged her to the ground, and now some of them hit at her. In some ways, the sheer numbers of those there made it safer for Stephania, because they got in each other’s way. At the same time, there was the awful, crushing pressure of so many people in such a small space.
Stephania stabbed again with her dagger, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. The blade was knocked from her hand, and a booted foot struck her as she tried to crawl. She reached down to her belt again, grabbing for whatever she could, and flinging it.
Acrid smoke rose in a flash, and some of those there reeled back. Stephania took her chance, because she knew that if she didn’t, there wouldn’t be another opportunity. She forced herself to her feet, running for the spot where she knew a secret passage lay.
Hands still grabbed for her, but now, they didn’t know what they were grabbing for. Stephania shoved would-be murderers aside, tore free of their grip even though it meant ripping her dress. She didn’t care then. The only thing that mattered was getting away.
She reached the spot where the door lay, and shoved it open. She slammed it closed behind her, bolting it and hoping that the bolt would be enough to hold those following her for a while. Even so, Stephania knew it wouldn’t hold forever.
She’d had so many dreams for the Empire, so many hopes. She’d thought that she could make it into something more than it had been. She’d thought that she could make it beautiful. Instead, the ungrateful people around her had betrayed her. Stephania wouldn’t forget that. 
For now, though, there was only the need to survive. Stephania ran as she’d run so many times before: blindly, with no idea of what she might do next. 
Stephania ran blindly in the near dark of the tunnels, trying to find her way to safety. Trying just to find her way out. Every other consideration gave way to that one need then. She had to get out of the castle, out of Delos, maybe even out of the Empire. With so many people chasing her, it was hard to think of any place she might be safe.
At the moment, the hardest part seemed to be getting out of the castle. Stephania knew the tunnels and the passages of the city as well as anyone else living, but that had been before she, and Irrien, and who knew who else had started filling in tunnels to prevent attacks. Again and again, Stephania found herself coming up against passages blocked with rubble, collapsed roofs making it impossible to get through.
Stephania turned down another side passage, going deeper into the shadows of the tunnels as she sought to get past the blockages. She kept up her forward movement though, relentless as an underground stream in seeking the surface.
She would find her way out eventually, and when she did, Stephania would find a way to start again. Didn’t she always? Perhaps she would go to a new land and build her strength there. She’d never been to the Southlands or the Kingdoms of the Dead Valleys, but however far off the place, she suspected that people would be essentially the same wherever they went. 
She would find a way to play on her strangeness there. She would find men or women who gave more influence than they should to the beautiful, and she would collect secrets until she could parlay them into power. Maybe she would acquire another husband, although Stephania would be careful to ensure that the next one treated her better than the first two. Eventually, she might even come back, although that wouldn’t be for a while now.
Perhaps she would find her son, too. Stephania wanted that more than any of it. 
Finally, she stopped.
Before her was daylight.
She had made it.
She was free.
 
***
 
Stephania slipped onto the small, abandoned vessel, raised its sail, and shoved off shore, her heart pounding in her chest, praying she was not detected.
Somehow, she had made it down to the docks, undetected in the chaos.
And as she shoved off, she caught a strong wind, and she watched with gratitude as the small boat moved quickly through the crowded harbor. She was just small enough that no one paid attention to her.
She had time to reflect, and she knew now exactly where she was going.
Daskalos.
Her son.
She had to rescue him.
And avenge herself on this magician.
No sooner had she had the thought, than a sudden current opened up in the sea, catching her in it, bringing her in the direction she sought.
She marveled at her luck. Soon, she was out of the harbor, in the open sea.
And yet still the current quickened.
It was surreal, a faster thing than was possible. At this speed, a trip that had taken her weeks would take her but a day, if less.
Soon she realized it could only, indeed, be magic. Something was bringing her to the isle.
She smiled wide.
Her son.
He was bringing her in, helping her save him.
My son, she thought. Wait for me. I am coming.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
 
Thanos fought this man who claimed to be his son, and the more Thanos saw of him, the more he felt the resemblance. It was hard to stand and look at him when blows were raining down, but Stephania was written in every line of his face, and his frame… well, that was one Thanos saw every time he looked in a mirror.
It didn’t make sense though. His child wouldn’t even be weeks old yet, let alone able to swing a sword with a speed and skill that meant Thanos had to give ground with every step.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Telum said, thrusting so fast that Thanos barely parried it. “You think I’m too old to be your son. You think a sorcerer couldn’t stretch out time? Couldn’t take a boy and turn him into a man? Into a weapon?”
There was something about his tone that said it was no story. More than that, the fact that the men around them were standing in a daze spoke of the influence of some kind of strangeness; if not magic, then something. If it was true though… this was his son. This was really his son.
“I don’t want to fight you,” Thanos said. “Please, just stop this.”
In answer, Telum cut low at his legs, then shifted the attack so it went for Thanos’s throat. Thanos barely swayed back out of the way in time.
“Why?” Thanos said, still not understanding. Telum rushed at him and Thanos shoved him away. He didn’t want to risk a killing stroke. He’d already killed his brother. He couldn’t kill his son.
“You dare to ask that?” Telum shot back, with a note of rage that caught Thanos by surprise. “After all you’ve done? The sorcerer showed me! He showed me what you are!”
“He lied to you,” Thanos said. “Whatever he said, we can work this out.”
He threw aside a sword, diving for the spot where a soldier had dropped a spear in death. Thanos came up holding it like a quarterstaff, sweeping the haft around to keep his man, his son, at bay.
“He told me you were a traitor to your country,” Telum said. “He showed me the men who died because of you!”
He cut in a quick sequence that gave Thanos no chance to answer at first, because he was so preoccupied with trying to parry and deflect the blows. A spear could be a useful weapon against a sword, but without the ability to thrust with the sharpened point, it was hard, especially since Telum was as fast as anyone he’d met except Ceres.
“The Empire was an evil thing,” Thanos argued. “I couldn’t stand by and let it hurt people.”
“You murdered your own brother,” Telum went on. He feinted with his sword, then kicked out Thanos’s feet from under him. Thanos barely rolled out of the way of the attack that followed in time, striking out at Telum with the butt of the spear and gaining enough room to scramble back to his feet.
“Lucious was everything that was wrong with the Empire,” Thanos said. “He tormented and killed people because it amused him. He had to be stopped.”
Again, Thanos could see the anger building in his son, and now he started to suspect that there was nothing natural about it. Why should there be, when the very fact that he was standing there was the product of sorcery?
“You left my mother to be a slave!” Telum roared. “You abandoned me!”
Now he came at Thanos with all the fury of a storm, and even if Thanos had possessed an answer, he wasn’t sure that there would have been enough time to give it. He had to fight now, and truly fight, because it was the only way to keep Telum off him, even for an instant.
He struck out with the wooden haft of the spear, sweeping it toward his son’s legs, thrusting with it at his stomach and head. Each time, Telum parried or jumped aside, his speed and strength enhanced by the sorcerer’s power.
It was silent around them as they fought. Further off, Thanos could hear the sounds of the battle grinding to its inevitable finish, but here, the men around them stood in silence, held by whatever power Telum had used to confuse them. If Thanos died there, would they even know what had happened?
No, he couldn’t think like that. He would find a way to come through this alive, and with his son unharmed. He would see off this attack, find a way to control Telum, and persuade him of the truth.
“You’re being used,” Thanos said. “Can’t you see that this is all some scheme by this sorcerer?”
“Do you think I don’t know that?” Telum replied. He brought his sword around at head height, so hard that it smashed the stones of a wall as Thanos ducked. “He told me what he wants. You die, and Ceres’s powers are there for him to take.”
No. Thanos couldn’t allow that. He couldn’t let anyone, even his son, harm Ceres.
“I won’t let that happen,” he said. “He’s controlling you. Fight that, Telum. Don’t you want to be free?”
“Don’t you?” his son countered. “I could free you from flesh. I could let you go from the chains of the world. I’ve done it for so many people now. Let me do it for you, Father.”
He attacked then with a furious sequence of cuts that Thanos barely parried. His spear haft split in half under the weight of the assault, so that Thanos found himself holding the two halves of it. He ducked a blow, and again, stone gave way beneath the rune-encrusted blade his son wielded. It didn’t do it cleanly though. Just for a moment, Telum’s blade stuck.
Thanos struck out then, sweeping his son’s feet from under him with one half of the spear. He stood with the other poised, raised high in a position where he could have plunged it down through the young man’s throat if he wanted to.
He didn’t want to, though. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t slaughter his own son. He couldn’t kill someone who was only being driven on by the power of another’s magic. He couldn’t hurt him like this.
“Telum is a foolish name,” he said. “You’re more than just a weapon. You can choose to be more. Stop this. Come with me, and we’ll work this out. You don’t want to do this.”
Telum smiled. “It isn’t about what I want.”
So fast that Thanos barely saw it, Telum pulled back his own blade and thrust up, punching through Thanos’s armor as if it wasn’t there. Thanos felt the impact of it, but for an instant, there was no pain. He was simply falling, collapsing onto the cobbles and staring up at his son as Telum looked down at him.
“You should have killed me when you had the chance,” Telum said. “You should have freed me. But now… it’s almost done. She’ll be here soon. I can feel her.”
He spun away, moving to strike at the other men there. They seemed to snap out of their trance as he attacked them, but by then, it was already too late. Telum killed and dodged, struck and parried with the ease of a master swordsman. 
Thanos watched him with a mixture of horror and a kind of misplaced pride. All the time, he clutched his hand to his chest, the pain blooming from it in a kind of icy cold. He knew the truth then.
He was dying.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
 
