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CHAPTER ONE
“Why do we invent the monster as a metaphor? Surely all we need do is witness our own cruelty to each other to see the real face of evil.”—from The Darkness Without by Sedefke, inventor, explorer, and philosopher, 751st Year of the Awakened Empire
Late summer, day 309 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“We going to die today?” Shar asked. The war-chanter looked out across the battlefield with hawklike intensity, her sharp features stern.
“I’ve got other plans,” Indris murmured. The jetsam of violence littered the golden grass of Amber Lake, where warriors, sunlight rippling on their armor, unleashed havoc. Above, the sky was dotted with the raggedy shadows of carrion birds, tiny beside the wind-frigates’ hulls, which flickered with pearlescent light. “Maybe tomorrow?”
“One more night of revelry then? Nice. I could use a drink and a man to play with. Today hasn’t been one of our better ones.”
“Sorry if this little war’s inconvenienced you in any way,” Indris drawled. “I’ll try to schedule the next one with you in mind.”
“Would you? Really? That’s nice, dear.” She scraped dried blood from her scaled-glass armor. “Shame Hayden and Omen aren’t here.”
“Hopefully they’re long gone by now.”
Indris had known waiting too long in Amnon was a mistake, yet the man Indris had sworn to protect had refused to leave his ancestral seat. The truth will be known, Far-ad-din, one of the six rahns of the Great Houses of Shrīan, had said. Only the innocent could muster such self-deception. This battle was the veneer over a coup, and Far-ad-din knew it, yet he played his part in the drama in the hope the truth would see him freed. Accused of treason, of trafficking in the forbidden relics he was supposed to protect, and of sedition, Far-ad-din had gambled much by staying. It appeared he might well lose everything. The least Indris could do was try to ensure the man kept his life. It was why he had withdrawn from the battle rather being in the mix. Far-ad-din had wanted Indris close, just in case. If the man had not been his father-in-law, Indris doubted all the guilt in the world would have made him bear witness to Far-ad-din’s demise.
Indris turned to look at Shar where she leaned on her long serill blade, the sword made of drake-fired glass, harder and lighter than steel. Like Far-ad-din, she was one of the Seethe—the declining race known as the Wind Masters. Shar cast a shrewd glance across the battlefield, large whiteless eyes citrine bright in the sun. She absently tugged at the feathers braided in the supple quills that passed for her hair—fine as strands of silk in all the colors of dawn. Swearing under her breath at the tide of battle, she sensed his scrutiny and turned to him.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he replied, keeping the worry from his voice. Indris had lost many friends in many fights, yet the thought of losing Shar after all they had been through was too much. “We can still walk away from this, if we can get Far-ad-din and his heir out of here.”
“Good luck with that,” Shar muttered.
Indris surveyed the many-colored banners of the six Great Houses and the Hundred Families arrayed against them, hanging limp and listless in the thick air. The long summer grasses of Amber Lake wavered like golden water in the haze. To the east across the Anqorat River, the wetlands of the Rōmarq shone like a blue mirror, smeared green-gray with reeds and the patchwork reflection of clouds.
The armies assembled by the Great Houses and those loyal to them lined the hills east of the wind-rippled grasses of Amber Lake. They were the Avān. His own people. Like Humans, yet not. Made by the Seethe millennia ago to be their servants. Not their usurpers. In their ornate armor of bronze-shod steel plates, with their long curved swords and crescent-moon axes, they were terrifying.
The day had not turned out as expected. The Arbiter of the Change, the government’s chosen representative to manage the conflict, had planned for the battle to be fought between two champions, the winner deciding the outcome. Indris had volunteered to fight for Far-ad-din, confident he could defeat, without killing, whatever champion was sent against him. But there were those among the Great Houses unwilling to risk all on a single combat, and instead horns had pealed, splitting the air, as the first wave of the Avān army had thundered across the field. Iphyri, giant men with the heads, legs, and tails of horses, had surged forward, leather groaning. They had smashed into the front lines of Far-ad-din and his Seethe, laying waste to those about them.
There had been no restoring order. No turning back, once the smell of blood was in the air. Mayhem now claimed the day.
Bright sunlight flashed from weapons. It seared the eye where it blazed from polished shields and breastplates, helms with their long plumes of dyed horsehair and feathers, and metal crests polished bright. Warriors flowed in complex formations like colored inks swirled in turbulent water. Arrows buzzed like gnats. The melee had one mighty voice: a rumble like the basso of thunder, which echoed, rolled, boomed without ever dying, in counterpoint to the shrieks of metal, the screams of pain, the war songs. Indris inhaled the acrid perfume of heated metal. Of sweat. The sweetness of crushed grass. The ammonia smell of urine. The copper-tang of blood.
Outnumbered as they were, the Seethe Indris commanded defied the might of their enemy. He knew it would not last. No doubt the Seethe knew it also, yet pride was ever the enemy of common sense. Their jewel-toned eyes and porcelain skin shone with the radiance of their fury. Beautiful, ageless, and all but deathless, they wore drake-glass armor that shone with bright gem colors; their weapons and shields chimed. Seethe war-troupers—artists, dancers, musicians, acrobats, and actors as much as they were killers—wove their way in formations only they seemed to understand. They vanished from sight only to appear improbably far away, to kill, to vanish again. A Seethe trouper leaped, almost as if she could fly, to land amid enemy soldiers, whom she cut down with a dark laugh. The Seethe’s drake-glass helms shifted form from leering skulls to maniacal laughing faces to the sorrowful visages of beautiful maids, cheeks bright with diamond tears. Wyvern-riders swooped to strafe combatants with arrow fire. The rainbow-hued reptiles snatched warriors from the ground and carried them into the sky, only to hurl them to the ground below. When a wyvern was shot from the air, it plowed great furrows through the ranks of soldiers as it died, poison stinger flailing.
Seeing their chance for glory, the warrior-poets from both armies sought each other out. Challenges to single combat rang clear, for such was the old way of the militant elite. Small circles or squares opened in the greater battle as the flamboyant warrior-poets met. Fought. Died. Songs would recount the glory of their lives by moonrise even as the flesh was boiled from their skulls, the bone to be plated in gold as a trophy.
The enemy had not gathered from across the breadth of Shrīan to lose. The Avān fought with ferocious tenacity, a machine of bronze and steel, resolute in their purpose. The Iphyri strode Amber Lake like blood-drenched juggernauts, eyes rolling, teeth bared in their horse heads.
Three knights of the Sēq Order of Scholars strode the sky, crow-black in their centuries-old finery. His former colleagues. Indris heard the crooning of their canto as they wove disentropy, the very force of creation, in complex formulae. It was the power of disentropy that made lanterns of their flesh. They unleashed geometries of power: spheres, arcs, and lines that scoured the Seethe ranks. Gone were the days of glory for the Sēq, yet those who remained were grievous enough. As Indris watched, one of the Sēq Knights convulsed. Her body shook, no doubt with the strain of channeling too much energy. Indris could have sworn the black-armored scholar vomited as she plummeted from the sky to disappear in the frenetic mass below.
Indris turned from the battle, Shar at his side. They sprinted to where Far-ad-din and his son, Ran-jar-din, stood with their royal guard. The guards turned their beaked helms in Indris’s direction as he approached, their feathered cloaks drooping in the hot, sodden breeze.
“You’re done,” Indris said to Far-ad-din without preamble. Shar’s eyes widened at his perfunctory tone. “You and Ran need to get away from here.”
“Is this how the legendary Indris makes war?” Ran-jar-din swept a bowl of dried emerald lotus petals from the small camp table. His sapphire eyes and clouded skin flickered with his wrath. “Why did we trust you? I’d already lost a sister because of—”
“That’s not fair and you know it!” Indris snapped. He felt the blow of the accusation in his chest. “Vashne may be the Asrahn, but even the Asrahn is answerable to the Teshri. It was they who brought this to you. You could’ve run, but pride made you stay. I’m hoping self-preservation will yet see you go. Neither of you is any use if you’re dead. Leave. Now. Fight another day.”
Ran-jar-din drew a handspan of his long glass sword. “I should—”
“Indris is right.” Far-ad-din’s amethyst eyes were sad, the light almost gone from them. “This drama is lost to us. Indris, Shar—will you and your warriors come with us?”
“It’s too late for that,” Indris murmured. He looked sideways at Shar, who nodded her assent. “This position will be overrun in an hour or so. You go. We’ll cover your retreat. Follow the plan, and we’ll meet up with you as soon as we can.”
“I’m not leaving,” Ran-jar-din spat. He took his spear from where it rested on the table, its long slender blade like a sliver of glowing topaz. Expression fixed and angry, the young heir gestured to his own guard, whose glass helms clouded, then displayed leering skulls with burning eyes. Ran-jar-din bent his knee to his father, then stood. “I’ll redeem our Great House, either by my blood or my victory. We will be remembered, Father.”
“You will do no such thing!” Far-ad-din thundered. His skin and eyes flared and then faded. “Indris…your sister’s mate…will do what needs to be done. Muster your guard. We are retreating into the Rōmarq as planned.”
“I think not.” Ran-jar-din curled his lip at his father. He gave Indris a withering glance. Without a further word, Ran-jar-din and his company of war-troupers flickered into translucency as they sprinted into the fray.
Indris did not allow Far-ad-din the luxury of delay. Within moments the Seethe rahn and his personal guard were crossing the sullen, black-silted waters of the Anqorat River. Once his father-in-law had made good his retreat, Indris gathered a phalanx of Seethe on the east bank of the Anqorat. Soon after, the army of the Great Houses was upon them. Indris’s spear flickered. He used his edged shield as much as a weapon as for defense. His eyes burned with the disentropy he channeled. His voice boomed above the din. Shrieked. Crooned. Words of power laid his enemies low. A swarm of yellow-white butterflies, spun from light, cascaded around him. Where they touched, they set off explosions that left his enemies reeling. Beside him Shar, focused and lethal, used her war-chanter’s song to bolster the hearts of their comrades, while causing their enemies to cower and turn from the sudden fear that deluged them.
All Indris needed to do was buy time. To make himself as appealing a target as he could while Far-ad-din fled westward across the Rōmarq.
Indris’s mind cascaded with numbers as he calculated the force required to raise Abstraction Wards. Layers of rotating mystic defenses, like the tumblers in a lock, formed around him and those nearby. The light yellowed inside the layered field. Sound dulled. Soon enough, the air smelled of lightning storms. Indris looked out through the sepia haze. The Abstraction Wards refracted the world beyond, much like peering through running water, though not enough for him to misinterpret the danger of the predicament they were in. Concussions from the enemy, both arcane and mundane, hammered against the geometric puzzles of his defenses. They struck with arrows, swords, axes, and disentropy, causing the wards to ripple, like a pond into which stones had been thrown. The wards would not last long against such a bombardment. But they did not need to.
After almost half an hour, the exterior wards began to crack, then puff away in motes of dirty light. The next layer followed within fifteen minutes. Facing the inevitable, Indris nodded to the Seethe to raise the unmarked blue pennon that was their signal for surrender.
Rather than anger their enemies further, Indris deconstructed his remaining wards with a thought. Unfiltered light streamed down once more. Enemy soldiers jostled about, weapons quivering in an agitated, blood-smeared thicket.
Officers in the red-and-black armor of the Great House of Erebus, riding sweat-and-gore-streaked harts, forced their way through the throng.
“I’m daimahjin-Indris,” the warrior-mage said as he stepped forward, hands extended to either side in a display of peace. Daimahjin. Warrior and mage. Scholar. Of the highest caste in Avān society. Indris wanted them to think twice about harming him or those with him. “I offer my surrender to Rahn-Näsarat fa Ariskander, Arbiter of the Change, as per the Teshri’s code and measure of sanctioned war. We’ll come with you peacefully. There’s no need for further violence.”
The officers divided the captives wordlessly. Shar frowned at Indris as she was disarmed and led away. A mounted Erebus officer with a handful of Iphyri at his side came close to loom over Indris, florid with barely suppressed loathing.
“The code and measure won’t save you, traitor!” The officer spat at Indris’s feet.
Indris stared up at him. “The Arbiter of the Change may have a few things to say about that.”
One of the Iphyri’s calloused fists smashed into Indris’s head before he had the chance to say anything else.

Indris had once promised himself he would not get involved in the internecine politics of Shrīan again, yet here he was. If he was not executed for his part in Far-ad-din’s alleged crimes, he would make sure he kept his word to himself in future. Most of those who fought for Far-ad-din had been Seethe sworn to the monarch’s service, troupers who had decided to stay by their rahn rather than desert him. As a mercenary, Indris could have left Far-ad-din’s service at any time. As the man’s son-in-law, ridden with guilt over offenses both real and imagined, the choice to stay had been made for him.
Indris gazed out the windows of the room in which he had been imprisoned, squinting against the glare of the setting sun as it rolled over the bronze-shod domes of seaside shrines and sheened the crystalline towers of vacant Seethe schools. After his surrender at Amber Lake, a barely conscious Indris had been hustled to the top floor of an abandoned villa near the sea. For the past two days he had watched many of his comrades dragged into the courtyard below. There had been no sign of Shar. Yet. Those of the middle castes, common soldiers for the most part, had been beheaded with ruthless efficiency. The lower-caste menials—and those of the middle castes deemed worthy of keeping alive—were divvied up and handed over to overseers, where they were bound into service. The upper castes—wealthy landowners, the members of warriors’ families, or other luminaries—were strangled with lengths of yellow silk, their corpses thrown onto wagons like kindling. From dawn till dusk prisoners were brought into the courtyard garden. Quickly sentenced regardless of caste, or whether they were Avān, Seethe, or Human. The one constant was the crest worn by the officers, guards, and executioners: a black stallion rampant on a bloody field. The sign of the Great House of Erebus.
Indris’s surrender to Ariskander as Arbiter of the Change should have been enough to ensure his safety and that of his comrades. He had not anticipated that the Erebus forces would disregard the policies of surrender and ransom so violently.
There had been no chance of escape. The warrior-poet’s wrists and throat were encircled by locked bands of salt-forged steel, the metal blistering his skin. Toxic to mystics, the salt-forged steel dammed the flow of disentropy in his body. Sent fever chills along his skin. The painful sensation of needling down his spine. Even the glow of candlelight was too harsh; his eyes were now overly sensitive. His head pounded to the point that he felt nauseated. Days after the Battle of Amber Lake, his limbs still twitched in reaction to the flood of disentropy he had channeled. At least the mindstorms had passed, though his mouth still tasted of bile. His skin reeked of stale sweat and old vomit.
Screams came from the courtyard below. The repeated thuds of bladed weapons cleaving necks. The desperate gasps of strangulation. Wails as shackles were placed around wrists and ankles, freedom swapped for servitude. Indris leaned against the wall, looking to the purple-and-yellow-tinted clouds, wondering whether they were the last he would ever see. Soon his captors would come to him again and ask him the predictable questions he would refuse to answer. They would tire of his silence. Seek to motivate him to talk in evermore inventive ways. Sheltered in the bastion of his mind, he had known about the pain. Acknowledged it at an intellectual level. Packaged it. Locked it away to be expressed in the moments when he could release his self-control, if only for a short while. In the presence of the torturers who wanted him to betray Far-ad-din, Indris had shown nothing but a face of stone.
Tired beyond anything in his recollection, Indris focused his mind once more. As the Zienni Scholars said, “There is no failure in falling, only in not trying to regain one’s feet and take another step.” Disentropy, the energy of creation generated by all living things, eddied and swirled about him. He could feel it, a thickening in the air that brushed across his skin. In the quiet places of his mind, he could sense the comforting warmth of his Disentropic Stain, the corona around his soul that flowed through and about him.
The basic formulae of minor cantos flickered in his mind. Causes and effects were calculated, assessed, discarded to make way for more feasible hypotheses. The various arcane cantos were built upon causality, the knowledge of one thing leading to a predictable other. Though his mind was dulled by the effects of the shackles, solutions finally, slowly, presented themselves.
Satisfied he had found the answer he sought, Indris flexed his will and—
The spike of agony pierced him from the top of his skull to the base of his spine. Bile rose, to pour in an acid burn from his mouth, which had opened in an involuntary gasp of pain. His wrists and neck burned where the salt-forged steel touched them. Indris fell back against the wall, chest heaving. The formulae simplified into a useless abstraction, then faded away.
Despite the pain, he calmed his mind and entered the trance state the Sēq Scholars called the Possibility Tree. Questions rose in his mind, a series of hows and whys that led to other hows and whys until possibility had been narrowed to a probability of either success or failure. He played scenario after scenario in his mind. Escapes. Rescues. Negotiations. Pardons. Indris smiled bitterly. As a former knight of the Sēq Order of Scholars, he had been taught the only certainty was a solitary death. Knowing it was different than facing it.
In agony and too tired to think, Indris closed his eyes for a moment, and memories of a war he would rather forget played across the dark canvas of his lids.

Indris’s head snapped up at the rattle of a key in the lock. The parquetry door opened with barely a hint of noise. He eyed his visitors with apprehension. The first man through the door was enormous, muscular, and hard, the skin of his bare arms and neck littered with tattoos. His tunic was stretched across his broad chest, and legs like gnarled tree trunks emerged from his kilt. He was followed by a smaller, older man in a soiled linen coat, his left hand replaced by a bitter hook of dark metal. Thufan, Corajidin’s Kherife-General and Master of Assassins, with his giant son, Armal. They were Corajidin’s law keepers. Those who entered next were easy to identify. Belamandris’s hauberk of ruby crystal scales and his ruby-sheathed amenesqa—the long, gently recurved sword named Tragedy—marked the man. The other two men in red-and-black silk would be Corajidin himself and his heir, Kasraman. Behind them was a squad of five Iphyri, so tall their horse heads almost scraped the high ceiling. Their hooves clopped against the old stone flagging as they settled. Their armor creaked, metal harnesses chiming. They held hook-bladed axes in their enormous hands.
Indris frowned at what he saw in Corajidin. The man was clearly very ill, his skin waxen beneath a sheen of sweat. His red-blond curls were streaked gray, lank against his scalp. His face was drawn, hollow. The stooped rahn of Erebus wrung his hands as if they were in constant pain.
Indris held his banded wrists up with a smile. “I take it the confusion has been sorted and you’re here to release me?”
“Where’s Far-ad-din?” Thufan cuffed Indris on the side of the head. The blow rattled Indris’s skull. Thufan’s breath was sour with rot and rum. Indris winced at the reek.
He glared at the rank old villain. “I surrendered to Rahn-Ariskander as Arbiter of the Change. I’m his captive. A Näsarat wouldn’t give an Erebus the time of day, let alone a prisoner who was also a family member.”
Thufan coughed, a wet rattle from chest to throat. He spat at Indris’s feet. “You’ve been hung out to dry. Your uncle has given you up. Now, where’s Far-ad-din?”
“Far-ad-din? Have you checked the Rōmarq?” Indris said helpfully. “He was escaping in that general direction when I saw him last. Now take me to Ariskander.”
Thufan rested his hook against Indris’s throat. “You’re going to die anyway. Can be easy or hard. Your choice.”
Indris felt the heat build behind his left eye, the unwilling pooling of disentropy. A wave of nausea rose in him. He blinked slowly to calm himself. When he opened his eyes, he caught Thufan’s gaze and held it. “How about not at all?”
“You know, I counseled the Teshri to issue your writ of execution years ago,” Corajidin drawled. He shook his head, his expression sad. “But the government of the time was too soft. I sent assassins myself, but they never returned. The Sēq Scholars were too lenient on you. It was your duty to die serving your people, not to take what you had learned to make your own fortune. Time has caught up with you.”
“Face facts.” Kasraman’s mellow voice was pitched to carry. “You were Sēq once. No doubt you’ve tried to escape and failed. You’ve tried your precious Possibility Tree? Surely you’ve calculated there’s no escape?”
“Don’t you have some witchery to make him talk?” Armal asked Kasraman. The man-mountain looked to the door nervously. “We don’t have much—”
“My talents aren’t meant to be discussed openly, Armal.” Kasraman’s smile was thin, the tips of his fangs showing as he held up a hand for silence. “Besides, the salt-forged steel prohibits me as much as him from anything esoteric. And I’d not want to see his shackles removed while he lived. It wouldn’t end well for any of us, would it, Indris?”
Indris bared his fangs in a smile. “That I promise you.”
“Getting nowhere,” Thufan grated. He turned to Corajidin. “We need to carry out his sentence and—”
“Sentence?” Indris stepped away from the wall. Thufan was closest. Perhaps he could snap the old man’s little chicken neck before the others stopped him. He would need to kill Corajidin next. He doubted he would be able to take a third in his current state. He flexed his fingers. “Every prisoner is entitled to a trial—”
Corajidin pointed a shaking finger. “You are a traitor to the Asrahn and—”
“Step away, Thufan, if you want to live,” Belamandris suggested. “Our friend here is almost within reach. Not the best place for you.”
Thufan blanched, then stepped back. He looked at Indris with a wary eye. Indris shot Belamandris an insincere smile in thanks.
“I’m a mercenary.” Indris struggled with his chains. “Our codes of justice—”
“If we took him elsewhere, could you torture the information out of him?” Kasraman asked Thufan.
“Maybe,” the little man grunted. “Doubtful. He’s trained by the Sēq. They don’t break easily.”
“There are too many watching eyes to move him,” Belamandris offered. His hand dropped to the hilt of his amenesqa. “If you’re not going to question him, at least let the man fight for his life.”
“He’ll kill you stone dead.” Kasraman’s expression was wry. Belamandris snorted.
“I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” Indris lied through clenched teeth. He strained against his shackles. “Think about this. If you kill me—”
“If he will not tell us where Far-ad-din is, there is no point in delaying any further. Armal?” Corajidin waved his hand in Indris’s direction.
The big man’s expression was resolved as he came to stand before Indris. His fist a blur, he cuffed Indris on the side of the head so hard he was slammed back against the wall, dazed. Armal placed his massive hands around Indris’s throat. Squeezed. “I’m sorry I can’t do this the proper way.”
In his weakened state, Indris could do little against Armal’s strength. He tried to knee the man, to no effect. Weakened from the salt-forged steel, he could not strike back effectively. Each of Indris’s blows fell on layers of corded muscle, which felt like stone. He tried to form a canto in his head, but his thoughts withered in an airless haze.
Darkness had begun to descend when the door crashed open. Armal released his grip and spun to stand beside his father. Indris, barely aware of what was happening, collapsed to his knees, gasping for air. He looked up from beneath dirty curls.
The Iphyri stamped their hooves, nostrils wide. Indris could see the light glistening in their eyes, like pools of white around wet brown stones. The hafts of their axes groaned in their grips. Sweat glistened on their skin, black, sorrel, and roan. They snorted. Backed into the room on iron-shod hooves. The smell of horse was heavy in the air.
Facing them were a dozen or so Tau-se in the blue-and-gold armor of the Näsarat Lion Guard. Faces impassive, manes braided with fortune-coins, the lion men glanced about the room impassively. Their hands were never far from the hilts of their khopesh. Indris had seen Tau-se fight. Such were their reflexes he knew the Lion Guard were not disadvantaged. If the Tau-se drew their sickle-bladed swords, it would be a massacre.
From between the Lion Guard stepped two men. The first was Nehrun, Ariskander’s heir, eyes circled by kohl and the Näsarat phoenix painted in blue-and-gold ink on his brow. His armor was an immaculate construction of polished gold and enameled blue plates, so perfect Indris doubted it had seen dust, let alone blood. Nehrun lifted his chin in an imperious gesture.
By his side was a taller man. Older and leaner. Less polished, his panoply of war showing the minimalism of a veteran. Ariskander’s face was gaunt, his salt-and-pepper hair tied back in a high ponytail, his beard neatly trimmed. His eyes were large, so dark they were almost black. Ariskander gave Indris one of his hesitant smiles. They were the only kind he had.
Two of the Lion Guard crossed the room to Indris, taking him by the arms and dragging him to his feet. The Iphyri stamped in consternation, though Corajidin shouted at them for silence.
“You’ve overreached your authority this time, Corajidin,” Ariskander snapped as he gestured for the Lion Guard to take Indris from the room.
“Ariskander!” Corajidin snarled with venom. Spittle flecked his lips. “You have no jurisdiction here.”
“I’m the Arbiter of the Change.” Ariskander smiled coldly. “And my jurisdiction comes from the Teshri—who sanctioned this inane war—and both the Asrahn and Speaker for the People we elected into power. On top of that the Scholar Marshal is very interested to know why one of her scholars—”
“He left the Sēq Order,” Kasraman pointed out reasonably.
“Nobody ever truly leaves the Sēq,” Indris tried to joke through the pain. “They always want their tithe of blood…”
Ariskander held Indris’s eyes open with his thumbs. He frowned at what he saw, then raked his gaze across Corajidin. “You can raise your objections with the Scholar Marshal in person, if you like. Though I’d not recommend it. Femensetri isn’t known for either her patience or indulgence.”
“You’ll regret interfering with me, Ariskander!” Corajidin ground out.
“The rest of your captives are being released also,” Ariskander informed the red-faced Corajidin. “We’ll see whether there are any formal charges laid against you for what you’ve done here.”
“Try it,” Corajidin said through gritted teeth. “See how far you get.”
Ariskander gestured at the Lion Guard, who helped Indris out of the cell. Nehrun led them through the villa and into the large courtyard beyond. The air was thick with the smell of shed blood. Indris was placed in a carriage with Ariskander and Nehrun; the door locked behind them. Both men wrinkled their noses at Indris’s smell, though nobody spoke. Nehrun glowered at Indris as if he was an inconvenience. Ariskander’s eyes remained half-closed, deep in thought.
The carriage rattled along, the Lion Guard racing on foot beside it, from streets sided by sandstone and dome-topped marble buildings to the tiered hills where the Seethe had made their crystal eyries. Jagged crystal mansions shimmered yellow, white, blue, and rose in the evening shadows, shards of light on the ripples of a darkening blanket. The entourage passed beneath an ancient stone archway, the carvings all but worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain. Then through the Zephyr Gardens, where the winds hummed to themselves through stands of pale, blue-flowered reeds. Indris was taken from the carriage then along the sweeping stairs of the Kestrel Glide, which curved around the side of Cloud Hill like the feathers of some great wing.
Perched on the summit, the interwoven slivers of sapphire and rose-colored quartz of the Hai-Ardin, Far-ad-din’s sanctuary, rose skyward. From there Indris could see Amnon’s city sprawling across the bent fingers of low hills and stream-filled valleys below. A cool breeze swept in from the Marble Sea, its caress a welcome respite from the heat. It carried on its breath the salt tang of the sea, as well as the scents of gardenia, lavender, and pine needles from Amnon’s beachside parks. Over the din of conversation, Indris could hear the mournful cry of gulls.
In Seethe fashion there were no exterior walls in the Hai-Ardin. No doors. Crystalsingers had coaxed the growing formations into seemingly random steps, chambers, and tilted columns. In some areas the high, semivaulted ceilings of the Hai-Ardin were open to the sky. Translucent beetle-shell hangings adorned the walls. Ilhen crystals shone like jagged candle flames frozen in time.
“Take him to the baths,” Ariskander ordered two of the Lion Guard. “I’ll arrange for clean clothes. Leave the collar and wristbands on. Don’t let anybody talk to him until I return.” The two Lion Guard bowed their heads to their rahn, then half carried, half walked Indris to the baths.
Alabaster tubs dotted the mosaic-floored baths. Steam swirled sluggishly in the thick air. The faint drip of water echoed about the cavernous room, lit by ilhen crystals. The night sky made frosted white streaks of angled quartz columns. Lavender and rosemary scented the air, so much so Indris began to doze as soon as the hot water enclosed his aching muscles. A bound-caste servant in a short tunic scrubbed the grime from his skin. Washed and rinsed his hair until the water flowed clear. She massaged oils into his skin and scalp. Indris winced at the pain as her fingers found the deep knots in his muscles, the bruises and scrapes and cuts on his skin.
He was not sure when the servant stopped her ministrations. He vaguely remembered the water in the tub being changed, new for old. Then a warm, swaddling, damp silence. All he knew was the water had cooled when he sensed somebody staring at him. Indris cracked his eyes open to see Ariskander sitting nearby, two massive Lion Guard looming over him.
“You cut it close this time,” Ariskander began. He tore off a fist-size piece of bread, dotted with the brown and yellow of bacon and cheese. “We were lucky we got to you when we did.”
Indris held up his banded wrists. He did not bother to hide the pain he felt. “Care to do something about these?”
“Why are you here?” the other man demanded. “You were supposed to get Far-ad-din and his family out of Amnon before our army got here. For the love of the Ancestors, I delayed the army enough!”
“Er, my bindings?”
“I can’t have them removed. Not yet. Are you going to tell me why—”
“Far-ad-din refused to leave,” Indris snapped. The water crashed in ripples against the ivory-hued walls of the tub. “Do you really think I wanted to be there when the fighting started? We knew the marshaling of the armies was inevitable. You assured me we’d avoid mass conflict and have trial by single combat. I told Far-ad-din we’d have the Hamesaad and he trusted me. Ancestors on a stick, what happened?”
“Don’t blaspheme,” Ariskander warned. “You’re Far-ad-din’s son-in-law! If he would listen to anybody, I thought it would be you. “
“And I’m your nephew. How much attention do you pay me?” Indris smiled.
“Not enough, it would seem,” Ariskander chuckled.
“What now?”
“You’re not free and clear yet. The others will want to know where Far-ad-din went. Corajidin in particular is anxious to get his hands on the last Seethe rahn in Shrīan. I’ve no doubt he wants to end the influence of the Seethe once and for all, leaving the Avān to govern all six Great Houses.”
Indris was wondering how much to tell of the little he knew when one of the Lion Guard politely interrupted. Ariskander and Indris had been summoned by the Asrahn. Ariskander gestured to a small pile of folded clothes. Indris recognized the faded blacks and browns of his own garments. He dressed quickly, giving care to the layers of clothing sende demanded of his caste: one for the individual, one for his Great House, and one for his nation. Within minutes, the Lion Guard was escorting him through the long crystal corridors of Hai-Ardin. Soon enough he was brought into a room crowded to overflowing.
The Exalted Names of Shrīan surrounded him, a field of flowers in their traditional layers of embroidered silk: tunics under high-collared, knee-length jackets; loose trousers; supple leather boots with upturned toes; open-fronted, hooded over-robes dyed in the colors of the six Great Houses and the Hundred Families that governed Shrīan. Voices smashed into him. The din of goblets being struck in toasts, platters clattering on tables, the metallic jangle of sonesette strings. Surrounded by noise, Indris was thrown back to the chaos of the battle. The open mouths. The wide eyes. The barrage of sound. All of it assaulted his senses. Pain blossomed behind his left eye as he was rocked by memories.
“Indris? Are you unwell?” Shar’s voice held the timbre and husk of the wind through reeds. Lamplight shone on the rainbow patina on her straight nose. “You smell pretty, though.”
“Where have you—”
“I was in chains, about to be executed, when the Lion Guard whisked me away.” She looked him up and down, yellow eyes narrowed. “What happened to you? How do you feel?”
“I feel brilliant,” Indris lied as Shar-fer-rayn leaned against him, gently butting his shoulder with her brow. “Though I think I’ve been hit in the head a little too often in the last couple of days. How do I look?”
“Like trampled rubbish,” she answered with a smile, her teeth serrated bands of white between blue-tinted lips.
“Then why ask?”
“Making conversation.” Shar looked about the chamber. “This isn’t going to be good, is it? What’s happening?”
“No idea. Have you seen Hayden or Omen?” Indris asked. Shar shook her head in response. He swore quietly. “We should’ve left Amnon when we knew which way the wind was blowing. We could’ve avoided this cursed shambles. It wouldn’t have been the first time I abducted a noble for their own good.”
“Which always led to good times.” She grinned. “But it’s not your way, Indris. You’ve a penchant for lost causes, though more often than not they’re the right ones.”
Indris jerked his chin at the crowd around them. “They’d happily argue.”
“Far-ad-din was innocent of—”
“They’re the victors. They’ll write the history. Inconvenient truths will be forgotten soon enough. We survived, though.”
“Again,” she murmured. “Many of my people weren’t so fortunate.”
“They’re my people, too, Shar.” She smiled at him. “Well, half my people, at any rate.”
“Which half would that be?” She looked Indris up and down in his stained browns and blacks, which had known a long count of days. “The shabby half?”
“I prefer to think of it as comfortable.” Indris grinned.
“Of course you do. You know, having been married to one of us isn’t the same as being one of us. You look nothing like a Seethe. A pure-blood Avān, perhaps, though you’re too young by thousands of years.”
Indris fought down the pain of his headache. He wished Ariskander could have removed his shackles. Judging from the looks in the eyes of the upper-caste people in the chamber, Indris wondered whether he was any safer here than with Corajidin.
A woman broke away from the throng. Roshana, Nehrun’s younger sister, a handsome woman with squared jaws and shoulders. She was one of Ariskander’s chief strategists and a soldier of some renown. With her long stride, she quickly covered the distance to Indris and Shar. Nehrun strolled in her wake, his expression dark.
Nehrun gave Indris a condescending sneer. “Welcome back, cousin. Isn’t it enough to disgrace yourself, you have to tarnish our family name, too? Maladûr gaol will be too good a place for the likes of you.”
“I hear it’s nice there.” Indris smiled. Roshana gave a good-natured chuckle. “Can I get a room overlooking the Marble Sea?”
Nehrun stepped forward to within centimeters of Indris’s face. “You deserve to die!”
“You’re a brave little man when your father’s not in earshot, aren’t you? You didn’t have the fire to speak like that to me when Ariskander was around earlier.” Indris leaned toward his cousin, closing what little distance there was between them. He stared into Nehrun’s eyes. The rahn-elect backed away, averting his gaze. “So…been well, Nehrun?”
Nehrun curled his lip in disdain.
“I’d heard you were in the battle,” Roshana said without preamble, her voice surprisingly deep. “It’s true what they’re saying?”
“If it’s bad, probably.”
“They say you”—she also looked at Shar—“the both of you, were fighting for Far-ad-din. Surely you weren’t so foolish? Did you seriously think you’d win?”
“You know what they say. It’s less about winning than being able to walk away afterward. Besides, it was never meant to get so far.” Indris glanced around nervously. Many of those gathered in the room were looking in their direction. Their expressions were neither amused nor friendly. “Rosha, you shouldn’t be—”
“Here we go,” Shar muttered as Feyassin spilled into the room. Conversations stuttered to silence.
Vashne entered, flanked by his white-armored bodyguards, their ornate hexagonal shields held at their waists. The elected ruler of the Avān had the gentle bearing of a man who spent his hours tending flowers and reading books. He did not wear armor or carry a weapon. A simple circlet of black leather, knotted with steel ingots, encircled his high, care-furrowed brow.
As Vashne approached, the gathered nobles of Shrīan took to their knees. Foreheads were pressed to the cold, hard floor, hands extended palms upward. Indris and Shar followed suit. At a gentle word they all sat back on their heels.
The only person who did not take to her knees was Femensetri, Scholar Marshal and Sēq Master. Called the Stormbringer by some, she was the Asrahn’s adviser and confidante. Femensetri’s tall, sickle-topped stave, like the crook of some militant shepherd, rested in the fold of her arms. Shrouded in her hooded over-robe and black cassock, with its row of onyx buttons from throat to groin, the torso bound by fraying strips of leather and iron buckles, she reminded Indris of a Dragon with its wings furled. It was an unfair comparison. Femensetri was a striking woman. Her ageless features and the startling opal-hued eyes were at once marred and enhanced by the mindstone on her brow: a lightless blemish, an absence, against the olive of her skin.
As he looked at her, Indris could sense rather than see the dark energy nimbus that crackled and spat around her. The Disentropic Stain proclaiming her a scholar to any who knew how to look.
Vashne gazed speculatively at those assembled. His disappointed gaze rested on Indris for a handful of heartbeats before it drifted away. After an almost uncomfortable silence, Vashne spoke.
“Everybody except the Näsarat, the Erebus, Ziaire of the House of Pearl, and the Speaker for the People can leave,” Vashne commanded. The other nobles looked to each other for a moment before they rose to their feet and filed from the room. Indris could hear their muttering echo down the corridors as they walked away.
Indris watched as the Näsarat and Erebus camps arranged themselves on opposite sides of the room. In between stood Rahn-Nazarafine of the Great House of Sûn, the Speaker for the People and the elected head of government for the Teshri, her eyes shining like polished brown nuts. Beside her was a poised woman, her features those poets waxed lyrical about. Unruly hair, dark as soot, sat piled atop an oval face with delicate, sculpted features. Her green eyes were vivid against burnished skin, itself striking against the layers of her fitted pearlescent robe. She looked across at Indris and Shar, her gaze measuring.
Vashne’s jaw clenched and unclenched as he glared about the room. “Ariskander? You’ve found who we were looking for?”
Ariskander nodded. “The ones who were still alive. I’ve brought you the prisoners you requested. Pah-Näsarat fa Amonindris, blood royal of the Great House of Näsarat. Former Knight-General of the Sēq Order of Scholars and once the commander of the Immortal Companions nahdi company. The other is Shar-fer-rayn, a war-chanter and last of the Rayn-ma troupe.”
Vashne nodded his thanks as he stopped in front of Indris. “We know each other, you and I.” He looked at the raised blisters on Indris’s wrists, where the manacles restrained him. Vashne’s expression was sorrowful. “We do not need these, do we?”
“Vashne—” Corajidin said.
“Speaker for the People? Arbiter of the Change?” Vashne looked to Nazarafine and Ariskander. “Do you have any objections to releasing this man?”
“You cannot be serious!” Corajidin snapped.
“None at all, Asrahn.” Nazarafine’s smile did not reach her eyes as she assessed Corajidin. “I speak for both Ariskander and myself when I say we’re glad we’ve had the chance to save some of the prisoners to whom you’d offered amnesty.”
The Stormbringer strode forward in a snap of leather and old wool. She took a master key from within the folds of her cassock, then unlocked Indris’s shackles. The salt-forged steel clattered to the ground. The Scholar Marshal kicked them across the room.
Indris restrained his sigh of relief. The pain receded almost immediately. Within moments he could feel the effects of the salt leave his system. He leveled his gaze at the Asrahn, who no doubt knew the risks involved in releasing him. Indris bowed his thanks.
“Indris.” Vashne looked at Indris, though he spoke to the rest of the room. “A man who has been a hero of our people and a savior for others.”
“Asrahn.” Corajidin bowed his head to the floor. “This man—”
“Has done much in our service.”
“Even so, he’s a traitor, in service to a traitor! We need to—”
“His weapons and other belongings will be returned to him.” The Asrahn looked hard into Indris’s eyes. “And to his comrade here. Gratitude is a powerful currency. It is worth more than its weight in gold or gems. Would you agree?”
“Thank you.” Indris felt his stomach knot.
“I trust my generosity is not misplaced. I expect it will be remembered, should I need to call on you.” With that, he turned away.
Indris allowed himself to take a deep breath. The prospect of death or imprisonment slowly unclenched its fist.
“What have you gotten us into now?” Shar murmured.
“Me?”
“You.”
Vashne walked back to the center of the room, Femensetri in his shadow. He glared at Corajidin. “What in the name of the blessed Ancestors were you thinking? This was supposed to be resolved peacefully. With as little bloodshed as possible! Do your prejudices blind you so much?”
Corajidin cocked a disdainful eyebrow. Indris noted the sheen of sweat on the other man’s waxy skin. “Far-ad-din was mustering an army. He was in discussions with Seethe Sky Realms and their troupes. He was selling relics stolen from the Rōmarq—relics he was supposed to be safeguarding! He needed to be dealt with, and we dealt with him.”
“The Seethe believed this fight would be settled through Hamesaad,” Indris said. “They were prepared to abide by the outcomes of the trial of champions. With respect, I believe the Teshri were somewhat misinformed on certain of the key facts upon which they based their decision to depose Far-ad-din. One wonders how much of their decision was based in an ancient and oft-gnawed-on bigotry against the Seethe.”
“The traitor speaks when it should have breathed its last long before now,” Corajidin snapped. He leveled an accusing stare at Indris, who shrugged indifferently. “The whole point of us coming here was—”
“Not to commit to more violence than was necessary,” Ariskander interrupted. “As Arbiter of the Change it was my prerogative to set the terms and context of our engagement. This wasn’t supposed to be a cursed war!”
“It was what it was always going to be,” Kasraman offered with an elegant shrug. “The other Exalted Names of Shrīan came here to remove the last bastion of Seethe power in an Avān nation. Surely we all knew what the outcome would be once we took to the field?”
“My houreh have access to information useful to the Asrahn and the Teshri,” Ziaire said, her voice soft like silk. The Prime of the House of Pearl was suspected in some quarters as being Vashne’s chief intelligencer; the women and men who worked for her had ready access where many did not. “Satiated women and men love to murmur across pillows and skin. We hear a great many things. Yet of Far-ad-din’s supposed treachery, there were strangely few, if any, whispers at all. I find that odd, don’t you?”
“Far-ad-din never proved his innocence,” Corajidin insisted. “We were right to remove him from power.”
And your secret excavations in the R marq, discovered by Far-ad-din, who tried to put a stop to them, had nothing to do with your haste to end him, did it? Indris thought. What are you looking for, you old fox? More interestingly, what have you found in the muck and mire of lost empires?
“We need to find Far-ad-din.” Ziaire folded her hands in the wide sleeves of her silk over-robe.
“The marshes of the Rōmarq are treacherous,” Femensetri interjected. She looked to the Asrahn. “It’s easy to lose one’s way there. Anybody we send to find him would be in danger from Fenlings, marsh-puppeteers, dholes, and the Ancestors only know what else.”
“I’ll go,” Belamandris offered. The young warrior-poet stepped forward, the light of the ilhen crystals shining on his golden head. He looked at his father. “Give me a company of heavy Iphyri and I’ll find Far-ad-din and bring him back.”
“Alive?” Ziaire asked, at which Femensetri cackled. “I applaud your bravery, Belamandris, but allow me some skepticism as to your motives, given it was the Great House of Erebus that brought us all here.”
“In more ways than one,” Ariskander muttered. He pursed his lips. Glancing at Nehrun, he scowled, then looked to Indris. “Vashne, with your permission I’ll take a company of the Lion Guard and Nehrun. It should be enough, if we’re careful.”
“I don’t think—” Nehrun protested.
Vashne waved Nehrun’s objection away. “I appreciate the offer, Ariskander, but I’ll need you here to govern Amnon as the Arbiter of the Change until—”
“Vashne…Asrahn…” Corajidin stiffened, his face betraying his outrage.
“Corajidin?”
“With respect, you need somebody to bring this city and prefecture under control. I lead the only Great House with the military strength at hand for such a task.”
“What he says makes sense, Asrahn.” Nehrun’s voice was weak. Indris’s head snapped around in shock. Rosha looked as if she was willing to murder her brother. Ariskander scowled at his heir. “Though I love and respect my father, Amnon needs a stern hand now. My father brought only two companies of the Lion Guard, with slightly more in numbers of the Phoenix Army. Even with my personal guard company and Rosha’s Whitehorse Cataphracts, we still only number some eight hundred soldiers. Rahn-Corajidin, what’s the current fighting strength of your army?”
“Nehrun! Are you insane?” Rosha hissed. “How can you—”
“I have somewhere in the order of fifteen thousand Erebus troops at my disposal.” Corajidin’s smile was gloating. “Rahn-Kadarin fe Narseh also lent me another three thousand of the Sarat, her elite heavy infantry.”
“Enough!” Vashne held up his hand for silence. “I need somebody seasoned to restore order, but not an army to loom over a people already fearful for their lives. Ariskander, I need you here, not risking your life trying to save your friend.”
“As you say,” Ariskander replied softly. “I’ll begin the necessary preparations for restoring order to the city. I can send Knight-Colonel Ekko with the First Lion Guard Company into the Rōmarq in my stead.”
“Very well.” Vashne’s smile seemed forced. He gazed at Indris and Shar. “It has been a trying couple of days for all of us. Why do we not join our guests and celebrate the lives of those we lost at Amber Lake? Perhaps we can find joy somewhere.”
Vashne rose from his seat. With Ziaire on one side and Femensetri on the other, he led the other nobles from the room. Belamandris grinned at Indris on his way out. He whispered something to Kasraman, at which both brothers laughed. Corajidin’s face was florid, his stride stiff-legged as he left. Indris could see the veins protruding from the stretched skin of his brow.
Indris needed to show his good grace and attend the evening’s bacchanal. Lotus wine would flow. Enough food for a small village would go to waste. Words would be spoken, regretted, remembered. Sende, the strict codes defining Avānese behavior, demanded honor be satisfied and blood spilled.
Indris cared little for their posturing. He cared he was alive.

Indris found himself dancing the flamenon with a woman who reminded him of sun-drenched beaches, with her wide sea-tinted eyes and hair the shade of where the breakers met the shore. Her skin was smooth, the color of honey, and she moved her body with the strength, the suppleness, of a warrior-poet. Her hands were calloused, ridged with muscle. When she smiled it was a slow, lazy thing that exposed the tips of white fangs. Her hair was scented with henna, honey, and milk.
Indris had seen her earlier in the revelry; she had been seated, legs akimbo. He had watched her talk and laugh and dance all night. Time and time again they found themselves watching each other over glasses of dark wine.
After the dance they made their way to the gardens. He had not felt such desire in too long. They never spoke. Guilt warred with lust, eventually overcome by the heat of her kiss and the surety of her touch. Her laugh vibrated across the skin of his throat as she tore the buttons from his old worn jacket. She straddled him, used a long curved knife to slice away the laces on her tunic to expose the skin beneath. She kissed the tattoos and the brands on his arms. Hands wandered. Mouths teased, pleased, wordlessly urged…Her breath tasted of mandarins.
He did not know who used whom. When he woke, she was gone.



CHAPTER TWO
“Nothing fills the air with the smoke of funeral pyres so much as loyalty.”—soldier’s saying
Day 312 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
The air tasted of cooked meat, oiled leather, polished steel, and perspiration. Mariam could hear the gentle hiss of the nearby Marble Sea where it lapped in tiny waves against the sand and gravel shore. From among the tents came the murmured buzz of conversation. The drone of snores, the occasional laugh, and soldiers in song. The heartbreaking bamboo breathlessness of a kahi flute. The basso tones of a theorbo or the complex chords of a long-necked sonesette.
Along the straight avenues of her father’s camp, lanterns hung by chains from blackened iron tripods. Banners with the red-and-black stallion of the Great House of Erebus snapped from tall poles. In front of her father’s pavilion, carved wooden poles held aloft stylized horse heads made from enameled bronze and onyx, garnet and obsidian, or red-and-black gold. Moths clustered about the bright points of reddish light, crashing their blunt heads against the tinted glass. The wind shifted, bringing with it the smell of citronella oil, used to ward off the droning throng of mosquitoes from the wetlands.
Mari crested a grass-topped dune. From her vantage point, she could see the dawn haze of Amnon, bright across the Anqorat delta. The western sky was scattered with stars gone late to their beds. The blue-green moon of Eln balanced on the horizon like a verdigris coin, sending streamers of jade light across the undulating surface of the Marble Sea, making specters of the Seethe ruins rising from the water.
Mornings in Amnon were beautiful, even when she had drunk more than was wise the night before. Then there was the nameless lover she had taken, the one who had set her nerves on fire. He had been beautiful. Soulful light-brown eyes, the left tinted orange under lantern light, beneath a tangle of unkempt dark curls streaked by the sun. His large hands, hard as iron, had been sure and gentle against her skin. His arms and shoulders had been decorated with tribal tattoos, raised ritual scars, glyphs, and brands. A well-traveled man, some professional adventurer. He had not burdened their coupling with awkward, with any, words. She had never asked for his name, nor he for hers. She regretted this now, for how was she to find him again?
Mari had needed the release last night, knowing full well the morning after the battle would still see tensions and tempers running high. Her people had always been warriors, and battle was the way disputes were settled under strict rules of conduct. The complex codes of sende were often as much about the perception of power as its achievement. The Rōmarq, littered as it was with the ruins and ancient treasures of three previous empires, was a shining prize. Governing a prefecture that bordered the Rōmarq had been like an anchor tied around Far-ad-din’s ankles. It was inevitable somebody would seek to end him, to gain access to the shining trinkets of yesterday. Mari had a bitter taste in her mouth at the knowledge that the inevitable somebody had been her father.
As to whether Far-ad-din was a traitor? It was not for her to decide. Corajidin had his reasons for wanting to topple Far-ad-din from his perch. He believed there was a cure for the illness that was killing him, buried somewhere in the sunken ruins of the wetlands. He had not accepted his impending death without a fight, and Far-ad-din had paid the price for her father’s hunger to survive.
A unit of Iphyri stomped past in their layers of crimson steel and leather. The horse-men had been created by Erebus scholars centuries ago, before the Torque Spindles stopped working. They were beautiful in their way, deep-chested, heavily muscled, and strong. Smart enough to follow orders, without the independence to betray their masters. The Iphyri leveled their moist gazes in her direction. They were grist for the war mill. Quick at killing. Fearless and obedient till death.
Mari nodded to the various bows of her father’s subjects, though she felt a hypocrite. Her position with the Feyassin—the Asrahn’s guard—had originally been taken on so she could spy on Vashne. To be perhaps derelict in her duty should the opportunity occur, to allow harm to befall their head of state. Yet in service to the Asrahn, Mari had found a place for herself she had not expected. There was honor there. Honesty and pride, gratitude and respect. Though her father desperately clung to her, fostered the embrace of the Great House of Erebus, the sometimes fiction of Mari’s post put her beyond the ready use of her House. Feyassin did not marry. Did not use their bodies to form political alliances. As a Feyassin, she was no longer the coin of society.
Her father’s pavilion sat atop a tall dune. Mari ducked into the pavilion past the guards; swordmasters of the Anlūki commanded by her brother Belamandris. Banners hung from wooden stands, casting long shadows. Lacquered wooden lattices supported the pavilion walls, while richly embroidered silk panels divided the pavilion into separate rooms for the illusion of privacy.
Corajidin and his wife, Yashamin, Belam, and Thufan were seated on camp chairs around a low table. Thufan’s tattooed mountain of a son, Armal, stood behind his father. His face brightened when Mari entered, then flushed red. Her skin crawled at the sight of Wolfram, who lurked on the edge of the light, his head bowed beneath shanks of gray hair and the mat of his beard. The stave upon which the Angothic Witch leaned seemed as crooked and infirm as the man it supported. Slivers of mismatched wood, bound together with strips of leather, bronze bands, and crooked old coffin nails. The leather and metal of calipers supported both his legs. Once strong, the Human was now a withered husk, consumed by his appetites. Brede, the witch’s armed apprentice, lurked in his shadow, a woman who once had claim to a wanton’s beauty. The collar around her neck proclaimed her as much property as pupil. Farouk, a poor cousin and her father’s scar-faced adjutant, brooded by the entrance to the pavilion. Mari noted the coldness of his gaze where it rested on Armal. Of her other brother, Kasra, there was no sign.
Mari came to a surprised halt when she saw Nehrun. Both Nehrun’s and her father’s faces were set, their eyes narrowed. In his gold and dark-blue silks, the Näsarat reminded Mari of a peacock rather than the phoenix of his House. It was clear from the way Belam caressed the hilt of his sword, Tragedy, he would have liked nothing better than to kill his fellow prince. Nehrun spared a glance for her when she entered.
“I want what was promised me,” Nehrun growled.
“Your father is still alive,” Corajidin said irritably. “How can you be rahn while he still is?”
“Excuses,” Nehrun countered. “I warned you that Far-ad-din had discovered your excavations in the Rōmarq. I have broken faith to help you, so neither my father nor the Teshri would know what you were doing. Were it not for me, you’d be trying to breathe with a yellow silk cord wrapped around your neck! It’s time for you to honor your side of our agreement.”
“Settle yourself, pup,” Corajidin growled. “Do not come here and yap at me. You will be given what was promised when I am able to do so.”
“You were supposed to have had my father killed on the battlefield. You promised me my inheritance!” Nehrun stood his ground, though Mari noted the tremor in his voice. “While my father lives, the Federationists still outnumber you in the Upper House of the Teshri. You need Imperialist allies to get what you want, and I want what’s rightfully mine.”
“I do not believe a pampered little man like you has even the slightest idea what I want.” Corajidin gave Nehrun an appraising look. “When your father’s dead, we will see about settling debts.”
“I could reveal our arrangement,” Nehrun said, too quickly to hide his desperation.
“You will not.” Corajidin waved his hand dismissively. “Even if you retained your freedom, or your credibility, you would then have to assassinate Ariskander yourself, and I do not think you have the testicular fortitude to go through with it.”
“But—”
Belam’s fingers lingered on Tragedy’s pommel. Nehrun’s eyes narrowed as they flicked to the pavilion door. The Widowmaker smiled as he said, “Are you sure this is the smartest place for you to run your mouth, Nehrun?”
“I share your vision, Rahn-Corajidin. I know you want to return us to the glory days of the Awakened Empire. I can help you become Mahj and unify the Avān people once more. The Näsarat will be a different power under my rule. Remember it!” Nehrun glared at Belam, then strode from the pavilion without another word.
“A different power?” Wolfram repeated in his incongruously beautiful tenor. “I hope so. Ariskander is too formidable by far, and the Federationist faction in the Teshri too strong. At least Nehrun is inexperienced enough to be manipulated.”
“Productive morning, Father?” Mari interrupted.
“Where have you been?” Corajidin looked Mari up and down, a frown of disapproval furrowing his brow. “Are you drunk?”
“No,” she said. “Though I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungover. Where’s Kasra?”
“Of course you have.” Belam grinned. He handed her a cup of thick coffee and Armal came forward, his head ducked low, to spoon cinnamon and honey into her cup. “Our esteemed brother has headed into the Rōmarq. He much prefers playing with his magic toys and digging in the mire of old cities than fighting wars.”
“Kasraman will be your rahn one day,” Corajidin reminded them. “Maybe more if our plans come to fruition. We are on the verge of great discoveries that will help our people.”
“But only after they’ve helped our Great House?” Mari took the coffee with heartfelt thanks, sipped, groaned with pleasure. She turned to her father, whose frown only deepened. “You summoned me?”
“Hours ago.” His expression was sour, framed in steam from the glass of tea in his hands. “The Asrahn has denied our House the opportunity to govern Amnon, which is an unforeseen setback. I had hoped we would be allowed to stay here. No doubt Ariskander and Nazarafine will try to convince Vashne to disband the armies, sending us all home. I did not bribe half the country to start a war so I could be denied my prize. Mari, have you heard anything more of Vashne’s plans?”
“Nothing more than you already know,” Mari replied. Ariskander’s and Vashne’s conversations had been behind closed doors, something for which she was thankful. She could not betray Vashne if she did not know anything worth telling. Nehrun seemed to have fewer scruples.
“Wolfram was wrong.” Thufan drew on his pipe. He peered at Corajidin through a cloud of acrid yellow smoke. “His oracles said you’d rule Amnon if you went to war.”
“He said I would rule the Avān people!” Corajidin growled.
“In time, the oracles said you could be the ruler of Shrīan,” Wolfram reminded them, eyes glittering. “You were the one who interpreted my words as you becoming the first Awakened Emperor in six hundred years. All things in their time. It will be as I’ve foretold, provided we stay the course.”
“At what cost, though?” Armal interjected. The others glared at Armal, though Mari was unsurprised at his words. “While I applaud what we’ve achieved, surely—”
“‘We’? When last I checked, Armal”—Farouk’s voice was like a razor—“the Family Charamin was not the Great House of Erebus.”
“Reminding me of my place again, Farouk?” The muscles in Armal’s shoulders and arms writhed as he slid his thumbs though the sash at his waist. “The same could be said of you. His Majesty’s adjutant? A glorified servant from a poor—”
“Silence,” Corajidin snapped. Both men drew themselves to attention. “You need to remember who you are and at whose table you are welcome…for so long as you are welcome. Farouk, I extended your mother the courtesy of accepting your service that you may make something of yourself other than as a bandit or a vagabond. Do not make me regret it.”
“You both serve one of the most powerful Houses of the Avān. Have the grace to act like it,” Yashamin chided from where she reclined on the couch, sheathed in silk.
It took a great effort of will for Mari to not roll her eyes. Yashamin had been one of Shrīan’s most respected and successful nemhoureh—the Exalted Companions—of the House of Pearl before Corajidin had purchased her contract and married her. She was Corajidin’s third wife. Kasra’s mother had died before Belam and Mari were born. Their mother had passed almost a decade ago. Yasha looked Mari up and down with a look of motherly despair, which was rich coming from a woman who could have been her sister. “What have you done to your hair? And what do you call…that?” Yasha gestured at Mari’s clothing.
Mari ran fingers through her shaggy cropped hair to make it even messier. She looked down at her tunic, armored with small hexagonal plates, her loose-legged suede trousers and boots with their upturned toes and scores of tiny steel rivets. “Leather and metal are more useful to a warrior-poet than silk or satin. Though silks and satins are no doubt handy for doing…whatever it is you do.”
“Sweet Erebus! Can none of you keep a civil tongue in your mouths?” Corajidin mock scolded. He came to embrace his daughter, kissing her on the forehead. His skin felt clammy, and Mari caught the stale taint of fever sweat beneath the goat-milk soap on his skin. She leaned back to look at her father, but he turned away. “Within weeks the Teshri will meet to elect the new Asrahn for the next five years. When I am elected Asrahn, it will be the beginning of greater things for us.”
“But you still need to overcome the Federationist faction that controls the Upper House of the Teshri,” Wolfram said. “And the sayfs who govern the Hundred Families need encouragement to support your Imperialist agendas.”
“Far-ad-din’s no longer a threat, so that’s one Federationist taken care of.” Belam sat up straight in his hauberk of ruby-crystal scales. His eyes were darkened with kohl, like those of any fashionable Avān man. “After Amber Lake, the Great House of Erebus’s position is stronger than ever. Surely that will help tip the balance?”
Corajidin nodded. “Thanks in great part to you, Belamandris, and you, Mariam. One child a war hero, while the other saved the Asrahn’s life.” He shook his head in mock disappointment at this last. “It would have been convenient for Vashne to fall in battle, a beloved and well-remembered monarch. Do not let your time with the Feyassin cloud your judgment, Mariam. You are my agent in Vashne’s inner circle, nothing more.”
“Good work, Mari,” Belam teased. She pounded him in the chest, so hard he grunted, and gently pushed her brother to one side of the couch he dominated. Belam grumbled good-naturedly, and he finally moved when Mari shoved him with her hip.
“I take it you intend on continuing with your plan?” Mari probed. She heard the disapproval in her voice and cursed herself for being so transparent. “With your poor health it may not be the best time.”
“We’ve committed a lot of money and effort to our project in the Rōmarq.” Corajidin took his seat slowly, limbs trembling. “As well as on influencing the next vote at the Assembly of Peers.”
“Father.” Mari leaned forward to rest a hand on her father’s knee. “You’re a sick man. You need to rest.”
Wolfram listed forward on creaking legs, his staff thumping against the rug. “Your father’s soul is poisoning him, and we’ve only the vaguest suspicion as to why. We’ve found no cure in any of the arcane tracts we have access to. They don’t deal with the Awakening of a rahn—”
“Are you sure it’s related to his Awakening?” Mari scowled. “‘The rahn is one with the soul of the land, as the soul of the land is one with the rahn.’ My father’s Awakening is supposed to give him power, as well as access to the memories of his Ancestors, not kill him!”
“It’s frustrating, I know,” Wolfram murmured. “We’re working as hard as we can to find a cure. For decades your father has wielded the power of his Awakening with no ill effect. We aren’t sure of the cause of his illness.”
“There is precedent,” Brede offered. Her heavy Angothic accent was littered with long vowels and trilled r’s. “Your father is not the first to have been poisoned by his powers.”
“So we go back to the source,” Wolfram continued, his speech without accent at all. “We try to find Sedefke’s works, given he was the one who formulated the entire process and structure of Awakening. He lived in the Rōmarq before its cities were flooded, then in various cities in Shrīan and Pashrea during the millennia afterward. If we can find his older works, such as The Awakened Soul, Unity of Thought and Spirit, or Creative Intent, we may find the answers we need.”
“And all the arcane weapons supposedly abandoned in the wetlands don’t factor into your decisions at all?” Mari regretted her words as soon as they left her mouth. Her father’s eyes narrowed with displeasure, and he wrung his hands in obvious pain. Started to mutter under his breath, though she could not catch the words. Mari could feel the Angothic Witch’s gaze on her. She resisted the urge to turn away.
“It is my destiny to rule Shrīan,” Corajidin declared, eyes bright as much with fever as passion. “Wolfram’s oracles promised me I would deliver the Great House of Erebus to power. That I would be the savior of our people. To do that I need to demonstrate a position of strength. I cannot be allowed to die.”
“Or be diverted.” Thufan blew a cloud of foul smoke around the stem of his pipe. Mari waved it away from her face with a glare at the hook-handed old kherife. “Need to find Far-ad-din. Kill him and his allies.”
“Including that cursed Indris!” Wolfram growled. “I suspect he was the one who found out what we were doing in the Rōmarq and told Far-ad-din. The weapons and treasures from the Time Master and Seethe ruins are proscribed for a reason. Even the treasures with nonmilitary applications are considered too dangerous to be tampered with. It’s our end if we’re caught with them, until His Majesty is in a position to bend the laws. We must silence Indris, before he can tell anybody else what he knows. Ariskander, too.”
“I’ll kill Ariskander for you, my rahn,” Farouk promised. The scars on his face writhed as he clenched his jaw. “To kill the Rahn-Näsarat would make my name.”
“In time, Farouk.” Corajidin smiled grimly. “These things need to be planned. If we start negotiating with the Murad-dar and nahdi for a War of the Long-Knife, we need to be in a position to take it where it needs to go.”
Mari scowled. Wars of the Long-Knife—or Ajamensût—were the small-scale, sanctioned wars preferred by the upper castes of the Avān. They were sometimes known as Wars of Assassins; the aggressors could claim plausible deniability for their involvement, given blood never touched their hands. The favored weapons of choice were assassins, such as the Murad-dar, who nested in the Mar Jihara to the north, or seasoned mercenaries. Disposable armies, without affiliation to anything save the money used to hire them. Her question regarding whether her father also wanted weapons from the ruins in the wetlands had answered itself.
She was about to draw her father out further when a bright laugh distracted her. The others also turned to see what was so amusing. Yasha was sitting close to Belam, laughing at some witticism or other. They were of a kind, the two of them. Bejeweled and beautiful, perfumed and smooth, their hair oiled into ringlets. Razors in velvet.
Yasha smiled. “Belamandris was telling me he plans on finding a bride, Mariam.”
Belam shook his head from behind his stepmother’s back. He pantomimed strangling himself. Mari fought down a smile.
“Really?” she replied with false interest. “Who do you have your eye on this time, Belam? Haven’t you already seduced and abandoned a good many women of note?” Including your own stepmother, according to rumor.
Belam leaned back in his chair, grinning. “I don’t think you’re in any position to judge, Mari. Perhaps if I met a woman as beautiful and accomplished as my sweet sister, then I wouldn’t stray so much.”
Mari laughed and flicked her brother a rude gesture. Belam pretended to catch it, then put it in his pocket with mock wonder.
“Belamandris married?” her father interjected. “I will talk with Vashne. His daughter, Vahineh, would make an ideal match.”
“Vahineh looks like a shoe and reads too much. Nehrun’s sister Roshana is a different matter.” Belamandris frowned when Corajidin snorted, while Thufan barked his fast, false laugh. “Seriously, I don’t see why—”
“No!” Corajidin sliced the air with his hand. “Everything I have will go to your brother Kasraman when the time comes, so you must make your own way in the world. Part of that is finding a bride who can secure you position and fortune. The Näsarats will provide you with neither.”
“Roshana’s a woman of beauty and character,” Armal mused. He gazed at Mari. “She’s neither as beautiful, nor as gifted, as Pah-Mariam, of course.”
“What did the rahn say about us remembering our place, Armal?” Farouk said. “You, too, need to find a bride fitting your station. Don’t aim too high.”
Armal measured Farouk from his greater height, shrugged his wide shoulders.
“It’s been a long night.” Belam stretched, leaned forward to kiss Yasha, a touch of the lips that lingered too long for good taste. “There’s going to be a hunt today, and I’ve always wanted to test myself against a wyvern. I need some sleep first, though. My eyes feel like half the sand from the beach is in them.”
“Forget the hunt,” Corajidin said. “We have a journey of our own to make into the wetlands today. Make yourself available.” Belam nodded, expression dour as he left.
“You need to think of your own advancement, Mari.” Her father came across and rested his hands on Mari’s shoulders. She was surprised to feel him tremble ever so faintly. “Wolfram came to me almost two years ago and told me I would be the ruler of Amnon and the Rōmarq. It would bring me joy to know there were great days ahead for you. Leaving the Feyassin to form an alliance in marriage to an ally, perhaps?”
“There’s nobody on my horizon, Father.” Her thoughts strayed briefly to her nameless lover from last night. A dalliance only, no matter what girlish infatuation she felt in the echoes of passion. Mari studied her father. She had never thought he looked old until today. He was still young for an Avān, though in the uncertain light of the lanterns there seemed to be more gray in his hair. Deeper lines etched around the very dark shadows around his eyes. His brow was creased, ravines filled with too many thoughts, too many cares, and the darkness of his schemes. His face and brow were dewed with sweat. “Please reconsider. Is now the time for your ambitions? You’re ill! You should take better care of yourself.”
“My illness and my destiny seem to be entwined, Mariam.” Her father took her dry hands with his clammy ones. “The Erebus Dynasties ruled half a world during the Awakened Empire.”
“Until you became drunk on your own power,” Wolfram reminded him. “Your Ancestors were Mahj—Awakened Emperors—until they were led to ceremonial deaths—”
“By the Näsarat, who reclaimed the Jade Throne at our expense!” Corajidin slammed his fist into his palm. “Even now, six hundred years after the supposed fall of the Awakened Empire, a Näsarat Mahj still sits the Jade Throne in Mediin. We will not stumble this time. Your oracles promised me!”
“Oracles never promise anything, though I’ve seen some of what you say,” Wolfram agreed hesitantly. “The further away the future is, the harder it is to know. I’ve warned you against relying too much on the currents of the future. You wouldn’t be the first to drown in them.”
“Nor will I be the first to navigate them.” Corajidin took Yasha by the hand, raised her to her feet, whispered something to her. His hand grazed her breast. Slid to her hip. Settled on the swell of her buttocks. He looked to the others in the pavilion. “Though now there are other affairs I need to wrestle with.”
Mari held up her hands in mock surrender. As she left the pavilion, Wolfram was only a stiff-legged step behind her, Brede following him with her head down. The others wandered away down the long avenues between tents. Only Farouk remained outside the tent, glaring at Armal’s back as the giant and his father headed off to their beds.
“Wolfram?” Mari said, turning to face him. The taller man lurched to a halt. Brede stopped and stared at Mari with wide blue eyes, her beauty apparent for a moment. Mari talked softly so she would not be overheard. “You said you saw some of what my father spoke of.”
“It’s like seeing the shape of the breakers in the mist. One isn’t sure where the foam ends and the mist begins. Soon enough, it all looks like churn.”
“What did you tell him?” Mari did not want to get within arm’s reach of the man.
Wolfram’s laugh was smooth as silk on skin. “Oracles don’t think in mortal frames of reference. Sometimes their visions can be difficult to interpret or ambiguous—”
“Answer my question, if you’d be so kind.”
“Why not? I told your father his children would never sit the throne. I told him, though he would hear none of it, that it would be the Thrice Awakened who would rule the Avān. He forgets that your people still have a Mahj! Shrīan may have turned its back on the Empress-in-Shadows, but I understand she still considers herself the monarch of the Avān people—even though she’s not stirred from Mediin for the past six centuries.”
Mari felt her hearts lurch in her chest. “The Thrice Awakened? What in the Ancestors’ name is that? A rahn is only ever Awakened once, when their predecessor dies. What’s my father thinking?”
Wolfram turned the shadows of his face toward her. She could smell cloves and rum on his breath. “It’s in his head he’ll rule your people, girl. He sees the Rōmarq as a place of ancient weapons, lost wisdom, and the redemption of Sedefke’s scribbling. Your father believes this time and place is the key to his success. And his survival. One’s own death is a powerful motivator. Often there’s room for naught else.”
“And will he succeed?”
Mari could sense the smile behind the length of his beard as Wolfram limped away on infirm legs.



CHAPTER THREE
“Hatred is an appetite never satisfied.”—from the Nilvedic Maxims
Day 312 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Not as fanciful as the stylized, bird-shaped Seethe skyjammers, the Avān-built wind-skiff resembled more an oceangoing vessel, sans masts or sails. The hull was a flattened crescent moon of varnished wood with stained-glass windows along the cabins at prow and stern. Poking like a clockwork mushroom from a hole at the center of the keel was a spinning Disentropy Spool, the bottom of which was an ornate flywheel of bronze, brass, and gold, studded about the rim with silver spheres the size of a man’s fist. Milky light swirled about the spokes, where raw disentropy was shaped into a miniature cyclone, lit from within. Fore and aft, the hull was blistered by the coruscating silver cogs of Tempest Wheels. Corajidin likened them to an upside-down stack of dishes: a large round cog atop a series of other rotating cogs, each one smaller than the one above it. Lightning arced from flashing metal. The Tempest Wheels thrummed and snarled as they spun. He felt the rush of power from the wheels as he approached them, powerful enough to lift and propel the wind-skiff at great speed through the air.
Corajidin boarded and found Belamandris seated in the weather-beaten pilot’s chair, the polished brass and wooden controls rising around him like a giant spider on its back. His son’s pique at being asked to forgo his hunting had soon vanished in the obvious enjoyment of piloting the flying ship. Wolfram limped aboard, legs creaking, staff thumping on the deck. The guards gave the ancient witch a wide berth. Shortly after, the vessel rose from the ground with a snarling hum. The air crackled. Corajidin felt the faint prickling along his skin as the fine hairs on his arms stood on end. With ever-mounting speed, the wind-skiff powered away from Amnon, across the swirling width of the silted Anqorat River, and into the Rōmarq.
As the wind-skiff scudded low over the wetlands, where water seeped and pooled between bruise-shadowed flora and stone, Corajidin squinted at the life that teemed in the muck. From the glass-walled cabin he watched cormorants take flight as the skiff passed close by. Nut-brown fishermen and hunters poled flat-bottomed boats, eyes intent on the mirrored waters. Angh-hounds, near skeletal scavengers with ax-blade heads, tore into the sun-baked carcass of a water buffalo, which had no doubt been brought down by something larger: a clouded reed lion, or perhaps Fenlings who had been chased away from their kill. He watched a massive crocodilian surge out of the water to snap at a brown-and-gray-furred marsh devil. The bearlike devil opened its red maw as the crocodilian charged forward, but the struggle slipped from Corajidin’s view as the wind-skiff changed course.
After three hours of flight, he saw stone formations begin to emerge from the marsh. The line of a black stone wall. A roof sagging under the weight of cracked, faded terra-cotta tiles. Hoary cypress trees bowed their aged heads, their thick roots lifting flagstones and toppled walls alike. Corajidin joined his son as the shadows of smooth black towers soared above the foliage, rising straight-backed beside the sandstone and wooden ruins clustered about them.
Belamandris bent to the controls. There came a hollow clunk from beneath his feet as crablike legs emerged from the hull. The wind-skiff bounced a little as the legs took its weight. Light frayed away as the Tempest Wheels slowed their spin to eventually stop. The Disentropy Spool continued to whir for a few moments before it, too, was still. Corajidin desperately wished for a bowl of wine to remove the metallic taste from his tongue.
Brede emerged from an avenue between dark stone columns. She had taken the other wind-skiff shortly after dawn, to help Kasraman prepare for Corajidin’s arrival. She had a courtesan’s body beneath her layered clothing; her features were less beautiful than they might have been for their hollowness. An Angothic kindjal, a straight-backed sword with a curved edge, was sheathed at her hip.
Brede dropped to one knee as Wolfram approached. The Angothic Witch rested his hand on her head possessively, the touch part benediction and part caress. The apprentice looked up at her master with adoration. “Please follow me, my master.”
“What progress?” Corajidin asked. There was something forbidding about the ruins he did not like. The damp air was difficult to breathe. “Do you actually know what this place was?”
“No, great rahn. These ruins have been occupied over many periods of history,” she said. “Some of what we’ve found dates back—”
“What of Sedefke’s library?” Corajidin could not help the eagerness in his voice. “Or a Destiny Engine? Surely there is something here worth the trouble?”
“There’s no guarantee Sedefke’s library was in this city. The Time Masters had many cities in the Rōmarq prior to its flooding. And we’re not the first people to rummage through these ruins. The Time Masters vanished and left little behind we can comprehend. The Avān settlers were more considerate with their castoffs. But there are no signs of Sedefke here. Yet.”
She led them through a complicated maze of stone walls and cobblestone paths overrun with vegetation. Farouk walked ahead, directly behind the apprentice, his hand curled around the hilt of his sword. The other members of Belamandris’s company of Anlūki trod in light-footed formation about Corajidin and Wolfram, startling at every hoot, cry, howl, and scrabble around them. Only Belamandris seemed truly at ease.
“Be wary,” Brede warned as they entered a very long, dimly lit lane between several black stone buildings. The light at the far end was a solid bar of glaring white. “Sometimes our…allies…can be unpredictable.”
“What else lurks here?” Belamandris looked about with interest.
“We’ve an arrangement with the Fenling.” Brede smiled. Corajidin was struck by how attractive the woman could be in motion. “Though they’re unruly and hard to communicate with. Their leaders, the shamans among their people, are quite corrupt. We’ve been feeding them captives from the Battle of Amber Lake. The Fenling, it seems, have quite the taste for flesh.”
“Which reminds me.” Corajidin rubbed his temples in an attempt to master a shooting pain in his head. “Nehrun warned me Ariskander has already given the order for the Tau-se to scour the Rōmarq in search of Far-ad-din. I have the route they will take. It would be advantageous if the Fenlings were to kill them, so no word of Far-ad-din, or what we’re doing here, ever gets back to Ariskander.”
“Easily arranged.” Wolfram’s grin was feral. “Brede?”
“I’m yours to command in all things, my master,” she replied with reverence. “I’ll send the Fenling war-bands out as soon as possible.”
As they moved deeper into the ruins, one of the guards choked down a curse. Corajidin followed the man’s gaze to where several humanoid shapes, sharp-featured women with long, matted tresses, hung upside down from wooden beams by pale, clawed feet. Their arms, attached to leathery wings, were wrapped around them. One of them hung low so low Corajidin could see the bloodred of her irises as her large, dark-lidded eyes slowly opened. She stared as the group walked past, her expression still.
“Reedwives,” Brede offered without being asked. “They’re usually quiescent during the day, but dangerous when roused. I’ll send them out tonight, in case the Fenlings fail in their task.”
They walked the rest of the way in silence. Corajidin uttered a small sigh of relief when they emerged on the other side. The Angothic apprentice led them through wide, white-paved streets, across gray stone bridges, through gardens and parks long left to seed. At the far end of a long narrow strip of garden, near a pond choked by purple-flowered lilies, she took a flight of cracked stairs. The sound of picks, hammers, and voices echoed along the moldering streets. The air was thick with the drone of mosquitoes. The scent of sun-baked mud, damp grass, and wet fur filled Corajidin’s nose.
From the top of the stairs, they could see the extent of the work being done. Bound-caste prisoners—stripped down to mere lengths of cloth covering the torso and upper thighs, tied about the waist with rope—hammered and dug in the fetid water. Leeches clung to their skin like glistening black scars. Women, men, and children. The elderly. Human and Avān. Whoever could be procured, or whoever would not be missed, was being worked to the bone under the watchful eyes of hard-bitten Erebus officers in civilian clothing.
“Where are the Fenling?” Belamandris asked. “Weren’t they supposed to be working for us?”
“They work indoors during the day, Pah-Belamandris,” Brede replied with a nervous smile. “We found early on they’re not at their best in the bright light. So we work them in the underground chambers, the tunnels, or at night. Their warriors are more robust, so we use them whenever we need them.”
“The relics?” Corajidin prompted her. “When can you show me what you have?”
“If you would follow me? Pah-Kasraman waits for us.”
Corajidin gave orders for his guard to remain behind. Belamandris and Wolfram joined him as he followed Brede along a black marble portico dotted with pale orchids. The remains of ancient towers reached into the air, climbing between the dark, claustrophobic canopies of nearby trees. Sound became muffled. It grew difficult to breathe. He felt as if he were trying to walk through molasses as the air closed in about him. Corajidin looked around to see the others equally as discomfited.
Brede led them into a chamber whose lofty ceiling vanished into what appeared to be a dark, roiling murk above. Faint lights blossomed there from moment to moment, like flares of lightning deep within a storm cloud. There was the hint of movement in the high shadows, of old engines still at work being long gone. Hundreds of columns stretched high, each of a dusty white stone that resembled marble, though they glimmered with a gray-white haze. Everything seemed slightly blurred, as if the building itself was somehow ephemeral. On the floor at the center of the room a series of concentric steel rings turned, their surfaces marked with a series of arcs, lines, and circles, forming new patterns on the floor every few minutes.
Pieces of metal, wood, crystal, and stone littered the floor and the various trestle tables around the chamber. Erebus soldiers carefully brushed at dirt that clung to some of the pieces. Some items Corajidin recognized: antique air-powered storm-rifles and pistols; melee weapons of various generations, mostly Avān though there were others, more exotic; armor; crystal sheets crammed with engraved letters; scrolls; books; statues; and other ornaments. Yet there was more he could not place. Giant wheels of blackened metal. Skeletal frames, like bones fused into improbable shapes. Spheres of glowing glass set on ornate metal stands. Polished skulls. A glittering wire frame that held coils of mist in suspension, images almost forming before they broke apart.
Kasraman bowed his head to his father, smiled at Belamandris and the others. “Welcome to…whatever this place was called.”
“This is a great deal to take in,” Corajidin admitted as he craned his neck to look upward. “This is not something our Ancestors made, is it?”
“I doubt it.” Kasraman smiled. “Neither our Ancestors nor the Seethe. We’ve started to identify some of what we’ve found, though nothing we can use yet.”
“Anything you can identify as being Sedefke’s work?” Corajidin asked impatiently.
“Some of what we’ve found is written in High Avān, the court language of the Awakened Empire. It’s what the Sēq arcanum—the Fayaadahat—is written in. Some of it is Seethe, which will take more time to translate. There are other writings here that will take even more time. Languages I don’t even recognize…”
“We think this”—Wolfram pointed to a set of intertwined crystal spirals, dull rainbow colors trapped within the frosted quartz—“may be a Torque Spindle, though there appear to be pieces missing.”
“And I suspect something we’re retrieving at the moment may be a Destiny Engine,” Kasraman said, with something very near to awe in his voice. “Whether it’ll work or not, we’ve no idea yet.”
“So…nothing useful, then?” Corajidin did not bother to mask the sourness of his tone.
“Rahn-Corajidin, there are whole sections of the city hidden behind esoteric wards we suspect may be millennia old,” Brede replied. “They’re very sophisticated and unlike anything we’ve ever seen.”
“Break them down!” Corajidin growled. “You do not hide anything like that unless it is valuable.”
“We lost almost fifty of the Fenlings already, when they accidentally tripped one of the wards. Then another ten or so of the bound-caste menials.”
“What happened to them?”
“They…aged,” Kasraman said hesitantly, as if he was not sure he was using the correct word. “From the sounds they made as they died, it seemed agonizing. We’ve not wasted any more lives on such a certain outcome.”
“Do you have any good news?” Corajidin struggled to keep his tone even. Kasraman and Brede looked away, embarrassed.
With a snarl, Corajidin turned from them and made his way out. The others followed him, halting abruptly as he stopped short. Corajidin raked Kasraman, Wolfram, and Brede with his gaze.
“Keep searching,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I do not care what you need to do, or how many lives it takes, but find me something to make this worthwhile.”
“Father—” Kasraman began, only to be cut short.
“I’m dying!” Corajidin shouted. “I need answers, not excuses!”
“If Sedefke’s works aren’t here, we’ll need to look for other options.” Kasraman prodded at the long grass with his toe.
Corajidin looked at his son. “Such as?”
“If we can’t find Sedefke’s original work.” Wolfram rested his hand on the hilt of his knife. Made of old horn, it was blackened with dried blood that had seeped in each groove and crevice. Corajidin did not care to wonder whose. The witch’s voice was sepulchral. “Then we rip the knowledge from the soul of another Awakened rahn. One who has the unbroken memories of all his Ancestors, all the way back to the first Awakening.”
Corajidin smiled at his witch. “Ariskander it is, then.”



CHAPTER FOUR
“Love dies by steps. The footfalls of fear, resentment, anger, and spite kill love, little by little. It withers. It tarnishes. It passes away, poisoned, ill, and wounded beyond all power to heal.”—Nashari fe Dar-ya, houreh and poet of the Sussain of Mediin, 7th Year of the Shadow Empire
Day 312 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
It was late afternoon. The streets of the Barouq, a seaside district of Amnon where many scholars, freethinkers, and veterans had chosen to live, were vibrant with color and movement. The smell of roast kid, hot honeyed bread, grilled barramundi, peppers, lemon, and garlic drifted on the slight breeze. Long-haired, tall-eared cats lazed in the sun, indolent in the forums and the fruited courtyards. Alabaster fountains burbled. Cockatoos screeched. Accents from a handful of nations beyond Shrīan’s borders echoed in the winding streets. There were dusky-eyed, brown-skinned Tanisians in their vividly colored jackets and long kilts, their singsong voices rich and quick. Ygranians laughing easily despite the heat, perspiring in their high-collared doublets and turned-down boots. Olive-skinned, short-haired Imreans pontificating in educated tones in austere tunics edged with geometric designs. Even a few morose-looking Angoths, long hair braided, the men’s faces obscured by dropping mustaches and full beards, were scattered among the crowd. They stood, belligerent, militant, suspicious in their iron-studded leather and shirts of polished mail.
Small factions from the Hundred Families eyed each other across sun-drenched streets. Those loyal to the Great House of Näsarat boasted the blue-and-gold phoenix of their masters as they loitered in dappled shade. Erebus loyalists with their red-and-black rampant stallion drank quickly, laughed loudly, and fondled the hilts of their swords and knives.
Indris turned from the fretwork screens of his sheltered balcony. The residence had been a gift from Far-ad-din many years ago, though Indris had lived in it infrequently over the years. It was a meandering labyrinth of rooms, corridors, and stairs overlooking a quiet garden courtyard few people even knew existed. He loved the old building with its high domed ceilings, its floors of polished wood and glazed mosaic tiles. Indris used only half the residence for himself. The rest of the rambling building had been made available as a score of well-appointed suites and a salon for the Torchlight Society of explorers, inventors, and adventurers.
It was good to be among friends. Seated at a long table that had been stripped from a half-sunken Atrean war-galley, Hayden Goode finished cleaning his long-barreled storm-rifle, a rare and precious relic of the Awakened Empire. They were sought after by nahdi and professional adventurers, though disdained by the warrior and upper castes of the Avān for their difficulty to repair. The Human drover-turned-adventurer sat, compact in his deerskins. Age had made his face gaunt, and his cheeks were sunken aside his long nose. His weathered skin had the look of craquelure on tanned leather against his salt-streaked mustache. He took Indris’s storm-pistol from its holster and began to work on it. He was careful, aware of how difficult the weapon would be to replace.
Sassomon-Omen stood motionless on the balcony overlooking the secluded garden. Three large cats rubbed themselves against his legs; the purring creatures were drawn to strong currents of disentropy. The Wraith Knight’s mannequin body was made of fitted pieces of lacquered wood. The master crafters of Mediin had fashioned the replica body in intricate detail, down to each knuckle on its carved hands and the slivers of tinted glass approximating fingernails. Sunlight picked out the bright gold and bronze of pins and screws, gears, balls, and sockets. Green-blue radiance flickered through the fine cracks in Omen’s narrow chest and bronze ribs, the telltale glow of his jade Wraithjar. Only his face remained unworked, a head-shaped block sans hair, with shallow depressions where his eyes would have been.
Though he was happy his friends were there, Indris only half listened to what was being said. His mind was on his encounter with the compelling woman from last night, their mutual seduction and abandonment, his mixed feelings of guilt and relief. It had been more than a year since he had sought the comfort of another. The memories, the sensations, of last night were bittersweet.
A shape overhead occluded the sun. Indris looked through the screen to see the bronze-chased hull of another Seethe skyjammer flying out to sea. Rendered in the shape of a bird like most Seethe vessels, the skyjammer’s hull and broad wings were built of lovingly polished blue-gray wood. In the wings and wedge-shaped tail sat silver and crystal Tempest Wheels. Light flickered and sparked from the rotating platters. There was a faint humming growl as the skyjammer passed by. Disentropy Spools rotated beneath each wing where the silver dumbbells released threads of light like fine silk, which unraveled into the air behind the skyjammer in a pallid cloud.
Indris looked out across the Marble Sea to where the remnants of sunken buildings, ruins of marble and translucent crystal, stood their lonely vigil in shallow waters and atop tall hills now turned islands. There was a sense of longing in watching the sea eagles circle the shattered crystal towers of the ancient city of Nashrandi. Or Tan-li-Arhen of the Rainbow Spires. From the deck of a skyjammer, he had seen the bleached lines of roads and the blurred outlines of buildings beneath the water. It was this pallid discoloration that gave the sea its name.
“Swap you a song for your thoughts?” Shar sidled up next to him on the couch, where the Seethe war-chanter tuned her sonesette. The afternoon light accentuated the sheen along her straight nose and the yellow of her whiteless eyes. Seemed to deepen the shadows of scutes around her eyes and forehead.
“What benefit in staying?” Indris mused. “There’s nothing here anymore.”
Shar looked up from her tuning. She followed his gaze toward the skyjammer. “Do you mean them or us?”
“Either. Both.”
“Leaving places with you is something I’ve become used to.”
“‘And they left their land drowned in their tears, for those far distant shores bereft of fears,’” Omen intoned, his flutelike voice resonant. “I hear them, you know. The whispers of those who linger on the rim of the Well of Souls. Some are frightened. They want to stay but do not know how…”
“I imagine they’ll find their way,” Hayden interjected, scrutinizing the revolving ammunition cylinder of Indris’s storm-pistol. “You know, talk of ghosts and the undead, Nomads as you Avān are inclined to call them, ain’t something all folks is comfortable with.”
“Death has surrounded us for years, friend Hayden,” Omen replied. “I met mine centuries ago yet decided I had not experienced all there was in the world. My people may call me and others like me heretics, yet they cling to life as dearly as I. One day, such a choice will come to you.”
“Oh no!” Hayden laughed. “Burn my body and throw my ashes into a strong wind. I don’t figure on anything using my dead flesh as no puppet!”
“When I die,” Shar said dreamily, “my spirit will return to the winds, where it will fly above the torments of the world. Perhaps your ashes will fly with me for a time?”
For reasons of their own, Omen and Hayden had chosen lives of adventure away from their homes. Shar was different. The Rayn-ma troupe, her extended family, had been all but wiped out in various mercenary battles. Indris and Shar had tried to find word of Rayn-ma survivors for years without success. While Shar had never complained, Indris wondered not for the first time whether he was being fair to his friend.
“Shar, you’re a rich woman now.” Shar’s eyes narrowed to golden slits. “You could try to find your family’s Sky Realm. With your reputation, any of the Sky Realms would—”
“One day perhaps, but not today. If this is about guilt…”
“For such can be the burden of the moral, spiritual man,” Omen offered philosophically. “Riddled with guilt and nettled by regret, Indris has never been comfortable with losing his friends. His instinct is to say yes, when he should say no.”
“So we’re going to leave Amnon, neh?” Shar strummed her sonesette. “Where are we going?”
“I was thinking of Ankha.” He knew better than to argue with her. It was as useful as asking a storm to stop. “Or Faroza. Tanjipé, maybe? Anywhere but here. We came too close this time.”
“No arguments from me.” Hayden put his rifle down and picked up several scrolls that lay curled on the table. “We’ve got offers of paid work from your ghost friends in the Sussain, from nahdi companies in Ygran and Tanis. There’s even an expedition off north, to the Spines.”
“The Dragons? Let’s not. I was thinking of something more relaxed.” Indris wrinkled his nose. “We’ve more than enough money, so why not enjoy ourselves?”
“The Floating Palaces of Masripur,” Shar suggested wickedly. Masripur, a Tanisian city on the northern shores of the Marble Sea, was known for its libertine sensibilities. Almost anything could be bought there if the price was right. It was one of the most popular cities for nahdi. The caste-merchants of Masripur who profited from war were some of the wealthiest people in southeastern Īa.
“What about Ariskander?” Shar asked.
“What about him?” Indris replied. “He’ll be busy enough trying to maintain order in Amnon without me adding to his troubles.”
Shar caught her bottom lip between sharp teeth, white against the blue of her lips. “And Far-ad-din?”
“We’ve done all we can for Far-ad-din. He invited us here to scout the Rōmarq and report what we found. He knows as much as we do about the tomb robbers in the wetlands.”
“Far-ad-din is more than our employer!” She poked him in the ribs with a calloused finger. Indris yelped with the sharp pain. “Serves you right! If that was all he was, we’d have run rather than fight for him at Amber Lake.”
“For the love of…” Indris’s eyes widened in surprise as the others looked in his direction. “What? My father-in-law needed our help. We helped. I owed Far-ad-din at least as much.”
“Because he helped raise you as a child, or because you married his daughter and she—”
Indris felt an old pain at the mention of Anj-el-din. Her fate felt like one of the ancient questions his Sēq Masters posed their students to unearth the secrets of the past. Who was Anj-el-din and where did she go? He fought down the melancholy he knew would settle on him if left alone. “A little of both, I suppose. We fought to give Far-ad-din a chance to survive. If he’d bothered to escape when I advised him to, things would’ve been much simpler.”
“You should at least find somebody else to tell what you found.” Omen reached down to gently remove a cat that had started to scratch at his wooden leg. “Treasure hunters in the Rōmarq? Far-ad-din tried very hard to dissuade the smuggling of relics. Who knows what kinds of unpleasantness have been dragged from the swamp?”
“If you’d have come with us, maybe you’d know?” Indris offered reasonably.
“All that water and mud…” Omen fluted, tones low. “The damp might have settled in my legs. Could have caused rot. Highly inconvenient.”
“Face it, Omen. Like me, you hate the idea of the place.” Hayden tapped his fingers on the table. “I reckon no person whole and right in the head would set foot there. Shar’s right, though. Them treasure hunters could be bad business. From time to time, I listen to your talk about them ancient places. You said yourself no good would come of people playing with what the Time Masters or the Seethe—or even the Avān, at the height of their power—left lying about.”
Indris walked to where Omen stood in the balcony doorway. The garden below was quiet. An elderly man reclined in the sun, his back to an apple blossom tree. His head lolled forward, open palm upward in his lap, the book he had been reading facedown on the lush grass. Purple-and-gold lotus flowers emerged from the banks of a muddy pond fed by the overflow of a small fountain. They seemed too vivid, their colors brilliant in the striated light that speared through alabaster screens on the wall above. Sacred to the Seethe, it was the petals of the lotus flower for which their great Petal Empire had been named. Cats prowled and played with each other or batted large paws at the distraction of carp in the deep pond. They turned triangular faces in his direction, eyes half-closed in pleasure, tails raised in greeting. Everywhere he went…cats. The sensitive animals sensed Indris’s presence in the ripple of his Disentropic Stain. Cats were more attuned to the creative forces of disentropy than most animals. It was as if they could actually sense the warmth of the creative nimbus that flowed across all living things.
“Many believe Far-ad-din was a traitor,” Indris said softly as he stared out over the garden. I’m going to miss this place, he thought. Anj and I made some good memories here…“But Corajidin had him removed for his own purposes. He risked a lot to get his hands on whatever it is he’s searching for in the Rōmarq.”
“I remember too well our people’s fascination with the Rōmarq,” Omen intoned. “It has long been a lure for those seeking out the works of those older, or wiser, than themselves. Yet always it led to suffering. It is not a wholesome place—those brackish waters, its flooded cities, its memories of sunlight and laughter. No, the Rōmarq clings to its secrets, as dearly as people have sought to unearth them.”
“We’ve done what was asked of us and more,” Indris murmured. “Now it’s time to move on.”
Despite their resentment of the Seethe, neither the Avān nor the Humans were ignorant to the inventiveness of their former masters or those who had come before them. Avān history spoke of three great empires: the Haiyt Empire of the Time Masters—the Rōm as they were known—who romantics said had ruled Īa for ten thousand years; the Petal Empire of the Seethe, which had lasted for a more believable four thousand years; and the empire of the Avān, ruled by its frighteningly powerful Awakened Emperors, which had lasted a mere millennium before the Humans tore it down. The one thing all three empires had in common was the Rōmarq.
Yet it was Fiandahariat, one of the reputed homes of the great Avān mystic, Sedefke, that Indris feared had been discovered. In all their years, the Sēq had never found it. Never had the chance to cleanse it of temptation to others. So it remained a potential vault of Haiyt Empire and early Awakened Empire history. Relics. Texts. Weapons. There was no way of knowing what was there, though Indris and Shar had reported to Far-ad-din the hive of activity the ruins had become.
Indris saw the disappointment on Shar’s sharp features, in the way she seemed to throttle the neck of her sonesette. He hoped it was not his throat she was imagining.
“Shar, Amnon has been occupied. Even though Ariskander is benign, others aren’t. Believe me when I say any people who can leave will be safer elsewhere.” Indris forced a smile. He pointed a finger to the southwest. “The Rōmarq is only a few kilometers in that direction. Do you really think, with Far-ad-din gone, Corajidin will pass up a chance to dig up what he can, as quickly as he can? There are others better equipped to deal with what’s going on here. We have to trust that Ariskander and Vashne will do the right thing.”
Shar’s expression became fierce. “So it all comes to nothing? You have to let Ariskander know about the tomb raiders in the Rōmarq. At least let him finish what we started.”
“I reckon Shar’s right, Indris.” Hayden nodded. “Seems we ought to tell more folks what we’ve seen.”
“It is the proper thing to do,” Omen said. “Otherwise, what point in anything we have done?”
“Fine. I’ll tell Ariskander.” Indris surrendered to the moral compasses of his friends, as he so often did. “Can we leave then?”
“You know I’m right,” Shar said. She skipped forward to kiss him on the cheek. “Why not listen to me in the first place? It’ll save you time and trouble in the long run.”
“So you’re fond of reminding me.”