Stephania walked along an underground path, deep inside Daskalos’s mountain, feeling momentum carry her close. There were crystals set into the walls here, glowing with a strange inner light. There were flickers of illusion running through them, showing scenes of a life she didn’t recognize.
She felt her son get closer with each step.
She turned a corner and came to an open room that she knew far too well. It had plush furnishings and magical paraphernalia spread around it in a chaotic wash of oddly shaped glass and twisted metal. She’d been here once before, asking for a way to kill an Ancient One. 
A chair sat in the middle of the floor, obviously set there where its occupant could survey the room. 
And on it sat the sorcerer, Daskalos.
He looked older than he had seemed when Stephania had last met him, his features haggard now and lined. Yet Stephania couldn’t fail to spot the man who had taken her son. She knew those eyes, burning with knowledge and cruelty in equal measure.
She was surprised to see him staring calmly at her. As if he had expected her.
She was stunned she had not surprised him.
She glanced around the room, looking for her son, alarmed.
“Where is my son?” she demanded, taking a step toward him.
Stephania drew a dagger, even though it had done her no good the last time they had met here. She might not be able to kill him, but she could still try to hurt him for all he’d done.
He stood, although he did it slowly, the ungainliness of the movement suggesting that something had changed from the days when he had been able to look young or old, male or female, as he wished. A man who could choose to be anything would not choose to be this.
“You will tell me that,” he said. His voice held an edge of pain to it, the way some men’s did whose backs or joints ached with every movement. “I brought you here to tell me. Where is Telum?”
“Telum?” Stephania asked. “Is that what you have called him?”
She had a name for him now. Just a name was enough to make her heart sing with the possibilities that might follow. With a name, she had a chance, even if it was some faint sliver of one.
“Where is he?” Daskalos demanded. “Where? I used my magic to raise him, made a man of him, but he ran. It seemed obvious he would go to you.”
He hadn’t. That hurt, more than Stephania could say. 
“He hasn’t come to me,” Stephania said.
“If you’re lying…”
“What?” Stephania demanded. “What will you do to me? I have nothing more to lose. My kingdom is gone. My husband is gone. My child… you stole my child from me.”
She saw Daskalos shake his head at that.
“You gave him to me. You promised him to me, for your power. And now he has stolen mine. He took my hidden life and consumed it. I will have it back.”
Her son had taken the sorcerer’s life force? Stephania pondered the implications of that, considering what it meant for her, for her son, and for the man who had helped to ruin so much of her life. 
Still, for now, perhaps there was an opportunity in this. Perhaps there was a way for her to get away from here, and gain power into the bargain.
“Perhaps I could help you to look for him,” Stephania suggested. “He might respond to a mother’s voice. A mother’s touch.”
“And in return?” Daskalos said.
Stephania spread her hands. “You said once that I would make a fine student. You turned me down in Irrien’s hall, but this is another chance.”
A chance for her to be free of those who might chase after her, and to gain the strength she needed to acquire power. A chance for her to follow a path where her need for secrets might be fulfilled. All she would need to do was put aside her need for vengeance. For a time, at least.
Daskalos shook his head. “Do you think I care about what you want? Your son has the only thing that matters to me. If you do not know where he is, then you are useless to me.”
That made things simpler, at least. He looked thoughtful for a moment, and then turned away. That was when Stephania stabbed him, moving in fast and pulling him close as she thrust through his robes, once, then again.
“You told me once that I couldn’t hope to hurt you, because you hid your life,” Stephania whispered, close to his ear. “But if my son has stolen your life, what will you do now, teacher?”
“Just this,” Daskalos snarled, spinning away from her, half collapsing as he did it. Stephania smiled at the sight of blood on his lips as he fell. Her smile faded as he raised a hand wreathed in energy. “You might kill me, but you will not benefit. I curse you, Stephania. With the last of my power, I curse you to a glass prison!”
He flung the power, and Stephania tried to dodge aside as it came for her. There was no dodging it though. It was too fast, and there was nowhere to run. It struck her, and Stephania could feel the weight of it, and the hatred that ran through that power.
She tried to run anyway, but her feet wouldn’t move. It was only when Stephania looked down that she saw the reason for it. Stone that shone like glass came up from the floor, covering her feet. Stephania recognized the crystal from the sorcerer’s lair.
The crystal wall crept up around her legs as slowly and inexorably as a rising tide, like a cage being built around her.
She looked out, panicked, and her only consolation was that the sorcerer seemed to be suffering even more than Stephania was. By the time the crystal had reached her thighs, the sorcerer sat slumped against the rock at the heart of the chamber. By the time it had risen to her chest, his breathing had slowed to the barest of crawls.
“Undo this,” Stephania begged, giving it one last try. “You can still do some good with what’s left of your life.”
“No,” he said. “You will be imprisoned like this. You will not die, but you will not be free. You will suffer this until the last kingdoms of man fall and beyond.”
She heard him laugh then. It was a laugh that went on for what seemed like forever. It rang in her ears as the crystal wall reached up past her throat. 
Then she gave way to rattling, choking gasps as the crystal crept over her head and sealed out the air, making her able to breathe, but just barely. Each breath took an agonizing effort.
The sorcerer was utterly still, his unnatural life finally finished.
Stephania felt a flash of satisfaction at that, but it was only the barest hint among all the fear and regret and panic and pain. She hadn’t wanted her life to come to this. She’d wanted to be safe. She’d wanted enough power that no one could ever hurt her. Perhaps the irony was that, in a crystal cage, nothing would.
She thought about Thanos, and how different things might have been with him. She thought about the Empire, and her long-dead family. Last of all, she thought of her son, hoping that he would be safe, and that he would have a better life than she’d had, whatever the sorcerer had done to him.
Stephania was still hoping it as she slammed her fists against the crystal, time and again, pounding against it, trying to shatter it, her screams muted against it.
It didn’t even budge.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
 