The Torchlight Society brought those of like mind, those who sought knowledge for its beauty, its lessons, and its legacies, together. More than a score of attendees stood in earnest discussion or sat at their ease on well-upholstered chairs in the salon set apart from Indris’s private chambers. The long sails of ceiling fans slowly swept back and forth, cooling the air. Scrolls, sandwiched between sheets of glass, hung from the ceiling by chains. Each of the scrolls was inscribed with writing or illustrations. Some of the inventions were easily identifiable: the Disentropy Spool, a cylinder capped with mushroomlike domes of clockwork gears and cogs; the ghostly net of the Wind Loom, a sail woven from air; the broad, shallow bowl of the Scholar’s Chariot; the Entanglement Bowl that allowed people to speak to each other from across vast distances; the steel frame and glass panes of the Seer’s Window. There was even an illustration of a Havoc Chair, one of Sedefke’s inventions from his militant years. It was rumored Indris’s mother had once owned a copy of The Awakened Soul, Sedefke’s treatise on how he had guided the first Avān monarchs and scholars in their understanding and mastery of Awakening. If his mother had owned the book, Indris had never seen it. It would be worth many times its weight in gold and gems.
Indris turned at the sound of a rough-edged laugh. Femensetri stood beside Gulenn, the graying inventor and artist. Almost two decades ago, Gulenn had invented the Portrait Glass used to permanently store images of people and things in wafers of serill—the drake-fired glass of the Seethe. Beside Gulenn was his latest project, a version of the Portrait Glass that could show moving pictures. Indris had marveled at the clitter-clatter of the exposed mechanism and the spinning barrel of crystal wafers that projected the flickering image of Gulenn’s young son, at play in a garden, on the wall.
The images reminded Indris of happier times in his life when he had thought, wrongly, that he had escaped the clutches of turmoil. Though life had been hard, had been dangerous, he had not cared. To come home to the smile on the face of the woman he loved had helped wash away the regret of the time spent apart. The times when he was knee-deep in the mire, the blood of friends and enemies indistinguishable on his hands. Life had not been perfect, it never was, though it had been good for a long time. Both he and Anj had defied their Sēq Masters when they’d married. Had fallen in love, contrary to instructions. The masters had warned Indris no good would come of it, had said it would end in heartbreak at the very least. As his thoughts turned to his nameless lover from last night, guilt rose anew. He fought it down. Anj had been gone long enough for him to know she would never be coming back.
“We truly live in an age of invention.” Indris blinked, snapped from his reverie. Ziaire stood in the doorway, magnificent in her layers of pearlescent white and ivory silk. She bestowed a dazzling smile upon Shar, who grinned in response. “I trust I’m not intruding?”
“Of course not.” Indris offered the lady a chair. Femensetri caught Indris’s eye, lifted her chin by way of hello. Indris sketched a bow to his former teacher. Both Shar and Ziaire viewed the exchange with wry grins.
“It must have been pleasant for you to see Femensetri after so long.” Ziaire carefully adjusted the folds of her kilt. “She speaks of you often, mostly kindly. I feel as if I know you intimately.”
“Ten years is a long time to hold a grudge.” Indris shrugged. The idea of the famous nemhoureh knowing him intimately was somehow daunting.
“Indris, she’s not the woman you knew. You’re no longer her pupil.”
“Please.” Indris held his hand up. “That chapter of my life is long closed. If I’m very fortunate, I’ll be able to leave Amnon without picking at old wounds. Let’s leave the scars as they are, neh?”
“As you will.” Ziaire leaned back as a servant put down an iron pot, steam streaming from the spout. The pots were followed by glazed clay cups, the glaze rippling with hints of blue and green. They reminded Indris of wavelets on the beach, advancing and retreating. The refreshing smell of apple tea assailed his nostrils.
Without a word, Femensetri seated herself beside Ziaire, the two women as different from each other as the black and white they wore. The Scholar Marshal poured tea for herself. With a faint smile, Shar poured for Indris, Ziaire, and herself. The four of them gave their attention to their drinks. Indris felt the warmth of it in his belly, trickling out to infuse his limbs. With the scented steam of the tea in his nostrils, he was filled with a sense of comfortable well-being.
“What is Nehrun playing at?” Femensetri eyed Indris over the lip of her cup, the mindstone a black-faceted nothing in her brow. “Why, in all the names of the Ancestors, did he throw his support behind Corajidin? Idiot!”
“Why not ask him?” Indris gibed.
“You should know these things,” Femensetri countered. Indris snorted by way of response.
Femensetri pointed her finger at Indris in a semiserious warning. “Quiet, you. Doesn’t the cockerel realize the dangerous waters he’s trying to swim? He needs to use the brains his parents gave him. I’m already ruing the day he becomes the Rahn-Näsarat. Stupid boy has no appreciation of what he’s inheriting. I’ve seen his like for thousands of years. It’ll end in tears, one way or another, unless he smartens up.”
“I noticed he was not too keen on volunteering to search the Rōmarq for Far-ad-din.” Ziaire grinned wickedly over the lip of her cup.
Indris frowned. The Rōmarq wetlands were home to many unclean things. When the floods had come and Seethe cities had been sluiced clean, not everything had been killed that should have been. Legend had it one of the Torque Mills—the factories the Seethe had used to create new life from the strands of old—had fallen into the marshes, twisting, merging, changing anything that came nearby. “There were a lot of Fenlings on the west bank of the Anqorat during the battle. Far-ad-din knew he was defeated—his escape into the marshes was a calculated risk. We didn’t expect anybody to be in a hurry to go after him.”
“Only somebody very desperate would retreat from a battlefield into a tribe of Fenlings,” Ziaire mused. “I’m at a loss to understand why Nehrun would side with Corajidin, though.”
“Because he’s an ambitious little turd,” Femensetri muttered.
“Only tragedy can come of Far-ad-din’s leaving.” Shar rubbed one of the feathers braided into her quills, then cast it away to banish the ill omen in her words. “Much in Amnon will wither without a tender hand to nurture it.”
“No doubt that’s the point.” Femensetri scratched herself. “I’ve tried scrying the Rōmarq to find him, but there are so many disentropic eddies, surges, and sinks out there it’s impossible to see anything. It’s a cursed stew of raw energy.”
“Shar’s right. Sorrow will come from Far-ad-din’s absence, though Ariskander is the only logical choice to govern in the interim.” Ziaire caught Indris’s gaze, her eyes large green pools. “Both Ariskander and the Asrahn need men of your talents.”
“The Asrahn and the Sēq benefited from my service for a long time,” Indris replied. “Yet when I was captured by the enemies of our people—the one time the government or the Order could’ve shown gratitude for my former services, the one time I needed their help—I was abandoned to the slave pits of Sorochel for almost two years. Forgive me if my cup doesn’t brim with cooperation. One good thing to come out of that was meeting Shar. Her friendship and loyalty are two things in this world I never question. The other was to measure out my trust in nobles, bureaucrats, and my former teachers in small amounts.”
“You’ll allow your personal feelings to cloud your duty to your people, after Vashne pardoned you?” Femensetri’s tone was sour. “I trained you better, boy.”
“Tried slavery, have you?” Indris rolled his cup in his hands, intent on the way the dregs of tea swirled against the glaze. Being a knight of the Sēq Order of Scholars had not been an easy life. There had been light, laughter, and pleasure in service. But as the years wore on it became filled with pain, with horror. Revolts to be started and wars to be stopped. Murders in the dark. The deaths of enemies and too many friends. There were mornings in Sorochel when he had been sorry he had lived through the night. He remembered the acid burn of salt-forged shackles, unable to think clearly, to free himself. When he had escaped, the memories of what had come after still plagued him. He raised his head to look at Femensetri. “Until you have, you don’t know what you’re saying. Besides, there are other reasons I don’t want to linger here.”
“Your wife?” Ziaire’s expression was flooded with sympathy. “Did you ever discover what…I’m sorry, Indris. Wasn’t there anything you found admirable in serving your country?”
“I’ve given up on finding improbable solutions to impossible problems made by other people.” Indris shook his head. “The Asrahn and the Teshri brought war to the doorstep of innocent people. Ariskander tried to stop it, and for that I applaud him. But perhaps those who govern Shrīan need to learn to deal with consequences.”
“Indris!” Femensetri grasped his wrist. “Perhaps you’ve the right to—”
“Perhaps?” Indris jerked his arm from Femensetri’s grip and stood.
“Please!” Ziaire implored them both. “This is much bigger than—”
“It’s always bigger than the people who suffer, isn’t it?” He held his hands up as he backed away. “So many people, it all becomes abstract, this accounting of lives. But I remember the faces, the names, of people who suffered. There was always somebody to miss them. Somebody who loved them. All the people I…Ladies, I suddenly find myself remembering something that needs doing. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like, though you’ll excuse me for not seeing you out?”
Indris tried to walk as calmly as he could from the salon so no one would see the cracks appear in the mask he wore over his sorrow.

Indris turned as Femensetri joined him in the high-ceilinged chamber he had once shared with Anj-el-din. Far-ad-din had been generous in giving them the large building, though it had been Anj who had really made it theirs. Or hers, if Indris was honest. He had spent so much time either saying farewell or saying hello, he had felt at times like a stranger. As if where Anj and he lived was more a house than a home.
He stood before a series of Portrait Glasses. There was a layer of dust on them, which he gently wiped away with the corner of his over-robe. Most of the portraits captured frozen moments of Anj: Anj laughing, her teeth a band of white against her dark-blue lips; Anj hiding playfully behind the mass of her quills, fine and soft as silk, as unruly as the storm it always reminded him of; Anj sitting in repose, intent as an eagle as she stared out a window; Anj dancing, her elegance apparent even in the stillness of the portrait. There were few portraits of them together and fewer still of him alone. Those there were showed him in profile or turning away from whoever had tried to capture his image. Anj had once said, in pride or passion or her summer-storm fury, that he was always turning away. Always looking at the next horizon or the next trouble he would risk his life to fix.
Anj was, had been, a Sēq Scholar. It had been easier for her to let go and embrace an ordinary world for love.
“It was early in the morning when I came home,” he began without looking up. “It was raining, and I remember thinking how nice it would be to hold her. I’d been in Sorochel for…Anyway, I wanted to tell her I’d not be leaving her again. I thought I heard her singing on the balcony. I looked everywhere, lit the lamps, yet there was nobody there. Just echoes and dust.”
“Indris, she’s been gone more than two years now.”
“I won’t cry for yesterday, Femensetri.” Indris picked up his favorite portrait of Anj. She had never really liked it, yet Indris had always found the image to be the truest of her. It was of Anj writing in a journal, long legs stretched out in what he swore were stained breeches and her favorite pair of boots with split toes. Her lip was caught between improbably white teeth. A lock of quills wrapped around her finger. She had been the most captivating woman he had ever met. “She’s gone, like too many others, and I know there’s no bringing her back.”
“Then why torture yourself?” The Stormbringer leaned against the wall, her mindstone pulsing darkness like a heartbeat. “You knew—”
“Don’t,” he warned. “Just…don’t.”
“Is this why you think you have to leave Amnon?” Femensetri gestured about the room with her crook. The scythe blade at its top flared with a brilliant, almost too-bright opalescence, herding and folding the shadows into little more than fine lines. “There are no Nomads here to torment you, Indris.”
“Other than the ones I bring with me, you mean?” He cleared his throat before he spoke again. “She was the reason—”
“You turned your back on everybody who depended on you?” Whatever kindnesses she may have been inclined toward were pared away by the angles of her voice.
“Leave it be!” he snapped. “Anj depended on me. Far-ad-din depended on me to make his only daughter happy, to share a future of our choosing. I’ve paid my debts as best I can. And let’s not start on who turned their backs on whom, shall we?”
“You didn’t kill her, Indris.” Femensetri sighed. She pinched her straight nose between her thumb and forefinger, eyes closed. “She is…I mean to say she chose her path, as we all do. Nobody made her—”
“Look for me?” Indris glared at Femensetri from beneath lowered brows. “Is that what you were going to say to me? That I made her come looking for me? That I was the cause of her destruction, because if I’d been here, or doing what you wanted me to do, none of it would have happened?”
“Would it have?” She leaned forward on her crook, opal eyes bright. “When you disappeared she went looking for the man she loved. You are the pebble that caused the ripples of her actions.”
Indris felt as if he had been slapped. “I can’t believe—”
“Believe what you will. You always do.” Femensetri turned and strode toward the open door. She paused when she reached the threshold. Looked over her shoulder at her former pupil. “One day you’ll realize you’re not the only person responsible for their own actions, Indris. You talked before of consequences? Perhaps you need to think on all the good you did, rather than what a person did out of love for you, as tragic as the outcome may have been.”
“Is she really dead, Femensetri?” Feelings of guilt from last night clawed their way to the surface. “She was never found.”
“Yours is but a little sorrow, when all’s said and done.” Femensetri looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Though I love you as much as pity you for the pain you feel, much worse has happened in the world and gone unsung. As for whether she’s dead or not, she’s not here. Does it really matter then what her fate, if it be that the two of you were to part?”



CHAPTER FIVE
“Today’s necessity may well prove to be tomorrow’s catastrophe.”—Mattis Sendri, Imrean ambassador from the Iron League, 388th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 313 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“Far-ad-din’s absence has become something of a liability. Many of those loyal to him, those who helped keep Amnon running, are leaving. If it continues, Amnon will become little more than a barracks for our army.” Asrahn-Vashne stood with his back to the room in the Hai-Ardin. Mari did not need to see his face. She could read the tension in his shoulders, his back. Daniush, Hamejin, and Vahineh, the Asrahn’s heirs, stood quietly near their father. From behind her war-mask, Mari caught them staring at Indris, who stood quietly in his faded blacks and browns.
Ariskander and Nehrun stood together. They are like night and day, she thought. It was clear Ariskander had not slept. Some of his hair had worked its way clear of his high ponytail. He had doffed his hooded over-robe, and his blue jacket with its embroidered golden phoenix was rumpled. Beside him, Nehrun looked impeccable. Pretty, rather than handsome. Manicured within an inch of his life, the man fairly gleamed.
The Asrahn seemed absorbed by the subtle colors of the Fire Garden. Red, orange, yellow, and white flowering reeds grew in beds of colored pebbles and white sand. There was no scent to the garden. The beauty came from the humming of the breeze through tall dry grasses as well as the illusion of the conflagration of the waving flowers.
“It’s unfortunate, Vashne, but what else can we do?” Ariskander’s voice was hoarse with fatigue. “Femensetri has tried scrying the Rōmarq, without success. I sent Ekko and half my Lion Guard across the Anqorat in pursuit of Far-ad-din three nights ago. I’m hesitant to suggest you ask Corajidin to help. If his people find Far-ad-din, I’ve no faith the man will be returned alive.”
“What about you, Nehrun?” Vashne asked. “Care to go into the Rōmarq again?”
“Excuse me?” Nehrun sounded genuinely shocked. “I’ve barely had the time to bathe and change from my last foray across the river. I lost twelve men to the Ancestor-cursed Fenling as it is. Ten more may not survive their wounds. Besides, I think you’re better served by me being in the city, where the decisions are made.”
To Mari he sounded like a petulant fourteen-year-old rather than the petulant forty-year-old she knew him to be. A man who had betrayed his own father for the promise of power.
“Harden up, Nehrun,” Vashne said, shaking his head. “You’re supposed to be one of our future leaders. The least you could do is act like it.”
Nehrun almost vibrated with rage, but he kept his mouth shut under Vashne’s hard gaze, as well he should.
The search for Far-ad-din had not gone well. Many search parties had gone out, with fewer than half returning. Eager for news, Vashne had ordered Mari and a squad of Feyassin to wait for Nehrun when he returned from his search of the Rōmarq. Nehrun had been prickly when he had reined in on his giant armored hart, his refined features smeared with sweat, dirt, and blood. His sister, Roshana, looked tired in her mud-streaked armor. Her quiver hung empty from her saddle, and her arms were covered in blood to the elbow. A mud-spattered bandage was bound around one thigh. Mari had given Nehrun enough time to wash and change, then escorted the surly rahn-elect to where his father and the Asrahn waited.
As she had walked the sullen Nehrun through the Hai-Ardin, Mari took the time to appreciate the subtlety of the Seethe minds that had made it. The Seethe saw beauty in everything. Even war was an art to them, a performance in elegance and passion, in destruction and bloodlust. They had passed through an atrium where storm falcons perched on jagged outcroppings of green stone. In the center of the atrium stood six statues of Seethe elders, back to back, their broad wings touching so they resembled an ornate column. Their sharp features were avian—strong sharp noses, high angled cheekbones, pointed chins, and tilted eyes. If she was honest, there was little in the Avān that resembled their makers physically. The Avān looked almost identical to the Humans. No, the Seethe influence was mental. Behavioral.
Like their makers, the Avān were drawn to the thrill of hunting, of killing. In their early years, the Avān tribes had been cannibals. It had been considered a great honor to kill and eat an enemy. To have the revered dead be remembered in the living. Though times and behaviors had changed, the Avān had not strayed far from their violent origins.
The Seethe had made the Avān a warrior people. Their warrior people. The first Avān were made in Torque Spindles from parts of Humans, parts of Seethe, and parts of who knew what else. The Spindles wove the life force and the very flesh itself of different creatures, or other living things, into new life of the Seethe’s own devising. The Avān were not the first life made in the Torque Spindles, though they were the finest. The Avān were the ones the Seethe raised above all others as the enforcers of their Petal Empire. At first it had been as armendi—peacekeepers—to ensure the age-old feuds between Humans and the Seethe were settled peacefully. Over time, the Seethe monarchs cared less what the Avān did in their name, or what the Humans thought about it. Finally, while the Seethe chewed on the narcotic petals of their sacred lotus flowers, the Avān turned their sights on conquest.
When the Avān toppled the Petal Empire, they destroyed every Torque Mill they could find in retribution. At once an intellectual and a spiritual people, the Seethe could forget wrongs. Such things became abstract over time, little more than topics for debate. Neither Humans nor the Avān were so inclined. They held grudges. Embraced them, relished and reveled in them until age had made a willing cage of past hatreds. It was why the counselors of the Teshri had not needed to search their souls long before they agreed to take their war to Far-ad-din.
Mari had been paying more attention to the crystalline beauty of the Hai-Ardin than Nehrun’s incessant whining. So it had come as an even greater surprise to see a man she did not think to see again: her mystery lover. Her breath had caught, girlish and unexpected, at the sight of him. A deeper thrill had come when she had heard his name spoken: Näsarat fa Amonindris. Dragon-Eyed Indris. She knew part of her should feel shame at the thought she had given herself to a child of the Näsarat, but she could not. She had not seen him since their night together, had not known how to find him. Now, with only five meters between them, it might as well have been an ocean. She wanted to take her war-mask off, to reveal her presence, to evoke a reaction in him. Instead she maintained her composure, watched him from the corner of her eye.
To think, she and he were supposed to have killed each other in the Hamesaad! The thought of fighting a daimahjin both thrilled and terrified her. Yet to fight Dragon-Eyed Indris? Even were he to defeat her, Mari’s name would be sung for centuries.
“It has been four days since Far-ad-din disappeared.” Vashne’s footsteps hissed across the red-and-white sands. His hands were clasped behind his back. “Of the ten search parties we sent, six have not returned.”
“Apologies, Vashne. We’ve done what we can.” Nehrun’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat to continue with more confidence. “The wetlands are thick with the Fenlings. They’re clustered in packs—”
“Tribes,” Indris murmured as he examined his thumbnail. “The Fenlings hunt and fight in tribes, led by rival shamans. Not in packs.”
“Packs of Fenlings,” Nehrun continued belligerently. “It’s like no place I’ve ever seen. We were outnumbered and forced to flee.”
“Did you see any sign of Far-ad-din?” Ariskander asked patiently.
“None.” Nehrun took a deep breath. “Have the others reported any sign of him?”
You’re hoping not, aren’t you, Nehrun? Mari thought. You want to ingratiate yourself with my father even further. If you only knew the fate of Corajidin’s tools when he has no further use for them. Yet Mari could not bring herself to have any sympathy for Nehrun. The man had made his own bed. Possibly next to his grave.
Vashne gave Nehrun a searching look before he settled the weight of his gaze on Indris. “Explain to me what you were doing in Amnon.”
“I’d rather discuss that in private, Asrahn, if you don’t mind.”
“This is not the time to be coy, Indris.”
“As you like, though the fewer ears that hear this, the better. My comrades and I were brought here to help Far-ad-din discover who’d been trafficking in proscribed relics from the Rōmarq,” Indris admitted. “Far-ad-din had already arrested some of the key merchants dealing the relics and was about to arrest the suppliers, though we wanted to know more about what they were doing. He was obeying the law as the Teshri set it down: to actively traffic in proscribed relics is a capital offense. Far-ad-din was protecting your interests, Asrahn, not flouting them.”
“Far-ad-din hinted to me something of the kind, though I was surprised he never told me more,” Ariskander mused. “I suspect some of his communications were intercepted, to prevent too many questions being asked. Far-ad-din was afraid of what others might unearth out there, as well as what the monsters of the wetlands might do with what they could lay their hands on.”
“With good reason.” Indris nodded. “He was also concerned with the consequences of what might happen to him if the criminals thought they’d been found.”
“I take it you’re aware of what lives in the wetlands?” Daniush asked.
“Some of it, yes. I don’t think anybody knows everything there is to know about the Rōmarq.”
“It seems to be as dangerous as people say.”
“Part of that is our fault,” Indris said. “After the Haiyt Empire of the Time Masters ended, the Seethe settled in the Rōmarq and made some of their largest Torque Mills there. When the first Mahj of the Awakened Empire sank the center of Seethe civilization beneath the Marble Sea, the Torque Mills weren’t all destroyed. They went on working with nobody to monitor them.”
“What happened?” Hamejin’s eyes were wide with curiosity.
“Reedwives, malegangers, dholes, and their ilk were created over the centuries. The Rōmarq, once a pinnacle of civilization, became one of the most dangerous places on Īa.”
“What about wyverns?” Daniush sounded so much like his father it took Mari a moment to realize where the question had come from. “Or butterfly-drakes? Or those little wolf-bear creatures I see people keeping as pets?
“They’re natural.” Indris smiled. “The animal you’re referring to is known as a marsh devil. They don’t make great pets. Even generations out of the wild they’re about one missed meal from turning feral.”
“What are the Fenlings?” Vahineh asked, her long face solemn. Belam was right, Mari thought. The princess did look a little like a shoe. “Why are they so much of a problem?”
Mari edged closer. Erebus Prefecture was almost free from the presence of such monsters. Indris took a worn journal from his satchel. He flicked through the pages until he found what he sought. The scholar handed the journal to Vahineh, who showed it to her brothers.
“Those are my notes and drawings concerning the Fenlings. The Fenlings were made in the Torque Mills, after the Avān, the Tau-se, and others. The last great living sculpture of the Seethe. The Sēq Scholars have no knowledge of why they were made, only the certainty the Fenlings should’ve been destroyed.” Mari felt a slight sense of apprehension even thinking about them. “From what we understand, the Fenlings were a mix of the Avān and giant, tool-using rats. Totally amoral. They’re indiscriminate in what they kill. They’ll drag their enemies from the battlefield to be eaten, often alive. They eat their own. They reproduce prodigiously. They’re disease carriers, though they don’t suffer from what they infect others with. They don’t make anything of their own, rather, they steal what they need and change it as best they can for their own uses. They have shamans, more akin to witches than they are to scholars. Their arcanum is wild, unfettered, rather than disciplined. The concepts of honor, love, or affection seem alien to them, though there’s much we don’t know or understand. Had the Fenlings better organization, the Sēq have little doubt the rat-folk would make a formidable army.”
“Are there many Fenlings?” Vahineh asked gingerly.
“More than us.” Indris shrugged. “They’ve a superstitious dread of the Seethe. I think the only reason they’ve been contained so long is because of Far-ad-din and his Flying Hunt.”
“Flying Hunt?” Vahineh looked up from Indris’s book.
“Seethe wyvern-riders,” Indris offered. “They’d fly out into the Rōmarq and take retribution on any Fenling tribe that raided any of Far-ad-din’s vassals. Sayf-Siamak of the Family Bey, along with his marsh warriors, was equally as…convincing.”
“Indris?” Hamejin blurted. “Is that weapon you carry the one they call Changeling? And your pistol? I’ve never seen one fired.”
Mari looked at the prince with some surprise, as did his father and siblings. Hamejin was in his midtwenties, yet he was acting like a boy in the presence of the renowned scholar and adventurer. Mari turned her gaze upon the weapon sheathed across Indris’s back. There had been stories of Indris and Changeling. Until she had seen what he was capable of on Amber Lake, she had dismissed them as fancy. No longer.
Indris reached up to rest the fingertips of one hand on Changeling’s hilt. Mari heard a gentle murmur, almost a purr, come from the weapon. Her black kirion—star steel—scabbard was mottled with an oily sheen, red or blue depending on the angle of the light. She resembled an amenesqa, slightly more than a meter in length, with a long hilt that could be used either one or two handed. From her pommel to the tip of her blade she had a gently recurved shape, like an elongated, flattened s. The hilt was scaled, leading to an ornate Dragon’s-head pommel with amber eyes facing out along the line of the hilt. The Dragon’s head made the already serpentine weapon look even more dangerous. Her eyes dropped to the storm-pistol in its tooled leather holster. It was a rare and expensive relic of the Awakened Empire, suited to a scholar’s hand or a collector’s shelf. The weapons were notoriously hard to maintain, with the techniques known only to a few.
Indris politely took his journal from Vahineh’s hands. “I’m certain the Asrahn has more pressing questions for me.”
“Indeed he does.” Vashne’s voice was tinged with impatience. “Was there a reason you made me send my Feyassin to bring you here?”
“Displays of control can be quite tedious.” If Indris was surprised at the suddenness of the Asrahn’s question, Mari could not see it. “Was there a reason you bothered to send them?”
“How dare you? I gave you your life!” Vashne’s voice cracked across the room. His three children, as well as Nehrun, paled. Ariskander pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Indris raised his eyebrows, clearly unimpressed with the outburst. “I am the Asrahn, and I deserve your respect.”
“And I’m a scholar, Asrahn. My life was neither yours to give nor to take. I do respect you and am grateful for your mercy, though need I remind you I bow before none except the Sēq Masters or the Mahj in Mediin?”
Before she knew what she had done, Mari found herself halfway to where Indris stood. How dare he? Her hand had curled into a fist. Strength flowed from ankles, through calves, thighs, hips, and torso, into her arms, and—
Indris’s left eye burned. From light brown to red, to yellow-flecked orange as if the eye were filled with flame. A circle of characters in an unknown language, limned in fire, flared around his pupil for a moment. Light haloed him, a mother-of-pearl shine that plunged the rest of him into silhouette. Fear lanced her. Made her pause for the slightest moment. A heartbeat. Then she continued forward, gratified to see Indris’s eyes widen ever so slightly in surprise.
“Fall back!” Knight-Colonel Chelapa cracked in her parade-ground voice. Mari stopped where she was, balanced on the balls of her feet, a coiled spring. “Return to your position, Feyassin! Now!”
Mari bowed to her Asrahn, then to her commanding officer before she retreated to her post. Her mouth was dry. Not because of the fear. Fear was healthy, natural, something to be embraced so it could be accepted rather than ruin her. Her surprise came from the sense of outrage she had felt at Indris’s dismissal of the Asrahn. It was the same instinct that had seen her defend the Asrahn at the Battle of Amber Lake. It was a Feyassin’s instinct, rather than a conspirator’s.
Vashne eyed Mari with irritation, though it was Ariskander he spoke to. “You should know one of your Lion Guard was found in the city this afternoon.”
“What did it say?” Nehrun choked out too quickly.
“Knight-Colonel Ekko was badly wounded.” Mari’s voice echoed from behind her war-mask.
Ariskander closed his eyes. “I take it Far-ad-din was not with him? Will Ekko survive his wounds?”
“No, he was alone. I believe he’ll recover,” Mari added. “Were he an Avān, or a Human, I’d have my doubts. But a Tau-se?” She shrugged. Mari had seen Tau-se soldiers fight on with the most horrific of wounds, then walk from battle as if being pierced by four or five arrows was the most common thing in the world. “Ekko was determined to reach here with news. He’s asked to speak with you or Indris.” Though not Nehrun, she thought to herself.
“I’ll speak with it. But how can it be trusted?” Nehrun said incredulously. “We’ve no idea what happened out there, or why it returned without completing its mission!”
“The Tau-se don’t lie.” Indris snorted. “It’s not in them. Ekko will have a good reason why he returned without Far-ad-din.”
“If Ekko has news”—Vashne was intent—“I would hear it.”
“Our efforts here aren’t a total loss, Vashne.” Ariskander smiled. He talked briefly about the relief efforts he had brokered with local businesses and those of the upper castes who remained, Seethe, Avān, and Human. The people appeared to be content to wait—satisfied Vashne, through Ariskander, was a man of his word. “That said, there are other issues we need to deal with. Each day we’re getting reports of faction fighting between the Great Houses and Hundred Families. We need to start sending people home, Vashne, before they take their personal wars to the streets and innocents get hurt.”
Yet it was not only the factions causing trouble. Roadrangers threatened merchant traffic along the roads near Amnon. There had been encounters with the Fenlings close to the army camps outside the city walls. Personnel and supplies had gone missing. Tales of reedwife sightings had caused a panic among some of the soldiery. There was even report of a maleganger—a marsh-puppeteer—that had scuttled onto the chest of a soldier in an attempt to throttle her in her sleep. Luckily it had been destroyed before it could kill the woman and make her body a vicious puppet whose sole purpose would have been to sow discord. Being so close to the Rōmarq had made real some of what had, only weeks ago, been stories for some.
“Let’s use the Erebus to cleanse the Rōmarq of monsters so close to the city,” Nehrun said, eyes narrowed in thought. “You never know, they may find some sign of Far-ad-din we’ve missed—”
Ariskander shook his head to silence his son. “Corajidin has his own agenda. Who knows what he’ll do once he’s been given leave to send his people into the wetlands? We’d never know who was accounted for or not.”
“But—”
“Nehrun, leave it be!” Ariskander’s jaw clenched in irritation. “There’s enough for us to do without policing the Erebus. The longer we stay here, the longer our own prefecture is leaderless.”
“Would it be easier for you, my friend, if I gave Amnon to Corajidin for the time being?” Vashne asked quietly.
From the corner of her eye, Mari watched Nehrun’s reaction. Where he should have been shocked at Vashne’s suggestion there was a sly glee in the man’s eyes, hastily masked.
“That’s the only choice?” Indris asked. “I would’ve thought almost anybody would’ve been more suitable to govern Amnon than Corajidin.”
“You would question your Asrahn?” Nehrun gasped. “Remember your place—”
“Somebody has to.” Indris bowed his head to Vashne. “Can’t we give Ariskander more time? My uncle and Far-ad-din have been two of your most loyal supporters for years. They deserve to be trusted.”
Vashne gazed speculatively at Indris. “Ariskander, Nehrun…would you please excuse Indris and me?”
Ariskander rested his hand on Indris’s shoulder for moment, then strode from the room. Nehrun’s expression was dumbfounded. He drew in a breath to speak. Held it for a moment before exhaling slowly. Mari watched as Nehrun moistened his lips, then swallowed nervously. Nehrun gave Indris a murderous glare before he made a deep obeisance to the Asrahn. Turning on his heel in a swirl of silk, Nehrun walked stiff-backed from the chamber.
“You and your cousin still do not get along?” Vashne asked once Nehrun’s footsteps had faded to nothing.
“Our relationship is…challenging,” Indris said thoughtfully. “But though our opinions differ, we each respect the other.”
“Truly?” The Asrahn gestured for Indris to follow him outside to the Fire Garden. The Feyassin took position around Vashne and his children. Mari walked behind Indris, almost close enough to touch him.
Indris nodded and said, “No,” his tone dry. “He can’t forgive my mother for abandoning her Great House to be a Sēq Scholar or that I married Far-ad-din’s daughter. I can’t tolerate his racism, his pettiness, or his shallowness. I doubt our feelings will change. Ever since he read Corajidin’s book, Our Destiny Made Manifest, he’s not been the same.”
Vashne leaned back on a crystal bench, his face uplifted toward the sun. Mari noted the deep lines in the man’s face, carved by years of responsibility. Vashne and her father were so alike in many ways, yet so profoundly different when it came to the exercise of power. Her father saw his Awakening as his ancestral right. In the months she had served Vashne, it seemed the Asrahn was as much in awe of his power as he was frightened by it.
“I have to make a decision,” Vashne continued. “Amnon needs a governor before I disband the armies and send them home. It must be somebody I trust, as well as somebody who can keep Amnon under control. I have already had interminable meetings with foreign emissaries, assuring them that an Avān army camped on the shores of the Marble Sea is not a prelude to war.”
“I understand.” Indris sounded frustrated. “I’m asking you to consider other options. Corajidin is an intelligent man, a capable man, though not necessarily a virtuous one. But please give Ariskander the time he needs. Far-ad-din’s out there, somewhere.”
“How long? Another week? A month?” Vashne asked frankly. “To what end? Far-ad-din is gone. We need to move forward. Ariskander cannot remain here forever.”
“Then appoint somebody else governor. Almost anybody else, save Corajidin or Nehrun.”
“You know Ariskander does not intend Nehrun to be his heir?”
“What?” Indris said sharply. Mari froze in place. Her father had dealt with Nehrun in the belief the man was to be the next Rahn-Näsarat. Otherwise, Corajidin would never have given Nehrun the time of day. “Nehrun doesn’t know, does he?” Indris breathed.
“Ariskander had not made his decision until a few days before the battle.” Vashne looked at Indris shrewdly. “He confided in a few people, told us his new choice for heir, and we approved it wholeheartedly.”
“Roshana will make a fine rahn,” Indris said, distracted. “As would her younger brother, Tajaddin.”
“I suppose.” Vashne smiled. “None of this brings Far-ad-din back. You were right about his success in keeping the monsters in the Rōmarq contained. Far-ad-din had alliances with a few Seethe troupes, who lent their aid. More importantly, Far-ad-din was the only person we had who could help us in our various diplomatic dealings with the Seethe Sky Realms. His absence causes more problems than many realize.”
“Then why agree to go to war against him?” Indris asked incredulously.
“It was a calculated risk,” Vashne admitted, “which will cost us dearly. You know we never intended to go to war! Why do you think Ariskander was chosen as Arbiter of the Change? It was the only way we could satisfy the upper-caste outrage at Far-ad-din’s supposed treason while still keeping control of the outcome. All we needed was the time to show the Teshri Far-ad-din was innocent. I should have known Corajidin would change the rules to suit himself.”
The older man leaned back. Ran his hands across his face. Blinked in the bright sunlight for a moment or two. When he spoke, he was addressing empty air as much as Indris. “None of this changes my need to consider disbanding Far-ad-din’s Great House in favor of having the Sēq Masters Awaken a new rahn. I need somebody with armies to maintain the peace. Far-ad-din left me nothing.”
“With respect, you gave him little choice,” Indris pointed out. “You had options.”
“Not with the Teshri baying for blood. Corajidin wants to keep the armies marshaled here.” Vashne scowled. “Why do—”
Mari noted the sorrow on Indris’s face as he shook his head. “I’m not here to advise you. I can only assume you had me brought here because you hoped I’d help you. I’ve not changed my mind. Amnon is a place I truly don’t want to be.”
“I understand there are bitter memories for you here. But you were once of great service to the crown, my friend,” Vashne mused.
A chill went down Mari’s spine. In her entire time with Vashne he had heard the man call people friend on only a score of occasions. The Asrahn used the word sparingly, with meaning. For him to count Indris among such an august number meant the daimahjin had stronger ties than even her father suspected.
“It was my pleasure to serve Shrīan, for so long as it was my path to do so.” Indris stressed the word was. “I was released from public service by the Sēq.”
“One of a handful ever.” Vashne’s tone was light. “Being a daimahjin must be a different life compared to being a Sēq Knight.”
“There’s little to be missed about my old life, and my debt to the Order has been paid many times over.” Indris locked Vashne’s gaze with his own. Mari felt for Indris. In her father she knew how it felt to be in thrall to a master she wanted to escape. The only difference was that Indris had achieved what she had not. Mari was captivated by the movements of his hands. Powerful, tanned, almost hairless, the skin raised by lengths of ropy vein. The pale mottle of calluses. She wanted to hold them, to kiss his palms, to guide them over her body as he explored her, a newly discovered country. When he spoke again, his voice was introspective, almost detached.
“Nobody really ever stops being a scholar, though now I can choose what causes to fight for rather than ones chosen for me. The Sēq taught me about survival. How to face the darkness, even though I could never see in it. They taught me terror, how to deal with it, to use it. They taught me that love is as much a strength as it can be a weakness. About the equilibrium between unconditional love for the masses and the unfettered, biased, wholly absorbing love for the individual. That neither yesterday nor tomorrow exist, for everything happens in the now, and that all things share the one moment. Mostly they taught me how the world, in all its wonder, is based upon laws which must be obeyed, though can be bent. That nothing, anywhere, is really impossible if one simply has the will, learning, and the intellect to achieve it.”
“Yet after they taught you everything, you still feel as if you owe them, and your people, nothing?” The expression on Vashne’s face was etched with disappointment.
“Everything?” Indris mused. “In all the years I was with the Sēq, they never taught me how to live. I’m still learning that one myself. What they did teach was to observe and assess. To decide and act. Nehrun’s up to something. I think I’ll have my people follow him to find out exactly what that something is.”

The Seethe healer smiled at Mari, her eyes the deep indigo-gray of a clear evening, her fine quills the red and gold and yellow of morning. Her nimble fingers plaited the fortune coins back into Ekko’s mane, now washed of the blood that had matted it. The Tau-se’s cavernous chest rose and fell slowly.
Flower and herb beds dotted the sandy ground around the healing arbors. The scents of lavender, rosemary, and jasmine cleansed the brine from the sea breeze. Brightly colored birds warbled on perches, free to come and go as they pleased, while cicadas droned in the distance, far enough away to be almost hypnotic. Water trickled brightly down a cascading fall of crystal slivers into a small pond filled with fat blue-and-green fish. The wind hissing through pine needles sounded like the ocean. Small golden frogs, eyes like shiny jetbeads, sat on plump lily pads. A large river cat, lynx-like and clouded chocolate and gray, lay curled up at the foot of Ekko’s bed. Its eyes opened wide as Mari and Indris approached. The animal lifted its nose to sniff Indris’s hand, rubbed its face against his palm contentedly.
“Ah…the Feyassin lady who found me and Dragon-Eyed Indris,” Ekko rumbled. Mari saw Indris wince at the name. The pupils of the Tau-se’s large hazel-gold eyes slid to narrow slits against the brightness of the afternoon. Ekko looked at Mari. “I have yet to thank you for your timely intervention earlier today, dear lady. I might have been further delayed had you not happened by.”
“Think nothing of it.” Mari smiled. “Seems only fair, after you went to all the effort to come.”
Ekko’s laugh sounded like a cross between thunder and an avalanche of suede boulders. His eyes narrowed with pain as he tried to sit up. The Seethe healer tutted, helping the lion-man get comfortable.
“You’ve news of Far-ad-din?” Indris asked politely as he took his seat on a narrow couch by Ekko’s bed.
“Sadly, no.” Ekko shook his great shaggy head. “Though it does not mean I have no tale to tell. Listen, if you would…”
Mari leaned with her back to the wall as Ekko began his tale. She had hoped her commanding officer would ask her to accompany Indris, not the least because she wanted to hear this story. Ekko might know something that could undermine her father’s plans. If so, it would be up to Mari to decide whether she was loyal enough to her father’s ambition to kill the Tau-se hero. She sincerely hoped it would not come to such a decision, for she did not know whether she had the courage to stay her hand against the risk of her father’s retribution.
Ariskander had asked Nehrun to command the search, but the young nobleman had begged off. The Tau-se had been happy enough to oblige, and it had been deep night by the time the Lion Guard had forded the Anqorat and raced into the Rōmarq. The tracks left by Far-ad-din’s forces had been easy to follow. Yet with each kilometer, those tracks had divided. Then divided again. And again. Until Far-ad-din’s two companies had split into dozens of groups. Far-ad-din could be with any of them.
“Which one did you follow?” Indris interrupted.
“The track with the largest number of feet,” Ekko replied as if it was entirely obvious. “Far-ad-din would not be without his White Hawks. His personal guard are nigh on fifty in number. He would not split them up, nor would they be willingly separated from their rahn. We suspect he also had a squad or more of the Seethe Shadow Mimes, so we needed to be wary of assassins’ trickery.”
Ekko and his forces had tracked Far-ad-din throughout the night. Sunset came quickly to the marshes. Moonrise was hours away, but the brightness of the night had been enough for the Tau-se. Ekko had sent a squad of five Tau-se to guard the rear, for he had sensed a small number of others following them. Three other squads had ranged about them at point and flanks.
The marshes had remained silent except for the sounds of the pursuers. Hours passed at punishing speed, the Tau-se moving on foot and the Sēq Scholar mounted on her armored war hart. From time to time marsh lights had drifted between the reeds. It was almost three hours after moonrise, some six hours after they had crossed the Anqorat, when they found the first sign of a new battlefield.
Ten Seethe troupers, the skin of their faces pierced with cruel-looking darts, lay dead and half-sunken in bloody water. They were draped in the soiled hauberks of Far-ad-din’s personal guard. More than four times that many Fenling bodies, armored in moldy leather and ransacked steel plating, lay nearby. The rat-men still had their rough spears and ill-kept swords or axes clutched in their hands.
Ekko drew silent. Mari noted the indrawn look in his eyes, though the rest of his face was cast with typical Tau-se impassivity.
“Have you fought the Fenling, Amonindris?”
“Please, Ekko…just Indris. And yes.” Mari thought she detected a shudder run through the man. “I’ve fought the Fenling.”
“They are vile. Worse than cannibals, for they eat anything and anybody. You know they eat their enemies? While they are alive? The night is their province. They eat, drink, breathe, and rut with it. Their nests have hundreds of the Fenling, each male, female, and child willing to fight, for such is the way of the rat-folk. Why, the Seethe—”
“Far-ad-din?” Indris prompted.
Ekko nodded. “Far-ad-din was running fast. We Tau-se knew the Seethe’s scent, yet something else stirred in the shadows. It made my fur rise.
“The sun rose. The day lengthened. Eventually we ran into the half-drowned ruins of an ancient city. It had sunk into a pit in the marsh. Years had covered it over with grass. Dirt. The colossal trunks of withered trees, which I am certain, had they the chance, would have lifted their roots and run. Pillars and columns of faceted black stone. Shattered stairs climbing to portals that led to nowhere. Unwholesome flowers grew from one building: black petaled, razor edged, with a purple fruit that looked like a grape, yet smelled of poison. At the center of all a plaza, a garden long gone to seed, and a construction of beaten black metal in which stars fell like raindrops. It still cast a shadow, blacker than black, as if lit by a different sun than the one we stood under. We felt the wrongness of it. Yet the damage had been done.”
“What happened?” Indris asked softly.
“Hundreds of the Fenling. A seething nest of mottled fur. They attacked without mercy.”
Ekko looked away. His whiskers twitched in agitation, though his face remained impassive. “Sorely pressed, we fought our way to more defensible ground. I became separated from my companions in the melee.” The lion-man fell silent, terror in his eyes. “I survived, but could find no sign of my company, so returned to report what I could.”
“Report what?”
The Tau-se clasped his hands together, then used them to smooth the white blanket across his lap. He smiled, an impressive display of fangs.
“I think I know who is at work in the Rōmarq.”
Mari closed her eyes. Her father’s secret would be revealed after all.



CHAPTER SIX
“Our weaknesses are the levers of our failures.”—Miandharmin, Nilvedic Scholar to the Ivory Court of Tanis, Fourth Siandarthan Dynasty
Day 314 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin relaxed into the plump cushions of the couch. The languor of Wolfram’s potion seeped through his body to take away the pain. Within the hour many of his symptoms would subside, though it was merely a treatment rather than a cure. When Wolfram arrived, he would need to speak to the witch about making the potion stronger.
The voices of his Ancestors, once as clear as voices in the same room, were a discordant rattle and hum in his ears. He rubbed at his temples to offset the pain.
Thunder growled as dark clouds, swollen and fat, toiled across the afternoon sky. Sheets of water sluiced from the firmament, flattening the waters of the Marble Sea. The air clung sullen and sodden in the confines of the villa he had commandeered on the prestigious Huq am’a Zharsi—the Street of the Golden. Screen doors of yellowed alabaster were open to the garden courtyard beyond. There was no breeze, though the silk panels of fans swung back and forth to bring some relief from the wet-mortar claustrophobia of the air. The silk of his knee-length jacket and kilt clung, though his feet were cool in their gold-chased sandals.
He felt tired watching Belamandris, with all his energy, stalk from one end of the room to the other. His son’s movements were economical, controlled, so much so he seemed to glide across the mosaic floor. Mariam let her head roll on her neck and studied her brother from under lowered brows. She sat slumped in a short scarlet tunic, bare-legged and bare-footed. Thufan wilted on a cushion, while his giant tattooed son, Armal, looked on Mariam with melancholy eyes. Corajidin scowled at the sweat trickling from the glistening stubble on the giant’s head down his rough-hewn features. Only Farouk seemed untroubled by the heat, precise in his uniform with its scarlet braid and commendations.
“I thought you’d see the advantage in letting Ariskander bear the burden of governing Amnon.” Yashamin’s tone was placating. She wore a diaphanous robe, the sleek lines of her body accentuated rather than hidden by the sheer fabric. “It leaves you to focus on what you want: the treasures from the Rōmarq.”
“I also wanted Far-ad-din’s damn treasury!”
“There’s nothing in it,” Mariam said, voice soft and eyes closed. His daughter seemed to wilt in the damp heat. “Far-ad-din managed to smuggle almost everything of value out of the city. The coffers are empty.”
“Meanwhile”—Belamandris stopped his pacing for a moment—“our army is costing us a fortune while it remains camped on the edge of the Rōmarq. We lose soldiers every day. It seems we can’t send a patrol more than a bow-shot away from our camps without it being attacked. Sitting around is doing us no good at all.”
“We cannot leave,” Corajidin said. “I need more money to persuade some of the other Teshri members, and our only hope is to sell some of what we find in the marshlands. Sweet Erebus, it seems the price goes up with each new person I have to buy.”
“Haven’t you bribed enough people to assure you’ll be Asrahn?” Mariam asked caustically. “You should cut your losses and go home, before your tomb robbing is exposed.”
“We’re safe for now. As for the bribes, it never hurts to be sure.” Corajidin scowled. “I have spent too much already to leave anything to chance. Between the bribes to bring the war here, the costs of the army, plus the votes I’m buying, I have had to borrow from the moneylenders of the Mercantile Guild.”
Yashamin curled her lip in distaste. The former courtesan rubbed her hands down her arms, as if wiping something away. “I remember too well those perverted leeches! All the gold in Īa, without a copper’s worth of class. The things asked for…”
“Pacifying the Rōmarq to recoup our costs won’t be any easier if the Asrahn orders us to disband the army.” Belamandris poured his sister a bowl of watered wine. “Mari, did Vashne mention anything else about his plans?”
“No.”
Corajidin scowled at the hesitation in his daughter’s voice. He had noted more conflict in her of late. More hesitation to comply with his will.
“The Asrahn’s going to disband the armies soon, given Ariskander’s established a tenuous peace. The only conflict we’re hearing of is from the Avānese factions in the city,” Mariam continued.
“It hardly matters.” Yashamin gazed at her husband, her kohl-rimmed eyes dark, heavy-lidded. “Though it’s all well and good for prophecies and oracles to fill our heads with hopes, I urged you that sometimes we need to make our own dreams a reality. You can be the supreme monarch of your people without Wolfram’s oracles whispering their poison in your ears.”
“Or you could go home before you’re discovered, where you can work on getting well again,” Mariam murmured.
“Kasra thinks some of what he’s found is a Torque Spindle,” Belamandris said over steepled fingers. “If he can get that working, we can make any army we need. Look how well the Iphyri have served us. Imagine the kind of new warriors we could make and train!”
“And if anybody opposes you”—Yashamin’s expression was self-satisfied—“well, Far-ad-din isn’t the only monarch who can fall by the wayside. Jahirojin is a time-honored tradition. We don’t need a Torque Spindle, or the armies it can produce, to rise to power.”
“Should you order it, sire,” the scar-faced Farouk offered, “I’d shed the blood of anybody you wanted.”
“Of that I have no doubt, Nephew.” Corajidin held up his hands to placate the others. He winced as pain spiked through his shoulders and back. Wolfram’s potions were not as effective as they once were. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Vashne has governed for his maximum three terms, and after fifteen years, Shrīan will know a new master. We do not need to preempt what will happen naturally.”
“And Ariskander?” Thufan cleared his throat loudly, wheezing in the heat.
“He was meant to die at Amber Lake,” Corajidin snarled. “I intend to redress that lapse as soon as is feasible. I need more Imperialists in seats of power among the Great Houses. Kadarin fe Narseh is on our side. Vashne is neutral. But Ariskander, Nazarafine of the Great House of Sûn, and Far-ad-din are all Federationists. We will place so much pressure on Vashne to announce a replacement for Far-ad-din, he will have no choice. Even if he delays, his tenure as Asrahn is almost over. The decision will be made by his replacement, which will be me.”
“Two for. Two against. One neutral. One seat vacant,” Thufan rattled off. “You may do it after all.”
“Take Ariskander off the list.” Farouk smiled. “Nehrun, the little snake, has already confessed to being an Imperialist.”
“And with the balance of power in agreement,” Corajidin said, “the Avān people will reform under a Second Awakened Empire! The world can be ours again.”
It had been almost six hundred years since the schism of the Avān people. When Humanity had waged war on the Awakened Empire, the Great Houses and the Families had rallied to defend it. For almost thirty years, the Iron League of the Humans and the empire had fought incessantly. The Humans were greater in number, but the Avān had the advantages of their flying ships, greater prowess, and the ranks of the scholars, more reliable than the witches who fought for both sides. Generations of Avān and Humans were lost to war. One by one the countries within the empire fell under Human control, until only Tanis, Ygran, Shrīan, and Pashrea remained.
Näsarat fe Malde-ran, Mahj of the Awakened Empire, had feared her people would fall. Using her vast powers, she summoned the Avān dead from the Well of Souls and turned many of the people of Pashrea into Nomads. It was Malde-ran herself who unwittingly toppled the Awakened Empire. By robbing the people sworn to her service of the eternal peace of the Well of Souls, she had betrayed their hopes of an afterlife among beloved family and friends. From that day forth she had been known as the Empress-in-Shadows. Even now she governed her undying nation from the ghost city of Mediin, beyond the Mar Siliin—the Mountains of the Moon—in the south.
The Shrīanese Federation had been created by the six surviving Great Houses and their supporters. It took almost a decade for the Teshri to be formed, then another four years for the first Asrahn to be crowned. The Iron League of the Humans, reeling from their own losses, had been content to leave the Avān be so long as they turned their backs on hopes of empire.
Corajidin chewed on his knuckle as he looked out across the garden courtyard. When the time came, he would register a Jahirojin against Ariskander with the Arbiter Marshal. He had already written it. He only needed a scholar to witness it before it was submitted. Sadly, scholars were not easy to come by, and the Sēq had a long-standing enmity with the Great House of Erebus after so many scholars had died in their service.
“Regarding Ariskander?” Mariam asked. “Is it wise to deprive Shrīan of another one of its rahns? Particularly now?”
“Is your blood thinning on us, Mari?” Belamandris asked.
“I never said it was wise.” Corajidin quaffed his wine, then refilled his bowl. The wine helped settle the slight anxiety he felt after drinking Wolfram’s brew.
Mariam came across to sit beside him. “I wonder whether you’d be so quick to end him if he wasn’t a Näsarat.”
“True enough,” he admitted. Corajidin could feel the coiled serpents of his bowels begin to loosen slightly. Another sign of illness. “The oracles have blessed me with their visions of success, Mariam. If it was not my place to be here, now, doing what I am doing, they would not have confirmed my road. If Ariskander is supposed to survive, then no doubt his own fate will protect him.”
“Don’t hide your interests behind some call to destiny. The armies are here because of you, not for the good of our people as you’d have us believe.”
“If you opened your eyes, you’d see they’re one and the same,” Yashamin said quietly. “When your father finds what he’s after, then the price will have been worth it. I’m worried at your attitude, Mariam. Perhaps you should leave the service of the Asrahn sooner rather than later? You could start a military company of your own, like Belamandris’s Anlūki.”
“There would be hundreds of high-caste warriors knocking on your door for the chance to serve with you, Mari,” Belamandris agreed.
“I’d serve,” Armal offered with a smile.
“No doubt,” Farouk muttered. “Though the service you—”
“Mariam is useful to me where she is. For now.” Corajidin patted Mari’s hand. He was about to continue when Wolfram limped in. The witch smelled of rotting mulch and carrion. The hems of his robe, as well as his old cracked boots, were caked with filth. “Wolfram? Where in Erebus’s name have you been?”
Wolfram turned the shaggy silhouette of his head toward Corajidin. “Elsewhere, doing what was necessary. I’m here now, great rahn.”
They congregated around a wide round table. Maps were unrolled along with scrolls inked with neat rows of names. Numbers and dates, promises and threats.
The sayfs—the leaders—of the Hundred Families were ambitious. Most were neither wealthy enough nor influential enough to rise in rank without the support of their fellows or the patronage of a Great House. Those who could see the lay of the land had been bribed. However, there were still those Families who remained loyal to the Great Houses that sponsored them. As far as Yashamin could calculate, there would not be enough of them to be a threat. Corajidin felt a small thrill when he looked at the long list of names that had been lured to support his bid for ascendency.
Corajidin refilled his wine bowl. He had drunk more wine than was good for him. A slight breeze stirred the air, a tiny spoon in a too-large pot of soup. He stood beneath the fan, the silk panel painted with peacocks and colorful flowers. It was a relief to feel the air move. If only the storm would come.
Of them all it was Yashamin who had surprised him the most. Corajidin knew the House of Pearl trained their nemhoureh well. Their companions were skilled in history, music, art, philosophy, and literature, and many other skills beyond seduction and the lover’s arts. Yet Yashamin had shown a keen insight, a gift, for strategy. Indeed, Corajidin sometimes needed to remind himself where her ideas ended and his began.
Corajidin had given Yashamin the duties of house chamberlain and seneschal when she had become his contracted concubine. She had demonstrated insightful skills of organization, more so than his wives. As a result, the Erebus treasuries had grown prodigiously under her care. Yashamin had also invested wisely in buying the favor of a goodly number of the Families, as well as many senior officials of the Mercantile Guild and several veteran nahdi companies. All of them would be turned to fruitful purposes.
Once Corajidin was Asrahn, Yashamin explained, they would have greater freedom to convince the Teshri and the people of the wisdom of reformation. The weapons and wisdom they expected to claim from the Rōmarq, as well as the possibility of a Torque Spindle army, would give the Erebus an advantage no other House had enjoyed since the early years of the Awakened Empire. Corajidin would unite the leadership of Shrīan in declaring a Second Awakened Empire on the five hundredth anniversary of the Shrīanese Federation. Shrīan needed to be seen as too hard a target for the Humans’ Iron League, or the neutral nations, to aim at. It would be the beginning of the long reign of a new imperial Erebus Dynasty.
“Tanis is governed by Avān nobles, though they’re not Awakened,” Belamandris said. “They could use our help in the Conflicted Cities. That would buy their support as the first kingdom to be added to the new empire.”
“In due time.” Corajidin nodded. “They seem to be holding their own with the support of various companies of nahdi. If their situation changes, we will step in to help. Until then, we need to get our own nation in order. We’ll need to subjugate Pashrea and remove the Empress-in-Shadows from power before we look farther afield.”
“Easier said than done,” Belamandris muttered.
Corajidin saw movement from the corner of his eye. The flash of white robes. A glimpse of purple and gold. Soldiers scrambled out of the way of the Feyassin and the Asrahn as they approached the sitting room via the courtyard garden. Corajidin snapped a warning to the others. They hurriedly gathered up parchments and books to be unceremoniously thrown into a nearby chest. Mari swept up her sheathed sword. Hooked the scabbard to the rings on her belt. Corajidin eyed his daughter as she slipped away, wondered at whatever guilt she felt that made her reluctant to be seen in the company of her family when the Asrahn came calling.
Moments after Vashne arrived, he asked Corajidin to dismiss the others so they might talk in private. The others took to the gardens without comment.
Corajidin offered Vashne a bowl of wine, which was politely accepted. “What brings you to my door, Vashne?”
“May I?” Vashne gestured at one of the chairs. Corajidin nodded his assent, then sat opposite the Asrahn. Vashne’s gaze remained fixed on the wine in his hand. His lips were pressed to a thin line against his teeth.
“Ariskander came to me an hour or so ago.” Vashne looked up, his eyes wide and large and dark. “He says he has evidence concerning the source of the allegations raised against Far-ad-din. Knight-Colonel Ekko, who led the search for Far-ad-din, has revealed to Ariskander information regarding the identity of those who are trafficking in proscribed relics from the Rōmarq. He wants to contact the Arbiter Marshal in Avānweh to start a formal investigation. We are going to discuss it at an emergency Teshri session tonight.”
Corajidin marshaled his features to stillness. Tonight? Curse Ariskander! May his mewling Ancestors turn their backs on his immortal soul forever. If Corajidin’s efforts in the Rōmarq had been discovered, then he would be forced to execute Wolfram’s exit strategy. The witch had warned Corajidin this might come to pass, and his solution was as simple as it was ruthless. No survivors, no witnesses. It would be expensive in people and matériel, though better than Corajidin and his fellow conspirators being hauled before an Arbiter’s Tribunal, found guilty, and then either incarcerated for life in Maladûr gaol or ritually executed. He imagined he could already feel the length of yellow silk being wrapped around his throat. Constricting. Crushing. Squeezing the life from him as he was denied sweet breath. Wolfram and Brede would remove every trace of evidence that the Great House of Erebus had ever set foot in the Rōmarq…
“Femensetri has also heard from her peers in the Magistratum,” Vashne continued. “Observations have been made regarding Far-ad-din’s sudden disappearance, the lack of proof of wrongdoing, and that there has been too drastic a change to the power base of the Greater Houses and the Hundred Families of late. We lost a lot of lives at Amber Lake, some of the leaders of the Hundred Families among them.”
“So, the panicked rustlings of dusty bureaucrats brings you here, Vashne?” The Asrahn’s returned smile was rueful. He shifted in his chair. Refilled his wine bowl to give himself time to marshal his comments. “I would not worry overly much about what they have to say. You cannot be reelected. Enjoy the respite due you and let these troubles line another’s brow.”
The Asrahn laughed, a bitter sound. He rubbed his face with his hands. “I was also accosted by the emissaries from the Iron League. The ambassadors from Atrea, Imre, Jiom, Manté, Angoth, and what remains of Orē are concerned about the army we have here. Corajidin, they will go to war against us if we provoke them. Now is not the time to bear our fangs: the Humans will not scare as easily as you think.”
Let them come! he thought. Let them feel our teeth in their throats! “We have what, some thirty thousand soldiers, including the nahdi companies we hired? It is hardly an army for the combined strength of six Human nations to be concerned about.”
“This has been the first time in almost five hundred years we have marshaled such an army. Our Ancestors toppled the Petal Empire with less, Corajidin, and the leaders of the Iron League know it. They also know the army here is a fraction of our strength.”
“As I said, these troubles will weigh on another’s head soon enough. If the Humans do not like what is happening here, or anywhere else on Īa, then let them return to the stars from where they came.”
“The Humans—the Starborn—almost defeated the Seethe and ended the Petal Empire before we were ever created. You would do well to remember that.” Vashne’s smile disappeared. “My friend, the Magistratum has informed the Speaker for the People that they have submitted an amendment to the Constitution of the Shrīanese Federation.”
“An amendment?” Corajidin asked. “I had not heard anything about it.”
“The amendment will allow, in times of crisis, an Asrahn to be elected for more than three consecutive terms.”
Corajidin laughed. He finished his wine in one gulp. His hand shook as he poured another bowl, dark red splashing across the table like watery blood. “Good news for me. It is common enough knowledge I will be elected as the next Asrahn.”
“Ariskander is popular and influential,” Vashne countered, gaze keen. “The Federationists hold the balance of power in the Teshri. My friend, there have been rumors of your tomb robbing and smuggling in the Rōmarq. Your designs are not as opaque as you may think. You need to tread carefully.”
Corajidin masked his expression behind a sip of his wine. How much did Vashne, or Ariskander, really know? “There is no more logical, more realistic, choice than me for Asrahn.”
“‘Such confidence, as born of overweening pride, gives us wings to soar higher and fall the further,’” Vashne quoted. He reached into the folds of his robe to withdraw a long, curved bundle wrapped in tapestry fabric. The Asrahn’s fingertips rested on the object, as if there was part of him unwilling to let it go. “I have a gift for you. It is something that once belonged to your Great House. I give it to you now in the spirit of friendship, cooperation, and patriotism I know you feel keenly.”
Bemused, Corajidin reached out to touch Vashne’s gift. Vashne sighed as he stood. He loomed over Corajidin, a silhouette against the hammered pewter of the overcast beyond.
Vashne had started to speak again, his voice as soft, compelling, studied as always. Corajidin felt the weight of each word as it dropped on him, boulders on a cairn for his hopes.

He looked at his own reflection in the mirror. His face was florid, and the white hair at his temples shone against the red of his skin. There was a dense pressure behind his eyes, as if too much blood coursed in his brain. The veins in his neck protruded like worms in ruddy earth. He watched his mouth move as it spewed forth a stream of invective.
Only Yashamin dared approach. She caressed, soothed, gentled him as a wrangler would calm a maddened stallion.
“What happened?” Mariam leaned in to ask Belamandris as she returned. Her brother only shrugged slightly in response.
Thufan hurried forward with a bowl of wine. “Get away from me!” Corajidin snarled. He knocked the bowl from Thufan’s hand. It smashed against the man’s nose with such force it drew blood. Reflexively Armal dropped one massive hand to the long curved dagger at his waist.
Farouk leaped forward, his own knife drawn in a whisper of steel on silk. The stiletto was long, the blade blackened. Armal chopped at Farouk’s wrist with one broad hand. The fist that followed connected with Farouk’s jaw. Farouk reeled backward. Stumbled to his knees. He leveled a murderous look at Armal, skin dark against scars and the white of exposed teeth and sharpened canines.
Belamandris the Widowmaker stepped in. He slapped Armal’s hand away from his dagger. Drove his elbow into the big man’s abdomen. Armal danced back. The Widowmaker followed. Rammed his shoulder into Armal, who fell from his feet. The tattooed man drew his blade. Belamandris waggled his finger at the spymaster’s son. Armal wisely froze in place. The Widowmaker leveled a warning look at Farouk as the man scuttled forward, knife extended. Farouk paused. Sheathed his blade with a mouthed curse.
Yashamin poured another bowl of wine and pressed it into Corajidin’s hands. Held it there, guided it to his lips. Corajidin watched, his head pounding, fit to explode, as Yashamin stroked the back of his hand with her thumb. The way it plied the ropy veins and cords of muscle with a tiny, circular, promising caress. Corajidin took a deep draft of wine. Then another. He finished the bowl, then gave it back to his wife. He shook his head in disbelief.
“What did he say?” Yashamin guided Corajidin to the comfort of the couch. She curled herself at his feet. One arm snaked into his lap. The other rested on his thigh. She had been trained to be the ultimate royal-caste companion: part lover, part confidante, part friend, part conscience, part entertainer.
“The Magistratum…” Corajidin began. He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Vashne,” he almost spat the word. “The Magistratum is convinced a change in leadership now would be unwise. They intend on continuing Vashne’s rule as Asrahn. An emergency vote of the Teshri is being called tonight at the Tyr-Jahavān.”
“Another five-year term?” Yashamin snarled, her immaculate features twisted to ugliness for a count of heartbeats. “How can they—”
“Maybe indefinitely!” he spat.
“If that’s so, the Asrahn will definitely break up the armies and send the rahns and sayfs back to their lands,” Armal mused. “Ariskander will remain in Amnon, unopposed.”
“This venture may come close to breaking us financially.” Belamandris paced the room.
Thufan tapped the bowl of his pipe against his hook. “Do we have enough influence with the Teshri to—”
“The Magistratum controls the Ministries, which strongly influence the Teshri.” Mariam soaked a cloth in water, wrung it out, then brought it to Corajidin. He took it gratefully, glad for the coolness as he wiped his face while Mariam spoke. Corajidin thought he detected relief in her voice. “They’d make life very difficult for Father if he went against the Asrahn’s and the Speaker’s orders. It’d be best to make a tactical retreat, given what’s happened.”
“You!” Yashamin leveled a baleful glare at Wolfram. “Wrapped in your rags and the reek of monsters, it was your voice set us on this course! Your whispers in the darkness. The money we’ve spent on bribes. The things we’ve done…Your witchery may have ended us.”
“Hold your venom, woman,” Wolfram said dismissively. Yashamin reared at Corajidin’s feet, eyes narrowed to slits. “Save it for somebody who fears you, or cares about your rancor. I didn’t make you do anything. Even so, destiny won’t be denied. The wyrd I have spoken is true. This is but a stone on the road.”
“Are you saying I will still be the father of empire?” Corajidin asked. He almost winced at the quaver in his voice.
“A brave man, a powerful man, may change his destiny.” Yashamin’s expression was calculating. “Isn’t that true, witch?”
“Destiny is like the half-filled page. It can be written on. The story changed.” Corajidin sensed evasion in Wolfram’s words.
“How then…?” Armal wondered. “Surely it’s too late?”
“How can it be too late,” Farouk asked, his voice ironclad with reason, “if something hasn’t happened?”
“All the bribes, threats, and promises will come to nothing,” Mariam said reasonably. “Is that such a bad thing? The last thing we—”
“Maybe Mari is right.” Belamandris came forward to stand near his father. Corajidin looked up at his son, tried to hide the difficulty he had in breathing. “This gives us more—”
Yashamin surged to her feet and slapped Belamandris in the face. The room fell into an uncomfortable silence. Corajidin saw the imprint of Yashamin’s hand on Belamandris’s cheek, angry and red. Belamandris’s left foot slid backward. His hand dropped reflexively to the hilt of his sword.
Mariam leaped forward to interpose herself between the two.
“I’ll not…we’ll not wait!” Yashamin cried. Corajidin stood to take his young wife in his arms. He gently kissed the mass of her jet curls. “We’ll make our own destiny, as the witch said we can!”
“And what do you propose?” Wolfram goaded.
Yashamin rose up on the tips of her toes to kiss her husband. At first it was proper, yet it soon grew into something heated. Something deep, fierce, almost profane. Yashamin’s pupils were wide, almost eclipsing her dark-honey irises. She looked over her shoulder at the others. An expression she had used before to achieve her aims.
“As I said earlier, Far-ad-din isn’t the only monarch who can fall by the wayside. Jahirojin is a time-honored tradition the upper castes know and understand.” Yashamin took Corajidin’s hands in her own. Raised them to her lips. When she spoke, her voice was filled with the madness few things other than love could inspire. “Murder has its place, especially when it’s us or them.”

Corajidin stared out to where the sun balanced on the edge of the Marble Sea, turning the ghost towns in the ocean to ragged silhouettes against a sheltering sky. He held Vashne’s gift in his hand: a krysesqa from the Petal Empire. Its hilt and sheath were arabesqued in red-gold against blackened horn and steel.
“What are we to do, Mariam?” Corajidin asked tiredly as his daughter came to stand beside him. He turned the knife over and over in his hands. “It is one thing to become Asrahn, quite another to murder one. Even the joy at the prospect of killing Ariskander tastes a little like ashes. What will history say of me?”
“With respect, Father, it was your and Yasha’s ambition which led us here in the first place.” Mariam leaned against a column of pitted bronze, part of a round rooftop gazebo. “The way I see it, you can either murder Ariskander—and the Asrahn, which I’m honor-bound to prevent. Or you can walk away. I’d hesitate before plunging us into a civil war, and that will undoubtedly happen in the vacuum of power. Better to be patient.”
“Did you know about what Ekko told Ariskander?” Corajidin realized he was holding his breath, waiting for her answer.
“I’d be more concerned with what Indris told Vashne.”
“Your mother says—”
“My mother is dead,” Mariam said flatly. “This is your wife’s agenda.”
“How did this all become so complicated? It all seemed so simple in the beginning. Everything was in place, and all I needed to do was wait. You know I will not survive unless I find an answer to what is killing me.”
“What will you do?”
For almost an hour they had argued the murder of Ariskander and the Asrahn. Corajidin had been genuinely horrified by the idea of killing Vashne. The man was a friend, as much as any political rival could be a friend. Belamandris, Armal, and certainly Mariam had shared his reservations. Thufan and Farouk had remained quiet, though Thufan had been the first to nod as Yashamin had spoken further of the need for Ariskander and Vashne to die. In response to Corajidin’s hesitation, Yashamin had become scathing.
“Where’s the legendary fire of the Erebus men?” she had sneered. “Men whose Ancestors dared the murder of emperors to get what they wanted? Have your balls shriveled now you’re faced with actually getting your hands bloody?”
“You think this is so simple?” Corajidin had felt as if his head were going to split from the pressure, despite Wolfram’s potion.
“There are few things simpler than taking a life, my husband.” Yashamin had stood before him, her hands clenched into white-knuckled fists. Her entire body had seemed to thrum with passion. She’d taken him by the chin. “If I thought they’d be tempted, I’d whore myself to both Ariskander and Vashne, then cut their hearts out!”
“Yash—”
“I’d do this for you, Jidi!” she had promised. “I’d do this for the man I love!”
Enraged, Mariam had taken the knife Vashne had given Corajidin and hurled it toward Yashamin. Its metallic sheath had rung against the mosaic floor. Silence had crashed down as they’d looked at where the knife had come to rest beside Yashamin’s bare feet. The late-afternoon sun had shone from the gold rings on her toes and the strands of pearls around her slender ankles. They had been oddly bright, gleaming, compared to the sullen shadow of the dagger.
“Then do it.” Mariam had pointed at Yashamin, her voice calm. “You talk a good game, Yasha. Let’s see how well you can really play it.”
“Enough!” Corajidin had taken the knife up from where it lay. The look Yashamin had given Mariam had been venomous.
Corajidin had looked at the knife in his hands with morbid fascination.
“You know it’s the only way, Jidi!” Yashamin had urged.
Mariam’s look of despair had caused Corajidin’s breath to stick in his chest. Belamandris’s expression had been troubled as he’d tapped his sword hilt nervously.
Yashamin had suggested they work quickly but quietly. There was no time to hire bravos to do this. No time to orchestrate a demise by an assassin’s blade. This thing, this murder, would need to be done by Erebus hands tonight. Before the emergency session of the Teshri. Before their conspiracy became common knowledge. She’d urged them think like leaders. To manage the flow of information.
Corajidin had seen the horrified look on Mariam’s face when she was asked, no, told, by Yashamin to fail in her duty to protect the Asrahn. Mariam had left the chamber then, fists clenched, head low. Corajidin had watched her go, torn to see his daughter so confounded. Regicide was not something he had planned.
So he had come to the roof, into fresher air, to think, which was where Mariam had found him.
“Vashne gave me this today,” Corajidin said. He was transfixed by the knife in his hands. “This was the blade Erebus, the first of our line, used to defend Vane-ro-men, the last emperor of the Petal Empire. We Avān were loyal to our monarchs then. Before we betrayed them to form an empire of our own.”
“Why give it to you? What does he know?”
Corajidin drew the knife. It hissed from the sheath. The recurved blade was forged from kirion, arabesqued in silver. The edge of the blade was black, a gentle wave pattern from hilt to point. “I have no idea what he knows. Vashne is a wise man and a gentler soul than I, though no less ambitious. We understand each other quite well. It will be ironic for him to be killed by his own gift.”
“I can’t be part of this, Father. I should be on my way to warn the Asrahn even now.”
“Yet you are not.”
“No, I’m here with you. Don’t do this. To yourself, to the family, to me. Please…”
“By dawn, the Great House of Erebus will rule Shrīan, will be cast out as rebels, or will be dead. I need you, Mariam. Though I would have this otherwise, though I would wish for options, it is not otherwise and there are no options.”
“Find another way.” She rested her head on his shoulder. “I know you can.”
“I am destiny’s agent in this,” he whispered.
“The old ways are harsh ways.” Mariam turned him by the shoulders gently until he was forced to face her. “The vendettas and blood curses of the royal caste are powerful. If you start this thing, it won’t end with Ariskander and Vashne.”
“I know.” Evening shadows pooled in the creases and gaps between his fingers, dark as blood. “But I do not have years to wait, Mariam. We gambled heavily on this race and cannot afford to lose.”
“Neither can Shrīan afford for you to win. Far-ad-din’s already gone. Please don’t add Ariskander and Vashne to the toll. They’re good men. Wise men.”
“And I am not?” He smiled at his daughter though she scowled at him.
“I didn’t say that. There are worlds of difference between the Erebus and the other Great Houses. The legacies of debt and honor, vengeance and loss that weigh on your soul are heavier than most. I’ve never envied you the burdens you carry, Father, but they don’t excuse you.”
“Then you must choose whom you will be, Mariam. You can side with Ariskander and an Asrahn who is about to fall, or you can remain loyal to your father, your House, and the future.” He rested his hands on her shoulders. They felt heavy, as if the weight of crimes both real and imagined rested in them. He kissed her on the brow. “For both our sakes, please choose wisely.”

“You can do this for me?” Corajidin stared at Nehrun, the man little more than a blurred silhouette against the glare of the windows.
“If possible, I’ll kill Ekko before he has the chance to reveal what he knows at the emergency session of the Teshri,” Nehrun murmured without turning. The prince lifted his hand to the glass, as if touching the sun. “If not, I’ve just told you when and where they’ll be tonight. It’s always handy to have a backup plan.”
“And you’ll support me in my bid to govern Amnon, even after I’ve murdered your father?”
“You give me what I want and you’ll find my loyalties become somewhat less problematic,” Nehrun replied. “As the Rahn-Näsarat, my aim will be to help guide the country in the direction I believe it should go. All you need do is kill my father to gain my support.”
“As you say, all I need do is a kill a man.” Corajidin looked down at the long-knife in his lap. “It seems to be the season for it.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
“Throughout our lives we are constantly changing. We make mistakes. We fall. We pick ourselves up again. Friends enter our lives and leave. The only constant, from birth to death and beyond, is family.”—from Immortality of the Bloodlines, by Tamari fa Saroush, philosopher of the Awakened Empire
Day 314 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Ekko was asleep, as he had been throughout most of the afternoon. Around him, blue-robed Seethe tended to the many sick and wounded. Visitors came to see their friends and loved ones, stayed to talk, sometimes to sit in silence or to mouth words of resigned farewell.
Indris had counted almost one hundred patients in the Healer’s Garden. Of those, he doubted thirty would leave. He knew there were other such places within Amnon, as well as in the army camps. As was the case with all battles, Amber Lake had not been without cost in life and limb. Almost as bad had been the ensuing faction fights after the battle. There was no love lost between the followers of the Näsarat and Erebus. The violence of opportunity had been inevitable.
For the Avān there was grief, but no bitterness, toward death. No rancor, or venom, or outrage, except perhaps in vengeance, where blame could be laid for an untimely or dishonorable end. When an Avān died, their spirit was set free to be with their Ancestors in the Well of Souls. As the mantle was raised from the illusions of the flesh, when the spirit saw the truth of the world untainted by ambition, anger, or fear, it would be welcomed by those who had gone before. Death was a beginning, in the way all endings were beginnings. Farewell, rather than good-bye. In death, an Avān floated in a sea of memories, knowledge, and unconditional love. Each Avān was raised knowing death was not evil, though the manner of a person’s death might be.
His train of thought was broken by the arrival of Hayden. The Human leaned on his long-barreled storm-rifle, expression troubled. The old drover was one of the best military rangers Indris had ever known. Age might have robbed the man of some of his strength and slowed his reflexes, but Hayden Goode was still a tracker, infiltrator, and scout without peer. It was why Indris had asked him to follow Nehrun. The tale he had told Indris only confirmed the warrior-poet’s doubts, rather than allaying them.
“He went to see Corajidin?” Indris asked.
“Quite the shady fellow, your cousin,” Hayden drawled. “He was out for a couple of hours this morning with Ariskander, so I paid his rooms a visit. Nehrun’s got copies of a whole bunch of letters from Far-ad-din to Ariskander. There’s nothing from Corajidin. Not surprised there.”
“Anything else?”
“I followed him about Amnon for the rest of the day. He was about to pay a visit to Corajidin when Vashne and his guards showed up.” Hayden grinned, his mustache bristling. “Never seen somebody try to be so inconspicuous in my life. Nehrun’s too proud to disguise himself too well, but seems Vashne didn’t see him. Nehrun went in after Vashne left. From what I could see, Nehrun left Corajidin a happier man. I reckon Nehrun’s fixing on doing some terrible things. What are you going to do?”
Indris drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I could compel the truth from him. Or invoke a Cognizance Trawl and fish through his memories. But it would be better to leave the entire thing in Ariskander’s hands. I’m sending my uncle all my notes on what we found in the Rōmarq. I’ll add what we know of Nehrun and give it to him.”
“Make it all your uncle’s problem, then?” Hayden said disapprovingly.
“Yes, Hayden,” Indris replied, irritated by Hayden’s tone. “Make it all my uncle’s problem.”
Hayden muttered something under his breath as he walked away. Indris was hoping for some time to think, but Shar replaced the old drover not long after, sonesette in hand.
She hugged him in silence, then perched herself on a broad couch, its padded arms curved outward like gull wings. She had tied back her long, dawn-colored quills with a cord and the tiny metal bells on the ends chimed as she moved her head, which made her smile with delight. They talked of trivial things to overcome his sense of restlessness. He shared with her what Hayden had told him of Nehrun’s activities. At this Shar simply cocked her head at him as she tuned her sonesette and gazed at him calmly. All things would happen in their time, her expression said. Indris smiled, then continued with his writing while she played the music she loved.
The metallic tones of her sonesette, the gentle rhythms, and the breathy tones of her voice calmed him. He stopped writing to listen. Indris loved the sound of Seethe voices. Like the gentle hum of wind through the grass. The intonation, the cadence, the faintly surreal way their voices sounded as if they were talking backward. A Seethe war-chanter could, with the sound of her voice alone, banish the fear and anxieties of her fellow troupers. Could summon and hold a soldier’s calm, or cause her enemies’ hearts to quail with terror at the sight of the Seethe as they leaped, improbably high and graceful, into the melee. Or she could use her voice to bring peace and joy.
I left her there for dreams of fame
I sold my blade, for silver rings
I wandered far, no place my own
I hear her calling on the wind
The roads are long, the sky is wide
I see her face in the fire’s light
I hear her in the river’s rush
Her love is my life’s sole delight
She is my rose, my sunset flower
On road, or field, it’s her I miss
My only love, she waits for me
Awake, asleep, I miss her kiss
I dreamed of death, my lonely road
I lift my eyes to skies above
I don’t belong, I need to go
To walk for home, to hold my love
Shar finished the song with a gentle flourish, then started a delicate instrumental piece. Indris felt himself begin to relax. Done with writing, he turned his attention to the pages of Morality, Beauty, and Perfection. It was an ancient manuscript, a relic, of which few copies had been made and fewer still survived the centuries. The author, Trenado ele Corido, had been one of Ygran’s finest scholars. An Avān who had sought to bridge the gap between Humans and the Avān prior to the fall of the Awakened Empire. His collected works had been all but destroyed, though Indris had found this single, water-damaged copy of Morality, Beauty, and Perfection in the ruins of Nankhor, one of the Conflicted Cities on the Tanis-Manté border. The tome, a treatise on idealism and the value of imagination and individuality over the slavish mimicry of baser feelings, was something he treasured. It helped him remember himself, where he otherwise might have forgotten. Though he had been tempted to abandon Ekko to whatever destiny awaited him, Trenado’s kindness had kept Indris there. It was clear Shrīan approached a crossroads, if it had not arrived there already. The Federationist and Imperialist factions were spending more time peddling influence to run the country than they did ensuring the country was worth running. It had not always been thus. During the Awakened Empire there had been the Mahj and the Mahj had always been scholar taught. During the years of empire, the Sēq Order had been the keepers of the law, its librarians, spiritual advisers, and thinkers. Scholars had been the wandering keepers of peace and the shepherds of the people, long before the offices of the kherife and arbiter or the warrior-poet schools had been established. Yet as with all power, there had come the accusations of corruption. Scholars were not immune to the baser needs of their own natures.
It had become a moot point. The Scholar Wars—now three hundred years in the past—had been a decades-long distraction between scholars and witches, though many thousands of others had died in the chaos. As the dust had settled over the near-apocalyptic destruction, the people had turned away from their shepherds. They had taken back their trust, made their own laws, and taken control of their lives.
The scholars had continued to serve the people who misunderstood them, their numbers and majesty greatly diminished. They were trained, conditioned from an early age, to place the needs of the many above their own. Such were difficult habits to break.
Restless, Indris strolled to the edge of the garden terrace. Amnon was dusted with lantern light. Peaceful, thanks in great part to Ariskander and his respect for what Far-ad-din had made. The softness of the night gave the city gentleness at odds with the tension he knew was out there. Overhead the marble of Eln shone against the thousands of stars strewn across the black velvet sky. To the south, the firmament was brilliant with the rippled cloud of the Ancestor’s Shroud, tacked to the night by scores of stars like pins of diamond, sapphire, garnet, and emerald. It colored the sky like a cloak of spectral orange, yellow, and white light. One end was hooked like a cowl, dark save the massive blue star known as the Ancestor’s Eye. Westward, some kilometers away on the banks of the Anqorat River delta, silver-blue lights lifted into the air as another Seethe skyjammer rose. Earlier, he had watched as streams of Seethe took the coast road to the northeast. No doubt they sought to flee through the distant Narsis Gate into Ygran. Though Ariskander had maintained the peace, they had come to Amnon for Far-ad-din. Perhaps they would find more gentle treatment in High Palatine Navaar of Oragon’s hands. The onetime mercenary’s nation of conscience professed to look beyond species, to the value of the heart and mind within. Others would cross the sea, to Tanis or Darmatia. Some would return to the Sky Realms, their time living among the cities of others over. Indris hoped they found happiness, wherever they went.
“Tonight’s the night,” he said over his shoulder.
“We’re really leaving then, despite what we know?” Shar came to stand beside him. The wind tugged at the fine strands of her dawn-hued quills. He smiled at her near-infinite patience with him. Shar-fer-rayn, the last of her troupe. A princess without a people.
“Maybe because of it. Is the Wanderer ready to fly?”
“You’re the scholar—you tell me.” She shrugged. It was clear she disapproved of his decision. “Weren’t you having trouble with one of the Tempest Wheels?”
“Fixed it. I think.”
“Then we’re ready, except for supplies.” Shar turned to face him. “You’re better than this, Indris. You said yourself Shrīan needs to be gentler. What happens when Ariskander goes home?”
“I can’t alter that, Shar.”
“Why don’t you govern?” There was nothing humorous in her tone. “You’ve been a governor of places we’ve defended in the Conflicted Cities.”
Indris silently thanked Ekko for the interruption as he roused from sleep to stretch. The Tau-se yawned and blinked lazily. Poked at the bandages wrapped about his torso and head. Indris and Shar smiled as he tentatively sniffed his clawed fingers. Ekko’s nose wrinkled in disapproval at the medicinal smell, then he curled up and closed his eyes.
“Word will have spread he’s here.” Indris rubbed his eyes with fatigue. “If I were Corajidin, I’d not want Ekko getting to the emergency session of the Teshri to tell more people what he saw. Evidence from a witness such as Ekko will be quite compelling.”
“You suspect an attempt on Ekko’s life.”
“It’s what I’d do, if I wanted to keep something like this from spreading further.”
Indris and Shar returned to Ekko’s side, then settled into a companionable silence. She leaned back in her chair, long legs crossed at the ankle. Her skin shone with inner radiance, though dim as a flickering candle. Lost in reverie she tapped a dark nail against the hilt of a blue-tinted serill blade. Despite her blank expression, he knew she was aware of every sound and movement around her. Her long, upswept ears twitched from time to time. Her eyes would open to bright-yellow crescents, then close again as whatever had alarmed her passed.
Almost an hour passed before Shar’s head cocked to the side. Indris did not need to ask. The war-chanter listened intently for a few moments before she nodded to Indris. The two of them rose from their chairs to take positions in the wind-rippled shadows of Ekko’s bower. Neither made a sound as Shar held up her fingers to indicate six people. He shrugged. It was a small matter.
Indris looked across at Ekko. The Tau-se lay still, his eyes opened to barely more than slits. Ekko extended the powerful claws of one hand, then let them slide into the velvet softness of his fur.
Moments passed with little sound save the gentle sigh of the wind across the latticed arbor. Ilhen jangled in the trees like wind chimes, diadems of starlight captured in crystal.
Movement in the shadows. The scuff of boots on the sandy path.
Two shadows turned into the arbor.
Shar shot forward. She struck one shape a vicious blow across the temple with the flat of her sword. She spun. Dipped. Surged upward. Hammered the other shape with the heel of one hand. Its head snapped back. Her elbow followed to the exposed throat. It went down, gasping.
Indris was a blink behind. He dashed out, light-footed. Stood within the curve of a hastily drawn sword. He reached out. Placed his palm against the man’s face. Whispered the First Ban of Slumber. The warrior’s knees gave out as sleep took him, felled by a word.
Indris leaped. Formulae flickered across his mind. He saw the Disentropic Stain halo his hands. A dark corona. His hands an eclipse. The Low Shout formed in his mouth—
“Wait!” a familiar voice shouted in panic. Too late to stop, Indris loosed his Low Shout.
His voice boomed. Shorter, sharper than thunder. He turned it downward. The sand at his feet exploded outward. He felt the wave of force roll across his shins. His target whimpered in abject terror. The ammonia smell of urine grew strong. Indris stepped back fastidiously from the spreading pool.
Nehrun stood there, pale-faced. His hand rested on the hilt of his sheathed sword. Rosha was beside him, sword drawn. Indris’s cousins looked with horror at the state of their personal guards. Three of them were unconscious; the fourth stood on unsteady legs.
“What are you doing?” Fear made Nehrun bold, shame made him angry. “I should have you executed!”
“Leave it be, Nehrun,” Rosha muttered.
Indris snorted. He turned his back on his cousins and returned to his seat in Ekko’s arbor. Shar leaned against the arbor wall, arms folded across her chest.
“Indris!” Nehrun choked out. “Don’t turn your back on me—”
“Quiet yourself,” Indris murmured. He placed his book and journal in his satchel, then slung it across his back. “There are people trying to sleep, you know.”
“How dare—” Indris silenced Nehrun with a glance. Nehrun shook with impotent rage.
Indris’s mind still spun, formulae clattering in the cage of his brain, desperate to fly free if he would let them. Thankfully he had done nothing too taxing. Used none of the Great Words or the major canto. He remembered with little fondness the mindstorms that could follow the use of such power: nausea, headaches, vertigo, tremors, and an aversion to light and sound. Catatonia, sometimes. Even death, in the most extreme cases.
“Stop your posturing. I’m happy to give Ekko into Rosha’s custody. I know she’ll keep him safe.” Indris looked to Shar. “Ready to go?” Her response was to pack her sonesette in its polished wooden case.
“What do you mean, give custody to Rosha?” Nehrun said, too quickly. He licked his lips as he looked around. “I mean, as rahn-elect, Ekko is my responsibility.”
“Are these your men?” Indris asked Rosha, gesturing to the guards. “If not, we’ll come with you until you can get guards you know and trust.”
“What are you doing?” Nehrun grabbed Indris by the arm as he tried to leave. Indris rested his gaze on Nehrun’s hand. His cousin promptly let him go, rubbing his palms together nervously.
“You can’t go anywhere, Indris.” Rosha gave her brother a long look before she turned to Indris. “There’s an emergency session of the Teshri at high moon at the Tyr-Jahavān. Father and Asrahn-Vashne need Ekko to tell the others what he saw in the Rōmarq. They’ve asked whether you’d escort him there.”
Indris scanned the arbor to make sure there was nothing left behind. Ekko watched silently while Indris and Shar prepared to leave, his expression inscrutable.
“There’s no reason to delay Indris or his friend any longer,” Nehrun said. He looked to where his guards were getting to their feet. “And no need for Rosha to get more—”
“What have you done, Nehrun?” Indris whispered as he leaned in close to scrutinize his cousin. He did not want Rosha to overhear. “It’s obvious you’ve dealings with Corajidin. I’ve known for a long time of your ambition and impatience with Ariskander’s Federationist beliefs. Are you so hungry for power you’d see your own father die?”
Nehrun held Indris’s gaze, though his skin paled. Rosha frowned at them both. Nehrun swallowed, wiping the sweat from his lip.
“If Rosha wasn’t here, there’s no way I’d leave Ekko in your hands, Nehrun.”
Rosha came forward to check on Ekko. She raised her eyes to Indris, her expression closed. “You’re going to leave just when Ariskander, the man who loved you as the heir he wished he had, needs you. What happened? You used to care about every cause you heard about. You were a different man back then. Before your wife—”
“There’s always a then, Rosha,” Indris replied in a chill voice. “We’re defined by moments of then. I’m not that man anymore. Don’t look for him.”
“Why not?”
“Because one day there’s nothing left. A time comes when you realize you’ve done enough and that no matter what you do you can’t…” His voice trailed off to nothing. How to explain to his cousins something he barely understood himself?
Shar came forward on silent feet. She leaned close, her hand gentle on Indris’s arm. “We can at least walk with them to the Tyr-Jahavān, neh? It’s not far out of our way. What harm could come of it?” Her voice was little more than the hum of the wind through pine needles.
Indris turned to look at Ekko. The Tau-se warrior rose to his feet. It was like watching a furry mountain rise from the earth. There was something…permanent…about Ekko. Something solid and terrifyingly powerful. Shar helped Ekko gather his armor and weapons from where they were stacked at the back of the arbor. With a care born of pain, Ekko pulled on his bloodstained hauberk. The gold-washed plates shone warmly. He tied his iron-shod hobnail sandals. Shar helped him with the complex ties of his banded metal cuirass. Greaves. Vambraces. His over-robe. Ekko fixed his long, sickle-bladed khopesh to a ring on his belt. His helm had been lost somewhere in the marshlands.
“You have heard what I had to say and know its value, Amonindris,” Ekko rumbled. He sat straighter on his cot. “Though we do not know each other well at all, I would be further in your debt should you see me safely to the Teshri. There is much they, too, need to hear from me.”

Indris was not deaf to the murmurs of the Feyassin when they caught sight of him and Shar. Two senior officers stood apart from the others, their eyes intent on him from behind their war-masks.
Shar caught the visual exchange and gave a quiet chuckle as the two female warrior-poets prowled toward them on cat-light feet. “You can’t help getting under people’s skin, can you?”
“What?” he said innocently.
“Be nice.”
The two officers stood tall and athletic in their white armor, carrying white hexagonal shields etched with the knot-work six-petaled lotus of the Asrahn’s office. Given their elite status they carried amenesqa, the antique yet deadly recurved swords of the Awakened Empire.
“I’m Knight-Colonel Chelapa of the Feyassin,” one of the women, the shorter of the two, announced. She removed her war-mask. Indris imagined her working a potter’s wheel, or as a carpenter rather than a warrior. She had earnest features, with hazel eyes. Her skin was sunburned, freckled, and seamed at the corners of her eyes from laughter. A pale scar marked her right cheek. She searched Indris’s face, pausing at his left eye. He sighed quietly. “You’re Dragon…er, Pah-Näsarat fa Amonindris?” she asked abruptly. Shar raised an eyebrow in his direction.
“You knew the answer to that question before you walked over. I prefer daimahjin-Indris. Or just Indris.”
“It’s been my experience,” the other lady said, the throaty timbre of her voice somehow familiar, “that he’s reluctant to share his name with strangers. I’m Knight-Major Erebus fe Mariamejeh.” The Feyassin removed her own war-mask.
Indris smiled. She was as striking as his impassioned recollections, if not more so. There was such life in her, power in her movements. An elegance, a strength, a grace, born of her certainty. So, she was an Erebus. A strange thrill ran through him, as it always did in the presence of danger.
“Why are you here, Indris?” Chelapa queried. “We’re perfectly capable of escorting Asrahn-Vashne, Rahn-Ariskander, and Knight-Colonel Ekko to the Tyr-Jahavān.”
“Ekko is sworn to the Great House of Näsarat. I’ve been asked to make sure he’s delivered safe and sound.” He held up his hand to forestall her protest. “It would please Ekko if I traveled with him, and the family has asked this of me. I won’t interfere.”
“See you don’t,” Chelapa warned before she spun on her heel and walked away. Mariam turned to follow her, though she paused for a moment.
“Can we help you?” Shar asked.
The Feyassin gave Shar a surprised look before she addressed Indris. Her cheeks colored, something Indris guessed was unusual for her. “I wanted to say…I enjoyed…I’m glad we’ve had a chance to meet again.”
“And I, you,” Indris replied.
“Oh, please.” Shar rolled her eyes.
“We were supposed to fight,” Mariam said abruptly.
“Excuse me?” he said, surprised by the strangeness of the comment. “It usually takes more than one tryst with me to make somebody angry enough to hit me.”
The Feyassin chuckled. “I was supposed to fight you on Amber Lake. Didn’t you know? We were to be matched in the Hamesaad.”
Indris glanced sidelong at Shar, who looked at them both with raised eyebrows before she walked off. He turned his attention back to Mariam. “I’d heard something about that. It would’ve been a shame. Let’s talk later, you and I?”
“A shame?” Mariam echoed, but Indris only bowed his head with a smile as he moved away. Ahead of him, Ariskander, Vashne, and the Asrahn’s sons, Daniush and Hamejin, clambered into the eight-wheeled battlewagon. Ekko was waiting at the rear of the wagon for Indris and Shar to join him. As Indris and Shar walked away, Mari called out, “What do you mean, a shame?”
When they were out of earshot, Shar elbowed Indris in the ribs. “When I said be nice, that wasn’t the nice I meant.”
“There’s no pleasing you, do you know that?”
They joined the entourage as the wagon rolled away. The wagon was escorted by the squad of ten white-armored Feyassin, faces obscured by war-masks polished to mirror brightness, their ornate shields bright with reflected light. Indris, Shar, and Ekko walked behind the wagon in silence.
As they left the expensive Upper Precinct of the Old Town, the buildings closed in. The high walls of terrace houses, with their latticed balconies and tall, dimly lit windows, became silhouettes against the brightness of the moon. The streets narrowed. Ilhen lamps were replaced by flickering oil lanterns. There were fewer pedestrians. No kherife. From the corner of his eye, Indris noted furtive shapes in the darkness of laneways and alleys. The battlewagon rattled loudly in the narrow space.
Indris felt a palpable relief when they left those close confines. The narrow road cut through the gentle hills of parkland. The scent of native violets, jasmine, and flax lily filled Indris’s nose. Fig trees formed a long double row of irregular columns on either side of the street. Fruit bats screeched, raucous as they tussled in the branches of apricot and plum trees. Possums stared as the wagon and its guard trundled past, their saucer eyes reflecting the light like beacons.
He looked to the north, where the lantern mist of the Mercantile Precinct hung like a haze over shallow-domed roofs and spires. Set on a jagged outcropping of rock, the large rotunda of Tyr-Jahavān swelled above its surrounding buildings.
They had reached a crossroads, flooded with lantern light, when Indris noticed the silence.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“We can survive ambition, provided it is exercised in the open. It is the hidden knife, the heart of stone set on secret, on treasonous intent, which makes victims of us. The sly whispers of betrayal echo in the streets and the alleyways. In the wine and coffeehouse. In the chambers of the powerful. These whispers come as a friend: they speak in tones we know and trust. In tones we admire, for they often wear the face of something eminently reasonable. Such whispers foul the soul of a people. They are the rot which undoes us all.”—from Honor and Loyalty, by Erebus fa Mahador, Knight-Lieutenant of the Petal Guard
Day 314 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari had been troubled when Indris, Ekko, and the Seethe woman had been added to the Asrahn’s entourage. She knew Ekko by reputation. The colonel of the Näsarat Lion Guard was a renowned warrior and a cunning commander. His service to Ariskander had been peerless.
The Feyassin’s voices were soft as they escorted the Asrahn’s carriage, though their eyes were intent on their surroundings. It gave Mari a chance to assess the unexpected additions.
The sonesette on her back declared the Seethe woman a war-chanter, yet she carried herself like any other hard-bitten trouper. It was hard to tell with the Seethe what one was dealing with. The Seethe had a philosophy that artistic expression was at once the source, journey, and destination of all life’s paths. Mari had seen simple potters become the deadliest of assassins. Even Seethe children portrayed characters in the war-plays. Legend had it all players in Seethe troupes heard the voice of their trickster spirit carried on the wind, no matter what their age.
To her eyes Indris looked more like an Avān of the old blood, though it was not possible. There had been no old bloods since the fall of the Awakened Empire, save the rare Sēq Masters who had overcome their mortality. She wondered who his father might have been, though she doubted he had been Shrīanese Avān. The cut of Indris’s cloth was fine, though worn with use. His long, hooded over-robe with its wide embroidered sleeves was the dark brown of a daimahjin. The mercenary warrior-mages tended to advertise themselves, more for the safety of others than for themselves. They were greatly sought after by those who did not want to use the more restricted services of the Sēq, Nilvedic, or Zienni Scholars. Changeling was slung across his back, and he walked with the cat-footed confidence of a warrior-poet.
Indris presented a problem. Had her father planned to face a daimahjin when he ambushed the Asrahn’s entourage? Was this something the cagey old Vashne had taken into account? Mari’s mind had spun. How did one kill a daimahjin? She remembered something about salt-forged steel and an Entropic Scar? It was not her field of expertise, though she knew they were not invincible. The Scholar Wars had shown the world that scholars could die on the point of a sword like anybody else. True, most of the scholars and witches had killed each other. The ordinary folk had risen up against the survivors afterward, as the sheep awoke to discover their shepherds could bleed.
As a warrior-poet of the Feyassin, Mariam was sworn to defend the Asrahn above all other oaths and obligations. And though her service had started as a ruse, it seemed now all her choices might lead to betrayal. Of the Asrahn who had given her a life and a future of her own; her House, which had given her a past as well as the promise of a future of their making; or the vocation that now defined her.
She was a loyal soldier. But what was she loyal to? Should she warn Chela now, perhaps give the Feyassin the time to prepare for what was to come? To warn her friends would place her family in danger. Whether she spoke or not, Mari felt the end of the life she had come to love draw closer with every step.
There was a hollowness in her stomach as the battlewagon passed the tall gates of the Iron Street Park. Moths thumped hollowly against the time-yellowed glass of the gate lanterns. The weathered sandstone arch was streaked with bird droppings and the stain of centuries of rain. As she walked beside the wagon, Mari tried to penetrate the gloom that had cuddled up, fleecy and black, to fill the cracks and hollows between tree trunks.
Ahead, the well-lit crossroads where Iron Street met the Park Lane Stair came ever closer. During the day it was a popular meeting place, under the passive gaze of the statues of winged Seethe that stood at each of the four corners of the plaza. Under moonlight, the granite paving took on a blue-green tint. It seemed somehow haunted in the nocturnal silence. A place where the despised spirits of Nomads might roam to plague the living. The lanterns, which hung by heavy iron chains from the hands of the Seethe statues, flickered fitfully as if they, too, found what lurked beyond the light to be a cause for unease.
It was now or never. Mari felt disconnected, as if a passenger in her own body, as she approached Chelapa. Chela had been a good friend over the years. A dedicated, honest women who genuinely loved the Asrahn. Who doted on her children. Who had almost died in defense of the Asrahn’s beloved wife, Afareen.
“Knight-Colonel?” Mari bowed her head. Friends in private, formal in public.
“Mariamejeh?” Chela turned her masked face in Mari’s direction.
Good-bye, my friend. You deserve better. “Permission to check the rear?” Mari felt as if her tongue would freeze over the lie. “I think we’re being followed.”
Chela nodded. “Take Mehran with you.”
“I don’t—”
“Take Mehran with you, Knight-Major.” Her tone brooked no argument. “We never walk alone, remember?”
Mari cursed to herself. She fell back to tap Mehran, the youngest of the Feyassin, on his armored shoulder. “With me,” she muttered sourly.
The younger warrior-poet shrugged. Neither Vashne nor Ariskander nor Chela expected anybody to be bold enough to assault an armored battlewagon protected by Feyassin. It would be less trouble for people so inclined to take their own lives. The outcome was almost as assured.
The two slowed their pace. With each step the battlewagon, along with its escort, drew farther away. Mari and Mehran stood isolated between pools of lantern light. The night was seasonably warm. She removed her war-mask and pulled down the hood of her armored robe. Ran her fingers through her hair. Sweat beaded her scalp. Mehran removed his war-mask to reveal a thin, sunburned face beneath a shock of ginger hair. Mehran grinned with the kind of openness only the very young, or those who had never been seriously hurt, can muster.
“What are we doing, Knight-Major?” Mehran looked around, deceptively casual.
“Waiting.” She did not have to do this.
“For—”
Mari’s hand was a blur. Even though her attack was blindingly fast, Mehran was a Feyassin. He saw her movement. Curved back at the waist to avoid the blow. His forearm rose in defense.
Too late. Mari struck his temple with the edge of her palm. There was a sickening crunch. Mari grabbed hold as Mehran toppled. She gently lowered the young man to the long grass with its tiny pink flowers. She felt for his pulse at the neck, smiled to feel the rhythmic throb through her fingertips. It would have been easy to kill the young man, but there were lines Mari was unwilling to cross.
She stood over the unconscious Feyassin, weighed down by guilt. There was no help for it now. She had already disabled Mehran. Her initial plan was to absent herself from the battle long enough for her father to do what he must. She chewed her lip, wincing at the physical pain of her own conscience. A sense of overwhelming panic rose in her, choking her. She clenched her fists to stop her hands from trembling.
Thinking about treachery was not the same as doing it. When the abstract became real, everything changed. Yet whichever way she stepped on this path, somebody would be betrayed. The choice was whether it was her family or herself and what she had come to believe in.
Mari looked to where her fellow Feyassin were vanishing into the dark between pools of lamplight. They were not so very far away. Perhaps there was time to atone for the wrong she had done, and to prevent a wrong about to be.
The daughter of the House of Erebus wasted no time. On silent feet, she loped after the battlewagon and its escort. No matter what the outcome tonight, she had doomed herself. Perhaps she could save others.

Mari could see the entourage clearly when the first arrows whined from the darkness. The shafts were long, tipped with the serill heads used by the Seethe. The same drake-glass that had littered the ground at Amber Lake.
The Feyassin raised shields and drew their weapons the moment they heard the telltale whine of arrows.
Indris chanted a few short words.
The arrows never found their targets. They shuddered meters from the Feyassin, hung in midair for a heartbeat, then tumbled downward harmlessly. The chime of serill striking against the ground was beautiful.
A full fifty warriors, Seethe by their clothing, erupted from the darkness. They carried the slender-bladed swords and elegant spears typical of Seethe troupers, but their armor was mismatched and ill fitting, though each warrior wore the brightly colored wings sigil of Far-ad-din’s Great House.
Mari watched as the two groups of warriors met. The Feyassin, though outnumbered, felled their enemies as if reaping wheat. The ground was soon littered with the dead. Or those too wounded to fight. Mari’s chest swelled with pride at what the Feyassin achieved. Part of her wished she was with them, to fight against improbable odds. To defend the Asrahn, as was her duty unto death. To know that, should she fall, her Ancestors would be there to welcome her to the Well of Souls.
Ekko stood before the door of the battlewagon. The blade of his khopesh flashed, sparked, belled. Wove a glittering net of steel against which the blades of his enemies clattered uselessly. Beside him, the Seethe war-chanter fought with graceful abandon. She ducked, wove, struck, spun. Slew. Her sword, like drops of rain caught in a long blade of blue glass, wove intricate, mesmerizing patterns in the air.
Indris drew Changeling. She flared with brilliant mother-of-pearl radiance. Mari held her breath as he fought. There was no wasted movement. No…effort. It seemed as if he barely paid attention. His blade was everywhere it needed to be. Wherever it fell it took life. Indris seemed to take no pleasure in what he was doing. If anything, he looked sad.
Part of her should hope he was killed. Everything she had been taught told her to hate him on principle. But like Ariskander, Indris had proven to be other than she had been taught to expect. She had come to know this man. Had shared herself with him, though she had not known who he was. As he fought, Mari realized now what Indris had meant when he had said it would have been a shame had they been forced to fight in the Hamesaad. As she watched, Mari thought she might have been able to hold her own against Indris on her very best day. She doubted she could have survived on any other.
There was one among the assassins who stood out. Belam! The Widowmaker fought with fluid grace. Serpentine, supple, indomitable. Where his sword fell, a mist of blood followed. He snuffed lives like candles.
Belam severed the head of a Feyassin. Mari was certain it was Chela. As the body fell, he sped to the front of the wagon. Blood dripped from his sword and armor. It drenched his Seethe robe and spattered the visor of his helm. Her brother launched himself over one of his fallen comrades, his sword curving toward Indris’s neck. Indris swayed backward and parried the next blow in a flare of silver-gray light. Changeling crooned, a haunting, almost taunting sound. Blades belled as they came together. The flurry of activity almost too fast to see. Belam leaped over Indris’s vicious cut. Her brother spun, leg high, to take Indris in the jaw. The daimahjin gave ground. Kicks. Cuts. Swords windmilled as the two men ranged light-footed amid the dead and dying.
“Indris, no!” Mari yelled as Indris drew in close. He elbowed her brother under the chin, then struck him in the temple with Changeling’s Dragon-head pommel. Belam reeled. Indris did not turn, but he must have heard Mari’s cry. Rather than the lethal stroke that she knew should have come, Indris hammered his fist into Belam’s helmed face. Her brother teetered on the edge of the stairs, then fell backward.
The battlewagon rocked as Vashne, Ariskander, Daniush, and Hamejin escaped. Another flight of arrows from the concealing darkness. Indris muttered a word. The wooden shafts of the arrows flashed red, then turned to a fine cloud of ash, which drifted to the earth. The serill arrowheads spun unguided through the air to ring against paved ground and the armored wagon.
Indris placed himself between the tree line and Ariskander and Vashne and his sons. They had drawn their blades to stand side by side. Ekko and the Seethe woman joined them. Ariskander dashed forward, blade little more than a blur in his veteran’s hands. Vashne moved forward to stand by Ariskander, Daniush, and Hamejin, closing ranks. Though their inexperience showed, along with their tension, the two young men gave a good accounting of themselves until they were pushed back and back and back toward the battlewagon.
Mari padded forward, filled with a terrible sense of foreboding. The attackers had encircled Vashne and the others. With deliberate steps they moved forward, a new warrior coming to the fore as the defenders cut the previous one down. Soon enough, Vashne and the others found their backs to the battlewagon, their Feyassin protectors dead, though Indris remained between them and the bloodied warriors, who now paused, uncertain.
“Move yourself, warrior-mage,” Belam snarled as he mounted the steps. He had sheathed his sword, though his hand was cupped around the hilt. His voice was sepulchral where it echoed from within the tinted glass helm.
“You may as well go back to your masters and tell them you’ve failed,” Indris warned. “I can’t allow you to murder anybody else.”
“Allow?” Belam glided forward. “Dragon-Eyed Indris. I’m underwhelmed. My brother predicted you would kill me in a fight—I’ll be glad to prove him wrong.”
Indris cocked his head to one side. Mari saw him smile, a sad expression on his handsome face. The breeze tugged at the curls that fell across his brow. “I’d expect a great many people fear you, neh?”
Belam shrugged. “Their fear is short-lived.” Mari observed him widen his stance, right foot forward. His left heel turned inward to spiral more energy into his draw. Many opponents had died without ever seeing his blade coming. A blur of motion. A flash. A cut so precise there was little by way of pain, with only a stunned moment to contemplate the surety of their death.
“Is there any way we’re going to take our separate ways without this ending in bloodshed?” Indris asked.
“At least you’ve the chance to fight for your life.”
The other attackers had gathered on the edge of the lantern light as they watched and listened. There were ten of them, most wounded in one way or another. Another figure came from the tree line, carrying a red-sheathed amenesqa, which he handed to Belam. Her brother surrendered his Seethe weapon, affixing Tragedy to his belt.
Indris jerked his chin at the man’s companions. “Do we abide by sende? Will you give me your word your followers won’t involve themselves, or harm my companions if I win?”
“Stop!” Mari yelled to her brother. She did not care who heard her. Mari had little doubt Indris would kill her brother unless this was stopped now. “You don’t—”
“I’m an honorable man, and sende is an honorable tradition.” Belam’s head turned in her direction, though she could not see his expression under his helmet. “Though I think your friends are doomed.”
“There’s an old saying by a Seethe battle-dramatist of the Petal Empire,” Indris offered. “She said, ‘It is almost a certainty that, when a person is most sure, they are often most mistaken. Such arrogance as fueled by self-interest, without wisdom, consideration, or restraint, ensures nothing except misery.’ Please reconsider.”
Mari noted the change in her brother’s balance. She waited. Knew what was to come.
“May you know the peace of your Ancestors’ love,” Belam said.
Indris shot forward. Mari had never seen anybody move so quickly in her life.
Belam’s sword had not quite cleared its sheath when Indris gestured. Tragedy flew clear of the sheath and spun away into the darkness. Indris dropped his shin across Belam’s extended leg. There was a pronounced crack as the leg broke. Belam started to buckle. Hand a blur, Indris punched Changeling through Belam’s sword arm. The glowing blade shone through Belam’s skin as if it were on fire. Belam’s cry of pain rang across the park. Was echoed in the shocked yells of his friends.
Indris drew his blade out as the Widowmaker fell. Belam feebly clawed at the stone with his left hand. He made an inhuman keening as blood poured from his wound. Indris stood over the writhing man. He rested Changeling’s point against Belam’s throat.
Mari’s hand rose to her mouth. She stopped breathing. Her chest hurt, her head hurt. Out of fear for her brother, out of fear of what she had seen Indris do. In all her years as a warrior-poet, Mari had never seen anything like him.
“This is over,” Indris said gently. “There’s no further story between us. Go your own way. We never met tonight. There’s no need for us to meet in the future.”
“Indris!” the Asrahn snapped. “I want to know who this is!”
“We’ve not the time.” Indris sounded tired. “I’ve saved your life, Vashne, as you saved mine. Your sons’ lives you can have for free. Aren’t there more important things for you to be doing?”
The Asrahn shot Indris a dark look. He ordered Daniush to unmask the assassin. There was a moment of wrathful silence when Belam’s pale, sweat-streaked face was revealed. The Asrahn stared with loathing at Mari’s brother. Ariskander frowned as he used one of the dead attackers’ cloaks to clean the blood from his sword.
Her father’s plan to murder Ariskander and depose the Asrahn was over. She and her family would be dead by dawn.
Shar stood beside Indris. She kept her weapon drawn in a silent threat. Ariskander gestured for the Asrahn to take the stairs toward the relative safety of the well-lit streets, into the crowds and the security of their peers in the Tyr-Jahavān.
“Will you not join us, Amonindris?” Ekko asked.
“Thanks, but no.” Indris bowed to the giant Tau-se warrior. “Here’s where our journeys part. Shar and I will leave tonight. This is no place for us now.”
“Indris,” the Asrahn began. “Given what has happened…I need your help. Please.”
“Listen to him, Indris,” Ariskander added. “There’s much we’ve not had the chance to talk to you about. We’ve a lot of work to do here.”
Indris seemed about to say something when there came the thump of a crossbow. Indris whispered a word, and the air around them was filled with spinning fractals of orange light.
Shock vied with pain in his expression as a bolt struck him in the chest.
Indris jerked backward as another bolt took him high in the shoulder. Changeling dropped from his hand, her light extinguished. He would have dropped to the ground were it not for Shar. Her head darted to one side as she looked for the murderers in the dark. Her skin smoldered with light. She took his weight, deceptively strong. Without a word she slung him over her shoulder, grabbed Changeling, then dashed for the cover of darkness.
Another group of assassins emerged from the shadows among the trees. To the fore strode Corajidin. Behind him was Farouk with the arabesqued stock of his twin crossbow held in one hand. Corajidin stared at his daughter as he passed her by, expression inscrutable. Wolfram lurched beside him on creaking legs, a towering, teetering figure in his robe of tattered strips. Her father’s personal guard flanked them. Mari joined her family but kept a discreet distance. She longed to be almost anywhere but here.
The group walked past where Belam sat nursing his arm. Her father looked down at his son, concerned. He ordered his men to see to Belam’s wounds, to give him something for the pain.
Her father pointed to six of his guard. “Find Indris and the Seethe. Kill them. No mistakes.” The guards nodded before they sprinted after Indris and the Seethe.
“Good evening, Vashne.” Corajidin’s voice was sorrowful. Vashne narrowed his eyes beneath a gentle frown. The Rahn-Erebus turned to Ariskander with an exultant expression on his waxen features. “And Ariskander. A very welcome addition.”
“How has it come to this, Corajidin?” the Asrahn asked with disappointment. Mari was not surprised to hear no fear in the Asrahn’s voice. Ariskander cast his gaze about from beneath lowered brows, the tip of his sword waving this way and that.
Ekko sidled to stand at Vashne’s shoulder, but Vashne sensed the movement and held up his hand for Ekko to remain where he was. Mari could not meet the Asrahn’s eyes. His words played in her head: How has it come to this?
Doubt rose up in her like a tide. Her ears rang. She could feel her hearts hammering a staccato in her chest. What had she done? There was an old saying her mother had ingrained into her when Mari was a child. With every betrayal we wither a little bit more inside, till we are filled with nothing save the cowardice of treachery and the bitterness left by the taste of honor forgotten. Mari imagined a large part of her had already withered. It was possible she could save the rest before she died.
From beneath lowered brows, Mari counted. There were now thirteen of the elite guard on the stairs including Farouk, plus her father, plus Wolfram. Her father had been a swordmaster in his day, yet was not what he had once had been. Even so, fourteen enemies? Plus an Angothic Witch? Even with Ekko’s help, Mari knew she could not save the Asrahn from the destiny her father had forged for him. Perhaps her life might buy time for the Asrahn’s sons?
She would need to kill Wolfram first. Farouk next, then—
“I never wanted this, Vashne,” Corajidin said earnestly. His expression seemed genuinely pained. “We were friends, of a sort. At the end of the year, you would have stepped down and I would have assumed the role of Asrahn. We would have had such arguments, you and I, yet the nation would have prospered from our debate.”
“It still can, Corajidin,” Vashne murmured. “This need not go any further.”
“You do not think I have already walked a few steps too far over the line?”
Vashne shrugged.
Ariskander spat. “You’re a dead man no matter what you do, Corajidin. Even if you kill me, Nehrun is aware of what you’ve been doing in the Rōmarq. He’ll make sure the Teshri hears of it.”
“Nehrun?” Corajidin grinned, though the expression looked sickly. “I’m not overly concerned about what he may or may not say. And as for you? Your death can wait. Since it was your cursed people who’ve threatened my work in the Rōmarq, it seems fitting you make up for it.”
Wolfram scowled at Corajidin from under the jagged filth of his fringe. The witch jabbed a finger at Ariskander, but his words were addressed to his master. “What are you going to—”
“If I can’t have Sedefke’s research on Awakening to cure me, I’ll have the next best thing.” Corajidin peered at Ariskander. “The Great House of Näsarat. The First House. The Imperial House! The only Great House to have the knowledge of Awakening, unbroken, back to the very first ritual in the deep vaults of the Shalef-mar Ayet—the Temple Mount Shrine. Somewhere, locked in the memories of all his Ancestors, is the vivid recollection of the place where the blood of Īa seeped from the living rock and the leaders of the Great Houses of the Avān were Awakened to become rahn.”
“Father?” Mari said hesitantly.
“I will tear what I need from his mind,” Corajidin murmured. Ariskander’s face blanched. His eyes widened in shock and fear. “From his soul, if need be. Destiny versus destiny, Ariskander. Who do you think has the stronger hold on his fate, you or I?”
“Corajidin!” Vashne snapped. “This has to stop!”
“I…Shrīan…cannot wait for you, Vashne.” Corajidin reached out to rest his hand on Vashne’s shoulder. Mari worried at her father’s sickly gray pallor. “The time for compromise is over. If it is any consolation, I am sorry we came to be where we are. But not sorry enough to walk away.”
“If this is about—”
Corajidin thrust the krysesqa Vashne had given him deep into the Asrahn’s stomach. Vashne looked stunned. His mouth opened. Closed. Corajidin wrenched the blade upward quickly. It tore through skin, muscle, organs until the ancient metal reached Vashne’s left heart. A cut to the right and the second heart was severed.
Vashne’s face settled into a look of calm acceptance. He tried to speak. Nothing.
“So easy to kill a man. I’d almost forgotten.” Corajidin gently guided the dead man to the ground, to lay him on the ancient stones. He glanced at Farouk. “Secure the others. I want them taken to the Rōmarq as soon as possible. Tonight, we make sure our secret stays a secret.”
In the moments when everybody stood transfixed, Ariskander tried to bolt. He was brutally clubbed to the ground. Daniush and Hamejin were more fortunate. Each sped in a different direction. They cut their way through the guards nearest them, then raced on fleet feet to the cover of the trees. Ekko did likewise. His long blade sliced through the throats of three guardsmen as he made his escape. There was little chance anybody could catch a Tau-se at the run. Mari’s hand curled on the hilt of her amenesqa, and she placed herself in the way of five guardsmen who tried to give chase. They swore as they tripped over her.
Corajidin seemed oblivious to it all. He simply stared at Vashne where he lay in a widening pool of blood. Mari watched her father step away from the red tide as it encroached on his booted toes.

Rahn-Afareen watched her daughter, Vahineh, as she trained. In four weeks it would be Vahineh’s twenty-fourth birthday.
Sadra, the aged swordmaster, bowed to Vahi, his brow dewed with sweat. The young woman, breathing deeply, saluted with her sword.
“Excellent!” old Sadra enthused. “Your technique improves daily.”
“So long as I can defend myself when the time comes, Sadra, I’ll count myself lucky,” Vahi said gracefully. “Truth be told, I’m hoping to have hundreds of warriors between myself and harm. By the time any enemy gets to me, they’ll be too tired to fight.”
“A fine plan, Pah-Vahineh. May you never need to use it.”
“Thank you, Sadra,” Afareen said. She rose from her chair to give the old instructor a purse heavy with coin. In his day Sadra had been a renowned warrior-poet. Age had gotten the better of him as a soldier, though he still made an extraordinary teacher. The man bowed low in thanks for Afareen’s largesse. She noticed how much his hands shook with fatigue.
Out of respect, Afareen walked Sadra to the doors of the chamber. Though Vashne had taken the Hai-Ardin as his abode, Afareen found the openness of Seethe buildings too exposed. She felt more comfortable in the elegance of Avān architecture. The colonnades, domed ceilings, tall windows of colored glass, and balconies with their fretwork screens in alabaster, timber, or bronze. Seethe crystal, for all its radiance and natural beauty, was too…inexplicable for her.
The door swung inward as Afareen laid her hand on the gilt handle. She turned away from Sadra, expecting to see the face of her honor guard.
She did not have time to blink before the sword took the head from her shoulders.

Vahi resisted the temptation to scream.
She watched, frozen, as blood geysered momentarily from the stump of her mother’s neck. The body tumbled to the ground with a thump.
“Flee!” Sadra yelled. The veteran’s blade seemed to materialize in his ancient hand. He moved to stand over Afareen’s body, the blood running against the soles of his cracked leather boots. Vahi stayed where she was. She held her blade loosely in her hand, as she had been taught.
In the doorway stood four men. Blood smeared their clothing. It drenched their arms to the elbow, spattered their faces and hair. Thufan led them, narrow dark eyes like polished stones amid an intricate web of wrinkles, a wicked curved blade in one hand, his hook bloodstained. He grinned with malicious glee. Beside him stood Armal in a corselet of well-used scale mail. Tattoos marked both heavily muscled arms as well as the exposed skin of his neck. A heavy mace almost as long as his leg rested over his shoulder.
One of the other men yelled as he rushed forward. With an elegance that belied his age, Sadra drifted to his left. He cut. It seemed a lazy gesture. Too casual to cause harm. A warning, perhaps. Yet his opponent clattered to the floor as if poleaxed.
The second man charged. Sadra stepped in. His blade floated, a bird on the wing. It dipped. Struck. Came home to roost, blooded, as another enemy fell.
Thufan stepped forward, yet giant Armal stepped past him. The mace arced from his shoulder with terrifying speed. Sadra deflected the blow, but Vahi saw the way the old man seemed to bow under the sheer force of it. Sadra stepped back, to give himself more room.
“Thufan!” Vahi yelled. “What are you doing?”
“Run!” Sadra said over his shoulder to her.
“Stay, bitch,” Thufan ordered. “Make me chase, you’ll wish you hadn’t. Armal. Kill this old buzzard.”
Armal, expression blank, pressed his attack. Sadra blocked. Parried. Dodged. Cut. Each time the towering mace fell, the old man seemed to buckle more. Each time Thufan tried to move around him, Sadra placed himself in the way.
Blow after blow fell. Sadra fought on.
Little by little, Armal wore the old man down. With each exchange, both men were more blooded. More bruised. Armal did not seem to notice, though Sadra became slower with each exchange.
Vahi knew the end before it came.
She retreated behind the heavy doors to the library before the final stroke fell. She wanted her last memories of Sadra to be of a vibrant, courageous man. Of a true champion. She locked the doors behind her and leaned a chair beneath the door handles for good measure.
It was the work of moments to open the glass-paned doors to the balcony. She removed her quilted silk gambeson and secured her sword across her back with a length of curtain tie. She stood for a moment on the balcony rail. The unlit waters of the canal seemed very far below.
The slow dark waters would take her as far as the river delta. From there she could make her escape to find her father and her brothers. She had not been Awakened, so at least one of them was still alive. There would be time to grieve after she had told them what had happened. The Erebus and their allies would suffer.
By the time Thufan broke through the door she would be long gone, their secrets carried with her.



CHAPTER NINE
“There is often a difference between a man of success and a man of principles.”—Revael the Tall Horseman, Clan Lord of Darmatia, 19th Year of the reign of Setseykin (491st Year of the Shrīanese Federation)
Day 315 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin trudged across the courtyard of the villa. Everything smelled of blood. He needed to bathe. If he had predicted the actions of the Teshri correctly, they would be coming for him soon enough.
He had left Farouk in charge of the cleanup at Iron Street Park. His nephew was sometimes overzealous in his service, something Corajidin would rely on tonight. Farouk would comb the Iron Street Park for any evidence the Great House of Erebus had been there. The bodies of their own people would be removed, though some blood-smeared glass armor and weapons would remain as evidence. As would Vashne’s and Hamejin’s bodies, the younger son having been killed in his attempt at escape.
As Farouk had taken charge of setting the scene of Vashne’s assassination, Corajidin had glanced at Vashne’s supine form, wondering apprehensively whether his old friend might spring from his rest, a furious Nomad, to betray Corajidin as his murderer to anybody who would listen. Corajidin had expected to feel some epiphany, perhaps see some sign from either the Ancestors or oracles that he had acted to their designs. He wondered whether the lassitude he felt was partially due to the fact nothing appeared to have changed in him.
Corajidin had watched to make sure it was Daniush who had been Awakened after the death of his father. It was surreal, to watch a person’s expression when they gained the awareness of the imposing, immense consciousness of Īa and everything that existed on it. His own Awakening had been a painful, miraculous, terrifying, confusing, and powerful sensation. To have the memories of your forebears entangled with your own. To try to pick the threads of your own identity from the myriad others that cascaded into your head. Even to isolate your own heartbeat from those of the deer or the horses or the eagles that traveled your prefecture was a struggle.
Corajidin had gasped as he recognized an echo of Vashne’s haunted genius in Daniush’s eyes. The look of murderous vengeance. The shared memory of death. The impotent anger. Corajidin had immediately ordered a squad of his guard to take Daniush into the wetlands. Like Ariskander, Daniush must be kept out of the way until they could contrive a more permanent solution.
The din of his Ancestors in his head rose and fell like the tide. If only he could understand what they tried to say. Instead, they filled his head with a racket he sometimes wanted to pound out with a hammer.
Thufan waited at the bottom of the villa stairs. The old man was polishing his hook with a length of bloodied cloth. His armor was scored by recent use.
“What happened?” Corajidin pointed at the bloodstains.
“Resistance. Had no choice.”
“You were supposed to secure them, not kill them!” Corajidin loomed over the shorter man. His face felt swollen from the pressure in his head. “Did you leave any alive?”
Thufan gave Corajidin a blank stare in reply. The old spy turned law keeper looked to where Wolfram, Farouk, and the others stood. Mariam waited among them, her face stricken, eyes bright with unshed tears. The guards carried Belamandris’s body on a makeshift stretcher of spears and folded cloaks. Thufan’s voice was neutral when he asked, “What happened?”
“He was wounded, though he will live,” Corajidin murmured.
“The others?”
“Ariskander and Daniush are in custody, en route to the Rōmarq,” he replied. Fatigue settled on him like old, worn armor. “Hamejin was slain as he tried to escape. What have we started, Thufan?”
“Will you continue?” Thufan’s voice was a rattle in his wrinkled throat.
“The flowers have fallen, my friend. There is no putting them back on the tree now. I still need to do this.”
“As you say. You look awful. Should rest.”
“Should, but can’t until tonight’s task is finished.”
Mariam had tried to speak with Corajidin as they made their way back to the villa, but he could not look at her. Though he understood why his daughter had chosen not to act on his behalf, Corajidin felt the wound nonetheless. It was his fault, in a way, for encouraging her independence. Mariam had ever been a willful creature, with gentler sensibilities than Corajidin had been raised with. It should have come as no surprise to him she would have been softened by her association with Vashne.
“What now?” Thufan asked. The old kherife thumbed tobacco into his pipe.
“What do I want to do, or what do I have to do?” Corajidin gestured for Thufan to follow him inside. “The Teshri will send their people for me. I need to bathe and change for when they arrive.”
“You sure they’ll come?”
“I am counting on it.”

A squad of tense, white-clad Feyassin had arrived at Corajidin’s villa as he was sipping spiced coffee in the atrium. Their Knight-Lieutenant had politely, yet firmly, insisted Corajidin join them at the Tyr-Jahavān. Feigning surprise, Corajidin had joined them without fuss. A few quick orders had seen his personal guard assembled—slick blood-shadows compared to the stark whiteness of the Feyassin.
The carriage ride was taken in silence. On arrival, Corajidin scaled the broad steps circling the rock upon which the Tyr-Jahavān was perched. Glass-paned lanterns cast overlapping pools of light. From the top of the stairs, it was a short walk through the ring of faceted crystal columns to the small amphitheater that served as the public forum of government in Amnon. As he grew nearer, Corajidin saw many of the columns bore the ghostly apparitions of members of the Teshri from across Shrīan, summoned for the emergency session. Their voices sounded brittle, like ice cracking in the distance. He counted quickly, gratified there were enough to make a quorum, with many of those placed deeply in his pocket.
Already seated were Nazarafine and Narseh, the leaders of the Great Houses of Sûn and Kadarin. The aging Narseh was a severe woman, thick from the shoulders down, her steely hair pulled back from her angular face in neat braids. Military commendations glittered on her breast and on chains about her neck. One of Far-ad-din’s detractors, she had made the long journey from her northern prefecture for no other reason than to see the Seethe monarch fall from grace. Nehrun was there in his impeccable dark blue and bright gold, the phoenix crest worked in sapphires and amber amid ruby flames on his sleeves. He eyed Corajidin darkly. Ziaire of the House of Pearl remained standing, deep in conversation with Femensetri. The Stormbringer leaned on her crook, its witchfire blade bright with a tracery of jade light like a sliver of the moon. Near Femensetri and Ziaire sat a fine-featured, nut-brown man in worn finery of umber and orange. One of the sayfs from the Rōmarq, judging from his sun-darkened skin and poor appearance. He was tall, improbably broad in the shoulders and chest, with large hands knotted with muscle and muddy reed sandals on his feet. A gold-and-black wasp pin, the crest of his family, was pinned to his over-robe. Corajidin dug through his memories to attach a name to the face: Siamak of the Family Bey, one of the sayfs who flew Far-ad-din’s colors. Thufan had complained that Siamak’s warriors had been a constant threat to their smuggling efforts in the wetlands. On the upside, their tireless vigilance against the Fenlings had proven quite useful.
Seated on the opposite side of the amphitheater were the greater number of those sympathetic to the Imperialist faction, if not to Corajidin himself. Teymoud of the Mercantile Guild, spear-thin on his cold stone seat. Portly Zendi, a luminary among the entertainers who also dabbled in bordellos for those who could not afford the expensive pleasures of the House of Pearl. There were other sayfs of the Hundred Families, hopefully there to support Corajidin in his moment of need.
In the middle of the amphitheater floor stood ten figures in bloodstained white robes. They surrounded two long figures under white shrouds. Corajidin suppressed a smile at the sight, pretending at an expression of curiosity.
Femensetri uttered a string of words. The shrouds fluttered away to reveal the corpses of Vashne and his younger son, Hamejin.
“What happened, Corajidin?” Femensetri snapped in her crow’s voice. Corajidin felt oddly compelled to talk, something about the timbre of her voice. The casual power of command. Yet he shook his head, jaws clamped shut. He would talk when he was prepared to talk, tell them only what he was prepared to tell them.
“What do you mean?” he said slowly, mastering each word to ensure it was his own. He was not sure, though he imagined he could feel her long nails rake across his brain. Peeling back. Prodding. Picking. “I do no—”
“What happened to Vashne and Ariskander?” She strode forward, cassock snapping. Fractals of light flared into incandescence in the curve of her crook. They snarled. Hummed like fiery bees.
“Why would he know?” Nehrun stood, drawing Femensetri’s baleful gaze. The young man wilted under her scrutiny. Sweat beaded his forehead. Nehrun wrenched his gaze away and glared at the Knight-Lieutenant who had been sent to bring Corajidin to the Teshri session. “You! Where did you find Rahn-Corajidin?”
“At his villa, Pah-Nehrun,” the Feyassin replied. Corajidin detected a hint of disappointment in the man’s tone. “With his family.”
“And before you went to Rahn-Corajidin’s villa?” Nehrun continued. Femensetri, Ziaire, and Nazarafine looked at the young man with incredulity. “What did you find?”
“Signs of a Seethe ambush, at Iron Street Park.” The Feyassin took a deep breath. “Asrahn-Vashne and Pah-Hamejin were—”
“Assassinated,” Nazarafine snapped. “On their way here. Eight of their Feyassin escort were killed. Mehran, a newer recruit, was found unconscious nearby. Of Mariam, your own daughter, there’s no sign. Convenient, don’t you think?”
“And my father, missing…” Nehrun added, eyes narrowed.
“We’re sure they were Seethe?” Siamak’s question was tinted with accusation. “It’s odd they’d risk this after the Asrahn pardoned them.”
The Knight-Lieutenant gestured to his troops, who dropped captured weapons on the ground.
Femensetri grunted. She turned to whisper something in Nazarafine’s ear. The Speaker for the People nodded, her expression thoughtful. The Speaker cleared her throat. “Where’s the Asrahn’s heir? Was there any sign of Pah-Daniush?”
“None that we saw, Speaker,” the Knight-Lieutenant responded, clearly uncomfortable with his response. “We searched, but—”
“He was taken.” Mariam trudged down the stairs to the center of the amphitheater. Her white armor and robe were tattered. Stained with blood around the hems as if she had been wading through wine. Her demeanor was miserable. “As was Ariskander.”
“Where have you been, Knight-Major?” Nazarafine snapped. Mariam stiffened at the Speaker’s tone. She flicked her glance to Corajidin for a moment before meeting the Speaker’s gaze.
“I tried to follow those who had abducted Pah-Daniush and Rahn-Ariskander—”
“Your comrade Mehran says you disabled him.” Femensetri leaned toward Mariam, balanced on her tall scholar’s crook. Corajidin felt the air around the powerful Stormbringer crackle with energy, like caged lightning. “Why would you do such a thing?”
“Why didn’t you die defending your Asrahn?” Narseh demanded.
“Were the ones who abducted my father Seethe, Knight-Major?” Nehrun asked quickly, covering the beginning of Mariam’s reply to Femensetri. The other Teshri members nodded, clearly interested in her answer to Nehrun’s question. Corajidin caught Femensetri’s scowl.
“The ones who attacked the Asrahn’s battlewagon were armed and armored in Seethe fashion,” Mariam replied. Corajidin hid his smile behind his hands as he rubbed his face. “There were fifty or so that I could count. Veterans by their approach and skill.”
Nazarafine dropped to her seat, face buried in her hands. She sat there for a long moment before she looked up. “First Far-ad-din was accosted, based on suspicions quite a few of us thought too convenient. Now Vashne and Ariskander, our preferred candidate to be the next Asrahn.” Corajidin felt his face flush.
“We need to act rather than become mired in our misfortune.” Nehrun stepped forward, much to the surprise of the others. His glance settled for a moment on Corajidin before it slid away again. “Though I mean no disrespect to Vashne, who’s gone on to be with his hallowed Ancestors, or my father, who I know is still alive, as I have not been Awakened, we’re a nation in crisis. We need to maintain strong, experienced leadership. We must bring Amnon under control.”
“The law is quite clear in this regard.” Rahn-Narseh of Kadarin stood. The images of the absent Teshri members flickered in crystal. Heads nodded. Voices crackled their assent. “Corajidin must take Ariskander’s place as governor of Amnon. He is the only one with the military strength to do so.”
“And after Vashne and Ariskander, Corajidin was the favored candidate to be Asrahn at the last Assembly of Peers,” Teymoud proclaimed. “It is he who should be taking control of Shrīan!”
One by one Corajidin’s supporters lent their voices to Teymoud’s idea. Corajidin’s lips flickered with a smile. Across the amphitheater, Nehrun’s expression was glacial.
“Third in line is far from—” Ziaire began, to be cut off by fat Zendi, the bordello keeper.
“Yet better than anybody else we have—”
Siamak stood, a great wall of muscle in his ocher and orange. “If Ariskander has been abducted, surely his captors will have ransom demands for his safe return?”
“We must search for him!” Ziaire said. “He is the Asrahn-Elect and the one we wanted to govern us after Vashne.”
“Isn’t there an old law”—Nehrun held his hands up for quiet—“where the Teshri can appoint a new Asrahn-Elect? But wasn’t it a temporary granting, with certain limitations on its power, for times such as this?”
“Isn’t there also a law that allows for the Speaker for the People to take control of the country, when both the Asrahn and Asrahn-Elect are gone?” Ziaire pushed back.
“I…” Nazarafine mumbled, her cheeks apple red as the others all turned to her. “There is such a law, but, once again, the Teshri needs to—”
“I nominate Corajidin!” Teymoud was the first to pledge his support of Corajidin’s immediate ascension to power. Narseh followed before the echoes of Teymoud’s voice had faded. Nehrun. Chanq of the Family Joroccan, suspected of being the leader of most organized crime in Shrīan. Thufan, the ever-loyal kherife and Master of Assassins. Assent pattered like a summer’s rain, slowly at first, yet it gained momentum, volume. Voices hissed and crackled from crystalline, fractured images. A tug-of-war of assent and dissent.
Corajidin closed his eyes. It seemed as if Wolfram’s oracles had been right after all.
Before half the members had voted, Nazarafine moved to the center of the amphitheater. She raised her hands for silence, which eventually settled. Corajidin scowled.
“The Teshri has spoken,” Nazarafine said. She looked sourly at Corajidin, clearly aware of what her hesitation had cost her. “It would seem you are hereby the Asrahn-Elect of Shrīan, as well as the governor of Amnon. Might I remind us all that we lost a great man tonight. I will be visiting the Garden of Stones to commune with my sacred Ancestors, to wish Vashne all speed to the bliss he’ll find in the Well of Souls. I recommend you do the same.”
The Stormbringer led Nazarafine, Ziaire, and those others loyal to Vashne from the Tyr-Jahavān, to the mutters of those who remained. Their guards took Vashne’s body with them. One by one, the crystal pillars that had shone with the frosted visages of the distant members of the Teshri went dark.
A score or so sayfs remained, voices muted in quiet discussion. In ones and twos they left, passing Corajidin to offer both their congratulations and promises.
Corajidin listened, his chest tight with wonder. His hearts hammered against the prison of his ribs. Beat so hard it almost hurt. It was hard to breathe. Clearly destiny had accepted his sacrifice. He would give it more, much more, to ensure it continued to deliver on its promises.

Corajidin forced his weakening body along the corridor toward Belamandris’s rooms, Mariam in his wake. The ride from the Tyr-Jahavān had been one of uncomfortable, hostile silence.
Yashamin was already there. She had cleaned Belam’s wounds as best she could. Water steamed in an urn on a nearby table, which was also covered with piles of white silk bandages, a flagon of wine, and what Corajidin saw were a handful of small bottles of lotus milk, such as Wolfram had prescribed Corajidin for his own pains.
Corajidin recounted the night’s activities to Yashamin while Wolfram inspected Belamandris. He watched with morbid fascination as the witch removed shimmering bottles and colored crystals from a battered wooden case.
Corajidin looked down at his perspiring son. “I did not believe Indris could defeat Belamandris,” he mused. “I did not think anybody in Shrīan could beat him.”
“Other than me, there are few who can.” Mariam held Belamandris’s hand. Her voice sounded as flat as her expression. “Gloriano, the Knight of Roses from Ygran. Or Revael, the Tall Horseman of Darmatia. Delfyne, Poet Master of the Grieve, and my teacher, Bensaharēn, the Poet Master of the Lament. There is also Saphyr-Aram, the Knight of the Eclipse from Mediin—”
“Silence, girl,” Corajidin growled. He pinched the bridge of his nose in an effort to stem the pain in his head. “Your brother was—”
“Beaten?” Mariam lifted her chin in defiance, though Corajidin saw her sorrow in the lines of dried tears that streaked her face. “Pour as much honey on the word as you like, it changes nothing. There’s a Dragon in your city of snakes.”
Wolfram looked up at them testily. “Would you either take your blather outside or wait until I’m finished tending to Belamandris’s wounds?”
The others fell into an uneasy silence. Corajidin made himself comfortable as the witch took a large, curved needle from among his tools. With his other hand he took a string of polished beads hung with a teardrop ruby that flickered with inner radiance. He chanted under his breath. Though Corajidin heard the words, they vanished from his memory almost immediately. It was as if he were listening to the hiss and roar of the surf.
The Angothic Witch rubbed the Reflex Needle between his thumb and forefinger. As he rubbed, strands of vaporous white, like wisps of spider silk, coalesced. They threaded the eye of the needle, then grew longer until they formed a writhing filament. Wolfram took the needle and began his work. Both needle and Wolfram’s hand passed through the flesh of Belamandris’s arm, easily as light through a window. Corajidin watched Wolfram’s hand make sewing motions. Wolfram seemed to see through skin, muscle, ligaments, and tendons. The witch worked for almost an hour to repair the damage from the inside out. When he had finished, there was only the faintest seam of angry red where the puncture had been.
Wolfram took a length of ivory as long as his forearm and placed it beside Belamandris’s shin. After cutting it to half its size, Wolfram chanted once more. This time he inserted both his hands into Belamandris’s leg. Corajidin heard the faint grinding sound of the bone being set. The witch withdrew one hand to grasp the ivory splint. He pushed it inward through the flesh. His chant became deeper in pitch, solid, deep as the bones themselves. Belamandris’s leg started to glow. The veins became silhouettes, the skin shone alabaster white, shot through with pink. Within moments the light faded.
The witch withdrew trembling hands from Belamandris’s leg. Perspiration beaded his sallow skin. It shimmered on the backs of his hands where the veins protruded, thick and ropy.
“Wine?” Wolfram choked out.
Thufan poured wine into an onyx bowl. Wolfram drained it in several gulps.
“Will my son wield a sword again?” Corajidin asked.
“It would’ve been better had I access to one of the Sēq’s Differential Baths.” Wolfram’s large-knuckled hands shook until he clenched them into lumpy fists. “I could’ve laid him in the regeneration milk and his body would’ve healed itself in hours. As it is, it’ll take him a couple of days before he’ll be fully fit, though he will be.”
“My thanks to you.”
“We’ll have the opportunity to settle our debts to one another soon enough.”
“Why was Indris there?” Yashamin demanded of Mariam.
“He said he was there to escort Ekko to the Tyr-Jahavān. Ekko was going to reveal what he knew of who was digging in the Rōmarq.”
“By the Ancestors’ withered balls!” Corajidin swore. “It would have been better if you had killed Ekko when you had the chance!”
“Wouldn’t that have been a touch obvious?” Mariam shot back.
“Do not push me, tonight of all nights, Mariam,” he warned. “Have the guards brought the bodies of Indris and the Seethe woman back?”
“Nobody’s returned,” Farouk reported.
“You bring me bad news as often as not,” Corajidin said, exasperated. “It was one mostly dead daimahjin, stuck through by salt-forged bolts!” He pantomimed being struck by the bolts. “And a single Seethe! How hard—”
“Does it matter, Jidi?” Yashamin interjected. She fidgeted with the hem of her heavily embroidered robe. “The question is, how do you manage things from here? You need to stay focused, love.”
“You’re Asrahn. Do what you like,” Thufan suggested.
“I am Asrahn-Elect. There is a significant distance between the two,” Corajidin countered.
“Then act before they do,” Yashamin said flatly. “Who cares what the others do or say? They’ve been sheep until today. They’ll be sheep tomorrow.”
“You have the votes in the Teshri. Even that of Nehrun,” Wolfram said shakily. The old man rubbed a hand across his brow, skin waxen.
“He’s not the Näsarat we should be worried about,” Farouk said as he fondled the hilt of his long-knife.
Corajidin looked to where his son lay painted with his own blood and sweat. Belamandris could quite easily have died tonight. Pain speared through Corajidin’s stomach as his bowels cramped. Impotent rage rose with it. He rounded on Mariam, then pointed to where Belamandris lay on the couch. “Your brother lies there because of you! Had you done what you should have—”
“For Belam’s wounds I’m sorrier than you know.” Mariam looked on her brother sorrowfully. “But I warned you! I begged you! I told you I didn’t think I’d be able to betray Vashne. Had you obeyed the law and followed Jahirojin, this would’ve turned out differently.”
“It’s a moot point now,” Yashamin declared. “You’ll need to resign your commission with the Feyassin.”
“No.”
“Life is a series of unpleasant tasks, one after the other.” Corajidin eyed his daughter. Took in the set of her jaw, the narrowness of her eyes, the tilt of her chin. “As Asrahn-Elect I will use Belamandris’s Anlūki as my guard. Though they are not as accomplished as the Feyassin, they are loyal to the Great House of Erebus. Let the Feyassin protect the Teshri and its members. I will assign them to guard the Teshri, as they guarded the upper castes in the old days of the Awakened Empire. The sooner you realize your life with the Feyassin is over, the sooner you can be of better use to your House. You must resign your commission and serve where your House needs you most.”
“I’ll do no such thing,” Mariam replied.
Corajidin went to his daughter. She jerked her head away as he tried to brush her hair back from her brow. “Mariam, I will not risk you in the company of your former comrades given what transpired tonight. It would be best if you remained in the villa for the next couple of days, so I know you are safe. It is not a request.”
“As it ever is with you.” Mariam bowed to her father, her glare hard enough to chip stone. He suspected his daughter’s defiance was neither defeated nor diminished, but she kept any further words to herself. A sign of turmoil to come, as he knew from bitter experience. She lingered for a moment to kiss Belamandris on his sweat-sodden brow, then stiffened and left the room.
No sooner had the door closed behind Mariam than Thufan turned to Corajidin. “Can’t have witnesses.”
“I could not agree more. Indris, that Seethe woman, and the Tau-se must meet with a premature end. I will also need you to have Armal round up any dissenters or other possible rogue elements in the city. Set some examples.”
“Heavy hands?”
“Do what needs to be done.”
Thufan snapped a quick nod, then stalked away in a cloud of pipe smoke.
“Indris is one man, Jidi,” Yashamin said as she stretched on the couch. “And wounded, as you say.”
“He is a fully trained Knight-General of the Sēq Order of Scholars.” Corajidin took Yashamin’s hand in his own. He turned her hand palm upward, kissed the inside of her wrist. “Indris is by far the most capable child of the Näsarat. Like all people of accomplishment, he is either running to something or from something. Probably both. He must be dealt with, quietly and immediately.”
Corajidin walked to the window. The moon had set, leaving the night swaddled in a comforting mantle of darkness. The horizon was hazy with the trailing edge of the nebula. Fatigue was setting in as the effects of Wolfram’s potion faded, yet there was much still to do. There were people out there who would wake to the news their Asrahn was dead. Word would spread quickly.
Tonight Mariam’s reputation had been blemished beyond any ready ability to repair, her name forever linked with the Asrahn’s death and Ariskander’s disappearance. Corajidin needed to control the flow of information to the people, to influence their perceptions of the event with something plausible. He must also manage Femensetri’s interest. She would want her questions answered.
Mariam would suffer a little now to avoid greater pain later. He was sure she would eventually forgive him the lessons she would learn tonight.
For now though, he would seek out the warmth and comfort of his bed and the woman he loved. Once the sun rose, the world could begin anew.



CHAPTER TEN
“Few things in life are stronger than necessity. It is the wave against which even our strongest desires, our most dearly held beliefs, will break.”—Gloriano, the Knight of Roses, 6th Year of the reign of High Palatine Navaar of Oragon (494th Year of the Shrīanese Federation)
Day 317 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Indris woke with a start. Light flared, too bright, too harsh, a spike into his brain. He closed his eyes and decided to keep them closed. The scent of sandalwood was faint. There was the taste of old milk on his tongue, blended with honey and a slight hint of wax: regeneration milk from a Differential Bath. Silk sheets were cool beneath his fingertips. The metallic twang of a sonesette washed over him. He settled deeper into the comfort of the soft bed. Let the sunlight warm his face. Indris felt the beginning of a smile—
“I know you’re awake, boy.” The voice reminded him of the caw of some massive crow. “’Bout time, too. You’ve gotten lazier over the years.”
“Is it me, or did some bastard shoot me?” Indris cracked open an eyelid. Then another. He blinked as his surroundings came into focus. “How long?”
“You’ve been unconscious for two days.” Shar laid her sonesette on the floor, then gestured to Femensetri. “She refused to leave.”
The Stormbringer leveled an opal-eyed stare at Indris. Her patrician features were still. The mindstone, quiescent for the moment, shone dully against the pallor of her unlined brow. She sat back in her threadbare cassock, her sickle-topped crook resting in the fold of her arms, booted feet propped on Indris’s bed. Crescents and flakes of mud stained the sheets.
For twenty-seven hundred years and more, Femensetri had served the interests of the Avān, though she was older still. She was of the very first generation of the Avān to be created by the Seethe, a woman of substance during the Petal Empire when the Sēq Order of Scholars had been formed to bring together the greatest mystics, historians, healers, and inventors in the known world. They had been witches before then, wild, untamed, and unchecked. They had been an unrestrained, sometimes insane, often destructive force in the world before they had found the discipline to form the various orders of scholars. Unfortunately, not all the great minds had agreed that restraint was a virtue so the witch covens remained, their reckless power in stark contrast with the logic and reason of the scholastic order. Though Femensetri might not have been a witch any longer, there was about her a certain casual defiance of authority and social convention that grated. Indris would not be the one to bring her to task over it.
“Lucky for you she found me.” Femensetri sniffed. “Would’ve been dead otherwise, wouldn’t you, boy? At least the girl has sense. Salt-forged steel”—her voice was hard with disapproval—“is serious business.”
Indris tried to sit up. Shar helped him, expression concerned. Indris looked around the room. The simple furnishing and finishes were of a very high quality. The walls were painted such a white as to seem opalescent in the light. The windows were shuttered with arabesque screens. Orchids sat in plain porcelain vases.
“Where are we?” Indris asked.
“Samyala, the qadir owned by the House of Pearl.” Shar smiled. Indris cocked an eyebrow at her. The House of Pearl was a holdover from the Petal Empire of the Seethe, a place where performers came to study the arts, often from a very early age. To the Seethe there was art in everything, including the layered, intricate games of courtship, romance, seduction, and pleasure. When the Petal Empire fell and the Awakened Empire arose, the houreh, female and male entertainer companions, remained. They were respected, even adored, among the Avān, as well as by some Human cultures. Some of the houreh earned substantial amounts, contracted to the Hundred Families or the Great Houses as advisers and teachers, bodyguards, intelligencers and musicians, and, of course, as experts in the sharing of pleasure. The House of Pearl operated some of the most prestigious schools, did charitable works, supported the diplomatic corps, and brokered advantageous marriages, and their friendship was likened to the coin of the realm. A person openly supported by the Pearl courtesans would find many doors open to them. Success was virtually assured, with the right whispers across the right pillows.
Like many young people of means who stood to inherit little, Shar had been trained by the House of Pearl. When Indris had been wounded, she had gone to the people she thought would help and be discreet about it. Shar went on to say how, after Indris had been shot, she had half carried, half dragged him to the shelter of the trees. They had been followed. Shar had defended Indris as best she could, but it was only with Ekko’s help, and that of the House of Pearl, that they had managed to survive.
“You should’ve died, boy.” Femensetri’s voice was quiet. “Lucky this friend of yours has a brain in her head and brought you here. Ziaire knew where to find me. There was no way you should’ve survived what you did. You’re still full of surprises.”
“Vashne is dead, isn’t he?” Indris asked.
“And Ariskander taken. According to Ekko, it was Corajidin who killed Vashne.” Femensetri uncrossed, then recrossed, her legs at the ankle. More mud flaked off her boots. Some landed on the bed. The rest fell to the floor. “It’s been years since the old fox has wielded the long-knife himself. He usually gets Thufan, Farouk, or Belamandris to do the bloodletting these days.”
“What of the others?”
Femensetri shook her head. “Afareen, Hamejin, and Vahineh are dead. Daniush was also taken.” Femensetri explained what had happened with the Teshri in colorful and uncomplimentary terms. “Corajidin’s malignant slut of a wife has been spending money like water over the past few months. Now we know who they bought.”
“Nehrun one of them?”
“More than likely.” Femensetri nodded. “You don’t look surprised.”
“I wish I was.” Indris closed his eyes for a moment. “But Nehrun’s ambitions are more about power than money.”
“Corajidin talks about maintaining the peace in Amnon.” Shar sat on the edge of the bed, her warm hand curled in Indris’s. “He’s publicly demanded a cessation of the violence between the sayfs loyal to the Great Houses. But Thufan runs the kherife here now. Those accused of threatening the peace are taken. More than just rebels are being arrested. Many of the sayfs who remain loyal to Far-ad-din have suffered. No doubt they’re being questioned as to where Far-ad-din is. Or where we are.”
“Hayden and Omen?” he asked. “Are they—”
“They’re outside,” Shar assured him. “We’ve all been guarding you since you were brought here.”
Femensetri rose from her chair. Her scholar’s over-robe hung like folds of night. The ancient Scholar Marshal stretched, ligaments popping. She groaned with pleasure.
“Leave us, girl,” she said to Shar.
“Anything you say to me, you can say to Shar,” Indris stated.
Femensetri eyed Shar, who ducked her head. Shar gave Indris an apologetic look as she left. “I like her,” Femensetri admitted.
“Shar’s a good friend.”
Femensetri cocked an eyebrow at him. “Right. What in the name of the glorious dead happened? Corajidin is clearly trying to cover something up. Vashne dead. Ariskander and Daniush taken…though few of us know the truth. Ekko wouldn’t survive thirty seconds into his testimony.”
“‘It is not the answers we seek, so much as the questions which drive us.’” Indris shrugged as he rubbed his fingers along the inside of his left wrist, where some of the milk from the Differential Bath had crusted on his skin. “Shar, Hayden, Omen, and I had been working for Far-ad-din for a few months. Shar and I spent most of it investigating what the tomb robbers were doing in the Rōmarq.”
“And?”
“Far-ad-din was concerned at the increase in relic traffic through Amnon. Nahdi companies, a few daimahjin, even some rogue witches, were buying proscribed weapons and artifacts. His people had discovered items they’d never seen before. Far-ad-din suspected they were only seeing a part of what was really being stolen from the Rōmarq and shipped elsewhere. He asked me to inspect the pieces he had acquired. As far as I could tell, they were relics from the Haiyt and Awakened Empires. We thought somebody had found a new site in the Rōmarq. Far-ad-din asked us to investigate. I’m not certain which Time Master city it was, though I have my suspicions. We managed to sneak in a few times, though there were areas we couldn’t get to. We didn’t have enough time for a thorough investigation. Far-ad-din called us back when the armies came for him.”
Femensetri strode over to where Indris’s satchel sat on a small table and upended it. Indris suppressed a groan. With one long finger, she rummaged through his belongings. Finally she opened his old leather folio, filled with sheets of parchment crammed with writing and illustrations. “What are these?”
“Rubbings from the ruins. Some drawings of what I could see in the tomb robbers’ camp. I’ve seen Wolfram there, along with what I took to be his apprentice. There were others, nahdi mostly, though some I suspect are House soldiers. Nobody wears a uniform. It’d be hard to prove anybody was in service to the Great House of Erebus. It appears they’ve also struck up an understanding with the Fenling.”
“The Fenling?” Femensetri scratched the tip of her nose as she quickly read Indris’s notes. “If Wolfram and Brede are there, this is Erebus mischief. What’s Corajidin looking for?”
“I’ve done what I came to do,” Indris said. He scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Shrīan can deal with its problems without me.”
“You’d make it easier.” Femensetri spat into the one of the vases. The Stormbringer turned on her former pupil.
“Haven’t we had this conversation before?”
“Looks like we’re having it again.”
“You left me to rot in a hole when you had no more use for me. Anj-el-din died because of you.”
“Don’t lay your wife’s fate at my feet! She was well aware of the risks she faced going after you. And raining pity on you for her disappearance would’ve done you no good. Besides, you escaped from Sorochel.”
“Oh, yes, it was all just sunsets over the ocean after that.”
“It was our training gave you the skills to escape. It’s why we trained you so hard, you and those few like you!” she snapped. “You were supposed to protect and serve the interests of your people. When the time was right for you to retire from the field, we would’ve recalled you. You could’ve mated with any woman of our choosing. But no, you and Anj-el-din knew better. You had to marry. You betrayed the Order and—”
“We were stronger together, and you know it. Besides, you gave me my writ of release, so—”
“You were never meant to accept it!” she yelled. “You were warned what would happen if trouble came calling!”
“And Anj? Was she so easy to forget?”
“You and Anj weren’t meant to be together. You both had greater responsibilities.”
“Are you truly so disappointed your best pupil thought being in love was enough?”
“Imbecile! The Suret wanted you dead. You left us to become a daimahjin. An unaffiliated weapon, with all our secrets…Do you know the kind of dancing I had to do to stop the other masters on the council from ordering your execution? And don’t fool yourself. You were never my best pupil. The most powerful, perhaps. Certainly the most gifted. Yet you never had to try at anything. It all came far too easily for you. I—”
“There were others you could’ve relied on.”
“Of the eight I trained like you, only you, Saroyyin, and Taqrit still live. Majadis, Devandai, Lilay, and Ravashem are Lost, likely fallen to the Drear. They’ll be hunted down and dealt with. Anj-el-din’s fate you already know.”
“Do I?” Indris could not help the bitterness in his voice. To hear four of his oldest friends were Lost, fallen to the seductions of older, darker powers of an ancient world most had forgotten. Death was preferable.
“She’s gone, Indris. Why dig up a past you need to leave alone?”
“Peace!” Indris covered his eyes with his hands. If only not seeing her would make her go away.
“Tell me why you didn’t come back to us,” she asked. “After Anj was gone, even then, why did you stay away?”
Indris chewed his lip. There were scores of reasons, though only a few that truly mattered.
After he and Shar had escaped captivity, they’d made their way back to Amnon. They had come to the house he had shared with Anj-el-din to find her gone. They had searched, tracked down rumors, tales, whispers of what had happened. Nothing. Some said she had gone to rescue him. Others said she had died. Yet others reported she had simply left to be alone with her grief. Far-ad-din, her father, had not blamed Indris for what had happened. Neither blame nor vengeance were the Seethe way, though Anj-el-din’s loss had dimmed some of Far-ad-din’s light.
Indris and Shar had traveled to Mediin, the capital of Pashrea, to pursue a rumor that might lead them to Anj.
There were many fallacies about the Empress-in-Shadows. Some scholars theorized she had been driven mad with grief in the final years of the Awakened Empire. The western nations had been lost to the Humans, whose armies were already camped on eastern Imperial soil. Many of her supporters had died in the wars. The scholars of Mediin swore Näsarat fe Malde-ran had not been insane then, nor was she now. She had used her powers to the best of her ability to save the empire she loved, with clear goals in her mind. As the mahjirahn of Pashrea and Mahj of the Awakened Empire, her powers were vast. In her need, she had called upon the powers of Īa itself to preserve her people. The world answered her wish to the letter, if not the intent. The recently dead heard her call and returned from the edge of the Well of Souls. The living for kilometers around were changed, their bodies blasted to phantasms of light and shadow that they might live forever, such was the wish of the empress for them to survive the ravages of the Humans. So it was Malde-ran and her followers became Nomads, wandering spirits. They broke one of the Avān’s most ancient beliefs in order to save those beliefs for future generations of the Avān.
Since that time, those mortal Avān who lived under the empress’s reign no longer adhered to the prohibitions about extending their life spans. After all, master scholars had been doing it for millennia. Bargains were struck between the Nomads, some of whom sought mortal shells so they could experience once more what it was to be alive, and willing mortals who could experience eternity. There were the eshim, the insane ones who took possession of others against their will; the ephim, who lived symbiotically with a host; and the ebrim, like Sassomon-Omen, who took artificial simulacra in which to interact with the world. Then there were the ephael, who took no hosts at all. The ephael were the purest of the Nomads. Only able to interact with the physical world through great effort and control, they formed the Sussain, the empress’s Parliament of Immortals. Along with the undying empress herself, they still governed the tattered remnants of the empire.
Indris had been awed by Mediin, the capital of the old empire. Made of carved quartz and white marble, Ishuajan—the empress’s palace—cascaded down the side of a dark mountain like the frozen, backlit waters of a cataract. The small hills and valleys of the city and its surrounds were dotted with white stone buildings, where verdigris domes hunched like parts of the moon fallen from the sky. Broad streets of polished blue stone stretched in gentle curves around ornate statues. There were gardens and parks, lush with dark-leaved trees and beds of blue, red, white, and silver lotus flowers. Silver and glass fountains gurgled. During the day the streets were quiet, though not still. It was when the first evening shadows stretched from the Mar Siliin that the mist-and-starlight forms of the Nomads took shape. They were always there but could not be seen in sunlight.
Indris’s hearts had almost broken as he passed the armored bodies of Wraith Knights, their spirits encased in Wraithjars of jade, gold, and steel, sworn to defend their people beyond death. Beyond pain, or sleep, or happiness. Beyond even the remembrance of why they had become what they had become. He and Shar had sat for hours in the shade of a Wraith Knight who had simply stopped. Rust streaked its towering form, armor that was perhaps centuries old or more. It was stained with the tracks of rain. Grasses had entwined its legs. The metal surface, once polished to mirror brightness, was dented, scratched, scored with the marks of old battles won. Driven by an extravagance of passion, of patriotism, even of love, the Wraith Knights had sworn themselves to an unending count of years. As those years passed, the notion of what mortality meant slipped away. In some ways the Sēq were not dissimilar.
“Seeing the Wraith Knights and the other Nomads brought to mind the idea of eternal commitment,” Indris whispered. “I know the Sēq Masters have the knowledge to prolong their lives. But to serve countless people, for countless years, is too abstract. I don’t want to think in terms of thousands. In the tens or hundreds of thousands. After Sorochel, after Anj-el-din, I had to think in terms of the people I could see and love. I was happy when I was in love. Without love, what does any of it mean anyway?”
“We Sēq love in the abstract, Indris. The temptation to give in to anger and vengeance is far too dangerous. You learned that yourself. It’s why—”
“Most of us don’t have friends? Why we, all of us, die alone?”
“Everybody dies alone.” Femensetri’s expression was neutral. Indris had no idea whether his words had reached her at all. “It’s what you do before you die that matters.”

Femensetri had argued with him for almost another hour, though neither of their hearts were in it. When she left, he listened to the solid thump of her crook against the floor as she walked down the corridor.
Indris rose from the bed. Femensetri had healed him of the worst of the damage, but the residual aches, pains, and fatigue would take a little longer to disappear. His Disentropic Stain swirled around the vortices of his wounds, leaving him with a slight sense of vertigo. He rummaged through the cupboards in the room. His own well-loved clothes had been cleaned, repaired, then folded. Somebody, he presumed Shar, had also placed his kit bag there. Among his possessions was his armor, his round shield with its sharpened edge, and the serpentine shape of Changeling, wrapped in folds of black silk and tied with thick cord.
Changeling seemed to sense his scrutiny. A gentle croon came from within the bag. Shar knew how he felt about Changeling, the power his mind blade gave him. She was his guilty affair, the lover he at once loved and loathed.
Lips pursed, he took the cloth-wrapped weapon from the cupboard. The psédari—the mind blade—purred in his hand, a familiar, contented vibration. It took a few minutes to undo the knots, which had been pulled tight. Indris unfolded the silk to reveal what he had made in his time with the Dragons…though he remembered nothing of it. He drew a hand span of the blade. Witchfire burned in her depths with a jade radiance, alloyed with the nacreous kirion. All the psédari were made this way, to help the Sēq to channel disentropy. Other metals decayed too rapidly, yet psédari of witchfire and kirion—the steel mined from fallen stars—alloyed together, could last for millennia. The Great House of Sûn used the same techniques to forge their rare and precious Sûnblades, given as gifts to heroes of the Avān people.
“We’re not done yet, you and I,” he murmured to Changeling. The weapon vibrated with pleasure as he slung her across his back. Within moments he felt the familiar, intoxicating swell of disentropy wash through him. The entropic scars left by the salt-forged steel were lessened. His senses heightened. Colors became more vibrant, sounds more pronounced, scents richer, light brighter, and shadows sharper.
Indris quietly left his room by the balcony door. It felt good to move his limbs. No doubt his friends would worry if they discovered he had gone, but there were things he needed to see for himself. Besides, his companions were an odd enough group to draw unwanted attention. He drew up his hood against the glare of the day, made his way through the silent gardens, then through Samyala’s open gates. The tree-lined length of Silk Lane stretched toward the center of Amnon, though Indris hailed a carriage rather than walk. He asked the driver to take him to the Ghyle, the serpentine labyrinth of the Amnon’s market precinct.
Indris sensed the tension as he exited the cab. The Ghyle usually teemed with traffic from before dawn till long after both the sun and moon had set. People still walked the plazas and water still flowed through the fountains. There was laughter, smiles, arguments, yet the once joyous sounds seemed flat. There were mysterious gaps between the burlap canopies where street vendors had plied their trade. Some stores had their frontages painted yellow with the crooked-hand glyph for “traitor.” A small, dark-eyed child stared at Indris as he walked past, one tiny hand clenched around a slice of masticated nougat. She chewed silently, her eyes too hollow for a face so young.
A left turn down Mariner’s Road took Indris through the tall, clustered apartments of the midcastes—the artisans, merchants, soldiers, clerks, tailors, and those others who fueled the mechanisms of industry. Tall keyhole windows looked out blindly on the street from beneath the glowering brows of overhanging balconies.
Indris found a small coffeehouse on the corner of a fig-shaded square. The coffee, laced with cinnamon, was thick and pungent.
All about him people spoke in voices quieter than expected. Under Far-ad-din’s rule, people had openly shared their opinions about the city and how the prefecture was run. Little had changed, though voices might have been somewhat softer than usual when soldiers passed by. There were those who lauded Corajidin’s firm, though seemingly fair, hand. Yet for every positive conversation there were three or four that told a different tale. There was talk of friends who had been taken in the night. Of the vicious melees between the soldiers of the Hundred Families who supported one Great House or another. Of the purge of the Seethe and Humans from Amnon.
Across the road a door opened. An elderly man with a bush of wild gray hair poked his head out. He scanned the street, then ushered out four adolescents and as many figures again: tall, cloaked, too graceful to be anything other than Seethe. The entourage clambered into a covered wagon drawn by four tired-looking deer whose better years were behind them. People in the streets, as well as in the coffeehouse, turned their faces away as the wagon trundled down the road toward the docks, where masts swung back and forth like a forest in the breeze.
What people could not see, they could not tell.

Less than an hour later, as Indris walked the narrow shade of Glassblower’s Lane, he happened across a crowd of people who stood watching while Erebus soldiers, wearing the green sash of the kherife’s office, stood by the smashed door and windows of a sandstone-terraced house. Armal led them, a large iron mace across his shoulder. He wore the black-and-white knot of a kherife investigator on his sash beside his captain’s insignia.
The soldiers dragged a mixture of Seethe and Avān from the building, toward a half-dozen ironclad prison wagons, some of which were already occupied. The Avān prisoners being escorted out of the house were sun-browned, their clothing almost a century out of date, though clean and lovingly repaired. What few had footwear wore frayed sandals made of reeds and braided grass. Their umber-and-orange clothing pronounced them to be retainers of the Family Bey. The captured Seethe wore the gold, red, and royal blue of those who had served Far-ad-din.
Indris’s eyebrows raised involuntarily when he saw one of the Seethe captives was an elder. Most of his fine quills had grown into bright feathers. His straight nose seemed to have hardened to something other than skin, shot through with rainbow hues. The scutes around his eyes, hairline, and jaw were darker, looked harder, than those of his younger counterparts. His cloak got snagged beneath a soldier’s foot. As it fell to the ground, the Seethe’s galleon sail wings opened with a snap, to be hastily pinned down by the soldiers around him. Another, a war-composer from what Indris saw of the bird-bone bracelets around his wrists and the pale feathers of late adulthood among his blood-streaked quills, was carried, unconscious, from the building.
As he sidled through the crowd, Indris saw this was not the only house being ransacked. Five more had yawning holes where windows and doors had once been. Another three had soot marks from the fires that had no doubt gutted them. Glassblower’s Lane was one of a dozen or so streets in the area where Far-ad-din’s favored retainers and allies had lived, along with their families.
The taint of salt-forged steel greased his Disentropic Stain. Half a dozen soldiers stood near the wagons, their crossbows armed with the black salt-forged bolts. Changeling muttered darkly from across his back. Those nearby shot Indris startled looks, though he moved rapidly away before they could ask questions.
There came the sound of breaking glass. An armed man in orange and brown leaped from a first-floor window, to the shouts of those inside, and landed on the roof of one of the prison wagons. With a rapid motion, he struck the locks. The doors flew open, and the captives burst out. The man leaped to another wagon, where he kicked the driver soundly in the head. He disengaged the brake and drove the Spool-driven wagon forward. The driver was dumped from the carriage as it sped away.
Chaos ensued as soldiers tried to give chase. The crowd surged as people shoved, either for a better vantage or to flee. Indris backed away as the Seethe and Avān escapees surged through the crowd. Crossbow bolts whizzed past. Some found their intended targets. Others struck down innocent bystanders. The soldiers seemed to not care. Under Armal’s watchful eyes, the soldiers-turned-kherife flailed at any who stood in their way. Many of the bystanders were rounded up and thrust into the wagons despite their protests. Fists and sheathed swords flailed madly as some semblance of order was restored.
Indris had seen enough. He returned to Samyala.

From the balcony Indris watched the city where it sprawled across the river valley below. At this distance, the people were little more than currents of bright dots. It was the way the Sēq were supposed to view the world: look at the larger canvas, which is intended to last. The tiny colored dots of people, anonymous in their volume, were replaced all the time. Once cared little for the drops of water if the river itself still flowed. Such was the way the world was.
Indris recounted all he had seen in the city to his gathered friends.
“No place is safe.” Ziaire’s voice was melancholy. “Not really, not anymore. Do you think these reprisals are Corajidin’s idea?”
“Does it matter?” Femensetri scratched at her scalp.
“Indris, you’re the pah of a Great House, as well as a hero to many.” Ziaire raised a slender hand to shade her eyes. “We need men such as you, more so now than ever.”
“I’m not the man you think I am, Your Excellency. My pedigree is…questionable.” Indris laughed ruefully. “I count among my ancestors the first Avān Awakened Emperor, who sank the Seethe high court beneath the Marble Sea. As if that’s not enough, I’m also descended from the Empress-in-Shadows.”
“Asrahn-Vashne asked for your help before he was murdered,” Ekko rumbled. “Rahn-Ariskander trusted you. Much they hoped to avoid has seemingly come to pass. The rest does not need to.”
“How do you propose we stop Corajidin, Ekko? Even if this isn’t his will, it’s certainly what those who follow him have interpreted as his wishes.” Indris leaned on the balcony railing. The marble was warm against his skin. “Nehrun won’t act against Corajidin while he sees a chance for his own benefit. Do you suggest assassination, perhaps? It’s not as if we don’t have enough of that in our history. Or do we flee, to muster an army elsewhere?”
“Why not?” Hayden narrowed his eyes as he looked out over Amnon and the Marble Sea. “The Immortal Companions did just that—”
“There were two hundred of us then, Hayden.”
“Find Ariskander.” Femensetri leaned on her crook. “Find Far-ad-din. Bring them back.”
“Will Ariskander be able to stop the madness?” Indris sat back against a balcony post. “Honestly? It would be like dropping a pebble to stop the tide. As for Far-ad-din, I don’t imagine he would trust any offer the Teshri might make.”
“You know where he is, don’t you?” Ziaire asked, her gaze piercing.
“It’s the Teshri who need to be convinced,” Indris replied. “They need to act to prevent even worse from happening.”
“How many lies must they tell themselves, or hear told, before good people take action?” Ziaire mused. “How many times will we sit back and say, ‘It will be for the best’ before truth becomes a casualty once too often?”
Indris looked at Shar, Hayden, and Omen. “I can’t commit you to this. You should take your fortunes and get as far away as you can—”
“Them’s the words of a man set on getting rowdy,” Hayden said.
“You’re going to fight,” Shar stated, her gaze hawklike in its intensity.
“It certainly appears to be so,” Omen added.
“I will join you, if you will have me.” Ekko bowed to Indris. “There are many of my own people who have not returned from the Rōmarq. I would have answers.”
Indris smiled his thanks. “If you’re all set on coming, let’s bring Ariskander and Far-ad-din home. I’ve a mind to ruin Corajidin’s day.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
“There is as much freedom as there is bondage in resolve.”—Kelumba, Zienni Scholar at the Inauguration Ceremony of Queen Neferi VII (461st Year of the Shrīanese Federation)
Day 317 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari wandered quietly through the near-monastic stillness of the Feyassin’s sanctuary, her Feyassin’s armor and weapons packed in their white enameled cases. Voices carried, always quiet, always in another room. No matter where she went, she was alone. No doubt her former comrades knew she was there. They would present themselves to her when they were ready.
She came to stand barefoot in the training arena under lengthening afternoon shadows. The white sand had been freshly raked. It was warm beneath her feet. Soft, welcome after two days of being locked in her rooms with a guard outside the door to ensure she went nowhere without her father’s knowledge. The warren of hidden corridors that riddled the walls of the villa had come in handy for her escape. For all her family knew, she was locked fuming in her room.
She clenched her toes in the sand. The sensation of the sun on her face, the sound of the breakers on the shore, made her smile. They reminded her of more innocent days. A gentle breeze flowed through the sun-bleached fretwork screens of the small training area in which she stood. Pennons snapped at the ends of tall poles. Gulls cried, seeming to hover motionless in the air over the endless advance and retreat of the small waves that lapped at the shore. The breeze smelled of scorched sand, brine, and dried seaweed. She felt perspiration trickle down her spine. Tiny prickles of moisture had sprung up across her shoulders and arms.
She knew she was taking a risk being here. Regardless of the outcome, she needed to face what she had done. In the privacy of her room, she had wept in her grief, had railed against and bruised herself in frustration. Guilt had welled up in her, leaving her breathless at times. How had she fallen so far, to betray a man who had done her nothing but good? It was something for which she did not think she could ever forgive herself. Nor would others.
The door to the training area opened and a dozen or so Feyassin emerged. They talked among themselves: the light banter, the easy laughter, the good-natured teasing of those who held each other’s lives in their hands. Mari attempted to smile at her friends, her only friends, though she felt the expression as little more than the halfhearted stretching of her lips. Uncomfortable under their gaze, she looked down to the cases that contained of her armor and amenesqa.
It had been one of the proudest days of her life when the Asrahn had given her the cases with his own hands. Her hearts lurched with the knowledge she would never wear what was within them again.
“What are you doing here, Mari?” Qamran’s hand tightened around his wooden training sword. Once her peer as a Knight-Major of the Feyassin, Qamran now wore the white-gold lotus insignia marking him as the new Knight-Colonel of the Feyassin. He looked down at the armor and weapon cases at Mari’s feet, then lifted his gaze to meet her own. “We’d hoped to see you again almost as much as we hoped you were dead.”
Mari felt her smile freeze. The Feyassin had spread out in a loose cordon between her and the door. She caught the fury in Mehran’s expression as he came to stand behind Qamran. The young warrior-poet she had assaulted at Iron Street Park leaned forward to whisper in Qamran’s ear. Whatever Mehran said made Qamran smile. “It would’ve been safer for you had somebody else returned our property to us.”
“It was something I had to do.”
“You’ve brought shame upon the Feyassin!” Mehran almost choked on his rage. “Since I was a child, I wanted nothing other than to defend the Asrahn and hopefully have jeshemûr, the glorious death at the hands of a gifted enemy. Now? We’re to be the Teshri Guard! Why? Because Asrahn-Vashne trusted a haughty—” Mehran stopped himself as years of training in sende took over. One did not insult those of the royal caste, no matter what they had said or done. The adolescent was too young to intellectualize the difference between Pah-Erebus fe Mariamejeh and Knight-Major Mariam of the Feyassin. One was a princess of the blood royal. The other, a career soldier who had betrayed her oath. It did not matter that the physical person was one and the same.
“I’m sorry for what happened,” Mari whispered.
“Sorry?” Qamran murmured as he threw his practice sword at the sand at Mari’s feet. Thick grains danced across her toes. “There’s only one way a Feyassin makes amends, and it’s not with words.”
“Am I still a Feyassin, Knight-Colonel Qamran?” Mari felt her hearts beat rapidly. Her mouth was dry. Her breath deep, slow, even. This was what she had come looking for. Redemption, however she could find it.
“I don’t know. Did you come here as a Feyassin or the Pah-Mariamejeh?”
Mari slid her toes under the practice blade. With a flick of her foot, she kicked the sword upward into her hand. She stretched her wrists and ankles in the few moments it took the others to pair up. They took positions around her, save Qamran, who leaned his back against the door.
“I came as a Feyassin, though I’ll not leave as one.”
“Of that there’s no doubt.”
The first pair of warriors leaped forward, battle shouts echoing from the walls.