Ceres struck at the man who had stabbed Thanos with all the speed and power that her Ancient One blood gave her. She struck with such ferocity that nothing should have been able to stand against her.
Somehow, though, the man in front of her managed to weather the onslaught, parrying and shifting, countering and attacking with his own rune-covered blade. Ceres had to duck under a sword blow, cutting out as she did it, only to feel her blade glance from the crystal armor the man wore.
She struck again, with such force that she cracked one of the crystals, but had to spin away as her opponent struck back. He was almost as fast as her, and strong with it. Ceres lashed out with power then, throwing it in a blast that should have flung him back, dead. 
Impossibly, he dodged, coming back to attack with such ferocity that Ceres had to give ground.
“The sorcerer didn’t tell me how dangerous you were,” he said. “But then, he planned on taking your power for himself.”
“You want my power?” Ceres said. “Take this!”
She flung energy into him, but even as she did it, Ceres saw the runes on the sword glowing. Her opponent cut through the power as it came, and the fragments of it seemed to disappear down into him without harming him.
He cut at her then, springing over Ceres’s head in an attempt to get behind her. Ceres turned quickly enough to parry the blow, then cut back with a riposte that drew blood but did no real harm.
“Please, Ceres,” Thanos called from the side of the battle. “Please don’t hurt him.”
Ceres had heard him beg in that tone once before, when it came to Stephania. This time, she ignored him, plunging forward to try to kill the man who had hurt the man she loved.
He could fight, almost better than anyone Ceres had met. Every attack Ceres tried was met with a powerful counter, her strength matched precisely, her speed not enough to break through the web of steel that the blade in front of her wove. He seemed to know all the moves that she wanted to try before she tried them. 
It was as if this man had spent his entire life training specifically to fight a foe like her, and that simply wasn’t possible. Ceres tried to flow around him with the effortless movement of the Forest Folk, and he matched her perfectly. She went at him with the straightforward brutality of the combatlords, and she barely dodged back from a cut in return.
“Who are you?” Ceres demanded.
“I am what the sorcerer made me,” the young man said. “I am Telum, his weapon.”
“And he sent you to kill Thanos?” Ceres demanded.
She saw him nod. 
“I have no choice.” He stepped back. “Even now, I can feel it. Without your power, I will never be free. And I will be free.”
He attacked then, and Ceres felt the scrape of his blade along her side. She kicked him back from her, raising her sword again.
Did it matter why he was doing this? Did it matter that a sorcerer had sent him? What mattered was that this was the man who had left Thanos bleeding on the ground. Who had cut through so many others. He had to be stopped.
She lunged for him, cutting with all the speed and power that she could drag up. He parried her blows one after another, cutting back fast enough that Ceres had to leap away just to survive. She landed awkwardly, her foot catching on the corpse of one of the men who had already fallen to the killer in the crystal armor.
He rushed forward, looming over her with his sword raised, and there wasn’t enough time to recover properly. He stood there, and Ceres could feel the pull of another power on hers.
Then something shifted. 
Ceres felt the moment when it happened, in a roll of power that seemed to flow out like the tide. She could feel the same edge of wrongness to it that seemed to be there with every sorcerer’s power. Then it rolled back like a tide changing direction, and it seemed to take something from the young man in front of her. It lifted from him like a cloak, or like chains pulled from a captive.
He stood there blinking as if he were only just seeing the sunlight for the first time. He seemed confused, looking around, staring at his sword as if not understanding what it was doing in his hand. He opened his fingers and let it clatter to the floor.
Ceres could have stabbed at him then, but there was something about the way he was standing there that made her pause.
“Daskalos… he’s dead,” the young man said. “I can’t feel his grip anymore. I can’t feel the anger.”
As he stood there, the crystals of his armor started to fall in a clatter of shards. Ceres pulled herself back to her feet, watching him carefully in case this was all some kind of trick. Instead, he stood there, the armor tumbling from him as he looked around.
“He made me kill my father, my…” he looked over at Thanos, and Ceres could see the tears in his eyes as he did it. “Father! No!”
He made a run toward Thanos, and Ceres managed to hold back her instinct to strike out at the threat, simply because of those words. Thanos was this man’s father? Was this… could this be Stephania’s child?
Someone there hadn’t heard any of it, though. Ceres heard the whisper of a bowstring, and then the dull thud of metal hitting flesh followed. As if it had appeared from nowhere, a shaft was sticking from the young man’s chest.
“No,” Ceres called out, “stop! He isn’t a threat anymore!”
It was too late, because a second shaft struck him then, hitting just above the first. She saw him stand there, looking down in something like surprise, as though it was impossible for that to happen to him. 
He fell to his knees with a thud of flesh hitting stone.
Ceres went to him on instinct, taking hold of his arm and helping him to stand. He looked different without that dangerous power running through him: younger somehow and more gentle.
“Please,” he said in a rasping voice, “my father…”
 
***
 
Thanos lay there, unable to do more than watch as Ceres fought his son. He saw Telum fall to the arrow, saw Ceres lift him and carry him, bringing him to Thanos. Thanos lay beside him as Ceres laid him down, putting a hand on Telum’s shoulder even though it took all his strength.
“The sorcerer took me,” Telum said. “He shaped me. He wanted Ceres to have to bring up all the power she had so that he could steal it. He wanted to shape the world.”
Thanos couldn’t begin to imagine how a sorcerer would have shaped it, but he had seen enough of the horrors of the world to guess.
“It’s done now,” Ceres said. Thanos could see her expression as she looked at him, and he could only guess at how bad his wounds must look to her then. He and Telum lay next to one another wheezing as the breath came out of them.
“I need a healer!” Ceres called, and the fear in that was enough to tell Thanos what he already knew. They were dying.
Thanos reached out for Telum.
“My son,” he said, pulling the young man to him. He could feel the tears starting to fall. “I’m so sorry.”
He was sorry for what he’d done, but it hurt more to think about all the things that had happened to his child. Someone had taken him, twisted him, made him into this thing.
“Father,” Telum replied, and for a moment, the young man appeared content. “It’s good to say that and not mean the sorcerer.”
Ceres was there beside them. Thanos could feel the pressure of her hands, but it was a distant thing now, remote as another country.
“I should have been there,” Thanos said. “I should have saved you.”
“I was lost the moment my mother promised me to the sorcerer,” Telum said. “She gave me away for power. I… this is what freedom feels like.”
“It will feel better when we’re not both bleeding,” Thanos promised. 
He could see Ceres looking around for the healer she’d asked for, but nobody seemed to be prepared to hurry forward. With so many dead and dying, there seemed to be no healers to spare. He didn’t blame them. He’d seen enough of war to know that some things couldn’t be helped.
For now, though, it was Telum who seemed to be in the most trouble. He gasped as he shifted position slightly, holding onto Thanos tighter.
“I wish…” he began “…I could… have known you better.”
“I wish I could have seen you grow,” Thanos replied. There were so many things he wished he could have been there for. 
There were tears running down both of their faces now.
“Don’t be sad,” Telum said, his breath coming in shuddering starts. “I’m free. I’m finally… free…”
He gave a last wracking breath, his body shuddering with the effort of it, and Thanos held him as he died. It was over. Or it would be soon, because Thanos could feel his own life slipping away by the moment.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
 