Mari remembered finding a quiet place deep within herself. Though the pain would not go away—though she had felt the strikes to her body and limbs, the pain of impact in her wrists and feet, knees and elbows, her shoulders, as she had struck blow after blow while the sand became stained with rust—she had managed to find a quiet place. Her breathing had become her center. Time had become meaningless. According to the Sēq, all things existed in a single shared moment. Her moment was one of agony.
Had she walked from the training ground? She remembered Qamran’s expression, torn between admiration and contempt. There was a recollection of walking. A fugue haze of concentration. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. The color had faded from the world. Everything had been shades of gray or vivid white where the light played in contrast to the bottomless pitch of shadows. Her head had felt like it was filled with wool. She was uncertain when she had accepted the invitation to the warm velvet of unconsciousness.
Mari’s eyes cracked open. They felt gritty. Sore. As if she had been crying in her sleep. Vivid brightness shone through a patterned shutter. A butterfly-drake prowled the foliage of a potted weeping fig tree, its translucent wings half-furled against the iridescent bronze-yellow scales of its body.
She pressed her face deeper into the lavender-scented sheets. They were a rich cotton, soft against her skin. Her fingertips tingled. She felt the constriction of bandages about her torso, her right wrist, and shin. Mari felt the distant echo of a pain she knew should have been far worse than it was. She had been healed often enough by scholars to suspect what had happened. The questions were: How had she been brought to wherever she was, how long had she been there, and who had healed her?
Mari sat up. Tentatively at first, then with more confidence when there was no pain. She poured herself a goblet of water, quietly satisfied to see her hands did not shake.
A robe had been folded on the bed. Mari wrapped it around herself and padded across the plush rugs on the floor to open the door of her room.
The corridor outside was cool and quiet. Oil lanterns burned on small wrought-metal frames on the wall. The gleaming floorboards were bleached to a near white. Tall vases were spaced on narrow tables, the flowers carefully arranged in subdued colors. In the distance a clock chimed brightly, once for the half hour.
She came to a wide entryway, which led into a high-ceilinged room hung with lengths of pale-yellow and white silk, as if the room were actually a large marquee. One wall was dominated by stained-glass doors that had been opened to the sun-drenched garden beyond. A small stream flowed down a formation of worn red stone into a series of narrow ponds, where black swans drifted on the water’s mirrored surface. The perfume of lavender and gardenia drifted about her.
People were gathered on wide couches around a table of blue-green quartz. Ziaire sat at the far end of the table, exquisite in repose. Femensetri sat slumped in her chair, booted heels on the table, crook nestled up against one shoulder. Nazarafine leaned forward to pour herself tea from a large iron pot. She reminded Mari of a favored aunt, ample and red-cheeked. Siamak of the Family Bey, the marshland sayf with the muscles of a blacksmith, sat darkly tanned in his worn oranges and browns. The last person was a Tau-se male in a loose jerkin and kilt of plain felt. His long mane glittered with silver and gold fortune coins, while bracelets of gold and polished lapis beads encircled his wrists. His tail swished idly. Kembe, the High Patriarch of the Tau-se prides.
Ziaire caught sight of Mari and gestured for her to join them. There were a few moments of awkwardness as she took her place among some of the most influential names in Shrīan: names who had made no secret of their antipathy for the Great House of Erebus.
“Your Feyassin comrades bid you something less than a fond farewell,” Femensetri croaked. “Was your father such a gold-dipped bastard he ordered you back to them?”
“Setri!” Nazarafine admonished. The Speaker for the People poured a cup of tea, which Mari took gratefully. “I doubt Mariam appreciates you talking about her father.”
“Why?” The Stormbringer narrowed one opal eye at the Speaker.
“I’ll leave you to your discussions, so I won’t hear anything else sende requires me to shed blood for…” Mari rose from her chair. She swayed, light-headed.
“Nonsense!” Femensetri chuckled as she gestured to the chair. “I see you’ve not lost your spirit. That said, you’re still some way from defending anybody’s honor.”
Her limbs shook with the effort of standing. “How did I get here?”
Femensetri stretched her long legs. Mari noticed the deep cracks and seams in her old boots. “The Feyassin left you at the gates of the villa on the Huq am’a Zharsi yesterday afternoon. Your father had Belamandris bring you here, since your father’s healer was nowhere to be found. The Healer’s Gardens at the Hai-Ardin have no more room and most of the hospitals and surgeons’ rooms in Amnon are full. I healed you and kept you asleep until the worst was over. You’ll be weak and sore for a little while, though that’s something you’ve experienced before, I’d expect.”
“Where is here?”
Ziaire smiled at Mari. “You’re in Samyala, the Mansion of Paradise for the House of Pearl in Amnon. Your brother brought you here.”
“Is he here?” Mari asked.
“He was quite devoted, staying until Femensetri had healed the worst of your wounds.” Nazarafine cupped her tea in both her plump hands. “His Anlūki are now the Asrahn-Elect’s personal guard. He was called away to oversee your father’s safety. He left knowing you would recover nicely.”
“Sadly,” Kembe rumbled, “the same cannot be said of Vashne, or his family. As for Ariskander, who knows?”
“For which I’m as sorry as I am responsible. I don’t deserve your kindness in taking me in.” Mari’s felt her face flush with shame. She looked to Ziaire, who returned her gaze with a gentle smile.
“It was my pleasure to help,” Ziaire said.
“I should have died defending them,” Mari choked out.
“Truer words have rarely been spoken,” Siamak observed.
Mari inhaled sharply. She blinked rapidly to dispel the tears that marshaled at the corners of her eyes. Her hearts felt too large for her chest. Her face was warm. There was a hollowness, not quite pain yet not far off, in the pit of her stomach. She tried to master her breathing, making it calmer than the stammering in her lungs it had become.
“The burden isn’t yours alone, Mari.” Nazarafine reached out to rest her hand on Mari’s knee. The Speaker’s hand was surprisingly hot and dry against Mari’s skin. “We know you tried to intervene for Ariskander, Daniush, and Hamejin. We owe you our thanks for that.”
“If not for your part in luring Vashne to his death.” Femensetri leveled a baleful glare at Mari. The Scholar Marshal’s mindstone flickered with a dark corona. “While you didn’t hold the blade that killed Vashne, you might as well have murdered him yourself. And Ariskander? Your actions have delivered the one man who could replace Vashne right into Corajidin’s hands.”
Mari clutched the arms of her chair in an iron grip to steady her hands. “How did you know?”
“Somebody survived to tell their tale,” Kembe revealed in his velvety voice. “Though you did not harm, nor did you hinder. It is doubtful your father will permit you to be punished by the law as you deserve. He has been most…persuasive on your behalf since Vashne’s death. To hear him tell it, there was little you could do against the fictional rebels who assassinated the Asrahn. I am intrigued to hear your version of events.”
“Leave it be!” Ziaire’s voice held a surprising tone of command. She turned to Mari, her green eyes bright against olive skin. “Mari, did you agree with what your father intended to do?”
“What?” she asked. “No! I don’t think even my father wanted to do what he did.”
“But you knew he was going to murder Vashne?” Siamak snapped. “And abduct Ariskander?”
“Yes…” she whispered. She lifted her chin, prepared to accept their judgment. “I begged him not to, but—”
“Why did he do it?” Siamak asked.
“My father…” Mari began, then paused. How to say he thought he was the agent of destiny? Between Wolfram and his oracles, Yashamin’s ambition and Corajidin’s illness, her father was not entirely himself. “My father acted out of necessity.”
Kembe’s rumble betrayed his skepticism, if his features did not.
“To a degree,” Mari amended. She leveled a defiant gaze at the other guests. “Why are you asking me all this? You know what I’ve done.”
“I’ve watched you for a while now, Mari,” Ziaire said. “And I know what you did wasn’t something that sat easily on you. I also know what happened to you with the Feyassin and, I suspect, the guilt that drove you to seek out such a punishment. Are you saying, after all you’ve done to show contrition, that you don’t want the chance to set things right?”
Mari flushed under their appraisal. Hope buoyed as much as her guilt kept her grounded. “You can trust me. I need to…”
“We understand.” Ziaire nodded.
“I saw part of what was in your mind when I healed you, girl,” Femensetri said. “You were delirious and teetering on the Well of Souls. Your thoughts were pretty transparent to me. I know you’d do it differently another time round.”
“I would.” Mari nodded. Then with more certainty in her voice, “I will.”
“What are our options?” Siamak asked Femensetri, though he eyed Mari with uncertainty. “Can the Sēq act against Corajidin? Traditionally they’re still the keepers of the law. You’ve authority over the kherifes or any Arbiter’s Tribunal.”
Femensetri scowled. “If we were in Pashrea, certainly. In Shrīan? If only. There are few of us left and we’re under enough scrutiny. People still haven’t forgotten the Scholar Wars. Besides that, there are factions within the Sēq who no doubt support Corajidin and his actions.”
“We know Corajidin murdered Vashne.” Siamak rested his forge-burned hands on his knees. “Without a Jahirojin to legitimize his actions. To prosecute him we require evidence. Even with a witness there are no guarantees an Arbiter’s Tribunal will find Corajidin guilty. He has too much influence.”
“Vashne’s death was only the beginning,” Kembe growled. “Ariskander’s abduction has cleared the way for Corajidin’s ascension. We have all heard the stories of what is happening in the city. The violence, the oppression of those suspected of being in league with Far-ad-din. I receive petitions daily from people seeking the protection of my Tau-se warriors.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Siamak grinned, then sobered quickly. “There’ll be an exodus from Amnon unless something is done.”
“It will become little more than a barracks for the army.” Ziaire drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “And Amnon will wither without its workers, artisans, and merchants.”
Mari listened as the others spoke of their options. Where were Ariskander and Daniush being held? Was it possible to oppose or depose Corajidin? What were their chances of disbanding the armies now? Were they prepared for a civil war? With Vashne and Ariskander gone, what action would the Iron League, or the neutral nations, take against a monarch who for years had publicly denounced all things non-Avān? Mari took a deep breath. No doubt her Ancestors would judge her sooner or later for what she was about to do.
“Mari”—Femensetri leaned forward, opal eyes fierce—“we need to stop what’s happening in Amnon. We’ve the Imperialists who want to close our borders to any influence that isn’t Avān. The Federationists want to strengthen our ties with the Empress-in-Shadows, as well as to make peace with the Iron League. Shrīan balances on a knife edge and she is vulnerable, no matter what side she comes down on.”
“The House of Pearl has been in talks with Kemenchromis, the Empress-in-Shadows’s rajir, for months now.” Ziaire adjusted the silken pleats of her kilt, then inspected the stitching on the curled-up toes of her high boots. When she spoke next, it was almost as an afterthought. “The Empress-in-Shadows cares more about what happens here than the Imperialists comprehend.”
“Kemenchromis?” Mari stopped her jaw from opening in surprise. Kemenchromis was Femensetri’s twin brother. He had been one of the Empress-in-Shadows’s advisers, alongside Sedefke. As rajir, he was the empress’s Lore Master and one of the most influential voices in the Sussain. Being an immortal prior to the empress’s heresy, Kemenchromis had not been changed when the empress called upon Īa to preserve her people during the Human rebellion. Where Femensetri was the Stormbringer, her twin had been named the Skybreaker, equally as powerful and brilliant as his sister.
“We’ve also sent envoys to High Palatine Navaar of Oragon.” Nazarafine stood to stand beside the window. Mari followed her gaze to where gorgeous women and men in short pearl-gray tunics knelt, meditating, on the sculpted lawn. Each one had a curved wooden knife at their knees. An older woman knelt in front of the group, her mouth moving, though Mari could not make out the words. At a clap of her hands, the students stood, paired off, then began the slow, stylized moves of the complex knife dances. “Like the empress, Navaar has been content to watch and wait. As our neighbor, his position might change if Corajidin becomes Asrahn of Shrīan.”
Navaar, a half-breed Avān, was a mercenary commander of common birth. He and his Silver Company of elite cavalry had served in the Conflicted Cities in Tanis, then as a unit of heavy horse for the Serpent Princes of Kaylish against the corsairs of the Ebony Coast. He had been called home to his home country of Ygran to support the ruling family in a civil war. However, when the fighting stopped, the royal family was all but destroyed. The aging Prince Cervanto had adopted Navaar as his heir and left him his legacy of a nation of racial tolerance. In the past decade, Navaar had wrestled his nation into a state of peace, though he still commanded a large, experienced, and blooded army.
“My father and the Imperialists will like an alliance with Ygran even less than one with the old empire,” Mari muttered. She thought of Kasra and his belief that he had unearthed a Torque Spindle in the Rōmarq. If Corajidin could make his own soldiers, what would he do if he was cornered? “My father believes Shrīan can be made strong enough to resist any enemy. You need to convince him—”
“Your father is wrong about a great many things.” Kembe’s deep voice was like the echo of an avalanche. “Corajidin needs to be stopped. Permanently.”
Mari recoiled from the massive Tau-se monarch. “I love my father. Misguided as he may be, I’ll not help you kill him.”
“We don’t want to kill him, Mari,” Femensetri countered. “There’s been enough death already. We want to stop him from making corpses of us all.”
“You don’t understand what motivates him…the desperation that drives him beyond where most others would falter.” With each word she felt the floodgates open. Each word a step further away from any redemption she might have with her father, for he would not appreciate her betrayal of his secrets. “He’s had his political aspirations since my grandfather died, but his current state only makes things more immediate. My father is losing his mastery of his Awakening.”
“Why hasn’t he said anything?” Nazarafine gasped.
“Once a rahn has lost mastery over their Awakening, it’s the beginning of a long descent into agonizing death.” Femensetri chewed on a ragged fingernail. She spat a fragment onto the floor, at which Ziaire cursed quietly. “I’ve seen it before. Similar things happen to scholars and witches. As for Corajidin? The ahm, the disentropy all living things produce, will become like venom coursing through his veins, corrupting everything. Mari, how long has this been happening?”
“Almost a year now…” She was not certain. Her father might well have suffered longer without telling anybody. Mari had always expected he would be cured, yet to hear Femensetri’s words she feared otherwise. “I know it’s why he and Kasra spent months searching for Erebus’s diaries. It’s what drives his obsession with Sedefke’s lost works, which he believes are hidden in the ruins of the Rōmarq. He’ll do anything to find a solution to what’s killing him. He sees himself as the instrument of destiny, his head filled with the words of Wolfram’s oracles.”
“Oracles?” Femensetri’s expression was sour. “Fakirs preying on the desperate. But it’s impossible for the effect to come before the cause. Wolfram’s oracles can’t know what’s going to happen.”
“Unless they’ve experienced the effects of tomorrow,” Ziaire argued. “They simply plot the causality you Sēq love so much as a string of effects, then theorize the causes. Even the Sēq have admitted the Time Masters could travel through time.”
“Hypothesized.” Femensetri shook her head. “Never admitted. Truth is we’ve no idea what the Rōm could or couldn’t do.”
Mari leaned forward in her chair. “But does that mean Wolfram—”
“Wolfram’s reckless, dealing with powers better left alone.” Femensetri lanced Mari with a look. “I’ve created a Possibility Tree of my own. Given what you’ve told me, your father’s involvement in Ariskander’s disappearance takes on new meaning—”
“The Näsarats have unbroken knowledge of Awakening, from the first of the Scholar Kings to now. Why do you think he wants Ariskander in his possession?”
“To steal the most ancient knowledge of the Awakening process?” Femensetri’s lip curled in revulsion.
“How does he expect to have allies”—disgust was etched on Siamak’s face—“if he’s willing to betray his peers and his people?”
“I fear for my father, as much as I love him.” Mari looked the others in the eye, one by one. “I also fear more will suffer unless he’s persuaded to stop. If you’re willing to help him, I’m willing to help you.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
“Do we regret more those things we have done, or those we have not?”—Penoquin of Kaylish, Zienni Scholar and philosopher, 325th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 319 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
It had been another restless night, Corajidin’s mind littered with half-heard chatter and the blurred visages of the long line of his Ancestors, ephemeral, pale, and swirling like milk in water.
No matter what he had done, no matter where he and Wolfram had searched, there had been no solution to his waning mastery of his Awakening. Without access to Sedefke’s works, he needed the answers that were locked somewhere in the memories of the Näsarats. It was they who, guided by Sedefke, had been the first to Awaken. They were also the only Great House whose lineage had not been broken in the millennia since their first Awakening.
Corajidin struggled with the sheets as he rose from bed. His skin was warm from neck to groin, where Yasha had been curled in the curve of his torso. With a smile he looped a strand of her hair about his finger. It was soft as silk and black as night, tinted with blue in the predawn light trickling through the balcony doors. He traced the gentle curves of her face. Lingered over her large eyelids with their long, sooty lashes. High cheekbones. A tapering jaw. Then down the length of her neck, to the deeper shadows of her collarbones, leading to light again at the curved muscle of her shoulder. Her breasts rose and fell on her long, slender torso. The ivory of the silk sheet was rumpled around her hips, though one shapely leg dangled free off the edge of the bed. Strands of pearls were wound about her ankles. Golden rings encircled her fingers and toes. He touched the small mole on her hip, the one she hated so much yet he adored: as small a flaw as the way she snored, or frowned when she read, or snorted when she laughed too loudly after she drank more than was good for her.
It was moments such as this, when she was still, at peace, uncontrived, and artless, he truly appreciated her. He did not fool himself. Many had shared just such a sight of her. Possibly hundreds in her years as a nemhoureh for the House of Pearl. Likewise he suspected she currently had lovers other than him, though they did not speak of it. They both had their appetites. So long as she loved only him, he cared little about with whom she indulged her passions, pleasures, and perversions.
The most powerful man in Shrīan leaned down and kissed his wife tenderly, lips lingering on her temple. Corajidin breathed deeply of her fragrance: spikenard, coconut oil, and frankincense. Tempted as he was to slide back beside her, duty called. The world would not bow at his feet without encouragement.
He folded a robe around his body as he padded across the plush, colorful rugs of the chambers he shared with Yasha. A deep pain in his abdomen gave him pause for a moment. It felt as if a rock had shifted in his guts. His legs spasmed, threatened to send him to the floor. He wiped away the sweat beading his brow. It came hand in hand with a shiver that caused his teeth to chatter despite the warmth. Such things were becoming more commonplace since he had started to lose control of his Awakening. Wolfram had yet to provide a stronger draft to settle his symptoms. The challenge was to ease the pain without numbing the mind. Corajidin leaned on the back of a couch for several minutes until the episode passed.
Two of Belamandris’s crimson-and-black-armored Anlūki fell into step behind Corajidin and followed as he strode to the small Ancestors’ Shrine he had ordered be installed in a small garden of the villa. Beyond the quiet haven of his own chambers, the apartments he had commandeered were busy. Bound-caste servants were at work preparing the villa’s numerous rooms for the day ahead. Finishing touches were being applied to polished floors, antique furniture, and flower arrangements. Lanterns were filled with gently scented oils. Shutters were being opened to allow the fresh morning breeze to circulate through the maze of chambers and corridors.
Aides rushed from place to place as they carried all manner of information between field officers, administration staff, and the small intelligence community Thufan commanded on his behalf. Though the old man was the Kherife-General of Erebus Prefecture—and now of Dar-See At Prefecture and the Rōmarq as well—he continued to serve ably as Corajidin’s spymaster. With Wolfram to assist Thufan, there was little the two men could not do to make problems conveniently disappear.
Corajidin doubted he would have such a relationship with Thufan’s giant son, Armal. Perhaps it might be better if he spoke to Thufan and had Armal sent away. The Great House of Erebus had interests outside Shrīan. It might soon become time for Armal to take some additional responsibilities, as far away from Mariam as he could send him. It was a shame, for Armal was effective enough when he was not moonstruck over the girl.
His thoughts wandered to Mariam. Corajidin had tried to find the time to go to Samyala to see his daughter, yet with Vashne and Ariskander gone it seemed his day never ended. There were always those who wanted his time. Part of him was furious with Mariam for her opposition at Iron Street Park. To a point he could understand her position, even respect her values. What he would have trouble forgetting was her interference with Farouk in the execution of his duties. Better had she done nothing at all than hinder his efforts. Indris might well have been apprehended had she not confounded Farouk’s soldiers. Hamejin might have lived. Ekko might not have survived to bear witness to what had occurred.
Tempted as he was to make a detour to break his fast, he had allowed his spirituality to fall by the wayside of late. His beloved Ancestors watched him from the Well of Souls. They roiled in a miasma of turbulent vapor, individual voices lost like raindrops in a cyclone. Between the garbled voices in his head and his worsening symptoms, it was becoming too much to bear.
It was a refreshingly cool morning as he stepped outside into the small garden. The grass was damp under his feet. The distant cries of gulls and sea eagles were faint over the clatter of traffic that drifted over the high garden wall. Made from alabaster and marble, his portable Ancestors’ Shrine faced west, the direction of the spirits—of those things that had come before and seen their ending as was proper, for nothing was meant to be eternal. The best a mortal could hope for was to be remembered by those who came after, to be celebrated by their Ancestors when they finally joined them in the Well of Souls.
Corajidin knelt before the shrine and bowed his head on the cool stone dome. With reverent hands he opened its doors. Within were a small soapstone incense burner and a plain wooden box with sticks of black-lotus incense to aid the process of communion. Once was a time when he could speak to the hallowed dead without the need for such trappings.
A guard filled a small wooden bowl with water. Corajidin washed his hands and face, dried himself with a rough cloth. He lit the incense, settled himself on his knees as he breathed in the smoke. Were he at home in Erebesq, he would have sat in the large Garden of Stones at his palace, surrounded by the impassive faces of his Ancestors rendered flawlessly in backlit amber. Here he had only their names etched on small cartouches of red marble.
It did not take long for the black lotus to blur his perceptions. Sound became indistinct, as if he heard everything through a swarm of giant bees. He fancied he could feel the impact of dust motes on the skin of his face. His blood raced through his veins at the behest of hearts that beat so heavily Corajidin imagined his torso rocked back and forth with the force of it.
Apparitions coalesced behind his closed lids, figures in a glaring spring mist, ripped by gales. Fragments of voices came to him from dizzying heights, the susurrus of the wind through pine needles. Though he was not sure, he thought he felt the tentative, loving touch of hands on his face. His shoulders. Perhaps even on his hair, as his mother had done when he was young. This far from Erebus Prefecture there was a heartrending absence of the loved, the familiar. Rahns were always strongest in their own lands.
No matter how he strained, he could not hear what his Ancestors had to say. The source of so much history lay distorted and useless to him; memories of those who had come and gone before were out of his reach. The answers to so many questions lost to antiquity, knowledge unwritten in scrolls or books. It was if the ahm, the energy that fueled him, was drying up, and, like a ship at low tide, Corajidin had no way of sailing free of his moorings. After a long, frustrating effort, he opened his eyes in defeat.
It was with the same reverence, overlaid with numbness, he packed away the relics into the shrine. His eyes were warm with the unshed tears of his failure, yet it seemed crying, like feeling the love of his Ancestors, was something Erebus fa Corajidin was incapable of doing anymore.

Corajidin snapped awake at the roar of the crowd at the Namyeset, the great stadium of Amnon. He must have dozed off shortly after the game had started. He blinked rapidly, rubbed at his gritty eyes and the dried saliva around the corners of his mouth. The hysteria of the crowd poured over him, washed away the remnants of the incomprehensible voices in his head. Yashamin was by his side, her face lit with joy. Some of Corajidin’s supporters had joined them.
Corajidin had paid for the event from his own coffers, inviting spectators to attend for free. He knew it was a bribe, yet the masses needed a distraction from their troubles. Word had reached him of how his representatives had executed his orders with a heavy-handedness he had neither ordered nor wanted. Regardless, Thufan, Wolfram, Armal, and Farouk got results. Corajidin could make amends to the people later, once Amnon and the Rōmarq had delivered what he needed.
From his seat in the shaded private box, Corajidin watched a score of women and men pelt across the sandy arena. They played leqra, a team sport where the players moved a leather ball around the hexagonal field using their feet or long bats shaped much like the oar of a canoe. The object was to strike the ball into the goals suspended from each wall.
Golden Belamandris led his team of crimson-garbed Anlūki against the quick-footed team of nahdi who competed with them. The nahdi’s lower faces were swathed in cloth. All the players were bloodied, bruised, streaked with sand and sweat. Some limped, while others favored one arm or the other. Leqra was not a game for the fainthearted.
“Rahn-Corajidin.” Teymoud passed Farouk to seat himself beside Corajidin. Corajidin raised an eyebrow at the man, yet took the bowl of wine Teymoud offered him. Condensation had formed on the metal, cool and damp against his palms. When Corajidin did not speak, Teymoud continued, expression gray, voice monotone. “It’s come time to discuss the payment of debts.”
Corajidin put his bowl down. “Is this the place?”
“You’ve either declined or canceled our previous appointments.”
“The Asrahn-Elect has many demands on his time, Sayf-Teymoud,” Farouk offered by way of explanation. The scars on his face were pale against his sun-darkened skin. “The Asrahn-Elect will see you when he has the time.”
Teymoud gave what Corajidin suspected was his version of a smile, the press of thin, almost colorless lips against slightly too-large teeth. “The Mercantile Guild has extended you considerable generosity, Rahn-Corajidin.”
“You will get your money, Teymoud.” Corajidin turned his attention back to the game. Belamandris had leaped over one of his fallen teammates to fell one of his opponents with his bat. As the man was driven to the sand, Belamandris flicked the ball into the air with his toes and fired the ball like a bolt through the goal. Yashamin screamed with joy. She rose from her chair, lifting her glass in salute. A splash of wine trickled down her arm. Corajidin smiled at her, then turned to the merchant. “I need more time.”
The Mercantile Guild was glad to lend money and even happier to take it back with their exorbitant interest payments. Between his bribes, as well as the costs of bringing such a large army to Amnon, the Erebus coffers had suffered badly. Corajidin had no other choice than to borrow.
“There are more personal debts to be paid.”
“Teymoud.” He smiled as sincerely as he could. “There are few things I am unable to do. To elevate your family to the status of Great House without an Assembly of Peers is one of them. Have I not promised you my support?”
“From what I hear,” Teymoud said flatly, “you promised the same thing to a lot of people.”
“Patience, Teymoud.” Yashamin reached over Corajidin’s lap to touch Teymoud’s cadaverous hand. Corajidin looked down to see the way she caressed Teymoud’s skin with her thumb. “You shouldn’t listen to rumors.”
“If you’re unable to help me, then I’m unable to—”
Corajidin took a long drink from his wine bowl. He needed the Mercantile Guild and the armies of nahdi it could procure, at least until he could muster a large enough force loyal to himself. If only Kasraman could get the Torque Spindle working. Or if he was right about the Destiny Engine he thought had been found. With a Destiny Engine, Corajidin could mine the future itself for the gems he wanted. From thousands of possible events, he could safely walk the most improbable, successful futures. Yet neither artifact was at his disposal. He still needed his allies. “I will give you what you want, Teymoud, but you need to wait. Patience will serve us all in the long term.”
“Then it’s settled!” Yashamin’s smile was dazzling. “Twenty-two days from now we’ll be in Avānweh for the Assembly of Peers. My husband will be declared Asrahn, with the help of our loyal friends. Twenty-two days from now, Teymoud, you’ll ascend to the rank of rahn of a Great House. There’s nothing to worry about.”
Teymoud gave a rictus grin. “Many…unforeseen things can happen in twenty-two days. With Far-ad-din gone, Dar-See At Prefecture is there for the taking. With respect, I’ll continue to worry until I’ve been Awakened and the prefecture is mine.”
There came the sharp retort of leqra bats from the arena in front of the viewing box. A fight for possession of the ball had broken out. The scores were even, with only a few precious minutes of play left. Belamandris landed an elbow in another player’s face, then tripped a second with his bat. As he lunged for the ball, one of the nahdi stabbed down. The blow almost took Belamandris’s toes. The nahdi kicked the ball behind him, then leaped backward, Belamandris in pursuit. There was a flurry of blows: hands, bats, elbows, knees, feet. The crowd had risen to its feet. A wave of noise broke, flew into the hundred little pieces of applause, cheers, hooted derision.
Corajidin watched as Belamandris felled the nahdi, a strike with one fist where it was clutched around his bat. The nahdi fell back into a cluster of his teammates. With only seconds left to play, Belamandris scooped up the ball to swat it dead center through the goal. The clock chimed. The game was over.
Belamandris’s expression was exultant. He and his team clapped their opponents on the back, then began their victory lap, bats held high in the air. All was chaos. Shouts, the sound of hands which drummed on the stone walls of the arena, those who jumped, those who raised shrill whistles to their lips. Corajidin rose from his seat with difficulty, allowed the goodwill of the crowd to wash over him. Surely the people would forgive him some of their pains, if he could also bring them their simple pleasures?
Corajidin looked down at the players. The nahdi Belamandris had bested raised his bat in a jaunty salute, the tattoos and brands on his arms obscured by sweat-streaked sand. He bowed once before jogging from the field with his teammates.
“You are safe so long as you are my ally, Teymoud,” Corajidin said with little enthusiasm. Fatigue tugged at his limbs. Yashamin looked on, tongue resting upon her lower lip. Corajidin’s voice was low, little more than a whisper. “Remember I am the man who convinced the leaders of a nation to depose a rahn because he stood in my way. If you give me the time I need to do what must be done, you will share in a future so clear, so bright, and so beautiful there are few who could appreciate it. I am who I am, Teymoud. Destiny has shown me I can do whatever I must do, because I can. If you want to soar to the same heights, you had best remember it.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“True friendship is a wonder rarely matched in nature for its beauty, or its rarity. Born of love, admiration, and affection, it is the place where wrongs are forgiven and we see with the heart, not the eyes. I know that in the hearts of my friends, my lapses might ultimately be forgiven. It brings me comfort that, perhaps, I am a person worth loving.”—Imradhan, master dramatist and painter to the Ivory Court of Tanis, 12th Somundarthan Dynasty (356th Year of the Shrīanese Federation)
Day 319 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Indris walked into the cool of the evening. Samyala and its grounds were dotted by the will-o’-the-wisp glow of ilhen lamps hung from trees and bushes.
He took a seat among the apple blossoms, where the dim apparitions of orange-and-yellow carp idled in a large pond. Shar had decided to remain inside, where she assumed the role of troubadour for the evening. Indris could hear the jangling tones of her sonesette, as well as the breathiness of her voice raised in song. Ekko was with her. Indris doubted the ladies of Samyala had the chance to meet a Tau-se very often. As such Ekko had become something of a fascination to them. Hayden and Omen had left to scout out Indris’s residence and see whether it was being watched. They would find the opportunity to secretly enter, gather what was necessary for their journey, then return. Tonight would be a night of peace and—
“Am I disturbing you?” Mari’s voice thrilled him. He masked what he suspected might be an idiot grin before he turned to gesture to the seat beside him. She nodded in thanks as she seated herself.
“I’d heard you’d been brought here,” he said. “How do feel, Pah-Mariamejeh?”
“I’d prefer you called me Mari,” she offered with a lazy smile. “I feel the worse for wear, though better than I should given the circumstances. The Scholar Marshal is a gifted healer.”
“We both owe her a debt of gratitude. As for names? You’re right. I think we’re past formality, neh?”
Mari threw her head back and laughed. It was a low, throaty sound, rough edged and raw. She crossed very long, athletic legs. Looked at him from beneath her shaggy blonde fringe. “I knew you were trouble when I first set eyes on you. If I’d known how much, I’d have found you earlier.”
“If you’d known I was a Näsarat, would it have made a difference? I imagine your father would hardly approve.”
“Ha! If I thought you were half Seethe, it wouldn’t keep me away. Why would I care what Great House, family, or worker’s cottage you were born in? Would it have mattered to you if you knew I was an Erebus?”
Indris shrugged. “It doesn’t now, why would it then?”
“That’s the correct answer. You’re indeed as wise as they say.”
“Oh, that’s what they say, is it?”
She leaned against him. It was little more than the playful brush of her arm against his. There came the faint cucumberlike scent of comfrey oil rubbed into her skin. The heady smell of the jojoba in her hair. Gone almost as quickly as it came, it brought back the memory of shared passion. “They say a lot of other things, too. Good and bad.”
“Aah.” Indris rocked back on the chair to give himself some distance. His desire for her unsettled him. “There’s always the bad, isn’t there? I suppose that’s why you’re famous and I’m infamous?”
Mari snorted with good-natured derision. “I’m a daughter of the Great House of Erebus and you talk to me about infamy?”
“You’ve a reputation—”
“I can imagine.” Her tone was bitter. She looked away, eyes unfocused across the shimmering breadth of lantern-hazed Amnon.
“The definitions of ourselves aren’t always so clear-cut. Neither are our decisions.”
“Sometimes. It was my choice to work hard so I could succeed as a warrior-poet, rather than continue my education with the House of Pearl. I never wanted to become a trophy bride for my House’s advantage.” Laughter trilled across the night. Mari looked wistfully at the warmly glowing windows set in Samyala’s white marble walls. “Sometimes one wonders…”
“Doubts?”
“Almost never. You?”
Indris laughed. “My mother was Sēq, as well as being good friends with Femensetri and Far-ad-din. I was born in Mediin, in Pashrea, but raised in Amnon until I was five. I was sent to the Sēq Chapterhouse at Amarqa before my mother…was murdered. I even spent two years at the Nilvedic Libraries at Eshmir. And another two at the Zienni Monastery in High Arden. I’ve spent most of my life in public service. There wasn’t a great deal of choice in it.”
“Oh.”
“I don’t regret it.” He shrugged. “Much of the time. I’m daimahjin now, so the days of putting myself in danger at other people’s convenience are over. I’ve only myself to blame if I get killed now.”
Mari laughed, then sobered quickly. “You can lay some blame at my father’s feet this time. You’re lucky to be alive.”
“Yes.” He drew out the word speculatively. “I’ve been shot, stabbed, or otherwise wounded more times than I care to count. I’ve yet to feel lucky about it.”
“Well, I’m sorry.”
Corajidin had shot him with salt-forged steel. The black-rock salt caused what the Stone Witches, the earliest coven, called the Entropic Scar. Entropic Scars acted like boulders in a stream. They literally scarred the energies in a person’s body and had the potential to be life threatening. For the Ilhennim—the Illuminated, or mystics—the effects could be devastating. Yet somehow Indris had managed to survive, though for the life of him could not remember how or why.
Ever since Indris had returned from the Spines with Changeling, he had been physically and mentally stronger than at any point in his life. He healed more rapidly. Thought more rapidly. Then there was his left eye, his jhi—the stigma of power—something rarely seen in mystics since the early days of the Awakened Empire. His eye looked normal most of the time, but when he channeled floods of disentropy, or was threatened, something woke inside him. A strength that had not been there before he went to the Spines. Something happened to him in the three years he was with the Dragons, though he remembered almost none of it. He knew he had arrived, had spoken with the Dragon Sage Mnesseranssuen, and had been asked to fulfill a quest on their behalf. What the quest was, or what else happened to him at the Spines, was lost. No matter what he had tried, the memories of his time with the Dragons were locked away so deep he could not find them.
“So your father tried to kill me,” he mused. Indris shook his head then grinned at her. “Should I feel special?”
She shook her head with a rueful chuckle.
Ziaire had told Indris what Mari had gone through at the hands of the Feyassin. Indris had been moved by her attempt at contrition, though it would never undo her betrayal. It was always such with the Great Houses, treachery and centuries of bloodshed and none of it forgotten, since an Awakened rahn dwelled with the memories of those who had come before. Vashne, like any politician or member of the upper castes, lived a life of compromise, of easily explained pragmatism. Vashne had understood the risks he took when he assumed high office. He had to have known his decisions, his opinions, even the deeds of his Ancestors, might come home to roost one day. Even so, Vashne had been more principled, more of a visionary, than most of his peers. Everybody had flaws. Despite his, Vashne had been a well-loved and respected Asrahn. Ariskander had been his probable successor. Ariskander, too, was a good man, as such things went. Indris felt his uncle’s loss keenly, though part of him had become inured to death in all his years of service. It was almost as if he expected everybody he knew to die before their time.
“You knew Vashne well?” Mari asked.
“As well as he could be known.” Indris shrugged. “Which is to say I knew of him what he wanted to share. Maybe a little more.”
“I could have stopped it, you know.” Her voice cracked. “He was a good Asrahn and deserved better than what I gave. I should’ve died with the other Feyassin, as was my sworn duty.”
“Why didn’t you?” he asked, voice gentle to take the sting of the question away. “And why the change of heart?”
“I’ve lived with secrets and lies and plots for most of my life,” Mari confessed. “I know the price of betrayal. When Ziaire and the others offered me their hand…I wondered whether I could talk to them about what I knew. Betrayal on top of betrayal, wondering whether there was an end to it. But I owed Vashne and his family the truth. More, if I’m able. I allowed him to be killed! I could have, should have—”
“Would have? To what end, once his downfall was already written? The same can be said of Ariskander. Your role isn’t over yet. Mari, your death would’ve achieved little. By staying alive you’ve helped those who want to see justice served.” Indris took both her hands in his. They were warm. The skin was calloused over ridges of hard muscle. The hands of a killer. Yet her eyes under her messy blonde hair were troubled as the sea during a storm. He smiled at her reassuringly. “Obligation and guilt are something I’m well acquainted with. Probably more so than is healthy. An Asrahn should put the interests of their people before all. Would Corajidin do that? No offense, but I doubt it.”
“How can I help?” Mari averted her eyes. She rubbed Indris’s palm with strong fingers. He did not want her to stop.
“I need to find Ariskander and Far-ad-din and bring them back. The members of the Teshri will rally around Ariskander once they see an alternative to your father. To do that I need to know for certain where Ariskander is being held.” He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. They were an amazing blue-green, made brighter by the darkness around them. His gaze flicked down to her full lips. They were the pink of coral. “I need you to find out where your father is keeping him.”
“You want me to spy on my father?”
“With respect, didn’t you spy on Vashne for your father? You can help save good men’s lives.”
Mari pursed her lips, her gaze distant. Indris turned away, though he watched her from the corner of his eye for the long moments she was in thought. Her confession had proven her willingness to rein in her father’s ambitions, though he doubted she would permit any harm to come to him. He found himself surprisingly relieved when her expression lightened, a decision made. She looked at him with a wry smile. He waited a handful of heartbeats before he turned back to face her.
“Can we depend on you?” he asked.
“I’ll do what I can.” Her face drifted closer to his. He could smell the mint on her breath. Her hair, blown by the wind, tickled his cheeks. He leaned back. Memories of another woman’s face drifted over Mari’s. Recollections of a different scent, a different touch, a different way in which…
The kiss was on the verge of tenderness, with the promise of abandon to come. They parted, to look into each other’s eyes, mouths open in mirrored smiles. She must have sensed his hovering indecision. She rested her fingertips against his lips. “We don’t have to—”
“I want to,” he told himself as much as her. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, there was only Mari. “I want to. I’m glad you’ll help us.”
“But not right now.” She leaned close again, glanced down at his lips.
“No. Not right now…”

“Where did you get your tattoos?” Mari lay beside him on the grass. Her fingers traced the intricate designs and patterns of raised flesh on his arms and shoulders. She kissed one brand of five bands of five wavy lines radiating from a central pentagon. “What’s this one?”
“That’s the mark of an adept of the Dragon scholars.”
She pulled back to stare him in the eye. An incredulous smile painted her lips. “You’re teasing me!”
“Not at the moment—”
She kissed him before he could finish. “And this one?”
The tattoo of the nomadic horse tribes of Darmatia. Another was the ritual scarification of the warrior-tribes of Jiom. Another from the Burdha, the tribes of the jungle-covered mountains in Tanis.
“That one is from the Feyhe,” Indris said as she pointed to the eight-limbed spiral on the inside of his left wrist.
“It looks kind of like a feathered octopus…or a whirlpool. Are they really shape-shifters?”
“The Sea Masters? Yes, they are.” They lay in silence in each other’s arms, the sounds of Samyala a gentle lullaby. There were four great civilizations of the Elemental Masters, known to the various orders of the scholars as the Eridoi. The Seethe—the Wind Masters—was the only Elder Race that still involved itself actively in the modern world. For the most part they remained in their drifting Sky Realms, but their family troupes wandered the world as soldiers, artists, teachers, and entertainers. Most of the Dragons, called the Fire Masters, slumbered in their Great Dreaming. Though the majority of them slept, Indris knew, though he did not remember how, that the ones who remained awake were more than enough to rouse their kindred if the Spines were attacked. The Earth Masters, the Herū, had disappeared into the deep forests and high mountains, though they would talk with travelers if necessary or the whim was on them. The most enigmatic of all were the Sea Masters. The Feyhe could take any shape they could imagine, which made them difficult to identify unless they revealed themselves for what they were. Their cities were places of liquid light over coral and rough stone. The lullabies of whales rolled in the waters there, as did the banter of dolphins and the symphonies of the sirens who called to sailors to bring news of the world above. There had been a Sea Master at Amarqa, a powerful Sēq Master named Karoyi. It was an assumed name, since no non-Feyhe could pronounce words in their complex, musical language. Indris had always planned on taking Karoyi up on his offer to visit the Sea Masters and continue his education, but he never had.
Indris looked out over the speckled lantern light of Amnon. The city looked deceptively peaceful. Quiet. Thousands of pinpoints of light came together to form a gentle haze under the bright nebula of the Ancestor’s Shroud above. It was if the world in which he sat lay suspended between clouds of colored light, which looked soft as woolen blankets and seemed almost close enough to touch.
“Come back.” Mari nuzzled his neck.
“Hmm?” Indris kissed her hair, held her close.
“You left me there for a while. I was getting lonely.”
“Sorry.” He leaned into her. “Mari, you don’t have to help us if you don’t want to.”
“I do,” she said firmly. “It’ll be hard to get what you need from my father, but it has to be done. I believe Armal, Thufan’s son, may be willing to help me.”
Indris snorted. “I watched him oversee the raids on the houses of Far-ad-din’s supporters. He seems pretty much your father’s creature. Why do you think he’d work with us?”
“He does what he’s ordered to do, though I’ve my doubts it sits well on his conscience. Will your cousin Roshana accept my help?”
The enmity of the Näsarats and the Erebus had been millennia in the making. While Indris cared little for petty, half-remembered squabbles that should have been let lie, Roshana was of another mind. He was not certain how grateful his cousin would be to know Mari was going to help them not only hinder her father’s schemes, but find Ariskander. She would also have to be told of Nehrun’s complicity, something Indris did not relish.
Mari had admitted there was little that would tempt her father more than her contrition. Corajidin, it seemed, had always wanted a doting daughter. Should she return to his good graces, her tail between her legs, she suspected his love would overcome his suspicion.
Indris dressed, then walked with Mari back to the main building of Samyala. He kissed Mari farewell, then watched her until she disappeared into her room. He smiled to himself when she did not look back. It was a matter of a few minutes before he was back in his own room. He shook his head at his own enthusiasm when he realized he had been humming to himself.
Shar and Ekko were inside. The Seethe war-chanter looked up, then smiled. She pointed wordlessly at Indris’s hair and robe. He checked himself in the mirror to find he had donned his robe inside out. Grass and the crushed petal of an apple blossom were caught in the snarl of his hair. He grinned. Mari had no doubt known, yet decided not to tell him.
“We will search for Ariskander now?” Ekko’s tone was urgent. “I fear for—”
“We need to know where he is first,” Indris said as he searched through his satchel for the materials he would need.
“Then how do you plan on doing that?”
“Mari’s going to help us.”
“Mari?” Shar asked with raised eyebrows. Indris copied her expression, which brought a troubled smile to Shar’s face.
“I need to send a message to Roshana. We need to talk, and soon.”
Indris sat on the bed and used the ahmsah to focus on the ebb and flow of his Disentropic Stain. The telltale corona of black light flickered around him, threaded through with rainbow hues. It flowed like a hazy stream across his skin. Every now and then, as it reached one of his energy foci, it would flare into a dark nova. The Disentropic Stain in most beings was like a gentle heat haze, seen wavering on the grasses in high summer. Almost invisible, it caused only the faintest of ripples across the world around it. For a scholar, however, the Disentropic Stain was more like a brush fire or the corona around an eclipse of the sun. It flared, flickered, even rumbled if an adept attuned to the use of disentropy knew to listen.
He inspected the patterns of his Stain, confident it was almost back to normal. The flow was hampered somewhat by the spinning vortices where the salt-forged steel had left Entropic Scars, but they would heal soon enough.
He drew out a sheet of blue paper from his satchel and carefully folded the paper along well-remembered lines until it had become a small paper bird. Indris calculated the formulae for the Second Simulacrum Charm. Numbers ordered themselves in his head. Cause and effect, energy and time, distance and entropy. He held the bird to his lips, to whisper Roshana’s name and the time and the place he wanted to meet her. For a few moments, the paper remained still, then it took on a firefly glow. The wings flapped hesitantly, like a newly hatched butterfly’s. Within heartbeats the wings flapped more rapidly. Before his eyes it transformed into a tiny blue phoenix, which flapped once around the room before it departed by the open balcony door.
All Indris need do was be in the right place at the right time to see whether Roshana answered the call.

It was the Hour of the Crow, four hours into the new morning, when Indris, Shar, and Ekko disembarked from a modest carriage outside a tavern in the Barouq. There was still considerable traffic. A sense of anonymity among the throng. Nahdi roamed the streets, sometimes singularly, sometimes in groups. Avān, Seethe, Human, and Tau-se moved in small dangerous flocks from teahouse to wine house to guesthouse. Where Indris and the others saw green-coated kherife, or the red and black of the Erebus soldiery, they took a calm, circuitous route around them. He had learned in his early years as an agent for the Sēq never to panic. People remembered what was out of the ordinary. Often, even a vigilant person could miss what was right in front of them.
A Silver None the Wiser was a well-known tavern for veteran nahdi. There was little noise coming from the place. As they entered Indris saw a score or more patrons sitting around tables, their faces planes of black and yellow in the lantern light. Indris pulled back the hood of his over-robe. The patrons raised curious eyes in his direction. There was a slight lull in conversation as a few of the battle-hardened champions recognized Indris for who he was. Mugs and glasses were raised in his direction. A few bowed their heads. Indris returned their gestures politely.
Ekko rested one large hand on the hilt of his khopesh. He had adopted the dress of a Tau-se jombe, a warrior who had left his pride to adventure alone. A long scarf, embroidered with his deeds of heroism, was wound about his head and lower face. His Lion Guard armor had been swapped for a more utilitarian jerkin, kilt, and sandals. A short, powerful bone bow was in a case across his back, along with a quiver of thumb-thick arrows.
Shar grinned as she placed a warning hand on Ekko’s arm. Her teeth flashed white against her blue lips. “Best keep your blade sheathed, my large friend.”
“Are they so dangerous, these nahdi?”
“And then some!” Indris said brightly.
He gestured for the others to follow as he made his way to a table. Indris caught the barman’s eye and ordered cinnamon tea with honey and lemon, along with some nougat and caramels for himself and his friends. Conversations drifted around them. A group of Seethe mercenaries—tall and elegant with their quills brightly hued, and gemlike eyes bright with reflected light—discussed the rumor the kherife were impounding ships, horses, and wagons. A smaller group of rough-looking Human soldiers from Atrea, in their polished cuirasses with their round shields propped against their chairs and spears canted against the tables, muttered darkly at their misfortune to be stranded in an Avān nation. They sat tall in their voluminous black war-cloaks, advertising rather than hiding who and what they were. In the far corner at a long table, a squad of paladins from Ygran sat in their high-collared doublets, stiff with embroidery and braiding. They sipped dark wine from sturdy tumblers, ignoring the bowl of water any civilized Shrīanese would use to water the alcohol down. They talked little, seemingly at peace with their lot.
The door of the tavern opened to admit a handful of burly warriors, each with the rolling gait of cavalry. They wore no insignia, though the way they moved could not hide their familiarity with each other. The soldiers did not pause; rather, they went directly to the bar. One of their number, slighter than the others, turned to approach the table where Indris and his friends sat.
“Couldn’t this wait till morning?” Rosha grumbled as she took her seat. “Do you know what it’s like to be awakened by a paper bird flapping around your face?” She mimed the bird bumping into her forehead, perching in her hair.
“It is morning,” Indris replied with equanimity. “We’re going to find your father.”
“Going to what, you say?” Rosha thanked one of her guards as he brought her a cup of coffee. “Nehrun, myself, my Whitehorse, the Lion Guard…we’ve all been looking for days.”
“Rosha, I’ve good reason to believe I can find out where Ariskander is being held. Finding Far-ad-din won’t be a problem, but bringing him back may be tricky. Once I know for a certainty where Ariskander is, my friends and I’ll go and bring both of them back. Nothing simpler.”
“Nothing simpler?” Shar queried drily.
Indris smiled and shrugged.
“How?” Rosha asked, her tone more the princess of a Great House than the daughter of a missing father.
“A friend who has good reasons to help.” Indris avoided the question. He paused for a moment, fingers tracing the constellation of crescent-moon moisture stains and boreholes on the table’s surface. How to tell Rosha what he knew about Nehrun? Harder still to tell her how he had come by the information that might well ruin her oldest brother.
“Indris, if Nehrun and I couldn’t find our father with all the warriors at our disposal, how will this friend of yours help?”
“I trust Indris in this, Pah-Roshana.” Ekko’s voice resonated. “I will be accompanying the search to find Rahn-Ariskander.”
“Believe me when I say this friend of mine is also a friend of yours.” Indris leaned forward in his chair. “You also need to know Nehrun’s motivations are somewhat less than pure.”
“You’re making me nervous, Indris.” Rosha laughed hesitantly. “You’re not asking me to trust an Erebus, are you?”
Indris looked down at the table as he sipped his drink.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“Perception is often stronger than reality. It is easier for us to see what we believe than it is for us to believe what we see.”—Rath-en-Teyn, Petal Emperor of the Eleventh Teyn Dynasty, 3,992nd Year of the Petal Empire
Day 319 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Belam seemed fully recovered from the wounds he had received at Iron Street Park, yet there was now a cool reserve to him Mari had never seen before. The lighthearted man whom she knew her brother to be was nowhere to be found as they walked together through Samyala’s dappled gardens. Pearl courtesans bestowed kind smiles upon them both, though their scrutiny was reserved for Belam, fine in his hauberk of ruby scales. Belam paid them no mind, his expression serious and focused too intently on Mari for her comfort.
The two of them were similar, even down to their facial expressions and mannerisms. Even their lives had taken parallel paths. Belam had studied with the Poet Masters at the Grieve, the warrior-poet school founded by the Erebus in the latter years of the Awakened Empire. It was a fine school, though, if one were to be objective, not the best. Mari had been more ambitious than her brother. As the third child, she had more to lose in being sold off in a marriage of alliance. Such was the way of all younger children of the Great Houses and the Hundred Families. As her father would say, “One for the crown, one for the blade, and the rest for the marriage bed.” Nothing, and nobody, was ever wasted. Rather than live by her father’s credo, Mari had driven herself almost beyond endurance to be selected from thousands of potential applicants to study her warrior-poetry at the Lament, the most famous and prestigious of all warrior-poet schools, in Narsis, the capital of Näsarat Prefecture. When she had accepted the offer, Corajidin had been livid. He had barely spoken to his daughter for the seven years she had trained in Narsis, or for almost a month after she returned to her family in Erebesq.
“What troubles you?” she asked. Belam still sported bruises from the leqra match yesterday. There was the faint smell of rum on his breath, an uncommon drink in Shrīan. It was a taste he had acquired in his younger years, before their father had burdened him with responsibility. Belam had served with a squadron of privateers on the Ebony Coast, the expanse of shore on the Great Salt that stretched from Manté, Jiom, and farther north into the waters around Kaylish. It was not uncommon for warrior-poets or swordmasters to take commissions with the various branches of the Shrīanese military machine, though Mari had always found something…unsavory about privateers.
“When are you coming home?” he asked. He rubbed at his thumbnail, an agitated gesture from childhood.
“How’s Father?”
Belam drew in a long breath, which he let out in an equally long sigh. “Not well. Thufan and Farouk have taken as much of his burden as they can, but I fear the results of their heavy-handedness. I think our father is resigned to handling repercussions for some time to come.”
Mari swung her arms to stretch some of the kinks from her muscles. “Isn’t there anything you can do to help guide him? He’s on unsteady ground as Asrahn-Elect as it is. The last thing he needs are riots.”
“He’s not well, Mari! We need you back home. Things will be awkward, though it wouldn’t be the first time. I doubt it will be the last. Even though you drive Father to distraction, life is generally more pleasant when you’re around.”
Mari smiled. “That’s sweet, Belam.”
Belam shook his head, face flushed. “When I saw your body laid out in front of the villa on the Huq am’a Zharsi, I thought you were dead!”
“Calm down—”
“Don’t tell me to calm down!” For a man who flirted with death almost every day, Mari’s incident with the Feyassin had unsettled him more than it should have. “You’re my best friend, Mari, and we’ve both paid a heavy price for your defiance.”
“I tried to stop you from fighting Indris. I called out to you.”
“I heard. But I wonder, was it me you were trying to save, or him? How could you betray your House so? Especially now our father needs us more than ever. He’s not the man he was, Mari.”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” She grabbed him by the chin, turned his head to face her. Mari looked into his eyes, then slapped him lightly on the cheek in affectionate rebuke. “We’re both alive, both well, both wasting a beautiful day arguing. Let’s not. Between the two of us, we may be able to protect our father from the worst of himself.”
As for sleeping with Indris, she did not regret it at all. Mari turned her attention to the skydock. She felt like one of the wind-ships, held in place by lengths of chain when she had the ability, no, was meant, to fly free. Every time she had attempted to take to the air, her family weighed her down with the chains of their expectations.
“I worry about you, Mari,” Belam offered by way of explanation. “I don’t want to argue, but you’re so reckless. Why did you sleep with him?”
“I didn’t know who he was at the time. I assume our father knows?”
“His only consolation, my only consolation, is knowing Indris is dead.”
She schooled her expression to stillness and kept walking. They moved in silence for some time, unspoken tension rising, until Belam asked the question she was dreading.
“Why did you give yourself to a Näsarat?” Belam’s voice was very soft, as if he feared the answer more than he struggled with the question.
“If it had been anybody else, this wouldn’t be an issue. It never has been before. Besides, you said yourself you wanted to marry Roshana,” she reminded him gently. “Though the hypocrisy is entirely your own, how much of your indignation is sourced in Father’s bigotry?”
“My words are not deeds. I neither married Roshana nor lay with her.” He closed his mouth with an audible snap. She could see the whiteness around his knuckles as he clenched his fists in frustration. “Of the two of us, you went the further.”
“Yes, I did. I usually do. And you being angry about it won’t change anything.” Of all the living members of the Great House of Erebus, Belam was the only other one she thought might be turned from the course their father had set them on. Kasra, their half brother and heir to the Great House, was in all ways a creature forged by the malignant stain she remembered as their grandsire, Basyrandin. Kasra was more a witch’s student than a warrior, and all the more dangerous because of it. Kasra did not share the closeness of his warrior-poet siblings, and Mari did not seek his good opinion as keenly as she did Belam’s. Rarely had there been secrets of any substance between her and Belam. The secrets she now kept from him were ones that would hurt him, and he would never understand why she felt the need to do what she had done.
“I can’t forgive you yet, Mari.” Belam’s voice was sad. “What you did…”
“I know,” she said. He smelled of oiled leather and sun-warmed glass from his armor. From goat’s milk on his skin. Mari gave him a searching look. “But that’s something you need to reconcile with yourself. Don’t take too long, Belam. The past days have shown us nothing is forever.”

“Do you think he’ll take you back?” Indris asked as he fed Mari a slice of warm bread dipped in a tangy paste of sesame seeds. She leaned back into him, his chest and stomach warm against her back.
“Belam seems to think so. Father needs me, Indris.”
Earlier in the day the two of them had strolled the gardens of Samyala, hip to hip as they explored flowered mazes and old stone bridges to find sun-warmed rocks in dappled sunlight and ponds filled with lazy carp who lurked in fern shadows. They had kissed. Walked, talked, touched. Kissed. Then found themselves in Indris’s bedchamber. Now they reclined, limbs entwined on a long couch under the geometric shadows of the fretwork screen on his balcony. Voices seemed distant in the yard below, the gentle hum of merged conversation, footsteps, and the breeze across burlap awnings.
“Be wary, Mari.” Indris’s voice resonated in his chest, vibrating along her spine. “Your father is in a dangerous position here.”
She craned her neck to silence him with a kiss. “Make sure you find Ariskander and Far-ad-din and get them back here. I’m sure my father doesn’t have long to live. The more help I can get him, the better chance he has of surviving.”
“Even if it means he’s sent to Maladûr gaol for his crimes?” Indris folded his arms around her shoulders.
Mari wriggled free and stood up. The mosaic floor was deliciously cool under her bare feet, the breeze soft against her skin. She felt Indris’s eyes on her as she slipped her tunic over her head and pulled her breeches on. “They know about us. Belam and my father. Probably others. But they think you’re dead.”
“Sooner or later you’ll need to betray the fact I survived to your father,” Indris said, as if it was the most logical thing in the world. Mari’s head snapped up. “Tell him everything you heard at Samyala. It makes sense, Mari. He’ll find out anyway. He’ll not trust you otherwise, and we need him to trust you, even it means revealing some of what you know.”
“I’ve already betrayed one man to his death,” she murmured as she padded over on quiet feet to sit in the curve of his arms. “I won’t do it again. Nor do I want to betray Ziaire, Femensetri, or the others.”
“Here’s hoping it doesn’t come to my death,” he said drily. “But we can’t underestimate either your father or his ambitions, and we need to know more about them. You need to get him to talk to you, so we know how to proceed.”
“I won’t see my father or brother on a funeral pyre.”
“Of course. I feel the same way about my uncle and Daniush.” He smiled at her, a slight, lopsided twitch of his lips. An errant beam of light through the screen landed on his face. For the briefest moment, little more than a couple of heartbeats, she saw the swirl of yellow-flecked orange that lay beneath the normal light brown of his left eye. The pupil appeared to be more convex than round. She wondered whether he knew he murmured when he dozed, fragments of sibilant sentences that chilled her blood. Indris leaned forward out of the light, his eye once more in shadow, to kiss her.
She pressed him back. “I know you’ll have to do what you believe is right.”
“And if we end up on the wrong—”
She rested her fingertips against his lips. “Trust me, Indris.”
“It’s myself, with you, I don’t trust.”
“I know the feeling.”

Theaters, concert halls, restaurants, few with signs to indicate they were open, lined the streets of the Astujarte. The breeze caught the tattered edges of printed advertisements promising the delights of actors and troubadours, poets and carnivals, all for a reasonable price. Many posters had flown free, or been torn down, to fade and rot in the street.
Most of the entertainments in Amnon had once been offered by Seethe troupes. Many of which had no doubt sought out gentler audiences than Amnon could offer them now. A few hawkeyed Seethe watched from their high windows and rooftops. The only establishments that remained open were the wine houses and alehouses, in the business of selling malcontent by the bottle to those who needed little encouragement.
A number of women and men, courtiers and duelists in the gray-blue colors of the Family Neyfūt, one of the Hundred Families sworn to the service of the Great House of Näsarat, eyed her darkly as she passed them by. Their faces were flushed with drink. Five in all, their numbers were bolstered by the same number of Nehrun’s blue-and-gold-clad soldiers. Nehrun glowered at her over the lip of his wine bowl.
“Good day to you, Pah-Mariam.” Nehrun rose from his street-side table, followed by his entourage.
“Indeed it is.” Mari forced a smile and kept walking. She was unarmed and unarmored. “Though if you’ll excuse me—”
“Stay a moment,” he insisted.
Mari kept up her pace, despite the sounds of booted feet gaining on her. One person came closer than was wise. A hand dropped on Mari’s shoulder. In one fluid motion she reached up. Grabbed the hand by the wrist. Rolled her shoulder as she dropped to one knee. Her assailant cried out as she was flipped. Landed flat on her back. The air was forced from her lungs. Mari slipped the long blade from the sash at her attacker’s waist. Stood to face the others, who were even now spreading out to surround her.
“I’ve no quarrel with you, Nehrun,” Mari said quietly. “Don’t force me to make this a pleasant day for the carrion eaters.”
“Oh, I know your reputation. Erebus fe Mariamejeh. The Blood-Dancer. The Soulreaver, the Queen of Swords—”
“What of the more festive variations?” Mari was neither frightened nor intimidated. “Did the Atrean ambassador Karkos not call me the Great Whore, even arrange a play to be written about me after I rejected his advances? The Angoths call me the Deadsinger. The Imreans, the Steel Courtesan. I’ll let you be the judge of which name suits me best.”
“The Great House of Erebus owes me, though it seems reluctant to honor its obligations.” Nehrun gestured for his followers to close in.
“Are you insane, Nehrun?”
“Your father has had his use of me.”
“You’re in a hole of your own making, Nehrun,” Mari warned. “Don’t make it so deep you can’t find your way out.”
“Take her!” Nehrun snapped.
The first soldier she felled would likely have never seen the blow. Her sheathed sword flashed out. Mari felt the tug on her wrist as it cracked against the soldier’s throat. Instinct and training took over. She stepped back, left, back. Kept her enemies in a line. Prepared to dispatch them one by one by one.
She reversed. Leaped forward. Her knee landed in a soldier’s chest. His collarbone snapped as she brought the scabbard of the sword down like a club. Another leap, and this time it was her fist, around the hilt of her sword, that shattered a woman’s nose, split her lip, sent her reeling. A high strike drove one man back, followed by a kick that broke his shin.
Mari glided back. She did not want to kill if she could avoid it. Her teachers at the Lament had always taught her death should be a last resort. To take a life was to take a person’s future, to take everything they had been, as well as everything they could ever be. Words could be taken back. Apologies given, accepted. Death was a gift that gave until the end of time.
“You’re four warriors down, Nehrun.” Mari let them wonder who might be next. Nehrun had made a mistake in reminding his friends of her reputation. Let their fear simmer, apprehension come to the boil. “Nothing has been done which can’t be forgiven. Their wounds will heal.”
“Bitch!” Nehrun snarled from behind his companions. “Your father owes me for what I’ve done for him, and if he can’t pay, you will.”
“You doom your friends, while seeming quite content to stand behind them. My father’s debts to you aren’t mine to pay.”
Only one soldier from the Family Neyfūt remained. He looked askance at Nehrun. The other four Näsarat soldiers remained focused on Mari. She wondered whether they knew what their prince had done, in sacrificing Rahn-Ariskander to the spirits of Nehrun’s ambitions. Mari looked at the soldier who wavered. She shook her head, looked pointedly at the bodies that littered the ground. The Neyfūt soldier sheathed his sword, backed away, palms held outward in peace.
“If this continues, Nehrun, more blood will be spilled. Do you seriously think, even for a moment, you or yours will walk away?” Mari tapped the sheathed sword on her open palm. “I’m the Queen of Swords.”
She hated the name, yet it served its purpose.

“Father?” she said hesitantly.
Corajidin turned to look at his only daughter. Mari stood in a band of light, where it streamed through a tall window. In the reflection of the mirrored corridor, the sun turned her hair to dark-gold fire, shot with white. Mari saw sorrow writ on her father’s face, blended with the furrows of his physical pain.
“Daughter,” he replied, not ungently. “You are well?”
“I am, thank you. I wanted to say I was sorry,” she murmured. “Sorry for disappointing you. I know you’ve only ever wanted what was best for me.”
“And all it took was being beaten to near death by your former comrades to remember it?” She saw he regretted the words as soon as he said them; his expression was crestfallen. “Mariam, I…”
“I don’t expect you to understand why I’ve done what I’ve done. Perhaps you might never forget, but do you think you can forgive?” Her father raised his chin in defiance. There was a hardness in his gaze she knew well, and she cursed herself for a fool. It had always been this way between them, even when she was a child. Mari had ever been her mother’s daughter. “Just as I can’t forget what you asked of me. But I can forgive. In time.”
Farouk appeared at the door and eyed her with silent disdain. His hand, never far from his long-knife, seemed to fondle the hilt with the tenderness of a lover. Corajidin gestured for Farouk to remain where he was. Mari suppressed a smile.
“I’m here because I want to try,” she said. “My career with the Feyassin is over. We should be closer than we’ve been of late, you and I.”
Mari felt her anxiety rise. Despite her smiles she had defied his will. Her opposition in the matter of Vashne’s murder. Her liaison with Indris, which her father, Yasha, and Belam would no doubt worry over like wolves over a carcass. Her father had once said, in the throes of alcohol and rage, her obstinacy would ruin her and the Great House of Erebus. Mari knew she had not been the obedient daughter her father had hoped for. She had brought fame and honor to her family because it benefited her first. Choosing a life of action and independence, she had not had sealed strategic alliances through marriage to her father’s allies. She had a list of scandals to her name in failed love affairs with women and men her father considered beneath her, drunken revels, reckless gambling, and other displays that had made her father wince in shame.
“What do you propose?” Corajidin gestured for her and Farouk to walk with him toward his chambers. His tone was cautious. There was an old adage her father had often used: when the gold seems too bright, one needs to wonder whether it is gold at all.
“What do you want of me?” She looked down at her feet as she walked, the easier to mask the distaste she felt at the pride she bartered. Her father needed to see how much she was willing to sacrifice.
Farouk snorted. “Convenient this comes at a time when you’ve nowhere else to go, Pah-Mariam.” Corajidin frowned at Farouk’s tone. He shot a sidelong glance at the man, who had the good grace to avert his eyes.
“You disagreed with my actions against Vashne.” Her father’s voice sounded rough. His skin was pale, sheened as the belly of a fish. “You support the disbanding of the armies. You’re not even an Imperialist. Mariam, it would be better for you if you weren’t in Amnon at all. There’s nothing here for you.”
“Then let me offer you this.” Mari took one of his damp hands in hers and raised it to her lips. She kissed his signet ring, as any vassal would their liege. “While I was healing at Samyala, I overheard Nazarafine, Femensetri, Siamak, and Kembe of the Tau-se. They look for evidence you were involved in Vashne’s death, as well as Ariskander’s disappearance. They’re prepared to do everything in their power to oppose you.”
He laughed bitterly. “I expect there are a number of people ready to oppose me. Surely you can do better?”
“Nehrun is done with waiting for you to honor your commitment to him—”
“I owe that craven little peacock nothing!” Corajidin snarled. “It was Nehrun who approached me with his scheme to remove his father from power.”
“Regardless, he and a cohort of his men tried to abduct me—”
Her father reached out to touch her, concern on his face. Yet his hand stopped before it reached its destination. “Yet you are here and not in Nehrun’s custody. What else do you have?”
She pursed her lips, hesitant for a moment. If only she had been able to cry at will! Instead, Mari blinked her eyes rapidly, sighed, shifted from one foot to the next. Indris had told her it would come to this. Now the moment was here, she felt her hearts stutter. “I feel so ashamed of what I did with Indris. I know it must’ve hurt you—”
“You have no idea how much your lack of discretion wounded me, Mariam!” Corajidin’s face showed his disappointment and hurt. “I had heard the many stories of your trysts, yet I was willing to forgive your lapses until—”
“What if I told you Indris was not only alive, but that he was planning on finding and bringing back Ariskander? Would that prove my loyalty to you?”
Corajidin stopped dead in his tracks.

Mari watched her father walk away. His voice was low, so she could not hear much of what he said to Farouk, but she caught his command to summon Belam, Thufan, and the others to a meeting in his office in an hour.
She had time. Mari made sure she walked through the most well-trafficked sections of the villa. Greeted those she knew by name, gave a polite, though formal, nod to those she thought would be impressed enough to tell others about her kindness to them. It was important it be known she was out and about at the time her father had his secret meeting with his advisers.
It was not difficult to enter one of the unoccupied rooms in the section of the villa where her family kept their chambers, as well as her father his office. Mari had explored the villa at length when they had first arrived to ensure it was safe enough for her family. It was an old habit. Thufan was an excellent spymaster, yet he was growing old. Sometimes his attention to detail suffered.
The entrance to the old servants’ corridors was where she remembered. Mari slid the panel sideways, then closed it behind her. Through an oppressive, stifling gloom, she prowled through cobwebbed spaces. The air smelled of must and decay. The detritus of years crunched or sloughed beneath her feet. Beams of light shone through fretwork grills, illuminating her way.
Through the still network of passages she went, alert to the sounds around her. Finally, after almost ten minutes of careful progress, she came to an arabesqued bronze grate in the wall.
Not a moment too soon. Through the grate she heard the sound of a door opening, then her father’s voice as he bade those with him to take their seats.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Do we regret more those things we have done, or those we have not?”—Yaidekin, Zienni Scholar and philosopher, 325th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 319 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin related to the others what Mari had told him.
“You believe her?” Thufan mused. The old kherife’s clothing was stained, crumpled from too many hours of wear. He leaned back and drew on his pipe. Smoke poured in an oily gray stream from his mouth and nostrils as he exhaled. Corajidin suspected Thufan would smoke in his sleep if he could.
“Of course.” Armal’s eyes never left the floor. “Pah-Mariam is—”
“I don’t,” Farouk said as he glared at Armal. “With respect, I’ve never trusted her, Rahn-Corajidin. And as usual Armal isn’t thinking with his brain.”
“You don’t like her because she is everything you’re not, Farouk.” Belamandris gestured with his wine bowl. He looked to Corajidin. “Mari can’t go back to who, or what, she was. Don’t you think a change of heart is possible?”
“After her beating at the hands of those she called friends, she could’ve done many things.” Armal loomed large. “There are many who’d wallow in self-pity, yet she sees only duty.”
Farouk rolled his eyes. “She’s not here to hear you blather, Armal. Surely this drivel isn’t for our benefit?”
“Armal, you know my opinion on your feelings for Mariam. Best if you forget them entirely. When a suitable match is evident, Mariam will marry to the advantage of her House.” Corajidin shifted in his chair. It hurt to sit for too long in one place. He had to concentrate on what the others were saying, lest their words get lost in the din in his head. “As for trust? Mariam gave me the information willingly. She could easily have withheld it. Or embellished what she knew of Femensetri’s plot.”
“You think the plot is the Scholar Marshal’s?” Armal asked. “I would’ve thought the Speaker for the People—”
“Femensetri has everything to gain by leading insurrection,” Corajidin muttered darkly. “The Sēq have a very tenuous hold in Shrīan, held through their alliances with the Great Houses of Näsarat and Selassin and with Far-ad-din. Supporting an administration sympathetic to the Sēq would serve her best, which she knows she will never have while I am in control.”
“The day of the scholars and their restraint is over, if Shrīan is to have the power it needs to survive,” Wolfram added. “Since the Scholar Wars, the covens of the witches have remained docile, yet we’re stronger and greater in numbers than the scholars know. Rahn-Corajidin is only the first to benefit from the power we can wield.”
“Kasraman will be the first in a dynasty of witch rulers—the mahsayf, as they were known before the Scholastic Orders were formed. Before the word rahn had been invented.” Corajidin felt his hearts swell with pride. Kasraman had proven to be a prodigy, thanks to the potency in his mother’s blood. He would return the Great House of Erebus to the heights of glory, once Corajidin had rebuilt it and set them on their course.
“Ariskander?” Thufan asked. “Sēq support the Näsarats more than any other Great House.”
“Teymoud procured an Angothic Spirit Casque for me,” Wolfram said. “It will be at his mansion at the Hour of the Scorpion tomorrow night. The rites of imprisonment will take some preparation, though it could all be done within a day or so. Brede has returned from the Rōmarq to assist me. Until now we’ve been using combinations of Somatic Trawling, drugs, and physical coercion, with no effect. Once Ariskander’s soul is imprisoned, I can find what we’re after. The line of the Great House of Näsarat ends with Ariskander. Once he’s in the Spirit Casque, he’ll not be Awakening anybody. Ever.”
“Good.” Corajidin breathed a sigh of relief. He had his suspicions as to how Wolfram was assisted by his apprentice. Though he was unsure what the various esoteric tortures Wolfram mentioned were, they sounded unpleasant enough. “Thufan? Make sure that thing gets to the ruins as quickly as possible, but be cautious.”
Thufan drew on his pipe. Corajidin caught his nod amid the plume of smoke. “Need to pay the Fenlings and the puppeteers.”
“Give them what they want.” Corajidin felt uneasy about the price the marsh-dwellers exacted for their permission to travel and loot the Rōmarq, yet they would not be swayed by either riches or political favors. Their needs were simpler, more lurid, though unavoidable.
“What of Pah-Mariam? Will she be joining us?” Armal asked tentatively.
“Mari acted out of conscience, Father,” Belamandris said. “It’s more an indictment on us that we don’t. She wants to help.”
Belamandris was right, though Mariam would need watching. Her liaison with Indris might have challenged her already-questionable sympathies. First it had been Vashne she had sympathized with. Then those who wanted to disband the armies in Amnon. It was not too far a reach to see her empathize with Ariskander, who was cut from a similar cloth as the late Asrahn. Or Indris, the kind of hero who had always inspired her.
Over the years Mariam had as often as not proven herself to be ambivalent to the demands of her family. A traitor, though? The thought trickled across his mind like ice water. Where had it come from? Corajidin’s jaw clenched against the sudden pressure and pain behind his eyes. Mari needed him! Where else could she go? Her options were now limited to whatever uses her House would find for her. She needed his indulgence if she was to continue enjoying the privileges of the Avān royal caste. Mariam needed her father.
“Mariam will be brought into the fold,” Corajidin stated.
“That wise?” Thufan’s eyes narrowed. “She’s trouble.”
“She’s what she was raised to be.” Belamandris laughed.
“The topic is closed.” Corajidin heard the fatigue in his voice. He raised shaking fingertips to massage his temples. “Unless there is anything else, you all have duties to attend to.”
The others bowed as they filed out, except for Thufan, who remained in his chair, pipe cradled in the palm of his hand. The little spy watched the others go from under lowered brows.
Corajidin gestured for Farouk to close the door on his way out, which left the two men alone for the first time in a long while. Thufan had served the Great House of Erebus all his life. The man was well over one hundred and fifty years old, which was not old for an Avān, but Thufan did not wear his years with grace. He had fathered sons and daughters over the decades, though only Armal had survived. There was a time when Corajidin and Thufan would spend hours poring over information. Sowing rumors, forging evidence, buying and selling favors to get what they wanted. Their history was filled with as many corpses, falsehoods, and deceptions as it was acts of patriotism and glory. Corajidin doubted their future would be much different.
“You have a problem, my friend?” Corajidin asked.
“Worried.” Thufan took his feet off the stool. He leaned on his arms, hook gleaming. “About you. About Wolfram’s prophecies. About where it will end.”
“In the short term, with me as Asrahn.”
“You’re getting sicker. Can’t be Asrahn if you’re dead.”
“Sedefke’s works elude me. The ruins in the Rōmarq are showing promise, but we need more time. What Kasraman suspects is a Torque Spindle is in pieces. If they’re right and they’ve also found a Destiny Engine…it could change everything! If I could trawl all my possible futures, I’d find one where we achieve everything we want. Even Erebus’s diaries would have been a boon, given he was the very first of my House to Awaken. But without these things, I need Ariskander’s memories. I am doing what needs to be done, but can only work with what I have while I have the time.”
“Vashne’s death?”
“What choice was there?” Corajidin pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. He could feel them tremble slightly. His skin felt dry as old paper. When it was not dry, it was sodden with fever sweat. “The Teshri was going to vote to make him Asrahn for another term, if not for life! We had invested too much to wait that long. It would ruin us to wage such a political campaign again.”
Thufan’s cough was a moist rattle in his old lungs. He wiped the phlegm from his mouth with his sleeve. The old man drew on his pipe and exhaled a thick cloud of pungent smoke, followed by another racking couch that doubled him over in his chair. “I’m getting tired. Might retire soon.”
“Do not underestimate yourself,” Corajidin said cheerily to cover a moment’s panic. The thought of being without the old spy’s advice left him feeling hollow. “Of all the Hundred Families, yours is the one we have relied upon the most. I need you, old friend.”
“Want to send Armal home. I’ll stay if you let him go. He’s different than us. My only surviving child. My family deserves a chance.”
“He knows too much for him to ever be free of us, Thufan. Besides, he is still too rough around the edges to be given too long a leash.”
“Please?” Thufan seemed shrunken with fatigue; pipe smoke settled into the creases of his skin, giving the old man a yellowed glaze like old parchment. Armal was no replacement for Thufan. Armal, with his melancholy. Armal, with his infatuations set so high above his station.
Corajidin stood. “You are and have always been loyal, Thufan. I know you have suffered in your service to the Erebus, yet you have also been richly rewarded. Armal can look forward to the same rewards. While he is useful, there is much I will forgive Armal for.”
“But?”
“Loving Mariam will never be one of those things.”

A frigid wind howled across sodden grasses of Ast am’a Jehour, as biting and fierce as the wolves the plain was named for. Corajidin’s banners—their black-and-red rearing stallions shredded against a mustard-tinted overcast—streamed like tattered plumes of smoke. The weight of his armor, dented and drenched in blood, bore him down. His arm ached from fingertips to wrist, his hand numb where it held his notched amenesqa. He was surrounded by the war-lean figures of the Anl ki, while wild-eyed witches in their flapping robes circled the sky above, stentorian voices calling out to the powers that dwelled in the shadows between worlds.
Across the rain-flattened grasses of Ast am’a Jehour, the banners of his enemies seemed to ignite as the sun streamed through a rent in the clouds: lotus blossoms of silver and white, orange and brown, and blue and gold. In the uncertain light a mist boiled over the nearby hills, etched with the spectral forms of warriors long dead. At their front was a figure armored in scales forged of stars, his shield shining like the dawn and his sword a brilliant recurved shard of moonlight.
The figure raised his face, eye blazing with—
Corajidin started upright, his jaws snapping shut around his scream. His hearts beat out of time, his head felt light, while the breeze from the fan overhead chilled the fever sweat on his skin.
He had fallen asleep on the couch in his office. The moon cast a spectral light through the light silk curtains, which twitched in the breeze. He seemed to fall upward into the hypnotic patterns of light and shadow, where they played on the vault of the domed ceiling above. Glass tiles caught the light, like blurred stars in his very own sky.
His mouth tasted sour from too much wine. His tongue and teeth felt furry. To stay on the edges of intoxication was one of the few ways he could find release from the fragmented voices of his Ancestors in his head. Did they not know he could not understand them? Were they not supposed to see all, hear all, know all? Yet they could tell him nothing, at the time when what he needed most was everything. Even Yashamin’s libidinous enthusiasm had not been enough to drive him to slumber. He had come to his office to work. Concentration had eluded him. He did not remember falling asleep.
Of late there had been little respite from the pain. It felt as if a spike had been driven behind his eyes. He stared at his hands, curled into claws that took an effort of will to straighten. The muscles of his thighs ached as if he had run all day, while his ankles felt stiff and swollen. In the quiet shallows of the night, his breath wheezed, each laborious inhalation almost too much effort.
Corajidin rose from his couch. There was little left in his wine bowl except the dregs, which he upended into his mouth. He grimaced at the taste. He shuffled to the door.
“Wolfram’s quarters,” Corajidin muttered to the guards who stood outside as he left his office. Two of the Anlūki took point, while the other two followed behind, matching Corajidin’s hobbling pace.
He made his torturous way through long, lantern-lit corridors until they came to a part of the building that was mostly unused by the Erebus. It was musty. The floorboards were bare, in need of polish. They sang underfoot, worn in a long pale track from years of traffic. Old cobwebs clung, wispy as an old man’s beard, in the corners of walls and cornices. Doorframes were chipped and dented, the plaster walls stained long ago by dirty hands.
Corajidin nodded for one of the Anlūki to knock on the door. Though he would have paid none other than his own family the same courtesy, Corajidin wanted to give Wolfram notice. There was no telling what manner of unsavory practices the Angothic Witch engaged in behind closed doors. The less Corajidin knew, the better he felt.
The Anlūki was about to knock again when Corajidin heard bolts drawn. The door opened to reveal Brede’s pale face framed by rumpled blonde hair. She wore a long robe of tapestry fabric, open at the front as if hastily donned. Her collar gleamed black in the lantern light. Her drawn kindjal was in her hand.
“I am here to see your master.” Corajidin’s voice was stern.
Brede cocked her head to one side, as if listening. Her eyes seemed slightly out of focus. After a moment she nodded. “Please come in, Rahn-Corajidin. The Anlūki must remain outside.” Brede opened the door, head bowed, to allow Corajidin entry.
When two of the Anlūki attempted to join him, Brede interposed herself between them and the door. The soldiers tried to go around her. The Angothic apprentice tapped one man on the chest, which caused him to reel backward into the opposite wall with a crash of armor. The other Anlūki’s hand dropped to his sword, though Brede’s hand was faster. At her whispered words, the hilt began to bubble, to hiss and spit, as if acid burned it away. The soldier swore as he pulled his hand back, reaching for the long-knife thrust through his sash.
“Remain outside,” Brede repeated as the four swordsmen spread out in the corridor. “You won’t be told again.”
Corajidin gazed at the blonde apprentice. There was no point in dooming the four Anlūki to their deaths.
“Remain here,” Corajidin ordered the Anlūki.
He watched as the four guards retreated to the other side of the corridor. Corajidin then walked past Brede into Wolfram’s room. Wolfram had installed a large bed, a long couch with worn upholstery, and several wide tables covered in crates, artifacts, books, tablets, and scrolls. Several Angothic tapestries lined the walls, scenes from bacchanals and profane rituals in broad clots of colored wool. A door led to an underground stable, which would have housed carriages, carts, and horses for guests who stayed in this section of the villa under its previous occupants. The air reeked of the overpowering smell of incense, so many rival scents as to make any one of them indistinguishable. It made Corajidin sneeze. The chamber was overly warm, almost stifling.
Brede led Corajidin to where Wolfram pored over several crystal tablets. Graceful Seethe characters seemed to float there in shallow translucence. The witch did not bother to look up as Corajidin approached.
“What brings you from your bed, my rahn?” Wolfram asked.
“It is getting worse.” Corajidin gasped as he settled into a chair. He fell the last few centimeters, his aching legs unable to support his weight. He recounted his dream to Wolfram.
Wolfram poured three fingers of lotus milk into a small glass. Corajidin gulped it down, anxious to be free of the pain for a little while. The witch peered into Corajidin’s eyes, prodded and probed and asked the same questions about how long and where and how sharp the pains were. “Your soul is becoming more toxic. Visions aren’t uncommon in this state, though whether it’s a true foretelling or a fever dream I can’t say. My allies among the hidden covens know of another, more extreme remedy—”
“In time, perhaps. Right now I need to know more,” Corajidin whispered. Brede stood by her master as she sheathed her kindjal. She seemed indifferent to the immodesty of her open robe. Her skin was white as milk. It looked soft to touch, despite the shadows that outlined hard muscle. Corajidin tore his eyes away. “If this is a vision—”
“We’ve discussed this more times than is healthy. Wouldn’t your time be better served making decisions based upon what you do know?”
“What point of my destiny has changed and am I to die before I can be raised to the Asrahn’s throne?” Corajidin snapped. “As for what we know? Let us discuss what we know! Have you found Sedefke’s library or his laboratory? No. Has Ariskander given over his secrets on how I can master my Awakening again? No. Am I the Asrahn of Shrīan yet? No. Have you found my weapons? No.”
“We’ve found relics which might be weapons,” Brede offered. “Though we’re unsure as to their operation or use.”
“You say you have part of a Torque Spindle, but you can’t operate it even though it could change everything! What about Salamander Jars? Dilemma Boxes? Or Sunfire Orbs or one of the infamous Havoc Chairs?”
“You’d be best served by using what you have now,” Wolfram countered.
Corajidin fumed. “Knowing something of the future will—”
“Avail you no more than it has!” Wolfram slapped his large hands down on the table. “Won’t you abandon your reliance on the works of history? Brede and I can summon the arcane power you need for victory, my rahn. Concentrate on a future of your own devising, on a now you can see and influence, rather than a tomorrow you can’t.”
“I see tomorrow very well, Wolfram. I may be dead! Two years ago you came to me with your dreams and set me on this path to the monarchy of Shrīan.”
“Then let me help you work toward that goal, rather than assuming it’s a foregone conclusion, which—”
“Give me what I ask, or I will find another who can!” Corajidin snapped. The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them. Brede kept her head lowered, though Corajidin saw her change her grip on her kindjal. Surely she would not strike him? Then he remembered she had been trained as a Sēq before she had fallen from their good graces. Scholars did not recognize any monarch above themselves, except for the Mahj in Mediin. Now she was a witch’s apprentice, her loyalties given over to whatever profanities Wolfram demanded of her spirit, mind, or body. Corajidin jabbed his finger at the witch. “If you deny me, you deny any chance of finding a way to fix your ruined legs. The Sēq will only obey a Mahj. Until the day comes when I can order them to open the vaults at Amarqa, we will need each other, you and I.”
Wolfram remained silent for a long moment before he turned to face Corajidin. The strength of his look was terrible, his wolf’s eyes bright.
“Then let’s go round on this carousel one last time.”

Wolfram unrolled a long rug, embroidered with intricate geometric and angular knot work patterns. There were faces woven into the borders. Half-seen, possibly imagined terrors lurked in its depths. They lay in wait amid the weft and warp. Corajidin had a faint sense of vertigo when he tried to unravel the designs with his gaze. Brede took a bag and began to mark out a line of sea salt around her master. When Corajidin asked why, she replied it was to ensure no unclean spirit could escape. His lips curled in an uneasy grimace. Brede’s face was a study in gravity. She asked Corajidin to kneel on the rug in front of her master. Brede took her place beside Wolfram, her kindjal across her lap. Wolfram began a sonorous chant in his beautiful voice.
The Angothic Witch’s voice drummed across Corajidin’s skin. He felt the vibrations on his face, his temples, his chest. Wolfram’s voice, the cloying incense, the unexpected heat, his infirmity, and fatigue took their toll. The intricate designs on Wolfram’s meditation rug began to blur. Dark-blue and gray lines seemed to sink, became water-and shadow-filled valleys of some woven netherworld. Warmer browns, reds, and greens drifted, took on substance as frayed serpentine shores, hills, and forests lit with points of fire. White-and-yellow threads rose in knotted clouds and beams of sunlight. The patterns of the carpet rose about him, surrounded him, enveloped him.
His breath rasped. His hearts beat like drums. The sound of his blood rushing in his skull roared in his ears. Tired as he was, there was part of him that wanted to speed naked and alone through the elder darkness, hungry for the taste of flesh as his forefathers had been. For blood, for the sweet, sweet, sweet flicker of life’s candle, extinguished by fang and nail.
Disoriented, Corajidin raised his eyes. He knelt on long grass made of woolen strands in the shadow of woven trees. Knots the size of boulders, faded from wear, surrounded him. Folds in the carpet became long hills of frayed green, high above the still threads of blue-gray rivers. A pack of flat wolves, their features blurred to ragged slits for mouths, mismatched black stitches for eyes, were caught midleap amid the trees. Hooded women and men lurked in the shadows around heatless renderings of flame, featureless round hands clutched about the curved strands of sickles. Above him a ragged hawk hung still in a static sky of burned umber. There was no breeze, or motion, or sound, or scent, or any sign of life.
The world stretched. The long lines of interwoven cords that made land, rivers, and sky flexed. Corajidin felt the tremor through his knees as the tableau shook. Then he was being dragged through the fibrous diorama. Caricatures of flora and fauna sped past like two-dimensional cutouts, daubed with colors never to be found in nature. He expected there to be wind in his face, for his eyes to tear as they did when he stood at the prow of his wind-frigate. Yet there were only the visual cues of movement without stimulation of his other senses as he flew across the carpet.
He was ushered to a circle of black stones, carved like curved stairways that led nowhere. The wool had faded to a dirty gray, the edges of the stones rough, frayed, the dullness of the undyed wool smeared like bird droppings and the abuse of the years. In the center of the circle stood a dolmen, likewise woven of dark wool. Upon its flat surface there was an arched sundial, a fang aimed at the world above.
The wide cords at Corajidin’s feet began to tremble. Strands wrapped themselves around his ankles, lashed up to bind his thighs and stomach, his wrists and arms. Corajidin struggled, screamed for help, but could not break free. A face appeared from the weft, long skulled with lobeless ears and a cluster of glossy, deep-set eyes. Noseless, its mouth and jaw were hidden by waving tentacles of various lengths and thicknesses. Slowly, the betentacled skull rose from the folds. Malformed at first, it swelled into shape. It was followed by a neck, then wide shoulders that popped into place above a prow-shaped chest and narrow hips—a skeleton of cartilage rather than bone. Long arms and a disturbing mess of tentacles for legs. Webbed, trifingered hands and double-toed lower tentacles capped with pallid horn. It grew as it stepped free. Writhed in ways no Avān or Human could, its tentacles flailing for a few seconds. Eight horizontally slitted pupils, almost hourglasses, fixed their chill gaze on Corajidin and would not look away.
It stood before Corajidin, to look upon him in much the same way Corajidin would look at a trained monkey. The tentacles that were its lower face, some of which reached past its waist, flicked out, caressed Corajidin’s face. They were warm, dry as a serpent’s belly.
The tentacles wrapped themselves around Corajidin’s head until all he could do was stare into the thing’s timeless eyes. He raised his hands to pry the tentacles apart, yet he had more chance of tearing open prison bars. Filaments of fire coiled in his brain, lashed about, lit his passions, fears, pains, lusts, and shames. Touched on desires that flickered before his mind’s eye faster than he could take them in, until all he could see was the rapid flutter of images, legion and meaningless.
“So this, this fragile, weak, feeble vessel, is what will walk paths trod by mightier feet?” The voice was little more than a rasp. “My masters would weep to see how far the vitality of Īa has withered, though perhaps they knew. For they saw all things which were, are, and to be. You have been sent, and it is my geas to speak, whether I would or no. Hear these portents, oh would-be master of masters, you who would be prince of the world, for these signs will see the undoing of all you have wrought. Mark the day a mirror beggars you of your reflection. Beware the hand of a dead king who will bring you to your knees. Fear the phoenix where it rises from a garden of stone flowers—”
“Am I to survive, then?” Corajidin demanded.
“You will know power, though for the children there will be naught, for you are the harbinger of the Thrice Awakened, who will both do and undo all you strive for.”

Corajidin’s eyes flicked open. Wolfram had shrugged his robe over his shoulders, where the skin was slack where once there had been heavy muscle. Brede, her own robe trailing behind her, went to fetch wine from the bottle by the bed. Corajidin’s sinuses felt as if they had been filled with tree sap. His tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth; to swallow seemed an impossibility.
“I hope you found what you were looking for.” Wolfram’s voice sounded ragged, near broken, its strings frayed.
Brede offered a dirty glass, filled with a wine so dark it was almost black. Corajidin could not smell it over the thickness of the incense and reek of his own sweat. There was the faint hint of urine in the air. His thighs were damp where he had wet himself. Corajidin quaffed the wine. He dropped the glass on the floor, then moved to a chipped basin filled with water to wipe the urine from his legs and genitals with some torn rags.
Corajidin looked over his shoulder at his witch and the apprentice. He could feel the anger burn in his belly. He had not come so far, sacrificed so much, to be supplanted by anybody or anything. “Tell me all you know, or even suspect, about this so-called Thrice Awakened! Tell me who he is. Tell me where to find him, and tell me how to kill him!”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“The Sēq teach there is neither yesterday nor tomorrow. We have only this moment in which to make a difference.”—Marak-ban, Sēq Knight to the Sussain, 345th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 321 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“It’s almost time,” Shar murmured in Indris’s ear, “though I think your trust in this woman is misguided. Promise me you haven’t given her your trust merely because you feel guilty for sleeping with her?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“A fair one. Does she remind you of Anj-el-din? A way to hold on to what you’ve lost, without facing the fact it’s gone?”
“What?” Indris opened his eyes, stretched, then sat up on the broad couch. Shar was seated next to him, her sword a shard of blue-dappled serill in her lap. “I barely know Mari. Whatever gave you that idea?”
“I’d heard Avān and Humans sometimes cling to the past, where grief is too difficult a burden.”
“I still grieve for…Mari is nothing like Anj. The two are as different as—”
“The Avān and the Seethe?”
“I was going to say mountains and storms.” He was silent for a moment, as his conscience wrestled with itself. “Shar…what if Anj is still out there somewhere? A prisoner, perhaps? Or was wounded and—”
“Don’t torture yourself.” She rested her hand on his shoulder. “We could waste an eternity on what if. We scoured the earth for Anj. If she’s alive, she is where she is fated to be. It would seem that place is not here, now, or with you. When any of that changes, no doubt the fates will let you know.”
Her words gave him small comfort. Did not put his guilt back to sleep. Indris looked about the room. Ekko sat cross-legged on an old rug, threading new lacing for his armor. A small pile of blue-and-gold cord and ornamentation was by his knee. He had removed anything that would identify him as a retainer of the Näsarat. Hayden sat facing the door, his storm-rifle cradled in the fold of his arms.
“Streets and rivers flow, fresh with summer’s bright flowers. Faceless, the many soon become one,” Omen said in his kahi-flute voice. The Wraith Knight stood immobile by the window, the point of his antique sword protruding from his shroud near his ankle. “I doubt we will be noticed.”
“Can’t you talk like a normal person?” Hayden griped good-naturedly.
“Perhaps I do and it is you who do not?” Omen replied.
The clock in the wall had been frozen at half past nothing for years, the hour hand long gone. Light filtered through motes of dust that drifted star bright on gentle eddies. The sound of saws and hammers carried across the air, as did the voices of workmen, hawkers, taxi drivers, longshoremen, navigators, and pilots. The barge they were on groaned as it shifted over the swell of a wave caused by a larger ship.
Hidden in plain sight, the barge was moored in the Docklands, a series of canals and streets threaded between granaries, warehouses, fisheries, carpenter’s shops, smithies, foundries, and shipyards. The old barge was a bolt-hole owned by the Immortal Companions, though it had remained empty for years. It smelled of must and damp. Some of the timbers had started to rot. In time, the old vessel would no doubt sink into the canal to slowly merge with the mud. For now it floated in the shadow of a gargantuan hangar where the skeletons of Avān-style wind-ships sat on their construction frames. Unlike the Seethe, who turned everything into art, the Avān wind-ships resembled traditional ships: schooners, skiffs, and frigates. Indris had noticed one, a massive unfinished dreadnought of three decks, with rows of yawning storm-cannon ports dotting its flanks. Though the Seethe had invented the skyjammer, it had taken the Avān to use it for war. He dreaded the day when Humanity learned how to make their own flying ships. For now they were thankfully confined to land and sea.
Before he had dozed off, Indris had sent messages to Femensetri, Mari, and Roshana via his paper birds. They were to meet later onboard the Wine Dark River, a riverboat converted into a wine house that plied the local waters. Part of him dreaded Roshana’s response when she saw Mari there.
“You figure Mari won’t have sold us to her father?” Hayden stood, supple despite his years.
“I would place money on us having to fight our way clear,” Omen said. “Any takers?”
“Three gold rings says Amonindris will not be betrayed by Mariamejeh,” Ekko offered.
“Indris says he’s not motivated by guilt, though I’m not so sure.” Shar shrugged as she came to her feet. “When we slept together—”
“I’m standing right here, you know.” Indris buckled his weapons harness. He drew the long-barreled storm-pistol from its holster and pumped the lever a few times to make sure the canister was primed with air. The loops on his belt were filled with finger-size steel bolts. Changeling crooned in her sheath across his back. “Mari would’ve tried to save Vashne if there was any chance of it. She’ll do whatever she can to cleanse the stain from her honor.”
Shar sheathed her sword as she came to stand next to Indris. “Oh, please! You are infatuated with her. Mariam is trouble. We all know it. You’re too kindhearted to see it and walk away.”
His face flushed. “I never said I slept with her, and I’m not infatuated—”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I’m not.”
Shar patted him on the cheek, then departed with a smile, Hayden and Omen in her wake. Ekko shook his head slowly as he passed Indris, a smile sketched on his thin lips.
“Shar is quite something,” Ekko rumbled.
“Want her?” Indris asked caustically.
“I heard that.” Shar’s voice came from up the stairs.
He knew when to quit. With a last quick look around the gloomy cabin, Indris followed his friends out into the warm afternoon air.

It had not taken long to reach the Wine Dark River where it coasted down the lazy waters of the Anqorat River delta. There were other boats nearby, feluccas, skiffs, and water taxis that plied the silt-stained waters before the Anqorat poured, ink-like, into the Marble Sea.
The floating wine house was comfortably filled. He and his friends sat on cushions under an awning on the top deck, where the breeze was cool and their conversation would not be overheard.
Hayden, Omen, and Ekko took positions around the table, eyes intent on everything around them. Their forbidding expressions discouraged any casual patron from straying too close.
Roshana soon arrived with Nehrun in tow. Femensetri had decided to come with them, though she had forgone her usual Sēq cassock and over-robe for a traditional silk jacket, kilt, and black silk boots. Her hair was braided, her mindstone camouflaged amid the black pearls and silver links of the circlet about her brow. There was no sign of her crook, though Indris knew it would be somewhere within easy reach.
Mari arrived shortly after the others had taken their seats. She sat at a vacant place at Indris’s left hand, while Shar sat to his right. An apoplectic Nehrun reached for the knife at his side.
“Nehrun!” Indris glared at his cousin.
“What?” his cousin said belligerently. Mari locked her eyes on Nehrun; her lips quirked in a tiny smile. Nehrun snarled, “It’s an Erebus! Why are you wasting my time? Roshana was a little light on the details. I’ve a father to find and a House to run in his absence.”
“That sounds fascinating,” Mari drawled. “Why don’t you tell me how that’s going, and we can compare your version with what I know?”
“On the topic of your father, I’ve questions for you, boy.” Femensetri’s voice was low and hard, her expression grim. “Seems you’ve been busy making friends in places Ariskander’d hardly approve of.”
Nehrun shot to his feet, face drained of color. Roshana took his wrist in a white-knuckled grip that clearly caused her brother some pain. “Sit yourself down, Nehrun. Indris is here to help. You’d do well to let him.”
He looked around at the others like a cornered dog. “How dare you—”
“We’ll talk about who dares what very soon,” Indris said quietly. “Now sit yourself down. Mari has information that might help us find Ariskander.”
“Very well!” Nehrun held up trembling hands up to silence the Scholar Marshal. “I’ll hear what this bit…what Pah-Mariam has to say.”
Mari began the tale of what occurred after she left Samyala, though she did not speak to the hours she and Indris had spent in each other’s arms. From Nehrun’s nervousness, Indris had the impression Mari was omitting other details, though no doubt she had her reasons. She had not been welcomed yet into her father’s schemes, though was sure she would be. Mari suspected she was being watched, though she was relatively certain she had eluded pursuit on her way to the Wine Dark River.
“I implicated the logical suspects in the plot,” Mari offered. “Nazarafine, Kembe, Siamak, and Femensetri. I know the House of Pearl is prided for its neutrality, so I left Ziaire’s name out of it. My father knows Indris is alive and that he’ll attempt to rescue Ariskander.”
“His reaction?” Femensetri said over the surprised protests of Nehrun and Rosha.
“What we expected.” She smiled at Indris. “But there’s more. My father is taking steps to ensure Nehrun won’t be Awakened.”
“That lying bastard!” Nehrun growled. He clenched his fists until his knuckles and fingers whitened. “I should never—”
“Should never have what?” Rosha asked. Nehrun settled deeper into seat, lips turned in a sullen curve.
Mari went on to tell them how Thufan had been charged with collecting an Angothic Spirit Casque from Teymoud, which would then be taken to where Ariskander was being held in the Rōmarq. Indris noted Femensetri’s surprised expression at the mention of the casque, though the Stormbringer did not say anything. What point was there in frightening the others? Mari went on to give them the time and place where the casque would be collected.
“How did you discover all this?” Femensetri’s voice held an undertone of approval.
“There are old, disused tunnels snaking through the residential chambers of the villa we’re in,” Mari said. “Most of the entrances have been sealed, though once you’re inside the suites, it’s relatively easy to get around. They’re small but can be navigated. You can learn a lot if you don’t mind tight spaces and the dark.”
“Won’t the others find them?” Rosha asked.
“Possibly. Thufan probably already has, but he trusts the people who sleep in those rooms anyway. If not, it’s my risk to take.”
“Mariam, you said the Great House of Erebus has parts of a Torque Spindle in its possession?” Femensetri scowled at Indris. “That’s something we didn’t know.”
“It’s in parts, though between Kasra and Brede they’ll no doubt get it working.” Mari sipped her drink.
“Brede, that shemdet kahouri,” Femensetri snarled in High Avān. “Rotten cow should’ve taken her own life rather than allowed herself to be broken by the Angothic Witches.”
“What?” Mari blurted, her eyes darting between Indris and Femensetri. “She was—”
“Yes,” Femensetri muttered. “Brede was a very promising librarian of the Sēq Order of Scholars. She was past ready to undertake the trials of knighthood when she was captured in Angoth and lost to us. Indris, you should do something about her if you get the chance.”
“There’s always something…” he mumbled into his drink.
“Eh?” Femensetri eyed him darkly.
“Nothing.”
“What are you going to do, Indris?” Rosha asked.
Indris would not be drawn out. “The less you know, the less you can reveal.”
“I’m going with you,” Nehrun said stubbornly. He avoided Rosha’s and Femensetri’s angry stares.
“Whatever for?” Hayden drawled from his place nearby. “You ain’t going to have a chance to tell Corajidin about what we’ll be doing anyway.”
Nehrun glared at the old man. “Ignorant dung-heel! What are you accusing me of? None of this is my fault!”
“I suspect it’s all your fault,” Indris countered. “Corajidin took your father for reasons of his own, but you gave him the opportunity. You’ve been profoundly stupid, Nehrun. You’ll be lucky to walk away from this alive.”
“Of course I’ll walk away—”
“Don’t be so sure,” Rosha countered. She turned to Indris. “I’ll go with you.”
“Neither of you will come with us,” Shar corrected. “Either one of you suddenly vanishing will attract notice. Omen, Hayden, Indris, and I know what needs to be done. With Ekko’s help we’re confident we can find Ariskander and Far-ad-din and bring them home. Besides, you’ll be needed here.”
“For what?” Rosha asked.
“To help depose Corajidin,” Indris said. “He must be removed from power quietly and as close to legally as possible. He murdered the Asrahn and abducted a rahn of a Great House. On top of that, whether he’s giving explicit orders to his agents or not, power is being abused here.”
“Couldn’t we wait until the next Assembly?” Mari asked, troubled. “My father is so ill he’ll fail the ritual, which means the problem will resolve itself.”
Femensetri shook her head. “I appreciate your feelings in the matter, girl, but your father has proven himself capable of some heinous crimes. Regicide? Abduction of his peers? No, he needs to be dealt with sooner than the next Assembly.”
“We’ll do what we can while Indris and his friends go into the Rōmarq.” Rosha almost shuddered at the name. The Rōmarq. The place where nightmares walked.
“If Ariskander’s there, we’ll find him.” Indris smiled at his cousin, though his heart was not in it. “And Far-ad-din.”
Indris made his farewells. His hand lingered perhaps longer than it should have on Mari’s arm, though he would have left it there longer if he could. Femensetri placed her hand firmly on Nehrun’s shoulder as he made to rise from his seat.
“Not so quick, boy,” the Stormbringer said. “You’ve some explaining to do.”

The sun had not quite set when the small entourage arrived at Teymoud’s residence.
“Figure that would be them, then.” Hayden tapped his finger on the hilt of his broadsword, nodding at a group who approached Teymoud’s. “We fixing on some imminent violence to find out where your missing uncle has got to?”
“Nothing quite so colorful.” Shar turned her head to follow Hayden’s gaze. Belamandris walked at the head of a group of ten people, all armed and lightly armored. Thufan stumped along beside, easily recognizable by his smaller stature and hook for a hand. Belamandris and Thufan climbed the stairs and were admitted to Teymoud’s home, while the soldiery loitered outside. “When Belamandris and Thufan come out, we’ll follow them. No need to cause a fuss.”
“Right you are. He’s a vicious-looking little fellow,” Hayden commented in passing about Thufan. “Figure the merchant will sing for his supper?”
“Teymoud won’t try anything.” Indris came to join them, a small cup of very thick coffee in his hand. “The man doesn’t have the stones to go against Corajidin.”
“So we’ll track them into the Rōmarq? Don’t figure I’ll be likin’ that much. Is it really as adventuresome as you say?”
Indris clapped his old friend on the back.
The clock had struck the Hour of the Hart before another small group arrived in a Spool-Carriage. Three men disembarked, carrying with them a small box not much larger than a grown man’s head. They remained inside for almost another hour. Darkness settled like a comfortable quilt over the city. Lanterns were lit, tiny amber beads bright against the black. An hour later the front doors opened again. Belamandris and Thufan walked down the stairs to their fellows, the chest carried between them. Within a few minutes, they had secured the box to a sturdy-looking pony one of Teymoud’s retainers led into the street. Thufan took the lead as the small group headed south, toward Trader’s Gate and the long trade road south. Teymoud stood at his door watching the proceedings, the men from the carriage standing at his side.
There were few traders outbound at this time of evening. Roadrangers, as well as the fear of the wetlands the road passed dangerously close to, kept most traders close to civilization at night. One large caravan made its serpentine way through the gate as Indris and the others followed Thufan’s group. There were approximately thirty wagons in all, driven by a mixture of Avān and Seethe. Some were Spool-driven, though most were drawn by draft horses. Seethe warriors rode brightly colored harts; the antlers of the large beasts were capped with steel, silver, or brass. Some had their coats dyed crimson or yellow or blue. In the dark the Seethe seemed spectral, with their pale skin and hair and their glass armor bright with an inner, gemlike radiance.
It was almost the Hour of the Spider, high night, when Thufan and his companions turned west. They forded the Anqorat River near the ruins of an old lodge, its scorched skeleton little more than faded streaks of jade-washed black, gray, and white under moonlight. Flowers had run riot. A cypress tree grew against one wall. The irregular bricks seemed to bend around it, as if the tree gave them the strength they needed to stand. A small tributary fed into the Anqorat River on the west bank, where willows bobbed their sad, shaggy heads to the burble of the water.
Indris and the others let the caravan pass on for a few minutes before they followed Thufan and the others across the river. As they neared the riverbank, the remains of a bridge could be seen, though it was little more than a cluster of rotted stumps that rose like broken teeth from the sluggish river.
“Could you not just…” Ekko waggled his fingers in what was no doubt meant to be an esoteric gesture. Shar laughed while Hayden shook his head, a grin on his weathered face.
“Not an option,” Indris said. “Not here, Ekko. I’ll use the ahmsah to sense what’s out here, but I’ll only use it to weave disentropy if I’ve no other choice. We’ll have to rely on Hayden’s eyes and your nose and ears to follow our targets, I’m afraid.”
He looked out across the dappled patchwork of the Rōmarq, senses heightened as they always were here. The Rōmarq was flooded with the disentropy produced by all living things. Yet it was inconsistent. In some areas disentropy flowed with natural harmony, a vibrant corona that flowed around everything. There were other places where it spiked, like myriad geysers spouting energy into the air. In others, vortices spanned, shimmering gray-black whirlwinds of power. Wherever the disentropy flowed, it felt tainted, wrong.
People often forgot the Rōmarq had not always been a marsh. It had been a lush, fertile, beautiful land before Näsarat fa Amaranjin—the first mahjirahn—had sunk most of the Seethe nation of See-an-way beneath the Marble Sea. The Rōmarq was the lowlands nearby. While it had not sunk completely, it had been forever changed as the waters washed away most of what had been built there. For almost a century, the Avān had avoided it as uninhabitable, letting nature take hold over what older cultures had wrought. Yet in time the Avān, like the Seethe before them and the Rōm before them, had ultimately been drawn there by the abundant energies that made all manner of arcane science possible.
The barriers between the natural and supernatural worlds were weaker here. The Rōmarq had become a place conflicted, twisted, by the clash of impacted laws of existence. If Indris’s teachers were correct, it was the tampering of older cultures that had made it so.
At their height the Rōm had made the Weaveway, the anchored web of paths that crossed the ahmtesh, so a person could step from one place and arrive at the next, crossing between points in heartbeats. In time the Rōm had taught the Elemental Masters how to use the Weaveway. It had proved to be the beginning of the end.
In his last writings, during the great decline of the Rōm, Irth discussed the presence of slumbering, antediluvian beings long thought extinct, woken by the eddies of those who explored the fluid infinity of the ahmtesh. As these being had woken, stirred from their ancient places over the centuries, the depths of the ahmtesh had darkened like a hand stirring the sediment in a pond. The old saturnine shadows had called out to those of similar mind. Filled the holes in their hearts with dark dreams. Some, those of power and imagination and influence, had answered the call. The shadows had lengthened. More people had become Lost in the myriad pathways of dark desires, the promises of dreams to be fulfilled. Now those depths were the Drear: a place where one forgot all the good things about oneself and saw only the dark, bitter, melancholy that pooled in the most hidden depths of the soul. And the Rōmarq reeked of it.
Such knowledge weighed on Indris as he and the others waded across the river and climbed the shallow west bank. The grasses close to the river were shorter, softer than the razor-grass found farther in. As they progressed farther into the marsh, the trees around them grew more fragile. The foliage was not as thick, and the bark hung like peeling skin. Underfoot the ground was spongy, damp. Each of them walked in Hayden’s footsteps. First Ekko, whose whiskers twitched almost constantly. Then Indris, followed by Shar, with Omen last in line.
Night settled more firmly around them as the moon straddled the horizon. Up ahead the lantern light from Thufan’s group stopped. Hayden settled on his haunches to wait. Within a few minutes the orange haze of a campfire could be seen. Shortly after, the sounds of a viola and a kahi flute rose into the night sky in a rendition of a country reel.
“This near where you saw your king last?” the drover asked Ekko quietly. The sounds of the marshlands made it almost unnecessary to whisper. The kyok…kyok…kyok call of night herons rang clearly on the air. Giant rodents, kin to the Fenlings before they had been changed, scampered through the reeds and underbrush. The dry cough of a marsh devil came from nearby, as well as the high-pitched screech of the giant bats that haunted the Rōmarq.
“No, Hayden Goode,” Ekko replied. “We are further east and too far south.”
“Don’t worry.” Hayden’s eyes scanned the darkness about them. “We’ll find this uncle of yours and bring him back, safer than sleeping.”
“Can you be so sure?”
“I am if Indris is, and he wouldn’t have set foot in here if he didn’t think the job could get done.” Hayden rose to his feet to address the others. “Looks like we’re here for the night.”
Indris nodded. “No fires, so we eat cold. I’ll take first watch—”
“No need, Indris,” Omen fluted. “We Nomads need no sleep, and night makes as little difference to us as day. Why do you not all rest until morning?”
“Thanks, Omen. Much obliged.” Hayden touched his forelock, then started to unpack his bedroll. The others followed suit. Each took food from their baggage to share. Hard bread, dried fruit, cheese, cold meat. The portions were small, to Ekko’s obvious disappointment.
With his back to a fallen log, Indris allowed the symphony of the night to flow over him. Through slowly blinking, ever-heavier eyes he watched Omen, a pale statue against the stars. The eternal champion was little more than a silhouette.
Before he had died of a terrible wasting illness, Sassomon-Omen had been a celebrated philosopher and painter. Of course he had also been a warrior, though a duelist rather than a man of war. It had been considered admirable for somebody to be hamane. The High Avān word was subtle in its meaning, incorporating elements of being accomplished, determined, and learned. Another part meant classic. In truth there was no word outside of High Avān for what it was to be hamane. Other than perhaps to say true.
Like all Nomads, time had distanced Omen from his mortality. From what it meant to be alive, with all its virtues of sensation and taste, or pleasure or pain, of the moments that reminded mortals they were alive. One day Omen would lose what was left of his connection to the world around him. Indris already saw the signs. On that day a brilliant, beautiful mind would lose what little connected it with the modern world. Omen’s mind would forget why it had gone on as long as it had, what it meant to live. On that day he would simply stop, his soul locked in isolated contemplation.
On that day the world would be a poorer place. Yet it was not today, and for now, Omen’s presence gave Indris comfort enough to sleep in peace.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Too often our morality is based upon a multitude of factors of circumstance, rather than the singular factor of principle. How then can morality be consistent, how can it be a guide, if that which decides it is forever in flux?”—Sassomon-Omen, philosopher and artist to the Sussain, 27th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 321 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari’s eyes lingered on Indris as he walked away. If things went awry, it might be the last time she ever saw him. She shrugged to herself in an attempt to lighten the ache in her chest.
“He’ll return, girl,” Femensetri opined. “Always does. He’s a hard one to kill, and, believe me, there’ve been plenty who’ve tried.”
Nehrun tried to rise from his chair and was once more set back down by Roshana’s firm grip on his wrist. “Try it again and I’ll break it. We’re not done with you, Nehrun.”
“You’re my sister!” he hissed. “I’m in command in Father’s absence. Let me go!”
“I don’t think so.”
“I’ll not sit here and be interrogated in front of her!” Nehrun thrust his chin in Mari’s direction. The muscles along his jaw clenched. “This is family business.”
Mari stretched out one leg under the table. She ground her booted toe into Nehrun’s groin. The Näsarat prince grunted in pain. “You made it my business when you became involved with my father. Let’s not forget you waylaying me in the Astujarte. Or have you forgotten that little bump in the road?”
Rosha shook her head with disappointment.
Nehrun held his hands up in a gesture of self-defense. “The Great Houses of Näsarat and Erebus have been at war for—”
“Keep your tongue behind your teeth unless you’re answering my questions, boy.” Femensetri sipped at her drink, then spat it over the side with a grimace. Mari smiled. Femensetri took Nehrun’s drink, sipped, seemed content since she kept it. “And before you bleat about how you demand this, that, or the other, understand you’re in no position to demand a thing. You know me, know my reputation?”
Nehrun nodded nervously. Mari was sure she heard him swallow convulsively, even from across the table.
“Then you know I’ll kill you where you sit and there’s bugger all you, or anybody else, can do about it?” Again Nehrun nodded. “Then talk, boy, and hope you tell me enough that’s useful so I don’t find a reason to scorch the flesh from your bones. The best you can hope for now is incarceration.”
His voice faltered at first, as he choked on a combination of pride, guilt, and fear. He spoke of his years of disagreements with his father, whose progressive Federationist attitudes were in stark contrast to Nehrun’s Imperialism. How his reading of Corajidin’s insights in Our Destiny Made Manifest had changed Nehrun’s perceptions of both the Avān and Shrīan. Mari detected an undercurrent of resentment in Nehrun when he admitted he was the child of a monarch who had never actually been intended to be the rahn-elect of the Great House of Näsarat. She was surprised to learn it was Delaram, Indris’s mother, who had been rahn-elect until she had taken her place with the Sēq Order of Scholars. Ariskander had been chosen after his brilliant elder sister had made herself unavailable.
Nehrun had traveled in different orbits than the rest of his family. Through his friends from university, as well as the various clubs and associations of the privileged he belonged to, Nehrun fell into the company of like-minded women and men. And into the habits of gambling, drinking, smoking, and courtesans. In the parlors of wealthy political reformists and half-baked philosophers, the high-minded discussed how a world could be remade over snifters of mulberry brandy kissed by clouds of pipe smoke.
“I didn’t know it was Yashamin who was buying information…at first,” Nehrun said, his gaze distant. Rosha’s glare was sharp as a chisel, her hand trembling around the hilt of her long-knife. “Though I hated Corajidin, still do, I couldn’t disagree with his perspective. Father’s insistence on protecting Far-ad-din and his nest of freethinkers and foreigners in Amnon was…misguided. Far-ad-din needed to be removed from power, or else the Seethe were going to be in a position to rebuild an empire of their own.”
“You were lied to, boy,” Femensetri countered. “Many of us argued against coming to Amnon in force, yet Corajidin had bought the vote and neither the Asrahn nor the Speaker for the People could do much to fight it.”
“Be that as it may, my father had outlived Shrīan’s need for him,” Nehrun insisted. “Though we were enemies, Corajidin and I agreed on where we thought Shrīan needed to change. That the Teshri could be manipulated showed us how weak it is. We need a single monarch to govern Shrīan, and it’s possible it could’ve been me. After all, aren’t the Näsarat, the Great House of the Phoenix, descended from the blood of emperors? The Empress-in-Shadows in Mediin is herself a Näsarat.”
“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Rosha breathed. “Do you mean to say you thought you’d be Mahj?”
“One day. Why not?” Nehrun shrugged.
“Because you’re the weaker son of greater sires, Nehrun,” Femensetri growled. “Did you know what Corajidin had planned for your father?”
“Not the extent of it!” he said, panicked by Femensetri’s grim tone. He looked across at Mari. “My arrangement was for Father to be killed in battle. It didn’t happen. I needed to improvise to get what I wanted. I’d no idea he’d abduct Father, or do…what he’s doing.”
“And after Corajidin became Asrahn?” Rosha whispered.
Nehrun looked at his sister, his smile cold. “I’d be the new Rahn-Näsarat, with a bold new vision. But whatever Corajidin is doing, he’ll have to do it without me. I doubt it will be me wearing the Phoenix Crown now.”

Mari cantered her giant mountain-hart through the open gates of the villa to find her father and brother standing in lantern light outside the stables. Mari rode up to them, smiling as she dismounted. Thankfully she had had the foresight to take saddlebags with her, which held an old tunic, breeches, and the leather-wrapped length of a wooden practice sword. Her father eyed her suspiciously as one of the stable hands took her mount away.
“I did not realize you had left the villa.” Her father’s tone was suspicious. “Where have you been, and why did you not tell me you where you were going?”
“I’ve been training, if you must know,” Mari lied with good cheer, to mask the hammer in her chest. “Since I lost my post with the Feyassin, I need to find other people to train with.”
“Why not train with me or the Anlūki?” Belam asked as he checked the saddle girth on his hart. “I’d be happy to fence with you.”
“So you should be.” Mari threw her arm around her brother’s wide shoulders, then mussed his golden hair. “You might learn a thing or two.”
“Oh ho!” Belam gave chase as Mari dashed away. She leaped over potted shrubs, dashed around the edge of the fountain, and ducked under harts, which stamped their split-toed hooves. She and her brother laughed all the while, even after he tackled her, which sent them both headlong into the grass. She wrestled Belam to the ground in a headlock, pushed him aside, sped away.
“Enough, you two!” Corajidin clapped his hands, grin wide. The years fell away from his face when he smiled. Mari had not seen her father look so relaxed in months. “Belam has somewhere to be, and I cannot have him put in hospital by his younger sister.”
“Thanks for the confidence.” Belam smiled wryly. He pointed at Mari. “Your day will come!”
“If only we could both live so long.” She gave her saddlebags to a porter. “Where are you off to, Belam? Want company? I can help.”
“Not this time.”
Her father and Belam excused themselves to exchange a few words. Thufan and some of his ruffians waited nearby. Corajidin hugged Belam, then headed inside. Thufan smiled at Mari through his customary cloud of pipe smoke, a grotesque contortion of wrinkles on his hollowed cheeks and thin lips.
“Belam?” Mari caught her brother by arm.
“Later, Mari,” he murmured.
“Amre yaha, big brother,” she called out as he walked his hart to where Thufan and the others swung into their saddles. It was something they used to say often to each other. Not so much anymore. It seemed their lives had taken such different directions of late. Belam stopped, then looked over his shoulder with a surprised smile.
“Who doesn’t?” He gave her a friendly smile, then was gone along with Thufan and his men.
With Thufan gone and her father occupied, now was the perfect time to seek Armal out. It took her almost half an hour, but she eventually found him in the villa’s library. It was a tall, three-tiered chamber, golden with lamplight. Bookcases lined the walls, their doors paned in stained glass. Ivory scroll cases, like a honeycomb, held ancient maps and scraps of knowledge. There was also a collection of more recent printed material, coarse reed paper pressed between thick card covers layered in velvet or coated with lacquer.
Armal overfilled a large leather chair, his wide, plain face creased by a slight frown. Mari smiled. When he read his lips moved. One blunt finger traced the words on the page, as if he deliberately searched out each one as some kind of wonder. She entered on quiet feet. Armal caught her movement, looked up from what he was reading, face flushed.
“Pah-Mariam,” he murmured, bashful as a boy.
“What are you reading?” Mari came across to join him. She would have to have been a fool to not see his infatuation. It happened. People desired her, or admired her, which sometimes led to an affair that rarely, if ever, ended well for either of them. It had been her experience that people loved the thought of her rather than the reality. Perhaps love was too strong a word. It rarely got beyond lust before feelings withered on the vine. Not so with Indris, who was secure enough to see her for all of what she was and was not.
“I enjoy the library, Pah-Mariam,” he said in his quiet voice. “If that’s not a problem.”
“Problem?” Mari laughed. “Why? Books are to be enjoyed.”
“I never used to read much before…”
“Before Maladûr gaol?”
He closed his eyes for a moment in what appeared to be genuine pain. “It’s an old palace, you know? Stuck out there in the Marble Sea, surrounded by water. It’s filled with cracked old statues, vandalized paintings, and hundreds of rooms. Very rarely did we see anything new, and we had a lot of time on our hands.”
“I take it there were books there?”
“Few were complete,” he said ruefully. “Even so, I learned what I could. It was humbling to know how wrong my life had been, living solely for my father’s good opinion.”
“Ah, yes. We all seek the approval of our parents. At least for a little while. It’s a trap I think we are both ensnared in.”
He read to her from the book in his hands.
Though the moments passed me by,
along with dreams I thought I’d lost,
I wondered where my heart had gone,
your forlorn child of future past
Mari looked at him in wonder and finished the passage from memory.
Scars no memories forget,
I had gone missing on the way,
stopped to think I seemed to be,
hints of promise waiting yet.
She leaned forward to take the book from his hands. Steps Along the Feyassin’s Road. She had written it only a year ago. “I’d no idea there was a copy here.”
“There isn’t, Pah-Mariam. It’s mine.”
Mari looked at him with raised eyebrows. Clearly Armal’s still waters ran deeper than she suspected. He had shown compassion, even sorrow, at some of the things he had heard their respective parents speak about. If she could rely on his compassionate nature, he might well be the ally she needed.
“Armal, may I ask you something in confidence?”
“Of course.” Not a moment of hesitation in his voice. Using his affection seemed dishonest, yet what choice did she have?
“The work you and your father do for my family,” she said tentatively. “Is it something you’re entirely comfortable with?”
He dropped his gaze to his lap. For a moment he wrung his hands as some inner debate raged. Without raising his head, Armal replied, “It’s not my place to question what the Great House of Erebus wants of me. I’m your father’s loyal man. My family has proudly served yours for generations.”
Mari leaned forward to rest both her hands on Armal’s leg. She heard his sharp intake of breath, yet the giant did not back away. She took another gamble. “I don’t question your loyalty, Armal. You spent four years in Maladûr gaol because of what our fathers had you do. You were lucky enough to be pardoned, but you know such good fortune will only come once.” With one firm hand she reached out to touch his chin. Armal raised his head to look her in the eye.
“In confidence?” he whispered. Mari nodded her encouragement. “There’re some things that make me uneasy. Things that give me trouble sleeping. I do them because I’m expected to. To speak of these things might get me, or both of us, killed. My father…your father—”
“I want to help my father, Armal, before he goes too far. If my father falls, so do we all.”
“Please, I need to think—”
“You don’t need to say anything you don’t feel comfortable saying, Armal. These are dangerous times for us all. My father is ill, Armal. Though I love him, we’re not always of the same mind.” Mari leaned forward conspiratorially. “Allies can sometimes be found in the most unlikely of places. Know that if you ever need to speak to anybody, I’ll always listen. Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Armal?”
She looked about, as if ensuring they were not being watched. Mari needed to push him further. “I know what’s going on, Armal. I can help you.”
The man gasped in surprise. He avoided her gaze as he nodded his large head, eyes fixed on the closed book in his lap, where Mari’s name was stamped in plain, precise letters.

It had been a long time since she had the time to pursue art, something the warrior-poets prized as an alternative to their lives of physicality and violence. At the Lament, her teachers had encouraged all their students to remember that being a warrior-poet was a path to enlightenment. Theirs was a sacred calling of the one, who strove for the perfection of body, mind, and spirit, to protect the many.
She took up her old leather folio. Some of its sheets featured sketches, many only half-complete. Rough outlines of life study, simple charcoal lines with neither shade nor texture. The halfhearted efforts of a dilettante with other things on her mind. But the few finished pieces hinted at some promise in her as an artist: the watercolor of a chrysanthemum; a brightly colored lizard on terra-cotta tiles; the faces and bodies of women and men she had loved, her way of immortalizing the few among the many.
It was a blank sheet she worked on now. High cheekbones. A tangle of dark hair. A long jaw. Delicate eyebrows, unusually so for a man, and a small mole on the left temple. In the flickering light of the candles and oil lamps, his face came somewhat to life. Except for the eyes, which she had not the skill to do justice. They remained blank, lifeless in the otherwise complete portrait.
She stared at the portrait, ran gentle fingertips over it. Indris was out there somewhere. There were so many rumors about him. About his years as a commander of the Immortal Companions. About how he had volunteered to fight behind enemy lines to rescue others, then been captured and spent years bound in slave pits. About how his wife had died of her longing for him. Yet what to believe? Both fame and infamy often grew in the telling.
Hungry, Mari went to the kitchens. By the time she got there, they were mostly empty. The cooks eyed her obliquely as she picked out some choice morsels of leftover food. She filled an ewer with more water than wine to take with her.
When she returned to her room, she could not miss the massive man who stood, obvious as a mountain, directly under a hanging lantern outside her door. Mari slowed as she approached, intrigued as to why Armal had chosen such a late hour, though more so why he had come to her chambers. The guards on duty kept their eyes forward, yet their expressions did not fool Mari. There would be talk.
“Good evening, Pah-Mariam—”
“What are you doing here, Armal?” she asked brusquely. The man’s expression crumpled. As much as it pained her, she needed to drive him off for both their sakes.
“My apologies,” he said quietly. He bowed his head, so as not to seem forward enough to look her in the eye. “I wanted to express my thanks and return this to you. I found the landscapes of Amnon, particularly the Awakened Empire houses in the Artisan’s Quarter, quite beautiful. I see why you were interested in them. My apologies for the inappropriate hour. I should’ve waited until morning.”
Mari put her food and drink down on a hallway table. Armal held a book out in both large hands. She had never seen it before. She flicked through a few pages of oil paintings, though most were sketches done as intaglio prints on cloth sheets. Between two pages was a narrow piece of paper. Mari quickly turned more pages, ultimately closing the book to place it beside her plate.
“It’s late and I’m tired.” She opened the door to her room, then took up the tray and book. “I didn’t expect company. Thanks for bringing this back.”
“My pleasure.” Armal bowed before turning on his heel to walk with his long strides down the corridor. The guards tracked him as he left. Mari only hoped there would be no embellishments of Armal’s visit. She knew as much as anybody how much soldiers loved to talk, particularly if there was something scandalous involved. Mari already had enough mud on her name without adding a completely fictitious tryst.
She closed the door behind her, then hurriedly found the page Armal had marked. In careful, almost childlike letters, the man had written “three” and “seventeen.” Mari frowned. The page showed an illustration of a many-storied house with tall keyhole windows and what seemed to be a tiled frontage. There were balconies on each level, hidden behind climbing plants and fretwork screens. People in traditional Shrīanese knee-length coats and wide-legged trousers were caught forever midstride, their shadows fragmented in the weave of the cloth. There were awnings at ground level, to shelter customers, stalls, and wares from the sun. The print was of Treadstone Street and the famous Ghyle, the markets of Amnon that bordered the Artisan and Mercantile Quarters in the Old Town.
Mari took the slip of paper in her hand. Three, seventeen. She looked at the tile-fronted house.
What was at level three, number seventeen Treadstone Street that Armal wanted Mari to see?



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“It is believed patriotism is a fine characteristic. It highlights our nobility and integrity in equal measure. What then do we feel, when patriotism is no more than a mask for hatred and blind ambition?”—from The Growth and Death of the Petal Empire, by Arimandones, Sēq Scholar to the Great House of Sûn, 981st Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 322 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
As he entered his office, Corajidin saw Yashamin leaned back in her chair, long legs propped on his desk. The desk was littered with petitions, letters from creditors, supply manifests for the army, cluttered ledgers. Silver-handled brushes lay beside a large, near-empty ink pot. Her fingertips were stained black with ink. Yashamin’s light robe had come undone in the heat, revealing the temptations of light and shadow, the texture and shape of her sweat-sheened skin. Her damp hair was stuck in ringlets to her unlined brow. Across the planes of her high cheekbones. Her long neck. She drew on a small pipe. The narcotic cloud that hung about her gave Corajidin a slight headache.
Cicadas droned in the lazy morning, almost louder than the bright splash of the alabaster fountain in the courtyard below. The pain in his belly and muscles was dulled for now, thanks to ever-increasing doses of lotus milk.
Corajidin dropped the latest reports from his senior officers on the table. Yashamin smiled indulgently at him, exhaled slowly. A pool of oily smoke, so thick it seemed near solid, dripped from her lips in pale streams before it rose lazily into the air. Corajidin felt a distant stirring in his loins. “You need distraction, love.” She shrugged and her robe hung precariously from her shoulders. “Lose yourself in me for a while, then sleep. I’ll sort through what needs your attention and what can wait. The world will still be here when you wake.”
There came a light rap on the door. Yashamin shrugged again, a lift of her shoulders that loosened the fall of her silk robe even farther. She raised an eyebrow, daring him to answer the door when she sat there, free for the taking.
Another knock, louder this time. Corajidin stifled a growl and bade the person enter, his fingers curled around the hilt of the long-knife given him by Vashne.
Farouk entered the room, garbed as always in the somber black and red of his armor. Corajidin wondered whether the man slept in it. Farouk made the Third Obeisance, kneeling with brow pressed to the floor, palms turned upward. He remained there for a count of heartbeats before climbing to his feet. Farouk remembered sende when he had something important to say.
The most powerful man in Shrīan stared at his aide. “Farouk?”
“My rahn,” he said plainly. “You asked me to keep watch on Pah-Mariamejeh’s activities. You also wanted to know, as soon as feasible, whether Armal attempted to contact her.”
“I remember my own cursed orders!” Corajidin snapped. He regretted his tone as soon as the words left his mouth. He was so tired.
“Your daughter was seen in Armal’s company twice yesterday. The first time she sought him out at the library, where they engaged in conversation. There was some touching—”
“Armal laid hands on my daughter?”
Farouk hesitated a moment before he continued, “It was she who was the forward one.”
“And the second time?” His voice sounded more distant than he intended. He found he was clutching the long-knife so tightly his fingernails were digging into his palm.
“Last night, outside her chambers. I’ve no more information than that.”
Corajidin walked to the open doors that led out to the balcony. The breeze cooled the sweat on his chest and brow. His vision blurred, and he had to steady himself against the railing until the moment passed. He could taste vomit on the back of his tongue.
“Armal must be sent away, Farouk.” Corajidin kept his back to the others. “As distant a posting as you can find. Nowhere too dangerous though. Somewhere where he will be useful but out of harm’s way. Arrange it as soon as you can.”
“I live to serve.” Corajidin heard the man rise to his feet, then walk to the door. There was a soft click as it closed behind him.
Corajidin heard the whisper of bare feet on polished wood. A sibilant hiss as Yashamin’s experienced fingers slid his robe off, letting it fall around his ankles. The warmth of an arm around his torso. A hand, assured, accomplished, certain, on his manhood. Corajidin felt Yashamin melt into him, her breasts pressed into his back.
“Do you trust Farouk not to exceed his authority?” she murmured into his shoulder. Her voice vibrated against his skin. “He’s no love for Armal.”
“Farouk knows his place, love. He will behave.”
“I hope so. What of Thufan?” she murmured, her hand moving him from anger to a desperate desire.
“He will thank me.” Corajidin turned in her arms, though she never lost touch with him. His mouth found hers, moist, inviting, hungry. Her lips full and soft under his.
Yashamin led him, at once mistress and slave, to the couch by the desk.

Morning had gone. Corajidin reclined at his desk, too distracted to work. A headache throbbed at the edge of true pain, due in equal parts to his hangover, Yashamin’s narcotic smoke, and the infirmity of the sickness that pooled in him like fetid water in a rusted basin. The gentle breeze from the overhead fan was soporific, the waves of cool air on his skin comforting. Through the open window the cries of gulls, the rattle of carriage wheels, and the din of conversation turned into a pulsing wave of incoherent sound. Amnon was a hot, humid city. He preferred the mild dryness of Erebus Prefecture with its cool winds off the dark waters of the Southron Sea, where it stretched south to the rugged, mountainous islands of Kaasgard and the wide icy wastes of Sarway.
A crystal decanter of honey wine remained untouched on his desk. A small pile of scrolls flexed under the breeze from the fan, edges curled upward in the damp air. One of the scrolls listed the names of those Thufan suggested be incarcerated, the last of Far-ad-din’s supporters. On another, Armal’s much softer views on the supposed rebellious activities of the Family Bey, whom Corajidin would feel much better about, were they easier to spy upon. Their holdings in the Rōmarq were vast, their people clannish and closed to strangers. A report from Farouk outlined the wealth claimed in Corajidin’s name. The list was very, very long. Somewhere it would no doubt be accompanied by a list just as long of those who were either the poorer, or who had disappeared, for providing it.
He looked down at the papers on his desk. Before he had left to send Armal away, Farouk had written Corajidin’s appointments for the day, including his meeting with the overdue Nehrun.
A knock at the door roused him. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes before granting permission for his visitor to enter, and he was surprised when it was Femensetri and Roshana who came through the doorway. Corajidin tasted something sour in his mouth as the two women approached his desk. Neither of them sat, nor did he offer.
Femensetri dropped a scroll case sealed with the white lotus of the Teshri. There were only two people who had such a seal: himself as Asrahn-Elect and Nazarafine as the Speaker for the People.
Corajidin did his best to smile, though he was sure it came out more as a sneer. Femensetri always managed to bring the worst out in him. He glanced at Roshana and had to admit he could see what Belamandris found alluring in her. Her face was handsome, high-cheeked and square-jawed like her brother’s, with dark eyes in their shadowed orbits either side of a slightly long, straight nose. Her hair was tucked behind the slight points of her ears. Roshana wore her light-armored corselet like a robe of state, the hilt of the long-knife strapped to her thigh smooth with use. This one was no peacock.
He glanced down at the wax tablet on his desk, though he did not need to. “I have an appointment—”
“Nehrun’s not coming, Corajidin.” Femensetri’s voice was a harsh thing, all corners and edges. She nodded to the scroll on the desk. “That’s from the Speaker. I wanted to make sure it arrived safe and sound.”
Corajidin eyed the scroll but made no move to touch it.
“It is a writ of abdication, Asrahn-Elect,” Roshana said firmly. “For my brother, Nehrun.”
“What inspired this?” In the Ancestors’ sweet names! Thankfully his voice was calm, though anger tensed in him like a bowstring.
“My brother feels it’s in the best interests of Shrīan, his House, and himself if he abdicates.” Roshana bowed her head in humility, while Corajidin inwardly seethed. “He has appointed me rahn-elect in his place. Obviously, once Indris returns my father to us—”
“Nobody has found Ariskander.” Corajidin’s words dropped like stones. “Nobody will find Ariskander. Face facts, Roshana, your father—”
“Lives, Asrahn-Elect,” Roshana spat. “Until an heir has been Awakened, we’ll continue to search for him. Where Nehrun has failed, or was, perhaps, less motivated to succeed than he otherwise might have been, we suspect Indris will be far more…”
“Effective?” Femensetri drawled.
“Thank you, Scholar Marshal.” Roshana beamed at Femensetri, who had served generations of the Great House of Näsarat before she had taken her role as Scholar Marshal.
“Nazarafine has endorsed Roshana as the new rahn-elect, so she’ll now represent her House on the Teshri.” Femensetri looked down at Corajidin. Her mindstone flared with curls of shadow. “Are there any arrangements, or discussions, you had with Nehrun that Roshana needs to know about?”
“Nothing comes to mind,” he lied. Curse Nehrun! Corajidin had counted on the man to keep his own House in order with regards to any search for Ariskander. Knowing Indris was the man who hunted for Ariskander filled Corajidin with new doubt. Thankfully the marshlands were large and days had passed since Ariskander had gone missing. “What of Nehrun? Will he return to Narsis or to his estates in the prefecture?”
Femensetri grinned at Corajidin. It was a wild thing, ripe with her contempt for him. “Nehrun took ship early this morning for the Shrine of the Vanities. There he’ll meditate upon his life. Have no fear, Corajidin! The Sēq Scholars at the shrine will be more than capable of protecting him from harm. After all, who knows what secrets he might yet reveal?”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“The challenges in our lives are meant to render us neither immobile nor otherwise helpless, rudderless, or lost. They are meant to help us discover the roots of who we are.”—Balimore Swann, leader of the Ondean militia, 564th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 322 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Butterfly-drakes buzzed past on gossamer wings, scaled hides rainbow hued in the morning haze over the Rōmarq. The scent of rotten vegetation clogged Indris’s nostrils. Birds swept by, giving chase to the clouds of insects that had taken to the air. Nearby a crocodilian growled, its shape masked by the trunks of tea trees and reeds.
Indris had not slept well. There was an ominous weight to the Rōmarq that played on his nerves. A brooding pressure promising harm to the unwary.
During the night Indris had awoken to find Omen gone from his post. He had risen from his uncomfortable bed to find his old friend standing by the banks of a nearby stream. The water had flowed sluggishly, its rippled surface contorted like a warped mirror. When he had asked Omen why he was standing there, the Wraith Knight had replied that he had come to see the drowned people who had been calling out to him.
Indris sorted through their food while Hayden and Ekko crept forward to get a better look at Thufan and his bravos. They were not gone long before the two loped back. Hayden’s expression was grim.
“Seems our friends lit out in the night,” Hayden offered by way of explanation. “Fire’s been out for a while.”
“Omen?” Indris asked calmly. “Did you see them leave?”
“‘Flee you men strayed too far from redemption, your prints as bloody sins upon the earth.’ No, Indris, I did not. The drowned ones were talking to me, all burbled and wet in the mud and the weeds like strands of hair all wet and green. The secrets of the deep waters and the ancient stones—”
“How long, do you think?” Shar interrupted. She had already begun to pack her kit. Ekko followed suit. “Are they beyond your ability to track?”
“They’ve some hours on us, but I conjure I can find them well enough.”
“This is less than ideal.” Indris chewed his bottom lip. He and Hayden shared a glance, then looked to Omen. The Wraith Knight carried nothing except his relic of a sword and swamp-stained shroud. He stood like a scarecrow, kindling limbed and narrow chested, the damp earth sucking at his boots. There was a time when Omen would not have missed a snake in the grass, let alone ten men breaking camp.
They followed the trail. Indris knew Ekko could move much more quickly than the rest of them, though Shar would not be far behind. He was more concerned about Hayden. The drover was not a young man anymore. After three hours, Indris could hear the old man’s breath rasp as he ran. Indris thought back to their days with the Immortal Companions, when they had been forced to make improbable time between cities. They would defeat an enemy one day, only to face another on the morning of the next. Many new recruits had died, too tired to fight after such exertion. Those who survived were the stronger for it. There had always been soldiers willing to join the Companions for their chance at fame: the young and the foolish, the glorious and vainglorious…the desperate.
After five hours Hayden had started to falter. Indris felt the muscles in his own legs burn. Each breath in his chest felt like sandpaper. They could all use a rest. He increased his pace to catch up with Shar and Ekko, to tell them it was time to stop.
The ground around them was relatively firm. Many large boulders, half-sunk in the mud or the nearby pools, were crusted with small mollusks. Short trees, their roots like thick rope, coiled over each other on the way to the water’s edge. The ground was holed here and there, warmed by the sun. The group slowed to a walk for several minutes before they finally sat, drawing in the sticky air in deep breaths. Only Omen remained standing, his mannequin body immune to fatigue.
“How are our prey keeping such a pace, Amonindris?” Ekko asked. The Tau-se breathed easily, his recovery quick. “One might have thought Thufan would be a liability on such a journey.”
“One of them’s riding,” Hayden said between breaths. The old drover lay on his back, his forearm over his eyes. “Do you figure we could eat something, Indris?”
“Of course.” They would be useless to anybody if they arrived for a fight too tired to lift a weapon. “Make it quick, though.”
“The Lion Guard only traveled some twenty-five kilometers southwest into the Rōmarq before we were ambushed,” Ekko mused. “We have traveled perhaps twenty kilometers since we crossed the Anqorat yesterday.”
“You are concerned we are not moving as quickly as the Tau-se?” Omen asked.
“No.” Ekko shook his head. Then nodded. “Yes. But that is not what I am saying. We were being shadowed by the Fenlings all the way.”
“And?”
“Where are the Fenlings now?” Ekko frowned. “I have sensed no Fenling spoor, yet we should be surrounded by them. I smell naught but damp and something akin to rotting crab…”
Shar ventured light-footed from their camp, intent on their surrounding. Indris followed her example. He was hesitant to use the ahmsah, even to enhance his senses. Both he and Omen might well prove to be liabilities here in the Rōmarq, for they were both strong with disentropy.
“What would drive the Fenlings from this part of the Rōmarq?” the Tau-se asked quietly.
Ekko’s words left an uneasy silence in their wake. Hayden sat up, his color better. Shar returned to crouch on the jagged stump of a log, hawklike, her eyes never still as she scanned the marsh. Indris fancied her elongated, upswept ears twitched at every sound. She twirled a serill throwing knife between her fingers. Omen waded, ibis-like, in the shallow pools nearby. Shapes writhed around his legs. He reached into the water and pulled out the fragments of a large rainbow-hued shell.
Omen held the shell up to where his ears were not. “I wonder whether we can hear the ocean in these? Or perhaps the screams of those whom the marsh-puppeteers have ridden, hidden away in layers of dying meat?”
“Oh, sweet Näsarat!” Indris breathed. He looked at the long swaying grasses. He listened for the telltale skittering of chitinous legs amid the rattle of the reeds. “We need to leave.”
“Why?” Hayden asked. The man paled with revulsion as he looked past Indris. Hayden raised his storm-rifle to his shoulder. Indris sensed the movement behind him. His hand flew to the hilt of Changeling in the same instant Ekko’s khopesh and Shar’s serill blade rang from their sheaths.
Indris ignored his most basic instinct, which was to look. He rolled forward, drawing Changeling as he came to his feet.
Ekko launched himself. His sword ripped past. Missed the shape that had sprung forward. A flare of light. A glass knife hissed through the air. A wet gurgle-hiss. The ratta-tat-tat beat of legs on stone. The chitinous thrash of death throes.
Shar stood over the carcass of the maleganger, what some called a marsh-puppeteer. She stabbed it. Held it up, gaze curious. Dark ichor dribbled down the blade. The beast twitched for a few moments, giving a whistling keen. It resembled two strangler’s hands joined along the thumbs, covered in pliant turtle shell. The tail was short, flat, and segmented like a lobster. Its finger-thick limbs were encased in a moist-looking carapace, tipped with hard black points. Its abdomen was pocked with a multitude of large pores, all of which showed the tips of tendrils like oily barbed hairs.
“What on Īa is—” Hayden choked out.
“Right now you don’t want to know,” Indris snapped. “Run!”
The companions raced away. Hayden led them along Thufan’s path as best he could. The whistling cry of the malegangers was answered all around them. From the corner of his eye, Indris saw the creatures bounding alongside, spider-quick on powerful legs. All the while came the skittering and the shrill whistle calling others to the hunt.
“We won’t make it,” Shar snapped as she fell into step beside Indris. He followed her gaze forward, where rocks dotted with large holes rose from now-turbulent waters. More of the creatures appeared on all sides. “You need to do something.”
“If I do”—he panted—“I’ve no idea what might come looking for us.”
“Roje faruq cha!” she swore. “There’s no point in wondering what if. If you do nothing, we’re all dead.”
“Like me,” Omen said with what might have been wry humor if his voice had allowed for it. Indris shot a withering glance at the Wraith Knight.
Indris tapped into the ahm, feeling it pool around his Disentropic Stain. His mind focused on the structures of the ahmsah. Formulae, the building blocks of the arcane, clicked together in Indris’s mind as he ran. Most of the canto of the Fayaadahat—the collected arcane works of the Sēq—were highly dangerous. As well as highly indiscriminate. The effects would not discern between friend or foe. Formulae were a tool to achieve an end, the same as a shovel, a broom, or a sword. Many scholars failed because they relied too heavily on the intent of the tool, rather than its quality. If the scholars were lucky, neither their comrades nor innocents paid for their lack of control.
Indris exhorted himself to even greater speed. He pointed to an open area ahead surrounded by slick stones, pocked and bulbous, like malformed wasp nests. The holes in the stones no doubt led to tunnels. The maleganger hive was all around them. Every step they took sent vibrations through the earth. Every step told the malegangers where they were.
When the companions reached the open area, Indris skidded to a halt. The others fell in around him.
“Back to back around me!” he yelled. “We’ve told them all where we are, and this is where we’ll hold!”
Sweat trickled down his forehead. He drew his storm-pistol with his free hand. The malegangers must have sensed him, Omen, and Changeling, for they slowed. Quivered, claw-tipped legs tapping in what Indris took to be excitement. Ekko held his khopesh low, his feet wide. Hayden held his storm-rifle to his shoulder. Shar stood tall and tapped her sword against the split toe of her high boot, her face lit with a wry smile. Omen had assumed a stylized stance, still as a statue, his antique sword held in a duelist’s grip of a style seen only in ancient manuscripts.
Indris thrust Changeling’s chisel point into the ground. The sentient blade drew disentropy from the earth like a siphon. The Sēq Knight felt it flow through him, a coolness in his veins. He began the calculations for the High Accelerator. He looked to his friends. Changed the calculations for force, burn, and diameter. Of where the epicenter would need to be.
The malegangers did not wait long. They whistled to each other. Crept forward on long, hard legs. Tik-tik-tik-tik on the stones. With a deceptive, deliberate slowness, they approached—
Then sprang forward. Limbs splayed. Needle claws wet with venom.
Hayden’s storm-rifle gave off muted thuds as he fired. For such a small noise, the bolts were devastating. Click went the trigger. A thump as the bolt was spat out on a hard gust of air. Then crack as a bolt split maleganger carapace. The ammunition cylinder revolved. Another maleganger body erupted in a spray of black blood and mottled shell.
Ekko swept his blade in a bright arc. What his blade missed, his armored hands caught midair. Crushed. Discarded. A few of the beasts gained purchase on his armor. Roaring, he swept them away. Where they landed, he crushed them underfoot.
Shar danced. She wove, supple and elegant. She bent like a reed in the wind. Her serill blade whipped through the air. The glass blade chimed. Malegangers fell, sundered. She sang a song of death. Fought to her own rhythm. Made of death an art, though she was the only one of her people there to witness what she created.
Omen was terrifying for his silence. His limbs were hinged to bend in ways a body could not. They twisted at odd angles. He flung himself with a fearless abandon no living thing could copy. As a being who emanated disentropy, Omen was a target for the malegangers, who sought him out to their peril. They clung to his shroud. Sought to find purchase around his wooden throat. They tried to penetrate where his spine should be with their fine tendrils, to no avail.
Wave after wave of malegangers attacked. Many of them were small, young, and inexperienced. Indris saw the elders farther back, larger, wiser veterans in possession of a cool cunning and intellect stolen from their victims. They moved forward more slowly. Their trills urged the others on, coordinated the attack.
“Indris?” Shar panted. “If you’re planning on doing something, today would be nice.”
“Busy here,” he muttered under his breath. The formulae of the High Accelerator finalized in his mind. The numbers, which roared across his brain, turned to words. To pitch, cadence, resonance, volume, inflection, meaning. Around them the malegangers swarmed. The elders had come closer now. They would have sensed the disentropy emanating from where he knelt. He could feel the vibrations of more of the parasites underground. It felt like the horde of malegangers was trying to burrow upward.
“Indris!” Hayden yelled. He had drawn his broadsword and swung in broad, desperate strokes. Malegangers swarmed forward. The old man’s face was streaked with sweat. “Help!”
“To me!” Indris snapped as his friends fought in a circle around him.
The words of the High Accelerator flew from his mouth on motes of light. The air around them began to shimmer. Tiny stars burned in the air, no larger than pinheads. They burned, glorious and warm. They vibrated. Moved in ever-widening orbits.
Shar yelped as she and the others leaped toward Indris. Omen was slower than the others. He capered back, yet was caught as the myriad little stars began to spiral in a luminescent maelstrom. There came a grinding sound as his exposed limbs were struck by the High Accelerator. The edges of his shroud went taut, as if pulled. Its hems frayed, then shredded into smoldering rags. Wood chips and sawdust flew away, vanishing in sparks of flame. The contact left the wood pale and exposed, its lacquer gone, parts of the fingers taken.
The Accelerator hummed at first, then growled with speed. Soon the companions were caught within a blurred sphere made from innumerable streaks of yellow light. All they could hear was the roar of the globe of the High Accelerator traveling ever faster. As its diameter widened. The air quickly heated, turned stale.
Soil and stone were scoured clean where the High Accelerator passed. The earth smoked somewhat from the heat, yet seemed to cool rapidly into a glassy flatness. Indris had calculated enough energy to protect them both above-and belowground and how long they could breathe the trapped, heated air. Yet the disentropy of the Rōmarq was uncertain. He needed to be able to shut it down if the Accelerator got out of hand.
When the High Accelerator burned out, the companions looked out on a flattened landscape. Water steamed. Grass had been burned away. The ground was bright with specks of glass wherever there had been grains of sand.
Of the malegangers, dead or alive, there was no sign.

They traveled another few kilometers. Of them all only Ekko had never seen what a Sēq Knight was capable of. The Tau-se champion had maintained a reverent, if not apprehensive, distance as they had quick-timed to their next rest point.
“Now we know why the Fenlings weren’t about,” Shar said lightly.
“How did Thufan and his…” Ekko muttered. The sight of the puppeteers had left him unsettled. He sat on the grass, his khopesh across his knees. He polished the weapon repeatedly, as if to remove blood only he could see. The giant lion-man had taken his khopesh apart to ensure no blood remained either on the blade, hilt, or fittings. He put it back together again with reverence, murmuring benedictions all the while.
“Especially at night,” Omen mused. The Wraith Knight had a dead maleganger caught in the folds of his shroud. He poked at it, and its lobsterlike limbs twitched in response. Hayden looked at the thing with disgust. When Omen poked it too hard, the fine tendrils on its abdomen flickered out. The old rancher leaned into the grass to vomit.
“Have you no such creatures where you are from, Hayden Goode?” Ekko asked when the Human had regained control of his stomach. Hayden shook his head miserably, his storm-rifle clutched to his chest.
“I’ve never been to Ondea.” Shar came to sit beside the man, her arm around his shoulders. Indris could see how much Hayden trembled, though it slowed with Shar’s soothing tone. “Tell me what it’s like.”
“Where is it writ that men should have to live in the same world as…” he began. Hayden shook his head, as if to throw off his discomfiture. “Ondea’s beautiful, young miss. Grassy plains that go on forever. High mountains, with rivers so clear you’d swear you was drinking sky. We ain’t got swamps and the like, but our forests are filled with game. Some such will kill you, if you cross their path. But they’re natural, healthy, and whole. In Ondea a man with a herd of mountain horses, on the move from pasture to pasture? Well, it’s quite a life.”
“What drew you away from it?”
“The Angothic Witches came,” Hayden said flatly. He looked to Indris, his expression filled with anger and a pain Indris knew all too well. They had both lost people they loved. Had become men other than what they had planned to be. “But what’s done is done. I’d rather not think about it, if you don’t mind. Still and all, after being here I figure Ondea’s a lot better than this place, Angoths or not.”
“You can blame the first mahjirahn for what the Rōmarq became,” Omen said blandly. “One of Indris’s Ancestors was the—”
“Thanks for that fascinating mention of my family history, Omen. We’ve more important things to worry about. Are we still on the trail?” Indris glared at Omen, though he doubted the Wraith Knight would notice. Ekko’s question as to how Thufan and the others had safe passage through the malegangers bothered him. Contrary to popular belief, the malegangers were not mindless predators. They could be reasoned with, bartered with. What had they traded, Thufan and Belamandris, for safe passage through the maleganger hive?
“That we are.” Hayden scowled. “Though they’re a smaller group now. Six folk, still traveling fast.”
They came to an area of ruins where the traces of old roads could still be seen. Some nameless town or city, long lost to memory. Half walls canted, forgotten reminders of inhabitants long gone. The domed roof of a building, filigree ironwork rusted through in many places, was a stark silhouette against the cloudy afternoon sky.
Indris paused for a moment beside the remains of an ornate gazebo. The ahm whirled here, making it slightly harder to breathe. Isolated in a round plaza devoid of anything else, the blue-gray diorite columns stood tall. Curving lines were carved into the stone in a seemingly haphazard way Indris recognized as Rōm handiwork. The delicate black metalwork of the domed roof was blackened by old flames, as was the pallid stone of the plaza around it. Bloated translucent spiders seemed to skitter in midair on webs of spun glass, seen only when one ventured too close. Indris felt the menace radiating from the Weavegate, the creeping sensation of oily thoughts that swam, sluggish and secret, unbidden and unwanted, through his mind.
Holding back a curse, Indris had to have Ekko physically pick Omen up and carry the Wraith Knight from where he had simply stopped to listen to whatever it was that had enraptured him.
As the afternoon darkened to evening, they traversed other ruins, decrepit skeletons of buildings and monuments that stretched feebly from the marshes. They were small, no larger than villages or perhaps the large estates of some wealthy landowner or other. It was Shar who sighted the first Fenlings to the east. The group, about twenty in all, was moving through the gathering gloom of the overcast.
“Only war parties journey in the day,” Omen said tonelessly. “These are out a little early.”
“You think?” Indris muttered. His eyesight was not as sharp as either Ekko’s or Shar’s, yet the Fenlings’ was even worse. With any luck the Fenlings could be avoided, especially if Indris and the others stayed downwind.
“Then we keep moving,” Hayden said without enthusiasm. His red face and heavy breathing indicated the older man would much prefer to stop.
They jogged another several hundred meters until they came to a stream shaded on both banks by hoary old willows. Ekko led them into the murk. He gave quiet instructions as to where they should set their feet. Where roots rose that might trip them up, where they might injure themselves on low-hanging branches. Soon, their world consisted of Ekko’s whispers, the water flowing past their knees, and the susurrus of the breeze through green curtains of willow fronds.
The sun had all but vanished from the sky when Ekko led them up the north bank of the stream. The silhouettes of old statues, columns, and walls dotted the landscape before them. The ruins of an old windmill, newer than much of the wreckage about it, spun listlessly on a groaning axle.
“What is this place?” Ekko asked.
Indris took in what he could see of their surroundings. He pointed to a few buildings. “The domed roofs and windmill are definitely Avān, though crude. From the looks it’s probably more than a century old.”
“Smugglers?” There was as much statement as question in Shar’s tone.
“Who else?” Indris replied.
“‘And with his hook he pierced the moon and pulled it down like a coin, with which to buy part of the sun.’” Omen was as still as the statues that surrounded them.
“Eh?” Hayden grunted. “You’re getting a might light in the mind as the days go on, my friend.”
“Quite funny, you. Traversing these ugly swamps may see white ants nesting in my head. But it neither changes the fact that I can quote from the classics, nor that the man standing there, smoking by the door, has a hook for a hand.”
“Faruq ayo!” Indris swore.
“Language,” Shar whispered as she poked Indris in the ribs.
The companions grinned. They had found what they were looking for.



CHAPTER TWENTY
“Though they show me where I die, and take my love away from me, they can’t change my destiny, these villains and their treachery…”—from the Ballad of Holt Katelin, 233rd Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 322 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
The entrance to the Ghyle at the corner of Treadstone Street and Chandler Lane teemed with people. It was the busiest market district in all of Amnon. The hexagonal sandstone paving was hot under Mari’s feet. Striped awnings gave shelter to myriad street vendors, who hawked their wares, cajoling in their singsong patois.
Mari was dressed as a common nahdi. The few people who might have recognized her face would hardly look twice at a common mercenary. She merged with the crowd, was carried along by it. At the end of Treadstone Street was a plaza featuring a massive bronze statue of Mefelin, the man who had invented the printing press. It sheltered dozens of eateries, wine houses, and coffeehouses, as well as the Kellifer, the series of serpentine lanes and alleys where bookstores, paper vendors, printers, and scribes did their work. At one with the ambling throng, Mari stopped from time to time to peruse what vendors had to offer, checking to make sure she was not followed.
Mari sauntered past the green-fronted building at number seventeen. The third level had a balcony enclosed by tall fretwork screens that were closed now, the paint cracked and faded. Two men, faces aged by too many seasons in the sun, played jambara by the ground-floor entrance. The click-clack of the glass marbles on the board was muted against the background din of the crowd. The scarves wrapped around their heads boasted a pin with red, blue, and green feathers, the colors of the Family Charamin. These nahdi were either Thufan’s or Armal’s people. As one of the men leaned forward, the hilt of a short sword could be seen at his hip.
She continued on toward the plaza at the Kellifer. Food vendors’ shops took place of pride. Small tables, their paint peeling, stood between rickety stools or folding camp chairs. Scores of patrons sat at their ease in a space that would seat hundreds, tanned faces raised to enjoy the summer’s day as they enjoyed local delicacies from the Marble Sea.
As she passed by one establishment, a large man, fully a head taller than she, passed close by. Mari sidestepped to avoid him, yet he managed to entangle himself with her anyway. Annoyed, she jammed an elbow into his ribs by way of thanks for his wandering hands. He grunted her name as he doubled over. When he looked up, Mari saw Armal’s face, though much darkened, eyes heavily rimmed with kohl. He was dressed as a simple caravaneer, unarmed save for a long walking stick as thick as three of her fingers.
“What do you think you’re doing, Armal?” she muttered to him as she straightened her clothing. Nobody seemed to be paying them any attention. He grabbed her as he rose to his feet, still winded. “Hands!” she warned.
“I come here every day,” he said, his tone wounded. “I thought you might come, too. I enjoyed our talk yesterday.”
“Eh?” she said, only half listening.
“You need a better disguise—” he began with a smile, then came to a halt when he saw her eyes narrow. “You’ve a way of walking, a very long stride, though light on your feet. More a glide than a walk. Also the way you carry your amenesqa through one belt ring, rather than two, so you can draw quickly from any angle. There are other—”
“Right.” She drew the word out. “Armal, you know it would never…That I don’t—”
“I don’t know what I would’ve done if we’d not talked yesterday. Killed her, maybe?” Killed who? Mari wondered. “I know my father wanted to keep her alive, as leverage. But the danger! Then you, yesterday you told me you knew…” He started back up Treadstone Street, toward number thirteen, Mari in train.
“Why did you tell me about this place?”
“I wanted somewhere for us to meet privately,” he said shyly. “I know your father would never let us be together, so I thought this—”
“We need to be careful, Armal.” Mari silenced him with a gesture. “Nobody can know what we’re doing.”
“There’s no need—”
“This was unwise, Armal. Do you have something to show me or not? Otherwise you’ve endangered us for nothing. My father mistrusts me as it is!”
“Never mind.” He went to rest his arm on her shoulder. She shrugged it off. “There are places in the world your father would never find us. Have you ever been to Mieda, in Ygran? Or Masripur, in Tanis? It’s but a short sea journey to freedom, away from everything here.”
“My father—and your father, for that matter—has a very long reach, Armal. Tell me what’s at number thirteen Treadstone Street. Or did you send me here in the hope I would bed you?”
Armal had the decency to look shocked. “Mari…I mean, Pah-Mariam, I never thought to…I mean, while I’ve…My intentions were—”
“Best kept a secret, locked away somewhere safe and sound,” Mari assured him. “Where they’ll not get you hurt. Were I you, I’d find places to be that are as far away from me as you can get.”
“I don’t want any—”
The crestfallen expression on his face turned to one of genuine hurt. Armal lurched to one side. His eyes widened in pain, then narrowed in anger. He bellowed. Mari dodged to the side as the giant spun and whipped his walking stick in a vicious arc.
Mari’s drew her sword, eyes scanning the crowd.
Armal had turned his back to her, his attention elsewhere. There was a bright-red stain on Armal’s lower back. There was another, slightly higher. The assassin had tried to pierce Armal’s lung to keep him quiet, yet had failed. Through the rent in the big man’s clothes she could see the boiled leather of a light-armored corselet.
Screams echoed down Treadstone Street at the sight of blood and steel.
The crowd tried to scatter. They tripped over themselves. Pushed. Shoved, desperate to find safety.
There were five of them, dressed as common soldiers. Curved steel shone coolly in their tanned hands. Their faces were obscured by hoods, though Armal had pulled the cloth away from one man to expose Farouk’s scarred face, his teeth white in a savage leer.
Farouk’s henchmen pressed forward.
Mari sidestepped Armal. Her body moved before thought. Her sword flicked out. Sliced upward. The blade bit. At hip first, then chest. It ripped out past one of the assassin’s collarbones. The man shrieked. Blood misted the air as he fell.
Four remained. Armal’s stick crashed down. A sickening crack. One man’s head caved in. A backswing. Blood, bone, brains, hair were whipped into the shrieking crowd. Now there were three.
“I’ve waited for this!” Farouk darted forward, his blade already red with blood. It punched under Armal’s arm. Adderquick, it struck again.
Armal dropped his stick. Placed his hands around Farouk’s throat. Squeezed.
Mari came in at a crouch at the last two. Her sword was a horizontal blur. She scythed it across one man’s belly. Felt the man’s death in her fingertips. Her palms. Her wrists. Like a falcon her sword hunted. It curved high. Swooped low. Took the last man’s hand at the wrist. Changed direction. The chisel point ripped through his throat. No time for him to scream.
Mari scanned the crowd. Everything was in sharp contrast. The colors were too vivid. Light and shadow, too bright and too dark. Her breath was loud in her ears. The faintest sound pealed like a bell. The nahdi behind the jambara board looked on, frozen to the spot.
Only Farouk remained. His knife hilt protruded from Armal’s chest, while his hands gripped the big man’s wrists as Armal throttled the life from him. The aide’s eyes bulged in their sockets. The veins protruded on his brow. His skin had purpled. He struck Armal in the head. Once. Twice. Weaker now. Thrice, with little strength. Still Armal squeezed, his teeth bared in a rictus of savage, violent abandon.
There came a dry snap. The life went from Farouk’s eyes, and his head canted at an odd angle. Armal loosened his grip, tumbled to the blood-slick pavement. He tried to rise. Did not have the strength. Blood lined his lips. His face was spattered with gore. Mari thought there was perhaps more blood outside of him than in.
“Mariam?” he mumbled. He reached for her with his bloodied hands. Armal’s face was pallid, contorted with pain. “I couldn’t kill her, you understand? You father wanted us to kill them, but the daughter…”
“Carry your master inside!” she snapped to the two nahdi lurking nearby. They looked around nervously. “Now!” she yelled.
Mari scanned the street. There were a lot of people. Too many people. Faces peered from shopfronts. From behind stalls. There would be talk. Worse, the kherife would be on their way. What the kherife knew, her father would know shortly after. She urged the nahdi to greater haste. Mari had intended on entering the building with somewhat more subtlety, but she must play the cards she had been dealt. Regardless, she would see what was inside the building Armal had wanted her to know about.
The nahdi dragged Armal’s enormous frame across the road, leaving a broad trail of blood. One man scrabbled for his key. Turned the lock. They barged through the door as four other men barreled down the stairs. Two of them took one look at Armal’s body, then kept going out the door. Clearly their loyalty did not extend past the expiration of the man who purchased it.
“If you want to live,” Mari said to the others, “I’d take what money I had and leave Amnon. Those men who attacked your master were the officers of the Rahn-Erebus fa Corajidin. Need I say more?”
They needed no convincing.
Mari bound up the steps two at a time. Both the first and second floors were empty. The third floor had three doors…one guarded by an armed man. Without pause Mari walked forward. Her unsheathed sword was covered in blood.
“You heard?” she asked quietly.
The man nodded nervously.
She took a step to the side to allow him access to the stairs. “Take the offer,” she murmured, “while it lasts. I doubt the Asrahn-Elect will be as understanding. Whatever your duty was, it’s no longer your concern.”
The man hesitated. His knuckles whitened on the hilt of his sword. Mari allowed herself a slow smile, lazy and wide.
He blanched. With obvious caution the nahdi sheathed his blade, then moved past her to the stairs. Mari leaned over the balustrade until she saw him flee the building. At least he had the good sense to close the door behind him.
Light-footed she entered the room he had guarded. It was well lit, plainly furnished. There were two other doors within. One had a bolt, shiny and new, on the outside. Mari dashed to the balcony and peered through the screen. People had crowded around the carnage. A few looked upward at the building she was in. Others pointed. There were no sign of the kherife, though Mari assumed such good fortune would change.
She crossed to the bolted door. “Hello?” she called. “I’m armed, but mean you no harm. The men who imprisoned you are gone. I’m going to unbolt the door, then cross the room. You’re free to leave…in fact, I recommend it, given the kherife are likely on their way.”
Mari did all she said, then waited.
Each moment felt like an eternity until the door opened. A young woman stood there. Her plain face was grimed, dark eyes wary under an unkempt nest of dirty hair. Her tunic was torn, her breeches and silk boots ruined by water stains.
“Sweet Ancestors!” Mari breathed.
“Knight-Major,” Vahineh, daughter of Vashne, said. “I take it I’ve you to thank for my rescue?”
“Not yet you don’t.”

It was the work of moments to rummage through the few belongings the nahdi left behind. There were some worn garments, oft mended, which would be less obvious than Vahineh’s ruined clothes or Mari’s bloodstained ones. The two women hastily changed. What they had on was ill fitting, but it would have to do for now.
“Here.” Mari offered Vahi a short bladed shamshir she had found amid the baggage. The princess thrust it through her sash.
Mari sped down the stairs, leaping half the final flight in one jump, Vahineh a step behind her. Armal’s body lay slumped across the hallway, his vacant eyes wide. Mari stooped to close them, which was all the respect she had time for.
On seeing Armal, Vahineh snarled and ran forward. Mari restrained the princess as she was about to kick Armal’s corpse. Vahineh struggled, wild with rage, yet Mari held her against the wall until she quieted.
“We’ve no time for this! There are those who’d see you share Armal’s fate. Come with me if you want to live.”
With a backward glance at Armal’s fallen form, Mari led the princess toward the rear of the building, slid the bolt to the back door, then dashed into the narrow lane beyond.

There was an expensive hotel in the Red Lilly Garden called the Silk Arena, well known to be frequented by many of the most expensive courtesans in Amnon. Though it was not a bordello, Mari had come to understand most of its hundred or so rooms were rented or owned for the express purpose of pleasure. It was a den of sin, where those of dubious virtue and questionable fidelity could exercise their passions in quiet luxury.
It was as safe a place as Mari could think of to get a message to her newfound allies.
On their way to the Silk Arena, Mari and Vahineh had entered a clothier some distance from the Ghyle and purchased new clothes, plain and of the right size. They had then slipped into a small bathhouse, to the distant sound of the kherife’s shrill horns. Vahineh had doused herself with hot, soapy water to wash away the accumulated grime of captivity. Mari herself only spared the time to wash away any obvious blood, brains, or other souvenirs from her earlier exploits.
Mari used her boot knife to cut away Vahineh’s long hair so it fell to just below her shoulders. They dressed quickly in their new clothes, then walked casually out onto the street.
The Red Lilly Garden was at the end of a winding lane in the Mercantile Quarter of Old Town. It was lined with expensive townhouses, all made from sandstone in identical style with bronze-sheathed domed roofs, columned entryways, and stained-glass windows in black window frames. At the far end, the Silk Arena dominated a cul-de-sac planted with red lotus, larger than any six of the other houses combined. Carriages came, dropped off their passengers, then departed. The doormen, dressed in silk coats that Mari suspected covered expensive kirion-steel shirts, were all smiles. After all, who would enter such a place ignorant of its expense, its rules, or the consequences of breaking them?
At the front desk, Mari wrote a quick note and paid a courier to deliver the message to Samyala as soon as possible. Then the two women took a seat and relaxed as best they could. Vahineh sipped at a cup of tea, while Mari nursed a short glass of honeyed whiskey. They sat in silence for many minutes, Vahineh looking with interest at those who came and went, Mari looking at Vahineh with a sense of doom in her belly like a bad meal.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” Mari said. She rubbed her hands on the legs of her breeches to wipe away the dampness.
Vahineh kept staring at the patrons for so long Mari wondered whether she had been heard. As she was about to speak again, the other woman rested her gaze on Mari. Vahineh’s plain face flashed from moment to moment with fear and fatigue, grief and anger, followed at last by a forced blandness.
“What is it, Knight-Major?”
“I beg your pardon?” Mari narrowed her eyes at the controlled, cold formality in Vahineh’s tone.
“If it needs saying, best it were said quickly.”
I am one of the reasons your father is dead. Mari had never imagined having this conversation. Did not know how to start it. Until not long ago, she had thought Daniush was the only survivor to the Great House of Selassin. To sit here with the late Asrahn’s daughter left her unsettled. Part of her almost wished for somebody to fight, just so she could delay the inevitable.
“I wanted to express my sorrow at your loss, Pah-Vahineh.” She stumbled over the words. Tried to determine which ones to use next. “It was…I mean to say, the…passing of your—”
“You?” Vahineh’s face was still. “Timid? You can say the words, Knight-Major. Was it a tragedy? Was that what you were going to say? What about the word dead? My mother, my father, and my brother. Dead. If I can say it, surely a trained killer such as yourself should have no difficulty in spitting out the word.”
Mari felt as if her throat was going to close up. Her eyes drifted down to the shamshir Vahineh cradled in her lap. The princess’s hands were white knuckled around both sheath and hilt. It would not take much for Vahineh to draw and strike. Mari moved her hands far from her weapons, clutched them behind her chair. If Vahineh wanted to settle a blood debt, Mari would not prevent her.
“You were involved in my father’s death?” Vahineh stared down at the weapon in her hands.
“I was there,” Mari said calmly. What point now in misdirection, excuses, or reasons? “I failed in my duty to defend your father, even though I knew there was going to be an attempt on his life.”
“How do you justify that?”
“I’ll not trivialize it by trying.”
Vahineh glared at Mari, color rising. She wrung her hands on the shamshir so hard, Mari could hear the faint squeak of skin against the leather. Vahineh’s posture changed. Her shoulders seemed to hunch as the muscles tensed.
Vahineh stood as her gaze snapped toward the doors. A perfectly groomed young man of conspicuous beauty and bearing approached them. He was elegantly, almost conservatively, dressed, pearls pale against his earlobes. The young houreh gestured for Vahineh and Mari to join him as he strolled to the front door.
Mari was silent as Vahineh climbed into the waiting carriage. She was shocked to see the Stormbringer there. Femensetri leaned back in her chair, her booted feet propped up on the leather upholstery. The ancient Scholar Marshal nodded once to the princess as she helped her into the carriage. Mari remained outside as the door closed; the princess turned to look at Mari. Neither woman said anything.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Corajidin asked with as much of a smile as he could manage. Her father closed the journal he had been writing in.
“Loyalty,” she replied.
“I am not certain I understand, though I welcome it.” There was a look of sorrow on her father’s face, which surprised Mari. He rested his elbows on the desk, surveyed his daughter with his chin rested on steepled fingers. “Would you like to share a meal with me?”
“Father…Armal is dead.” Was it you? she wanted to ask.
“What?” His confused expression answered her unvoiced question. “Poor Thufan. Did you…?”
“What do you take me for? Armal may have been many things, but he never gave me cause to kill him. Nor would he.”
“Then how?” he asked quietly.
“Farouk and some of his bravos,” Mari replied.
“Is Farouk with you?”
“Armal throttled the life from him,” Mari said with a wintry smile. “Though only after he staved in the skulls of the other amateurs Farouk took with him.”
“How did you happen to be there?”
The dangerous question. Incomplete lies were the answer, with enough truth to make them whole. “Armal was speaking with me yesterday. And again last night. He thought, given my defiance, he had information I’d find interesting.”
“And?”
“It seems neither Thufan nor his son was entirely truthful.” Mari paused as her mind raced. Her father gazed at her, obviously impatient for her to continue. On her way back to the villa, she had wrestled with how much to tell her father, yet she owed Thufan nothing. Her father deserved to know the truth, as painful as it might be to hear. Her next few words might well break her or set her free. “They were holding Vahineh captive.”
Corajidin froze. Color drained from his face. She could see the weight of his thoughts in the slope of his shoulders. In the slackness of his jaw. Yet Erebus fa Corajidin was not a man so easily cowed. His look of sick horror was soon replaced by one of simmering rage. Color returned to his skin, as if the clouds had moved away from the sun. He clenched his hands into elegant fists, knuckles white.
“Can I trust nobody?” he muttered, frowning. Mari was surprised to see the furtive look in her father’s eyes. The way they narrowed. Flicked nervously from left to right, as if taunted by something glimpsed in his periphery. The tips of his fangs showed. Bubbles of spittle popped on his lip. “Where is she now?”
“Armal led me to a house on Treadstone Street, in the Ghyle.” Now she needed to divert without quite lying. Armal was dead, so there was no consequence to betraying him. She had no sympathy for Thufan. If her father knew Vahineh was alive and free, perhaps it would give him pause. “She’s gone.”
Her father slapped his hands on the surface of the table. The small sand-shaker and ink pot rattled in their stand. The bronze statue of Erebus glowered across the desk.
“Could Armal have been lying?”
Mari shrugged. “I thought you should know.”
She kissed her father on the cheek, bade him get some rest. His gray-hued skin was hot, flushed, damp. There were dark-red circles around his eyes, which had a glassy sheen to them. With a calm, almost too slow gait, she exited the room. The door closed behind her with a gentle click.
She had not walked far before she heard her father’s howl of rage.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“Is it a greater tragedy to achieve all one’s desires or to lose them all?”—Zienni proverb
Day 322 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin followed Brede into Wolfram’s chambers, his eyes narrowed in a combination of pain and wrath.
Once again the Anlūki were bid, politely, to remain outside the Angothic Witch’s chambers. This time, they listened. Inside the chamber Brede bent her knee, head bowed, to her master. The Asrahn-Elect glanced at Brede, wishing not for the first time Wolfram showed him the same level of deference the apprentice showed her master.
“What can you tell me about this Thrice-Awakened King?” Corajidin said through his hands as he rubbed his face.
“We’ve found no references to it anywhere,” Wolfram replied. “There is no such thing. A rahn is Awakened once and once only. Who would refuse such a calling, or such power—not once, but twice—to be offered it again? Nobody!”
Corajidin parted the fingers of his hands to stare at his witch. His knuckles ached, as if the fingers wanted to curl back into claws by themselves. He tried to blink away the blurriness of his vision. Why were those he depended on failing him? Or was it worse? Could their failures be part of something grander? He dropped his hands to his sides, fingers splayed against his embroidered silk jacket.
“Is Kasraman is ready to report?” Corajidin snapped. He hoped his son had good news.
“Yes,” Wolfram replied cautiously. “I contacted him as you asked.”
“Let us not wait, then.”
Wolfram gestured for Brede to rise and join them at a round table nearby that resembled an upturned shield, its bronze dish surface scored with bright scratches. It was filled halfway with chromatic metal filings. Entanglement Bowls had been common in the early years of the Awakened Empire, but many had been lost as the result of the internecine wars of the Avān families and Great Houses. While scholars and witches had the ability to communicate by casting their minds across thousands of kilometers, it was not so simple for others. For men like Corajidin, there were alternative methods of communicating across vast distances, all of them rare and precious. Before the Drear had become what it had and mystics were Lost to the lure of the powers in the shadows, a Seer’s Mirror had been the optimal choice. These days an Entanglement Bowl was the best choice. The Great House of Erebus had been without an Entanglement Bowl for centuries, until Wolfram and Brede had liberated this specimen from the ruins of the Rōmarq.
Brede rested her fingertips on the edge of the Bowl. A wave pulsed across the gathered metal filings, and there was a slither-hiss as the thousands of metal splinters rubbed against each other. Corajidin watched as the Bowl took on a mother-of-pearl sheen; the fine hairs of his arms raised as disentropy washed across him. Brede uttered a few short words and the filings rippled again, swirled with a bright jangle as they rose ever higher in hills and valleys. At first it seemed as if a replica mountain were rising from an ocean of chrome. Part of the summit tumbled away, the low foothills crept back, deep vertical crevices, two ledges…until eventually the shape of a head came into focus, atop a robed torso with its arms folded.
“Good evening, Father.” Kasraman’s voice was the chime of metal on metal, his face and body rendered perfectly in a miniature chrome simulacrum.
“My son,” Corajidin replied. “You have made progress?”
“Yes and no.” Kasraman’s metal effigy bowed. “The Torque Spindle either has pieces missing or is damaged beyond my ability to repair with what I have here in the Rōmarq. Given we don’t have another Spindle to hand, I need to figure out why this one isn’t working properly.”
Corajidin growled as he clenched his fists in anger. “Was I mistaken to trust you with this? Will you fail me, betray me, too?”
His son paused for a moment before he answered, “No, Father. Why would you even ask? I do have good—”
“The Seethe made armies, populated towns, in weeks!” Corajidin shouted. His eyes felt so hot! Pain took root at the base of his skull. Started to spread its branches. “How am I supposed to have the armies I need to make our nation strong? Is it because you want me to die?”
Kasraman’s image shook its head with a metallic hiss. “We don’t have the Torque Mills of the Petal Empire. We knew there were no guarantees—”
“You know I do not have the time to wait!” Corajidin jabbed his finger into his son’s effigy, causing the metal filings to clatter away before they were reabsorbed. “Do you want my crown so badly, Kasraman, you would see me fail?”
“My rahn, if I may?” Wolfram kept his head bowed. “We’ll need to—”
Corajidin scrunched his eyes closed against the pain, the pressure, the voices in his head that threatened to burst his skull. Is this what his Ancestors were trying to tell him? Of the traitors in his midst?
There was a long pause. Corajidin caught the way Wolfram and Brede looked at each other. Even Kasraman’s chromatic figure seemed to scrutinize his father for longer than was comfortable.
“I am not being paranoid!” Corajidin held his hands up. He winced when he saw the shimmer-sweat on them. At the way they palsied. “Nor has my illness robbed me of my reason. There are forces within Shrīan which plot against me, and you have failed me at every turn! How am I to govern if I am unable to survive? How am I to lead if don’t have the strength to discourage opposition? Am I to become a Nomad? A Rahn-in-Shadows? A mockery to all I believe in so I may do what my people, what my country, needs of me?”
Wolfram reached out a hand to Corajidin. “You need to—”
“No!” Corajidin recoiled from Wolfram’s touch. “At first I thought my agents had executed my will to secure Amnon with too heavy a hand. Now I see what they have done in my name was not enough. We must redouble our efforts! Do you hear me, Kasraman? If you ever want to ascend to be the Rahn-Erebus, you will not fail me! I have other choices for my heir!”
“As you command, Father.” Kasraman bowed with a tinny hiss. “If I may continue? I did say there was some good news. I’ve finished excavating some of the deeper chambers. They led to a warren of smaller vaults, which we’ve only now managed to unlock. Not without significant cost in life—”
“The cost is immaterial, if it brings me closer to my goals.” Corajidin heard the flatness in his tone. Was this what he was becoming?
Kasraman paused for a moment, a light-kissed doll of chrome filaments. “As you say, Father. In short, I believe I’ve found a Destiny Engine. It’s in pieces, but—”
“Have it shipped here immediately,” Corajidin snapped. The hunger turned his voice into something part growl, part purr. The illness made it rough. “I want to see it. I want to touch it…”
“As you command, Father.” Kasraman’s effigy bowed, metal filings ringing with the motion. “I do have one other thing you will be interested in. I searched through the old records I brought with me. There were journals of the Sēq who had served as our rajirs in…different times.”
“And?” Corajidin did not like the rebuke in his son’s tone. It had been generations since the Great House of Erebus had employed a rajir from the Sēq. Too many of them had died in service, under suspicious circumstances, and the Order had forbidden any Sēq from taking service with the Erebus ever again.
“And one of them made mention of a…condition…similar to yours.”
“This is the first I’ve heard of it.” Wolfram studied Kasraman’s simulacrum though narrowed eyes. He did not sound pleased. Was it because Kasraman had possibly succeeded where Wolfram had so spectacularly failed to help Corajidin with his problem?
“What does this mean?” Corajidin asked.
“I think I can help you regain your mastery of Awakening without Sedefke, Ariskander, or the Destiny Engine.”