It was over, and that finish to things felt far too much like emptiness for Athena’s liking.
Athena stood at the window to the castle’s highest tower, staring down at the city she had once ruled over with her husband. So much had changed since then, and it seemed now as though there was nothing left.
Stephania was gone, Athena’s attempt at revenge turned to dust and ash as quickly as the noblewoman’s sudden flight from the castle. Athena had been able to take away her influence within the city and bring down her attempt to rule, but that wasn’t the same as watching her former rival torn apart by those she’d harmed.
Those people were gone now, wandering off into the far reaches of the castle or out into the city. In any case, they weren’t people who would listen to Athena for long. She had been able to piece them together with a shared hatred of Stephania, but there would be no sudden resurgence of the Empire.
“There’s nothing left,” Athena said.
There was less than nothing. The fires below were burning themselves out now, but they only left behind the bones of the buildings that had been there. There were spaces that were little more than blackened wood and ash, hemmed in by the remains of those buildings that had more stone and less wood.
The soldiers who had been fighting one another were gone along with the buildings. Perhaps some had been killed by the fires, but more had simply slaughtered one another, leaving so many corpses in the streets that even the scavengers couldn’t clear them all away to the funeral pyres.
How much would it take to rebuild Delos from this? Could it even be done, when there might be Irrien’s fleet returning at any moment? Would his men do it, or would they take one look at a place even more blasted than their own city and return home? Athena couldn’t see men like that staying to rebuild what they had helped to destroy here.
She couldn’t do it. There wasn’t enough left of her to begin to do it. It would take time that she didn’t have, and the ability to bring people together in a way that Athena had never truly been able to. It would take a desire to improve things too, and right then, all Athena felt was emptiness.
She had lost so much. Her husband was dead, killed by her son’s madness. Her son was dead too, and that was like a blank space, cutting her off from the future. There would be no descendants of the royal line, no continuation of the Empire’s former glories. There would just be stories of the horrors of the past, there to warn people and scare children.
She lifted the crown that she’d worn to confront Stephania. It was meaningless now. Hefting it, Athena threw it out over the city and it hung in the air for a moment or two before it started to tumble. It was so far to the ground that Athena lost track of it before it reached the cobbles, but she could imagine the way it would shatter when it hit, spilling jewels in a rain that might benefit some passing scavenger, or might be lost forever.
Watching the arc of it, Athena knew what needed to happen next.
She stood there, lifting herself up onto the edge of the balcony. She wondered if there was anyone watching from below, and what they would see if there was. Probably no more than a dot far above; the castle was meant to be a way to cut those who ruled off from the city, after all.
“People of Delos!” she called out, just in case someone was watching. “Your queen stands above you. I stand here, the last of a noble line, above the city I have lost!”
Silence greeted her words. Athena had expected nothing else. Silence was all she deserved right then.
Where had it gone wrong? It was easy to blame the rebellion for what had happened, because there had been no conflict there before Rexus and his ilk had risen up. Yet the truth was that the seeds of the conflict had been sown long before. 
How many people had Athena pushed away in her life? How many times had she had the poor beaten for daring to get in her way as she walked the city? How many parties had she thrown while people starved outside the castle?
Her family had been little better. Claudius had been a heroic figure in his youth, but he’d been foolish enough to believe that he was naturally superior to everyone else. The result had been a kind of arrogant hedonism, taking whatever gave him the most pleasure.
Her son… well, Lucious had been what Athena and her husband had made him, the kind of dark reflection that told her exactly who she was. With Lucious, there had been none of his father’s bravery, just a kind of cunning calculated to take from the world and keep taking until there was nothing left.
“Well,” Athena said. “There’s nothing left now.”
The destruction was down to the invasions, but there was a time when those would have seemed unthinkable. The Empire had seemed so impregnable when Athena had married Claudius, but since then, they’d pulled it down to the point where even the thugs of Felldust felt as though they could invade. They’d worn away the strength and the happiness of their kingdom, and they’d lost it.
What would people remember now? If they thought of her at all, it would be as the woman who helped to destroy what had been. It would be as a villainous memory, a lesson to be learned from the past. Athena had hoped to make a dynasty to stretch into the future, but now…
…now there was only dust.
Dust where her husband had been, dust where her son had been. Her kingdom was gone, her nobles scattered to the winds. Athena had thought of herself as a broken thing when she’d been out on the city’s streets, but it was only now that she had her revenge that tears for herself came, blurring her view of the city. 
When she’d had the thought of rising up, she’d had something. She’d built something. More than that, the work of it had managed to keep her from thinking too hard about everything that she’d lost. She’d had to keep busy, keep moving, and push all her pain down into some deep recess of herself where it couldn’t hope to touch her. 
Now that pain came roaring back, seeming to overwhelm everything else. It filled the spaces that had been left by all the things Athena had lost, and that didn’t seem like an equal trade at all. 
She supposed that there were those who might think that she could rebuild. She could go to some remote part of the country and find a home, or prevail upon some long-lost follower for aid, although that was probably asking too much of the kind of people who had supported the Empire. Without the prospect of a rise back to power, Athena doubted that any of them would so much as look her way.
The wind caught at her dress as she stood there on the edge of the balcony, reminding her of where she was, and what she was doing.
No, there was no point in trying to build another life. At best, she would be some tolerated old woman, given a place on the edge of a village or a noble’s house out of a misplaced sense of pity. At worst, she would return to a life on the street, without even the need for revenge to keep her warm.
Athena didn’t want that. She didn’t want any of it without her empire, without her husband, without her life. She stood there, taking one last, lingering look at the city that had taken up so much of her time trying to control it. From here, there weren’t any more distinctions between the noble areas and the poor, because everything was equally ruined.
She thought about Claudius, as he’d been as a young man. She thought of herself on her wedding day, happy, just for an hour or two, to be married to that heroic man. She thought of the good moments of their lives, so many in the first years, then fewer and further between. She tried to think of one good thing she’d done with her life, and the saddest part of all was that she couldn’t think of a single one. Maybe things would be better on the other side. Maybe she would even see Claudius again. Claudius as he had been, not as he was at the end.
Athena took a breath, and stepped off into space.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY SIX
 