“What do you think, Wolfram?” Corajidin asked the witch when they were alone. Wolfram stood in the darkness by the window in Corajidin’s office, the moonlight edging him in muted blue-green. “Can my son succeed in helping me?”
The witch was silent for a moment, little more than a grim shade given Human form. “I’ve trained Pah-Kasraman well. He’s already a fine witch and will make a great rahn. Even so, I doubt—”
“He will be a rahn when I am ready for him to be rahn and not a moment earlier!” Corajidin felt a small panic burst in him. “Are you saying the answer is no? Is Kasraman lying to me?”
“I’m saying whatever he’s found isn’t something I’d pin my hopes on.” Wolfram stirred, features obscured by the gloom. “Stay the course. Ariskander has answers for us both.”
“His knowledge of how to unlock the Hall of Reflection? After your years of study, you still believe there is an answer to fixing your damaged body in some mythological Sēq treasure trove?”
“I know it!” the ancient witch snapped. “Don’t mock me, you who are currently less than half a rahn. The Dion am Moud exists, and it will benefit us both if we find it. For me, a new body rather than this travesty! For you, all the great treasures collected by the dynasties of three empires. Riches beyond imagining, all of it for the taking. Imagine how strong your Second Awakened Empire will be.”
There was a limit to how often Corajidin could chase the promises of tomorrow. How many times had Wolfram failed to make real the imaginings of his pipe dreams? Ariskander was a prize Corajidin had in his hands. He would not give it up until he had wrung everything he could from it. He might not need to kill Ariskander…it did not change the fact he wanted to.
“You mentioned to me earlier that the witches had grown strong over the years of their exile?” Corajidin murmured. If he could not have an army, perhaps he needed to seek alternative options.
“I did.”
“You suggested once they could help with my…dilemma.”
“They can.”
“Then bring them to me.”
“As you wish.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“Folly begins with rash action and ends with prolonged regret.”—from the Nilvedic Maxims
Day 322 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Indris and the others crouched in the shadows by the river. Thufan had been waiting by the door for several minutes when the band of Fenlings appeared. There was a score of the wild rat creatures, female and male, black and brown furred, garbed in the ill-fitting remnants of what had been ransacked here and there. They walked like Humans, though slightly hunched, and stood as tall as adolescent Avān. Their hands and feet were long, tipped with claws. They were large eyed and long nosed, the hair on their heads dyed in bright reds, yellows, and greens, upright as the bristles on an old horse brush.
At their forefront was a larger Fenling, almost the size of an Avān near adulthood. She wore a necklace of chisel teeth. Bracelets of Fenling claws rattled on her wrists. Her armor appeared to be in slightly better condition than that of her band, and her half helm boasted two curved horns and a plume of rainbow-hued feathers. She gave out a high-pitched squeal as she shook her spear and slender javelins over her head. Her band followed suit. The awful racket raised Indris’s hackles.
Belamandris glided out with all the assurance of a master swordsman, Tragedy hanging from the weapon belt about his narrow waist. He eyed the newcomers briefly, expression slightly amused. Neither Belamandris nor Thufan drew too close to the wild-looking rat-folk. The Fenlings were known carriers of disease, and wounds from their chisel teeth and claws were prone to turn septic. Indris had seen warriors perish, muscles cramped, bodies drenched with fever sweat, from what had appeared to be inconsequential scratches.
Thufan jerked his thumb at the windmill. He said something that caused the war-leader to give the rapid, chittering giggle that passed for Fenling laughter.
“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Indris asked Shar. Though they could both understand Fenling, Shar had much better hearing than he did.
“It appears she and Thufan know each other,” Shar observed. “She’s called Kapik, leader of the war-band. She serves somebody called Skavi, a shaman. Thufan said he’s brought the tithe of…Well, it seems there was a reason they brought ten men with them. She’s here to take them the rest of the way to…I didn’t understand that last. The black star circle? Thufan has thanked her for the escort. He just complained about the Rōmarq and the tithe he already had to pay the marsh-puppeteers—”
“Malegangers.”
“Do you want to me to translate or interpret?” she said in exasperation. “Dien hir yahoiya.”
“If I could do it myself, I’d not have asked you.”
“They’d said nothing important,” Shar continued. The Fenlings raised their voices in their chittering, squeaking language. The Avān spoke again. “Wait…Kapik has asked why Thufan and his friends killed the puppeteers, to which Thufan replied he didn’t. Kapik doesn’t believe him. She says the puppeteers were allies. They guard the ways into Fenling lands, for a price. The deaths of the puppeteers will cause problems.”
“I’ve a mind this could get a little rowdy,” Hayden whispered. His hands tightened on the stock of his bolt-rifle. “If they figure we’re in these parts…”
“Let’s hope they don’t conjure anything of the sort,” Indris muttered.
Voices suddenly were raised in shouts, and Indris could hear what was being said. The Fenlings prowled about in agitation, noses twitching.
“Not coming.” Thufan shook his head.
“You come now, kay!” Kapik jabbed her spear toward Thufan’s chest. She then pointed it at the windmill. “We take meat. We take you, but you is safe. Not like meat.” She squeak-giggled. The others repeated the sharp chitter for meat, over and over. Indris felt nauseous.
“We know the way,” Thufan insisted. His hand strayed to the hilt of the sword at his hip. He tapped his hook against his thigh. Belamandris remained where he was, a deceptively casual smile on his lean face.
“We take you. Then no more trouble. You hear, smoothskin?” The other Fenlings surged forward, their voices urgent, spears and javelins rattling in their long-fingered hands. “We let you come into tribe lands. Might not let you leave. Might take all smoothskins. Lots of meat on smoothskins…”
“Fine,” Thufan reluctantly agreed after a few quiet words with Belamandris. “We’ll come with you. Take what you’re owed.”
The giant rat-woman squeaked a command to her warriors, who bolted toward the windmill. Shouts came from inside. The sound of blows. Soon, the Fenlings exited carrying the bound bodies of the four other men Thufan had brought with him. Others carried the supplies, as well as the box that Indris presumed contained the Angothic Spirit Casque.
Thufan lit a lantern, then he and Belamandris joined the Fenlings as they walked back into the night. Indris and the others waited for several more minutes. They listened intently for anything, even the slightest sound that would indicate the Fenlings were on their way back. Finally, satisfied they had gone, Indris turned to his friends.
“Don’t we need to be following Thufan?” Hayden asked. “We can’t be saving your missing king if we don’t know for certain where he is.” The drover rose, Ekko at his side. The enormous lion-man glared into the night.
“You’ve something to say, Ekko?” Indris asked pointedly.
“Merely relishing the chance to encounter the Fenlings again, Amonindris,” Ekko rumbled. His claws extended from his large hands, then slid back. “Many of my brothers died at their hands. Eaten, no doubt. Their bones lost, spirits unable to return to the earth. A bloody price needs to be paid in the names of those who cannot act for themselves.”
“We don’t need to follow, my friend.” Indris knew where Thufan was going. The black star stones. A city of polished black. Millennia ago it would have boasted tall, elegant spires. Megaliths of stone smoother than anything made since. Domes of spun black steel, fine as lace and filled with panes of tinted diamond that cast intricate patterns on the floor as the sun and moon passed overhead. There were few such places in the world.
“Amonindris?” Ekko asked.
“‘Ticktock the clock might stop,’” Omen quoted, “‘the Masters mastered, the gears gone awry. Yet far and away, ’pon seas of night, furnaces burn so fierce and bright. Alone, they sit and stare and curse, forever asking how and why.’ For they knew, those ancient ones, we are all made of stars. What they did not know was why we burned out so quickly.”
“What in the—” Hayden shook his head in disbelief.
“Indris knows where we are going,” Omen concluded. “Is that not so, my learned friend?”
“Only one place I know of, according to legend, had what was called the Star Clock.” Indris breathed out through clenched teeth. His suspicions as to what the Erebus had found were sadly confirmed. “That’s where they’re keeping Ariskander.”
“Where is that, Amonindris?” Ekko said as he rose to his feet.
“We’re going to Fiandahariat. The last known city of the Time Masters.”

“So we let Thufan go, along with the Spirit Casque?” Shar looked Indris in the eye. “You’re sure?”
“I am sorry, Amonindris.” Ekko’s voice seethed with barely restrained carnage. “But I have serious misgivings about this.”
“I’m curious as to why we’d not destroy anything made by an Angothic Witch,” Hayden demanded.
“What exactly is this Spirit Casque?” Ekko asked.
“A prison for souls,” Omen answered Ekko with his usual flatness. “It is a helmet, or mask, which contains a wraith matrix—”
“Excuse me?”
“A web of witchfire, sometimes smelted with gold if there’s not enough witchfire ore,” Indris finished. “It’s similar to the Wraithjar Omen inhabits, though unlike Wraithjars, Spirit Casques cause terrible pain to the soul and the soul can’t leave of its own volition.”
“Who’d invent such a thing?” Hayden asked with horror.
“The Angothics…hence the name,” Omen said matter-of-factly. “Though they were inspired by the Avān. During the middle period of the Awakened Empire, Sepulchre Mirrors were used to imprison criminals thought too dangerous to allow to die.”
“But if they died…” Hayden trailed off, confused.
“They could be brought back.” Indris’s voice was calm, quiet, as if resigned to an awful fact. “Or, in the case of the most powerful Ilhennim, they could find their own way back to life, or exist as Nomads. Sepulchre Mirrors were a painless punishment reserved for the worst criminals. They would be stopped from passing into the Well of Souls, from ever being reborn, or from ever walking Īa again.”
“That ain’t right,” Hayden growled.
“What Corajidin is preparing to do to Ariskander is worse!” Indris urged. “They’ll kill Ariskander…then imprison his soul for so long as the Spirit Casque lasts. Ariskander will be in agony forever. His heirs would never Awaken. The accumulated knowledge of his Ancestors would be lost, his link in that chain broken. And there are ways of torturing a soul so Ariskander will tell them anything his captors want to know.”
“It sounds like a very personal type of punishment, Amonindris,” Ekko rumbled. “What would drive a person to such malice?”
“In generations past, my Ancestor Anmoqan caught and imprisoned Erebus fa Zaliir in a Sepulchre Mirror for his crimes against the empire. The Great House of Erebus was relegated to the status of a family, from which it took centuries to recover. It’s one in a long line of wrongs, or rights, our Great Houses have done to each other. The animosity just goes on, generation after generation.”
“Retrieving this Spirit Casque should be no complex matter.” Ekko checked his weapons. “Amonindris, Rahn-Ariskander is my liege. Please allow me the honor of leading this exercise to prevent this vile artifact from ever being used.”
“You want a partner for this dance?” Hayden drawled. “’Tween the two—”
“No heroics, no chances, no mistakes.” Indris stopped him short. “You’re both fine warriors, but against twenty Fenlings? You’ve no chance. Worse, I’ve seen Belamandris fight.”
“You defeated him,” Ekko reminded Indris.
“Because he saw what he wanted to see, not what I really was. Belamandris was proud, but he won’t make the same mistake again. He’s one of the best swordsmen I’ve ever seen, Ekko. Make no mistake, there’d be but one outcome if you faced him. I’ll not lose you to vengeance.”
The others reluctantly nodded their assent.
“North?” Shar asked. Indris nodded, and the sharp-featured Seethe slipped into the darkness on silent feet. Indris followed her, with Omen walking stork-like in his wake.
They had been moving at a quick trot for more than half an hour when Indris turned over his shoulder to check on the others. Omen was still behind him, yet Ekko and Hayden seemed to have fallen farther back. He called out to Shar and Omen to stop until the others could catch up.
Minutes passed, with no sign of either. The moon had set a little over a half hour before. The brilliant light of the Ancestor’s Shroud bathed everything in a faint sepia glow.
“What do you think has happened to them?” Shar asked. She perched on the edge of a broken tree stump, her pointed chin at rest on her knees, her long arms wrapped around her shins. The dark-blue scutes around her hairline and fingernails were mottled shadows against the faint luminescence of her skin. The shadows of her elongated ears reminded Indris of horns.
“I’ve not a clue,” Indris muttered. Frogs and crickets sang to one another. Bats screeched. The reeds and grasses hummed, harmonica-like in the night breeze.
“Perhaps the ancient rifleman was in need of rest?” Omen said. The Wraith Knight had simply stopped, one foot in front of the other, arms akimbo in a frozen parody of movement. It happened more frequently than it used to.
“Let’s hope so. If they don’t get here soon, we’ll need to go back along the trail till we find them.”
“It has been a good plan thus far, Indris,” Omen offered. “Nobody we care about has died. A most auspicious sign, would you not agree?”
“It makes a nice change, Omen, thank you,” Indris said sourly. Shar laughed. “We’ve certainly done worse in our time.”
“Always liked your plans,” Omen continued blithely. “Plans within wheels within spirals within circles making our enemies dizzy. Dizzy. Busy. Bees. The droning of the bees like the murmurs of the Ancestors, where everybody floats and—”
“They come,” Shar said flatly. Her hand drifted to her sword hilt. She drew the weapon. The glass rippled faintly with blue-white radiance, the surface of a pond in a sun shower. “Quickly and not alone.”
Indris scowled, hand on the butt of his storm-pistol. Changeling vibrated softly in her sheath. A few moments later, Indris saw two figures pelting along the trail.
“Amonindris,” Ekko said. Indris saw the Tau-se’s quiver was almost empty of its gold-fletched arrows. The bolt loops on Hayden’s belt were likewise missing more ammunition than Indris remembered. Ekko dropped a head-size wooden box on the ground.
Indris felt slightly nauseous. Tainted disentropy flared from the box in waves, oily and…wrong.
“Sherde!” Indris rubbed his forehead at the sudden, sharp pain that blossomed there. “What did you two do?”
“My father once told me if you can’t do something smart, do something right,” Hayden grinned. He nudged the box with his toe. “This little box won’t be harming nobody ever again.”
“Company,” Shar snapped. She glared at Ekko and Hayden, her skin and eyes radiant with anger. “Weren’t you told to leave it be? What possessed you to such heights of idiocy?” She leaped from her perch, eyes intent on the path behind them.
“You need to destroy the Spirit Casque, Amonindris,” Ekko said defiantly. “We brought it here for you to destroy it.”
“Do you have any idea the power it would take? I can’t destroy it here!” Indris hissed. He could feel tendrils of malicious intent from the box lapping across him. “You found it, you carry it, Ekko! Now run, you fools!”
Indris could see the fatigue on Hayden’s weathered features. He hoped the old man would have it in him to move as they needed to.
Hayden and Ekko’s little escapade might have doomed them.

“I think we’re safe,” Shar gasped. She came to a halt, shuddered, then collapsed to her knees. Hayden, face crimson, veins protruding like ropes on his neck and forehead, dryretched in the grass. Indris was on his hands and knees, each breath a struggle. His mouth was dry, and his tongue felt swollen. His blood roared in his ears, and his hearts pounded so hard he thought his body rocked in time. Had it not been for the mystic traps he had set, or the false signs laid by Ekko and Omen, the Fenlings would have had them hours ago. As it was, the Fenlings would find their spoor before long, then be on Indris and his friends’ trail once more.
Ekko remained on his feet. He drew in long, deep breaths. Shar helped the Tau-se remove the javelin that pierced his arm, then threw it on the ground. It was a primitive thing, painted red and decorated with dirty claws and chisel teeth. The Tau-se looked down at the wound on his arm, expression neutral.
“Do the Fenlings use poison?” he asked.
“Disease, mostly,” Indris replied miserably. “Do you feel unwell?”
“No more or less than for having had a javelin through my arm, no. I did think the question warranted asking, though.” The big lion-man turned his arm to different angles, as if such disease was something he could see through armor, fur, and muscle. Of them all, only Ekko and Omen showed no sign of their hours-long run.
Indris flopped onto his back. The myriad cuts and bruises on his body were reflected on those of his friends. Ekko, by far the largest target, had broken javelins protruding from his armor that quivered as he moved. He proceeded to pluck them out.
“Where are we?” Hayden wheezed. He looked around, squint eyed, red faced with fatigue.
“I’m guessing about two kilometers southwest of Fiandahariat,” Shar replied. “Give or take. Using the streams to help mask our trail took us out of our way.”
They were anything but safe. Indris looked at the multicolored box resting at Ekko’s feet, a bruise on his vision. They needed to get the Angothic Spirit Casque away as quickly as they could. There was no way they could approach the ruins of Fiandahariat with it in their possession, and Indris needed time to mask its presence. Thufan, Belamandris, and the Fenlings would be on them soon enough. Indris hoped they would be as tired as he and his friends were.
He urged the others to eat and drink a little while they could, as plans formed in his mind. To stay and fight was madness. He and his friends might win, but at what cost? An ambush? Too difficult given the number of trails that crossed the Rōmarq. A decoy, then?
Indris pushed himself to his feet. He swayed, light-headed for a moment. Shar, recovered already, crouched in the grass to guard the path they had come by.
“Having fun yet?” he asked her, voice light. She smiled at him, sharp features brightening, then turned her gaze back to the trail.
“There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” she murmured. “It doesn’t matter what we do, it’s always an adventure.”
“I might have gotten you killed this time,” he said seriously. “Shar, I see no clear way out of this. We’ve been lucky so far, but it’ll run out sooner rather than later.”
“You told me once that luck will keep a person alive, so long as their wits don’t desert them too soon. I trust what happens in your head.” She sat back to lean against him. There was no scent of perspiration on her, only of the grasses and trees she had run through. “I might not always understand it, but I trust it.”
“You should’ve taken the Wanderer when you had the chance,” he murmured. Here, in the wide and hostile Rōmarq, the thought of losing friends, of losing this friend, was more than he wanted to think about. “You could’ve been on a pleasure barge in Masripur even now.”
“And miss this?” She craned her neck to look back at him, eyes firefly bright.
Shar reached up to take Indris’s hand. She was about to speak further when something caught her attention. She leaned forward, eyes narrowed. Indris followed her gaze. Shapes, indistinct at first, were pounding up the path they had followed. There were flashes of brightly colored hair. Of a ruby-red coat. Fenlings. Belamandris. Shar turned to kiss Indris’s cheek. “I could kill Ekko and Hayden right now.”
“Somebody might do it for you.” Indris smiled humorlessly.
Indris was tired. He did not want to run anymore, yet he wanted to fail even less. With a set jaw, he walked to where Hayden sat, his head hung between his knees in misery. Indris snatched up Hayden’s rifle. The rifleman said nothing, though he pushed himself to his feet, where he swayed uncertainly.
“Omen?” Indris said. “I need you to take the casque and run as quickly as you can to Amnon. Give it to Femensetri. Don’t stop for anything or anybody. You understand what’ll happen if you’re caught?”
“They will break my wooden bones and chop off my wooden head. Who then to put me together again?” Omen lurched from where he stood to collect the box. His wooden hands clicked on its surface as he moved it to rest beneath his arm. Ekko tied it fast with strips of cloth from his ruined robe. “My Wraithjar will fall like a jade star through the mire to shine in the mud, a bright lamp for the fishes.”
“Then don’t get caught,” Indris said by way of farewell. Omen bowed to his comrades in arms, then turned, sprinting northeast toward Amnon. With each step he gathered pace until he moved faster than even Ekko could manage.
Their pursuers had seen Omen’s dash. The Fenlings changed direction to pursue. Belamandris and Thufan followed the rat-folk, their once-bright armor stained and dull from mud and filth.
Once the pack was in the open, Indris rapidly channeled disentropy into his hands. He scrunched the energy into irregular, translucent orbs. These he scattered on the path behind. With the ahmsah he could see the nacreous little kernels of energy where they pulsed in the long grass and brackish water. Filaments of disentropy, like the roots of a young bush, spread across the ground, anchored to and fed by local currents of energy. The disentropy orbs were basic, not intended to last long. All he needed to do was draw his enemies close enough to give Omen a fighting chance of making it back to Amnon.
Indris took careful aim with Hayden’s storm-rifle. He squeezed the trigger. A Fenling fell sideways into a pond. The others turned in their direction. Confused, they paused while Kapik chattered orders. Indris fired again, and Kapik fell back, blood a gory fountain from her chest. Behind him he heard the dull sound of Ekko’s bowstring. Another Fenling was thrown backward into the waving reeds.
Without their leader the Fenlings were in disarray. Indris sighted down the barrel. Belamandris had drawn his sword and ran light-footed toward them. Ekko fired an arrow, which Belamandris cut from the air. Thufan was beside his prince, though the Fenlings soon outpaced them, mouths open in war screams.
“What’re you doing?” Hayden asked.
“Giving them pause.”
He squeezed the trigger, then gave the order to run.
Indris looked over his shoulder as he raced away. As soon as the first Fenling stepped near the disentropy orbs, they exploded. The night was shredded with terrific, silent detonations. Indris saw the Fenlings, limned in ivory lightning, shriek as their bodies jerked and spasmed in its grip. Of Belamandris and Thufan there was no sign.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“It is through art, music, and literature we truly understand a culture. Violence and war are nothing more than the voices of childish envy.”—Emmamon-ro, painter and sculptor to the Sussain, 42nd Year of the Shadow Empire (67th Year of the Shrīanese Federation)
Day 323 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
It was the first evening of the Festival of the Ancestors. The great names of Amnon had come to the Garden of Stones where it overlooked the cloudy Marble Sea. The grass, almost impossibly green, was dotted with low granite columns, each one featuring a carved-crystal lotus flower, petals open to the sky. As the sky had darkened, candles had been lit within each stone flower. The hill became a riot of flickering gold, yellow, ivory, pink, red, and blue light against the ever-changing pattern of grasses ruffled by the breeze.
Within the domed edifice of the Lotus House with its Memorial Stones, Mari surveyed those who had come to hear her father speak. She looked down at herself in her formal robes, sheer layers of burgundy on black on white silk. She was wearing slippers, for the love of the Ancestors! She snuck an envious glance at the Anlūki in their polished armor and pragmatic clothes.
“Almost five hundred years have passed since those Avān who defied an insane and heretic empress formed our beloved Federation. Sadly we were unable to save all of our brothers and sisters, for there were those who, on that unhappy day, were misled by the promises of those who would steal from them their honor and the freedom to die. Since that day of treachery, the Ancestors have looked upon those who escaped with love. Have listened to us with compassion and protected our people from our own worst instincts.”
Mari scowled over the lip of her wine bowl. Her father was in his element. Standing atop a small marble pedestal overlooking the crowd, he looked every part the statesman, mesmerizing in layers of black-and-red silk stitched with fire rubies and onyx beads. She cast her glance around the room. The greater majority stared with rapt attention. However, the expressions of those from the Iron League nations and Ygran seemed to be cast from steel. The Lotus House was quiet as Corajidin continued.
“Yet we face a terrible legacy. The task before us is the most difficult to fall to an Asrahn in the five centuries of Federation. We are beset by those who would dictate our path for us. Those who would resort to force of arms to prevent our unity. These enemies watch us but do not see us. They listen to us but do not hear. They mimic us, without truly understanding the foundations of our culture and heritage. The time has come for a brave new age where the Avān can stand proudly before the world, without fear of recrimination or harm.
“The separation of state and government has sowed the seeds of prosperity, yet now we face newer challenges. Harder challenges. Challenges which cannot fall equally on the shoulders of the many. The time has come to heal the conflict in our leadership and settle the burden of accountability on one person’s shoulders, for it is only though national unity we will know triumph.
“We cannot cure all our ills at once. Reform takes as much time as it does the patience to see it through. We can address issues of security. Of peace of mind. Of the knowledge our people will be safe. To that end, if I am elected as your next Asrahn, I promise to secure the safety of our lands and our people. I propose the formation of the first Army of the Federation, beholden to the nation, rather to than the individual rahns who govern the prefectures. This army will be tasked with the protection of Avān interests both at home and abroad. It will stand firm against all threats, against either Shrīan or its allies.
“I consider it my mandate, my highest calling, to secure the right to live and the preservation of freedoms for our nation. People of Shrīan, give me five years of your trust, and I will give you the brightness of an unending count of years.
“May our Ancestors look upon us with kindness and charity, strengthen our purpose, and grant us the wisdom and the trust of our people, for we are fighting for all the Avān which have gone, are, and will be.”
The throng cheered. Mari wondered how many of them applauded because they believed her father’s rhetoric or whether they, like she, clapped because it was the safest course of action. It was not hard to read the condemnation on the faces of the emissaries from the Iron League nations. Qoro-asthra, the spectral ambassador from Mediin with his Wraith Knight guards, looked startled at Corajidin’s speech. His phantom’s face swirled, like smoke in the wind, at Corajidin’s reference to Qoro-asthra’s Mahj being an insane heretic.
Mari looked across at her father walking among the crowd, surrounded by sycophants. Corajidin smiled at her. She swallowed against the sharp fear that her father might have to die for Shrīan to know peace.
“You look beautiful, Mari! Enjoying yourself?” Yasha sidled closer. Though Mari disliked Yasha, she had to admit the woman was suited for such occasions. She looked transcendent in sheer layers of silk, red and black to match her mate. Or like some type of venomous snake, Mari thought. She suppressed a chuckle. There was little Yasha liked to do more than spread her venom, or shed her skin…
“I’ve not been a guest at one of these functions for years.” Mari gestured at the Anlūki with her gold wine bowl. “Like them, I was sworn to service.”
“And you still are, Mari!” Yasha reminded her. The people near Corajidin laughed at some witticism or other. Her gaze settled with avarice on her husband. “Enjoy it. Your life hadn’t begun until now.” Yasha shone a white smile on Mari, then floated forward on elegant feet, head high.
People Mari barely knew approached her to talk about her father. Clearly the stigma associated with Vashne’s assassination had faded with Corajidin’s ascension. Of Ariskander’s disappearance, there was no mention. Where Mari expected to be shunned, she was embraced. A cavalcade of faces, flushed with drink, nerves, or the summer heat, flashed past. She nodded politely. Laughed when others laughed. Offered her opinion when a lull in the conversation demanded she do so, yet to answer Yasha’s question, no, she was not enjoying herself overly much.
“You look different, girl,” Femensetri said quietly from behind her. Mari turned to glance at the ancient scholar. Femensetri had made no effort of any kind for Corajidin’s gala. Her oft-repaired cassock had ceased being elegant centuries ago. Her sickle-topped crook gleamed with the blue-green of witchfire.
“What news?” Mari asked.
“We’ll get her out of Amnon,” Femensetri replied. “Some of the Feyassin stayed against Corajidin’s orders to help us.”
Mari’s hearts skipped their beat. “How many is some?”
“Oh.” Femensetri stuck her finger in her ear. She inspected what came out, then flicked it on the floor. A pampered local gave her a look of disapproval, to which Femensetri raised a challenging eyebrow.
“How many is—”
“I heard you,” the Scholar Master muttered. “How many is some? About, oh, all of them.”
“Oh, dear sweet sugary Ancestors!” Mari cursed, then remembered where she was. To her great relief nobody seemed to have heard her. “My father will notice—”
“Nothing. He’d never think the Feyassin would disobey him.” Femensetri snatched a bowl and a bottle of wine from a bound-caste servant as he passed. She pulled the cork free with her teeth and sloshed a good measure of the expensive vintage into her bowl. “Vahineh appreciated your honesty in telling her about your involvement in her father’s death, by the way.”
Mari took a deep breath. “What does she intend?”
“How should I know?” Femensetri snorted. “The girl has much to consider. Besides, it’s Daniush you should worry about. Vahineh asked me to thank you for her rescue, should I get the chance. Doesn’t mean she won’t try to have you killed, though at least she’s being civil about the whole thing. But you weren’t asking whether there was any word about her, were you? You’re more concerned about him.”
“Indris might well hold all our hopes in his hands.” She felt her face flush. Femensetri eyed her, unconvinced.
“You barely know him, girl!” Femensetri took a deep draft of her wine. “I was his teacher and still only know what he’s shown me. How can you compete with the ideals of his memories?”
“What do you mean?”
Femensetri did not answer; rather, she gestured for Mari to follow her through the crowd toward the Memorial Stones. Femensetri rested her hand against one of the dark obelisks, her expression sour. Beneath her hand was a name, dated a couple of years ago. Anj-el-din.
“Indris was a damned fool to think it would end any differently than it did.”
Mari smiled as Ziaire approached them, along with Kembe of the Tau-se. The courtesan was a vision in layers of cream-and-white damask. She wore her dark hair piled high, with a single pearl drop in each ear to denote her calling. The massive Tau-se looked more primal in his deerskin jerkin and kilt, his mane braided with fortune coins, precious stones, and lengths of white cord.
“Who was Anj-el-din?” the Tau-se asked before Mari had the chance.
Ziaire raised a white-nailed hand and gently traced the name burned into the stone. “Anj-el-din was Indris’s wife and Far-ad-din’s daughter.”
“The ‘Lay of Anj-el-din’ brings tears to the eyes of young virgins everywhere,” Femensetri said drily.
Ziaire sang a verse from the song softly, her voice as beautiful as the rest of her.
Looking to the sunset sky,
she finds herself alone again,
and wonders where her love has gone.
Her lonely voice calls his name,
it calls across the Marble Sea.
Asks who we are and who we seem,
how fickle fortune’s whim can be.
“She’s the reason Indris felt compelled to remain in Amnon and to help Far-ad-din,” Femensetri said to Mari. “And the reason why he can’t stand to stay. He carries around so much guilt. Indris’s mother died here, too. Assassinated. So, whatever you think is happening between you two…”
Mari swallowed convulsively. She knew the story of the song, how Anj-el-din had waited years for her lover to return home. She had eventually gone looking for him, never to return. In the song, her lover spent years searching for her. Supposedly he never gave up, haunted by love. But she had never known the song was about Indris. The air in the room felt suddenly too close, making it harder for her to breathe.
“Come with me,” Femensetri ordered the others.
Mari quickly looked for her father and Yasha, but could see no sign of them. Not surprising given the hundreds of people who attended the festival. There were Anlūki nearby, though their attentions were focused more on the people they did not know than the ones they did. Mari doubted she would be missed and joined the Stormbringer, Ziaire, and Kembe as they left the Lotus House. Femensetri grabbed another bottle of wine. Contrary to her habit, Mari allowed the other woman to fill her bowl.
They walked down the hill a way, where Femensetri caught Roshana by the arm. The small group sat on the warm grass, the wind perfumed by a pending storm. The last rays of the setting sun bled slowly from the sky, streaking the iron clouds over the Marble Sea with rust. Lightning flared over the hammered, blood-hued sheet of the water. Mari remembered the lyrics Ziaire had sung. She, too, found herself alone, wondering where the man she thought she might love was.
Darkness settled in all its anonymous comfort. The stars opened their eyes in the firmament, winked down at them with a cheer the insignificant affairs of Īa could do little to ruin. The Humans told tales of how their Ancestors had sailed among the stars, until they had arrived on Īa millennia ago. Tonight her father had all but kicked in the teeth the descendants of those who had dared such a journey. The Humans might be many things, but weak, helpless, and craven were not counted among them. They would hear his words as a challenge. The question was, would they answer? It would not be the first time if they did.
“It seems as if your father has committed Shrīan to his new vision, whether the rest of us would have it or not,” Kembe offered in his purring voice. “You know the emissaries from the Iron League have decided to withdraw, pending the next Assembly?”
“What do you think they’ll do?” Ziaire asked. “My contacts in the Iron League nations all speak of heightened military activity since Corajidin took power.”
“The same news comes from Ygran. But for the Iron League to attack Shrīan, they’d need to fight wars on two fronts. I can’t see them abandoning almost twenty years of effort in trying to conquer Tanis. What are the Tau-se going to do?” Femensetri asked.
“We will honor our ancient oaths of friendship to Shrīan…provided it is to a leader we respect.” Kembe plucked a blue flower from the long grass. He sniffed at it, eyes half-closed. “Though if the Iron League attacks, Corajidin might have doomed the Taumarq, too.”
“If they come across the Marble Sea, Narsis would be a prime target,” Roshana mused. “We need more time to—”
“Roshana, what time do you think we have?” Femensetri asked bluntly. She stood, unconcerned with the grass that clung to her cassock. “We’ve no time. Never had any, not from the moment Vashne died and Ariskander disappeared. We need to act now, in case Indris fails.”
“Do you really think he will?” Ziaire asked plaintively.
“I’m brilliant at what I do.” Femensetri peered out over the sea, her expression wistful. “As is my brother, Kemenchromis. I don’t say this as an idle boast, merely to give you context. We were witches before we were scholars and the things we did…Though I’d never tell him, believe me when I say Indris is to me as I am to the students whose heads I try to cram with wisdom. He doesn’t know it yet, but the time will come when he realizes he follows in the footsteps of the greatest of the mahjirahn. But nobody is infallible, and we should plan against the worst.”
“What do you propose?” Mari asked. “I’ll not have my father harmed.”
“We could expose his illness and make the others aware of its implications. If Corajidin can’t master his Awakening, our law says he can’t be rahn. Then the Teshri would have no choice but to depose him as the governor of Amnon, Asrahn-Elect, and the Rahn-Erebus.”
“He’d go to significant lengths to oppose us,” Ziaire replied. “He all but owns the Teshri.”
“You’re talking about more than civil disobedience,” Mari breathed. “This is rebellion against a head of state! What if Nazarafine denounces you? What about all the yamir of the Hundred Families, sworn to my father’s cause? Femensetri, are you insane?”
Femensetri leaned on her crook. “Why? What’ve you heard?”
“Mari’s right,” Roshana murmured. She lay back in the grass, her forearms over her eyes. “We’ve suffered enough without plunging the nation into civil war. Knight-Marshal Kadarin fe Narseh is still our most seasoned commander, as well as a rahn in her own right and an Imperialist. I’d not want to face her on the battlefield. Besides, you heard the response in there! It seems as if a lot of people want to invest in Corajidin’s future.”
“Only because they see him as a means to an end,” Femensetri disagreed. “If they had an option, I think you’d find there are many who’d leave Corajidin’s orbit as quickly as they entered it. He’s merely the vessel they poured their hopes into.”
“Whatever we do needs to be done quietly,” Kembe rumbled.
“And discreetly,” Ziaire added.
“Then allow me to be your vehicle.” Roshana pushed herself up to lean on her elbows. Her expression was haunted, eyes narrow.
“How?” Femensetri asked, though from the smile on her face Mari suspected the Stormbringer knew what Roshana was going to offer.
“We need legal, quiet, and discreet.” Roshana grimaced. She turned to face Mari, her expression rueful. “There is only one option as I see it. I must declare a Jahirojin against the Great House of Erebus.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“With every act of vengeance we murder part of ourselves.”—from the Nilvedic Maxims
Day 324 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“In the name of all the hallowed dead…” Corajidin sighed his exhaustion. Yashamin drew his arms closer around her shoulders. The ceremony to start the Festival of the Ancestors was over, yet people still hounded him. At first they had been congratulatory, then the well-wishers had filtered away to be replaced by those with agendas of their own. A favor, for past services barely remembered. A boon, in the hope they could reap his good graces in the future. Opinions, impressions, suggestions, comparisons, all became blurred in a fug of lotus milk to numb the pain.
Worry gnawed at him. Wolfram and Brede had completed their preparations for the Spirit Casque. It was only three hours till dawn, and Corajidin planned to be en route by the time the sun came up. The ruins were a couple of hours away by wind-skiff. Corajidin would have preferred somewhere more convenient, but they could ill afford for either Ariskander or Daniush to escape or be discovered.
If Wolfram was right, if Farenhara had been found, then Fenlings were no longer necessary. An army of Erebus veterans, bolstered by the Kadarin’s heavy infantry and companies of nahdi, were camped on the borders of the Rōmarq. Their blood was still high from their recent victory over the Seethe. If the Time Master city contained the weapons and knowledge Wolfram expected, Corajidin would wipe out the Fenlings to their last disgusting pup to ensure the bounty was his. Corajidin doubted there was a monarch on Īa who would care if the feral rat-folk were exterminated. As far as he was concerned, he was doing his fellow leaders a favor. Of course, the Iron League would protest Shrīan having such weapons. By then, it would be too late for them to do anything about it.
“Rahn-Corajidin.” Roshana gave the barest of nods. She looked impeccable in her blue-and-gold coat, a phoenix embroidered on each sleeve. She smiled thinly at Yashamin. “Rahn-Yashamin. You look as beautiful as ever this evening. Thank you both for being such gracious hosts. No doubt people will talk about your speech tonight for some time to come.”
Corajidin shot Roshana a withering look. “What do you want, Roshana? I have suffered weaklings and fools enough this evening.”
“Ahh.” Roshana lifted her chin defiantly. “Then I’ve news to make you happy, Rahn-Corajidin—”
“Asrahn-Elect,” Corajidin corrected her. “I am your Asrahn-Elect.”
The Näsarat heir’s lips quirked in a contemptuous smile. Arrogant sow!
“As you like. I’ve been in discussions with my peers, as well as those whose opinion I value. Though you’ve endeavored to maintain a semblance of peace in Amnon, it seems the faction fighting has doubled in its intensity. Civilians are being persecuted—”
“I am aware it is difficult to maintain the law in a place such as this,” Corajidin replied, his weariness and the numbness of his limbs a shroud over diplomacy. What did he care what any Näsarat had to say? “I am expecting you have a point, somewhere in your ramblings?”
“Perhaps if your bravos didn’t use such…” Roshana took a deep breath to calm herself. Corajidin smiled inwardly. “I gave orders earlier this evening for those sayfs of the Hundred Families loyal to the Great House of Näsarat to prepare to leave Amnon—”
“You did what?” Yashamin asked in surprise.
“Along with the companies of the Näsarat’s Phoenix Army,” she finished. “I believe that by removing the temptation of old feuds to fire the violence, Amnon will settle much more rapidly. Besides, there’s no need for our soldiers to be marshaled here any longer. After all, the Great House of Erebus has taken on the responsibility of government here. My personal guard will remain, as will the Lion Guard, to ensure we can continue a more thorough search for my father.”
“I think not,” Corajidin growled. “You can go, if you wish. Leave your Knight-General Maselane here to command the armies in your place. He is an outstanding general. The Näsarat forces stay where they are.”
“No, they don’t.” Roshana stood firm. “You’ve no legal, or moral, authority over me. You’re nothing but a caretaker, walking in a better man’s boots. Even were you Asrahn, which is something I’ll vehemently oppose, you could only ask me to fight rather than order me to. We Näsarats have honored our agreement with the Teshri. Now we’re leaving. We’ll have no part in whatever it is you’re doing now.”
“Watch your tone, woman! I should have expected such a lack of vision from a Näsarat.” Corajidin’s face heated. This was all Nehrun’s fault! Like a craven he had fled at the first sign of danger, to hide behind the musty robes of the Sēq at the Shrine of the Vanities. Who had hammered a conscience into the weakling? “You will do as you are ordered, do you understand me? If not, I will—”
“Do nothing, you pompous old dog,” Roshana snarled. Corajidin felt as if he had been slapped in the face. The Näsarat princess stepped in, her face so close to Corajidin’s he could smell the faint scent of lime and peppermint on her hair. “I’m not Nehrun. I didn’t cast my lot with you. You’ve made your last threat, your last demand, of my House. The price for your future is too high. You’d bring war to our doorstep, you vain little man.”
“It will happen, whether you would be part of it or not. I will not shed a single tear when the Great House of Näsarat is broken. You will be lucky to remain as one of the Hundred, if I have my way.”
“You may find all that harder than you imagine. My younger brother, Tajaddin, is stronger and wiser than me. He would rain down bloody mayhem on you if the need arose. Besides, you forget who my cousin is and just what he can do,” Roshana said by way of farewell. Corajidin watched in outrage as Roshana turned on her heel and walked away into the crowd, pausing briefly to share words with Femensetri. The two women looked askance at Corajidin, expressions stern.
He was about to order the Anlūki to arrest the woman, when he caught sight of Belamandris, grimed and troubled looking, as he walked through the door.

It took Corajidin a moment to recognize Thufan where he lay on blood-soiled sheets in the villa they had commandeered. Were it not for the hook hand, he may well have assumed the pitiful wreck on the bed was somebody else entirely. Wolfram had done what he could to treat the man’s wounds, though it seemed precious little.
Never a handsome man, now Thufan was missing his right eye, cheek, and part of his jaw. The skin remained, a stitched sack devoid of form, sunken over the great hollows where bone had once been. His left cheek boasted a large hole, the skin likewise stitched together. Breath burbled wetly in his throat, terrible to hear.
As he looked down at his friend’s body, Corajidin wanted to put his head in his hands and weep. His anger at Thufan’s betrayal ebbed away, replaced by sorrow.
“How?” he asked stiffly.
Belamandris described how they had been attacked in the Rōmarq while in the company of the Fenlings. A Tau-se and another man had shot at them from cover. Many of their Fenling escort had been killed. The two assailants had snatched the Spirit Casque and fled. The remaining Fenlings had gone mad with rage. Belamandris and Thufan had had no choice other than to go with them while they chased their attackers.
“We saw somebody sprinting through the marshes,” Belamandris said tiredly. He sat heavy limbed in his chair, without any of his customary grace. His face was stricken. Bruises replaced the kohl he usually wore; the skin was marred with shallow cuts. “He had the Spirit Casque with him. We left the cover of the trees to run him down and were ambushed by storm-rifle fire and arrows. Once their leader was killed, the other Fenlings lost what little control they had left. We were charging when Thufan was shot in the head. We still gave chase, but the Fenlings ran into some kind of trap. It was an explosion of lightning and thunder. Their bodies…the way their limbs…I—”
“Who?” Corajidin snapped. “Who would dare this?”
“It could’ve just as easily been me.” Belamandris chewed his lip, then looked to the mess that was Thufan. “I saw the rifle pointed at me, then it—”
“Who did this?” Corajidin shouted at his son.
“Dragon-Eyed Indris.”
Something snapped inside. Corajidin bellowed, his fists clenched against his temples. His body trembled. He grabbed an antique vase and hurled it with all his might against the wall. Hand-painted porcelain flew everywhere. Unsatisfied, he picked up the small table the vase had once stood on, then hurled it through the tall windows. Glass exploded outward, along with the table. Corajidin heard it crash, then break into pieces, on the paved courtyard below.
The Näsarats! For millennia the Great House of Näsarat had spat on his Ancestors! Had taken from them. Betrayed them. Mocked them with their self-indulgent nobility! When had they ever truly suffered for their country or their people? Never! When it came time to sacrifice, it was an Erebus who was there to pay the price in blood.
Indris. Indris the exile. Indris who should have been killed alongside his treacherous, Nomad-sympathizing mother decades ago! Corajidin rued the night he had not murdered Indris along with his mother. The mistakes of the past had come home to roost.
Corajidin breathed deeply to regain a modicum of control. “The Spirit Casque? You say they escaped with it?”
“No, Father.” Belamandris looked his father in the eye with weary pride. “We caught up with he who had it. He’d gotten caught in the traps set by the Fenlings to protect our interests. It was some scarecrow of a Wraith Knight. I took the Spirit Casque, then took Thufan to our camp in the marshes. They had a small wind-skiff that fell apart about me as I brought Thufan here. Father, I did what I could to…”
“I know.” Perhaps all was not lost. Ariskander’s doom was still only hours away. A thought occurred to him. “What did you do with the Wraith Knight?”
Belamandris reached into a bag at his feet. He produced an amber-and-jade jar, the size of a large apple. It shone as if the sun burned inside, beams of blue-green and golden light cascading from it. “This I brought for you. The body I burned to the ground.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“Let them know fear, they who have wronged me. Let them wail. Let them gnash their teeth and pull upon their hair and beg and kneel in the mud of their tears. I have no mercy for those who have, with malice, destroyed that which I love.”—Act 3, Scene 1, of The Phoenix, the Horse, and the Bee, by Calajine, Shrīanese playwright, 471st Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 324 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Indris’s mood was dark as he and his remaining friends vaulted the low, ruined wall of an abandoned scholar’s villa. With the ahmsah he could see the bunched knots and coils of disentropy that had been woven into every stone, tile, and beam. It was a shining web of mother-of-pearl light, pulsing like the heartbeat of Īa. Whoever had built this place had intended it to last. Despite the millennia, the old villa remained almost intact. It was hidden like many of the ruins in this part of the Rōmarq by stands of magnolia and cypress, honeysuckle vines run rampant, thousands of the tiny white flowers bobbing in the gentle midday breeze.
Shooting Thufan had been necessary, he told himself. Indris had been sorely tempted to put a bolt between Belamandris’s eyes, though he knew Mari would never forgive him for it. Belamandris would need to stop now to tend to his fellow scoundrel, since the Fenlings would otherwise eat the man where he lay, alive or dead. His disentropy trap had been a necessary risk, for neither he nor his friends could run much longer. They needed rest. It had taken the better part of the morning to make their way through the bands of Fenling hunters and warriors who searched for them.
On their way to where he thought they would be safe, Indris had taken the time to scout Fiandahariat as best he could. He had led his friends through a narrow canyon of weathered black towers, their once-glassy surfaces cracked like windows struck by stones. Gardens had long gone to seed. The fountains were silent. Bridges had collapsed, along with stairs, lofty walls, and forbidding spires. Canals had overflowed to turn streets paved with polished white-and-gray stones into bleached streams of brackish water.
They had been forced to avoid some parts of the ruins simply because there were too many people. Mercenary swashbucklers and freebooters, stripped to vests or bare chested in the heat, stood guard. Fenlings labored under the watchful eye of overseers. Yet it was a different type of soldier who guarded the entrances to a plaza deep in the city that held the Star Clock. These guardians had the appearance of hard-eyed veterans. Though they wore no livery, Indris had no doubt they served the Erebus.
They had left the ruins with a better idea of where Ariskander was held. It was only then Indris had led them to the one place he hoped his use of the ahmsah would not be noticed. A refuge held together because of it.
Indris and Shar had used this place when they were in the Rōmarq, gathering intelligence for Far-ad-din. Given the horrific surges of disentropy in and around Fiandahariat, Indris had felt comfortable in setting up a Discretion Charm to further hide the old building from notice. Whoever looked at the sprawling house simply paid it no more notice than they would the trees that surrounded it. He had tapped the charm into a vein of disentropy, and it would last for centuries.
Inside the scholar’s villa, Indris and the others rested for a while. They silently shared food, sipped from their water bottles, sat hunched in their own thoughts while they shot sidelong glances at Indris.
“This silence is awkward, so one of you may as well say it.” Indris stood by a vine-wreathed window, his eyes narrowed against the brightness outside.
“Amonindris, what do you expect us to say?” Ekko asked guiltily. Hayden sat alone in the corner, head against the wall, eyes closed. “That we are sorry for going after the casque? That we wonder whether we can accomplish what we came for? Let us face the fact we are here to rescue Rahn-Ariskander, with too few—”
“And why do you think we’re fewer in numbers?” Shar’s fine features were made sharper by the quality of the light, all flat planes and acute angles. She rubbed at the end of one elongated ear, scratched and bloody. “Because you two faruqen uryati wouldn’t leave well enough alone—”
“Beggin’ your pardon there, but—”
“But nothing, Hayden!” Shar’s skin and eyes were luminescent with anger. “You were told not to go after Thufan and you did. You and Ekko brought this down on us when you brought the Spirit Casque back! Omen would be with us now if it wasn’t for you.”
“For the love of the Ancestors, peace!” Indris turned from the window in frustration. “No, we’re not many, but we never were. Yes, we’ll miss Omen’s sword when it comes time to get our hands bloody. I did what needed to be done. We’re all of us together in this moment, so there’s no point in wondering what if. Let’s focus on what we do now.”
“There’re surely a lot of them out there, Indris,” Hayden said quietly.
“It’s not the many we fight,” Shar pointed out. “Rather the few we can’t avoid.”
“She’s right.” Indris nodded. “I didn’t come here to go on a killing spree. Rest up while you can. We leave before dawn tomorrow. Shar?” He gestured for his friend to follow him as he left the sitting room. She fell into step as they crossed the leaf-and-weed-strewn courtyard. Green-and-black lotus flowers grew tall from the mud, surrounded by bees droning in the thick, lazy summer air. Shar plucked a green lotus blossom, then popped a petal into her mouth.
The doors to the laboratory were closed but gave to some insistent shoving. Residual charms inside the room recognized the presence of an ahmsah adept. Small ilhen lamps, like formations of candle flames in bronze urns, glowed a clean yellow-white. The interior walls reminded Indris of a beehive: hundreds of hexagonal cells, all covered with dust, most of which at one time would have held a casket, bottle, box, book, or scroll case. Everything that could be carried out had been taken, presumably by the previous owner. Only one thing of value remained, which Indris was sure would have been painful to part with.
In the center of the laboratory, a jagged mirror of polished quartz was set in a large, rough-edged pillar. Indris looked at it with trepidation. The surface of the mirror was irregular, transparent in some places, striated with cracks and streaks of dappled gray-white. No sooner had Indris thought he was looking at a reflection, than it blurred away like a fish under the brightly reflecting surface of a pond.
“Do you remember how to use a Seer’s Mirror?” Shar asked nervously.
“I’ve not used one in a while.”
“You told me once there were dangers…”
“I’ve no intention of becoming Lost in the Drear.” The name sent an unwelcome chill down his spine. The thought of encountering one of the Lost—ancient and heretical scholars and others who had succumbed to the false promises of the Drear in return for profound power—unsettled him. What if he were faced with one of his old friends? Femensetri had mentioned some of his classmates had been Lost, the most powerful and promising Sēq Knights of their generation. “Most of the time we don’t like what we see when we look in the mirror.”
Indris dragged a chair before the mirror. He leaned back, relaxed as much as he could. Each inhalation brought happiness, power, control, and strength. Each exhalation discharged anger, sorrow, and doubt. For ten breaths he cleansed his mind until, hypersensitive, he could feel his Disentropic Stain tingle along his nerves. It heated his skin. His mind blossomed like a flower.
He opened his eyes and focused on the mirror. Clouds of scratched white scudded across the glass. Behind them, the light tried to shine through, like the sun on an overcast day. He saw himself, a prideful man with too much blood on his hands and not enough love in his hearts, seated, weak and frail, on a rickety throne made of straw. He had the hands of a murderer and the eyes of a madman, one burning with fire, the other fish-belly white. His skin was scaled, and Dragon’s wings rose from his shoulders. Blood was ingrained beneath his fingertips, and the pits of his eyes flickered crimson. The room around him was wan. The ilhen lamps little more than pathetic sparks shedding nimbus light, the color of rancid honey. Flies buzzed and cockroaches scuttled and spiders made their webs on him as he sat, utterly alone and friendless. Such was the Drear.
“Hello, Amonindris,” the mirror said with leaden melancholy.
“Hello, mirror,” Indris replied whimsically.
“Is it pleasant, seeing the man you are?” the mirror asked.
“You’re an omen, a little hint with feet of clay, of what may be, not what is.”
“I’m exactly what is, Amonindris. I’m the truth, without embellishment or deception. I’m he who hides his face from the world, gnawing on the old bones of ambition and fear in the dark hours of the night, where I hope those I love will neither see, nor hear.”
“Indeed. You’re a truth I hold dear. If I forget you, I forget what sits there in the muck and mire of my soul.”
The image in the mirror smiled his snaggle-toothed smile, gums gray with disease. “There’s no escape, Amonindris, from what you carry inside you.”
“Maybe. Only time will tell.”
“You’ve no desire to contest with me? To struggle and perhaps be victorious, to shed what you hate most about yourself? You know it is a fight you will need to win one day.”
Or to lose? To become the dark thing he despised? Such had been the fate of greater, wiser people than himself. “There’ll come another time when you and I will meet, of that I’ve no doubt. But it’s not today.”
Through force of will Indris pushed his mind forward, into the soul-destroying rot of the Drear. The mirror showed a sky of sorts, with ground after a fashion, fused by a horizon of roiling murk, like a dust storm. The geometries were wrong, with everything curved or twisted into what his mind told him were impossible shapes. The light was diffuse, shining from facets in the firmament. He forged through the clinging black weeds. Around him the trees were little more than silhouettes, paper cutouts set against a harsh monochrome sky. Beneath him the world was a shallow marsh, the waters littered with the sleeping faces of those who had lost themselves in the Drear to hopelessness and fear.
Images, of places and people, blurred. Indris clung to a calm acceptance that, yes, while he was not a perfect man, he was more than the extreme truth the mirror would have him be. Voices called out to him, beckoning, pleading, or promising. He remained steadfast, mantled in the love he knew from family and friends, the joy of his fondest memories and the quiet of a resolute soul. He looked neither left nor right, neither up nor down. He saw only the task ahead of him.
It took less than a minute before the mists in the mirror peeled away. Indris saw a makeshift camp amid older construction. A score of feathered-fabric tents, surrounded by earthworks and quickly reinforced stone walls.
At the center of the camp was a command tent of muted yellow-brown, laced together with black leather. Banners embroidered with Far-ad-din’s crest of multicolored wings thrust into the ground, snapping in a fierce breeze Indris could not feel.
Standing outside the tent was a tall, slender, seemingly ageless man. His ascetic’s face was porcelain smooth and fair under waist-length plumage of pale yellow streaked with crimson. His eyes were amethyst, as pale as the last hint of color on the horizon on a summer’s eve. He wore a flowing robe of gold-and-white silk under a serill cuirass and hauberk. The sockets of his eyes were dappled with scutes the same dark blue as his lips. His ears were pale, hardened to lengths of horn that swept back from his head. Another Seethe, a teenager, sat on a folding chair, polishing a large, round shield.
“Hello, Far-ad-din,” Indris said clearly.
“Indris?” The Seethe’s face showed his surprise.
“Where are you?”
“The ruins of Mnemon. I have heard from my sources all is not well in my city. Where are you?”
“Outside the ruins of Fiandahariat.” Indris explained what he knew of Corajidin’s actions. Far-ad-din drew in a shuddering breath. Indris could see the muscles of Far-ad-din’s jaw where they clenched and unclenched.
“We need you in Amnon,” Indris said quietly. “We must provide an alternative to Corajidin’s plans for Shrīan. I fear what the country may become without strong people to oppose him. He needs to be stopped.”
“Stopped?” Far-ad-din turned to look elsewhere, though at what Indris could not tell. “What was once See-an-way is now sunk beneath the waters because the Avān wanted my people stopped. You may not know, but there was a city there all of glass. Nobody carried weapons there. We called it Arem-yr-Juel, the Valley of the Lilies. Lotus flowers of every color grew there, and people would come to simply sit in the breeze and smell the perfume.”
“I—”
“Yet my people do not resent yours, our errant children made in columns of spinning quartz and light. Perhaps, had we known how much anger there would be in your hearts, we might have done otherwise. But we did not, and that is the way of things.”
Far-ad-din’s skin and eyes dulled, as if a cloud had passed over the sun. They remained so for a few moments before he burned once more with the inner radiance Indris knew so well.
“What do you intend for Corajidin?” Far-ad-din murmured. He looked down at the white hawk on his shield where it gleamed in the light. The old glass shield was scratched in places.
“That’s not for me to decide. Let loftier heads than mine debate his fate.”
“If we lose, there will be nothing left here of my Great House,” Far-ad-din mused, a smile tugging at his dark lips. “Not what my forefathers envisioned. Nor yours, I would expect.”
“Yet a risk we must take.”
“Is it?” Far-ad-din closed his eyes for a moment, his expression peaceful. He seemed to be enjoying the sun on his face and the wind in his hair. “I have lost much already. My son, my daughter—”
“You know I—”
“I do not lay the blame for Anj-el-din’s plight at your feet, even though you do. I felt nothing but joy when the two of you chose each other. You are a better man than you know, Amonindris. But why should I risk what little remains, for a nation which will never understand me or mine? I think the time has come for my people to seek our futures elsewhere. Shrīan was never the place we hoped it to be, nor will it be while men such as Corajidin hold sway. No, I will not return to Amnon so the Teshri can try again to have me stopped.”
“Please—”
“It has been centuries since I visited the Sky Realm of the Din-ma. Among the floating islands carried on the Soulwinds of the equator is a home I have a longing to see. My mate waits for me there, as do my other daughters and sons. It is well past time I showed them the honor they deserve. Your obligation to me is done, my friend. Trust yourself to seek your own path. We may meet again one day, under happier skies.”
“I’m sorry about Anj-el-din. If I could change—”
“We are both sorry for what became of my daughter. Yet what is, is. Best you forget her, Amonindris, for there is no returning from what she…Forgive yourself, Amonindris, as I have never had the need to. You have done nothing wrong to me or mine. Be well.”
“And you.”
With that Far-ad-din rose from his chair and went inside his tent.
Indris closed his eyes and blanked his mind to sever the connection with Far-ad-din. He snapped back into his consciousness with a sickening lurch.
Indris opened his eyes to see Shar, leaning against the mirror with studied nonchalance. Indris was so exhausted he needed both hands to prize himself from the chair. Shar supported him, his weight seemingly no real challenge to her wiry strength.
“Will he come back?” Shar asked as they walked back to the others.
He shook his head. “I don’t blame him. I’d probably do the same.”
“No, you wouldn’t.”
Indris bowed his head with fatigue. His felt like his skull was filled to bursting. Even with his eyes closed, he could still see the image of himself in the mirror.
Shar’s eyes narrowed with concern. “Are you well?”
“The Sēq teach many things. They taught me how to laugh. They taught me the value of love. Of anger. Of compassion and passion. They taught me terror, how to use it, how to survive it, how to embrace it and make it part of me. Yet there was a maxim I didn’t truly understand until now.”
“Which is?”
“‘Let there be no place a Sēq will fear to tread.’” His smile felt brittle. “It’s a metaphor I didn’t fully comprehend until I looked at the paths of my own soul. While it is a place I don’t exactly fear to tread, it is a place I often wish could be other than it is.”

They made themselves as comfortable as they could. Throughout the night, parties of Fenlings prowled past the villa where it was hidden behind its Discretion Charm. Once in a while, one of them would look in their direction, sniff the air, before being nudged by one of its brethren to move on.
It was slightly before dawn when Hayden roused Indris and the others. The companions carefully trod the old, half-obscured streets that led to the ancient city. Pale yellow-brown stones soon gave way to evenly set gray and white. The stones about them went from granite blocks to the smooth black octagonal stones typical of the Time Masters. From time to time they would pause to listen or to allow either a Fenling or Avān squad to march past. As the light of morning pooled on the eastern horizon amid a clutter of lazy, yellow-tinted cloud, they found themselves in sight of Fiandahariat.
Ekko sidled forward as the others crouched behind a high stone wall. An Avān patrol seemed to expect to see nothing, so they talked more loudly than prudence would have dictated. For Indris and his friends, it had given them time to find a place to hide until the patrol could meander by. The giant Tau-se’s face bore its usual enigmatic expression, though his whiskers twitched in agitation.
“We are being followed, Amonindris,” Ekko rumbled softly.
“By?”
“I know not,” Ekko said, troubled. “They have masked their scent and move on quiet feet around us.”
Shar frowned as she looked in the direction they had come. “Ekko’s right. We’ve company coming. A lot of it. Armored, too. And close by.”
They had no friends in the Rōmarq. Hayden started to grumble as he spun the cylinder of his storm-rifle. He silently worked the lever, made sure the canister in the stock was filled with air. There were less than a score of bolts left. The others drew their weapons. Changeling sighed with relief.
The four of them found places among the gardenias where they could fight with their backs to the wall. They waited, breaths shallow, as the muscles bunched under their skin.
Clouds parted before the sun, a curtain opening to shine light on the patchwork of dun and brown and green, of blue-and-black stone, that was the Rōmarq.
A shadow passed. Large, hulking, it prowled on silent feet with but the faintest rattle of armor. More massive shapes, barely seen through the flowers and leaves of the gardenias, moved past in near silence. Indris wondered whether they had come this far only to ultimately fail.
Indris counted ten of the shapes.
He leaped. Changeling crooned. He swung a vicious strike, which he pulled. Changeling shaved air, flicking to the left of her intended target.
“Sweet Ancestors!” Indris breathed, as he stared into the eyes of an armored Tau-se warrior. He looked to see his other companions had likewise paused in their attacks before anybody had been harmed.
Ekko slung his khopesh from his belt. The Tau-se followed suit. Another of the lion-men, his fur such a dark brown as to be near black, stepped forward.
“Glad you could make it,” he said laconically to Ekko, his voice deep. “We wondered whether you had gotten lost, Ekko.”
“Thank you, Mauntro,” Ekko replied. “I see you followed orders to stay alive.”
Mauntro shrugged, then removed his helm to scratch at his sweat-damp mane. Fortune coins in silver and bronze tumbled free where they were fixed into his long braids. He eyed Indris and his companions with some curiosity. His glance came back to rest on Indris. “Seems you brought an army with you.”
“And you lost one. Makes us even.”
“Not so, my friend.” Mauntro grinned, revealing glistening fangs. He raised his fist, then opened the fingers twice in quick succession. All around them, Tau-se appeared from behind broken walls and pillars, slipped from the cover of trees and bushes. Indris counted almost fifty of the legendary warriors. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of them.
“Not so indeed…” Indris breathed.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“We cling to our illusions because they are kinder than the reality we know surrounds us, yet wish did not.”—from The Mirrors in the Mind, by Rahn-Sûn fa Neyaid, 318th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 324 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari groaned with relief as Farzhi, the masseur, worked the kinks from her muscles. Her hands ached somewhat from a long practice session, the skin of her forefingers and thumbs slightly redder where the sharkskin hilt of her practice sword had rubbed.
Farzhi rubbed Mari’s skin with a warm towel scented with lavender oil. She lay with her face buried in the pillow for a moment, her thoughts hazy. She could hear him potter about her room. The clink of oil bottles. The rustle as he gathered his towels and the lengths of damp cloth he had used to clean and treat her skin. The clack of wooden boxed containing the unguents he used to soothe her muscles.
It was with some regret Mari slid from the couch to slip back into her tunic and kilt. She took a small purse from a porcelain bowl on a nearby table and handed it to the smiling masseur.
Farzhi handed Mari a sealed letter. Mari looked at the wiry little man for a few moments before she opened it.
It was from Vahineh.
Mari’s sense of bliss faded as rapidly as she read.

It was later in the afternoon when Mari opened the door to her chambers to find her father standing there. She stopped in her tracks. He stared at her blankly, his eyes somewhat glazed. The skin of his neck looked abraded, as if he had been scratching at it. There were angry red lesions on the backs of his hands.
“Father?” She reached out to take him by the elbow. “You’re not well!”
It took a handful of heartbeats for him to respond. He gestured vaguely to her weapon bag slung across her shoulders, though his eyes seemed not to track where he pointed. “Are you going somewhere?”
You need to rest. Where’s Yasha or Wolfram?”
“There are those who seek to do us harm, Mariam,” he murmured. The reek of stale sweat was on his clothes, the sugar sweet of lotus milk on his breath. “Now is not a good time for you—”
She gestured at the Anlūki standing behind her father. “Why did you bring him here?”
“What the Asrahn-Elect orders, we obey.” The Anlūki shrugged with equanimity.
“Take him back to his chambers, please.”
“What?” her father looked at her through narrowed eyes. “No! I am well enough, Mariam.”
“I’ve an appointment—”
“With that filthy Näsarat!” her father snarled. He raised his hand to her, as he had done when she was a child. “Have you not shamed me enough?”
“What are you talking about?” Mari took her father’s hand and brought it down. “I’ve somebody who wants to contract me to be her weapons master.”
He looked at her blearily. There was a fine line of saliva on his lips, bubbles glistening. He touched her cheek with a trembling hand. “A teacher? But you said you wanted to help your House in its great endeavor. You asked to work more closely with me? Don’t you remember? I talked to you…”
“No, you didn’t.” Mari pointed down the corridor in the direction of Belam’s rooms. “It’s good enough for my brother to be part of whatever it is you’re doing, but not me.”
Corajidin eyed the guards in the corridor. He stepped aside so Mari could walk past him, then fell into step beside her, gesturing for his Anlūki to keep their distance. Daughter and father walked slowly in an uncomfortable silence. Mari caught her father watching her from the corner of her eye. Truth be told, Mari was glad he had not revealed all his plans. She was certain there were things she truly did not want to know about her father, compromises he had made that she would never agree with.
“Where are you going?” Corajidin asked again as they strolled down the stairs toward the reception area of the apartments. Mari looked at him, surprised he had forgotten so soon. She would need to speak to Wolfram about his medicines. How could her father master the country if he could not master his own memories? He paused on the stairs as they entered the foyer. He pointed. “Who is that?”
Mari followed her father’s gesture. Surrounded by four Anlūki, a cowed-looking young woman stood in the foyer. She carried a shamshir in the sash around her waist, the scabbard’s lacquer cracked in places. In disguise, Vahineh had hennaed and tied her shorter hair into a high ponytail as was the custom of those warriors-errant who dwelled in the marshlands. The pigment she had used on her skin had made it much darker than Vahineh’s usual light olive. By her side was a slender man, face ruddy and seamed like dried mud, wiry hair streaked with white. The hem of his long kilt was stained, and his grubby feet were encased in straw sandals. Qamran, the Knight-Colonel of the Feyassin, likewise disguised.
“The woman is my new student. Bahale is a cousin of the Family Bey,” Mari lied. “Her companion is one of her retainers. Bahale was recommended to me as a woman who, though poor, shows promise. I believe she’s thinking of going to Masripur, to join one of the nahdi companies there.”
“Mariam, while I applaud you wanting to do something of your own, teaching is so—” Her father grimaced with distaste.
“What choice, Father?” she asked. “My life was ruined when I allowed Vashne to die. I’ve tried to help you. I warned you about the plot against you, and you still don’t trust me. What else am I to do, other than make my own way?”
“You can be my daughter.” Corajidin kissed the top of her head. “When you have finished teaching this impoverished little marsh-child how to not kill herself with her own sword, come to my office.”
“Pardon?” Mari eyed her father with suspicion.
“Be in my office at the Hour of the Serpent. I will tell you everything. Do not make me wait. There are so few people I can trust now.”

Mari waited in her father’s office. Her eyes drifted to the clock. It was still fifteen minutes before the Hour of Serpent. If Corajidin arrived early, that meant he did not trust her, wanted to catch her perhaps in the process of something inappropriate or rash. Late would mean he did not respect her enough to be on time, a terrible breach in sende. On time was a sign of both trust and respect.
As she waited, Mari thought back. She and the disguised Vahineh and Qamran had met in the high-ceilinged gymnasium in the villa. Rugs had covered the hard wooden floor, barred with bright beams of light that streamed through the tall, narrow windows. Dust had drifted there, brilliant motes that had flared and faded from light to darkness as they had traveled on the lazy air.
Under the guise of training the princess, Qamran had elaborated on what Vahineh intended.
“I want those who were responsible for my House’s fate to suffer,” Vahineh had gasped as she danced away from one of Mari’s strikes. “Armal is dead, so there’s nothing I can do to him. Thufan is near death? I can make what little of his life is left a misery.”
In the spirit of contrition, Mari had provided Vahineh and Qamran with what she knew about Armal’s death. Both of them had pressed Mari for more information on the murders of Vashne and Afareen, though there was little she had been able to tell them they did not already know. Questions had turned to Yasha’s habits, where she spent her free time, anybody she associated with of whom Vahineh was unaware. Again, Mari had proved to be a less than ideal source of intelligence.
“If you had no intention of helping, why did you even pretend contrition?” Qamran had snapped. “Though, I suppose that’s what you—”
“Quit being the fool.” Mari had slapped him lightly on the cheek. “Accept there are things I don’t know. As for Yasha? I’ve never been concerned with what she does or who she does it with.”
“Can you get me into her rooms?” Vahineh had asked as she leaned on her sword, breathing deeply. “And tell us a way we can leave the house unnoticed?”
“No.” Mari had felt as if she walked on glass. “They’re my father’s rooms also. I’ll not allow you to harm him, Vahineh. And Qamran? Don’t think to try and coerce me. You know it will end badly for you.”
Vahineh dropped her sword with a clatter. Mari frowned at the disrespect Vahineh showed her weapon and the sacred space she trained in. “You’re not going to help me?”
“To harm my family? No.” Mari sheathed her sword and rested it across her shoulder. “Hasn’t vengeance driven us to the brink already? Besides, there are plans in motion which—”
“Enough talk, Mari!” Vahineh cried. Her eyes were bright with tears, her skin flushed. “I thought a woman like you would see where she could make her wrongs right. Clearly, I misread you, or your respect for my father.”
“Vahineh, you’ve no idea what you’re talking about! There are those who are doing what they be—”
“I’m disappointed, though I shouldn’t be surprised. Still, the Erebus will pay for what they’ve done.” Vahineh picked her sword up. She wiped her nose on the shoulder of her tunic, a child for just a moment.
Mari had partially turned away when Vahineh attacked.
Mari reacted without thinking. She stepped inside the arc of Vahineh’s sword. Punched the inside of her wrist. Vahineh’s hand spasmed open. Quicker than a heartbeat, Mari’s sheathed sword cracked against Vahineh’s temple. The princess’s eyes rolled back in her head as she fell to the ground.
There was a slither of metal on steel as Qamran’s sword flew free. Mari leaped high over Qamran’s blade, spinning like a top. She landed on her toes. Kicked. Her booted foot smashed into Qamran’s face, driving him back. A chop to his wrist. His sword spun away. Mari pounced forward. The edge of her hand struck at Qamran’s temple. Fists. Feet. Palms. Knees. Elbows. Shoulders. A flurry of blows back and forth. Qamran dropped his elbow in an attempt to break Mari’s collarbone. She swayed at the waist and let the blow strike the muscle of her shoulder. Her own blow smashed into his throat. Qamran dropped to his knees, face purpling.
Mari bent down to ensure Vahineh was still alive. It took a few moments for Qamran to regain control of his breathing. Mari suspected he would have trouble talking for a little while, at least until the bruising subsided. Once the man had some semblance of control, Mari helped him to his feet.
“I could’ve killed you both,” Mari murmured. “But I meant what I said. Enough blood has been shed, and I’m trying to prevent more. When the girl wakes, tell her any chance she had of me helping her is gone. Next time she wants to kill me, let her try it face-to-face. I want you both gone from here as soon as possible.”
Mari led a red-faced Qamran, carrying Vahineh’s limp form, to a secluded room where the girl could recover. She had left them there in order to meet with her father, trusting their disguises would protect them should anybody ask who they were.
The hour hand now rested over the coiled image of the serpent, its chimes melodic and understated. Mari calmed her nerves. Her father had not been early. The door to his office opened as the last chime to mark the hour faded from hearing.
Mari sat back in a high-backed chair, legs sprawled. She wanted nothing more than to bathe, then perhaps to attend one of the local salons where she could sip whiskey and relax in the company of duelists and poets. Perhaps the salon attached to Indris’s apartments in the Barouq? Her mind wandered to more erotic pursuits while Corajidin droned on about the tedious minutiae of his day. Mari looked for any sign of the infirmity she had witnessed earlier, but her father seemed in better health than he had been in many days. The redness on his neck and the lesions on his hands had faded, as if they had been healing for days. Mari frowned to herself, wondering what her father had done. Wolfram’s treatments had never been as effective as this.
The food arrived. Cracked crab, grilled fish, fluffy white rice, and a salad of leafy green vegetables. The scent of the food made Mari’s mouth water: garlic, lemon, and melted butter. Sea salt, pepper, and the faint hint of vinegar and olive oil. The two ate in silence as Mari tried to mask her curiosity. Once the food was little more than scattered debris on the golden platters, Corajidin poured a full-bodied wine into their bowls. Mari sipped sparingly. Her father quaffed his with the gusto she remembered. What had happened in the past few hours to restore him to such vitality?
“You wanted to know what it is we are doing, Mari?” Corajidin sat with his legs crossed, entirely relaxed. “There has been good reason for all the unpleasantness. All the moral gray we have endured—”
“Are you trying to justify the way the kherife’s men have apprehended people in the middle of the night? The persecutions of Seethe and Humans, even some Avān, here in Amnon?”
“Sacrifice is necessary for progress.” Her father sipped his wine. “At first I struggled with what was happening. My agents interpreted my orders to meet their own agendas or exceeded my orders entirely. I was too sick to do more than control the wake of their damage, though I would have had it otherwise. Yet they were in the field and I was not. They did what they thought was necessary. A great many patriots died to remove Far-ad-din from power. Their actions, born out of love for their culture and heritage, must not be in vain.”
“Father, I know Far-ad-din was removed from power because you wanted unrestricted access to the treasures in the Rōmarq. Why lie to me? What are you—”
“We, Mari,” her father corrected. Part of Mari shriveled inside. “There are many among the Hundred Families who believe we have been under the yoke of scholastic anachronisms for too long. Scholars! What are they but shepherds whose flock outgrew them centuries ago? Their beliefs are outdated. Take our reliance upon the power of the Font and Awakening. What are they but yokes the scholars placed around our necks in times long past? Their future was writ during the Scholar Wars, when they tried to oppress those who challenged their beliefs.”
“The witches, you mean? An interesting, if self-serving, change of perspective. You’ve always been opportunistic. It was your hero, Sedefke, who led our Ancestors through their first Awakening. Are you saying you’ll forgo it all to clutch at mediocrity like the leaders of foreign lands?”
“I see myself more as a pragmatist.” He winced, his hand flying to his chest. Mari rose from her chair, but her father waved her down. “It is nothing. Wolfram warned me of some of the side effects of the medicine they gave me today.”
“Father, please, you need to rest. And what do you mean ‘they’?”
“Do not worry for me, Mariam.” Corajidin’s smile was almost as charming as it had once been. The color of his skin was better, though the lines that furrowed his brow and the corners of his eyes were steeped in shadows. His eyes were fever bright. “Wolfram has arranged for me to receive something which will allow me to function for a while longer. It is stronger, true, but it buys me time.”
“What are you going to do?” she asked nervously.
“I am not mad, Mari,” her father mused. “My illness has brought me a clarity I missed before. There are so many things I see so clearly now. My ambition to rule our people was only one step in a much grander reformation. A return to those times when we were truly great.”
Mari leaned back in her chair, filled with a sense of pending dread. “I don’t like what I’m hearing.”
“Once Ariskander and Daniush are dead,” her father said quietly, “my path to the Asrahn’s throne will be virtually unopposed. I will be the Asrahn of Shrīan and a candidate of my choosing will no doubt be elected as Speaker for the People. Imperialists will control both crown and the state, and there will be little impediment to—”
“The Magistratum won’t simply bow to your will,” Mari retorted. “The Officers Marshal, like Femensetri—”
“Are all roles that will be open for election at the Assembly.” Corajidin waved away her objection. He turned his bright gaze down to the assortment of scrolls and tablets on his desk. He sorted through them, tidied them into piles without, as far as Mari could tell, reading them. She noted how her father’s hands still trembled. His fingernails were jagged, as if he had been biting them. “Wolfram has shown me what his allies are capable of, how powerful the witches have become in the secrecy of their exile.”
“Father, what happens if you can’t overcome what ails you?” Mari asked desperately. With an abrupt gesture she scattered the scrolls and tablets from the desk. “This…all this, none of it will matter if you’re dead! Please, stop whatever it is you and Wolfram are planning and concentrate on getting well.”
“I asked Wolfram to gather his witches. He has introduced me to some of his allies,” her father whispered. Mari frowned at the fear in her father’s voice. “It was Majadis and Devandai, Wolfram’s allies, who gave me the potion that has helped me with my illness. A taste only, to show me their power. They say it is distilled from the power of the Font itself. It will keep me alive, Mariam. Vital, after a fashion. Do you understand what that means?”
Mari tasted something sour in her mouth. The Scholar Wars had happened for a reason—the scholars had known the witches were too dangerous, too indiscriminate in their power, to remain loose. The witches had wanted to sit on the throne of Shrīan themselves, rather than serve it. Wolfram was dire enough, yet in his desperation her father had opened the doors to more of Wolfram’s ilk. Witches were rumored to have made dark bargains with darker forces for their powers. What would they want from Erebus fa Corajidin for their help?
“Father, don’t you risk too much, too soon? Surely you don’t expect the Great Houses and the Hundred to sit idly by while you resurrect the abuses of the past, even if you believe it’s in a good cause?”
“Have no doubt those who decide to impede the future will have no place in it. It makes me happier than I can say to know you are part of this now.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“Ambition can make stones of us all. Heartless, with neither compassion nor mercy, we roll only in one direction.”—from the Maxims of the Poet Masters, 156th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin looked on while Yashamin buried her head in paperwork. She was angry that he had decided to spend the night watching over Thufan and catching up on the myriad duties he had forgone in his illness rather than in her arms. Resigned to her husband’s attention being elsewhere, Yashamin had joined him on the couch and tersely discussed all that must be attended to.
Yashamin ignored Corajidin as he dressed. She kept her back to him, fingers stained with ink, as he enfolded her in his arms. Her ink brush continued to move across the page while she responded to the mountain of correspondence that arrived daily. He leaned down to smile into her hair. His lips lingered in a long kiss there, breathing in her scent. Even her perspiration smelled good.
He bade her a quiet farewell, though she maintained her disapproving silence as he left the room. He would make amends when he returned from the Rōmarq.
Belamandris waited for him in the courtyard, along with the twenty best warriors of the Anlūki. Belamandris was resplendent in his armor coat of ruby scales and cuirass of polished black kirion. Tragedy’s scabbard gleamed like lacquered blood. His Anlūki were little more than shades in their black-scaled hauberks and suede over-robes. They stood guard by a plain-looking carriage and two large covered wagons. The Spools on each of the contrivances spun slowly, the mother-of-pearl nimbus a flare in the gloom.
Wolfram lurched down the stairs, Brede in his wake. The old man looked his years. He leaned heavily on his staff, his knuckles white. The witch’s skin was sallow where it could be seen through the mat of hair that hung from his high brow or above his long beard and mustache. The calipers supporting his legs creaked more than usual, as if the rickety old witch was about to collapse at any time. Corajidin had demanded Wolfram do whatever he could to heal Thufan. It seemed the witch’s efforts to satisfy his demands had taken their toll.
“Thank you,” Corajidin whispered so the others would not hear.
“He lives.” Wolfram’s beautiful voice sounded brittle. “Though he’ll thank neither you nor me for the gift.”
“What did you—”
“Whatever was necessary,” Wolfram said flatly. Brede assisted her infirm master into one of the wagons, where they both sat, pale and drawn.
Corajidin cast a quick glance at the sky. It was still dark, though there was a smoldering glow on the eastern horizon. Many of the workers of Amnon would have risen from their beds, bakers, butchers, fishers, caravaneers, and drovers, ready to labor for another in a long line of days. Some would see the wagon and the carriages slowly ply the city streets, yet none would ever think the Asrahn-Elect would travel so plainly. Corajidin hoped to have returned to Amnon before any were the wiser.
“Will Mari be joining us?” Belamandris asked as he walked his father to the carriage. He opened the door and gestured for his father to climb aboard.
“Not for this.”
Belamandris gave the order for the troop to move out. The young warrior-poet swung into the carriage as he pulled the door closed behind him. It was a quiet ride through winding streets to the north of the city. They took the Kondyan Viaduct across the inlets to the skydock, with the looming shadows of the skyjammers in port. Corajidin saw the lamp-lit shape of a smaller wind-skiff, a crescent moon of polished wood and bright metal bobbing at the end of mooring lines in the stiffening breeze. A Spool rotated slowly halfway along the keel, flickering with gelid light. The Anlūki carried chests of various sizes under Brede’s watchful eye. One chest was larger than the rest, almost two meters in length and so broad it took six men to carry it.
Belamandris took the helm of the wind-skiff and ordered the lamps extinguished. With a deft hand he steered the vessel from the dock, then out across the Marble Sea. They flew, a shadow among the gulls and kestrels, over the choppy waters and far out of the way of fishing vessels and the merchant galleys that had docked overnight in deeper waters.
Dawn came as they soared across the sun-and-shadow quilt of the Rōmarq. In the distance the half-buried ruins were little more than a charcoal smudge, but within minutes stone towers stood out among the trees, circular windows like forlorn eyes in black stone faces. Small plumes of smoke drifted upward, to be snagged on the morning breeze. They flew over supply tents and makeshift barracks, coming to a small dock where a handful of skiffs and a privateer galley were moored amid tall weeds and water lilies. Rough wooden crates lined the stone finger of the pier, which was stained with mold and tide shadows. The sharp strikes of hammers, picks, and mattocks echoed below. Leaning over the bow, Corajidin inhaled the pungent scent of damp vegetation, wood smoke, rampant honeysuckle, and the musk of Fenling bodies. Belamandris guided the vessel to a courtyard near to where Ariskander and Daniush were held.
Corajidin paid careful attention as he and the others were escorted by Brede to where the rituals would take place. He felt overly sensitive to everything around him: the pressure of the damp air against his skin; the prickle of sweat on his scalp, a single drop trickling behind his right ear; the grainy residue of time that clung to slick black stone; the constant throb that pulsed through the soles of his feet. The air was redolent of cypress trees. Paspalum stalks nodded their seeded heads in the sultry breeze. At the edge of hearing was the distant toll-tick-grind of vast, unseen engines, which none of Kasraman’s people had ever been able to find. Those who had gone looking had not returned, as was the case in so many other areas of the city.
The group came to a wide circular plaza, surrounded by a round, columned building of reflective black stone. Corajidin’s breath caught in his throat as he looked at the tall columns, smeared with the debris of the ages yet almost whole for the millennia they had stood. Windows, some still with panes or jagged shards of orange, yellow, and red glass, stared down impassively, their threat vague yet present nonetheless.
In the center of the plaza, within a filigree-domed gazebo of green-tinted bronze, was a device made from wheels within wheels within wheels of tarnished black metal. A pitted amber orb slowly spun at its center. Corajidin would have had difficulty encircling the orb with his arms. The various wheels that surrounded it, fourteen in all, were marked with hard, angular glyphs and studded with smaller spheres of metal. Some of the small spheres also had wheels circling them, likewise dotted with one, two, or sometimes three other small orbs. Stars fell in the metal: white, blue, orange, red, and even black, a rain of radiant specks of dust.
“The Star Clock,” Wolfram said covetously. Brede likewise looked on the artifact with awe. “As far as we know, it’s the only one of its kind, made in the latter years of the Haiyt Empire of the Time Masters.”
“What does it do?” Corajidin was tempted to touch it, though a powerful sense of self-preservation stayed his hand. He was disturbed by the thought of the minds that could conceive such a device, let alone engineer it.
“If only we knew, my rahn,” Brede murmured. “The Rōm didn’t leave much by way of writings for us. When they disappeared, they took all they knew with them. We’ve pieced together what we know, but it isn’t much.”
Brede led them past hard-eyed guards, then into a chamber whose lofty ceiling vanished into what appeared to be dark, roiling murk above. It was the same place where Kasraman had studied and cataloged their treasures. Much of what had been found had already been crated and shipped, either to Corajidin’s palace in Erebesq or to the villa in Amnon. Kasraman himself would be en route to Erebesq even now aboard one of their few wind-ships, the dismantled Torque Spindle in his care.
Corajidin looked upward at the random swirl of lights that flared and faded in the deep clouds that obscured the ceiling. It was like watching colored lanterns in a swirl of silty water. Hundreds of slightly blurred gray-white columns stretched upward and away in neat rows.
In the center of the unnerving chamber were two oblong frames with thick straps crisscrossed within. Both frames and straps glinted with ribbons of silver-and-gold wire. Each frame had a manacle at each corner, to which Ariskander’s and Daniush’s wrists and ankles were bound.
Corajidin looked upon his prisoners. The two men were streaked with grime. Their naked skin was marked with the myriad raised bites of marsh insects, where it was not marred by welts, open sores, or long cuts left to fester in the damp heat. The captives reeked of sweat and their own filth.
Ariskander’s unconscious face was a mask of serenity, though his closed eyes were bruised. There were old wounds around the corners of his mouth. His lips were cracked, and his skin seemed stretched too tightly over his skull. Daniush, perhaps a third Ariskander’s age, also showed signs of abuse. His wrists and ankles were abraded almost raw from his attempts at escape. His battered face was ample demonstration of the rewards for such behavior. Daniush eyed the newcomers from between narrowed lids.
Brede directed the Anlūki where to set down their various burdens. A fat black-and-brown spider reared as the Anlūki carefully set the chests in place. One of the men danced back quickly. In Shrīan it always paid to be cautious given how much of the fauna was deadly. Brede cast a pale eye at the creature, then growled a single guttural word. The spider scuttled away speedily to lurk under the frayed edge of an ornate tapestry rug.
The sight of the rug gave Corajidin a sick feeling. The memory of the strange creature that dwelled in the carpet in Wolfram’s chambers came unbidden. What if, in trying to change his destiny, he had made its words come true? Perhaps if he adhered slavishly to what they promised, he would forfeit the opportunities he might have otherwise won in his ignorance?
From the corner of his eye he saw the spider crawl toward his boot. He raised his foot from the ground. The spider reared once more. Its fangs were impressive for something so small. It was a perfect killer, quiet, deadly, with neither conscience nor remorse. With deliberate malice Corajidin stamped on it.
Wolfram gestured to his apprentice, who opened the chests to remove a number of smaller boxes, which in turn were opened to reveal porcelain jars, glass bottles, gleaming needles, several small books, and the large, ornate box of colored woods that held the Angothic Spirit Casque. The largest of the chests had the side panels removed to show the obsidian-and-gold bulk of what Corajidin knew to be a Sepulchre Mirror.
“Did your newfound allies give this to you?” Corajidin asked.
Wolfram nodded. “They thought this a sign of their good faith and their support of your newfound friendship. For my part, it seemed an appropriate place to keep the last rahn of the Great House of Selassin. I thought you’d appreciate being able to hang his reflection upon your wall, where his soul will wait out eternity. After all he, with all Vashne’s memories, can’t be allowed his freedom.”
Corajidin did not respond, though he stared at the tall mirror with sick fascination. Its obdurate surface gleamed sullenly, refusing to show a reflection of any kind. Corajidin waved his hand before it, but the polished obsidian stole what it saw without giving back.
He wrenched his gaze away to see what Wolfram was doing. With some ceremony the witch rested his hands upon the box that contained the casque. He chanted in a fluid, compelling language Corajidin did not understand. The witch pressed with his fingers in several places, and the sides of the box fell away to reveal a baroque visored helmet made from amber, heavily decorated with ornate designs in blue-green witchfire and gold. A single diamond, almost two centimeters across, was set into the forehead. Corajidin was reminded eerily of the black mindstones given to Sēq Masters that they, too, affixed to their brows. Light clung to the Angothic Spirit Casque. It licked the dark-yellow amber. Caressed the blue-green and yellow of the precious metals. Yet the eye sockets and mouth remained dark, the diamond lusterless.
Brede took a syringe from a brass box and removed the stopper from a porcelain vial, measuring out a careful dose of cloudy fluid. With swift purpose, she jabbed the needle first into Daniush’s neck and then into that of his father. Returning the syringe to its box, Brede then wound a handle on each frame. Both frames clattered upright to leave the men hanging from their wrists.
It did not take long for the chemical to have effect. Daniush bucked in his restraints. A low moan escaped from between his clenched teeth as he thrashed in his bonds. Veins protruded from his neck and forehead as the skin of his face flushed. Much to Corajidin’s disappointment, Ariskander’s reaction was nowhere near as severe. The old rahn’s eyes snapped open. He clenched his jaws against the hiss of pain that trickled out of him. Muscles moved beneath his skin like twisted lengths of rope. After several minutes both men settled. Their eyes rolled with fear when they saw the Sepulchre Mirror. Ariskander swore when he saw the Angothic Spirit Casque, finally showing his fear, straining against the straps that held him until the abrasions on his wrists and ankles began to weep again.
Corajidin clasped his hands together as he moved forward. Already the pain had returned. The lesions on the backs of his hands had started to color. The new drug was already starting to wear off. His breath shortened in his chest in a combination of fear and excitement. He raised his hands to his mouth and chewed on one of his knuckles, eyes wide.
“It’s not too late, Coraji—”
Corajidin’s fist stopped Daniush’s words. Blood sprayed as the young man’s head snapped to the side. Corajidin looked down at his hand, where the skin around his knuckles had split. Daniush glared at Corajidin, then hawked and spat a glob of blood on Corajidin’s expensive doeskin boots.
“Your father would have ruined us, whelp.” Corajidin grabbed Daniush by the hair. “For centuries we have been governed by a parliament of fools, more intent on appeasing petty foreign governments than making their own people strong. It is too late for you. Perhaps not for the country.”
“You suppose yourself to be the leader of a new Shrīan?” Ariskander spat. “Vashne, myself, and others, we—”
“All you ever did was talk.”
“We all want Shrīan to be strong, Corajidin,” Ariskander snapped. “Don’t be so arrogant as to think you’re the only one who sees we need to change, or that your change is the only way. We accept that the Teshri in its current form has outlived its purpose. Yet you would walk us closer to a new Awakened Empire and damn the consequences. You’d flout the promise the Iron League made when the Shrīanese Federation was formed! They’ll attack us, and we’re not ready. There are other ways to greatness for our people!”
“How?” Corajidin snorted. “By opening our doors to other nations? By importing new ideas, new skills, younger…weaker blood? You would have us marry our Avānese daughters and sons to Humans, or the Seethe, or the mongrel people of Kaylish who have mated with who knows what to make them what they are?”
“There are almost no pure-blooded Avān left in the world, Corajidin. Most of those families who are dwell in Mediin. Most of us have Human blood running in our veins from somewhere or other. In your arrogance you forget we were made from Humans to begin with.”
“Mediin? So, perhaps we should all follow in the footsteps of Näsarat fe Malde-ran, eh? Let the Empress-in-Shadows, that heretic, be our moral compass and not only throw away our love for our Ancestors and descendants, but be selfish enough to deny the call of the Well of Souls and exist forever?”
“We need to change if we’re to survive as a people.”
Corajidin leaned forward and rested his hands on Ariskander’s shoulders. “I have allies, Ariskander. Ancient and powerful allies, who remember the greatest of days. Change is coming. You, however, will not live to see it.”
“You don’t need to—”
“Wolfram, put the damned casque on him.” Corajidin folded his arms. He looked down on Ariskander as the man thrashed in his bonds. Faced with the immediacy of his doom, Ariskander struggled until the restraints dug further into this skin. “You have had years to listen, yet you chose not to. Had you given up the secrets of Awakening, we would not be here now, you and I.”
Ariskander’s grin was fierce around his fear. “Even had I told you what you wanted to know, my life was forfeit. Even now, your Ancestors turn their backs on you because of what you’ve become. Though I die here, I relish the thought we’ll both be imprisoned by circumstances and isolated from our Ancestors…except unlike you, one day I may be freed.”
Corajidin took a few steps back, face flushed. He turned to Wolfram and snarled, “Do it!”
“One day you’ll be beholden for all you’ve done!” Ariskander yelled. “By the blood I shed here, I curse your soul to rot in the deepest shadows of the Drear, forever cast from your Ancestors’ sight! May all you know and love perish in shadow!”
Wolfram and Brede raised the Angothic Spirit Casque over Ariskander’s head. Brede fastened the straps around his chin. All the while Ariskander locked his wrathful gaze on Corajidin’s, to the point where the Erebus rahn was unable to look away. For several moments after the visor was snapped closed, after Ariskander’s face had vanished from sight, Corajidin felt the man’s eyes boring into him. Felt the weight of his last words, his bitter curse. In days past, the great rahns had called down terrible blood curses on their enemies. Did Ariskander have the power to make his come true?
“I want to kill him!” Corajidin raged. His voice was so high-pitched it almost cracked. Pain, so blissfully absent for too short a time, bloomed in his head. He felt weak at the knees as the powerful urge to retch came over him. “I want to be the one who steals his soul. Tell me how!”
“You’ve neither the skills nor the training, my rahn.”
Corajidin turned on the witch, fists clenched. He wanted to strike the crooked man down. To beat him senseless with his own twisted staff of splinters and rusted coffin nails.
“Spirit Casques are not to be trifled with by the uninitiated.”
“Ancestors damn you to perdition, witch!” He drew a trembling hand across his brow. Wolfram reached out to touch Corajidin’s forehead, but the rahn irritably slapped the witch’s hand away.
“I’m Human.” Wolfram drew himself up to his full height. “I don’t share your…colorful beliefs. Your fury aside, you can’t do this thing.”
“So you have said!” Corajidin felt Daniush’s eyes on his own. Blood still poured from the young rahn’s mouth. “The Sepulchre Mirror is for you, Daniush. Your line ends with you, boy. We will drain your soul from your body, and your death will make way for somebody with a broader view of the Avān’s place in the world.”
Wolfram had begun to croon words in his arcane language, while Brede chanted in counterpoint. The air cooled. Corajidin’s breath came in plumes from his mouth. His flesh prickled. His knees trembled. He felt like ice water trickled down his spine. Ariskander’s body became speckled with frost, tiny patches of white where the perspiration on his skin froze. The blood on Daniush’s chin solidified rather than scabbed.
The Angothic Spirit Casque tolled, a leaden sound. The diamond on its forehead glimmered, brightened, then shone like the sun against an amber sunrise. The visor turned liquid, flowed over, and settled in the shape of Ariskander’s screaming face. It became solid once more. Ariskander’s body spasmed in its shackles before he gave a final, strangled gasp, then was still.
“It’s done—” Wolfram’s sentence was disrupted by the sound of battle horns outside. The faint sounds of shouts, the squealing shriek of the Fenlings, and the deep roars of Tau-se split the air. The bell of metal was a discordant clamor. The Anlūki formed a cordon around Corajidin, weapons drawn.
“Hurry!” Corajidin yelled over the din. “Daniush. The Sepulchre Mirror!”
Daniush gave a ghastly laugh, all bloodied teeth and spittle, before Corajidin saw the man bite down hard. Daniush’s eyes widened in surprise or pain. More blood flowed from his mouth, a torrent from a fresh wound. The young Selassin rahn’s head rolled back as he let out a wet, gargling noise.
Wolfram lurched forward and pried open Daniush’s mouth. A torrent of blood flowed from between the man’s lips, carrying a lump of dark-red flesh. Wolfram swore as he thrust his fingers into the man’s mouth. He swore again as Daniush bit down on his hand. The witch gazed down at the young rahn, his expression caught between irritation and approval. He snapped an order at Brede to pack their belongings, then unbuckled the Spirit Casque from Ariskander’s head and handed it to his apprentice.
“The mirror?” she asked as she took her burden. She slipped the casque into a stiffened leather bag.
“Leave it!” Wolfram growled as he looked toward the doors. “I doubt we’ll have the time to complete the ritual before we’re overrun. The Sepulchre Mirror is much more complex to use. The boy is determined, if misguided. Biting through your own tongue is not a sure way to die. I’d imagine it was quite painful, though.”
Corajidin ground his teeth in frustration at losing his prize. Brede hurriedly packed everything else away. The ancient witch looked with regret at the mirror. Even Corajidin had to admit it was too unwieldy to take with them.
He drew his blade. Corajidin could not help the savagery that overtook him as he lifted the weapon high. Brought it down in a fast cut. And again. He wiped the blade before he sheathed it and reached down to take Ariskander’s and Daniush’s severed heads by the hair. Wolfram gave Corajidin a speculative look, yet made no comment.
They fled the chamber. As they exited they encountered a bloodied, dust-covered Belamandris and a handful of his Anlūki in the plaza of the Star Clock. Blood flowed from a cut on his son’s cheek, and a long-shafted arrow protruded from the folds of his over-robe. His sword and armor were bloodied.
“Father!” he said. He looked nervously at the Spirit Casque slung across the apprentice’s back. Corajidin saw his son suppress a shudder when he saw the grisly trophies in his father’s hand. “This place is compromised. I must escort you from here immediately.”
A cacophony of shouts, screams, and thunder rolled into the plaza. Corajidin could see figures in motion, arms swinging. Bodies ducked and wove. Light reflected from armor, from swords, from spears and shields. He shook his head. “We are not leaving until we can retrieve the remainder of the relics we have discovered.”
Belamandris looked over his shoulder at the melee, which drew closer with each moment. “We’ll be overrun. You’ll need content yourself with what you’ve taken from this place already.”
“Who has done this?”
“It’s Dragon-Eye!” one of Belamandris’s Anlūki said, voice rotten with fear. “He has an army of Tau-se with him—”
“Father,” Belamandris urged, “I can’t guarantee your safety here.”
Corajidin’s gaze fell to the pack with the Angothic Spirit Casque on Brede’s back. At least it had not all been in vain. He nodded to his son to lead the way.
The sounds of combat followed them through the maze of lanes and streets. Once, as they rounded a corner, the Anlūki to the fore were mowed down under a withering hail of Tau-se arrows. Belamandris leaped in front of his father. Tragedy was a humming blur in his hand as he cut down arrows in midflight, arrowheads ringing from the nearby walls and stones beneath their feet. Arrow shafts got snagged in his red over-robe, as well as his hauberk. They rattled like quills as he moved. Blood from a dozen or so wounds flowed over ruby scales or made wet red tracks down the furrows and ridges of muscle in his hands.
Tau-se bounded forward, towering bodies armored in blue and gold, manes bright with the metallic glitter of fortune coins. Their long-bladed spears and khopesh wreaked havoc among those who defended the ruins. Avān warriors trembled in the face of their deafening roars. What few Fenlings were present were cut down, their fallen bodies fought over by their cannibalistic brethren.
Brede sped forward. Her blade seemed to fly into her hand. She gestured once. Two of the Tau-se crumbled to their knees as blood erupted from their noses and mouths. She sprang, seemed to remain in the air for longer than was possible. As she landed her blade flickered like lightning. Blood geysered. Hands, feet, blade, and elbows dealt horrific damage when they struck. She shouted, and Tau-se were flung high into the air like stuffed toys. Everything she did killed. She became carnage incarnate.
Wolfram slammed the butt of his stave into the ground. Dark words poured from between his lips. Pieces of broken masonry, dust, and gravel rose into the air. He pointed his stave in the direction of the Tau-se and his apprentice. The debris quivered, then flew down the alleyway like bolts from a hundred crossbows. Brede dropped to one knee, an angry red corona burning around her. Though the debris did not touch Brede, it scourged any of the Tau-se who did not take cover.
Brede rejoined her fellows as they plunged through dark laneways, across sheltered courtyard gardens, to where the wind-skiff was moored. Arrows fell. Bolts from a storm-rifle ricocheted from the stone. One gouged Corajidin’s leg. He swore with pain as he limped forward. Corajidin looked back down the narrow lane they had traversed. Three of the Anlūki urged Wolfram’s ruined body to a greater speed, while Brede looked adoringly at her master.
They scrambled aboard. A rain of arrows fell. There came the sharp crack of impact, like hail on a metal roof, as more arrows and bolts struck the wind-skiff. The Anlūki stood about Corajidin to make a wall of their scarred shields.
Corajidin breathed a sigh of relief, breath stuttering from the pain in his leg. He extended his hands in an open gesture for Brede to hand him the casque, like a father who wanted to hold his child for the first time. Her expression was bland as she reached for the shoulder straps.
Just then, the wind-skiff careened sideways, as if slapped by a giant hand.
Eyes wide, Corajidin saw Indris leap, improbably high, over the rails. He swept two of the Anlūki aside with a gesture of his hand. The armored men slid across the deck, bodies twitching. Indris’s left eye burned with orange-and-yellow fire. Corajidin felt the heat of it even from the distance where he crouched.
Belamandris rose from the pilot’s chair, Tragedy rasping from its sheath. He stepped toward Indris.
“No!” Corajidin yelled at his son. He pointed at the pilot’s chair. “You need to fly us away from here!”
Swearing, Belamandris returned to his seat, hands and feet manipulating the array of levers and pedals. The wind-skiff began to turn about.
Brede surged forward, sword low in a vicious cut. Indris parried, blade snarling. Wolfram bared his teeth in feral glee, hands white-knuckled around his staff. With disbelieving eyes Corajidin watched as Indris’s blade changed. Both blade and hilt stretched within spiraling fractals of mother-of-pearl light. The weapon seemed to sing as it lengthened, its serpentine shape stretched into a pole arm more than two meters in length. Corajidin had read of such weapons used by the mightiest Sēq Knights of the Awakened Empire, but had thought them lost to history.
Wolfram and his apprentice attacked Indris. The Sēq sidestepped Wolfram, the heat from his eye causing the witch’s hair and robe to singe. He slammed the ancient witch against the rail. Wolfram grunted with the pain as the rail bit into the small of his back. Brede’s blade licked the air mere moments after Indris had passed by, the butt of his weapon slamming into the deck where her feet had been.
Serill shards buzzed through the air, taking some of the Anlūki in the eye or the throat. Corajidin swore at Indris’s Seethe comrade, balanced precariously on an outcropping of stone. Her hands moved rhythmically, the blue-tinted blades seeming to appear wherever her hands were at the time. At one point it seemed as if there were knives tumbling in the air about her. She would snatch one and hurl it with deadly accuracy. An elderly man in tasseled deerskins knelt at her side, his storm-rifle peppering the Anlūki with bolts.
Other Anlūki tried to interfere, without success. Indris moved between them so they could not strike at him without possibly harming their own. Brede had no such consideration. If an Anlūki got in her way, she cut the warrior down.
Wolfram steadied himself. Carnelian light spun like a tiny star in the cage of his fingers. The witch hurled it forward. Indris caught the ball of flame with his weapon, which pealed in protest. Sweat beaded the scholar’s brow as he flung the fireball into the prow of the ship, where it exploded, igniting the wood in a gush of red flame and black smoke. Soldiers scrambled from the blaze, clothes smoldering.
Teeth bared in a snarl, Wolfram leaped forward. Corajidin was surprised to see the old witch so quick in his calipers. He twirled his staff about him as expertly as any warrior Corajidin had ever seen. Brede joined the attack on Indris, her own blade a blur humming through the air. Nacreous light flickered from all three weapons as they struck and parried. Indris danced back and forth, used both haft and blade to keep his assailants at bay. Despite his skill, Indris was driven, step by step, toward the burning prow.
Indris spun, kicked Wolfram hard in the face. The witch teetered, then fell into the incendiary ruin of the prow, shrieking in pain. Brede snarled. Her blade cascaded with arcs of black lighting, which she flung at Indris with a flick of her wrists. The lightning enveloped Indris. Lifted him from the deck and hurled him overboard amid spiraled pillars of smoke from below. Brede went to the rail.
Corajidin yelled with joy. He dashed forward to relieve Brede of the Spirit Casque. There was nothing more he wanted than to hold it in his arms. He reached out to Brede, who turned to face him.
He felt the warm, wet spray and spatter across his face. A salty tang on his tongue. Brede’s expression went blank. A red hole marred her forehead.
She pitched overboard, the Spirit Casque still strapped to her back.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
“Blow, wind, if it please you. Autumn is upon me, the tall flowers are gone, and I wait for winter.”—from The Long Walk of the Spirit’s Path, by Näsarat fa Amonindris, 492nd Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Indris watched the wind-skiff careen away. Smoke trailed from its burning hull, though he had little doubt those on board would manage to douse the flames. Changeling murmured faint deprecations in his hand, frustrations and opinions more impressions than words.
“Sorry I couldn’t shoot Brede earlier. I didn’t want to hit you, and you was moving a mite quick over there,” Hayden murmured sadly. The old drover had scrambled down from his vantage point, storm-rifle clutched in bloodied hands. Shar joined them. A squad of Tau-se gathered, their weapons notched. Blood was spattered across their armor, clotted in their manes. “That was quite a fall you took.”
Indris looked down at the scorch marks on his skin, courtesy of Brede’s formulae. It was not something the Sēq taught. His muscles still twitched, though the burns and abrasions of his most recent encounter had already started to vanish. He whispered to Changeling. She twisted in his hand as she shortened her shape back to a long-hilted sword. He was thankful to the blade for the trickle of disentropy she fed him, which offset the worst of the mindstorm and entropic fever he knew would otherwise have come from his heavy use of the ahmsah.
“Let’s find the others.” Indris rested his hand on the rifleman’s shoulder.
Around them the battle dwindled. With their finely tuned senses, it had not taken the Tau-se long to locate the Fenling nests where they wound, labyrinthine and fetid, beneath the Time Master ruins. The Tau-se had gone still when they had seen Fenlings wearing armor scavenged from Lion Guard bodies. Some of the rat-folk had worn Tau-see manes as headdresses or necklaces of fangs and claws. Lion-man skins had been strung on frames as a hunter would tan hides.
Their rage had been a silent, smoldering thing that made Indris very nervous. Yet they had acted like the elite soldiers they were. Ekko and Mauntro had led their forces in a devastating attack on those appointed to guard the ruins. Indris tried not to think about the fates of those who boasted a trophy from a fallen Tau-se. He had no doubt it would have proven to be a short-lived error in judgment.
Those Fenlings who fought had been cut down. The entrances to their nests were collapsed. Avān and Human prisoners had been taken, marched without further harm to holding areas. All the while Tau-se anger had simmered, seen in the widening of their eyes and the angling of their ears.
In the calm that followed, Indris led the way to where Brede’s broken body lay among shattered debris. A quick check confirmed the woman was dead. A familiar sense of disentropic chop assailed his senses. His gorge rose along with a wave of revulsion.
“Hayden?” Indris asked as he stepped away from Brede’s corpse.
“I know you don’t approve of it, Indris, but salt-forged steel does have its uses.”
“What’s done is done. Leave the bolt where it is, though. We want to make sure she stays dead. I’ve no idea what new tricks she learned at the knees of the Angothic Witches and am not inclined to take any chances.” He gestured to two of the Tau-se. “Would you please bring her?”
The group waded through the dirty water of a flooded street. They climbed a small set of moss-covered stairs, then trekked through an untended park of wildflowers and jacarandas. After several minutes they came to the round building that held the plaza of the Star Clock.
Ekko and almost twenty Tau-se congregated there. Indris could tell by the way they knelt on the hard stone, the way they rubbed the fortune coins in their manes, something was wrong. He dashed forward to where Ekko knelt in the wide round doorway of a tall building. Indris could hear the sonorous tick, creak, and groan of gears and wheels from inside. The giant Tau-se bowed his head to Indris, his expression mournful.
Two bodies lay on the ground, covered by the blue-and-gold over-robes of Lion Guardsmen. Four of the Lion Guard stood over the bodies, weapons and shields worn with much use.
With a trembling hand, Indris pulled back the robe covering the nearest corpse. He swallowed a curse when he saw the body had been beheaded. But he knew the lotus crest tattooed below the collarbone. Indris saw Daniush had been beaten before he died. He pulled the robe up to cover the body once more, then turned to the other. The breath stuttered out of him.
“I am sorry we could not arrive in time to save him, Amonindris,” Ekko rumbled. Indris craned his neck to look at the Tau-se champion, whose eyes were wide. “I failed him, my friend.”
It was then Indris noticed the Sepulchre Mirror. Indris had seen a few of the eternity prisons over the years, though never outside the Forbidden City of Qahavel. This one had likely been found by tomb raiders in a ruin somewhere. Indris touched it. It was cold. The mirror was inactive.
“Ariskander is dead,” Indris murmured. “Far-ad-din will not return to Amnon. I fear all our plans will come to nothing.”
There was a commotion at the doorway. The battered Tau-se who carried Brede’s corpse lowered it to the ground. The cloth of her doublet and breeches was poor, the scorched and bloody fabric scented with incense, sweat, and musk. Brede would have been beautiful once, but her pale face was now gaunt, the dead skin sallow beneath a snarl of dirty blonde hair.
“There’s naught much better than a dead Angoth.” Hayden’s tone was satisfied. He nudged her body with his boot.
One of the Tau-se came forward with a leather pack. “I found this near her body.”
Indris opened the pack to reveal the Spirit Casque. The diamond glittered in the gloom, a pool of radiance lighting the faces of those around. Traceries of honeyed light flickered across the amber, echoes of Ariskander’s features in the moment of his death. Indris closed his eyes against the sight of his uncle’s screaming face, the frozen eyes and mouth wide with terror.
“Something must’ve happened to Omen for this thing to be here.” Indris clenched his fists in frustration.
“But what?” Hayden asked. “Omen wouldn’t have gone down easily.”
“I aim to find out as soon as I can, Hayden.”
With great care Indris placed the Angothic Spirit Casque back in its pack. It had become more precious now that it contained Ariskander’s soul.
Indris rubbed his eyes. His uncle’s soul must be released. His spirit given a few moments to tell its story before it Awakened the new Rahn-Näsarat, then traveled to the Well of Souls. There was no doubt Ariskander would have things to say, last wishes to be enacted. Indris doubted, given Vashne’s revelation of a change of heir, whether Nehrun was the most appropriate person to give the Spirit Casque to. Without a better understanding of what Ariskander would have wanted after his death, Indris was faced with the task of asking the spirit itself. Only an ahmsah adept would be able to release Ariskander from his prison. Not here though. Some places were better than others for such an undertaking, and almost all were better than the disentropy-whorled ruins of a Rōm city, infested by Fenlings who would no doubt seek vengeance for the deaths of their own.
He looked up as more of the Tau-se gathered. Most were spattered with blood, both their own and that of their enemies. Shar was perched, hawklike, on the edge of a clogged fountain. Her gale-sculpted features were sharp, and her skin shone with the vestiges of battle rage. Her pupils were little more than black pinheads on yellow gems. Her fair quills, fine as hair and streaked with the colors of the dawn, were damp from where she had rinsed away blood and brains. A net of fine twine, chips of polished ceramic, and feathers took shape in her hands as she chanted in her breathy voice.
“You well?” He crouched before her.
“As can be expected.” She held up her Sorrow Net, into which she would sing the anguish of battle. Indris had seen her do it more times than he cared to recount. Each strand represented the death of a comrade, their losses woven together as one connected whole as they had been in life. She pointed with her chin to where a handful of Tau-se stood guard around kneeling prisoners. “Brought you a present.”
Indris caught sight of Mauntro. The lion-man sat on a black stone bench as two of his squad helped cut the thick shafts of crossbow bolts from his armored chest.
“You are supposed to cut them out of the air, Mauntro, not catch them with your body,” Ekko observed.
“I will remember that for next time,” Mauntro replied blithely, the only sign of his pain the hiss of breath from between clenched teeth. “I see you managed to escape without a scratch once again. One day you will actually need to get involved in a fight, you know.” The Tau-se narrowed their eyes in good humor.
“Where did you find the prisoners?” Ekko asked. Shar unfolded herself from her perch to join them.
“Here and there.” She hung the Sorrow Net in the sun, where it began to spin and sway in the wind. “Some were wounded Anlūki, others are soldiers employed by the Erebus, and more are nahdi freebooters. There were quite a few trying to load their plunder onto a privateer at the dock.”
Indris gestured for the others to follow to where the prisoners knelt. The men and women had been stripped to their tunics, hands bound. All of them had been wounded in battle, though the Tau-se had given them rudimentary care.
“Who’s the senior officer among you?” Indris said flatly. His left eye felt as if it burned in its socket. The prisoners averted their gazes. Those closest to him shied away as best they could. “Cooperate and none of you will be harmed.”
One of the soldiers, a woman of middle years with a narrow, pinched face and wide brown eyes under a high brow, knelt as upright as she could. “I am Knight-Lieutenant Parvin of the Anlūki.” She had the gravelly voice of a woman who had been smoking and drinking since her early years.
“I want to know what you’ve already taken from this place. I also want to know the fate of Sassomon-Omen, the Wraith Knight who was in possession of the Spirit Casque.”
Parvin sat back on her knees. Indris could see she wrestled with some inner conflict. He hoped she chose wisdom over pride. “We’ve done nothing illegal—”
“Far-ad-din passed laws against the trade of relics from the Rōmarq.” Ekko folded his arms across his broad chest. “You are all criminals.”
“We don’t recognize the authority of any Seethe,” she sneered. “Nor does an Avān bow to a Tau-se.”
“Doesn’t sende demand you bow before one of the scholar caste?” Indris loomed over her. He could feel the heat in his left eye. His field of vision was tinted with sepia. “Under sende I could kill you now and no arbiter would find me guilty. Or I could peel your mind open like a fruit and pick through the pieces. I’ve not the time to play with you, so answer swiftly and honestly.”
Parvin’s smile was scornful. “I’ll tell you what you want to know once my comrades have been set free, their armor and weapons returned, and we’re given safe passage to our boats. I also demand all the relics we’ve found—”
“You don’t sound as if you’re cooperating.” Shar grabbed the woman’s chin, held her head up so she could stare into her eyes. “For your sake, tell my friend what he wants to know. Otherwise, he’ll have to…” She left the sentence hanging as she turned Parvin’s stare to meet Indris’s burning eye.
“Give me what I ask for,” Parvin said with foolish bravado. “Until then I’ve nothing to say.”
“Mistake.” Indris chanted the words of the True Confession. They were deceptively quiet, though the words seemed to fall from his lips with the weight of sins remembered. Of secrets to be revealed. They rolled around the square, gaining echoes as they passed until his coercion seemed to come from everywhere.
Parvin’s eyes widened. For a moment the muscles of her jaw clenched, like bands of iron buckling beneath her skin. Then her lips parted. One word, two words, ten words…
Against her will, she told Indris everything she knew.

Indris caught the sidelong glances of those around him, but he was too preoccupied to give them much thought. Parvin had given him much to consider, though his choice was clear.
In her long recital, Parvin had revealed why she and the others had been in Fiandahariat. Corajidin apparently believed Sedefke’s lost library was here. The Sēq had been searching for this lost treasure since the fall of the empire, without success. They knew the rumor it had been located in Fiandahariat, but nobody knew where Fiandahariat was. Many scholars had given up on the theory Sedefke had left his works there, searching instead for the semimythical Eternal Library of Kamujandi. Parvin confessed she had been ordered to look for anything resembling a library, as well as anything she or her soldiers thought could be a weapon. Indris had hung his mind on the Possibility Tree, calculated possibilities until they were either impossible or probable. Often there was more than one right answer, or course of action, that would lead to a desired outcome. When there were many right answers, sometimes there was one that was more right than others. In this case, there would have been few treasures as coveted by Corajidin as Sedefke’s treatise on Awakening.
There was more, equally troubling. A Torque Spindle! The Erebus with the ability to make armies in weeks, not years. The very thought of a Destiny Engine existing in the city caused his mind to reel. Sedefke’s great library and a Destiny Engine: no wonder Corajidin had plunged a nation into war! Given enough time and the right knowledge, Corajidin could have manipulated the future into virtually anything he desired. In Indris’s studies of Sedefke’s work, the ancient scholar had spoken of how the Rōm had been fascinated with the concept of trawling through advantageous futures, then manipulating events to ensure the optimal result came to pass. Indris suppressed a shudder at the thought.
Parvin had mentioned other things, also dangerous though of less consequence. Storm-rifles and storm-pistols, ancient tomes and scrolls, chests they had been unable to open. Some of the booty had been taken by ship to ruins in the Marble Sea, there to be loaded aboard Erebus-owned wind-galleys or merchant ships. Some had been sent straight to Erebesq. The most precious samples had been taken to Amnon, where Wolfram and Brede could study them. All she knew of Omen’s fate was that Belamandris had taken the Wraithjar to Amnon, as a gift for his father.
Indris looked up, a hand across his eyes to shade himself from the midday sun. He could feel the higher disentropic tides lap around him. Changeling purred, sending a vibration up his spine from where she was sheathed across his back.
“Ekko?” Indris said, “Do your Tau-se know where the Erebus kept their boats?”
“There is a small dock on the eastern side of the ruins. There are a number of felucca, as well as a galley.”
“How many of the Lion Guard survived?”
“There are twenty in good enough condition to fight,” he said proudly. “And another seven who will recover from their wounds in time. Nineteen of us fell, though they will be remembered as heroes to their prides.”
Nineteen Tau-se dead out of less than fifty, yet they had stood against more than two hundred Erebus soldiers and Fenlings, as well as the likes of Brede, Wolfram, and Belamandris. Indris hoped future monarchs of the Avān kept good relations with the Tau-se. He would not want to go to war against them.
“Get the Lion Guard together, including the wounded and dead. Take them to the docks. Assign some to crating and carrying the Sepulchre Mirror, too. I don’t want to leave that lying around for idle hands to find.”
“What about the prisoners?” Both Ekko and Hayden gazed speculatively at Indris.
“Today was the Lion Guard’s victory, Ekko. I leave the fate of the prisoners in your hands.”

It had not taken long for the Tau-se to make their preparations. Even the wounded had loped with customary Tau-se speed when the order was given. The plaza of the Star Clock resumed its quiet, broken only by the drone of cicadas and the distant cry of fishing eagles.
Parvin had screamed at Indris to release them as he had promised.
“I told you no harm would come to you,” Indris said. Parvin nodded in agreement, her gaze furious. “But that was contingent on your cooperation.”
Her expression collapsed. “I’ll ensure Asrahn-Corajidin has you punished for this. You’ll be lucky to keep your flesh on your bones!”
“You can discuss that with the Fenlings, when they emerge from their nests,” Ekko said tonelessly. “We do not have the numbers to leave any behind to guard you, nor can we let you go. We Tau-se believe in nemembe. That we get back from the world threefold what we give it, both in kindness as well as suffering. No doubt you will find yourself treated with the same courtesy you extended to the Fenlings. If you are fortunate, they will deal with you better than you and they dealt with my people.”

To Indris’s relief the galley was a merchantman, smaller and lighter than a warship, with a single bank of oars. Any harbor on the Marble Sea might see a score of such vessels in any day. It was the perfect smuggler’s vessel.
“Amonindris,” Ekko said reasonably, “there is no way even the Tau-se can row a galley faster than a wind-skiff can fly. How do you expect to catch them?”
Indris had briefly considered spending more time searching Fiandahariat for a Weavegate. The Seethe had once used them, as had others of the Elemental Masters, to travel vast distances via the Drear in the blink of an eye. But as the Drear had darkened, use of the Weavegates had become more dangerous. Only a very strong mind could dare a Weavegate and hope to maintain their sanity when they emerged on the other side. Had he been alone he would have attempted it, but to shield the minds of so many from the horrors they would encounter was not something he dared try.
“There are a few options.” Indris inspected the galley. “Though only one suits our purpose. We’ll fly, too.”
“We’ll fly?” Hayden chuckled.
“I’m not kidding.” Indris laughed along, then the smile fell from his face. “Now get on the boat, will you?”
Hayden stopped laughing, though did as he was asked. Indris followed quickly. No sooner was his boot on the deck than the Tau-se hauled the gangplank aboard.
Indris looked out across the reed-and-lily-choked port, where stone pylons were smeared with the gray-green of old moss and high tide. Ancient trees nodded over placid waters. Their roots had raised hummocks in the emerald grasses in which grew tiny star-shaped purple flowers. Behind them towered the buildings of the Time Masters, their colored glass eyes staring in silent contemplation of a world that had mostly forgotten them.
He walked to the prow, where he drew Changeling. She vibrated in his hand, though her croon was soft, as if even she were fatigued by all he had asked of her.
“I’ve more to do,” he murmured to Changeling. “And I need your help. I’ve never tried anything like this before and need you to keep me strong. This may kill me otherwise.”
It seemed as if Changeling thrust her own chisel point into the deck, rather than Indris’s hand doing so. She flared with a corona of pearl-tinted light. The wood around where she had planted herself glowed like the embers in a bright hearth. Indris gasped as disentropy flooded through his body. Fatigue was sluiced away.
“Thank you.”
He opened himself to the ahmsah. Eddies of disentropy swirled about his feet, as if he kicked up ancient and invisible sediment. He fancied it pulled at him, wanted him to remain immobile, forever part of the world in a single moment of communion. Indris held his hands out at his hips, fingers spread, palms downward as his Disentropic Stain flared. Colors became brighter. Images sharpened so much he could make out the individual splinters in the wood grain at his feet. He watched the currents of disentropy flow from plank to nail to plank of the deck at his feet. Down, down, down to the green-mantled darkness of the water, filled as it was with myriad lives, which in their turn fueled the world with disentropy of their own.
Numbers cascaded though Indris’s mind. The formulae of cause and effect slotted into the words used to express them. A vista of questions and answers spread in three dimensions across his mind. Where the numbers made no sense, or he could not find the words to express them, the cool calm of Changeling’s presence helped slot missing pieces into place. Together they strung together form from chaos. Reoriented strings of numbers and thoughts so their pieces fit together in the picture puzzle he created.
He chanted the Greater Kinesis.
The galley shuddered. He paid scant attention to the yowls of protest from the Tau-se. Part of him registered Hayden’s pallor as the boat gave out a deep groan of protest. Indris felt as if his head would implode as the massive ship settled back into the water. Changeling burned. The deck at his feet was hot through the soles of his boots.
Again, Changeling urged him without words.
The galley lurched as it rose from the embrace of the water.
Indris felt the weight of the galley and its passengers compress his Disentropic Stain. For a moment he felt as if he would be crushed. His mind, body, and soul, aided by Changeling’s barely audible corrections to disentropic ebb and flow, withstood those first moments of pain. More smoothly now, the galley rose from the water, higher, then higher again, until it crested the surrounding walls and white-tiled roofs.
“Hold on to something,” he urged his passengers.
Indris flexed disentropy as easily as he would the muscles of his own body. Slowly at first, then with gathering speed, the galley sped away from Fiandahariat, northeastward toward Amnon.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
“Should one day all the people I love decide to hurl themselves into the Elder Darkness, I could never follow. I will have gone before them, through what trials as there may be, to save them where they fall. Love is the greatest loyalty. It should be bound neither by limitations of energy, sincerity, nor willingness.”—from The Values, quotes by Kemenchromis, Sēq Magnate and Arch-Scholar, 3rd Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari watched her father, brother, and the others board their wagons. Her thoughts went out to Indris and his friends. She chewed on one knuckle, anxious to see him again. She also wanted to see Ariskander. To have some sign their folly had proven fruitful, rather than the beginning of the end for them all.
She heard rough scratching from behind the wall of her chamber. Mari prowled to the hidden door panel from where the noise originated. She manipulated the opening mechanism, then stepped back. The panel gave a slight pop, then slid inward and sideward.
“Come out where I can see you!” she ordered.
“It’s Qamran!” The Feyassin poked his dust-grimed head through the portal.
“How did you find me?” Mari snapped. “More importantly, why are you still here? I asked you to leave—”
“Something’s happened to Pah-Vahineh.” His voice rasped from the bruising she had inflicted yesterday.
“Go back to her! I’ll follow.”
Mari took a few moments to change into a fresh tunic, trousers, and boots. In case Qamran planned a trap, she held her sheathed amenesqa in her hand as she entered the hidden passage and took the gloomy twists and turns that led her to the room she had left Vahineh and Qamran in.
Qamran had left the secret door open. Mari strode into a room furnished much like her own. It had been turned into a storeroom of sorts, for the spare belongings of the blood royal and their senior staff. Armal’s belongings had been moved here, as well as many of the other belongings that had not been unpacked.
She made her way cautiously to the bedchamber. Qamran knelt beside a sweat-streaked, twitching Vahineh. Mari cursed under her breath as she rested a hand on the stricken woman’s brow. It was not fevered. Her eyes were closed. The lids twitched. Her lips moved in silent speech.
“When did this happen?” Mari wiped the sweat from Vahineh’s brow with the edge of the sheet.
“Only moments before I came to you. I’ve been told about this. She is being Awakened, isn’t she?”
“We were all told the signs.” Mari drew Qamran back from the bed. “How did you manage to find me? Were you and she planning a knife in the dark for me? For my family?”
“I’m Feyassin, remember?” He looked about the room. “We’re trained to know everything about everywhere we’re expected to protect our charges. Much like you, I looked, and where I looked, I found.”
“You put yourselves, not to mention me, at risk. If you get caught sneaking around the villa…”
“Did you tell the truth…about those others who are trying to put an end to the bloodshed?”
“Of course!” Mari shook her head. “Why is it so hard for you to believe I’m trying to do the right thing? Vashne is dead. Wishing it otherwise and a copper ring might buy me a meal. I’m trying to act for tomorrow.”
“And forget yesterday?” he accused.
“There’s little we can do for her, Qamran.” Mari did not have the inclination to fence with the other man. “Keep her comfortable and quiet. If she survives the process, she’ll rise soon enough and we’ll know who we’re dealing with.”

Almost an hour passed before Qamran rose from where he sat. “I’ll prepare for us to depart. Its unlikely she’ll be in any condition to—”
“We’ll do what we came here to do.” Vahineh’s voice was harder than Mari remembered it. Her eyes snapped open, the pupils so wide they almost absorbed the iris. Her expression settled into one of studious melancholy Mari knew well.
Qamran bowed. “I’m at your command.”
“You have ever been my faithful soldier, Qamran.” Vashne’s eyes in Vahineh’s face came to rest on Mari. “More so than others I had come to rely upon.”
“I’m here, aren’t I, Vahineh?” Mari wondered for a moment how it would feel to be possessed of so many lives with their experiences, both fair and foul, all at once. “It is Vahineh I’m speaking with?”
“I’m Vahineh.” The girl nodded, expression bland, intonation that of a confused young woman. “And so much more. The voices in my head…the memories, visions of so many things, like too many quick fish in a churning pond—”
“Vahineh, you need to remember who you are and why you’re here.” Mari knew she needed to give Vahineh some way to cling to her own identity, lest she be lost in the fragmented limbo of the long line of personalities that now lingered in her newly extended memories. So far as Mari was aware, Vahineh had never been given the training to compartmentalize her mind, the way an Awakened rahn needed to control the influx of images and voices in her head. The princess needed to be brought wholly to the here and now. Otherwise she could lose herself to the personalities of her Ancestors, all crammed into her head. “Why were you here, Vahineh?”
“To have my vengeance…” The voice seemed more its usual timbre.
“No. That’s Vashne talking. Why are you here, Vahineh?”
“Armal…helped kill my mother, then hunted me down and kept me prisoner—”
“Armal is dead. Remember! What else?”
“Thufan killed my wife.”
Mari slapped Vahineh on the cheek. “No! Thufan killed your mother, not your wife. Focus on what you have seen with your own eyes, Vahineh. Your mother. It was your mother Thufan killed! You were going to make him suffer, remember?”
“Yes! Make the hook-handed villain suffer. Tell him Corajidin had his son assassinated! The ruined old man will weep…yet more must pay.”
“No, Vahineh. You must rest and leave thoughts of vengeance behind.”
The princess closed her eyes and drifted away into an uneasy sleep, her eyelids flickering with the sights only her eyes could see.
“You should have no problems leaving the villa, provided she doesn’t cause a stir,” Mari said to Qamran once Vahineh had settled.
“She wants to stay.”
“I really don’t care,” Mari said as she headed toward the door. “You both have to leave here as soon as you can. Vahineh needs help.”
“Where are you going?”
“I need to tell Femensetri and the others what’s happened here. If Vahineh has been Awakened, we have to assume the worst.” Her mouth was dry, making it hard to say what she feared. “I think Indris and the others have failed.”

Mari was no longer there when Vahineh awoke.
“Where is she?” Vahineh snapped at Qamran.
“Gone to meet the others, to tell them of your Awakening. I must get you to safety, Your Majesty.”
“Why would I leave, when I’m here in the serpent’s nest?”
“I was told you need help.”
“And I’m telling you we stay.”
“As you wish, Your Majesty. What do you propose?”
“Can you find Corajidin’s quarters?” Vahineh’s smile was older and colder than belonged on any young woman’s lips.
“Yes.”
“Then take me.”
It was almost an hour later when Qamran gestured for Vahi to wait, his signal barely visible in the gloom. The dust made Vahi’s skin itch. Qamran quietly popped open the portal, then slid into the room beyond, his sword drawn. All was quiet. The curtains had been closed to keep the brightness of the day from the room, though pools of light billowed across the floor under the hems of curtains plucked by the breeze.
It was the work of moments to confirm Yasha was seated at a large table, upon which rested untidy hillocks of books and scrolls.
Vahi glared at the reflection of the beautiful woman in the mirror opposite where Yasha sat. Part of her quailed at what she was going to do. Her palms were moist, and her pulse thundered in her ears. Vahi had never taken a life before. She stared at the woman, almost perfect in form and feature, oddly innocent in repose at her desk.
The newly Awakened rahn of the Great House of Selassin drew her sword.
Light blossomed in the room as the breeze gusted through the curtains, more strongly than before. Yasha frowned prettily, a pampered queen protesting the very workings of the world. She looked up.
Vahi’s and Yasha’s eyes met. The Erebus rahn yelled for her guards.
Qamran ran to secure the doors to the chamber as Vahi dashed forward, hoping to catch Yasha by surprise. Her beautiful features contorting in a snarl, Yasha drew a long pin from her hair. Hurled it with deadly accuracy. The pin struck Vahi at the base of her throat.
The pain was staggering. Vahi stumbled, her momentum carrying her forward. Yasha’s fist struck Vahi in the stomach. Vahi plucked the long pin from her throat. Felt the blood ooze down her chest. Yasha rained down blows on Vahi’s face and shoulders, her hands like hammers.
Consciousness threatened to abandon Vahi. Stunned, she let Sadra’s teachings take over. Her body reacted mechanically, yet react it did. Soon she found she was blocking Yasha’s assault. With her composure returned, Vahi wounded the lovely queen with dozens of cuts, until finally Yasha stood swaying, breath rasping, her translucent robe and dark complexion rent.
Vahineh raised her sword.
“This isn’t the end of it, you shoe-faced cow,” Yasha muttered.
Vahi cut her throat. Yasha fell to her knees, blood flowing through her clutching fingers to stain the mosaic floor and rugs at her knees.
Vahi turned her back, then walked to the secret door. She called to Qamran, who joined her within moments, the sound of blows loud against the doors he had barred, and the two of them quickly closed the secret door behind them.
She smiled. There was still a little time to find Thufan and tell him what had happened to his son.

Mari and the others had agreed to meet at the townhouse Ariskander had lived in prior to the Battle of Amber Lake. The house was located on a quiet street in the Golden Four, four large blocks of expensive townhouses and villas near the base of Zephyr Hill. Barely any noise filtered through the windows. The air was almost scent-free, other than the old, faint tang of lotus incense that had seeped over the years into paint, fabric, and wood.
“Mari, it was unwise to leave Vahineh in her current state.” Ziaire crossed her legs, adjusted the folds of her kilt. Her sandals were crusted with pearls. “She’s the Rahn-Selassin now and a valuable ally!”
“Where’s Vahineh now?” Femensetri picked at the ink that crusted her fingernails. She flicked tiny crescent moons of hardened shadow onto the otherwise clean floor.
“Resting, protected by the Feyassin,” Qamran replied.
“You say Corajidin plans to return this evening?” Kembe rumbled, a veritable mountain of muscle and fur. “A short time to prepare.”
“The Näsarat Phoenix Army left for Narsis this morning,” Rosha added. “Along with the sayfs of all the families allied to my House. There are still two hundred veterans of my Whitehorse Cataphracts here, as well as the remaining hundred of the Lion Guard sworn to defend the blood royal. It’ll have to be enough.”
“Narseh’s been spoken to.” Femensetri rose from her chair in a creak of old leather. She poured herself a cup of tea from a silver urn, did not bother to ask the others if they wanted anything. The Scholar Marshal leaned against the wall, tea cradled in her long-fingered hands. “The Knight-Marshal has been informed of our intent to exercise a Jahirojin against the Great House of Erebus. Narseh doesn’t like it but will abide provided we follow all the forms. She won’t interfere.”
“I’ve a contingent of my warriors, marshaled from the Rōmarq.” Siamak shrugged his wide shoulders in a ripple of brassy scale-mail. “They’re not many, given how much territory they patrol. Still, they’re deadly fighters and were loyal to Far-ad-din’s vision for Amnon. They’ve no love for the Asrahn-Elect.”
“I also have my children from the Taumarq,” Kembe rumbled. “Of course I cannot act in an official capacity, though as nahdi in the employ of the Great House of Näsarat…”
“Stormbringer?” Rosha turned her gaze upon the black-cassocked scholar.
“I’ve had the contracts written up.” Femensetri tapped a sheaf of papers on the desk with a chipped fingernail. “They only need to be signed. Kembe, your people will be in Roshana’s service until this business is concluded.”
“Thank you for your help, Kembe.” Rosha nodded her head by way of a bow.
“We want to avoid bloodshed as much as we can,” Mari urged. “I know the temperament of the forces serving my father. Without decisive leadership they’ll not commit to a battle. It’s Belamandris’s Anlūki, whatever nahdi my father has in his employ, and the Iphyri we need concern ourselves with. Perhaps some fifteen hundred warriors in all.”
Kembe dismissed the danger with a wave of his hand. Mari shook her head at the casual bravado of the High Patriarch.
“The Feyassin will hold the Tyr-Jahavān until the Speaker has addressed the Teshri,” Qamran confirmed. “Our enemies will want to take and hold the parliament building as soon as they know what’s happening. Hopefully the Teshri will have made a decision prior to Corajidin returning to Amnon. If not, it’ll be hard work for us. Even with Kembe’s Tau-se, our forces number slightly more than five hundred.”
“Remember this isn’t about fighting a war.” Femensetri tossed the dregs of her tea out the window. “We only need isolate Corajidin and have the Teshri agree to remove him from power. Ziaire?”
“Corajidin still has most of the Teshri’s vote,” the woman replied. “My friend Guita of the Family Parje-Sin has cordially invited most of Corajidin’s supporters, as well as others, to a revel at her estate on the banks of the Anqorat. The great majority of them left Amnon last night by pleasure-ship and will be out of communication for days. While we couldn’t remove all of Corajidin’s allies, many have been accounted for.”
“To think we are manipulating the Teshri the same way Corajidin did,” Nazarafine said mournfully. “I should never have tried to influence the Teshri to allow Vashne to remain in power…”
“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Femensetri growled. “Focus on the now, Speaker.”
Mari stretched her legs under the table. The now was precisely what bothered her. No matter which way she looked at the situation, Mari could not help but see bloodshed.
“I’ll summon enough of the Teshri for a quorum,” Nazarafine said. “We need to ensure they’re advised that a Jahirojin has been declared, to prevent them from interfering. They’ll be informed this is now a personal matter between two Great Houses.”
“Will you take the regency, Nazarafine?” Femensetri’s opal eyes were fierce. “With the Asrahn-Elect gone, you’re the next in line of succession.”
Nazarafine rose from her chair to stand beside the window. Her hands were white-knuckled where they gripped the windowsill. “Femensetri, do you have the writ of deposition drafted?”
Mari hung her head. With two pieces of parchment, Nazarafine was about to petition the Teshri that her father be deposed from his position as governor of Amnon, as well as stripped of his role as Asrahn-Elect. Only an Arbiter’s Tribunal and a full assembly of the Teshri could petition for him to be stripped of his rank as rahn. Such was unlikely. Her father would either die of his illness, unless his new allies could keep him alive, or fail his next Communion Ritual and damn himself there. Rosha winced as Nazarafine signed the papers, having done something similar herself not so long ago to remove her own treacherous brother from power.
“And you, Roshana?” Ziaire asked as Femensetri placed another sheaf of parchment on the table. “Are you truly willing to risk the future of your Great House on this gamble?”
Rosha lifted her head, gaze hard. “Don’t you think I have the stomach for this? Nehrun almost ruined us, the selfish, absurd narcissist. The honor of my House is on trial for the world to see, so believe it when I tell you I’ve the motivation to do what needs be done.”
“Spoken like your father.” Nazarafine approved.
“Spoken like me,” Rosha countered. “Though you’ll see I am my father’s daughter.”
Mari looked about the room at her fellow conspirators. Was this how it had started for her father, she wondered? The quiet thrill? The utter belief in a cause, no matter whether others understood, approved, or even knew why she risked herself in its service? Mari hoped, deep in the quiet places of her soul, her father had once been a good and righteous man. If not, if his life had been for nothing except ambition without benefit, or broader purpose, then why had he lived at all?
Rosha took the silver ink brush in her hand. She signed her name against the contracts binding Kembe and his company to her service. Femensetri gestured to a long scroll of blue-tinted vellum, bound to alabaster rods capped with two small golden and sapphire phoenix heads—the Jahirojin.
To her credit Rosha did not hesitate. She drew the knife from the sash at her waist and, in one smooth motion, sliced the blade across the inside of her left forearm. Rosha pumped her fist until blood welled freely from the wound, then picked up an ebony brush, bristled with her own hair. With a fixed expression, she dipped the brush into her blood, then signed her name to the Jahirojin. Allowing her blood to drip onto the paper, she pressed her signet ring to the scarlet pool. Some of the first Jahirojin had been linked with the ancient halyé—blood curses—of the Awakened royals, many of whom had been scholars. Though Rosha was no scholar, the power in her blood would be enough to give the Jahirojin the strength of her intent.
“So by my blood, under the eyes of the hallowed Ancestors, do I call down just vengeance upon the malcontent of Rahn-Erebus fa Qarnassus fa Basyrandin fa Corajidin. By my will I condemn him to ignominy. May his aspirations be as ashes in his mouth. May all he taste be the bitterness of failure. May his blood flow free and his body be rendered unto ash so all the world may witness the fire of my vengeance. Let all those of Näsarat’s blood be bound to my will in this, till it be done!”
“So it was written, so it was sworn in the blood royal, so let it be,” Femensetri intoned. She touched her scythe-bladed crook to the paper, and the image of the signet briefly flared with an inner radiance. When the light faded, the paper was marked with the embossed image of the Näsarat phoenix.
This was the old way.
Qamran rose from where he stood. He cleared his throat. Looked out the window. Returned his gaze to those others in the room, his expression lost.
“There is something more you should know.”

Chaos erupted as Qamran confessed to what he knew of Yasha’s murder. To her shame, Mari felt little save a slight surprise at the news of the woman’s death. More an unpleasant twinge in her chest rather than true grief. Her companions saw the tears in her eyes and looked at her with compassion, unaware the tears were not for herself. They were for her father.
Truth be told her tears would fall for all of them when Corajidin found out the woman he loved had been murdered. Vahineh had, with one rash move, potentially forged Corajidin into an intractable weapon they all could have done without facing.
Mari remained behind as the conspirators left the room, snapping questions at Qamran. Rosha sat where she was, binding the wound on her arm, eyes calm and cool as she looked at Mari. There was a time she would have found it odd, incomprehensible, to be alone in the same room as a Näsarat of the blood. Their Great Houses had feuded for the better part of an empire, though in all honesty Mari was never certain what had caused the rift between them. Certainly the Erebus had been portrayed throughout history as villains, while the Näsarat were remembered for their nobility and sense of justice.
“Strange,” Rosha said, “for you and I to come together now, under these circumstances.”
“You’ve an interesting definition of coming together, having just condemned my father to failure and death.” The words tasted as flat as her tone.
“Your father’s a dead man, Jahirojin or not.” Rosha shrugged with equanimity. “I’ve done nothing to him which was not already in motion.”
“Under your Jahirojin every Näsarat alive is compelled to do my father harm, which I’ll do my best to prevent. I’m my father’s daughter, and despite his flaws I love him still.” Mari was grateful for the ring of truth in her tone. She mimicked Rosha’s shrug. “It’s my hope this can be used to sway him from his course and give my family the time we need to save his life. I doubt it’s the first time our Great Houses have found common ground. Otherwise we would’ve eradicated each other long before now.”
“It’s not through lack of trying.”
“On both our parts.” Mari’s voice was stern.
“I wasn’t implying anything else, Mari.” Rosha’s voice was sad. “How many of our forebears sat as we do now, united by a common cause or a longing for a…”
“Better world? A nation of conscience, such as Navaar promises in Ygran?”
Rosha shook her head. “I was going to say different world. Better is something only time may tell. Better for a day? A month? A generation? Perhaps we doom our people even as we endeavor to do that what’s right.”
“If you believed that, you’d neither have deposed your brother nor agreed to accept the burden for our plot if things should go badly.” Mari stood before the woman she had come to think might not be her enemy. “You’re a brave and honorable woman, Näsarat fe Roshana.”
“As are you.” Roshana reached out to squeeze Mari’s hand. Mari looked at their clasped hands. Rosha’s skin was olive, the nails of her strong fingers short and polished. Her own hand was narrower, darker, large knuckled, corded with veins and muscles. A scar crossed the back of her hand, whereas Rosha’s skin was unblemished. It was as if each woman carried the legacy of her Great House on her skin. “It’s a shame we’ve come to be where we are, yet I’ll not choke on the things I can’t change. Nor should you.”
“You’re going to try and kill my father, aren’t you?” Mari asked quietly. “Regardless of whether he’s removed from power or not.”
“You told us yourself what he planned for my own father.”
“What about Maladûr gaol?” Mari blurted. “Or sending him—”
“Somewhere he’ll eventually be released, when memories fade and that which should never have been forgotten is little but an unpleasant aftertaste? Mari, your father deserves to die not only for what he’s done, but for the anguish he has yet to inflict. Thousands will perish if he’s not stopped.”
“How can we condemn him for sins imagined?”
Rosha’s look was resolute. “We condemn him for very real crimes. Your father is too much of a risk to keep alive.”
Mari had her hand on the door, about to leave, when she turned. “Will you give power back to your brother, when the time comes?”
Rosha smiled a small smile. She turned her attention to the view outside the open window, her thumb against the signet ring on her finger.
“Only my father can answer that question, Mari.”

Mari knelt naked at the foot of her bed, eyes turned toward the clear blue sky beyond her balcony. The breeze tousled her hair and cooled the beads of moisture on her skin.
She had been met with the hysteria of Yasha’s assassination when she had returned to the villa. It was if a stick had been rattled in a wasps’ nest, the air buzzing with angry voices and accusations. Soldiers rattled as they sped through the corridors, searching the large building room by room.
After a quick briefing from one of Thufan’s senior intelligencers, Mari ordered the man to continue looking, breathing a sigh of relief no sign of Vahineh or Qamran had been found. Mari gave orders she was not to be disturbed until evidence that led to the perpetrators was found.
Through her chamber windows the sound of bifurcated brass flutes wailed above tolling drums. From where she knelt, Mari heard the rising notes of the “Last Farewell,” the song to which the Erebus nobles had been sent into the Well of Souls for centuries.
The day’s been long the shadows dark,
we stand to watch your final march.
I did not know you well at all,
yet now you hear that final call…
Mari let the words slide away. A broad bowl was at her knees, filled with warm water. It had once been the shield of Kepedon, an Atrean champion whom Mari had defeated in single combat. She dipped her hand into an alabaster jar of minerals, then rubbed the mixture into her skin. It smelled of milk, honey, and the scent of the ocean warmed by the sun. She massaged the balm into the skin of her arms, torso, and legs, then dipped a rough cloth into the water to wipe herself down. Her skin felt smooth, the color more even, after she had purified herself. She laced herself into her arming shift and tied her loincloth in place.
Her panoply of war had been laid out on her bed. With quiet respect she whispered the rituals as she pulled on her wide-legged trousers and hauberk of deerskin and kirion scales. She fastened the buckles and pulled tight the silk laces, then stretched to be sure of her range of movement. Curve-toed boots dotted with scores of metallic rivets covered her feet. Then the cuirass, scarlet leather interwoven with bands of kirion so red they were almost black. Vambraces for her arms. Greaves for her legs. Then the rounded pauldrons, which made her wide shoulders appear even more powerful than they were. Over this she donned the white, deep-hooded over-robe of an ashinahdi, a royal-caste warrior acting beyond the purview of her Great House. An upper-caste mercenary who fought to satisfy an ideal rather than for wealth or fame.
Mari looked at herself in the mirror, at this thing wrought of metal, leather, and flesh. There was neither softness nor compromise there, for in this costume it was as if she had shed mortality to embrace the spirit of bloody mayhem. Her comrades hoped steel would not be drawn, yet Mari underestimated neither her father’s ferocity nor his single-minded will to succeed. As sure as water was wet, there was no chance Corajidin would surrender when he had an opportunity to fight and win.
With gentle hands she took up her amenesqa, with its cat’s head pommel and amber-bead eyes. She had returned the weapon of her office when she resigned her commission with the Feyassin. This was something she revered in a different way. It spoke to her down through the ages, for it had once belonged to another Mariamejeh, a swordswoman of renown at the close of the Petal Empire, the last of the Family Tyran-Amir. Mari had learned about her namesake while she had been a student at the Lament, but no matter where she looked, she could find no mention of where Tyran-Amir had been. It, like almost every reference to its last protector, had been removed from history.
Sword in hand Mari clattered down the stairs to the stables. At her instruction, the stable hand had ensured Zyr, her giant hart, was groomed to a high sheen, then saddled. It eyed her as she approached. The hart was as big as a warhorse, yet could still leap like a deer. Zyr had his antlers carefully wound in while silk, stark against the bloodred of his coat. Mari climbed into the saddle, then urged the powerful beast out of the villa courtyard and into the street.
Passersby paused at the sight of her, armed and armored. Mari wanted to give them some kind of warning, but suspected all she would do was inspire panic. Instead she smiled at the awestruck expression on the face of an adolescent boy, then drove Zyr at his best speed down the labyrinthine streets to where her comrades waited to commit their rebellion.



CHAPTER THIRTY
“There is no moral choice between right and wrong. The only moral choice is when we must decide between two wrongs and trust our decision proves to be right.”—Femensetri, Sēq Master, 3,487th Year of the Petal Empire
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Belamandris guided the damaged wind-skiff low over the shattered-glass surface of the wetlands. It was difficult for Corajidin to take his eyes from the place Brede had stood, the Angothic Spirit Casque strapped to her back. He had managed to wash Brede’s brains and blood from his face and hands, but the wood of the deck still bore testimony to her violent end.
More than half of the Anlūki who had come with them had been burned when Indris had attacked them. Two had run along the deck, maddened with the pain of the flames that consumed them, until Corajidin had used a docking hook to push them overboard. Their screams had not changed appreciably much between the burning and the falling.
Wolfram had also suffered horrendous wounds in his efforts to save them. He had stood on the prow amid the flames, his staff clutched in his large knuckled hands, and gathered the flames into a compressed ball, balanced upon the blistered skin of his palm. The burning orb reminded Corajidin of Indris’s eye, which he felt had seared him to his core. Yet Wolfram had been unafraid. He had merely clenched the ball into his fist, extinguishing it so there was nothing left save ash and smoke.
Though the skiff was ruined, Corajidin had urged his son to turn the vessel around, to retrieve the Spirit Casque at all costs. Wolfram had snarled something incomprehensible. Belamandris’s face had gone pale with horror, and he had maintained his course away from the ruins.
The witch’s face, matted hair, and beard had been burned, as had his hands. The smell was grotesque. Wolfram, his face a peeled red mask, had reached out with one black-and-red, cracked hand to seize a wounded Anlūki nearby. Corajidin had watched in morbid fascination as Wolfram chanted in his guttural tongue. The Anlūki had shrieked, and his skin began to bubble, then crack, blood welling in great torrents from his flesh. In turn Wolfram’s wounds had healed, skin oozing across exposed muscle and bone until it had become a red sheath, where it was not covered by his filthy hair. With casual disregard, the witch had hurled his victim’s corpse overboard, as if the mangled ruin of the man was nothing more than litter.
“What now, Wolfram?” Corajidin snarled. He scratched at the reddened skin on the back of his hands until the skin split. “Where are your oracles now? Without Ariskander’s knowledge I am a dead man!”
Wolfram glared at Corajidin from between the knotted ropes of his fringe. “There is hope yet from my allies. Their potion has helped you, hasn’t it? Though you were the one who placed your faith in the destiny they spoke of, thus far the oracles’ words have been true. You were proclaimed the monarch of Amnon, its riches are yours to do with as you will. The other rahns bowed before you—”
“Semantics!”
“Petty man!” Wolfram thundered. Corajidin bared his fangs. The witch is weak, he thought to himself. He had been overused today. It would be easy to…Yet when he met Wolfram’s yellow-hazel glare, he saw there the eyes of a beast. Of a murderer in the dark, where his Humanity was simply a convenient skin, a shape to be discarded at need. “The Asrahn is the keeper of his people.”
“I am not Asrahn!” Corajidin gripped the hilt of his krysesqa. This was a blade that had killed the monarchs of nations! How could it fail to murder one witch?
“Have you considered that this is all part of your journey to that august role?” Wolfram asked. “That perhaps all which has come to pass has done so for a reason? These roads aren’t always clear.”
Corajidin’s fingers curled into claws as his breath hissed through his clenched teeth. He wanted to strangle the witch. Blood rushed to his head, making his face feel heavy, and sound became distant. Frustration rose in him like a bubble that exploded in an infuriated scream. He dragged himself to his feet, every profanity he knew spewing from his lips as he stalked to the stern of the vessel, there to be with his entourage of doubts.
For the remainder of the journey, he remained silent as he brooded on what to do next. Daniush had tried to kill himself rather than face what Corajidin had planned for him. Corajidin bitterly congratulated the boy on his resolve. Doubtless Daniush’s Ancestors applauded the lad. He needed to face the fact that Vahineh was now more than likely Awakened. If Corajidin was lucky, she was far from Amnon, far away from anybody who could help her. Better yet, the Awakening had actually killed her. It had been known to happen, if the person had not been trained for the burden. But it was safer to assume she lived, had the memories of both her father and brother, and would approach the Teshri to take action.
As for Ariskander? Corajidin slammed his palm against the rail. Curse Indris! How had the man managed to find them? There must be a spy in their midst. Or one of Thufan’s party had been careless. Perhaps all was not lost, though. Corajidin had felt the healing power of the potion Wolfram’s allies had given him. Even a taste of Majadis’s and Devandai’s alchemy had given him more strength than he’d had in months. There was also Kasraman’s belief that he could find an answer to Corajidin’s problems without the knowledge in Ariskander’s Ancestor memories. If Wolfram was correct and the oracles’ words were true, Corajidin needed to make his way back to Erebesq to see what his son had to offer. First, however, he needed to collect the treasures he had unearthed from the Rōmarq, stored in the cellars under the villa in Amnon. While Wolfram had not found the missing works of Sedefke as promised, there was much there of great value. Corajidin’s war to pillage the Rōmarq could wait a little longer.
The skiff banked. Corajidin narrowed his eyes against the wind of their passage to see the looming shapes of moored wind-ships in the distance. He ordered Belamandris to dock at their villa. The courtyard was large enough to accommodate the skiff.
His eye was drawn to the two grisly lumps of flesh that had come to rest on thick coils of rope. The severed heads of Ariskander and Daniush had almost been forgotten in the turmoil. Daniush’s eyes had the sun-seared whiteness of a person who had opened themselves to the majesty of their Awakened Ancestors in the moment of their death, the pupils shrunk to the size of pinheads and the dark-brown irises flared with streaks like star beams. By contrast, Ariskander’s expression was one of abject terror. Corajidin shuddered involuntarily when he looked upon his enemy’s death rictus. Ariskander’s eyes were wide with pain, his irises scorched to near black, the whites of his eyes streaked with burst blood vessels. His teeth were blooded from where he had bitten his own lips in death.
“He’ll come for them.” Wolfram leaned into the wind, his robe and hair swirling behind him. Wolfram’s staff was blackened in places, the coffin nails melted. The witch did not need to nod or gesture to the skulls for Corajidin to know what he meant. Nor did he need to elaborate on whom. Indris. “I fear we’ve roused something that was best left slumbering.”

Belamandris had barely settled the skiff before Corajidin stumbled into the courtyard. He stumbled as the muscles in his thighs spasmed, unable to support his weight. The pain of the bolt wound in his leg was like a hot nail had been dragged deep across his shin. The Anlūki swarmed after to help their troubled master. There were those who tried to approach, faces stricken, yet the Anlūki kept them at bay.
The guards at the door threw the doors to Corajidin’s chambers open as he approached. They refused to look at him, faces still and pale. From the corner of his eye, he saw one of Thufan’s intelligencers race to Belamandris’s side. His son fell behind as the man whispered urgently in his ear. The rooms were striped bright and dark where beams of sunlight streamed in through the open windows, plunging the nooks and crannies into gloom. There was no sound other than the faint rustle of the breeze through the long curtains. The antiseptic bite of vinegar was barely smothered by the cloying scent of water orchid from the oil burners.
He called for Yashamin, though there was no response. Not surprising. She was more than likely in his office. He glanced about the chamber. The linen on the bed had been changed, the entire room meticulously cleaned. Muttering to himself, he stripped his soiled clothes off as he limped to their private bathroom. His shin was scabbed with dried blood around a long, ragged gouge in his skin. It was not the first wound he had received. Wolfram could fix it easily. Corajidin washed the wound, then wrapped strips of linen around his shin. Red blossoms opened on the bandages, though not dangerously large. He quickly changed into new clothes, then laced himself into a light hauberk, the gold-washed mail hidden beneath an embroidered formal tunic and robe. He slipped his amenesqa and krysesqa through the sash at his waist. His hand spasmed around the hilt of the long-knife, a fixed claw. Eventually the muscles relaxed, the stiffness replaced by shooting pains through his forearms and calves.
He shuffled back into the sitting room to see the stricken face of Belamandris, flanked by one of the Anlūki commanders and the Knight-Lieutenant of Yashamin’s personal guard. The woman’s gaze was fixed firmly on the floor. Her hands quivered; her face was washed of color, a waxen thing, immobile and somehow unreal.
“What is it?” Corajidin asked as his hearts skipped a beat. The kohl around his son’s eyes blurred with tears. “Belamandris?”
“It’s Yashamin,” Belamandris said in a flat voice. “There’s been…an incident.”
Corajidin frowned, head canted to one side. The signs were everywhere. The antiseptic scent and the furious activity in the corridors of the villa. The quiet and the darkness of the room, where Yashamin loved noise and light.
Belamandris gestured for his father to follow.

They had laid Yashamin out on a silk-covered bier in the villa’s small private shrine. She had been washed, her skin anointed with sacred oils: the air was redolent with the scents of myrrh, cardamom, lotus, and henna. They had garbed her in the reds and blacks of a rahn of the Great House of Erebus, rather than in the layers of gray-and-white silk of a nemhoureh of the House of Pearl. Her hair was brushed to a flow of gleaming jet, then dressed with pearls, rubies, and pins of black-and-red gold. Her fingers and toes were bright with gold rings. Her ears and ankles with pearls. Her high-collared tunic covered her throat.
Corajidin rested his hand against her brow. Were it not for the coldness of her skin, she might be sleeping.
Death was supposed to be a thing of neither sadness nor fear. If such was the case, why could he not breathe? Why did tears blur his vision, no matter how often he wiped them away? Where had the sense of nausea come from? Why did his head ache and why did he want to do nothing except curl up in a ball, to inhale the scent of her from her clothes, and to remember the warmth of her body, the sound of her laugh, or the silk of her kiss? He wanted to see the way she frowned when she read.
This was not how it was supposed to be. This was not how he remembered his farewells to those he had professed to love before.
“Observe the rites,” he whispered. Belamandris and ten of the Anlūki stood at attention. Wolfram also remained. Corajidin could feel his speculative gaze. It was to the witch he spoke. “Speak to the Master of the Dead. Have him melt the amber for her Reliquary Mask. Then have her remains laid in alabaster, for her journey home to Erebesq for her cremation.”
“We—”
“Please, do not test me now of all times,” Corajidin warned. Wolfram hesitated a moment, then he must have sensed Corajidin’s mood. He creaked away, reeking of smoke, blood, and marshes. “And bring me more of your ally’s alchemy. My need is dire. Belamandris?”
“Father?” Belamandris bowed his head low.
“The guards who were on duty?”
“Veterans of the Jen Femidhe Sisterhood.”
“Where are they?”
“They took their own lives in recompense,” Belamandris murmured. He gestured to the Anlūki, who followed him from the room to leave Corajidin alone with Yashamin’s remains.
Corajidin touched Yashamin’s face, so beautiful in repose. He leaned down, then grazed her lips with his. Alone he could pretend, for a little while, the salt on her lips had not come from his tears.

Back in his office, Corajidin summoned his scribes. He was afraid that if he stopped, if he allowed himself to pause, he might never move again. He could not go back to his rooms. Could not give himself the time he wanted to sink into a pit of blackest despair until the sun itself burned out and the world was as dark for everybody else as it was for him.
Part of him wondered whether it might be simpler to give up. To rest and let his mourning take its course. Perhaps to test fate to see whether it would, actually, allow him to die even if he did nothing to preserve himself. Maybe he had fought too hard to make his possible future come true? If he had fought less, wanted less, then perhaps Yashamin would not be…But to stop now, midway through the great work she had been such a part of, would be an insult to the dreams she had for them both.
He dictated a letter, to be sent by the fastest couriers at his command to his allies within Amnon. A reminder for them to remember where their loyalties lay, or had been purchased. Now was not the time for resolve to weaken. There were unpatriotic forces at work in Shrīan who sought to destroy all they stood for. They must all follow his example. Remain steadfast in their resolve. They were to meet at the Tyr-Jahavān at the Hour of the Crow, four hours past noon. There they would convene an emergency vote under the Federation Act. In the absence of the Secretariat and the Arbiter’s Tribunal to debate the niceties of the law, Corajidin would demand a quorum of the Teshri convene an early assembly. There they would declare him Asrahn without delay.
To the Knight-Marshal Rahn-Kadarin fe Narseh, Corajidin penned a letter requesting her presence at an emergency military council. He ordered Knight-Colonel Nadir, his second in command of the armies, to begin plans for provisioning the Erebus army for a prolonged campaign in the Rōmarq. They were to move out within the week.
He would have Belamandris take control of the city, to ensure there were no unexpected impediments to his plans. Most importantly, his son needed to secure the Tyr-Jahavān. Without it, there was no way of communicating easily with his allies across the nation. Once Corajidin was Asrahn and a Speaker more sympathetic to his views was appointed, he would order his armies into the Rōmarq to claim all that should be his. He would find the legendary artifacts of fallen empires, make himself stronger than those who had come before.
Corajidin sat at his desk, chin resting upon his thumbs. There was little else to do now, other than wait for the appointed hour and for Wolfram to return with the potion and to mend Corajidin’s wounded leg. Now he had experienced ease from his pains, Corajidin was loath to suffer them again. Wolfram’s witch allies could ask what they wanted if their potions could keep him alive and active.
His thoughts turned to his daughter. Mari had clearly been unsettled by their conversation yesterday. Perhaps he needed to explain himself better. He was not certain she understood how important it was for the Avān to return to a time before the Sēq had hampered them with their restrictions and adherence to barely understood, elitist dogma. With Yashamin gone, he felt the need for family more than ever.
In the quiet he ached for his lost Yashamin. He could not erase the sight of her from his memory. She had been so young, of an age with his daughter. Their marriage had been for neither political nor social advancement. Had been arranged neither to form an alliance nor to strengthen ancient bloodlines as the Sēq had once conspired to do with selected Great Houses and families. He had married her because he had wanted to. He felt the heat of tears behind his eyes.
No! Desperate for the company of somebody he loved, Corajidin rose from his desk in search of Mariam.
He had gotten no farther than the corridor when he was informed Thufan was on his way.

The left side of Thufan’s face was a mass of angry red scar. The damage had been extensive and had required Wolfram to improvise. Parts of Thufan’s left cheek and jaw had been shredded. Wolfram had replaced absent bone with pieces of ivory, which had been screwed into place. Where possible the skin had been stretched to cover what was missing, though there was not enough. Bone shone through missing flesh. Ruined lips had been removed, which gave the kherife a rictus grin. His new eye, beneath a mangled lid, was a faceted silver orb that reflected light in harsh shards.
On Thufan’s less damaged right side, the cheek had been stitched closed and almost perfectly healed. The skin there was the pink of a newborn babe. For all Corajidin knew, after what he had seen Wolfram do to heal himself, the witch may well have actually used an infant to repair what he could of Thufan. Corajidin tried very hard to ignore the nausea that threatened to overcome him.
Corajidin tried to smile, suspected it came out more as a grimace. “I am glad to see you up and about, old friend. We did all that we could to keep you…to show our thanks…” His voice faded away, unsure what it was supposed to do next.
“Armal?” The hook rose, the darkened iron as sharp and ugly as the lies they had told each other over the years. Corajidin was not certain what the gravel-in-a-barrel voice was trying to inflect. “My son?”
“I do not know how they knew how to find you in the Rōmarq.” Corajidin could not look Thufan in the face. He rested his gaze on the scratched skin of his hands. Already the lesions had come back, swollen and tight with pus. “I am so sorry this happened. When you have recovered, I promise we will do all we can to find a way to, to fix what has happened to you. But now you must rest, Thufan.”
“My son. Tell me.” The hook swept down to take a chip from Corajidin’s desk. Thufan turned his head. The faceted orb of his eye gleamed in the light streaming through the window. Exposed bone shone against bruised skin.
“He is taking care of some business for me.” The falsehood came easily to Corajidin’s lips. For now, Thufan was entitled to gentler truth than Farouk’s betrayal. “You were right, Thufan, and I was wrong. Armal is not suited to lives such as ours. I asked Farouk to find him a posting far from Shrīan. Somewhere safe. Once you are well, I will send you home to new estates in Qalhad. You always told me how much you enjoyed winters overlooking the Southron Sea.”
Thufan coughed, though it came out as part bark and part wheeze. It took Corajidin a moment to realize it was supposed to be laughter. Both the kherife’s eyes gleamed coldly. Corajidin cringed in his chair even as Thufan turned, then slow-stepped out of the room.

Corajidin made slow time down the corridor to Mari’s chambers. On his way he saw a tall white porcelain vase painted with gray herons standing on a small hallway table, clustered with an arrangement of yellow-and-purple lotus flowers and a white spray of baby’s breath. Corajidin paused, tears in his eyes. Yashamin had loved the vase. Every day she had ensured fresh lotus blossoms were placed there. They reminded her of her home of Qom Rijadh on the shores of the Sûn Isles. He paused for a moment. The Anlūki who guarded him fanned out, hands on the hilts of their weapons as if in anticipation of some threat. Yet nothing came. Corajidin simply stood there for a long moment, gently caressing the lush petals, soft and full as his wife’s lips…
He continued to the end of the corridor. The guards outside Mari’s chambers snapped to attention at his approach.
In their red cuirasses and black-scaled hauberks, they looked more like golems than creatures of flesh and blood. Their ranking officer, a young woman with the fair complexion of Erebus Prefecture, bowed low to him.
“Pah-Mariamejeh is not currently in, my rahn,” she reported.
“Oh? Where has she gone?” Corajidin felt the disappointment of Mari’s absence. He took a deep breath to steady himself.
“She didn’t see fit to inform me of her destination.”
“No, I suppose she would not,” he murmured. The thought of going back to his office, of being surrounded by those who expected him to lead them, was too much. “I will wait within. The rest of you will remain outside until I call for you.”
The Anlūki officer opened the door to allow Corajidin entry, then closed the door behind him.
It took a few moments for Corajidin to realize something was amiss. The room was tidy. Meticulously so, which was unlike Mariam. There were usually clothes on the floor. Sheets of paper with half-finished drawings scattered on the tables. Even the small camp table she used for cleaning her weapons was gone.
He hobbled from room to room, the pain in his limbs growing ever more furious and the blood roaring in his ears. Jaw clenched against a growing fury, he finally saw the sealed letter propped on the table. It was addressed to Corajidin, sealed with Mari’s personal seal of the seahorse.
Corajidin sat on the edge of the couch, then cracked the wax seal. The paper was warm in his hand, its texture rough against his fingertips. He recognized Mari’s handwriting, her familiar unadorned broad strokes.
“Dear Father, I’m sorry we’ve come to be where we are, but after our talk last night, I’ve come to realize you’ll never set aside your plans, though they’ll no doubt kill you and make you cursed by history. It seems our moral compasses point in very different directions.
“Virtue. Endurance. Wisdom. These are the traits every warrior-poet is trained to honor. We live our lives according to a Measure, our duty toward our people and our country. To stand fearless before the storm, yet have the generosity of spirit to shield those in need. Most importantly, we’re taught to master ourselves, rather than seek the mastery of others. Those three small words dictate what I must be and what you should be as one who seeks to lead others.
“Above all, the warrior-poet gives themselves to a sacred calling. We sacrifice of ourselves, on behalf of the many. Yet you, who should be protecting your people, would return us to the days of madness, of the times when dark powers were whispered on the lips of black-hearted witches and monsters roared in the night. Those days ended for a reason. I choose to fight on behalf of those who should never have to live through such times.
“Know I love you. The last thing I want is to see either you or Belam hurt. So I say to you, run! Leave Amnon, leave Shrīan, and live a life free from what’s driven you to madness. At the moment, you’re the last thing Shrīan needs. Go. Heal yourself and come back to us the man I know you can be. There’s nothing more I can do to save you than this.”
It was with a cold rage Corajidin took the scroll in his hands and shredded it. First in long ripping motions, then with short, spittle-flecked bursts of invective as the paper was reduced to smaller and smaller pieces, which he then ground beneath his boot.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
“By refusing the various calls we hear throughout our lives, we often condemn ourselves to later years of regret. We see them, those elders, bent under the weight of doubt: living their twilight years thinking might have, could have, or should have. Let me answer the calls which come to me, so perhaps I will look back at my life and say, I did.”—Janchriquoi, inventor of the Wind Loom, 756th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“We going to make it?” Hayden asked, knuckles white on the rail. There was a hiss, a groan, a crack as another part of the galley broke away to tumble into the wetlands that scudded below.
“Not in one piece,” Indris replied through clenched teeth. His hair was damp with sweat, rivulets trickling down his brow and temples. It felt like his hearts were about to burst. There was a pain shot through his forehead like a crossbow bolt. The galley he carried was not laced with filaments of witchfire, or silver, or gold. It had not been designed to have disentropy sear through its bulk. Indris felt the increased temperature of the vessel through the soles of his boots. Entropy had accelerated. The galley had started to fall apart around them. “At least the cursed thing is lighter now.”
“We’ve not far to go,” Shar observed. Indris could see the smear of trees that rose to Sycamore Hill, the sparkle of sunlight from the crystal formations of the Hai-Ardin. The walls of Amnon formed a low line of gray, bright here and there with flashes from quartz fragments.
Ekko and Mauntro padded up on certain feet. As pieces fell away from the galley, it became more erratic in its flight. The two Tau-se veterans eyed Indris with curiosity. They shared a long look between them, though it was Ekko who spoke. “Amonindris, you realize this conveyance of ours is breaking?”
“No? Really?” Indris said caustically.
“Yes, really,” Mauntro replied. “We just lost most of the rear castle. It was a wake-up for some of my warriors, that much I can say. So…are we going to make it?”
Indris gave the Tau-se an insincere smile, then turned his attention to where he was going. With the amount of mass the galley had lost, it was easier to keep airborne, but its irregular shape was harder to steer. As he turned the vessel northward, to skim across the canopies of the sycamores, the railing in front of him hissed. It shimmered brightly for a moment, dazzlingly bright, then broke away into streamers of ash and motes of light.
He spared a glance at Changeling. The blade was striated, as if it were a raw flexed muscle, lines of shadow rippling between ligaments of bright opalescence. Steam rose about her, and the deck nearby was scorched from her heat. Indris felt the strain of so much disentropy to the point of bursting, yet it was Changeling who bore the worst of it by far. Without her to strengthen him, he was sure he would have died long before they reached Amnon.
The galley dropped. Indris felt as if his stomach had risen into his mouth. The wobbly boat rose again quickly, much lighter.
“What did we—” he began to ask.
“Well,” Hayden drawled, “looking down through the cargo hold, I can see the tops of the trees where part of the hull used to be. Reckon that ain’t good.”
They rose higher as they circled the southern, then eastern faces of Zephyr Hill. Wind whipped Indris’s face as they swept by the pale incline, almost cliff sheer. In a few moments the galley was careening past hillocks of sparse grass, on course for the splintered teeth of boulders that dotted the hillside where it stretched toward the Marble Sea. To the east and south, Zephyr Hill descended in a series of sharp terraces dotted with trees and huddled stones rounded smooth by wind and rain. Sea eagles nested there, plumage ruffled, their voices shrill in the wind of the galley’s passing.
“Tell Ekko they’ll have to jump as soon as we stop moving,” Indris choked out to Shar. “This thing won’t last much longer.”
The Seethe war-chanter dashed away, sure-footed despite the deck bucking beneath her. Indris spared his shipmates a glance. A few of the Tau-se shrugged as they sauntered to the edge of the deck or to the few rails that remained. Others jokingly threatened to push their comrades off. Some even had to be kicked awake where they had slumbered in the sun.
As the fragmented hull touched the ground, part of it sloughed away. Timbers flew into the air, snapped as if rotten. Brass and iron fittings pinged into each other, then ricocheted into nearby boulders. Great clods of earth were hurled up as the sharp prow sliced into the earth. Then it, too, gave way.
The galley shuddered to a halt in a long furrow of soil and stone. No sooner had the vessel stopped moving than the Tau-se bounded for the ground. Shar leaped gracefully, so light she seemed to glide to the ground. Two Tau-se grabbed Hayden, then hurled him into the waiting arms of two of their companions who had already made landfall. Indris pulled Changeling from the deck. Wood puffed away as ash as he dashed for the side and jumped over.
As he hit the ground, Indris urged the Tau-se further away from the wreckage. From behind them came ticking creaks, the dry snap of wood, and the bellowed protests of metal bent out of shape as what remained of the galley collapsed. The galley slumped as parts of it were consumed in smokeless tongues of nacreous light. When it settled, finally, there was little left except for the top deck and jagged beams of the forecastle.
“We really did make it,” Ekko observed. “Though I doubt the galley is going anywhere soon.”
Indris laughed weakly, then lay back on the sun-warmed grass. He folded a forearm over his eyes. Lightning flashed behind his closed eyelids and his hearts tolled. The taste of bile built up in the back of his throat, and he sat up. He could feel the acid burn in his chest. He imagined a lightning rod might feel like this after a violent storm, if the same lightning rod was thrown from the roof and run over by a herd of stampeding horses.
Changeling was in his hand, the weapon silent as even she struggled with the reaction from channeling so much disentropy. Despite his fatigue, to hold her was intoxicating. The way her energy had flowed across his soul like honey over a lover’s skin. He could almost taste it.
Ekko assembled his people. The Tau-se split into five-person formations. Three formations ranged up the shallower incline here near the top of Zephyr Hill. The others took position around Indris, eyes focused outward. One of the squads near the crest of the hill loped back to speak with Ekko.
“We are only about one hundred meters away from the Garden of Stones,” the woman reported in a purring voice. “There are soldiers wearing the colors of the Great House of Näsarat guarding the Lotus House. They wear the insignia of Roshana’s Whitehorse. There are others with them.”
“Heavy cavalry.” Ekko’s opinion was quite clear from his tone. The Tau-se rarely rode animals for any reason.
“Ekko, please tell me you still have the Angothic Spirit Casque?”
“I still have the casque, Amonindris.”
“Then gather the Lion Guard, if you would. There’s a daughter who’s lost a father whom I may need to help become a rahn.”

“You’re late,” Femensetri observed as Indris entered the Lotus House. Roshana and Siamak looked up from where they sat. There was no sign of Mari, which he found more disappointing than he would have expected.
“I’m here,” he pointed out. “Where’s Mari? I thought she’d be with you.”
“She’s with Nazarafine.” Rosha crossed the room to stand beside Indris. She scanned the ranks of the Tau-se, Shar, and Hayden. Indris knew she looked for a sign of the father who was not there. He ignored the question in her eyes as he turned to Femensetri.
“We need to talk, you and I,” he gestured outside.
“Indris, we really don’t have the time to—” Rosha began. She stopped talking when Indris raised his hand.
“We need to make time. Ekko?” The Tau-se handed Indris the cloth-wrapped bundle of the Spirit Casque. Indris faced the others. “Where’s Corajidin?”
“He arrived shortly after noon, much earlier than we anticipated.” Siamak hooked his thumbs through the sash at his waist. “He’s been at his villa ever since. He sent several couriers, one to Knight-Marshal Narseh, another to Nadir, second in command of the Erebus armies. Belamandris and his Anlūki seem to be in control of the city, supported by four hundred or so Iphyri and several companies of nahdi.”
“Our forces are outnumbered, Indris.” Rosha’s expression was pensive. “If more of the Erebus soldiery manage to enter the city—”
“We’re not here to fight the Erebus army,” Femensetri interrupted. “Nazarafine should be at the Tyr-Jahavān by now, with the two motions to depose Corajidin as governor of Amnon, as well as Asrahn-Elect. Usually the suspicion of murder would be enough to raise questions, but he has too many supporters who’ll not speak against him.”
“And for Nazarafine to veto the Teshri’s decision would lead to more civil unrest,” Siamak said.
“So it’ll be difficult for us to force Corajidin out of power.” Rosha shrugged with equanimity. “We doubted the sun would set without blood being spilled.”
“True enough.” Indris nodded. “Remember though, we don’t want to kill unless we have to. These are our own people, not monsters. They deserve mercy.”
“Even Corajidin?” Ekko growled.
Indris rested his hand on the big Tau-se’s armored shoulder. “Were I Belamandris,” he said, “I’d seize control of the Tyr-Jahavān. Whoever holds the council chamber will control the flow of information to their allies. The Teshri will only get to make one decision about this.”
Ekko walked away to speak with his fellow Tau-se. Indris meant to follow when Rosha grabbed him by the shoulder. “You stay. We know things didn’t go as planned in the Rōmarq and Daniush is dead. Please, just tell me. Where’s my father?”