Ceres knelt by Thanos and watched him dying through a haze of tears.
“Where is that healer?” she shouted, but there was no answer. The truth was that if there had been a healer anywhere nearby, they would have been there by now. They would have been there in time to save Telum. They would certainly have been rushing to save the life of the man who had saved so many others.
The man she loved.
“Hold on, Thanos,” Ceres begged, as Thanos’s eyes started to flutter closed. “Please hold on. I don’t want to lose you.”
“Will you marry me?” Thanos murmured, his eyes still half closed. “…said you talk about marrying when this was over.”
“Yes,” Ceres said, pressing her hands to the wound in his chest, trying to hold back the flow of blood. “Yes, I’ll marry you. But you have to be alive to get married. You have to live, Thanos.”
“Not… sure… I get a choice…” Thanos said.
Ceres tried to use her powers then. They were things for killing, but she’d healed herself before, hadn’t she? She could summon storms, turn flesh to stone… what was one wound compared to that? Yet she’d seen the truth of it in that first rush of power. Some things were simply harder than others, and this… there were layers and layers of damage, from a blade that had magic running through it.
She couldn’t simply reach out and wish his wound away as if it was nothing.
Even so, Ceres tried. She tried to knit together the layers of flesh, simply to hold in the blood. She tried to undo what Telum had done, working piece by piece, trying to make Thanos whole again. She needed him alive. She needed to be able to do this. 
Somewhere in the middle of her efforts, he went far too still, and Ceres screamed. 
She screamed with enough force that power went with it. She screamed with enough force that a wall nearby rattled and fell. She screamed and lightning flashed down, striking the ground around her so that men had to run for safety. None of it made a difference. None of it changed the moment when she felt Thanos’s life fleeing his body.
“What’s the point of this?” Ceres called out to the sky. “What’s the point of any of it if it can’t save one person?”
Why did her powers find killing so easy and healing so hard? She had all the power of an Ancient One now, and even if it was untamed, it should have been enough to help.
Then Ceres remembered what Telum had said before he died. That she had the power to change the world within her. Well, right then, there was only one thing about the world she wanted to change.
“Is it possible?” Ceres yelled, not caring if she looked mad and grief-stricken. She could see the men around her, all wondering if they should go to her, none of them daring to actually do it when power still crackled around her. “Mother! I know you can hear me! Answer me!”
Her mother’s voice came to her like a whisper on the wind, seeming to carry from a long way away.
There are things that can’t be done, Ceres. Do you think any of us would be gone from the world if it were possible?
Ceres wasn’t about to accept that. She wasn’t about to believe it. Some things couldn’t be allowed to stand in the world. She’d given so much already. She’d given her pain, she’d fought against whole armies. She couldn’t give up Thanos too.
“I’ve healed before,” she said.
But you haven’t fought against fate. If someone is meant to die… there is little even we can do.
“Not someone, Thanos!” Ceres snapped back. She could feel the gentle whisper of her mother’s presence around her. It was probably meant to be comforting, but right then it was simply a reminder of all she couldn’t do. “And if I have to, I’ll change fate!”
Such things are possible.
Her mother didn’t sound as though she agreed with it though. 
The strongest of us could change fate. We did it subtly. But to undo something that is done… it wouldn’t just use power, it would spend it. You would never be the same. You would be…human again.
Powerless.
You would have to give up everything for him, all of your powers.
“I don’t care!” Ceres yelled. How could her mother think that made a difference, when Thanos lay so cold? Right then, there was only one thing she cared about, and it was seeing him alive again.
Consider what you are doing. Consider all the good you can do in the world. You have the power in you to open a way back for the Ancient Ones, her mother sent, to start a new kingdom, or—
“There’s only one thing I want to do, Mother,” Ceres called. It must have sounded mad, her calling to the wind like this. “Don’t you understand? Don’t you know what it’s like to love someone?”
She felt a wave of something then. A wave of love like nothing she’d felt before. She knew in that moment that her mother did understand.
Do it, her mother sent. There will be those who are angry, after all their planning, but this… I will not deny you this, my daughter. Do it. 
A heartbeat later, and Ceres knew what it was she had to do. It was breathtaking in its simplicity, but also in the power it would take. Enough power to change a world.
Ceres bent over Thanos and kissed his cooling lips. She threw power into him, filling him the way water might have filled a ewer. She summoned every dreg of the energy that had been given to her, holding nothing back, not daring to. She could feel herself emptying out as it flowed into Thanos, turning her into something less, something human. When there was nothing left inside her but the beating of her own heart, Ceres pulled back, kneeling and watching.
Nothing happened.
Thanos lay there, with that stillness that only the dead had. The thunderclouds summoned by her anger still hung there, and now they disgorged their burden of rain, soaking Ceres to the skin as she continued to kneel, not knowing what was rain and what was tears. The water washed over Thanos, and it cleaned away the blood on him in a kind of cruel mockery, leaving clear flesh beneath.
Clear flesh. Not wounded flesh. Not the ruin that had been there before. Just clean, undamaged skin. Ceres dared to look up with hope.
Thanos took a shuddering breath.
Ceres clung to him then, calling out for help, and this time people came. They lifted them, helping them back to their feet. They helped them to stand, and it was Ceres, not Thanos, who stumbled. He’d come back from death, and she was the one who stumbled, simply because she was back to being human again.
He caught her, and they clung to one another. Ceres understood in that moment what the couple in the golden bubble had felt, as though there was no one in the world except the two of them. Even surrounded by people, Ceres felt as though she and Thanos were the only ones there.
“I love you,” Ceres said, holding him close.
“I love you too,” Thanos replied. “You brought me back. I was dead, and you brought me back.”
Ceres forced a smile. “Well, I couldn’t have you running off just as we were about to get married, could I?”
“True,” Thanos said, and he kissed her then. It wasn’t everything that the last touch of their lips had been, but this was real, normal… human. It was everything that Ceres could have wanted.
Around them, the last of the fighting seemed to have finished. The ships in the harbor were still. The last of Felldust’s warriors had either fled or surrendered. The islanders there had gone from fighting to looking after the wounded or moving away the dead.
“Is it over?” Thanos asked.
Ceres thought about everything that might follow. There was an empire to reconstruct, homes and farms and more to build. There were people to find and bring back from whatever fates the war had sent them to. Before all that, there was a wedding, to the one man Ceres would give anything for.
“I think it’s just beginning.”
 
 



EPILOGUE
 
They didn’t call it the Empire. That was a relic of a past that had hurt too many people, and Thanos had done his best to stop it from happening. He hadn’t been able to stop them from proclaiming a kingdom, though, especially not when he’d heard who the people on Haylon had chosen as their queen.
“Careful,” he said, as he helped men to lift the statue into place. “The last thing I want is to chip my wedding gift to Ceres.”
“She’d probably turn you to stone if you did!” one of the men joked.
Thanos laughed along with him, although the truth was that there would be no more petrified people, no more battles where Ceres killed a dozen men at once. These days, she was as human as Thanos was.
A year after the battle on Haylon, and it was still more than enough for him.
They lifted the statue into place above a fountain of white marble, and it caught Ceres at the moment of victory perfectly. Thanos was glad of that. There were so few statues of Ceres in the aftermath of the war against the Empire, because she wasn’t the kind of ruler to use coin for that when it could go to feed the poorest, or rebuild a few more houses.
“Don’t you need to go and get ready for your wedding?” one of the men asked.
Thanos nodded. He did, but he’d wanted to get this in place first. “I do. I hope I’ll see you all for the feast later.”
He and Ceres had both been adamant about that. A wedding feast that only nobles could attend was no kind of celebration.
He started to walk back through the city. A year on from the conflict, and Haylon still bore scars from the fighting, in areas where the stone was cracked or patched, or where houses had been cleared but still not quite rebuilt yet. Even so, more of it had been repaired. Every day, crews of former soldiers from Haylon and the Empire, the Northern Coast and beyond worked to repair what the war had destroyed.
Not that the distinctions meant as much these days. Haylon had become the center of something new, and all of those there had a place in it. Thanos even saw a few of the Bone Folk, wandering the streets now without attracting the stares that they once had.
They hadn’t bothered trying to repair Delos. A few crews went there to scavenge supplies, but the former capital city of the Empire was a dead place now, a kind of stone-built desert that even the poorest had left for the hope offered by Haylon.
Thanos thought about his son as he walked. He wished that he could have shown Telum the place that the city had become. He wished that he’d had time to get to know his son as something other than a foe to be fought, a weapon in someone else’s hands.
By the time he reached Haylon’s castle, Thanos knew he would have to be quick. Thankfully, there were servants and friends there waiting. Sir Justin of the Northern Coast was there, holding out a jacket of white velvet for him. Slowly, they managed to make Thanos look presentable enough for his wedding.
“You couldn’t put the statue up yesterday?” Justin said. “Or leave it until tomorrow?”
“There are always too many things to do,” Thanos replied. “You know that.”
They all knew it. Building something new together took all their efforts, but Thanos knew that it would be worth it. Already, they were making the city into a green, beautiful place. There were even those who were talking about going across to the ruins of Delos to search out anything left there, or sending expeditions to Felldust to see who had emerged to rule there.
There was a part of Thanos that wondered if it should be him doing it, but the truth was that he wanted more time for himself, for Ceres, and for all the things that they would do together. Excitement bubbled up in him at the thought that he was actually going to get to marry her at long last.
The wedding was becoming a necessity. After so much conflict, the people needed something to draw them together, a reason to celebrate and hope after all the death, but it was more than that. They were doing this, at last, because they wanted to.
That seemed like more than enough of an adventure for now.
 
***
 
Sartes stood with Leyana and his father among the crowds for the wedding. They filled the space of Haylon’s main square, crowding in until it seemed that no more people could fit in, but everyone had recognized who they were, and had let them come to the front to see it.
It seemed as though the rest of the world wanted to fit into that square. There were people there from all the groups that had been a part of the fighting, although without the colors they wore to fight, it was getting harder to tell most of them apart by the day. They were becoming just people of the new kingdom now.
It was hard to think that they’d come to this point after everything that had happened. They’d grown up so poor, and the rebellion had seemed like the only way out of the crushing violence of the Empire. When their brother had been killed, it had seemed like the end of the world. Now, he was one amongst so many dead in the course of the wars that had followed. There had been the rebellion, the overthrow of the Empire, the invasion by Felldust. Sartes had found himself a part of an army he’d never wanted to be involved in, and then a rebellion he had. He’d killed people, but he’d also saved lives, including Leyana’s.
Through it all, the thing that had kept Sartes going was the certainty that his sister would know what to do. Finding out what she really was had been the strangest part of all of it, but also the part that had given them the most hope.
There were ambassadors from more places than Sartes had heard of. There were people from the Southlands and some of the islands, while one of the Forest Folk stood, barklike skin marking him out. There was even a man in the dust robes of Felldust, although people gave him a wide berth. The crush of people was so great that it was hard to keep looking at the raised platform where the priest stood. When Thanos came up to join him, the roar of the crowd there was almost deafening.
“I can’t wait to get back to the farm,” Sartes said, lacing his fingers through Leyana’s. “There are too many people.”
“Shh,” she replied. “We’ll be back soon enough.”
They’d found their own small space, nestled among the valleys of the outlying islands. Sartes’s father had gone with them, and now his forge shone day and night as he produced nails and brackets, farm equipment and parts for ships. There weren’t as many swords now, though, and Sartes found himself grateful for that. It said that there might be peace, for a while at least.
“Besides,” Leyana said, “I think it’s amazing that so many people have turned out for your sister’s wedding.”
It was certainly impressive, but Sartes knew just how much the people of the island loved Ceres. Not just them, because when Sartes wasn’t on the farm, Ceres had been sending him out to all corners of the former Empire, helping them to come together after the fragmentation of the wars. 
He was there because he cared about Ceres and Thanos. He wanted them to be happy more than anything in the world. He looked across at Leyana. Well, maybe not more than anything.
“Maybe when this is done, we could ask the priest if he has time to marry us as well?” he suggested.
It seemed that she was thinking along the same lines, because she leaned in close to him. “There is nothing I would like more.”
Sartes kissed her. The future would hold plenty of things he couldn’t predict, but so long as it held Leyana as well, that would be enough.
 