“Vahineh assassinated Yasha?” Indris could not keep the incredulity from his voice. “And Mari did nothing to stop her?”
“Well, that should calm Corajidin right down,” Ekko said wryly. “We may as well open a keg and sing our victory songs.”
“It’s not funny, Ekko.” Femensetri eyed the Tau-se darkly. “Vahineh’s put us in a right hole. Mari’s right. Corajidin will be even more intractable now.”
“I’ve seen what the man is capable of,” Indris reminded her.
Rosha remained silent as the four of them reached the Vault of the Echoes, nestled among weeping figs on the hill overlooking the Garden of Stones. The Vault of the Echoes stood on a broad diorite pillar some ten meters high, surrounded by a wide stairway secured by steel gates. A hot wind scoured them where it gusted between the double row of carved marble columns that supported the vault’s domed, moss-colored marble ceiling. There were no walls. The alabaster floor of the vault was inset with an intricate, six-petaled lotus mosaic of polished quartz pieces. A faint blush of fire shone in each petal.
“You failed.” Femensetri leaned with her back against one of the pillars, her crook resting between her folded arms. Her expression was bleak as she scowled at Indris. Rosha stood on the edge of the vault, her back to the others. Indris had been so young when his own mother had died. So much time had passed, he had no words of empathy for his cousin’s loss.
Failed. There was nothing that would change the moment they were in now, so what benefit in trying to explain what had happened to bring them here?
He knelt in the middle of the lotus flower pattern in the floor. He hesitantly unwrapped the Spirit Casque, then set it before him. The diamond in the forehead of the casque rippled with light. Indris looked up at his former teacher. “It could be—”
“Worse?” she said sullenly. “It is worse, boy. Far-ad-din’s not coming back either, so you say.” The Stormbringer looked at the Spirit Casque with revulsion. Her mindstone flared to black life, a vortex casting a ghastly pallor over her features. The blues, greens, and blacks of her eyes were lambent. “We’ve only one course of action to offer the Teshri. There’s no need to commune with him, Indris. I know what—”
“I’ll not have you tell me what I can find out for myself,” Indris said. “I spent too many years with your voice in my ears, and all it got me was trouble. Ariskander needs to be released from this thing anyway.”
She began to speak, but Indris ignored her. He allowed his eyes to unfocus on the shattered-window surface of the mosaic floor. Radiance danced in each cut piece; it pooled around the casque, then trickled along the grooves between each tile. He opened himself to the weft and warp of the ahm, woven into the stones and mortar of the Lotus House. It came in fits and starts at first. Then the cracks between the tiles began to fill with viscous gray-blue light, so sluggish it seemed to take on mass the way no light should. He looked more deeply. Valleys and plateaus of quartz dipped in sharp canyons. It rose in flattened plains. Colors at different heights took on shape, became geometries, pathways, a map of thought, cause and effect for him to follow. The lotus flower floor folded upward in his mind. Became a faceted shield around his mind. His breath chimed against the walls. Sent ripples into the spirit world beyond.
The High Communion began.
Indris knelt there, his breath deep, even, eyes intent on the lick of shadow and light around him. Petal shapes, pale as ivory, seemed to float just beneath the surface. Motes of color swarmed in the floor, like the amber-and-onyx bees long believed to serve as the speakers for the dead. Theirs was the keeping of sacred trusts. Indris could feel their buzzing in his skull, though he could not understand what they tried to tell him. Their droning vibrated along his skeleton, pins and needles inside his body. His face felt flushed. Had he the choice, he would have waited until he was better rested, but Ariskander and Rosha deserved better.
The diamond in the casque chimed. Facets exploded outward as an amorphous, dappled shadow flickered back and forth. Indris stared down, watching as the shadow rose from the depths. As it drew closer, it flickered with a nimbus of sapphire light, the heat of which curled about Indris’s face. Perspiration beaded his forehead. It trickled down his nose. A single drop formed, perfect and round, before falling to the floor and striking the mosaic with the sound of a hundred bells in his ears. There was a disconnect, a stutter in his mind, then—
The escape from emptiness. Fear rose up in a sea to swamp him. Pain. Searing pain. A diamond nail through his brow that gathered…him. All of him. The casque brought darkness to the world. Corajidin’s rabid features. His snarl. The madness of obsession. The scent of mint over sour breath. His threats. Oh, dear Ancestors, I will be trapped forever in—knives sliced his skin. The witch’s questions questions questions. The qua—the Font of all life—so calm so cool so clear. Awakening! They want to know about the source of Awakening!—
Sunlight kissed his face. He could feel it in his hair. The wind on his skin. It carried with it the susurrus of the leaves where they told of all they knew, heard, saw. The pounding of the elk’s great heart as it bounded through ivy-wreathed ruins. The cool mountain air was beneath his wings as he looked down with his eagle’s eyes. The release from the embrace of the river, to arc in blinding light, gills open though he could not breathe until he felt water immerse him once more. Watching his flock, a huge hound at his feet, the warmth of grass where it grew between his toes. Beneath, in the slow, deliberate, peaceful darkness of the soil the seeds as they—
Power surged through him, a maelstrom that infused his limbs and ignited his mind. Names, places, facts, thoughts memories desires fears lessons plans places faces—
“No!” Indris configured his mind into a maze of faceted walls, crystalline mirrors that turned Ariskander’s thoughts into reflected fragments. “Ariskander! No! I’m not your heir! I’m not Nehrun!”
“You are my heir, Indris!” Ariskander’s disjointed face appeared in hundreds of facets. Eyes here. Lips there. His voice rippled through Indris’s mind. “Finally, a Scholar King to—”
“Ariskander, no!” Indris bolstered his defenses. “You’ve no idea what this will do.”
“We all agreed, Indris.” Ariskander’s was the voice of the wind through pine needles. “Vashne, Femensetri, Nazarafine…Far-ad-din. Years ago we decided you were the one. Since you were born, this was meant to be.”
“Without asking me! Don’t do this, I beg of you.”
“It is what your mother sent you to us for.”
“Sent me?” Indris looked at the whorling cloud of Ariskander’s spirit that coiled about his spiritual refuge. “What do you mean?”
“My sister was a vessel, one who willingly accepted her great burden. Your mother risked all when she sent you forward. Sedefke saw that one day the Scholar Kings would be needed—”
“It’s not in me to rule, Ariskander.” Indris wrapped his arms around his abdomen. A vision blossomed in his mind as Ariskander swamped Indris with his Awakened mind—a pregnant woman in a small house by the shores of the Faladin River. A cat sprawled on the small veranda, tail thumping the weathered wooden planks. Indris felt the baby kick inside him/her. Could feel his/her husband’s strong potter’s hands on his/her belly. Could hear the clear tenor of his voice as he sang to his wife and child. Encompassing awareness and the power of an Awakened rahn surged through him, a terrifying heat in his soul that trickled outward through his limbs. “Why would you risk everything to raise a mahjirahn to the throne?”
“Because Shrīan needs to be guided by compassion, wisdom, and strength. We need you if we are to survive. Once was a time when all rahns were scholars. A better, saner, more refined time. Corajidin was right, after his fashion. He was a student of Sedefke’s teachings, but he read them differently. We must return to our origins.”
“And become the target of the Iron League?”
“That will happen regardless. How long did you think Shrīan would stand, while others coveted her strength? Scholars must rule so the witches may not!”
Strength flowed into Indris as Ariskander poured his Awakening in. Profound, deep-rooted, eternal strength. Indris marveled at its purity, glimpsing in those moments the transformation every Awakened rahn underwent in this moment of unity. A sense of stillness pooled in his mind, the cool calm of the mountains where they watched yet another sunset. Indris gasped with the sensation. It was not pleasure; it transcended pleasure. Was it rapture, this thing coursing though him? Was this what true bliss felt like? Such power! He felt the breadth of Ariskander’s Awakening: the ability to influence the weather, to make crops plentiful, to see and hear and feel with the senses of any creature in his prefecture. To be infused with the solid strength of the earth or the solemn endurance of the mighty cypress trees overlooking the Marble Sea. To look back across the collected wisdom of all his Ancestors and dwell with them in living memory, events of a millennium ago as fresh as if they had happened today. To be at one with the dreaming consciousness of Īa.
When merged with what he could so as a scholar, he could end wars, feed the hungry, cure sickness! He could raise armies so vast no person would ever think to oppose him. He could make the pillars of Īa shake, and all would be terrified to break the peace he had wrought. He could know the secrets of the ages, buried deep in antiquity. He could raise the dead if need be, to fight for any cause he named. Nothing would be beyond him, all because he willed it so. The strength of the world could be his: a Scholar King, a mahjirahn with a power unseen for centuries.
And if an enemy threatened what he loved, then he could—
Indris smoothed his mind. The diamond facets of his shell flowed. Vertices disappeared. Color and shape blurred. All around him the structure of his mind groaned as edges disappeared. He sheltered his soul in a perfect sphere of pearlescent light upon which nothing could gain purchase.
“Indris!” Ariskander’s voice was softer now, a snowfall on glass. “Please, we need you to do this.”
“No,” Indris said with difficulty. “No. It’s too much. You need me out there, to do what I do, so no Scholar King ever needs to wield such power again.”
“Indris, you must!”
“I’ve done everything you ever asked of me, but not this. Never this.”
Tears streamed down his face as the tendrils of Awakening withdrew from his soul. His newfound strength faded. The profundity of peace tumbled down the mountain of his psyche. The borrowed insight into his forebears slipped away, the roots of a newly planted tree dead before its time.
“Find your heir, Ariskander,” Indris murmured, exhausted. “Give your power to somebody with less talent for destruction than me.”
There was a sorrowful cry of farewell. The swirl of blue and gold around his pearl fortress, the powerful surge of phoenix wings, then all was quiet.
Exhausted, Indris allowed his barriers to drop. His sight returned to the world around him. Femensetri knelt before him, her hands on his shoulders to prop him up. Her magnificent opal eyes were bright in her timeless face.
Indris spared her a wry smile. He opened his mouth to speak, yet—

Indris opened his eyes. Femensetri sat some distance away, holding a supine Rosha in her arms. Somebody had laid him upon blankets in the sun, with a rolled-up over-robe for a pillow. He sat up with a groan, as much mental as physical. Changeling had been laid by his side. She had started to repair the damage she had suffered on their trip across the Rōmarq. Though she was mottled in places, she shone with a healthy light. She purred as Indris rested his hand on her hilt to sheathe her.
Ekko helped Indris to his feet. The other Tau-se silently knelt in rows nearby, their faces expressionless in the Tau-se way.
“How long was I…” Indris asked apprehensively.
“Minutes only.” Ekko’s eyes narrowed with pleasure. The giant golden-furred warrior fell into step beside him as Indris rose, walked to where Rosha lay. Indris had become accustomed to Ekko’s solid, laconic presence.
The Stormbringer raised her head as Indris approached. There was a combination of awe, fury, and pity in her gaze. Though there was no way Indris was a match for the Stormbringer in power, he was also past the days when he would let her cow him. Too much blood had flowed under the bridge, his blood, for them ever to go back to where they had once been, as master and pupil.
Femensetri gently lay Roshana down in the long, windswept grass. His cousin looked as if she slept. Her eyelids twitched with visions only she could see. A slight frown creased her brow.
“You’re a damned fool, Näsarat fa Amonindris.” Femensetri shook her head ruefully. “You could’ve solved so many problems, had you done what was asked of you.”
“How many other secrets do you keep from me, I wonder?” Indris’s shoulders slumped in fatigue. “You know as well as I do that I can be of more use in the wider world than perched on some throne.”
“Perhaps,” she admitted. She grinned suddenly, her face rendered beautiful. “Perhaps. Though I thought you’d forgone the days of public service?”
“Ariskander spoke of my mother,” he said abruptly.
“Oh?” she replied with a wary smile.
Indris chewed his lip as he scrutinized his former teacher. Femensetri’s expression remained fixed as she stared at her former pupil. The two of them remained frozen in tableau until Indris knelt by Rosha’s side to take her hand in his. Her skin was surprisingly hot, a dry fever. Memories of Awakening thrilled his fingertips, gone as rapidly as they had come. “I don’t need to serve the Teshri, or the Sēq Council of Masters, to serve either Shrīan or my people. Ariskander Awakened Rosha?”
“It appears so. She wasn’t prepared, yet she’s a keen mind and strength of spirit. Rosha’s the daughter of Scholar Kings and Scholar Queens. Īa is in her soul, as it is in the soul of all Näsarats. I’ve no doubt she’ll survive.”
“How long till she’s—”
“Stop talking about me,” Rosha complained. “I’m awake. But there’s so much to…understand.” Indris helped Rosha to sit. When she opened her eyes, they were dark, almost black, flecked with her usual light brown. There was a sense of age to them, a weight, an ancient and profound depth. “How did you ever say no?”
Indris coughed, then looked away from her penetrating gaze. He could have done so much good with the power Rosha now had. Only an ahmsah adept could fully understand the true potential of the energy provided by the qua, or harness the awesome power of being Awakened. Even so, the world was safer with scholars away from thrones. Every time a scholar monarch had used the extent of their power, it had ended in disaster. Mahj-Näsarat fa Amaranjin, the first Awakened Emperor, had sunk the center of Seethe civilization beneath the Marble Sea. Many Avān and Humans, as well as Seethe and members of the other Elemental Masters, had died for his greater good. Mahj-Näsarat fe Malde-ran, the last Awakened empress, had cursed a great number of her people to either an undead, or undying, existence, for which she had been reviled ever since as the Empress-in-Shadows. The scholars of the Great House of Näsarat had a checkered past when it came to wielding power.
“Will you be able to lead your people, Rahn-Roshana?” Indris asked with a smile.
Rosha’s eyebrows rose as she heard the honorific. She swatted Indris’s hands away as he tried to help her to her feet. Rosha swayed for a moment, her hands held out at her sides for balance. After a few moments, she appeared to gain possession of herself once more.
“Knight-Colonel Ekko?” she asked. “Are the Lion Guard ready to pledge their service to me?”
“They are, indeed, my rahn,” he said with fierce pride.
“Then let’s gather what numbers we have, shall we?” Indris heard overtones of Ariskander in the way she spoke. “We’ve a great deal of business to settle with the Great House of Erebus before the sun sets.”
“Indeed we have,” Indris said, his thoughts on his missing friend, Omen.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
“When I let go of those things which held me down, my pride, arrogance, vanity, sadness…only after falling so far was it I learned I could fly.”—Embarenten, swordmaster of High Arden, 369th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Mari sprinted past tall pillars of marble and crystal on her way up the wide steps that wound around and through the great rock outcrop upon which the Tyr-Jahavān stood. She reached the top, made her way to the inner sanctum, where it appeared Nazarafine addressed the Teshri.
Those Feyassin assigned to protect the Teshri members, as well as a combination of Ekko’s Lion Guard and Kembe’s Tau-se warriors, stood alert on the perimeter. A score or so of Rosha’s Whitehorse were marshaled around the amphitheater. The rest had been used to secure the smaller stair Femensetri had revealed, which ran through the center of the Tyr-Jahavān and out under the city.
The Quorum Stones flared with frosted radiance where the faces of the sayfs of the Hundred Families hung in monochrome. Their images stuttered in the striated quartz. Femensetri’s Sēq had worked fast to get the message out to sympathetic ears. Even so, there were many faces Mari recognized as among her father’s allies.
Nazarafine stood in the center of the amphitheater, beside Femensetri. Rosha was perched on the edge of a bench beside a wide-eyed Vahineh, who chewed upon already bloodied fingertips. From what Mari could tell, Vahineh still struggled with her Awakening. It seemed, from the rapid changes in her expression and posture, as if all her Ancestors vied for a moment in her mind. Many rahns, particularly those who had been Awakened without the proper training, died from the experience. Or went insane. No wonder the enormity of it had caused her to act so rashly in murdering Yashamin. Mari doubted Vahineh had even known what she was doing at the time, possessed by the rage of her father’s spirit.
Narseh sat spear-straight in her gray-green armor of crablike plates, her austere face devoid of expression. Ziaire stood near her, as did a number of those sayfs of the Hundred Families who had come to Amnon to depose Far-ad-din. Even without those who had been invited to the Parje-Sin revel, many of those who attended this small session of the Teshri had either been bought by her father or were voters of opportunity.
“We’ve answered your summons, Speaker,” the brittle echo of Hadi said in its crystal lens, one of the sayfs of Erebus Prefecture. “What’s so urgent you needed to speak with us on such short notice?”
“Thank you for your indulgence.” The Speaker bowed to her peers. “I’ve called this emergency session of the Teshri to vote on two separate writs of deposition, both against Asrahn-Elect Erebus fa Corajidin—”
“Preposterous!” Hadi snapped. “What nonsense is this?”
“Let her speak, Hadi,” came the glassy echo of Iraj from Selassin Prefecture, a supporter of the late Vashne. “Nazarafine is the Speaker for the People, as well as a rahn. Show some respect.”
“Why do you suggest we depose the Asrahn-Elect, Speaker?” Bijan of Näsarat Prefecture asked over the cracking-ice din of the other members of parliament. “This is a serious action you propose. I hope you can satisfy the burden of proof.”
Ziaire stepped forward, hands open. “We have eyewitness accounts from Vashne’s heir—”
“Such testimony is inadmissible in any Arbiter’s Tribunal,” Hadi gloated. “The passage of memory from rahn to rahn through Awakening is not always perfect, especially when the event has been traumatic.”
“There’s also the eyewitness testimony of Knight-Colonel Ekko of the Näsarat Lion Guard,” Rosha snapped. “Now, Hadi, if you and anybody else who’s been bought by Corajidin would be silent, the Speaker can finish what she has to say.”
Mari grimaced as Hadi and quite a few others protested. Their images juddered in crystal pillars. Rosha would not win any friends with her attitude. Like Vahineh, she must be struggling with the turmoil of her own Awakening.
“I’m satisfied as to the legitimacy of the evidence,” Nazarafine said firmly. “Enough to risk calling you all together. There are a number of charges we’ll lodge, though the most serious are treason, conspiracy to commit treason, and regicide. Copies of these records have been sent to Arbiter Marshal Kiraj of the Family Masadhe, for his action.”
Kiraj’s regal, spectral image nodded politely.
“Ludicrous!” Hadi snapped. Kiraj’s expression remained fixed.
“There’s nothing ludicrous about it.” Femensetri faced the ghostly image of Hadi where it floated in scratched glass clouds, streaked through with frosted light like a winter’s sun. “The Asrahn-Elect hasn’t acted in the best interests of Shrīan.”
“Through his direct actions,” Nazarafine said, her voice flat with suppressed anger, “without the sanction of the Justice Marshal, Corajidin caused the death of our head of state, Vashne’s wife, and second son. He also abducted Rahn-Ariskander and Pah-Daniush—”
“Then let the witnesses to these crimes speak!” Hadi demanded.
Mari gestured to Rosha from where she hovered at the edge of the chamber floor. Rosha came over as quietly as she could in her armor. “What is it?” she whispered.
“There are troop movements in the city. So far as we can tell, the Erebus army remains encamped outside the city. Four companies of Iphyri, as well as the Anlūki and some nahdi are headed here, no doubt under the command of my brother. How long until we have a decision here?”
“This may take longer than expected.” Rosha looked back over her shoulder to where Nazarafine paced the Tyr-Jahavān floor, reciting her allegations against Corajidin. “Honestly, I doubt we’ve either the time or the numbers to carry the day.”
“I can testify as to what my father—”
“Nazarafine won’t have it.” Rosha grimaced, clearly uneasy. “She doesn’t want you involved, Ancestors only know why.”
“Then if I can’t help you with the numbers, I can do something about giving you the time you need,” Mari muttered. “Don’t let the Speaker stop until this is decided in our favor, understand? This will all be for naught otherwise, and I fear the future my father will bring if we fail.”
“Femensetri has decided to remain here, just in case. As Scholar Marshal she can’t involve herself unless it’s to defend the Teshri.”
“I’m hoping that’s an unnecessary precaution.”
“As do we all. Yet your father’s forces still gather.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
“How can I lead a nation of conscience, if I am not guided by my own?”—High Palatine Navaar of Oragon, 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
“What do you mean they are not there?” Corajidin felt his pulse throb in his temple. The air in his office was stifling. A drop of perspiration trickled down his brow. Though Wolfram had healed the wound in his shin, Corajidin still felt the deep ache.
“Guita, matriarch of Family Parje-Sin, invited those of the upper castes in Amnon to a revel outside the city.” Wolfram leaned on his charred stave. He took a folded piece of parchment from within the folds of his robe. “The revel promised a few days of delights hosted at Guita’s country villa. Her guests were taken by pleasure-ship from Amnon late yesterday evening.”
“I know that duplicitous cow,” Corajidin snarled. “She was one of Far-ad-din’s half-blooded creatures, as well as an old friend of Vashne.”
“There are no communication devices there. I sent messengers by wind-skiff to recall your allies, though the Parje-Sin estate is hours away even by skiff.”
“Then send somebody else!” Corajidin thundered. He regretted his outburst immediately as pain shot through his head. He opened the top button of his tunic to cool himself. “I expect my allies to honor their obligations even after they have spent my gold.”
“There’s no point in sending anybody else, and we don’t have another wind-skiff to spare.” Wolfram crumpled the invitation in one large-knuckled hand. “The one we used to escape the Rōmarq barely flies, thanks to Indris, and Kasraman has the other. I warned you bought loyalty would last only so long as the shine on the coins. Your allies are opportunists all.”
Corajidin felt his stomach heave. He leaned over his desk and vomited. It was with some horror he saw blood mixed with the bile. The sour combination of tinny blood and stomach acid in his mouth was disgusting. He made the mistake of inhaling, and the scent of his own juices on the floor made him heave again. Wolfram creaked around the table to help Corajidin to a couch. The old witch’s gaze was troubled as he felt Corajidin’s brow, looked into his eyes, measured his pulse.
“You’re worse than before, my rahn,” Wolfram murmured. “Your hearts beat far too quickly, and you’re burning up. Loath as I am to say this, perhaps we need to retreat and fight another day?”
“No!” Corajidin grunted through the pain. “There is no tomorrow for me!”
Corajidin doubled over in his chair. His hands spasmed, the fingers curling against his palms. Wolfram took Corajidin’s hands and massaged the muscles until the fingers could straighten.
Belamandris strode through the door, than dashed to where his father lay curled on the couch. “Father! What is—”
“Why are you here?” Corajidin asked. “You are supposed to be holding the Tyr-Jahavān.”
“Our enemies have been industrious in our absence,” Belamandris replied. “The Tyr-Jahavān is occupied. I noted the colors of the Great Houses of Näsarat and Sûn, as well as those of the Family Bey. The chambers are well guarded and will be difficult to take.”
“You’re the Widowmaker!” Wolfram said incredulously. “Surely you’re not going to be—”
“The Feyassin are also there,” Belamandris said flatly. “And the Stormbringer. Father, I advise you to make alternate arrangements.”
“I order you to take and hold the Tyr-Jahavān!” Corajidin snarled. His vision blurred, Belamandris’s face becoming a smear of sun-bright gold. He reached out to rest his hands on Belamandris’s shoulders. His face felt numb, his words slurred, when he spoke. “Do this for me, my beautiful son. You are the only one I can trust now.”
Belamandris stood, bowed to his father. “If that’s what you desire, then far be it from me to deny you. I suggest you see to your safety until this is resolved.”
“Wait!” Wolfram held up his hand. “Can your forces take the Tyr-Jahavān? Speak from honesty, rather than pride, if you would.”
“Can I do it? Yes. Is it worth the risk or the cost in lives? I doubt it. I’d prefer to have my Anlūki take my father to safety.” Belamandris look was forthright. “Were we to take the Tyr-Jahavān, what use would it be to Father in his current state? Even with the weight of the Iphyri and the nahdi in our employ, taking the place will be bloody work, and not done quickly. Our opponents aren’t to be taken lightly.”
“Very well.” Corajidin’s voice sounded tinny in his ears. “Let the Iphyri and our nahdi assault the Tyr-Jahavān as planned. Perhaps they will be victorious. Send word for Knight-Colonel Nadir to take the best of our leadership and what soldiery he can, and fly the Art of Vengeance to the Parje-Sin estate. We will meet them there. Belamandris, you and your Anlūki will remain to protect me.”
Wolfram shifted in his seat. “What of the treasures we have in the cellars? We can’t lose them after so much effort.”
“Take what you can, Wolfram. Our future may rest in what we have found.”
“Mari?” Belamandris asked.
“She has made other choices,” Corajidin replied sourly.
“And this place?” Belamandris turned toward the door, his expression troubled.
“Burn it,” Corajidin ordered. “Let nothing remain which reveals our purpose.”

“Can you sense where Omen is?” Shar asked. They peered over the villa roof at where armored Anlūki stood guard around the burned wind-skiff. Indris smiled at the charred heap. Parts of it had fallen away, burned or broken. The Tempest Wheels in the prow did not spin regularly, the disentropy stream vague where it wove on spinning bronze platters. Frayed ropes of silken light lashed the hull, scouring it. He doubted the wind-skiff Corajidin had escaped the Rōmarq in would get far. Even now entropy slowly tore the damaged sky ship apart.
“Not sure,” he replied thoughtfully. “I can sense the presence of the witch, as well as a lot of other peaks and troughs of entropy and disentropy. Ancestors only know what’s gone on here.”
“Probably blood magic,” Hayden muttered with revulsion. He gripped his bolt-rifle tightly. “Angothic animal!”
“There’s no such thing as magic,” Indris murmured as if by reflex. He smiled an apology at his friends. “Well, it’s true. There isn’t. It’s all reason of one kind or another.”
“How do you plan on getting in?” Shar’s eyes were bright yellow in the afternoon light, her pupils no larger than pinheads.
“Quiet in and quiet out, same as always.” Indris grinned.
“‘Always’ usually ends up being noisy.” She smiled back.
“And usually ends up with one of us getting carried out.” Hayden chuckled. Shar patted Hayden on the hand before she rose fluidly to her feet. She prowled to where a grimed skylight was set in the roof. She slowly opened the skylight, then dropped down. After a few moments of silence, Indris and Hayden followed her.
They had entered the villa via a dusty old room of the north block that was much in need of repair. The walls and ceiling were water damaged, scented with must and rot. Wooden floorboards were bleached in a track from the passage of too many seasons of sun. The windows were filthy, matted with cobwebs.
Shar listened at the door, then opened it as she beckoned the others to follow. In truth Indris had no idea where they would be keeping Omen. All he could do was focus on the swirls and eddies of disentropy caused by the Wraithjar. There were some unusually strong tidal forces of disentropy, which was all he had to go on.
The north block was mostly abandoned. There were few soldiers here; the people they avoided seemed to be bound-caste servants. They crept down a narrow stair. They saw nobody else as they came to an old wooden door so covered in dust and spiderwebs it was obvious it had not been used in years. Shar brushed the webs away with her gauntleted hand and gently opened the door.
Despite her efforts the door scraped against the rough stone floor. Tarnished oil lanterns hung by rusted chains from the ceiling of a narrow storeroom, the exposed wooden beams blackened by years of smoke. The air was thick with the ingrained odor of rotten meat. Hayden covered his nose with his hand, eyes narrowed in disgust. The door at the other end of the storeroom hung from its hinges. Through the gap they could see a dimly lit cellar, which stretched away into a blackness broken only by the wavering sequins of lantern flames.
Indris led them out. The place reeked of feces and urine, with an aftertaste of blood that lingered in the back of his throat. Several open chambers had instruments of torture and tall dark cupboards whose doors were probably best left closed.
At what Indris figured was the center of the cellar there was a wide chamber. He opened himself to the ahmsah. Raw disentropic energy swirled around the chamber, ethereal water circling an invisible drain. The flow was interrupted by small burlap bags hung by new ropes from the exposed ceiling beams, one at each point of the compass. Indris felt a chill trickle down his spine. He had seen such things before, in the supposedly abandoned Stone Witch coven of Felvyrden, in Angoth.
Shar must have seen the expression on his face. “What is it?” she murmured.
“Can you cut one of those down?” he whispered. A serill knife appeared in Shar’s hand. A supple movement of her wrist, then a bag was in her palm.
She untied the bag, then held it open for Indris to see. He blinked against sudden vertigo, his fingers and toes going slightly numb. Inside there were filings of dark, blue-black steel amid thick grains of blackened sand.
“What is it?” Hayden asked.
“An Entropic Sump,” Indris replied bleakly, stepping back. “It’s made from filings of salt-forged steel and the sand from burned-out mandalas. They absorb and nullify disentropy. There are Awakened Empire relics known as ahoujai—or sinks—that do the same thing. People wearing them are immune to the effects of the ahmsah. For somebody like me, an ahoujai is like shackles of salt-forged steel. At a distance it’s tolerable. When it touches the skin…”
“I’m figuring that ain’t good at all,” Hayden murmured.
“Not by a very long way, no. Somebody hid something very powerful here.”
Shar kicked the chamber wall with one split-toed boot. “Only one way to find out what.”
Indris walked to the solid wooden door. Unsurprisingly it was locked. The proximity of the Entropic Sumps pulled at his mind, made it harder to concentrate. He turned to Hayden, who produced lockpicks from inside his deerskin shirt. The skirmisher manipulated the lock with nimble fingers. After a few seconds it gave a satisfying click.

Mari danced away from the broad stroke of a nahdi sworn to her father’s service. The Tyr-Jahavān steps were bloody and littered with the dead. Most were those who had tried to take the Tyr-Jahavān by force, but a few white-robed Feyassin lay facedown among them.
Mari spun low. Sliced through armor and thigh. Her enemy screamed. Collapsed. She spiraled high. Her sword flew. Hunted. Dropped between neck and clavicle. She was already moving before her enemy hit the floor. With a quick gesture, she plucked a crossbow bolt from the air. Hurled it back. Took a nahdi in the eye.
Clear of enemies for the moment, she took stock. Her father had sent most of the nahdi in his employ to assault the Tyr-Jahavān. They had killed many, but there were more to come. Of course her father could deny they acted under his orders. The Iphyri, however, were a different matter. One full company of them stood, tall and magnificent, hooves stamping, in the Tyr-Jahavān courtyard.
Mari spared a glance for Knight-Colonel Qamran. The man dodged between his enemies, sword a blur. His shield belled with the impact of swords, axes, and arrows. Mari doubted her father had ever suspected appointing the Feyassin as the Teshri Guard would come back to bite him so soon. Mari caught movement from the corner of her eye. She took a step backward as a severed head bounced down the stairs, then into empty air, where it tumbled before it struck the flagstones with a wet-meat thud.
“Arrows!” one of her comrades hollered. The Feyassin grouped together into a shell formation, shields raised high to form a dome of scratched metal. Mari ducked behind a crystal pillar as arrows scythed the air where she had stood. She could hear the iron-hail clatter of the arrows where they struck metal. Her own shield had been lost, cloven in two by a nahdi’s battle-ax.
She surveyed the melee. A number of good people had died. More would die before the day was out, including her, most likely. In truth she had been living on borrowed time since Vashne had been killed. The universe had come to collect on the debt she owed. Mari planned on the world remembering how expensive she had made it before she fell.
Mari caught the eyes of four other Feyassin as she picked up a replacement shield. They looked at her with resentment. Whether they liked it or not, she was here now and they needed each other if they were to survive. The warrior-poets shared a moment of quiet before one of them nodded, and together they hurled themselves down the stairs in formation. As one, they leaped high over the nahdi, who cringed to see them come. They landed sure-footed amid the wreckage of armor and weapons, flesh and blood. Backs to each other, the five points of a star, they unleashed havoc. With a tempo born of practice, they struck, then shifted to the left. Struck, shifted, struck. The formation rotated upon its center. Mari’s blade seemed to sing with the impact, while her shield boomed in protest. She gave the order and they climbed four steps in quick succession. Enemies overbalanced. Heads, hands, arms, legs were removed.
“Qamran!” Mari yelled as her position rotated away from combat. The Knight-Colonel looked at her, expression battered. Like her he knew there was no escape. All they could do was sell their lives as dearly as they could. “Leave ten of the Feyassin here! Take the rest and be ready with Ekko to defend the members of the Teshri!”
“But—”
“But nothing!” She would rotate back into combat soon. To her right one of the Feyassin fell, armor plates on his chest sluiced with blood. Another stepped in to take his place. “We can hold the stairs.”
She did not have the chance to hear his response as she stepped back into the fray, her blade flashing.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
“It is through failure in the face of adversity, through the loss of that which we hold dear, we come to realize what we have taken for granted. With our eyes open, we will learn more about ourselves with every loss, and gain wisdom in return.”—From The Seeds from the Tree of Knowledge, by Mahram-shar, Sēq Magnate and Arch-Scholar, 767th Year of the Awakened Empire
Day 325 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin shuffled as quickly as he could through the long halls of the villa. He carried Ariskander’s and Daniush’s heads in burlap bags. Belamandris led the way, the ruby scales of his armor bright in the light streaming through the tall keyhole windows. In contrast, the fell Anlūki were dark as dried blood and shadows. The witch limped slowly with his creaking calipers and clacking staff.
“I’ll collect what artifacts I can,” Wolfram said. “The Wraith Knight Belamandris brought back might also have answers as to how we can prolong you.”
Corajidin leaned close to the witch, who reeked of old incense and musk. “Don’t forget the Destiny Engine!”
“Give me fifteen minutes.” Wolfram was bent over his staff, an apparition of ruin. “I’ll recover what I can.”
“Belamandris, give the witch five of your Anlūki. It will speed things.” Corajidin paused, bent over with pain. Belamandris looked at his father in silence.
“My thanks.” Wolfram limped away with the Anlūki in train.
“Father, can you make it to the wind-skiff, or should we arrange—”
“I will not be carried!” Corajidin bristled.
Corajidin heaved himself forward, though his limbs refused to obey as they should. It was strange, the silence, as if the city held its breath. He distrusted quiet. It was where half truths lurked in the gaps between honesty and outright lies.
“Belamandris?” The son looked to the father. “Have your soldiers start the fires. Keep it simple. Keep it quiet. But make sure this place burns to the ground. Where is Thufan?”
“I gave orders for him to be taken to the skiff.” Belamandris looked to his father where he leaned, wheezing, against the wall. All Corajidin saw was a gold-and-ruby-tinted blur in the darkness as his son came closer.
“Lean on me. I’ll see you to where you need to go.”

“What’s that?” Hayden asked as they broke into the locked chamber.
The room was broad, with stairs leading up into the rooms above. There were a score more crates, differently sized, many of which had been opened. Books, tablets, sheets of parchment, and vellum were neatly stacked or shelved. The air was dry, though it smelled of old damp and rotten vegetation.
In the middle of the chamber there was a large armillary sphere, taller than a tall man. Wheels within wheels within wheels within wheels of tarnished bronze, brass, and different colors of gold. It reminded Indris somewhat of the Star Clock, though there was a metal chair suspended in the center, studded with gears and flywheels, cranks and levers. The device was smeared with a crust of old soil. Glyphs marked the interior of each of the wheels at regular intervals. Many of those, too, were caked with dirt and clay. Indris felt the tidal push of disentropy emanating from the artifact. The wheels moved almost imperceptibly of their own accord.
Shar glided ahead, hand extended to touch it. Indris leaned forward to grab her wrist. Shar’s yellow eyes widened in surprise, and she scratched the tip of one of her long ears. “Dangerous, then?”
“I think this may be the Destiny Engine,” Indris warned. “Or at least most of one. There seem to be parts missing. We need to take this with us.”
“I got no cause to doubt what you say, and I ain’t filled with such a curiosity to know more.” Hayden cast a glance around the chamber. “But we’re here for Omen. Besides, I can’t fathom how we’d liberate said engine from here even if we wanted to. It’s got some size to it.”
“We have to take it with us, secure it, or destroy it,” Indris said firmly. “There are no other choices! It can’t be allowed to fall into the wrong hands.”
“And by wrong you mean—”
“Almost anybody’s,” he replied quietly. Destiny Engines were thankfully rare. The only ones he knew of were locked away by the Sēq in their vaults in Amarqa, though there was one rumored to exist in the Forbidden City of Qahavel. “Whoever manages to make the cursed thing work can mine through infinite futures, infinite destinies. To them, anything could be possible.”
“Can we destroy it?” Shar asked.
“Probably, though we’d need to get rid of the Entropic Sumps first and—”
“The second you did that, the witch would be bound to notice and make a fuss,” Hayden finished for him. “And that would still leave Omen prisoner somewhere.”
“We can come back for this, Indris,” Shar suggested.
The door at the top of the stairs opened suddenly. They looked upward in surprise to see the equally shocked expression on Wolfram’s face. A squad of Anlūki stood behind the Angothic Witch. Hands flashed to the hilts of weapons.
Indris drew Changeling. Shar drew her serill blade. Hayden raised his rifle. Indris’s voice almost broke around the Great Shout—
Wolfram’s staff struck the ground with a peal of thunder. Fragments of wood rose from the boards. Formed darts. Flew forward—
Disentropy fragmented, pulled in different directions by the Entropic Sumps. Indris’s shout rumbled into nothing. Wolfram’s Thorns of the Ancient Tree fell apart. The two Ilhennim stared at each other for a moment, then Indris bolted up the stairs, Shar by his side.
Wolfram scrabbled backward as he snarled, “Kill them!”
Hayden’s storm-rifle coughed behind them. A bolt struck Wolfram in the shoulder. The witch bellowed in pain. He fell backward, eyes wide with disbelief. The Anlūki charged forward, two by two.
Indris swept Changeling low. A savage cut. An Anlūki parried. Metal shrieked. The enemy lashed out with his foot. Indris slid sideways. Grabbed the man’s ankle. Pulled. The Anlūki, overbalanced, fell forward. The storm-rifle fired and his opponent rattled down the stairs, dead. Another took his place.
Shar and Indris wove a glittering web of glass and steel. A symphony of clashing weapons filled the chamber. Swords flew. High. Low. Circled. Darted. Were denied. Cuts appeared on arms. Legs. A sword point flicked past to lick Shar’s cheek. Indris felt another open the back of his hand.
Another Anlūki fell at Indris’s feet, throat cut and gushing. A huge warrior barreled forward. Flesh and steel hammered into Indris like a breaker, lifting him from his feet. Indris part leaped, part fell backward. His heels slipped on one stair. Another. He started to overbalance. The sword of the last Anlūki speared toward his abdomen—
To be blocked by Shar’s slender blade of blue-white glass. The weapon chimed. Light rippled down its length. Indris fell backward. His back struck the stairs as he rolled painfully downward. He saw the Anlūki knock Shar off the top stair with a sweep of his arm. She teetered on the edge, then fell backward onto the hard edges of wood and metal crates.
The Anlūki hurtled down the stairs—
A blossom of red opened on the Anlūki’s brow. His body continued to fall forward. Indris scrambled out of the way. The warrior fell to the ground with a crash.
“Big men.” Hayden snorted. He stepped over Indris to where Shar was swearing amid the splinters of broken crates. “Think they’re damned unkillable. Remember Morne Hawkwood at that melee in Somanjara? I always wondered how the man managed to walk away, actual and whole, often as he did.”
“He’s bloody good at what he does.” Indris groaned as he stood. “Shar?”
“I’m well enough,” she said as Hayden helped her to her feet. “Though something softer to land on would’ve been nice.”
The three companions ran up the stairs to a large room that had been converted to private chambers. A wide bed with yellowed linen dominated one wall; the others were crowded with half-filled bookshelves and scroll nooks. By the looks of it, the room had been partially cleared in a hurry. A trail of blood led across well-worn rugs and out of the room.
“I’m surprised Wolfram fled,” Shar observed.
“Salt-forged steel,” Hayden muttered. “My last. It were made from one of them Corajidin used to shoot Indris.”
“We’ve talked about that, haven’t we?” Indris said.
Hayden shrugged. “You’re alive, ain’t you? The witch is gone. I’d be happy with the outcome, were I you.”
A large canvas sheet obscured several shapes. Hayden ripped the sheet away. Timeworn storm-pistols and storm-rifles, serill armor and weapons, glass tablets inscribed with delicate Seethe glyphs. There were arabesqued bronze and brass devices, also the polished kirion and silver clockwork of Avān crafters from the Bright Age of the height of the Awakened Empire.
“Indris!” Shar stood beside the glimmering heart of the Wraithjar. It was clouded jade and emerald green and gold. Tendrils of color and shape undulated across it like an octopus made of light.
“Omen?” Indris asked as he leaned closer. “Are you there?”
“The witch would try to question me, of this and that and here and then, to find the things he could not be, a shallow shadow of better men.” Omen’s voice was sepulchral. “Of course I am here, Indris. Where else would I be?”
Hayden laughed as he wiped a tear from his eyes. Shar looked askance at the man, lips curved in a smile. “We’ll need to carry him out,” she observed.
“Would you and Hayden please get him out of here?” Indris’s voice was bleak. Corajidin must be close. Indris felt the power of the Jahirojin in his bones. Winced at the way it made his hearts beat harder. Though his mind knew he was being manipulated, his soul seemed to not care. Worse, it welcomed the compulsion to do harm. Indris tried to master himself, yet control was elusive. “There’s more I need to do. Corajidin needs to be stopped.”
“Not this time, Indris,” Shar shook her head. She rested a blue-nailed hand on his arm.
“Corajidin and Wolfram can be stopped here. Now. You don’t understand what Rosha’s Jahirojin compels me to do!”
“Then fight it!” Shar snapped. “I know you can. We’ve done what we came to do, which was to save a friend. If that thing in the cellar is what you suspect, it’s too dangerous to leave behind, and we can’t move it without you. Let the Erebus go! There’re many of them and one of you.”
“I am Sēq,” Indris stated, as if it was all the explanation necessary.
“You were Sēq.” Shar’s skin shone like the sun through mist. Her eyes were such a bright citrine they were almost hypnotic. “A great one. But a better man. And there’s no power in the world can make you do other than what you want.”
“The young miss is right, Indris,” Hayden said quietly.
“I’ve never asked anything of you, Indris,” Shar urged. “But do this one thing for me? Not for duty, not for honor, not to sell your life to save hundreds. Certainly not to satisfy your cousin’s needs. Just do this for me, because your death is more than I could stand.”

Mari plucked the arrow from her shoulder, then hurled it down the stairs. The smell of spilled blood, her own, the wounded, the dead, clogged her nostrils. She ached from knees to wrists. The repeated concussive blows from her sword, the pounding on her shield, the constant movement, the rasp of breath in her lungs, the throb of her pulse in her head. The heartache as comrades fell, one by one by one, until she was all but alone.
What choice did she have though? Her father’s way? The Teshri needed the chance to remove her father from his place of influence. They needed the time she could give, lest her father open the doors of government to the witches, banished centuries ago.
Death by violence was what she had always known awaited her. Such was the way with warrior-poets, and to have more was an ongoing blessing. The stairs that wound to the floor of the Tyr-Jahavān had become a charnel house, made almost surreal with the brightness of the sun and the freshness of the breeze. She had few regrets. To have loved more, to have been loved more. To have enjoyed another glass of honeyed whiskey, or perhaps to have savored one last woody inhalation of pipe smoke. To have told Indris her nights of passion were never supposed to have been anything more, but she had come to feel for him despite herself.
She wanted to sit down, to rest her weary body. If she did, Mari doubted she would ever stand again. If she was not going to die in the arms of a lover, then by all the Ancestors she was going to die on her feet, a smile on her lips, a sword in her hand.
“It’s over, you know,” a fresh-faced young Feyassin observed. Mari did not even know his name. He was one of the new recruits Qamran had enlisted. The warrior-poet rested with his back to the wall. His white robe was soaked through with blood in places. His shield was a crumpled wreck, his blade notched. “The Iphyri will be here soon, and there’s nobody to hold them back.”
“You and I should be more than enough.” Mari chuckled painfully.
The young warrior choked on his laugh. Fresh blood speckled his lips. He looked at Mari calmly. “I’m glad I finally met you. You’re not like what they say.”
Mari shrugged. “I am and I’m not. People often aren’t entirely what they’re made out to be. What’s your name?”
“Dayr, of the Family Qanakkale.”
“From Selassin Prefecture? Near the border of the Taumarq?”
“You know us?” He sounded as much pleased as surprised.
“I know of you. Your father defied mine vehemently on almost every issue in the Teshri. Pass on my regards when you speak with him next.”
“I will.” Dayr smiled. The sounds of armored bodies being moved out of the way came from down the stairs, along with the whickering of the Iphyri. The enemy were coming, again. “Though your regards may need to wait until I see him in the Well of Souls.”
She stretched to work the kinks from her muscles. There was no reason for this boy to die, not when he had the chance for a life beyond the ruination inherent in her father’s schemes.
“Nonsense, Dayr.” She looked over her shoulder. The Iphyri would be there within minutes. “Why don’t you report to Knight-Colonel Qamran and tell him how we fared? With luck the Teshri have made their decision.”
“But—”
Mari stopped him with a smile. Soon her fate would catch up with her. She was done waiting. “Go. I’ll be fine.”
She turned back to the stairs. The Iphyri might be large and strong, yet she was a razor compared to clumsy hammers. One against many, on behalf of many, she would die as a warrior-poet was supposed to die.
Mari straightened, cleared her mind of anger, fear, and doubt. Face to the sun, she composed her own lament, for there was none there to witness the manner of her death.
Understand what I’ve become,
and let the people know and sing.
One name among the many,
flowers fallen ere winter came.
Miss me not I’m well content,
for death is but a little thing.
With a critical eye she sorted through the weapons of the fallen. The shields had been sundered, the armor rent, some of the swords broken. From the few that were serviceable, she chose a second amenesqa, then made ready.
The first Iphyri showed its armored nose.
Mari drew in a deep breath. Her war cry was a deafening shout that came from the depths of her soul. The Iphyri stopped, stunned, as she hurtled toward them.
In the few moments she had, all she could think was they would regret their hesitation. Though not for long.

Corajidin watched as orange-yellow flames lapped at the plaster walls of the apartments. From the deck of the wind-skiff, he could feel the heat of the fires set on the ground floor of each block. The three floors of the apartments would soon be an unstoppable conflagration. The smell of wood smoke was oddly domestic. It reminded him of deep winter in Erebesq, where hearths so large he could stand in them roared with fire for months on end during the southern winters.
Thufan sat on a coil of rope. He gazed at Belamandris, his metallic eye a spiteful gleam from under the shadow of his brow. He had his pistol-crossbow cradled in his lap, while he carved curled splinters of wood from the deck with his hook. The ruined kherife caught Corajidin’s stare and returned it blankly.
Glass exploded from the windows of the second story, followed by billowing smoke, a streaming banner that frayed as it rose into the afternoon sky. A door burst open on the ground floor. Wolfram teetered as fast as he could on his ruined legs. Smoke rolled about the man. The witch was covered in blood, his face pale beneath its mat of hair and beard. He coughed as he made what time he could toward the wind-skiff.
At a gesture from Belamandris, two of the Anlūki raced forward to help the witch along. The two warriors virtually dragged the ancient mystic aboard.
“Where are our treasures, Wolfram?” Corajidin’s voice was tremulous.
Wolfram rolled on the deck, his teeth clenched in pain. The witch tore away the fabric of his robe around where a bloodied hole had been driven into his wrinkled flesh. His other hand clawed at the deck spasmodically.
Belamandris walked to the rail. Corajidin barely made out the resigned expression on his son’s face.
“So it comes to this at the last,” Belamandris said.
“What do you see, my son?”
“Indris.”

Indris heard the building groan, the detonation of glass windows. From the corner of his eye, he saw the smoke pouring in beautiful pools and serpentine coils in the corridor outside. Shar found a satchel amid the belongings Wolfram had left behind and put the Wraithjar inside.
“Can’t you stop the fire?” Hayden asked. “Protect this part of the building?”
“Not with the Entropic Sumps so close by, no,” Indris replied.
“I can get them far enough away,” Shar said confidently.
“Do it, please. Take Hayden with you.”
His two friends disappeared down the stairs with Omen. Indris waited for the sound of their footfalls to vanish, then ran out the door in the direction Wolfram had taken. Avaricious tongues of flame licked at wooden beams. Curled their supple lengths around blackening stone. There was smoke everywhere. The heat was oppressive. But since his time on the Spines, he feared neither heat nor flame. His left eye grew warm. It remained dry, though his right eye watered from the smoke. Color and definition changed. Everything became sharper; distances seemed not to matter. He could see differences in heat, as well as the most subtle play of smoke on the turbulent air currents.
Already he could feel the pull of the Entropic Sumps lessen. Shar and Hayden had no doubt cut the sumps free and found a way out of the cellars to put distance between themselves and Indris. Without the sumps, and so close to the man, the urge to go after Corajidin was overwhelming. Indris felt the compulsion of the Jahirojin, the need to execute Rosha’s vengeance. Even with his scholar’s training, with all his will, the call was difficult to ignore. It was an itch he could not scratch, the annoying melody in his head, the ache of old wounds in winter. It was present and real and flexed itself in his blood.
Voices whispered in his head, demanded his compliance, his capitulation to their immortal will. He drew Changeling. She sang to him, soothed his mind, wrapped it in a choral symphony that drowned out the voices of the Jahirojin.
Indris looked about, surprised to find he stood in the open doorway of the courtyard, where he had walked on unwilling feet. He looked up to see the wind-skiff where it hovered uncertainly, the Tempest Wheels growling angrily in protest.
Belamandris jumped lithely over the rail. He walked toward Indris, his hand on the hilt of his amenesqa. Indris circled to the side, and the two men spiraled toward each other, inexorably drawn.
It was not Belamandris Indris wanted to face. Corajidin was the one the Jahirojin demanded. Yet how could he face either, then Mari? The two warriors stopped meters from each other, feet set shoulder width apart, bodies oblique.
“I underestimated you last time,” Belamandris said with an easy smile. “I tend not to make the same mistake twice.”
“You already have, by coming out to meet me.” Indris nodded to the wind-skiff. He spared a glance to where Corajidin had dragged himself to the rail. The old man looked wretched, his expression slack. “You should’ve run the moment you set eyes on me.”
“Do we dance then, you and I?”
“What about Mari?” Indris asked. “One of us will die, and the other will lose her. I don’t now have, nor have I ever had, a quarrel with you, Widowmaker.”
“You’d allow me to take my father to safety?” Belamandris’s voice was colored with his surprise.
“On any other day, no,” Indris said honestly. He looked around at the courtyard. Flames licked from most windows, and smoke obscured almost everything. In the time it would take to fight Belamandris, the fire might well spread to other buildings. There were more lives at stake here. The force of the Jahirojin threatened to assume control of him. “But if I have to kill a man, I want it to be my choice. Besides, you know as well as I your father’s not long for the world. A good son would see to it his father found peace.”
“You’re unexpected, Näsarat fa Amonindris.” The Widowmaker almost smiled. “Though we’ll never be friends, I’ll remember your kindness.”
Belamandris turned toward the wind-skiff. There came a sound, muffled by the inferno. Belamandris paused. Stepped. Turned back toward Indris, his expression puzzled. Indris saw the fletching of the light crossbow bolt that pierced Belamandris’s throat. The Widowmaker reached up as he fell, a gurgle in this throat.
“A son for a son, Corajidin!” came Thufan’s graveled cry, the pistol-crossbow held tightly in his fist as he leaned over the rail of the wind-skiff. “If Dragon-Eye won’t do it, I will!”

Mari reeled from the force of the armored fist across her jaw. It felt as if her teeth had come loose. She collided with the wall, the pain of the impact barely registering. Her body had been so overcome by agony she barely noticed the new insults against her flesh.
The wall by her head exploded with shards of stone as a kucheti smashed into it. She threw herself back. Already she had broken two swords, though the ancient relic of her namesake remained whole. The blade in her right hand was sheared off almost halfway.
Mari stabbed the jagged half sword into the nearby Iphyri’s face. Broken or not, the blade could still kill.
Corpses of a score and more Iphyri lay below her on the stairs. With each kill she retreated up the stairs. There seemed to be no end to the brutish horse-men. Though her ears were filled with the roar of blood in her head and the rasp of her breath, still she could hear the Iphyri’s pealing whickers from below. It sounded a little like the insane laughter of wheezing old men.
She wobbled on her feet. One of her knees trembled, not the one that bled from a sword wound, the other one. The one in the leg with the deep gash on her shin. The one with broken bones in her foot. Her vision was blurred. Thankfully the Iphyri were large targets.
Another of the horse-men barreled up the stairs. Mari had no energy for artistry. She swung her mostly blunt sword, spiraled energy from her ankles, knees, thighs, and hips. Channeled it through her back, chest, forearms, and hands. The blade bit into the Iphyri’s chin. It continued upward, to shear through muzzle and brain. She staggered as the Iphyri fell at her feet. The Iphyri behind it lashed out with a broad hoof. It took Mari in the chest, sent her reeling. She lashed out as she landed flat on her back, winded. Her blade cut the throat of the horse-man, who fell squealing. Through her faded vision, the next Iphyri was little more than a dark blur against the pallor of the sky.

“No!” Corajidin shrieked.
He saw the Anlūki surge toward Thufan. The man had chosen his position well, for he already stood over Corajidin’s supine body.
“We’ll join each other in death!” Thufan howled.
Thufan raised his hook high, then brought it down in a vicious strike. Corajidin felt as if he had been hit in the chest with a hammer.
Color faded from the world. The light seemed harsh, too white, though there was no warmth. Shadows yawned blackly, beckoning him to fall into their dark embrace. He could not breathe. His hands flew to his chest. There was blood everywhere. His vision swam. Clouds of black smoke, three shades of gray flame, the white white white of sunlight where it reflected from the jagged edges of broken windows.
Corajidin’s head lolled to one side as the Anlūki closed on Thufan. Corajidin could hear the grate of his laugh, which turned to high-pitched shrieks as the Anlūki slaughtered him. Blood sprayed everywhere. Other Anlūki leaped the rails, their shouts distant.
He lay on his back; the broad vault of the sky seemed almost close enough to touch. Voices shouted all around him, though the words made no sense. He looked about, though all was blurred patches of light and dark. His mind wandered. He thought for a moment of—

Indris ignored the Anlūki who came to fetch their master’s body. Let them take Belamandris away, to be buried with the honors he deserved.
Sword in hand, Indris strode to the center of the courtyard. Fountains burbled in the middle of wide pools. A covered well stood amid potted weeping fig trees. Changeling’s song managed to shield Indris from the imperative of the Jahirojin. He cast his senses around the burning villa. Most of it was a maelstrom of smoke and flame. The fire was spreading to the other villas and other homes that surrounded it.
A nearby wall groaned, then fell toward him. Flame and smoke billowed around him. Indris leaped away. Debris knocked him from his feet, forced him to roll over scalding bricks and mortar that burned his skin.
He climbed to his feet and opened himself to the ahmsah.
Intent formed a thought, which became numbers, ordered into parallel and serial formulae. One by one, faster than the blink of an eye, he sorted, assessed, discarded options. With harsh chopping motions of his hand, he severed the connection between the burning sections of the building and those that were untouched. Rubble cascaded down amid clouds of dust and fine debris, which rolled about his feet. Slivers of stone ricocheted to slice open his cheek and brow.
Indris felt himself weaken. He had taxed himself too much today. Even with Changeling’s help, his Disentropic Stain felt like sunburn on his skin. In his mind’s eye, he saw the blistering on his soul. He slid to his knees, hands clenched around Changeling’s hilt. She trembled at his touch. Light sparked from her blade, shadows bloomed deep in the metal. Indris hissed through clenched teeth as he forced his battered brain to think through the prattle of the Jahirojin.
Calculations flickered across his mind. The numbers dismayed him, gave him answers he did not want. He rephrased the problem in his mind, sought the desired outcome a different way. A vortex started to form over the burning villa. Slowly at first, little more than a mere shifting of smoke-filled air, it sluggishly turned. With each passing moment it gained speed, a funnel pointed upward into the broad vault of the firmament. His face felt swollen. Blood pulsed in his brain. Black spots appeared in his vision as he used the vortex to suck the air from the burning buildings.
He looked upward at a spinning funnel of orange, red, and yellow. The flames spiraled upward, a solid mass of heat, light, and color. Yet flames still capered on the rooftops and long window ledges. His vision dimmed.
It was only when the last of the flames guttered out that he lost concentration. The air rolled back with a boom. Indris felt the impact of the courtyard on his head as he was thrown face-first onto the flagstones.

Mari opened her eyes wide as the Iphyri lifted its kucheti. She wanted to see the blow that killed her.
There was a flash of blue and gold past her eyes. Then another. Then more until all she could see were the flickered blurs of shapes that bounded over her. Sound came as if she were at the bottom of a well. Grunts. Squeals. The racket of metal on metal. Roars.
Then she was being lifted in powerful arms. She could feel herself float away as her eyes finally closed.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
“The wrongs that blinded soul and pride, you needs must forgive and forget. In death we find no final right, no way for us to ease regret. No way to catch the tears of pain, when sons and daughters rest in earth. There is no way in which we gain our peace of mind, or joy, or mirth.”—from the ballad “Red Morning,” by the war-chanter Shar-fer-rayn, 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 335 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Femensetri stood on a balcony in the Hai-Ardin where it overlooked Amnon. The sky was filled with kites that shone like paper lanterns. They drifted on the sea breeze, each one painted with the messages of loved ones to the Ancestors, family, and friends who had journeyed before them to the Well of Souls. Her eyes were luminous, beautiful.
“Remembering those who’ve gone before?” Indris asked as he and Shar approached, Ekko and Hayden in their wake. Ekko loomed large in the armor and clothes of a jombe. He had resigned his commission with the Lion Guard. It was his preference to travel with Indris, now that he had experienced some of the perils he had thought were little more than myth.
“There are too many to remember,” she mused. She looked over the small group with a smile. “When you live as long as I have, some of the names get forgotten. Don’t let the poets fool you. It happens.”
“I saw Nazarafine speaking with Siamak earlier.” Indris came to stand beside his old teacher. “Is there anything we need to worry about?”
“Isn’t there always something to worry about?” Shar chuckled.
“We appear to be safe, for the time being,” Femensetri said with a sour tone. “Nazarafine is sponsoring Siamak for the Family Bey to be restored to the status of a Great House. It’s been centuries since the Bey have been rahns. He deserves it and Far-ad-din would be pleased, I think.”
“It’s been ten days. What news from our neighbors?” Indris asked.
“High Palatine Navaar professes friendship for now. As for the Iron League? They no doubt have spies, same as we have ours. I sent word to our own embassies in the Iron League countries, assuring them everything was under control.”
“I imagine they might find that hard to chew,” Hayden observed. “There ain’t a whole lot of trust there to begin with.”
“We’re nowhere near out of the woods yet,” Femensetri said darkly. “Corajidin is missing and still capable of causing us grief. We’ve two new and inexperienced rahns among the ranks in Roshana and Vahineh, who may not even survive. You never told me what happened with Corajidin, boy.”
“How fares Vahineh?” Indris replied.
Femensetri scowled. “Her personality was splintered by the Awakening. It’s difficult to understand who she is at any given moment. She may recover, but the woman was never intended to carry this burden. We could use Far-ad-din.”
“Far-ad-din is a good man, Femensetri.” Indris looked out across the night-lit haze of Amnon. “But he’s right. His own peers turned against him far too easily. Shame, he’d have made a good Asrahn.”
“Never happen.” Femensetri sounded sad. “Neither Shrīan nor the Iron League are ready for a Seethe to govern a nation. At least he won’t bring the Seethe down on us in retribution. Still fixing on this journey of yours?”
“To Avānweh?” Indris asked. “Yes. Sassomon-Omen needs a new body. Besides, the New Year’s Festival in Avānweh will be something. It’ll be interesting to see what happens at the Assembly of Peers, too. With Vashne gone and Corajidin in the wind, I’d not be surprised to see a lot of the Imperialist exiles trying to reclaim their places in society. As Shar said, there’s always something to worry about.”
“So, are you returning to the Order?” Femensetri hawked and spat.
“I think you’re going giddy with the moment,” Indris said drily. “I’ll stay my own man.”
“You did well, boy.” Femensetri rested her hands on Indris’s shoulders. “Though you should’ve killed Corajidin when you—”
“Wait a—”
“Let me finish!” She placed her hand over his mouth. “Letting him go will cause problems. He still presents a danger to us all. Yet your handling of the Ariskander issue, flying a galley across the Rōmarq, and capturing the Destiny Engine were masterfully done. You sure you’ll not come back to the Sēq? You could be the youngest master—”
“Thank you for your confidence, but no.” Indris bowed his head. There was much Femensetri did not know, could never know, about what Indris was capable of. “I can do real good as I am.”
Femensetri smiled. “Perhaps you are my greatest pupil.” She leaned forward and took him in her arms. Indris was surprised by the unexpected display of affection. When she spoke next, it was in a whisper for him alone. “Besides, I’ll always know where to find you, should I need you.”
“About my mother.” Indris leaned back from his former teacher. Something Ariskander had said still echoed in his mind. “What is it you’re not telling me?”
“There’s much I’ve not told you,” the Stormbringer admitted. “Some, because you don’t need to know. Some, because you need to find out for yourself.”
“And the rest?”
“Ah.” She sighed. “The rest I made a promise to your mother not to say.”

Indris walked up the gentle slope of Zephyr Hill. Hundreds of people knelt in the grass, their faces lit sepia by the flames in each alabaster and crystal flower on its plinth in the Garden of Stones. Some turned to look at him, a solitary wanderer in his threadbare over-robe, his sword sheathed across his back. The people of Amnon had become used to warriors in their midst. There were scowls as he passed, gestures to ward off evil. A few spat into the grass, to curse him and his violent ways as he passed them by. People had lost those they loved. He did not begrudge them their anger.
He crested the hill, then continued down the narrow stone path toward the Lotus House. He stopped when he reached the door. It was open, it was always open, yet as always his feet betrayed him. Truth was he had stood before the door many times, his hand resting on the pendant-shaped brass handles. He had listened, more times than he could count, to the wind chimes, white plaited leather stitched with beads of yellow glazed clay in the shape of bees that swung in the breeze. Each time he had walked away.
“I’ll come with you, if you like,” Shar murmured from behind him.
Indris looked over his shoulder at his dearest friend. He had asked so much of her over the years. She had never once complained or refused him. Though it meant risking her own life, Shar-fer-rayn had been at his side when there was no logical reason for her to be. A reflexive response started to shape his lips. Before the words could escape, never to be recalled, he closed his mouth.
“I’d like that,” Indris said. “Thank you.”
Shar took him by the hand, though it was Indris who took the first, tentative step inside.
Together they followed the spiral of the Memorial Wall, with its myriad names. There was only one he had eyes for: Anj-el-din. Like all the names on the wall, it was set with tiny slivers of ilhen, to shine in beams of pale blue-white light like a star.
“I hadn’t thought it would be so…” Indris’s eyes burned. There was an itch in the back of his nose and an ache in his chest he felt only when he was alone, when memory got the better of him. He squeezed Shar’s hand. “You know, I’ve never said good-bye to her,” he murmured.
“Perhaps it’s time you did,” she said gently. She took his face in both her hands; her beautiful jewel eyes stared into his. “You carry such a burden of grief for the lives you could never save, as well as the guilt for being alive when they’re not. You’re murdering yourself from the inside out, and I hate to see you do it. You’re the very best of men, Näsarat fa Amonindris, if only you’d see it.”
Indris quoted a poem he had written many years ago, yet never had the resolve to finish.
We tried to lead the lives we chose,
yet knew our dreams weren’t coming true.
I drowned in regrets the day you left,
obsessed with all things meaningless.
I bowed before the emptiness,
and empty-souled went penniless,
before all the shallow dreams I thought were me.
“I love her so much, Shar,” he murmured. “I think I always will. When we escaped and she was gone, some part of me knew she was…I denied it at first. I dragged you everywhere to search for her. But now, with Mari—”
“Don’t.” She hushed him. “Haven’t you learned anything from your time with the Seethe? Guilt and melancholy are the poison of the spirit.”
“Then I pleaded to the Ancestors,” he whispered. “Promised them anything if I could take Anj’s place in death…”
“I was with you.” She held him close. “Yet yours isn’t the only love to end before its time.”
“So much has happened.” He reached out to touch the glowing name with tender hands.
“Don’t tell me, Indris.” Shar backed away quietly. “Tell her.”
Indris sagged. He turned around to sit with his back to the obelisk. Softly batting the back of his head against it, he struggled to form his thoughts into words from those places that had been locked for far too long.
“I’ve missed you,” he began hesitantly. Indris cleared his throat, then began again. “There are times when it feels I can’t breathe without you. There’s hardly been a day gone by when I’ve not thought of you and hoped you’re happy where you are. It’s a shame you’re not here tonight, Anj. There’s dancing. It’s a great night to dance, and I know you love it…Remember when he first met? The smell and sound and taste of the revelry—I willed as hard as I could for dawn to never come.”
He stood, faced the obelisk. There was a sense of release in the words, something sacred in the outpouring. Indris recounted much of what had happened in his life since they had parted. He remembered laughing at the silly things they had done. Jokes that few other people would find funny. He apologized for old fights, when they had gone silently to their corners of the house to brood, until they each found the other in the center again, forgiveness on each other’s lips. And he cried. For all the things he should have said, yet did not. For all the things he should have done, yet never did. For the small and simple and innocent things she had needed from him, the things he had so wanted to give her, yet could not.
From time to time he would look over to where Shar waited, a treasure for her patience. Constant in her acceptance.
Indris leaned his brow against the obelisk. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, you held my love in your hands. Our world was hard on us, but that’s over now. I can’t be with you where you are, and I’m not sorry for that. I know I promised that if you walked away, I’d follow. But I can’t. So let me kiss you good-night, my beautiful lady, and wish you peace. Look kindly on me.”
He pressed his lips against the obelisk. Now he had said what he needed to say, he wondered why he had lacked the courage to say good-bye sooner. Perhaps he had not been ready to let go before now. He breathed deeply, blinked away the tears that had formed, surprised at how much lighter he felt.
Shar took him by the elbow and led him away, out of the Lotus House and down through the songs of joy that lifted the Garden of Stones. The familiar shapes of Ekko and Hayden stood at the base of the hill.
“Where to?” Shar asked.
“Avānweh. But first, I need to see somebody.”

“Where am I?” Mari asked. Her voice sounded fuzzy in her ears, the words slurred. She opened her eyes. The light seared her vision, sent sparks of pain shooting through her head. She screwed her eyes shut again.
“You’re in the Healer’s Garden of the Hai-Ardin,” came the crow-voiced response. “Though you’ll be moved as soon as we don’t think it’ll kill you.”
“How long—”
“Ten days.” Mari had felt hands on her body, her face, her arms and legs, yet the sensations were far removed. It was as if her body had been swaddled in thick silks and the softest of cotton. “Though you’re not out of the woods yet.”
“The Teshri—”
“Safe enough, thanks to—”
“My father—”
“Rest, Mari. You’ve been hero enough.”
Mari wanted to talk again, yet the effort of words, of which ones to choose, then to get her mouth to cooperate, all seemed too hard. Perhaps rest was the—

She smelled the lavender in the air first. On the edges of the lavender came the faint vinegar-like scent of antiseptic, jasmine incense, and the tang of the sea. Wind hummed somewhere nearby. There was the faint rattle of reeds. The susurrus of leaves. Music, distant, tinged with sadness, Seethe voices raised in breathy song over the metallic twang of sonesettes, the deep tones of theorbo, drums, and low-voiced kahi flutes.
Though she could not understand the words, the songs made her want to cry. Too tired to open her eyes, her body numb, she curled up once more and—

Mari opened her eyes to the soft ilhen light of her bower. Above her head the shadows of the leaves occluded more than half the sky. Much of the rest was strewn with the glory of the Ancestor’s Cloak, its long wide folds of misty yellow and red light stitched with starry beads of garnet, sapphire, amber, and diamond. From within the deep cowl, the Eye stared down at her with blue-white brilliance.
“You’re fortunate to be alive.” Indris gently closed the book he had been reading. “Though once the effects of the lotus milk wear off, you won’t feel like it.”
Mari tried to sit up, but she did not have enough command over her own limbs. Her torso was wrapped in linen strips painted with esoteric symbols. She lifted the sheet that covered her with trembling arms. Her legs were likewise wrapped, as was her right foot. Mari noted the skin on both her arms was similarly painted. A string of polished stones was wound about her wrist, each one glittering with faint carnelian light. “What treatment is this?”
“It’s something I learned from the Y’arrow-te-yi.” Indris grinned, a lopsided thing she found very attractive. The wind snagged the unruly tangles of his hair. She wanted to reach out and move it from where it fell over his eyes. “You should find your wounds will heal more quickly than expected, though you’ll tire easily for a couple of weeks yet.” He took her hand in his own, muscles firm under his skin. “You lingered on the rim of the Well of Souls for quite a while.”
“What happened?” she asked. “I remember getting an absolute thrashing from the Iphyri, then…blurs, mostly.”
“From what I understand, you and a small number of the Feyassin held the Tyr-Jahavān stair while Nazarafine tried to convince the Teshri of your father’s crimes.” He looked at her with admiration. “You stood against more than two hundred nahdi in your father’s employ, then you alone, wounded as you were, killed more than thirty Iphyri. It was Ekko and the Tau-se who came down to assist you. Perhaps I’m lucky we didn’t fight the Hamesaad after all.”
“It would’ve been a shame,” Mari said wryly. “My father and brother?”
Indris leaned back in his chair, expression thoughtful as he gazed out over Amnon. “The quorum was locked on the issue of your father’s guilt.”
“So, what happens now?”
“Nazarafine took a chance and vetoed the Teshri. She stripped your father of his post as Asrahn-Elect, as well as the governorship of Amnon. The Teshri is up in arms but has agreed to a ruling of the Arbiter’s Tribunal at the next Assembly of Peers. Your father is far from having his fangs pulled.”
“Where is he?”
“We don’t know.”
“What about me?” she asked quietly. “There’s nothing for me in Erebus Prefecture now.”
Indris laughed. It was a bright thing that rose into the air, easy and free. “Mari, after what you’ve done, I doubt there’s anybody who’d want you to leave.”
What about you? She wanted so much to ask the question. Would you like me to stay? Is there a future for us, now the dust has settled and we are who we’re supposed to be? Yet the words would not pass her lips.
“That’s a relief.” Though she had always wondered what it would be like to be set apart from her House, the idea of being truly alone was not something she thought she was quite ready for.
Indris looked deeply into her eyes. “Nazarafine was impressed with you. As was Femensetri. As was Rosha. There are a number of people who owe you a great debt, Mari. Let them repay it. You deserve it.”
“Good advice.” She did not care about a number of people. She cared about one. The one who truly did not want anything from her. She wanted to take him in her arms, to draw him into her bower and lie with him, exhausted and happy. The intimacy of two bodies, fingers rested upon skin, hair entwined. The resonance of his voice, her ear pressed against his chest. To hear his hearts beat.
“I’m needed elsewhere, for now.” He leaned forward to kiss her brow. Did his lips linger? Did his fingers become entwined in her hair? “But I’ll be back.”
She reached up to cup his head in her hand. Her lips moved to his. Parted, to taste him, made a memory for her to relish until the next time.
She watched him walk away, a shadow in the gloom across an ever-widening distance. She smiled. They parted how they had met, as two people in the dark. He waved, a hesitant thing that ended almost as quickly as it began, before he was gone.

Nazarafine and Ziaire came to visit her shortly after Indris left. Mari had trouble keeping her eyes open, though she did her best to be alert. She missed most of the opening of the conversation, but she managed to nod her head in what she hoped was a sage manner to their questions.
“You’ve not heard a word we’ve said, have you?” Ziaire leaned forward, green eyes vivid. “Would you prefer we came back later?”
“No,” Mari lied tiredly. “My apologies. Please, what were you saying?”
“We were talking about what to do with you, my dear.” Nazarafine sat back on the couch, cheeks red as apples. It might have been the effects of the lotus milk, but Mari caught a wicked gleam in the older woman’s eye. “You did an incredible thing here. Not that you would know, but the troubadours are already writing ballads in your name, poets are composing sonnets, and awestruck men are penning love letters to you.”
“Obviously the ones who don’t know me.” Mari chuckled, wincing at a stab of pain in her chest. “I did what I was trained to do.”
“Had that been the case, you’d have sided with your father and events would have turned out differently.” Ziaire smoothed the sheets around Mari’s feet before taking a seat on the cot. The courtesan looked radiant in folds of jade-and-emerald silk, embroidered with yellow butterflies. It was the first time Mari had seen her dressed other than in the pale robes of her order.
“We appreciate you took a great risk in helping us,” Nazarafine said. “You also sacrificed everything to bring us here. We can’t begin to thank you enough. We can, however, give you something back.”
“Pardon?”
Nazarafine placed a polished wooden box in Mari’s hand. Mari fumbled with the clasp. Inside, resting upon a bed of white silk, were two white-gold lotus flower insignia. The ones given to the Knight-Colonel of the Feyassin.
“But Qamran—”
“Agrees there’s no better person for the role,” Ziaire said. “As did the others. You’ll need to mend some bridges, but they all appreciate what you did. The honor of the Feyassin has never been greater, thanks to your final stand.”
Mari felt her hearts skip and her breath shorten. She touched the insignia with the tip of her finger, as if to prove they were real. When she looked up, both Nazarafine and Ziaire were grinning at her.
“You swore an oath as a Feyassin, Mari,” Nazarafine prompted. “It suited you well, I think. Perhaps you should see this as a more pure form of service, where more than one person’s life is at stake should you fail. Are you interested?”
“Interested?” Mari could not help the width of her grin.
Nazarafine grasped Mari’s hand in her own. “When you’re recovered, come to Avānweh. There’s a lot for you to do to restore the numbers of the Feyassin and not a lot of time to do it in. Try to make it sooner rather than later?”
“I will,” Mari promised.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
“We merge the myriad mistakes and setbacks in our lives into some kind of golem, some creature of stitched-together horrors, half truths, and deceptions. We cover this chimera with the torn skin of our successes and call it Destiny. With luck, it will have the strength to kill Fate where it stands, for none shall determine my future save me!”—from The Rise of the Eclipse, by Erebus fa Corajidin, 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Day 335 of the 495th Year of the Shrīanese Federation
Corajidin sat in the morning sun upon an antique throne on the lawns of a small palace near the quaint town of Shenhe-am’a-Djin in the mountains of Erebus Prefecture. It was mostly disused, a place where old paint clung to the worm-eaten wood like scabs. From a distance the sound of his followers’ prattle was dim. The sky above was empty except for the bloated gray clouds that meandered, bellies distended with rain, across a hammered-pewter sky. The air smelled of storms.
His empty hand was curled in his lap. Dried blood had seeped into every whorl and line on his skin. It turned the cuticles into bloodied crescents, the horns of some miniature bull after it had gored its fighter. His other hand lay curled in his lap under pus-and bloodstained bandages. His chest still ached from Thufan’s attack. Though the bones had healed and the skin sealed so there was little except a faint redness, the pain would not go away. Every breath was a remembered agony.
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Thufan’s maniacal face.
Corajidin turned his head at a rustling in the long grass behind him. The dry creaking of calipers, iron, leather, and wood sounded with each limping step. The stave upon which the Angothic Witch leaned was blackened and burned. Slivers of mismatched wood had fallen loose. Many of the strips of leather and crooked old coffin nails had either melted or been burned away. Swathed in a hooded cloak of hypnotic silver-and-black thread, a tall, slender figure lurked in Wolfram’s shadow. From what light passed the hood, Corajidin could see she was a Seethe woman. She in turn was trailed by three diminutive figures, who crouched at her feet when she came to a stop, their shapes obscured. The scent of perfumed rot, sweet as dead flowers, clogged Corajidin’s nostrils.
Belamandris should have been there, as handsome and straight as Wolfram was not. Yet his beautiful son lay under a Preservation Shroud, trapped between the heartbreaking moments of life and death. Wolfram could not heal him, and Corajidin could not let him go.
“Has it has happened as you told me it would, witch?” Corajidin asked.
“I told you your people would remember your name, great rahn.”
“Have my allies come to a decision?” Corajidin saw the throng of upper-caste women and men, his allies among them the leaders of business, of industry, of the Hundred Families of Shrīan. They walked from the villa, heads held low for fear of Corajidin’s displeasure.
“You’re destined to be the keeper of your people,” Wolfram’s beautiful voice intoned. “No matter what the arbiters say, these leaders of Shrīan will elect you Asrahn, as was foretold.”
“Yet for this to happen I must live, Wolfram.”
Corajidin heard a faint chittering noise. The wind gusted to reveal in part the features of the three…things that followed Wolfram’s ally. They were three small women, eyes stitched closed, twisted yellow nails clicking together like insect mandibles, where they crouched at their mistress’s feet. Their mouths split in shadowy, toothless grins. Corajidin could see their gray tongues working, pierced with rings of blackened steel. A fine yellow dust clouded their skin and swirled in the air around them.
“As to that,” the Seethe woman’s voice ground out, sounding like flecks of rust popping from a gate. She folded back her hood and cloak. Her Seethe clothing was frayed, tied together with strips of linen. Her face, which he recognized with a start, was austere in its beauty, but marred by the scabrous green stone that glowed balefully from the center of her forehead, like an infected wound. Blackened veins radiated from it, dark against pallid flesh. She produced a vial of fluid, which she held out to Corajidin. “In honor of the alliance between the Soul Witches and the Asrahn of Shrīan. Distilled from the very essence of the qua. May it serve you well.”
“I know you…” Corajidin breathed. He took the vial with a trembling hand. “You are—”
“I was Anj-el-din, daughter of Far-ad-din of the Din-ma troupe.” She smiled a black-toothed smile. “You may call me the Emissary. My masters from the Drear have shown me there are more important things than names. Such as what powerful friends can do for each other. So, why don’t you tell me what it is you want, great Corajidin?”
Corajidin opened the vial. It seemed he would live after all. “I want it all.”
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Ahoujai

Medallions, amulets, or jewelry made
from salt-forged steel and the sand from
burned-out arcane mandalas. Used as
protection from the effects of the ahmsah.

Ajamensiic

War of the Long-Knife.

Amenesqa

High Avin word meaning “long wave.”
From amen (long) and esga (wave). Italso
means “long sword.” given esqa has a dual
meaning. The name for the Pashrean and

Shrianese recurved single-handed sword

Also referred to as Disentropy, it is the
energy created by all living things. It
most powerful source is the qua, the
theorised centre of all creation.

Ahmsah

The collection of disentropic effects
taught to scholars. It includes the various

arcane formulae, as well as the percep-

tions used by scholars to sce entropic

and disentropic effects.
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Ahmtesh

The fluid energy space of the ahm,
which surrounds and is interspersed
with the physical world

Asrahn

High King or High Queen of Shrian.

Awakening

The process by which a monarch is
bonded with the consciousness and spirit

of fa. Thus far the process has only ever

been suceessful with Seethe and Avan

monarchs.

Daimahjin

Mercenary warrior-mage, generally a
scholar or in some cases a witch who is
‘without affiliation to a school or coven.
Very rare and highly sought afier.

Dionesqa

High Avan word meaning “great wave.”
From dion (great) and esqa (wave). The
name for the Pashrean and Shrianese
recurved double-handed sword. It is a
rare weapon, generally used by select
‘members of the heavy infantry trained
in its use.

Disentropy

The power of creation, manipulated by
scholars using the formulae of the ahm-
sah, or by witches using their own arca~
num. The use of disentropy is known
to cause rapid decay of those materials
that it comes in contact with, including
Tiving flesh. Metals that decay slowly are
generally used in the construction of|
arcane devices powered by disentropy.
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One of the Elemental Master spe-
cies, the Seethe are also known as the
Wind Masters. The founders of the now
fallen Petal Empire, they are cffectively
immortal, though they can die via sick-
ness and violence. As Seethe mature,
they undergo a physiological change
where their bones thin and they grow
. Secthe lders are capable of flight.

and eravel in extended

family units known as troupes. They can
be found in many cities across southeast-

ern Ia, though most dwell in the floating

Sky Realms, which drift around the
world, propelled by the winds.

Tau-se

The lion-folk of the Taumarg, originally
made in the Torque Spindles by blending
Humans and lions. They are collected
nto a tribe-based patriarchy, though it
is the women who run businesses and
households. The Tau-se are sought after
as mercenaries, but they will only serve
an employer they respect.

Yarrow-te-yi

A reclusive species reputed o be

descended from carth elementals.
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Ran-jar-din

Seethe.  Pah-Din. Far-ad-dins
rahn-elect.

Anj-el-din

Seethe. Pah-Nisarat. Far-ad-din's daughter
and Indris’s missing wife.

Great House of Nasarat (Pashrea)

Malde-ran

Avin. Mahjirahn of Pashrea and Mahj of|
the Shadow Empire. Also known as the
Empress-in-Shadows. Prefect of Mediin.

Kemenchromis

Avan. S&q Master Magnate and Arch-
Scholar. Twin brother of Femensetri. Rajir
t0 the Empress-in-Shadows.

The Hundred Families

Bijan

Avan. One of Vashne's and Ariskander’s
allies.

Chang

Avan. Sayf-Joroccan and heavily involved
in organized crime. One of Corajidin’s
supporters.

Hadi

Avan. One of Corajidin’s supporters.

Iraj

Human. One of Vashne’s and Ariskander’s
allies.

Kiraj

Human. Sayf-Masadhe and Arbiter Marshal
of Shrian. One of Vashne's and Ariskander's
allies.

Siamak

Avan. Sayf-Bey and Knight Protector of |
the Romarg.

Teymoud

Avan. Mercantile Guildsman and one of

Corajidin’s supporters.
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Zendi

Avan. Sayf-Bajadeh. Runs bordellos in
competition to the House of Pearl. One
of Corajidin’s supporters.

Ziaire

Avan. Sayf-Manshira, one of the Queens
of Pearls and a celebrated nemhourch of|
the House of Pearl.

Others

Kapik

Fenling war-leader.

Karoyi

Feyhe (Sea Master). Instructor to the Séq
Order of Scholars.

Kembe

Tau-se. Patriarch of the Tau-se tribes and
Protector of Taumarqan.

Navaar

Avan/Human. High Palatine of Oragon.

Sedefke

Avan. Founder of the Séq Order of Scholars

and the person who discovered the process

of soul-binding with the consciousness of
Lo, otherwise known as Awakening.

Skavi

Fenling shaman.
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Rahn

Awakened king or queen in any Avan-
‘governed nation.

Sayf

Leader of one of the Hundred
Families.

Sende

The collection of policies, codes,
‘measures, and other behaviors that
the Avan use to regulate their social
interactions.

The unofficial title used by the heads
of influential tribes o clans. Generally
used by the mountain peoples of the Mar
Jihara, the Mar Ejr, the Mar Siliin, the
Mar am'a Din, and the Mar Shalon. Itis
also sometimes used by affiuent familics
with a milicary tradition.

High Avin word meaning “knife.”

CULTURES

A species originally made by the Seethe
in Torque Spindles from Seethe and
Human specimens, as well as samples
from predacory animals. The Avan
were originally used as the peacekeep-
ers of the Petal Empire, though they
rose against the Seeche. Racher than
release Humanity from their servitude,
the newly formed Awakened Empire
kept Humanity as a vassal race for the
next millennium until it was toppled as
part of a Human revolt.
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Humans

Also referred to as the Starborn. The
most populous species on Ta. Once a
vassal race to the Petal Empire of the
Seethe as well as the Awakened Empire
of the Avan, Humanity is now inde-
pendent. The largest Human faction
in southeastern Ta is the Tron League,
composed of Atrea, Jiom, Imre, Manté,
Or%, and Angoth. Humans are known
to live in almost every nation.

Nomads

The undying or undead. Generally they
are without physical form and need to
inhabit a physical shell in order to inter-
act with the physical world. Seen as her-
ctics by the Ancestor-worshipping Avin,
the Nomads were once Avan themselves.
Their culture is as the Avan lived at the
end of the Awakened Empire.

Rom

Also called the Time Masters, the Rom
predate the Elemental Masters. There is
very little documented about the Haiyt
Empire of the Time Masters. It is known
the Haiyt Empire simply ceased as the
result of the Time Masters vanishing

from Ia. It is not known why.
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Indris

Avan. Pahmahjin-Nisarat fa Amonindris,
formerly a knight of the Séq Order of
Scholars and now a daimahjin, a merce-
nary warrior-mage. Once commanded
the Immortal Companions nahdi com-
pany. Also known as Dragon-Eyed Indris;
Indris, Tamer of Ghosts; and Indris, the
Prince of Diamonds. Bears the mind blade,
Changeling.

Shar-fer-rayn

Secthe. War-chanter of the Rayn-ma
troupe, reputed to be the last surviving
member of her family. Met Indris in the
slave pits of Sorochel, from which they
escaped together. Now travels with Indris.

Hayden Goode

Human. A drover turned adventurer
and once a skirmisher for the Immortal
Companions, who now travels with Indris.
Expert rifleman.
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Jresqa

High Avan word meaning “short wave.”
From jiir (short) and esqa (wave). The
name for the Pashrean and Shrianese
recurved short sword.

Khopesh

The long Tau-se sickle sword.

Krysesqa

High Avén word meaning “quick wave.
From krys (quick) and esga (wave). The
name for the Pashrean and Shrianese
recurved long-knife

Awakened emperor or empress. The last
Avin Mahj is Mahj-Nisarat fe Malde-
ran, rahn of Pashrea and Mahj of the
Awakened Empire. She is now Mahj of |
the Shadow Empire, which technically

includes Pashrea, Shrian, and Tanis as
nations governed by Aviin monarchs.

Mahjirahn

Scholar King or Queen.

Nemhourch

Gold Companion of the House of Pearl.
A prized courtesan who engages only
with the upper castes and the most afflu-
ent members of socicty.

Pah

Princess or prince.

Pahmahjin

Scholar Prince or Princess.

Psé

High Avan word meaning “mind blade.”
From psé (mind) and dari (bladc). The name.
for the mind blades made and wielded by
Knights of the Séq Order of Scholars.

Also referred to as the Font,
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Great House of Erebus

Conajidin

Avan. Rahn-Erebus of Erebus Prefecture
and Prefect of Erebesq.

Yashamin

Avan. Corajidin’s third wife and former

nemhoureh of the House of Pearl.

Kasraman

Avan. Pah-Erebus and Corajidin’s rahn-
elect, Trained as an Angothic Witch by
Wolfram. Son of Corajidin’s first wife,
Lalch.

Belamandris

Avan. Pah-Erebus, called the Widowmaker
and leader of the Anliki. Corajidin’s second

son. Born to Corajidin’s second wife, Farha.

Mariam

Avin. Pah-Ercbus, called the Blood-Dancer

and the Queen of Swords. Knight-Colonel

of the Feyassin. Born to Corajidin’s second
Farha

Avin. Corajidin’s nephew and adjutant.

yf-Charamin and Corajidin’s
Kherife-General and Spymaster. Prefect
of Jafke.

Armal

Avan. Thufan’s son.

Wolfram

Human. Angothic Witch who originally

took service with Corajidin's grandfather,

Rahn-Ercbus fa Qarnassus. Corajidin's close
friend and adviser. Kasraman's teacher in

the arcane.
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Brede Human. Formerly a Séq librarian captured
and turned by the Angothic Witches. Now.
Wolfram’s apprentice.

Great House of Selassin

Vashne Avan. Rahn-Sclassin and Asrahn of Shrian.
Prefect of Qeme.

Afareen Avan. Rahn-Selassin and wife of Vashne

Daniush Avan. Pah-Selassin and Vashne’s rahn-elect

Hamejin Avn. Pah-Selassin and Vashne’s second son.

Vahineh Avan, Pah-Selassin and Vashne's only daugh-
ter. Third child of Vashne and Afareen.

Sadra Human. Vahineh’s weapon-master.

Chelapa Avan. Knight-Colonel of the Feyassin.

Qamran Aviin. Knight-Major of the Feyassin

Mehran Avan. Knight-Licutenant of the Feyassin

Great House of Siin

Nazarafine | Avan. Rahn and Speaker for the
People. Prefect of Qom Rijadh.

Great House of Kadarin

Narsch Avan. Rahn-Kadarin and Knight-Marshal
of Shrian. Prefect of Kadarah:

Great House of Din-ma (The Seethe Din-ma troupe)

Far-ad-din [ Seethe. Rahn-Din-ma, deposed at the Battle

of Amber Lake. Former Prefect of Amnon,
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Entropy

The rate ac which all things decay.
Disentropy consumes raw materials,
thereby accelerating the rate at which
they decay. This is evidenced through
factors such as drastically increased heat,
oxidization, or other disintegration of
surrounding material.

Also known as the qua, the Font is the
theorised centre of all the worlds in cre.
ation. It is the pure source of all diser
tropy and the source of all life.

Hourch

Versatile entertainer companions.

Ithennim

“IHluminated,” the ancient term for
mystics such as witches and scholars. It
refers to any person trained and able to
wield disentropy.

Jahirojin

A controlled version of the ancient
blood curses of the Awakened rahns. It
is a curse leveled against an enemy, the
effects ranging from failure to achieve
their desired objectives, to death, to the
utter destruction of a House or family.
It needs to be facilitated by a powerful
scholar.

The stigma. A physical manifestation
known to have appeared in the most
powerful of the ancient Scholars and
witches.
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Dragons

One of the Elemental Masters spe-
cies, Dragons are also known as the
Fire Masters. They call themselves
the Hazhi. Rarely scen in the modern
world, they are known to spend much
of their time in slumber as part of the
Great Dreaming, with only a small per-
centage of their population awake at
any one time.

A race created by the Scethe in the
Torque Spindles, the Fenling are the
merger of giant tool-using rats and the
Avén. They are a race of scavengers who
rarely deal with non-Fenling, and are
known for their cannibalism and car-
rying of virulent diseases.

One of the Elemental Master species, the
Feyhe are also known as the Sea Masters.
Little is known about them. It is said
their natural form they resemble ten
tentacled, brightly colored octopi. They
are capable of changing into a series of|

simple and complex shapes.

One of the Elemental Masters species,
the Herd are also known as the Earth
Masters. They are a private people, said
to resemble a blend of a large gorilla
and a wolf, with sharp-featured though
hairless faces. Rumor has it they are

nonaggressive unless provoked.
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Sassomon-

Omen

Nomad. Became a Wraith Knight in the col-
lapse of the Awakened Empire. Formerly an
artist and philosopher, he became an infan-
tryman with the Immortal Companions,
and now travels with Indris.

Femensetri

Avan. Séq Master and Scholar Marshal
of Shrian. Formerly Indris’s teacher. Also

known as the Stormbringer.

Great House of Nisarat

Ariskander

Avan. Rahn-Nisarat and Arbiter of the
Change at the Battle of Amber Lake. Rahn
of Nisarat Prefecture and Prefect of Narsis.

Nehrun

Avan. Pah-Nisarat and Ariskander’s
rahn-clect.

Roshana

Avan. Pah-Nisarat and commander of the
First Whitchorse Company of Cataphracts.

Tajaddin

Pah-Nisarat and Ariskander’s third child.

Ekko

Tau-se. Knight-Colonel of the Lion Guard
First Company. Commanded the expedi-
tion to retrieve Far-ad-din after his escape.

Mauntro

Tau-se. Knight-Major of the Lion Guard
First Company.

Maselane

Sayf of the Family Ashour and Knight-

General of the Nisarat Phoenix Armies.
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