***
 
Ceres had never been this nervous. Not in the Stade. Not facing down the beast Irrien had summoned. Not even in the midst of battle. It was easy to think of all the tough moments of her life then. It seemed as though the last couple of years had involved more violence than she could imagine.
Even growing up, she’d had to fight. Then there had been the rebellion, the Stade, the attempts to kill her that had only turned her into a symbol. The Empire had sent her to the Isle of Prisoners and she’d ended up with the Forest Folk instead. She’d learned to fight in a new way, and she’d started to learn what she was. 
She’d met her mother and returned with the power to overthrow the Empire. Then the invasion had come in the wake of its fall, and it seemed as though she’d been fighting one long battle since then.
Walking out to say her vows in front of a crowd of onlookers was easily scarier than all of that put together.
The size of the crowd was a part of it. The other times Ceres had seen this many people together, it had been in the middle of battles, and she had to tell herself over and over again that she wasn’t about to be attacked.
Then there was the scale of the preparations it had taken to get to this point. Her dress of white silk was in fact a patchwork of pieces, because dressmakers from three different lands had insisted on playing a part in its production. The priests had fought among themselves until Ceres had picked one out to conduct the ceremony, almost at random.
It had taken this long partly because of all the details that needed to come together, from the feast to the presence of the ambassadors, and partly because, before this, Ceres had felt as though she couldn’t justify the extravagance of it. There had been too much to rebuild.
She stepped out, saw Thanos, and instantly felt better. He looked perfect there in the sunlight, so much so that it was hard to believe that she was the one who got to wake up beside him each morning, and who got to know more about him than anyone else. She could barely believe that she was the one who got to marry him, but she was.
“Friends!” the priest called out as Ceres came forward. “We are gathered here in the sight of the gods, and all of you, to witness the joining of two lives into one.”
Ceres let him take her hand, binding it to Thanos’s with a length of ceremonial cloth. 
“Thanos, son of Claudius, Prince of the Empire that was, do you take this woman to be your wife? Do you swear to love her for all this life, until you are parted by the gods? Will you be one life with her, one body?”
“I will,” Thanos said. He looked at Ceres then in a way that said he meant every word of it, and more.
“Ceres, daughter of Lycine, Queen of the New Kingdom, do you take this man to be your husband? Do you swear to love him for all your life, until you are parted by the gods? Will you be one life with him, one body?”
Ceres thought back to the moment when everything she’d been had poured into Thanos, bringing him back from the brink of death and beyond. She was fairly sure that they already were, in every sense that mattered.
“Yes,” she said.
“Then in the sight of gods and men, I declare you joined in marriage,” the priest said.
The crowd roared as they kissed, there above them. Still holding one another’s hands, Ceres and Thanos made their way down from the platform, heading into the crowd. There were those who had argued against this part, saying that it was too dangerous without guards, but Ceres never wanted to cut herself off like that. There were too many people she wanted to see, and welcome, and talk to.
She went down among them with Thanos, hugging Sartes and Leyana first. Her father was there, crushing her in a bearlike hug that reminded her of his sheer size.
“I’m so proud of you,” he said. “Of you both.”
They kept going through the crowd. It seemed that almost everyone wanted to speak with them, to wish them joy or to throw flower petals over them. There were so many people there that they seemed to blend into one, so that Ceres couldn’t keep track of who she’d spoken to and who was still to come. 
The music of street players started up and they danced, joining in with the crowd as they reveled and drank, ate and laughed. Like this, it was easy to get lost in the moment, and in one another. Ceres clung to Thanos, not wanting to let him go today, or tonight.
Come to me, a voice whispered in Ceres’s thoughts, and she turned, instinctively knowing the direction it had come from. She turned to Thanos.
“My mother is here,” she whispered.
They picked their way through the crowd, although it was a slow process when so many people wanted to congratulate them, or be seen with them, or offer them wine. 
This way, her mother sent, and Ceres followed, heading out of the city to one of the hills nearby. People let them go, obviously guessing that she and Thanos wanted to be alone. They climbed a small hill that looked out over the city and the ocean beyond. A hooded figure stood ahead.
“Mother?”
It was her. Lycine of the Ancient Ones stood in front of her, drawing Ceres and Thanos into a hug that encompassed them both. 
Around them, the rest of the world seemed to slow down, turning into a thing where the crowd moved at a crawl, the noise fading to silence.
“It won’t last long,” Lycine said, “but I came back one last time to see you both.”
Ceres knew it still wasn’t the world her mother had expected. She’d hoped that Ceres would use the power she’d been given in other ways.
“I have come to tell you how much I love you,” she continued. “How proud of you I am.”
Then she fell silent.
Ceres saw her mother’s expression shift slightly. She could see the worry there.
“There is more, isn’t there?” Ceres asked.
Lycine nodded.
“Your children,” she added, ominously.
A part of Ceres didn’t want to listen to it. Not now. Not today. Even so, she had to ask.
“What about them?”
Lycine looked away for a moment.
“Fate shifts and changes, my daughter,” she said. “You pushed it back when you saved Thanos, but it will rise again. Your children will be powerful in ways even I can’t guess now. I see great darkness too. There are things coming for them that you will have to help prepare them for.” 
“What kind of things?” Thanos asked.
Lycine just shook her head. Then she held out a hand, and something dangled from it: an amulet of white gold, set with clear crystal that seemed to swirl and change color as Ceres watched.
“What is it?” Ceres asked.
Lycine smiled. “For now, just a wedding gift. A symbol of a mother’s love. In time… maybe more.”
She stepped away. Ceres wanted to ask her more, but there was no time. As quickly as she’d come, Lycine vanished, leaving Thanos and Ceres staring at one another on the hillside.
Her mother’s prophecy was a lead weight hanging over the moment, but Ceres suspected that it was also intended to be a gift. With time to prepare, maybe they could make the future into something more beautiful for them, and for their children.
She certainly intended to try.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Of all the things to hate in the House of the Unclaimed, the grinding wheel was the one Sophia dreaded most. She groaned as she pushed against an arm connected to the giant post that disappeared into the floor, while around her, the other orphans shoved against theirs. She ached and sweated as she pushed at it, her red hair matting with the work, her rough gray dress staining further with the sweat. Her dress was shorter than she wanted now, riding up with every stride to show the tattoo on her calf in the shape of a mask, marking her as what she was: an orphan, an owned thing.
The other girls there had things even worse. At seventeen, Sophia was at least one of the oldest and largest of them. The only person older in the room was Sister O’Venn. The nun of the Masked Goddess wore the jet black habit of her order, along with a lace mask that every orphan quickly learned she could see through, down to the smallest detail of failure. The sister held the leather strap that she used to dole out punishment, flexing it between her hands while she droned on in the background, uttering the words of the Book of Masks, homilies about the need to perfect abandoned souls such as them.
“In this place, you learn to be useful,” she intoned. “In this place, you learn to be valuable, as you were not to whatever fallen women gave birth to you. The Masked Goddess tells us that we must shape our place in the world through our efforts, and today your efforts turn the querns that grind the corn and—pay attention, Sophia!”
Sophia flinched as she felt the impact of her belt as it cracked out. She gritted her teeth. How many times had the sisters beaten her in her life? For doing the wrong thing, or for not doing the right thing quickly enough? For being pretty enough that it constituted a sin in and of itself? For having the flame red hair of a troublemaker?
If only they knew about her talent. She shuddered to think of it. For then, they would have beaten her to death.
“Are you ignoring me, you stupid girl?” the nun demanded. She struck out again, and again. “Kneel facing the wall, all of you!”
That was the worst part: it didn’t matter if you did everything right. The sisters would beat everyone for the failings of one girl.
“You need to be reminded,” Sister O’Venn snapped, as Sophia heard a girl cry out, “of what you are. Of where you are.” Another girl whimpered as the leather strap struck flesh. “You are the children no one wanted. You are the property of the Masked Goddess, given a home through her grace.”
She made her way around the room, and Sophia knew she would be last. The idea was to make her feel guilt for the pain of the others, and give them time to hate her for bringing this on them, before she got her beating.
The beating she was kneeling there waiting for.
When she could just leave.
That thought came to Sophia so unbidden that she had to check it wasn’t some kind of sending from her younger sister, or that she hadn’t picked it up from one of the others. That was the problem with a talent like hers: it came when it wanted, not when called. Yet it seemed that the thought really was hers—and more than that, it was true. 
Better to risk death than to stay here one more day.
Of course, if she dared to walk away, the punishment would be worse. They always found a way to make it worse. Sophia had seen girls who had stolen or fought back starved for days, forced to keep kneeling, beaten when they tried to sleep.
But she didn’t care anymore. Something inside her had crossed a line. The fear couldn’t touch her, because it was swamped in the fear of what would happen soon anyway.
After all, she turned seventeen today.
She was now old enough to repay her debt of years of “care” at the hands of the nuns—to be indentured and sold like livestock. Sophia knew what happened to orphans who came of age. Compared to that, no beating mattered.
She had been turning it over in her mind for weeks, in fact. Dreading this day, her birthday.
And now it had arrived.
To her own shock, Sophia acted. She stood smoothly, looked around. The nun’s attention was on another girl, whipping her savagely, so it was but the work of a moment to slip over to the door in silence. Probably even the other girls didn’t notice, or if they did, they were too frightened to say anything.
Sophia stepped out into one of the plain white corridors of the orphanage, moving quietly, walking away from the workroom. There were other nuns out there, but so long as she moved with purpose, it might be enough to keep them from stopping her.
What had she just done?
Sophia kept walking through the House of the Unclaimed in a daze, barely able to believe that she was actually doing this. There were reasons they didn’t bother locking the front gates. The city beyond, just outside its gates, was a rough place—and rougher still for those who had started life as an orphan. Ashton had every city’s thieves and thugs—yet it also contained the hunters who recaptured the indentured who ran and the free folk who would spit on her simply for what she was.
Then there was her sister. Kate was only fifteen. Sophia didn’t want to drag her into something worse. Kate was tough, tougher even than her, yet she was still Sophia’s little sister.
Sophia wandered down toward the cloisters and the courtyard where they mixed with the boys from the orphanage next door, trying to work out where her sister would be. She couldn’t leave without her.
She was almost there when she heard a girl cry out.
Sophia headed toward the sound, half suspecting that her little sister had gotten herself into another fight. When she reached the yard, though, she didn’t find Kate at the center of a brawling mob, but another girl instead. This one was even younger, perhaps in her thirteenth year, and was being pushed and slapped by three boys who must have been almost old enough to sell off into apprenticeships or the army.
“Stop that!” Sophia cried out, surprising herself as much as she seemed to surprise the boys there. Normally the rule was that you walked past whatever was happening in the orphanage. You stayed quiet and remembered your place. Now, though, she stepped forward.
“Leave her be.”
The boys paused, but only to stare at her.
The oldest set his eyes upon her with a malicious grin.
“Well, well, boys,” he said, “looks like we have another one who isn’t where she should be.”
He had blunt features and the kind of dead look in his eyes that only came from years in the House of the Unclaimed.
He stepped forward, and before she could react, he grabbed Sophia’s arm. She went to slap him, but he was too quick, and he shoved her to the floor. It was in moments like this that Sophia wished she had her younger sister’s fighting skills, her ability to summon an instant brutality that Sophia, for all her cunning, just wasn’t capable of.
Going to be sold as a whore anyway… might as well have my turn.
Sophia was startled to hear his thoughts. These had an almost greasy feel to them, and she knew they were his. Her panic welled up.
She started to struggle, but he pinned her arms easily.
There was only one thing she could do. She screwed up her concentration, calling on her talent, hoping that this time it would work for her.
Kate, she sent, the courtyard! Help me!
*
“More elegantly, Kate!” the nun called. “More elegantly!”
Kate didn’t have a lot of time for elegance, but still, she made the effort as she poured water into a goblet held by the sister. Sister Yvaine regarded her critically from beneath her mask.
“No, you still haven’t got it. And I know you’re not clumsy, girl. I’ve seen you turning cartwheels in the yard.”
She hadn’t punished Kate for it, though, which suggested that Sister Yvaine wasn’t one of the worst of them. Kate tried again, her hand trembling.
She and the other girls with her were supposed to be learning to serve elegantly at noble tables, but the truth was that Kate wasn’t built for it. She was too short and too tightly muscled for the kind of graceful femininity the nuns had in mind. There was a reason she kept her red hair hacked short. In the ideal world, where she was free to choose, she yearned for an apprenticeship with a smith or perhaps one of the groups of players who worked in the city—or perhaps even a chance to go into the army as the boys did. This graceful pouring was the kind of lesson her big sister, with her dream of aristocracy, would have enjoyed—not her.
As if the thought summoned her, Kate suddenly snapped to as she heard her sister’s voice in her mind. She wondered, though; their talent wasn’t always that reliable.
But then it came again, and there, too, was the feeling behind it.
Kate, the courtyard! Help me!
Kate could feel the fear there. 
She stepped away from the nun sharply, involuntarily, and in so doing she spilled her jug of water across the stone of the floor.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I need to go.”
Sister Yvaine was still staring at the water.
“Kate, clean that up at once!”
But Kate was already running. She would probably find herself beaten for it later, but she’d been beaten before. It didn’t mean anything. Helping the one person in the world she cared about did.
She ran through the orphanage. She knew the way, because she’d learned every twist and turn of the place in the years since that awful night they dropped her here. She also, late at night, sneaked out from the ceaseless snoring and stench of the dormitory when she could, enjoying the place in the blackness when she was the only one up, when the tolling of the city’s bells was the only sound, and learning the feel of every nook in its walls. She sensed she would need it one day.
And now she did.
Kate could hear the sound of her sister, fighting and calling for help. On instinct, she ducked into a room, grabbing a poker from the fire grate and continuing on. What she would do with it, she didn’t know.
She burst into the courtyard, and her heart fell to see her sister being pinned down by two boys while another fumbled with her dress.
Kate knew exactly what to do.
A primal rage overcame her, one she could not control if she wished, and Kate rushed forward with a roar, swinging the poker at the first boy’s head. He turned as Kate struck, so it didn’t hit him as well as she wanted, but it was still enough to send him sprawling, clutching at the spot she’d hit.
She lashed out at another, catching him across the knee as he stood, making him tumble. She struck the third in the stomach, until he keeled over.
She kept hitting, not wanting to give the boys any time to recover. She’d been in plenty of fights in her years at the orphanage, and she knew that she couldn’t rely on size or strength. Fury was the only thing she had to carry her through. And thankfully, Kate had plenty of that.
She struck and she struck, until the boys fell back. They might have been prepared to join the army, but the Masked Brothers on their side didn’t teach them to fight. That would have made them too hard to control. Kate struck one of the boys in the face, then spun back to hit another’s elbow with a crack of iron on bone.
“Stand up,” she said to her sister, holding out her hand. “Stand up!”
Her sister stood numbly, taking Kate’s hand as though she were the younger sister for once. 
Kate set off running, and her sister ran with her. Sophia appeared to come back to herself as they ran, some of the old certainty seeming to return as they raced along the corridors of the orphanage.
Behind them, Kate could hear shouting, from boys or sisters or both. She didn’t care. She knew there was no way but out.
“We can’t go back,” Sophia said. “We have to leave the orphanage.”
Kate nodded. Something like this wouldn’t earn just a beating as punishment. But then Kate remembered.
“Then we go,” Kate replied, running. “First I just need to—”
“No,” Sophia said. “There’s no time. Leave everything. We need to go.”
Kate shook her head. There were some things she couldn’t leave behind.
So instead, she raced in the direction of her dormitory, keeping hold of Sophia’s arm so that she would follow. 
The dormitory was a bleak place, with beds that were little more than wooden slats sticking out from the wall like shelves. Kate wasn’t stupid enough to put anything that mattered in the small chest at the foot of her bed, where anyone could steal it. Instead, she went to a crack between two floorboards, worrying at it with her fingers until one lifted.
“Kate,” Sophia huffed and puffed, catching her breath, “there’s no time.”
Kate shook her head.
“I won’t leave it behind.”
Sophia had to know what she’d come for; the one memento she had from that night, from their old life. 
Finally, Kate’s finger’s fastened around metal, and she lifted the locket clear to shine in the dim light.
When she was a child, she’d been sure that it was real gold; a fortune waiting to be spent. As she’d gotten older, she’d come to see that it was some cheaper alloy, but by then, it had come to be worth far more than gold to her anyway. The miniature inside, of a woman smiling while a man had his hand on her shoulder, was the closest thing to a memory of her parents she had.
Kate normally didn’t wear it for fear that one of the other children, or the nuns, would take it from her. Now, she tucked it inside her dress.
“Let’s go,” she said.
They ran for the door to the orphanage, supposedly always open because the Masked Goddess had found doors closed to her when she visited the world and had condemned those within. Kate and Sophia ran down the twists and turns of the corridors, coming out to the hallway, looking around for any pursuers. 
Kate could hear them, but right then, there was only the usual sister beside the door: a fat woman who moved to block the way even as the two of them approached. Kate flushed red as she immediately recalled all the years of beatings she’d taken by her hands.
“There you are,” she said in a stern tone. “You’ve both been very disobedient, and—”
Kate didn’t pause; she hit her in the stomach with the poker, hard enough to double her up. Right then, she wished it were one of the elegant swords that courtiers wore, or maybe an axe. As it was, she had to settle for merely stunning the woman long enough for her and Sophia to run past.
But then, as Kate passed through the doors, she stopped.
“Kate!” Sophia yelled, panic in her voice. “Let’s go! What are you doing?!”
But Kate couldn’t control it. Even with the shouts of those in hot pursuit. Even knowing it was risking both of their freedom.
She took two steps forward, raised the poker high, and smashed the nun again and again across her back.
The nun grunted and cried with each blow, and each sound was music to Kate’s ears.
“Kate!” Sophia pleaded, on the verge of tears.
Kate stared at the nun for a long time, too long, needing to ingrain that picture of vengeance, of justice, into her mind. It would sustain her, she knew, for whatever horrific beatings might follow.
Then she turned and burst out with her sister from the House of the Unclaimed, like two fugitives from a sinking ship. The stink and noise and bustle of the city hit Kate, but this time she didn’t slow. 
She held her sister’s hand and ran.
And ran.
And ran.
And despite it all, she took a deep breath and smiled wide.
However short it might be, they had found freedom.
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